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w/Fred Klonsky & Mike Klonsky

00:01:15
Ken:
And as you might expect the usual bickering from a couple of brothers who have been around for a while, so what we are talking about here today ladies and gentlemen is the Klonskys, Fred and Mike. Bloggers, teachers, political activists dating back to the 60s. Actually their dad was in the Lincoln brigades during the Spanish Civil War but I don’t think they were. We will find out as we introduce in alphabetical order Fred and Mike. Welcome back Fred.

Mike:
That was quite an intro there.

Ken:
Thank you. Welcome back Fred and Mike welcome for the first time. Glad to have you here. I love Hitting Left. I think it’s a wonderful show and you guys are doing a good job here, so you can carry on from us.

Fred:
We are going to have your spot. I read on Bob Feder’s you are leaving.

Ken:
I am hanging it up, yes, yes.

Fred:
Well that’s too bad.

Ken:
No it’s not.

Mike:
Well you are welcome to come on Hitting Left with the Klonsky brothers any time Ken.

Ken:
I accept your invitation. That will be great. Okay. As I said we are sitting here today facing the prospect that Lori Lightfoot is already a failed mayor because she caved or whatever it was. The Sun-Times editorial, the very people who endorsed her are calling it a flip-flop. Let’s start with that. Did Lori Lightfoot get taken by Rahm Emanuel? Did he teach her some hard political lessons?

Mike:
I think a lot of her critics got taken by O’Connor, Rahm’s floor leader and Rahm. He was able, O’Connor especially yesterday was able to shift the whole focus of this TIF Lincoln Yards things onto Lori Lightfoot to make it seem like she did it instead of them. Unfortunately a lot of our friends even our left wing friend critics fell for it and let Rahm Emanuel off the hook on this thing.
Fred:
I think that’s the key thing, as if Lincoln Yards wasn’t Rahm’s legacy. He claimed it is the legacy to the city and then suddenly within a few hours really it got hung on Lori Lightfoot. What was she supposed to do?
Ken:
Well that was the question I was going to ask you. What would your expectations have been? I mean I kind of wonder looking back on it if she didn’t get kind of lured into a bit of a trap here.

Mike:
I agree with that. She and her team could have played it two different ways. One is they could have just stayed out of it and then maybe taken ownership of the struggle to change it or tweak it. Everybody knew the votes were there in the council, or she could have tried to do what she did which was to intervene as best she could, try to get a delay on the vote and then when she saw that the vote was going to go their way try to tweak it as best she could, try to build in a better deal for blacks and Latinos and women, which she did you know. Of course the problem is nobody knows what’s in that deal. None of the aldermen who voted for it had even read it, and so what’s going to happen is after she takes office on May 20th, after her inauguration she will get a chance to rework it or renegotiate it as best she can.

Fred:
I think she would get criticized one way or the other. 
Mike:
Of course.

Fred:
Fran Spielman does a column and I think it was in yesterday’s where she makes the claim that Lori got played and this was the inevitable result of being a newbie at the job. Rich Miller in Capital Facts says she allowed the deal to go through as if she was in a position to stop it or allow it.

Ken:
Yeah.

Fred:
Really what she did is what she said she would do all during the campaign, was that she opposed the deal. She opposed the TIFs for it and it was likely that there was nothing that could be done until she took office. And when she took office it’s what she said in all the debates that she would go back in and where she could make changes and involve the communities that are involved in those changes she would do it. So really she’s doing what she said she would do all during the campaign.

00:06:15
Ken:
Well one of the key moments in this though was the whole Pat O’Connor thing which I found really interesting because I mean after the fact he says, “Well you know if she had asked we would have just delayed the vote. We would have killed this $2-billion deal that Rahm Emanuel had been working on for his entire administration. We would have just let that go if she had asked but she didn’t ask.” 

Fred:
Yeah, you got a [00:06:38] you want to buy? Yeah, right.

Mike:
And a funny thing is all my friends on the left ended up yesterday all quoting Pat O’Connor like he’s their guru.

Ken:
There’s almost no credibility to that. I mean Pat O’Connor’s job was to make sure that that vote happened and he would have made sure that that vote happened no matter what.

Mike:
But you could argue, but I could argue and I’m admittedly one of Lori Lightfoot’s biggest fans but it could be argued that she also got played a little bit by Rahm and O’Connor because she and them made an agreement. She thought, and when you make an agreement with somebody you don’t expect them to kind of flip the script on you a couple of hours later and blame you for the whole deal to get the heat off themselves.

Ken:
Well maybe it was a good early lesson in how to [00:07:40] Chicago.
Mike:
You can’t make deals with these people you know. They are so bought-off already and they are skilled.

00:07:49
Ken:
I was talking with my buddy Ben Joravsky the day before and we were both kind of laughing about this and I was saying this is what this meeting is going to be, it’s Rahm and it’s maybe Pat O’Connor and it’s Lori Lightfoot, and they sit there and they say look, you need a little something. We need a little something. Oh Andy is on the phone, Andy Gloor from Sterling Bay, Andy listen we’ve got to give you a [haircut] on this thing babe. We’re going to do like 15-18-19%. What can you do if we cut it? Well you know I could delay building one of those bridges for two years and bill it to something else. Okay that’s a deal.  
Mike:
I imagine that’s just what the phone call was like, yeah.

Ken:
That’s the deal, we got it. Everybody’s got it. Lori you can walk out with your head high. But it wasn’t like that. They didn’t want to let that happen.

Mike:
But where is it in writing? Nobody knows because it’s 600 pages and by the time you read it they probably changed 300 of those 600.

Ken:
That’s right. I do feel and I think maybe we are all kind of saying this that she learned a valuable lesson I guess.

Mike:
But importantly than her learning lessons, which I’m sure she will do along the way we have to learn lessons. Those of us who are activists, those of us who are out there you know fighting the good fight, we have to learn that we are not…it’s not a spectator sport. We don’t sit here and hope oh I hope Lori does the right thing you know. 
Fred:
Which is what happened yesterday. I mean there were people in the council galleries. There were people in the streets blocking traffic including some future aldermen. That’s exactly what should be happening. No one should depend on anybody in office to take care of things for them.

Mike:
This goes back to the Harold Washington days for us you know. We helped elect Harold Washington, our first black mayor in the city. But once he was elected he told us, he said, “You’ve got to keep the movement alive.”

Ken:
You’ve got to keep the pressure off, yeah.

Mike:
Yeah, because I’m going to be under a lot of pressure from the other way you know. So we help elect these folks and this was a great historic victory the election of Lori Lightfoot. Maybe not on the same level with Harold Washington but close to it, the first African American woman, a lesbian woman, almost unheard of in this country. Now we’ve got to do two things. One, we’ve got to help her become a great mayor and that means not from the get-go say we’ve got to take down Lightfoot, which is what some of these folks have done.

Fred:
Didn’t we learn like the opposite lesson for example during the Obama years where once Barack Obama was elected the street movements seemed to go well everything is taken care of.

Mike:
The anti-war movement just disappeared overnight, yeah.

Fred:
And we don’t have to hit the streets anymore.

Mike:
So that was our bad but on the other hand when somebody has such an overwhelming support and a mandate for change from the voters you can’t just come in and start chopping at her. 

00:11:29
Ken:
This is the part I don’t understand and I’m really confused. If we had Mayor Lightfoot sitting at the table this is what I would ask her today, I would say, “Well why didn’t you go into this meeting fully understanding you can’t stop this? This train is not going to stop. So instead of sort of backing out and saying okay well I sort of give my blessing to this going forward you issue a statement saying I was able to get a couple more concessions and that’s it. I am still completely opposed to this and I urge all the aldermen to vote no and I hope they will vote no. And then you stand aside, let them vote yes and then at least your hands are still clean.” Now she’s a kind of a co-owner of this thing and I don’t understand how it happened. 

Mike:
You know what, we can sit here all day and talk about messaging and you know there’s an art to that. My daughter is an expert.

Ken:
Yes, Joanna.

Mike:
Yeah, but candidates and politicians mix their messages or say things. You can’t get hung-up on every word that’s in the Sun-Times you know. Like yesterday she said something about to these people she said, “Enjoy your day in the sun because I’m going to come back at you later. This is going to be the last day,” or something like that. And a lot of my friends were going, “Look, she said enjoy your day in the sun.” [Laughs] That was the words they picked out and they are going crazy over a day in the sun and they are saying they are going to have 23 years of in the sun. I say why are you nitpicking a phrase in the paper? Come on. Get real you know. Have a strategy in mind. Don’t just play off of what Pat O’Connor tells you to say or the Sun-Times.

Ken:
Well anyway it was a fascinating 24 hours.

Mike:
It was, it was.

Ken:
We went through some very interesting things there and guess what? Mayor Emanuel came out with what he wanted.

Mike:
Surprise surprise.

00:13:36
Ken:
We kind of knew that was going to happen I think. If we’ve talked this one through can we switch topics here because Fred you are writing today about pensions for a fair tax and I think this is a really…

Mike:
There he goes again.

Ken:
I know, there he goes again. This is a very interesting issue where you are talking about the governor wants to push through this what he calls fair tax. Most of us would call a graduated tax but whatever. Are you seeing some horse-trading going on?

Fred:
No. But I think there’s some that do want to engage in horse-trading. I pointed out that in Crain’s a couple of days ago the head of thei Better Government association the CEO published a piece that well it looks likely that Pritzker is going to get his graduated tax, that we should also go after other parts of the Constitution. Suddenly they said well if we are going to start changing the Constitution of Illinois…

Ken:
As long as we’re opening it up while we’re in there.

Fred:
Let’s vote on everything.

Mike:
Let’s steal Fred’s pension. 

[Laughs] 

Fred:
The irony of it they also suggested and as you pointed out the Tribune picked that exact same line up in this morning’s editorial, and now they want to vote on everything including taking away the right to vote through term limits. So that’s kind of an odd idea, right, that you will change the Constitution, have a vote on limiting the number of times you get to vote for your representative, which I don’t think is necessarily a bad idea if they also take away all the money out of [00:15:19 elections.] But they are so desperate and try and address the pension problem, and we’ve talked about this many times on this show and elsewhere, they are so desperate to deal with the pension problem in Illinois apart from dealing with the revenue part of it right that they constantly come back to these kind of tricks.

Ken:
We should just say for the uninitiated and there may be some, I don’t know, but essentially what we are talking about here is that there is a…

Fred:
There’s 70 years of underfunded public employee pensions.

Ken:
Yes, there’s that.

Fred:
So that we owe a debt of $133-billion. That’s with a ‘b’.

Ken:
But there is a school of thought that the framers of our 1970 Constitution made a grave error when they included in the Constitution a clause that says that it shall not be…I forget.

Fred:
Diminished or repaired. 

Ken:
Diminished or repaired, thank you. So that includes benefits that people like city workers and teachers have accrued through the years. And there’s always been some pressure to try to open that up and revisit it and everything else, but what you are saying is that now since there is another… People who are more progressive in views are saying, “Yes, we want to open the Constitution up to amendments because we would like to amend it to put in this fair tax. But we don’t want it opened up to mess with that.” 

Mike:
I love your comparing it to a kid buying condoms. 

[Laughs] 

Fred:
It’s like well we have a graduated income tax and a redistricting reform and pension reform and they kind of sneak in pension reform like a teenage boy going into Walgreen’s going, “I would like pretzels, the chips…”

Ken:
Some Skittles.

Fred:
Yeah, some Skittles and condoms. [Laughs] And that’s kind of the way they are trying to do this. I think the point is that there is a debt that’s got to be paid. The framers of the Constitution which was written in 1970 luckily were very clear about what their intention was. They knew and said so that the state would try to come back in and abrogate that agreement, so they wrote down, they said it’s not up for interpretation. And when it was brought to the courts actually four years ago almost to the day today in 2015 when the legislature tried to change…

Ken:
That was four years ago?

Mike:
Yeah.

Fred:
Tried to change the law and change the rules, the court in an 8 to nothing vote, unanimous vote said no, the pension protection clause means exactly what it says. And so what’s interesting about that is that even now if they were to go back in and do that, if the legislature were to vote to put it on the ballot as a constitutional change the $133-billion that the state owes still would have to be paid.

Ken:
Would still have to be paid, right.

Fred:
And every current member of a public employee who works in the state or a local municipality that has a pension would continue to get the exact same pension that they were getting before because it’s not something that can be applied retroactively. At some point, and I’m skeptical about when that’s going to be, at some point the legislature is going to have to address the issue of funding these pension systems in the way that they are promised to be funded. 

Mike:
And we in the city are going to have to address that too including Lori Lightfoot.

Fred:
Including Lori Lightfoot who has got to come up with a billion dollars.

Ken:
She’s only going to come up with 1 billion, but yeah. [Laughs] 

Fred:
A billion here, a billion there, exactly.

Mike:
Can I just add one point to what Fred said?

Ken:
Yeah.

Mike:
Four years ago when this attempt was made this pension grabbing attempt it was done by Democrats. And one in particular who was the governor at that time paid a hell of a price for that, and I would just say if you are going to try this again you better be ready for the kick-back, I mean a push-back… [Chuckles] Or a kick-back. 

Fred:
The pension roadkill of politicians that led in that attempt to steal our pension, there’s a lot of them lying on the side of the road that are no longer [00:20:13].

00:20:15
Ken:
I’ve wanted to ask you guys this for a long time, it’s just totally off the topic but why, if I were really strenuously trying to get rid of this thing I wouldn’t try to amend the Constitution I would try to stack the Supreme Court with some good solid Republicans and have them just overturn it.

Fred:
But there were four Republicans on the Supreme Court that ruled…

Ken:
Well I said good Republicans. They obviously weren’t good Republicans.

Fred:
Maybe I’m naïve about this kind of stuff but we had a fight within the teacher’s union, within the Illinois Education Association. They were terrified of taking this to the Supreme Court. In fact they willingly gave up to Cullerton, mainly to Cullerton and to Maddington our retirement COLAs and they wanted to cut a deal and they did cut a deal because they were terrified of the Supreme Court. And then it turned out that it was the Democrats in the legislature that messed us up and it was the eight members of the Supreme Court. Because I think that the court felt that the legitimacy of the court and the rule of law at this moment was more important than making those kind of changes. It doesn’t mean they will always feel that way. I have no doubt that if there was a crisis more serious than the one that we have now that they would be willing to make those kind of changes, but at this moment I believe that the court was concerned about their own legitimacy and after all they were right. The Constitution was clear as could be about it. There was no ambiguity and they said that. They said there is no ambiguity, ambiguity about what the writers of this Constitution meant.

Ken:
So did the legislature go too far over the years with these COLAs? That’s one of the things that’s been most criticized is that there is this whatever, I’ve forgotten the numbers.

Fred:
Well it’s 3% compounded.

Ken:
Compounded, that’s what it is.

Fred:
Compounded versus simple, yes.

Ken:
I mean I have been persuaded I have to tell you sometimes by these arguments that it’s like I don’t see why… This seems…

Fred:
Try and persuade you back. [Laughs] 

Ken:
This seems a little bit excessive. Couldn’t we from this point forward say you get a cost of living increase each year but it’s not compounded? Why can’t we make that change?

Fred:
Because they got a deal when they made this deal. Go back to the 80s when the law was changed from simple to compounded when the inflation rate, and I know you remember those days.

Ken:
Yes, I lived through them.

Fred:
That the inflation rate was 11 and up to 14%. It had gotten so outrageous that it was literally another political crisis that had to be resolved and so the legislature came back and said, “We’re not going to be able to match the cost of living.” But at a time when we were running at 11 and 12 up to 14% we will do 3% compounded and they thought they were getting away with a bargain and they were. 

Ken:
Because if inflation is 11% that 3% compounded…

Fred:
Doesn’t do you much. And so sure now over the last ten years inflation has been relative…it hasn’t exceeded I think on average about 2.9%. And so we have been getting 3% compounded but that could certainly… One, that could always change again and two, what happened to the idea that a bargain is a bargain? And so sometimes, when I bought my car, my Honda at 0% interest that was a deal for the life of my… They couldn’t come back later and say, “Well interest rates have gone up and so we are going to change it on you.”

00:24:27
Ken:
We have more expenses now you’re going to cough up. I agree, a deal is a deal but this is always the tough part for me, why does a deal is a deal have to be forever because of exactly these things that you are talking about, the world changes. Isn’t it possible to say we will let this cohort go through?

Mike:
Why are we wracking our brains about compound interest when…and scared to death to tax the billionaires and the corporate interest in this state?

Fred:
Thank you my brother.

Mike:
Why don’t we come up with some creative ways…?

Ken:
An argument that I myself have made many times that the cost of this is so relatively minor compared to virtually everything else that we’re dealing with that it’s like… It’s not a spending issue it’s a revenue issue.

Fred:
It’s one out of six dollars goes to the normal cost of the public employee pension. In other words five dollars out of six goes to pay the interest on the debt from the unfunded liability. So the cost, this cost that people are all upset about that goes to public employees whether it’s 3% compounded or 3% simple, it’s a tiny fraction of the amount of money that taxpayers are paying not to retired public employees but to the banks and the institutions that are receiving the interest on the debt because the state didn’t meet their obligations. Did I win you back? [Chuckles] 

Ken:
Well I mean I wasn’t really far afield. But the thing is that it’s very hard to keep in mind that exact point that you have made that the payments that we’re making on interests essentially to the banks are these invisible payments. You can look at these fat cat teachers laying around on their chaise lounges doing nothing all day long except sucking up my tax money and say, “There’s your problem.” But what’s harder to do is to look at the bank so we’re sucking up the other five dollars and saying now that’s where the real greed is.

Mike:
Yeah, like how can we get them to maybe cut their interest rate?

Ken:
You wouldn’t want to suggest that. That would be ridiculous.

Mike:
It’s easier to get this 70-year-old ex-teacher down in Peoria who is living on a fixed income try to grab that.

Ken:
Well it’s not a fixed income, it goes up by 3% compounded every year.

Fred:
I love February 1st I’ve got to tell you. And the thing is that I love it so much that I wish we all had it.

Ken:
Well there is that. 

Fred:
You know what I mean? Why? That’s the question that never gets asked.

Ken:
Are you one of them socialists I’ve been hearing about?

Fred:
No one ever asks the question is that why in a nation as rich as we are do people who have worked their whole lives not have the kind of pension that I have. Listen, I worked hard and I don’t apologize.

Mike:
You paid into the fund..

Fred:
And I paid into it but I don’t apologize for the fact that my wife and I off of social security and the state pension are able to live a life that we deserve. And my question is why not everybody?

Mike:
And just to add to that speaking as a socialist this isn’t a socialist program, pensions, capitalists…euro workers get pensions and they have unions and they have vacations. They have healthcare. What does socialism got to do with it?

Fred:
Why can’t we have nice things?

Ken:
You are not a socialist you’re a utopian. I always love to quote Bill Maher at times like this when he says, “Socialism? You know who are socialists? The NFL. Look at their policies of how the money gets shared between the team.”

Fred:
What’s more socialist in that sense for the socialist for the rich than Lincoln Yards? What happened to public housing in Chicago? 

Ken:
Yeah.

Fred:
It shifted from the poor to the wealthiest people in the city. We still have public housing. We call it Lincoln Yards and we give them $2-billion to build it. So yeah, we have a socialism but it’s not for working people.

00:29:16
Ken:
Were you ever in favor of any aspect of Lincoln Yards in the 78 or whatever? Does anything about it feel good to you?

Fred:
Not to me. I don’t even know - I can’t understand why they are even thinking about such a project on the north side of Chicago. If you want to build housing and build a beautiful community with parks why not build them where they are really needed? We have parks up on the north side and we have the 606, but there’s no affordable housing on the north side.

00:30:04
Ken:
I guess maybe my question was a clumsy question. Let me see if I can do it a different way. Bill Daley I think was making a very good point when he addressed the City Club to announce that he was running for mayor essentially and he said, “One of our biggest problems is our falling population. This city needs to rebuild itself. It needs not only just to rebuild the struggling neighborhoods but even the other neighborhoods need new infrastructure.

Fred:
But Bill Daley was wrong about that like he was wrong about so much else. The loss of population in this city is not white folks on the north side making $150,000 or more. In fact, over the last 20 years we have had an additional 300,000 white folks making $150,000 moving in to the north side and having no problem finding a place to live. You know what I mean? But during that same period of time we’ve lost 300,000, since Harold Washington died, like the day he was elected in 1983, since Harold Washington we have gone from 1.2-million African Americans in the city down to around 800,000 and we are expected to lose another 200,000 in the next ten years, so Daley is wrong. The problem of loss of population and Mayor Lightfoot has talked about this, that this is not good for the city to lose population but the loss of population is among working-class folks and particularly among African Americans. 


So I think what makes cities exciting places to live and why it draws people here aside from jobs is density, the fact that we have things close, have lots of people here with lots of excitement and vibrancy. But if it’s only for the wealthy and not for working folks then something is desperately wrong and the city can’t grow if everybody who works in the city has to leave because they can’t afford to live here and they can’t find work here, decent paying work.

00:32:31
Ken:
Fred and Mike Klonsky are our guests here on Chicago Newsroom today in case you are listening to the audio feed and you don’t see the little thing on the screen. 

Fred:
How handsome we are.

Ken:
Yes, how incredibly handsome they are. They do Hitting Left which is a wonderful radio show and podcast that you should check out on WLPN Radio and we are really happy to have them both here at the table today. I wanted to ask a little bit of a different kind of question. There’s one more thing I want to get across about Lori Lightfoot which is could she have changed or killed either of these mega projects? The answer is obviously no, right?

Fred:
Obviously.



Ken:
She had no…it was not within her power to do that, but I think some people expected that she was going to be able to get the TIF stripped off of it or something and that just wasn’t going to happen. That’s a question that was remaining from our earlier conversation but I think it’s an important part of this conversation. 

Fred:
Well I talked to hopefully the future head of the Finance Committee Alderman Waguespack just a few weeks ago who said to me that he didn’t believe there was anything. He knows TIFs and he knows finances and he knows the way the Finance Committee works, and I don’t think I’m speaking out of school or anything, but I would have to say that he didn’t think… He said listen the TIFs were going to - that the project was already approved by the council.

Ken:
The project was approved except for TIFs.

Fred:
That ship had sailed and that the TIFs were going to get approved before the new mayor took office and so it was likely that that ship had sailed. And so really what all the new mayor could do was say we are not going to let that happen again.

Mike:
And she could and did try to use what muscle she had to try to muscle things before she took office. She was out there. I thought people should be thanking her for trying her best without being in office.

Ken:
It also has to be said that a sitting mayor as opposed to a mayor elect, a sitting mayor has about a thousand levers that she can pull about how the checks get issued and how quickly they get issued and modifications to contracts and everything else that can go on for the next five years. 

Mike:
This gets into another topic really which is what is the relationship going to be between Mayor Elect Lightfoot and the city council.

Ken:
What is the relationship going to be between Mayor Elect and the city council?

Mike:
I was going to ask you that Ken. 

Ken:
See that was this question right here.

Mike:
That’s an interesting question because right now the city council are mainly Rahm Emanuel [cronies] and like you say he has the levers to get the things done that he needs to get done. With Lightfoot for a number of reasons it’s going to be more of a challenge in the same way it was for Harold Washington. You already have the parallels being drawn between what’s going on now as they are preparing for Lightfoot to be inaugurated, what’s going on in the council with Eddie Burke trying to reform a new Vrdolyak 29.

Ken:
Do you believe that that’s happening?

Mike:
I know it’s happening. 

Ken:
You talked to people and you know that’s a real thing?

Mike:
Yeah. Well he said as much. Burke has said as much and put that together with an oppositional force on the left if that should emerge, and so she’s going to have a real challenge with this council. And already the issues of aldermanic prerogative are coming up and so I think there’s going to be a lot of pushback on the mayor.

Ken:
Well there’s this huge irony that she campaigned saying that she wanted to have the council be more of a legislative body which meant that the council should organize itself and she’s been on that side and that makes a lot of sense. The council should make its own decisions about who sits on committees, who chairs the committees and now they are turning that around on her and she could regret that she ever felt that way.

Mike:
I don’t think she will regret it.

Ken:
Organize in a way she doesn’t like.

Mike:
I think it sets the stage for some good struggle and what she has going for her is a mandate from the voters of Chicago that they don’t want to see the Burkes and the old machine people forming a block against her.

Ken:
The only people who wanted them were those few people in that little precinct that all came out and voted for Burke and got him over the…

00:37:56
Fred:
It does remind us, you know sometimes we’ve been without democracy in this city for so long it comes creeping in and Greg Hines in Crane’s calls it messy. I’m 70…I remember Harold and I remember the days in this city and it was very messy. It ws also much more democratic than we’ve experienced since. And so for the mayor and the city council to be in a tussle in how things should proceed, how this structure should work, how the process should go and there’s debate and argument about it and there’s people sitting in the streets on LaSalle, that’s what democracy looks like.

Ken:
I’m with you on that, yes. We need that.

Fred:
It’s just been way too quiet these last 30 years and people don’t recognize it when it comes crawling back and so it’s coming back little by little and there should be a left flank in the city council to Lori Lightfoot. They should push things that she may not be comfortable in doing and there should be fights. That’s what legislation - that’s what a democratic body looks like.

Ken:
You’re not the guys to ask but are you worried about the business community losing confidence in Chicago because of all of this? 

Mike:
The business community? Did you see her transition team? [Laughs] Penny Pritzker and these people, you know they are dying to throw money at Lightfoot. This is what they are all about. They see opportunity here. They’re not worried about struggle in the council and Lightfoot like you say she’s got to come up with a billion dollar pension debt to pay. She’s not putting us on the financial budget transition team.

Ken:
Not so far.

Fred:
A good thing too.

Mike:
Yeah, a good thing, yeah. I’m looking at the report and I’m going ugh, Penny Pritzker she was the one who turned the heat lamps on us when we were picketing out in front of the Hilton…I mean on the Hyatt  on 100-degree days, excuse me Hilton. So I go ugh, but then again I’m thinking if you need billions of dollars talk to Penny Pritzker. You know she knows where its at. Everybody is making such a big deal about the transition team. Everybody is screaming - first they were starting rumors, oh she’s going to put Arnie Duncan on the Education Transition Team and all my friends were calling up and going, “She appointed Arnie Duncan? We don’t like Arnie Duncan.” I said, “She hasn’t appointed Arnie Duncan. Where did you get that?”

00:41:06
Ken:
Well who she did appoint were co-chairs to her education team including Sylvia Puente of the Latino Policy Forum.

Fred:
That was a good choice.

Ken:
Niketa Brar of the Chicago United for Equity.

Fred:
Great choice. We love Niketa Brar, yeah.

Ken:
The others were Aarti Dhupelia. I apologize, Aarti Dhupelia, vice president and dean at National Louis University and a former school district official, and Sybil Madison-Boyd a school improvement coach and researcher who leads a coalition of youth-serving organizations. I have no idea what that means.

Mike:
That person is also a former charter school operator.

Ken:
Is that right?

Mike:
Yeah. In fact it’s at a charter school where they just had a strike. So I guess what Lori Lightfoot is trying to do is have a balance in her Transition Team. I’m sure that there’s not going to be the same faces who pop up on the appointed school board. 

Fred:
And really that’s what’s important.

Mike:
That’s what important and I hope unlike this Transition Team, even though like I say I really love a couple of people on that team there’s no teachers on that team and I would like to see in her real team, the school board team and the CEO I hope there’s at least a good chunk of people who are educators who know something about education and not the kind of a board we’ve seen under Rahm Emanuel which are opportunist business people making a buck.

Fred:
And that’s her concern I think with the Martwick bill right is that she has a concern. I remember having this conversation at this table with some folks about an elected - I think you in fact had some reservations about the role of money and electing members to the school board.

Ken:
I’ve been saying that from the beginning.

Fred:
And so does she and she said Martwick’s bill, aside from the fact that we don’t even see the beginnings of a school board for four years.

Ken:
It won’t happen in her…

Fred:
I’m going to be ashes before we get one. But she’s expressed that concern and caught some grief about that too because that bill passed the House like 100-something. 

Ken:
Was just like kind of a giving her the finger kind of act on Martwick’s part to pass that bill?

Fred:
I don’t trust anything Martwick does. [Chuckles] 

Ken:
It was a ridiculous bill, 20 elected representatives and 20 school districts.

Mike:
We should say, both of us, speaking for myself and Fred we have been long time supporters of elected school board and a representative of elected school board and we’ve been fighting for this along with lots of others for a decade now. We were out in the street with petitions ten years ago.

Ken:
So where are you on this Martwick bill, 20 seats?

Mike:
I think a lot of the issues about how many people and all this is moot. It’s going to take four years to even get to the point where they have another reauthorization vote so this is not going to impact the first Lori Lightfoot term at all. She’s going to have to be… You’re going to still have mayoral control of the schools which I’ve been opposing for decades, since it came in…

Ken:
But mayoral control feels a little better when you’ve got a mayor that you like, right?

Mike:
Well not to me. Not to me.

Ken:
I’m not saying that I’m not in favor of mayoral control either.

Mike:
When mayoral control was first imposed on us it was because no mayor wanted anything to do with the schools. Schools were a loser. 

Ken:
Yeah.

00:45:09
Mike:
One thing I will give to Rich Daley he was smart enough to see wow, the school, I don’t know anything about education, if Rich could say the word education. But he saw that the public school system had jobs and had a budget that was bigger or as big as the city and he saw this as a real patronage gift to him and he jumped on it and took it. But to me this is what people should be worried about, not just rich people or corporate people or charter school people paying for elections to get their people on the elected school board, which I think is a problem but that’s what we have now. That’s what we have now. We have an autocratic mayor who can put people on the school board who are his business cronies and pick a school CEO. You know we call our superintendent a CEO now which always struck me as being weird, and we’ve had what five CEOs in the last six years or something like that?

Ken:
Yeah.

Mike:
It has destabilized the whole system and one of them is in prison now and another one was let go because of conflict of interest and things like that. I feel more confident with an elected school board no matter how good the mayor is. But that’s not a choice we have right now. 

Ken:
Yeah. 

Mike:
I don’t mean to rant here.

00:46:44
Ken:
No, that’s why we brought you here. We want to rant. 

Fred:
Don’t mean to rant?

Mike:
Don’t look at me like that. 

Ken:
He meant to rant. No, this is one of these…

Mike:
I don’t want an autocrat running the schools even if they are benevolent. 

Ken:
I didn’t see your name on this list.

Mike:
You will never see a Klonsky name on that list. 

Ken:
If it had been on this list what would you have said? She wants to freeze charter expansion. She wants to prioritize neighborhood school investments.

Mike:
Her program and in fact Lori Lightfoot…

Ken:
I mean I assumed this was part of the reason why you guys supported her right was her education…?

Mike:
Well but not really because her and Preckwinkle had almost the same exact position, so if that was the reason I could have gone with either one of them, and also it’s pretty much the same position as the Chicago Teachers Union has. So I would think that the leadership of the Chicago Teachers Union would be going, “Oh great, instead of this autocratic union-busting privatization guy in the mayor’s seat we have a real Democrat pro-public schools who wants more investment in neighborhood schools and is against charter expansion and for an elected school board. Wow.” But instead there’s this vitriolic…

Ken:
It’s definitely confusing me.

00:48:24


Fred:
It’s problematic. At least if your world is confined, I’m not sure what it’s like out there but if it’s confined to the social media and Facebook that’s still trying to litigate this election it’s done. She’s elected. And what I would be concerned about I’m a retired teacher union president what I would be concerned about and what I would be paying attention to is the negotiations that are coming up. I noticed on the part of both Preckwinkle and Lightfoot when they were discussing the negotiations they were talking about it in terms of what they were willing to give and not willing to give. And what I wanted to hear was a commitment to collect a bargaining that we would take a look at the conditions in our schools, what the needs of kids were and classrooms and schools and teachers and take a look at what our revenue looked like, and we would sit at the table until we both could leave satisfied that we were able to get the best that we could do. And instead what I was hearing was that old language that teacher negotiators always hear from the administrators and from the school boards is that we will tell you what we will give you.


And so if I was in the leadership of the Chicago Teachers Union, which of course I’m not, but I would suggest to them is to get over the election and to move on to talking about how they are going to bargain a contract that does the best for their kids and for their classrooms and for their families. 

Ken:
For the record their horse lost this race. They were with Roni Preckwinkle.

Fred:
But that’s done. 

Mike:
That’s done but also why put yourself in a position where you are dependent on who wins the election thinking that that will get you the best deal? Oh if Preckwinkle is elected she will be better for…

Fred:
This is the anti-union bunch’s dream position. They accuse the teachers unions and public employee unions all the time of saying oh you’re giving all this money to politicians who you are then going to bargain with to get a good deal, which one is not true. But two, why make that claim that you are supporting a particular candidate because it will give you better leverage? That’s not the way collective bargaining works or it’s not the way it ought to work.

Mike:
Well said my brother.

Fred:
Well thank you.

Ken:
Well said his brother. 

Fred:
He will tell me I’m wrong in the car.

Mike:
Why don’t you get us something that we can argue about?

00:51:20

 Ken:
I’m just thinking my wife is a big fan of your show and so she has been prepping me of all the things and I’m just panicking that I’m not asking the questions she wants me to ask. I think I got through most of them. 

Mike:
What do you and your wife argue about politically?

Ken:
Everything. Everything. It’s healthy. 

Mike:
I don’t mean to get personal. I was just curious.

Ken:
We like to argue. Tell me a little bit about this thing about your dad and the Abraham Lincoln brigade. This is something that we both have been really fascinated about and we’ve got about a minute or two left. How did that inform you guys?

Mike:
In 1936 there was a Civil War in Spain and fascists overthrew the elected Republican government and instituted also at the behest of Hitler and world fascism a war, a bloody war. Around the world there was a call among revolutionary and left wing and communists and socialists to defend Spain against the fascists. Here they call them premature anti-fascists. 

Fred:
Later they called them that.

Mike:
Later they called them, yeah.

Fred:
Dad who was a poor Jew growing up in Brownsville, Brooklyn, our grandfather was a rabbi in a working-class congregation. He dropped out of school in the eighth grade and joined the Communist Party. When word came that they were calling on people to go he hopped on a freighter. It’s a classic story, hopped on a freighter to France. Climbed over the Pyrenees and joined up with the Republican forces to the Abraham Lincoln brigade and was there for essentially about a year until he got sick and they sent him… He was 17 years old when he went.

Ken:
17?

Fred:
And then eight years later he was back in the Pacific on Okinawa in a flame-throwing tank fighting the fascists again. And then when he came home in the early 50s the U.S. Government comes after him for being a premature anti-fascist and charges him with the Smith Act which made it against the law to advocate revolutionary change and then threw him in jail for a year. 

Ken:
Wow. So this was now…

Fred:
So did it inform our early lives? [Chuckles] Yeah, a little bit. 

Ken:
So he left for Europe in 1930…?

Fred:
37.

Ken:
37, so you must have been born around the same time I am, the late 40s, right?

Fred:
Yeah, 43 and 48.

Mike:
For much, not much but for a period of my childhood and Fred’s too but he was probably too young to notice that much dad was underground. He was underground or he was away.

Fred:
One of his comrades said that he wasn’t underground he was just unavailable.

Mike: 
During the McCarthy period…

Ken:
Because it was before the internet when you could be unavailable, yeah.

Mike:
So during the McCarthy period a lot of these guys were hounded or fired from their jobs, couldn’t work in the film industry, couldn’t do a lot. You heard of the Hollywood’s… And so yeah, dad was underground for a while and then they put him in prison up in Pennsylvania until the Supreme Court overturned their case. 

Fred:
But this went on in a dozen different cities around the United States including here in Chicago. He was in Philadelphia but the same thing happened here.

Mike:
So yeah, so his history influenced both of us politically but I want to say that we both grew up also in sharp conflict with his politics. In the 60s we were considered the new left and we didn’t have any truck with the old left, with the old communist party and what was going on in the Soviet Union.

Ken:
But you were an officer of SDS, right?

Mike:
I was the national secretary of SDS in 1968 and we looked at - our view of the Soviet Union was we called in gulag socialism. We didn’t want to have any part of that. We wanted something new and fresh and culturally relevant.

Ken:
Just like the people of Chicago when they voted for Lori Lightfoot, right?

Mike:
And also a lot of the young activists today kind of feel that way about us. [Laughs] And I just think that’s the natural course of change in history.

Ken:
Well actually it’s funny, I felt the same way about that when I saw that. It’s like people who are going after you guys for being too soft on Lori Lightfoot.

Mike:
Somebody called me elderly the other day. [Laughs] 

Ken:
It’s like well you know the world is working the way it’s supposed to. That’s the generational shift and everything. All right I mean we just gobbled up an entire hour here. You do that every week. We both do it, right. We both gobble up hours. So listen to these guys on WLPN.

Mike:
105.5 FM.

Fred:
And it’s a podcast.

Ken:
And it’s a podcast. Well it has to be a podcast or we are not relevant.

Mike:
And it’s streaming live for example tomorrow from 11 to noon Chicago time, streaming live at Lumpenradio.com.

Ken:
Lumpenradio.com and Hitting Left. Just google Fred Klonsky it will take you right to his blog.

Fred:
Michael has one too.

Mike:
I have a blog. Why just his blog? Read my blog too. 

Ken:
Thanks for being a part of Chicago Newsroom. I really appreciate that.

00:57:35
End
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