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Roland Laird 
Candidate for Council, North Ward 
 

1. The City Council is a legislative body with investigative powers.  What do you see as 
the role of the City Council in advancing the economic, educational and cultural 
success of Trenton? 

 

A City Councilperson is the people's representative in the government. Representation means 
being attuned to the activities, aspirations and obstacles that are part of the citizens' daily lives.  
In the realm of economics, education and culture a City Councilperson can help by delivering 
hard resources to each of those sectors. These resources can come from outside of the city or 
from within the city. For example, a few years back a grant program I co-founded needed a way 
to take recipient Trenton students to a college summer program in Providence, RI. After asking 
around I was put in touch with somebody at Shiloh Baptist Church which provided us both a bus 
and a driver. This was an example of making a connection so Trentonians can help one another. 
I believe the Councilperson's role is to make those connections for his or her constituents. 

 

2. How will your role as a Council member elected to represent a Ward of Trenton be 
reflected in your service on the Council? What do you see as the critical 
responsibilities and duties in representing your Ward? 

 

Constituent service is the lifeblood of the councilperson. Council members must be responsive 
to the needs of their constituents. This implies that a critical responsibility and duty of the 
council members is to be connected to their constituents. A council member must be easy to 
contact and must respond to the requests of their constituents in a timely fashion. The council 
member should also be a thorough and thoughtful reader of all proposals that are brought to 
the council.  Finally, the council person must also be prepared when possible to draft legislation 
that advances the interests of their constituents. 

 

3. Department heads are appointed by the Mayor “with the advice and consent of 
Council.”  What do you see as the role of the City Council in evaluating and voting on 
department heads and other officials proposed by the Mayor? 

 

The Council should thoroughly research the background and qualifications of all people the 
Mayor nominates to head departments. If any council members disagree with the nominations 
then he/she should bring those concerns to the council for discussion. Only after thorough 
discussion should the council vote on the Mayor's appointments and the City Council should 
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not be afraid to utilize its 2/3 veto power to reject any nomination that they deem to be not in 
the best interests of the city. 

 

4. Some City of Trenton departments and services are seen as effective, while others are 
viewed as creating obstacles to progress.   What two current City of Trenton 
departments or services do you believe are working well, and what two departments 
or services most need to be improved?  What specific actions will you push for the City 
Council taking to improve underperforming departments or services? 

 

I believe that the Department of Recreation, Natural Resources and Culture and the 
Department of Health and Human Services are two departments that are working well. They 
both do important work on shoestring budgets. I believe that the underperforming 
departments are the Trenton Green Initiative and the Purchasing Department, specifically the 
Local Business Enterprise program. These underperforming departments should be cutting 
edge for Trenton because they both have the potential to financially empower Trentonians 
through energy cooperatives and small business development. Trenton's small geographic size 
lends itself to pilot programs in all of these areas and I would spearhead an initiative to connect 
both departments to action-oriented organizations like the Center for Social Inclusion as well as 
the Democracy Collaborative especially DC co-founder economist Jessica Gordon Nembhard 
who has done extensive work around wealth building in underserved communities and 
communities of color. 

 

5. A healthy city must be able to meet the needs of its citizens while balancing its 
budget.  Trenton has many assets and a resilient population, but it still relies on the 
state for almost 75% of its operating budget revenue.  What specific steps should the 
City Council take to increase revenues and to reduce expenditures?  What will be the 
combined benefits of these actions? 

 

Revenue generation and cost reduction are serious business. After reviewing the city budget as 
posted on the city’s website I’m wondering why does this year's proposed budget call for $21M 
more in appropriations than last year's budget? I would also like more information on our 
surpluses and their eligible uses. I believe that we must give sustained, systematic thought in 
regards to revenues and tax-exempt properties and I have proposed using municipal service 
fees to collect revenue from non-state, tax-exempt properties in Trenton (which total over 
2,000 properties).  I've also looked into how other state capital cities deal with its tax-exempt 
properties.  Last month Albany, NY formed a “Commission on Public-Private Budgetary 
Cooperation" to examine revenue generation from tax-exempt properties (both state-owned 
and non-profits) and I believe this commission could be a model for Trenton. 
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6. Many successful cities use history, arts and cultural opportunities to capture the spirit 
of the community and create vibrant places to live.  As a Council member, what three 
specific steps will you take to support and market Trenton’s history, arts and cultural 
diversity both in our neighborhoods and downtown? 

 

Cultural tourism should be a growth industry in Trenton. African American history is a passion 
of mine so my first two suggestions are in that area. I would plan a trip for local clergy and 
hospitality businesses in Trenton to see Lancaster, Pennsylvania’s “Living the Experience” which 
is a living history production about the Underground Railroad. This gem of an attraction is 
significantly contributing to the revitalization of urban Lancaster City. I believe Trenton can do 
the same. Similarly Trenton played a role in the landmark Brown v Board of Education decision. 
Creating a living history program around that historical moment is just one idea. Finally, 
Trenton's central location and compact 7.5 square miles lends itself to housing numerous 
festivals. This year we lost the Dodge Poetry Festival to Newark, but putting Trenton on the 
map for those types of events is something I'd work hard to do. 

 

7. Trenton is a remarkably diverse city, with many different neighborhoods, blocks and 
organizations.  As a Council member, what will you do to foster and promote citizen 
action and efforts on the local and neighborhood level?  What are examples of citizen-
lead efforts you would support, and what would you do to support them? 

 

The first and most important thing I can do to promote citizen action is to be a Councilman that 
is visible, accessible, and accountable. By being visible people will see that I'm not just 
somebody that got their vote and then disappeared; by being accessible people will know that 
they can contact me and at a minimum get my effort and energy to address their issues; and by 
seeing that their Councilman is putting in time and energy for them, my belief is that people will 
feel empowered to redouble their efforts to make Trenton better. I admire the citizen led 
efforts of Fathers and Men United for a Better Trenton, Trenton Pop Warner Football, and I Am 
Trenton Community Foundation to name just three. 

 

8. Many successful individuals have passed through the Trenton educational system, but 
we still have low student achievement levels, high dropout rates and a poor 
community image.  What can the City Council do, and more importantly what should 
the City Council do, to improve our schools and increase the number of students that 
succeed? 

 

The education of Trenton's children needs an all hands on deck approach. I believe in a three 
pronged approach to assist Trenton's educators, parents, and children. I’d seek to have Harlem 
Children's Zone expand to create a program in Trenton like their recent Newark effort. The two 
fundamental principles of The Zone Project are to help children as early in their lives as possible 
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and to create a critical mass of adults around them who understand what it takes to help 
children succeed. I’d also seek to buttress existing programs like the NAACP's ACT-SO 
(Academic, Cultural, Technological Scientific Olympics) which isn’t currently active in Trenton. 
Finally, I believe in the power school alumni associations. I would challenge all of Trenton's 
college graduates to reconnect with their colleges as many have summer enrichment programs. 
A goal could be to send 5,000 Trenton students to college summer programs annually. 

 

9. Civic engagement requires open and honest sharing of information between those 
elected to serve in government and those who elected them.  What will you do to 
make the City Council more accessible, transparent and responsive to citizens? 

 

As a Councilperson, I plan to meet with existing North Ward organizations. I also plan to have 
an open monthly meeting for all North Ward residents and I plan to spend at least one Saturday 
per month knocking on doors in each district getting feedback about what's going on in each 
neighborhood. If from this approach a structure of district leaders or an advisory council 
emerges organically that will be great but that's not the goal. My goal is not to engage North 
Ward residents through more structure but to let people know exactly what I'm working on and 
what the status is while also getting their feedback about all the things I should be doing. In 
short my approach to engagement and transparency is to create a consistent, open and honest 
dialogue about our North Ward issues.  


