Name: Alex Wan
Position sought: Atlanta City Council District 6
What motivated you to run for Atlanta City Council?

My decision to seek the District 6 City Council position is a natural extension of my history of community service. I have established a track record of continually seeking to make a difference in those areas for which I have a passion, which has included civil rights, community building, neighborhood support, diversity, children’s causes, health issues, and economic development. I even recently took a full-time position with a non-profit organization so I could apply my education, training and experience to day-to-day work in community service. But there also comes a time when one’s passions grow beyond what a private citizen can affect, and that vision can only be accomplished in a public role.

What specifically made me decide to seek the City Council position is the growing frustration I feel with how inefficiently the City is utilizing taxpayer dollars in delivering the most fundamental services. Increasing concern with our City’s ability to keep its residents and visitors feeling safe and protected; continuing disappointment with the City’s financial decline (specifically fiscal management and budget); and mounting challenges like transportation and infrastructure problems that will ultimately limit our City’s ability to grow and prosper all compelled me to run for City Council.

I have always believed that in difficult and challenging times, those with the capability and the capacity to lead and to devise constructive, productive, and meaningful solutions have the responsibility to step up and do so. The residents of District 6 deserve strong, active leadership from their councilperson, and I believe I am the most qualified candidate to represent them.

What specific skills or qualifications do you bring to the job? How have you served the community? If you have a political or civic resume, feel free to attach that.

To become a world class city, Atlanta needs new, strong leadership with the education and business acumen to successfully deal with the many complex challenges we face. I bring a unique blend of skills and experience to the Atlanta City Council: demonstrated business experience and leadership and an ongoing track record of strong community service.

The combination of my Industrial Engineering degree from Georgia Tech and an MBA in Finance from Wharton Business School (University of Pennsylvania) foster a sound, rational approach to problem solving and a thorough understanding of finances and budgets. As a successful business owner, I bring the knowledge needed to run local government in a businesslike way – including delivering a quality product, managing a budget, being innovative with limited resources, and making difficult decisions during tough times in a deliberate way.

My active involvement in the Atlanta community provides me with familiarity about a broad range of issues, from the neighborhood level (Morningside-Lenox Park Association) to broader city-wide matters (Atlanta Development Authority Board of Directors), as well as addressing issues associated with diversity (Asian American Heritage Foundation), civil rights (Human Rights Campaign), the socio-economically disadvantaged (For the Kid in All of Us), and health/homelessness (Jerusalem House).

I have built a track record of identifying issues, building consensus and getting things done. Just one example is the charitable organization I founded in 2003 to meet the needs of Atlanta’s disadvantaged children, For the Kid in All of Us. I brought together partners from the business, private, and public sectors and the community to create an organization that still thrives today. For the Kid in All of Us has donated over $380,000 in funds to benefiting organizations and provided an additional 17,000+ toys and 3,500+ backpacks with schools supplies to those children whose families could not provide for them.

What, in your opinion, are the biggest challenges facing your district? Please be specific. What specific ways will you tackle these challenges?

The biggest challenges facing Atlanta today are public safety and the City’s finances. Providing public safety is the most fundamental service a government is charged to provide to its constituents. Worsened by the economic downturn, crimes are perceived by the general public to be on the rise. Response times to emergency calls have increased, and our public safety force, coming off a furlough imposed for financial reasons, suffers from low morale. Left unaddressed, this perception – whether completely accurate or not – by both residents, visitors, and those considering moving to or visiting the area will most certainly impact Atlanta’s growth. To tackle these challenges, I will work to increase the number of police officers patrolling our streets and to boost department morale and retention through restoration of salary increments frozen for most of the previous eight years. I will also work to develop and implement community-based safety programs to create collaborative public-private partnership to protect our neighborhoods.

Solutions to public safety issues, however, are undermined by whether or not the City has the financial resources to implement them. The City of Atlanta FY2008 budget ran a $41 million deficit, and the recently adopted FY2009 budget showed a $50+ million deficit that was ultimately plugged by an increase in property taxes. Although the deficits are partly a result of the weak economy, they are also partly due to irresponsible decisions made without adequate concern given to the future economic impacts. The public’s growing distrust of the City’s ability to manage its money must be addressed by making City government more efficient and effective, while delivering first class city services.

My educational background, coupled with my business experience, make me uniquely qualified to identify ways to reduce waste and increase operating efficiencies. We must start by launching independent audits of City departments to provide complete and accurate assessment of our financial performance and organizational staffing to identify areas to reduce waste. I will also work to identify opportunities for expense reductions or revenue sources including privatization and monetizing underutilized City-owned assets.

Finally, my tenure on the Board of the Atlanta Development Authority provides me a thorough understanding of the tools and “levers” we have to attract businesses to the city, create new jobs, stabilize and restore declining neighborhoods, and make our communities more livable, which will all contribute to a more sustainable and economically viable Atlanta and help generate new revenues to fund these initiatives.

For years, the city's finances have been mismanaged. How would you suggest the city could reform its budget and live within its means? Are there programs or departments that you would move to downsize or privatize?

In business, closing a budget gap is accomplished either by cutting expenses or increasing revenues. City government has the option to generate revenue by raising taxes, which it recently voted to do in order to balance the next budget. That said, there is still opportunity to continue seeking ways to tighten the budget – in preparation for future shortfalls, to free up funds to strengthen certain core services, or to provide relief for taxpayers. On the expense side, in the short term, we need to take a very close look at how the City operates, and focus on delivering the core services that the public expects the city to deliver in the most efficient way possible.

This examination must include (1) looking at possible elimination of services or other expenditures that do not fall within the “core services;” (2) finding more efficient ways to provide those services, including, where feasible, outsourcing to private enterprises that can deliver same or higher quality at equal or less cost (immediate targets include fleet management and IT); and (3) reducing bureaucracy, both in terms of processes and manpower. We also need to examine the City’s pension program for its employees and evaluate possible adjustments to keep our wages competitive while not unduly burdening our taxpayers. This may include reintroducing Social Security as a retirement benefit, evaluating pension benefits offered to new employees and perhaps even lobbying the State Legislature for greater flexibility in adjusting the plans currently in place.

We must also examine the revenue side of the equation and implement measures that will expand the tax base. For example, the Atlanta Development Authority has identified four commercial corridors where smart, strategic investments in catalytic projects would jumpstart redevelopment and bring back businesses and residents to those neighborhoods.

We should also restore funding to programs that provide financial and technical assistance to local small businesses and work with our partners to continue attracting businesses to move to or expand existing operations in the City.

Only when all expense/revenue options have been exhausted should increases in property taxes be considered. By systematically – and openly and transparently – engaging in these very basic analyses, the City will earn the trust of the taxpayers as an efficient and effective steward of their money.

In your role as a councilmember, how would you move to improve public safety in Atlanta? Please explain how your proposals would be funded.

As Councilperson, I will move quickly to improve public safety by strengthening our police and fire departments. Specific initiatives include increasing the number of police officers patrolling our streets and boosting department morale and retention through restoration of salary increments that have been frozen for most of the past eight years. I will also work to increase fire department personnel to achieve the 4-and-4 national safety standards for engine and ladder truck staffing. Of course, this will all be done only as the City budget allows, as funds are made available either through increased government operation efficiency and waste reduction or through expansion of the tax base resulting from strategic investments and projects for economic development.

Additional potential revenue sources include monetizing underutilized City assets (including the jail), and offering regional jurisdictions the opportunity to train their recruits in our police academy for a fee. I would also encourage the development and implementation of community-based neighborhood safety programs. Finally, I will work with the new Mayor to recruit the best candidates to lead the police and fire departments, with greater transparency, visibility and accessibility for our citizens.

Even with the economic downturn, affordable housing remains a concern in the city. What are your thoughts on making suitable housing affordable available to existing and new residents?

As a former Board member of the Atlanta Development Authority, I understand clearly the importance of continuing our City’s efforts to add to the housing inventory to make living in Atlanta affordable for working families at all income levels. This is particularly true for those earning near or below the Area Median Income (AMI). If there is not adequate workforce housing in the City, our working class population will have no choice but to move outside the City limits, adding to the traffic problems we are already experiencing.

I support the continuation and expansion of the City’s various programs that currently assist would-be homeowners (mortgage assistance, down payment assistance, below market interest rates, etc.) as well as builders and developers (acquisition cost assistance, infrastructure funding, rehabilitation and/or new construction support, etc.). I also support the inclusion of affordable housing components in residential projects that receive City funding such as the requirements of several tax allocation districts (TADs) currently in place.

I recognize that some of our public safety officers, educators and government employees qualify for such assistance, and I appreciate that enabling those who work for the City to also live in the City can only bring additional stability to our communities.

Despite new support centers and such initiatives as downtown "meters" aimed at curbing panhandling, the city still has a sizable and very visible homeless population. How should the city combat homelessness?

I am currently employed full-time at Jerusalem House, Atlanta’s oldest and largest provider of permanent, supportive housing for homeless and low-income individuals and families affected by HIV/AIDS. My experience working in this field has shown me the importance of providing – along with meeting the very basic needs of food and shelter – supportive social services that directly address the root cause(s) of an individual’s situation that caused the homelessness in the first place. This approach provides a longer-term solution to chronic homelessness and helps individuals regain control of their lives and once again become productive, engaged citizens in their communities.

The City’s Gateway Center (the City’s “point of entry” for the chronically homeless and connection to social services) and the Atlanta Development Authority’s Homeless Opportunity Bonds (funding for capital projects providing supportive services) are excellent examples of projects/programs that follow this guiding principle. And Jerusalem House’s recent grant from the US HUD Department’s Housing Opportunities for Persons Living with AIDS (HOPWA) through the City of Atlanta provides a good example of how partnerships between the City and the non-profit sector can secure federal dollars to help address this issue. These are all initiatives that should be explored and expanded to meet the needs of this growing population.

Some argue that Atlanta, after adopting earlier closing times for bars, lacks the nightlife one typically associates with a major city. Others say the change has made neighborhoods safer and better places to live. Where do you stand? Would you support a proposal to restore later bar hours?

We all envision a City where residents, employees and visitors can safely live, work and play, and I believe that having a vibrant nightlife plays an important role in that vision.

But I also recognize that it is imperative that residents and their property in the surrounding neighborhoods must also be safe and that the presence of these establishments and their patrons must not be disruptive to these communities.

I would support a proposal to restore later bar hours on the conditions that (1) adequate resources are provided (perhaps through increased fees to bars opting for the later operating hours) for additional public safety; (2) provisions are made for periodic review and evaluation of compliance with all licenses, permits and code requirements that include community input; and (3) sufficient financial and manpower resources are allocated to the necessary City staff for such review and code enforcement.

There are certainly examples of bars and clubs in Atlanta in locations that make sense for the establishments and their communities that continue to be good, engaged, responsible neighbors. I am confident that we can find workable solutions between bars and neighborhoods to create the type of nightlife for Atlanta one finds in other major cities.

