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Submission Note: The submission deadline for this questionnaire is ten days prior to the membership 
meeting where the candidate’s endorsement will be considered. Please refer to the questionnaire 
deadline and meeting date here: https://waprogressives.org/endorsements/endorsement-policy-and-
timeline/.  
 

➢ This questionnaire must be submitted to waprogressives@gmail.com to be considered. 
 
Explanatory Note: Our endorsements (and sometimes donations) are generally made to people 
running for the state legislature, municipal and county offices, public utility commissioners, etc. If you 
are running for such an office, you may wonder why we are asking questions about state-wide or 
national issues. The reason is that local officeholders are tomorrow's senators, representatives and 
governors. Even if you have nothing of the sort in mind now, you may easily feel differently in a few 
years. We want to put people into the pipeline from, as Howard Dean once put it, “the Democratic wing 
of the party.” We are old fashioned enough to think that the New Deal and the Great Society were good 
ideas and modern enough to be up to speed on all the latest organizing methods and apps. If you have 
reservations about answering any of these questions, please explain why. 
 
Candidate Name: John Stafford 
Position Sought: State Representative, 37th Legislative District, Position 1 
Campaign Manager: Matthew Reyes 
Consultant: None 
Campaign Email: john@staffordforstaterepresentative.org 
Campaign Phone: (206) 722-6338 
Website: staffordforstaterepresentative.org 
Campaign Address: 1723 13th Avenue South, Unit 404; Seattle, WA; 98144 
Do you request the endorsement of the Progressive Caucus? Yes 
 
Labor 
 

Do you support raising state and federal minimum wages? To what level? 
 

Maintaining a minimum wage that is a livable minimum wage is essential. I strongly support Seattle’s $15/hour 

minimum wage. This should increase on a regular basis based on inflation. I support Washington State’s $12/hour 

minimum wage, and in fact would support raising it modestly. In addition, the state minimum wage should also be 

increased on a regular basis based on inflation. Finally, I will note that the federal minimum wage of $7.25 is a 

national embarrassment. I support raising the federal minimum wage to $12.00/hour or more, and again with 

ongoing increases based on inflation. The standard criticism of raising the minimum wage – that doing so will 

significantly reduce the demand for labor – has not been borne out. Indeed, modern economic research indicates a 

far more involved set of tradeoffs associated with raising the minimum wage (e.g., lower recruiting, training and 

retention costs for employers and increased consumer spending from workers), many of which lead to economic 

benefits. Thus, I am a strong supporter of a livable minimum wage. 

 

What legislation would you support to make organizing unions easier? 

 

I am a strong union supporter. I am a high school history teacher, and a member of the Mercer Island Education 

Association and the Washington Education Association. The steady, decades-long decline in union membership 

has been a significant factor in the dramatic increase in income inequality in the United States, as a higher 

percentage of the gains in worker productivity go to management and shareholders rather than to workers. I 

support card check and other means of organizing unions. I also support legislation to require employers in the 

“gig” sector to be required to recognize their workers as employees, thereby requiring them to provide benefits 

and also to enable the workers to unionize. 

https://waprogressives.org/endorsements/endorsement-policy-and-timeline/
https://waprogressives.org/endorsements/endorsement-policy-and-timeline/
mailto:waprogressives@gmail.com
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Education 

 

What is your opinion of high stakes testing?  How would you change the way students and teachers are 
evaluated? 
 
I am opposed to the use of high stakes testing as a graduation requirement for our public school 
students. If a student meets the basic course requirements of their educational institutions, they should 
be able to graduate, and not have their graduation be dependent upon a high stakes test. In addition, 
these graduation tests are typically culturally biased. Thus, I oppose the use of high stakes testing on 
both a philosophical basis and for pragmatic reasons. I will add that I also do not support the utilization 
of alternative end-of-high school aggregate assessment methods as a means of determining whether a 
student should be able to graduate. In my view, schools should have a rigorous teaching and 
assessment method in place for all of its classes, and if a student meets the requirements of their 
classes during their time as a student, then they should be able to graduate. 
 
Teacher performance evaluations should be more regular, and should also involve more individuals 
than just a single administrative evaluator. They should also include the building principal and 
department head. In addition, the evaluations should not just be based on teacher observation, but 
should also be based on other criteria such as curriculum design. 
 
Effectively evaluating student performance is difficult to codify and standardize, as the most effective 
means of doing this varies considerably by subject and by grade level. There are a vast array of 
effective means of assessing student performance, from assignments to papers to tests to projects to 
presentations, etc. I will note that utilizing culturally relevant and diverse lessons and assessments 
should be further emphasized. I also believe that assessments that measure and encourage the 
development of both higher level creative thinking as well as life skills – including collaboration with 
peers, class presentations and project based learning and assessment – should be further emphasized. 
Finally, and consistent with the above, I will note that it is highly desirable for students to be exposed to 
a variety of different teacher assessment methodologies as this reflects that vast array of attributes that 
students will be evaluated on in their later academic work and in their careers. 
 
 

What is your opinion of charter schools? 

 

I do not support charter schools. The primary reason is that they operate according to a series of flawed 

assumptions. First, charter schools are deemed to be a means of addressing the fact that certain schools are 

“failing.” Nine times out of ten, the reason that a school is low-performing is that it is operating in a very low 

socio-economic community, which leads to tremendous educational challenges. The establishment of a charter 

school in these communities does nothing to address these socio-economic challenges. This approach fails to 

acknowledge the key underlying problem. Second, charter schools operate according to the principle that 

competition between schools in the same geographic area is a critical component of educational success, as is the 

case with business and industry. I disagree with this assumption. I work at a high school with no competition 

(Mercer Island High School), that is an extremely high performing school. This is due to many factors – 

socioeconomics, parent involvement, community support, etc. – but not competition. The existence or lack thereof 

of another school in the district would have no impact whatsoever on my motivation level or efforts as a teacher. 

Third, charter schools require educational resources, which dilutes the focus on traditional schools. The nation’s 

public school system is one of its key historical assets. Efforts should be focused on improving the existing public 

school system, not on establishing a parallel network of schools. The research on charter schools does not support 

the contention that they perform at a higher level than traditional schools. Some do and some don’t. The charter 
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school movement is, in my view, a misguided endeavor based on false assumptions that detracts from what should 

be the focus of educational reform – the focus on improving existing schools. 

 

I will also note, consistent with my observations above, that it is imperative that our society address the enormous 

socio-economic disparities between communities that give rise to the large disparities in educational outcomes 

between schools. For example, in Seattle Public Schools, 83% of Black students are on free-and-reduced lunch 

programs, compared to 8% for Caucasians. The Black demographic is concentrated in the South of the city and 

the Caucasian demographic is concentrated in the North, leading to an enormous achievement gap (the fifth 

highest in the country). Prior to working for Mercer Island High School, I worked for 15 years as a substitute 

teacher for Seattle Schools, during which time I worked in nearly every one of Seattle’s roughly 100 schools. The 

differences in the quality of education between schools in the more affluent North and the more impoverished 

South are immense, and the primary reason is socio-economic. These socio-economic differences are, of course, 

linked to a number of undesirable policies in other realms – e.g., regressive taxation, lack of unionization, etc. – 

that exacerbate the socio-economic differences between communities. Charter schools do nothing to address this 

critical structural factor. I support a concept that I refer to as “Community Investment Schools.” Once a school 

reaches a student body characterized by a sufficiently high percentage of students who qualify for free-and-

reduced lunches (and possibly other factors), it would then become the recipient of extra funding, to be used for 

higher teacher and administrator compensation, lower class sizes, increased investment in wraparound services 

(e.g., counsellors), and the introduction/expansion of AP and International Baccalaureate programs. Thus, in 

Seattle, a number of schools in the South would receive higher per pupil funding, while a number of schools in 

the North would receive lower per pupil funding. This would, of course, be politically contentious, as families in 

the North would generally not want their per pupil funding levels to drop in order to support the schools in the 

South. However, these types of adjustments are already made for English Language Learners and Special 

Education students. In my view, they should also be made based on socio-economic conditions. This would be a 

powerful way of acknowledging that, as a society, we are not going to tolerate the ongoing massive differences in 

educational outcomes between communities based on socio-economic factors.  

 

Environment    
 
How would you promote development of alternative energy and prevent privatization of natural 
resources? 
 
Climate change is the primary challenge of our era, and one of the four policy priorities of my campaign. 
I am on the Steering Committee of the South Seattle Climate Action Network and the Treasurer of the 
Environment and Climate Caucus of the Washington State Democratic Party, which makes climate 
change the primary vehicle of my civic activism. 
 
It is imperative to cease all subsidies for fossil fuel industries. I also support a ban on new fossil fuel 
infrastructure in Washington State. Consistent with this, I naturally oppose the Dakota Access Pipeline 
the Trans-Canada Pipeline, and other national fossil fuel infrastructure projects. It is also imperative to 
restore a number of the Obama-era policies (most notably the Clean Power Plan), and to oppose off-
shore drilling, drilling in national parks and national monuments, and in the Arctic National Wildlife 
Refuge. I am also opposed to the Bristol Bay Pebble Mine. 
 
What are your plans for increasing investments in renewable forms of energy production? What types 
of renewable energy do you favor most?  

 

A number of steps need to be taken to increase investments in renewable forms of energy production. The 2019 

bill requiring Washington State’s electricity grid to be 100% renewable by 2045 (SB 5116) was extremely 

important, as it signals the mandatory transition toward renewable energy. It should also be noted that 

Washington State’s abundance of hydropower makes it much easier for Washington to transition to a renewable 
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future than it is for most states, and because of this, Washington has an obligation to serve as a national leader in 

this transition. I also support increased public investment in charging stations. I support the introduction of a 

carbon tax in Washington State, with the longer term goal of having enough state-level carbon taxes in place to 

generate momentum for a national carbon tax. I also support a number of other climate change bills in the 

upcoming legislative session, and I list these below.  

 

I favor a variety of renewable energy sources, including hydro, solar, wind and geothermal. The interesting issue 

is nuclear power. Intuitively, I do not tend to support nuclear power, and am concerned about a number of facets 

of nuclear power production (e.g., waste disposal, risk of malfunction and risk of terrorist attack, etc.). However, 

there are climate scientists who argue that it will not be feasible to address climate change without nuclear power. 

If this is true, then I will reluctantly support the technology. 

 

Finance/Taxation 
 

What would you do to facilitate implementation of public banking and monetary reform? 
 

I support the establishment of a state bank in Washington State, patterned off of the North Dakota model. I 

appreciate and support Senator Hasegawa’s efforts in this area. A state bank can increase investment capacity in 

Washington State, which can play an important role in funding capital projects in the aftermath of the current 

recession, which can provide an important source of much-needed jobs. In addition, it is important to note that a 

state bank can play an important role in funding renewable energy projects to help address the threat of climate 

change. Also, North Dakota’s public bank is now providing student loans, another area of promise for a 

Washington State public bank, 

 

What solutions do you propose to fix WA State's highly regressive tax system? 
 

It is commonly known that Washington State has the most regressive tax system in the country, with its lowest 

20%-income residents paying 17.8% of their income in state and local taxes, while the top 1% income residents 

pay just 3% of their income in state and local taxes. This ratio – nearly 6:1 – is the highest in the country. The 

reason for this, of course, is that Washington State is one of seven states without an income tax or a capital gains 

tax, leading it to overly rely on the highly regressive sales tax. Thus, it is imperative to introduce new progressive 

legislation in Washington State. In the upcoming legislative session, I support Frank Chopp’s three-pronged 

proposal, which would raise $2 billion/year: a capital gains tax, a tax on high-income earners and a payroll tax. It 

is important to note that this new progressive tax would serve two purposes – it would raise much needed revenue 

to allow the state to avoid an austerity approach to dealing with its pending $8.8 billion revenue shortfall (over 

three years) and also to address the regressivity problem with the state’s tax code. 

 

It is also important to note that the state’s business tax (the B&O tax) is also highly regressive, as it taxes 

businesses based on revenues, and not profits. Again, we are one of just several states that tax businesses in this 

manner. This approach also facilitates the introduction of hundreds (nearly 800 and constantly rising) of tax 

breaks, which also tend to be regressive. Thus, the state’s business tax system also needs to change – to a tax 

based on profits and not revenues, and with a dramatically reduced number of exemptions. 

 

I will note that the changes I support above are merely changes that move Washington State toward national 

norms, and remove it from its outlier status. 

 

 

Health Care/Retirement 
 

Explain your position (for or against) Medicare for All (aka single payer health care) in terms of the 



 

Washington State Progressive Caucus Questionnaire 2020 

effect on local citizens, service providers, and government. 
 

I support health care reform in two phases. In phase one, I support the expansion of the Affordable Care Act. This 

measure has been successful in dramatically increasing access to health care, both at the state and national level. 

Washington State’s passage of the public option in the 2019 Legislative Session (“Cascade Care”) was an 

important step in this direction, and establishes Washington State as a leader in efforts to increase coverage levels 

via the ACA. In phase two, I support a transition to a single payer health care system. Ideally, this would occur at 

the national level. However, if this remains politically infeasible, then I would support the introduction of a single 

payer health care system at the state level. The reason for delaying the introduction of a single payer health care 

system is one of prioritization. There are so many urgent priorities – tax reform, climate change, educational 

reform, etc. – that it makes sense to delay the transition to a single payer system. There is insufficient legislative 

capacity to meaningfully address all of these structural changes concurrently. This two-phased approach mirrors 

the thinking of Paul Krugman (and others) on this issue. 

 

What policies do you oppose and what polices would you promote with respect to Social Security and 
Medicare? 

 

The policy emphasis for Social Security and Medicare is to take any and all steps necessary to maintain their 

operation in roughly their current form indefinitely. This means making sure that these programs are not 

privatized, and that they are restructured as necessary to maintain their ongoing solvency. These are two of the 

most successful social programs in the history of the country. Moreover, as discussed above, Medicare can be 

used as the platform upon which to build a single payer health care system. I support both raising the Social 

Security earnings ceiling and either a reduction or elimination of Social Security Benefits for high income earners 

in order to ensure solvency. I support national, governmental bargaining over pharmaceutical prices to lower costs 

and improve the financial stability of Medicare. 

 

Security/Public Safety 
 

How would you act to stop the militarization of local police forces and establish civilian oversight of law 
enforcement? 
 

The George Floyd/Black Lives Matters protests are important and legitimate, and in order to lead to necessary 

changes, they need to lead to changes in three areas: police restructuring, criminal justice reform, and addressing 

the underlying societal inequities (as discussed above regarding K-12 education) that give rise to police and 

criminal justice inequities. 

 

I do not support the literal defunding of police; nor do I support arbitrary police force reductions (e.g., 50% 

reductions). Instead, I support an analytically based effort to restructure policing. For example, 911 calls can be 

(and are being) analyzed to determine which calls actually require a police response, and which calls can be dealt 

with via other means (e.g., a mental health worker and/or social worker). This can lead to a decrease in the 

number of required police officers, with released funds used for social programs and other youth development 

programs that will contribute to lower crime rates. 

 

I support a wide variety of other police reforms: eliminating the transference of military gear from federal 

institutions to local police departments, the banning the use of certain technologies (e.g., wooden and foam 

bullets, tear gas, flash bang devices and blast balls) against peaceful protestors, banning certain police procedures 

such as chokeholds, removing police officers from schools, and increasing police training – anti-bias and crisis 

intervention. I also support an expanded role for police oversight bodies. The Seattle Police Department has three 

– the Office of Police Accountability, the Community Police Commission and the Inspector General. These 

bodies should play a larger role in contract negotiations between the City of Seattle and the Seattle Police Officers 
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Guild. I will also note that I support the City of Seattle continuing to operate within its 2012 Consent Decree with 

the Justice Department. 

 

How would you preserve national security while protecting American’s right to privacy? 
 
Under the current administration, national security has been emphasized (and in many cases, such as federal 

involvement in the Portland and Seattle protests, overly emphasized for political reasons and in an irresponsible 

manner). Thus, national security has become a rationale for excessive, politically motivated federal military 

involvement. In addition, privacy protections are a major concern under this administration, and this area has a 

number of concerning dimensions. For example, I am opposed to the use of artificial intelligence for surveillance 

purposes for a variety of reasons, including implicit bias. I also favor increased data protections for individuals 

with respect to social media companies. I supported Senator Reuven Carlyle’s 2020 bill (The Washington Privacy 

Act) to provide additional data privacy protections, and was disappointed that it did not pass. I also support the 

contention of the Seattle Times (and other media outlets) that it should not be required to provide photographs of 

protesters in order to help authorities identify suspects. Efforts to protect privacy are especially critical in the era 

of Trump and the age of social media. 

 

 

General 
 

• Do you consider yourself a Democrat? Do you consider yourself a progressive? Why? 
 
I am a lifelong Democrat. I have been a member of the 37th District Democrats for 20 years, and I have 
been on the Executive-Board of the 37th District Democrats for 5 years. I also consider myself to be a 
highly progressive candidate. I define progressivism as being a form of liberalism defined by two things. 
The first is a focus on more creative and forward-looking liberal policies (e.g., carbon tax, single payer 
health care, Community Investment Schools, etc.) rather than merely a reliance on traditional liberal 
policies. The second is liberalism combined with activism to bring forth structural change. In addition to 
my work as a climate change activist and my work on the E-Board of the 37th District Democrats, I have 
written over 40 articles on public policy and politics (including annual summaries of the Washington 
State Legislative Session) for the South Seattle Emerald. I will also note that being a progressive 
requires being highly informed. I consider myself to be a highly informed, substantive and progressive 
candidate. 
 
As a part of my campaign, to compensate for the fact that it is difficult to engage in voter 
correspondence during the pandemic, I conducted 30-minute “Substantive Saturday with Stafford 
Sessions” with constituents, during which I delivered slide presentations on a variety of public policy 
topics, from tax reform to health care to the Black Livers Matters protests, etc. (these are all recorded 
and available on my campaign website, which also contains my South Seattle Emerald Articles). 
 

 
 

• What parts, if any, of the Washington State Democratic Party Platform ( click link to view) do 
you disagree with? Why?  
 

The Washington State Democratic Party Platform is a vast document, with many components. Rather 
than discuss each area where I may have a difference of opinion on wording, emphasis and priority, I 
will make two observations. First, I am in general agreement with the overwhelming majority of its 
positions. Second, although climate change policy is prioritized, I would like to see it even further 
emphasized, as I see it as the primary challenge of our era. I will also note that I have worked on 
Democratic Policy Platform documents on several occasions. 

https://www.wa-democrats.org/sites/wadems/files/documents/Washington%20State%20Democrats%20-%20Platform%20-%20180616.pdf
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• If this is not your first election, what other offices have you run for? If it is your first campaign, 
what other campaigns (candidate or issue) have you participated in? What did you learn from 
those campaigns? 

 
I have run for State Legislature in the 37th District several times previously. I will make two observations 
based on my experience. The first is that for obvious reasons, it is challenging to run against an 
incumbent. The second is that there are challenges associated with running as a white male in a 
predominantly minority district. I love the diversity of the 37th District, and I strongly support diversity in 
the State Legislature. 
 
That being said, I also consider myself to be highly qualified to serve in the State Legislature. I consider 
myself to be highly informed, substantive and progressive, with a broad background. In my first career, I 
was a management consultant in business strategy for large corporations for over a decade (I became 
one of the youngest partner’s in the firm’s history). I believe that my combination of careers – business 
and education – is compelling. I am also highly involved in the community, as noted above – I serve on 
the E-Board of the 37th District Democrats, am on the boards of two climate change advocacy 
organizations, write articles for the South Seattle Emerald, and deliver slide presentations on the State 
Legislature to community groups. I have a strong educational background, with an undergraduate 
degree from Dartmouth College and two masters degrees. I believe that my broad background and high 
level of community involvement, coupled with my substantive and progressive orientation, would enable 
me to serve as an effective state legislator. 
 

• Have you ever been a precinct committee officer or held other Democratic organization offices? 

 
I am currently a Precinct Committee Officer (37-1840) and have served many times in this capacity. I am also on 

the Executive Board of the 37th District Democrats and have been for five years. In this role, I have served in two 

capacities – Legislative Action Committee, Male Representative, and Secretary.  

 
 

• What single issue is the most important motivator for your run for office? What proposals do you 
have for dealing with it? 

 
I have four top priorities for my candidacy (I will discuss one of them here and the other three below). 
Perhaps the single biggest motivating factor for me to run for political office is the imminent threat of 
climate change. When 97-98% of the world’s climate scientists state that we are confronting a climate 
emergency, that the crisis is anthropogenic, and that the response to the crisis is time sensitive, it 
becomes critical for citizens to seek to effect major structural change in this area via public policy. 
 
In the upcoming legislative session, much of the focus will be on responding to the pandemic, dealing 
with the recession, and trying to address the budget deficit. Climate change is at risk of becoming a 
second-tier issue, and this cannot be allowed to happen. The key principle must be to support high-
impact but low cost proposals. I support five key bills: (1) The Declaration of a Climate Emergency in 
Washington State; (2) The Clean Fuels Bill; (3) The Heal Act (Healthy Environment for All – which 
ensures that lower-income and minority communities, which will be disproportionately impacted by 
climate change, are protected via climate legislation); (4) The Banning of the Sale of New Internal 
Combustion Vehicles in Washington State starting in 2030; and (5) The Introduction of Mandatory K-12 
Climate Change Education in Washington’s K-12 Schools, patterned off of the recently passed, highly 
momentous legislation in New Jersey. 
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• Are there also important secondary issues? Describe your approach to implementing solutions? 

 
I have three other policy priorities. First, the state must not resort to austerity in dealing with its $8.8 billion (over 

three years) pending revenue shortfall. Instead, the state must tap into its rainy day fund (over $3 billion), 

introduce a new source of progressive revenue (I support the Frank Chopp proposal, as discussed above, which 

would raise $2 billion per year), and enact a hiring freeze, salary freeze and furlough programs. All of these steps 

are necessary to avoid painful program cuts in social services (e.g., TANF, foster care, housing, etc.) and higher 

education (e.g., cuts to the Washington State College Grant), which was the approach that was used in the 

aftermath of the 2007-2009 Great Recession, and which caused tremendous social damage. Austerity much be 

avoided in dealing with the pending budget crisis – it is unsound ethnically and economically, and even more so 

during a public health crisis. Second, and part of the aforementioned priority, it is essential to introduce new 

progressive taxation in Washington State (I have discussed the details of this above). Third, I support reforms to 

respond to the George Floyd/Black Lives Matter protests. These include police reforms, reforms to the criminal 

justice system (e.g., increased emphasis on diversion courts to assist those convicted of low-level crimes with 

social services and support to enable them to avoid incarceration, increased focus on rehabilitation and re-entry 

programs, and the restoration of voting rights for ex-felons, etc.), and measures to address underlying socio-

economic inequities (such as my proposal for “Community Investment Schools”). 

 

• If you are running in a heavily Republican area, do you have a reasonable chance at winning? If 
not, how do you plan to use your candidacy to build ongoing connections among local people 
who share progressive values? 

 
I am not running in a heavily Republican area. I am running against a 22-year incumbent. There were 
four candidates in the primary, and I am pleased to have succeeded in making it to the general election. 
However, I am well behind, and thus have a lot of work to do. I do believe I have a chance of winning, 
but I face a challenging road ahead. I make many connections with individuals and organizations during 
my campaign, and I also deliver regular presentations to community groups on the State Legislature 
and policy issues. Thus, I think my candidacy is and will continue to have a significant impact on 
thinking around a number of issues, perhaps most notably climate change, irrespective of whether I win 
or lose the general election. 
 


