
 

Woburn Welcomes - Statewide Office Questionnaire 

 

The following questionnaire was sent to all declared candidates in each election we are following. The questionnaire is 

based in large part on that of our parent organization, Progressive Massachusetts. Questions are generally support/do 

not support, but candidates were encouraged to expand on their answers if they felt they had additional experience, 

views, or plans that they wanted to put forward. Answers have been formatted and a few typos have been corrected, 

but otherwise the answers are unchanged from those submitted by the campaigns. 

 

These answers will be part of the process Woburn Welcomes members will use to determine whether we will endorse a 

candidate in this race. We are also making them public so that our wider community and use them to inform their own 

voting decisions. All candidates were made aware that the questionnaires would be public before they filled them out. 

 

Candidate Joseph Lahiff of Lexington declined to return our questionnaire. Candidates Michelle Ciccolo of Lexington, 
Matthew Cohen of Lexington, Mary Ann Stewart of Lexington, and William Sweeney of Lexington provided in-depth 

and thoughtful answers to our questionnaire. Their answers are below, and we thank them for their participation.  

 

F. Racial and Social Justice 

1. Please share your personal values and principles regarding Racial and Social Justice. 

Ciccolo: Massachusetts leads when we support justice and equality for all our neighbors – regardless of their 

gender, race, religion, sexual orientation, gender identification, or immigration status. We must embrace our 

political, cultural, ethnic and religious differences because our diversity makes us strong. As a Commonwealth, 

we must stand up for our values and push back on the regressive efforts coming out of Washington. This 

includes fighting for our inalienable civil rights, reproductive freedom, LGBTQ rights, the reduction of gun 

violence, progressive taxation, fair labor standards, a living wage and protection of the environment. 

 

There is conclusive and compelling data that our criminal justice system disproportionately impacts African 

American and Latino youth, resulting in extreme social injustice. This system must be completely remade with 

a focus on restorative justice, jail diversion programs, community policing to prevent violence, and the 

elimination of mandatory minimum sentences for minor drug infractions. The new Criminal Justice Reform 

legislation is a good first start. It is not yet clear to me if the legislation accomplishes all it needs to, nor if 

there will be adequate resources to implement major change. Thus, if elected, I will push to monitor the data 

and outcomes to understand the performance of the new criminal justice system and be prepared to enact 

funding and improvements to the legislation where needed. 

 

Cohen: I believe it is every individual’s responsibility to help those in need and stand up for the oppressed. 

Discrimination against one group not only harms that group and constricts its liberties, it harms us all. It is my 

goal to ensure that the Commonwealth lives up to its name by providing an environment that is welcoming to 

all who live here, regardless of their backgrounds.  I will be a very strong supporter of efforts to achieve full 

equality for women in all regards and end all harassment at work, public, or at home.  I am the first, and thus 

far only, candidate to announce that I oppose the ballot question looking to repeal protections for 

transgender citizens in my platform as well as any similar measures targeting any group.  I will be an advocate 

for the LGBTQ+ community.  I stand with any group fighting for racial justice and all efforts to improve 

 



 

relations between police and minority communities.  Racial equality also means fighting for economic equality 

for disadvantaged communities.  I believe that immigration makes our communities stronger and that 

immigrants should not have to live in the shadows.  Massachusetts must continue to take a firm stand against 

religious bigotry, including the “travel ban.” 

 

Stewart: I strongly support policies and programs that lead to justice and opportunity for all immigrant 

groups, including refugees and undocumented residents. I support the Safe Communities Act and Black Lives 

Matter. I believe in gender and racial equality and opportunity and fairness for people regardless of age, 

ability, color, race, ethnicity, religion or creed, ancestry or national origin, gender, gender identity or gender 

expression, or sexual orientation, socio-economic status, including veterans, and homeless youth. 

 

Sweeney: I believe that the roots of racial and social injustice can be directly traced to economics.  Empower 

all people by empowering them economically and they will in turn be able to turn the cultural tide. 

 

a. Optional/As Applicable: Please indicate work you personally have done to combat racism, 

Islamophobia, xenophobia, homophobia, transphobia, and other attempts to marginalize 

disadvantaged groups. 

Ciccolo: In Lexington, as a member of the Board of Selectmen, I support the strong stand we take to 

denounce any acts of hate, hostility, or discrimination. When we see such acts, we encourage our 

Police Department to investigate and when possible to actively prosecute. A year ago, the Lexington 

Board of Selectmen issued an Inclusivity Proclamation to make it clear to the Community what our 

values are and who we want to be, as a welcoming inclusive community: 

(https://www.lexingtonma.gov/sites/lexingtonma/files/uploads/inclusivity_proclamation_-_2017.pdf

). I was proud to make this statement. However, we recognized this was a first symbolic step and a 

comprehensive ongoing effort needs to be undertaken. As a member of the Board of Selectmen, I 

have actively sought out and met with various groups in our community to invite them to participate 

in our local government. For instance, I was a guest speaker at several forums sponsored by the Indian 

Association of Lexington and the Chinese American Association of Lexington at which I recruited 

individuals to volunteer for committees and run for office, especially for Town Meeting and 

Town-wide offices. Individuals in the community will tell you that they got involved because I 

personally asked them to participate. As a Selectmen, I frequently speak at other programs such as 

Citizen’s Academy, the very popular and well received program we run to educate the community 

about their municipal government. I have met with our Human Rights Commission Chair and regularly 

support the activities of this commission. In the FY2019 budget, just approved by the Town, in 

response to a goal enumerated by the Board of Selectmen, we approved funding for a brand-new 

Diversity Taskforce which will report to the Superintendent of Schools and the Town Manager. That 

group will create a work plan to ensure we are making progress on our inclusivity objectives. This task 

force is also an outgrowth of our very successful 2020 Vision Committee’s community-wide survey on 

diversity and we are building on the work of the Sub-Committee on Demographic Change which 

sought to anticipate and understand changes in ethnicity and racial diversity so as to find ways to be 

inclusive and encourage civic engagement from groups presently underrepresented. Finally, I also 

serve on the newly created LGBTQ Task Force and have begun attending meetings of LexPride. 
 

Cohen: I am against all forms of stigmatization, which is one reason I fought for those with mental 

illness and substance abuse at the State House.  Disadvantaged groups and the LGBTQ+ community 

are particularly affected by these issues in our society.  I have been active in these efforts all the way 

back to high school when I, for instance, organized a dinner to raise money for Iraqi citizens who were 

starving and a campaign to raise money and awareness for LGBTQ+ rights following the brutal murder 

https://www.lexingtonma.gov/sites/lexingtonma/files/uploads/inclusivity_proclamation_-_2017.pdf


 

of Matthew Shepard.  I am also a member and financial supporter of various groups dedicated to 

combating all forms of discrimination. 

 

Stewart: When I was president of the Massachusetts PTA, I was proud to facilitate the first LGBTQ 

Committee as part of our state association. It was also the first such committee in the 115-year history 

of National PTA. 

 

2. Would you support or oppose measures such as the Safe Communities Act, which would prohibit use of state 

resources for mass deportations or deportation raids, limit local and state police collaboration with federal 

immigration agents, and prohibit state support for a Muslim registry? 

Ciccolo: Support – And I actively assisted with the language development and behind-the-scenes negotiation 

(between the Police Chief, Town Manager, and article proponents) of a local Safe Communities Warrant 

Article successfully adopted this year by the Town Meeting. 

 

Cohen: I strongly support the SCA and I would strongly oppose the morally repugnant attempt to create a 

Muslim registry or anything akin to it for Muslims or any other group.  The SCA will, as the name implies, 

make our district and Commonwealth safer.  Immigrant communities will not have to live in fear, meaning 

they will be able to contact police freely, which will reduce crime rates.  My family history and my background 

illustrate this point clearly as my Grandmother fled Europe before the advance of Hitler’s armies.  Half her 

family died under fascism.  America welcomed her.  We must live up to that principle and always welcome the 

refugee and the immigrant. 

 

Stewart: Support. Local and state taxes and resources must not be used to further the mean, aggressive 

targeting of people and families by the Trump administration’s immigration deportation and detention 

agenda. My testimony in support of a local resolution built on the provisions of the SCA is HERE and action 

from the same at 2018 Lexington Annual Town Meeting, HERE.  
 

Sweeney: Support  - in that I do not believe raiding and deporting people who are participating in society like 

citizens and treating them like criminals when they are not.  However, I do support deporting criminals.  If 

someone commits a criminal act and they are found to be here illegally of course they need to be brought to 

the attention of immigration authorities.  A Muslim registry is as absurd as an Irish registry would have been 

at the height of the Troubles. 

 

3. Would you support or oppose the Safe Driving Act, which would remove immigration status as a barrier to 

applying for a license or learner’s permit? 

Ciccolo: Support 

 

Cohen: I support this effort.  It is important that anyone on the road be licensed, trained, and insured.  This is 

a major public safety issue.  

 

Stewart: Support 

 

Sweeney: I need to explore this more.  I have not yet read the Safe Driving Act. 

 

4. Our neighboring states of Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Vermont ban the use of harmful conversion therapy 

practices for LGBTQ+ minors. Do you support or oppose banning the use of conversion therapy in 

Massachusetts? 

Ciccolo: Support 

https://mastewartma.blogspot.com/2018/04/my-comments-from-yes-mic-in-support-of_6.html
https://mastewartma.blogspot.com/2018/04/article-34-safe-communities-resolution.html


 

 

Cohen: I strongly support banning conversion therapy on minors.  You cannot change biology through 

“therapy.”  Conversion therapy also spreads the ignorant and harmful idea that there is something “wrong” 

with being born LGBTQ+, when there is nothing wrong.  This is particularly damaging to minors and their 

development as people.  This practice must end.  

 

Stewart: Support 

 

Sweeney: BAN conversion therapy and jail its practitioners.  

 

5. Sometime in early April, the legislature is expected to vote on sweeping Criminal Justice Reform legislation 

which would, among other things, remove mandatory minimum sentences for most offenses involving drug 

possession or distribution; reduces parole and probation fees; raises the monetary threshhold for felonies to 

$1,200 from $250; reforms the imposition of bail; creates mechanisms for diversion of low-level drug offenses 

to treatment or restorative justice options; and limits or abolishes the use of solitary confinement for many 

prisoners. Do you support or oppose this legislation? 

Ciccolo: Support 

 

Cohen: I am in favor of this legislation, a version of which was passed into law.  I have in fact worked on some 

of these issues at the State House.  The treatment of prisoners with mental health is a major concern in the 

Commonwealth.  Time in prison tends to exacerbate mental health problems, and solitary confinement makes 

things far worse.  Where possible we should divert non-violent offenders from prisons (whether the offenders 

have mental illnesses or not).  This will allow for real rehabilitation and treatment. 

 

Stewart: Support 

 

Sweeney: Support. 

 

a. What, if any, additional reforms would you like to see added to this legislation in the future? 

Ciccolo: With the elimination of mandatory minimum sentences it will be essential for us to recognize 

the significant discretion that will be granted to prosecutors and judges. For this reason, I believe it 

will be important to monitor through data collection and reporting, how the new system is working 

and if there are racial disparities in the outcomes of sentencing and incarceration rates. I would also 

like to see the Shannon Grant program rebuilt to include more participating communities and a 

greater emphasis on community policing. Funding for Shannon Grants by the Legislature in recent 

years has been flat and that means fewer communities have been able to receive funding and a 

reduction in the anti-gang violence efforts rolled out by local police departments. 

 

Cohen: I would like to end the practice of jailing people for non-violent offenses unless there is a clear 

reason to believe the individual is likely to physically threaten others if not placed in jail.  Punishment 

should not be the goal of the system.  Prison is to keep dangerous people from harming others 

physically and rehabilitate them.  I would always rather see rehabilitation take place through 

diversion and treatment programs instead of jail and punishment that generally only sets people back, 

creates criminal connections, and increases recidivism without enhancing security. 

 

Stewart: Now that the CJR package has been signed by Governor Baker, we can see that several items 

have been left on the table, including some mandatory minimums. We must continue to reduce 

spending on prisons by reducing sentences and shifting resources to prevention, education, vocational 



 

education, and re-entry programs. As Rep. Mike Connolly said, “We still have a very long way to go to 

fulfill Dr. King’s vision of a beloved community--but for today, we can be proud that this historic 

package of criminal justice reforms has passed the Massachusetts legislature and is now the law!” 

 

Sweeney: Provide vocational and technical training to qualified, non-violent offenders to assist them 

on a path to economic stability. 

 

6. Do you support or oppose the establishment of an independent review board for police shootings in the 

Commonwealth?  

Ciccolo: Support 

 

Cohen: I support creating a well-designed independent review board.  The proposal would need to be 

carefully worked out to ensure protections for all involved, both victims and officers.  It is always wise to have 

outside and impartial investigators look into potential criminal wrongdoing.  It is what the police do for 

society, so it seems a reasonable idea in cases like this, as well. 

 

Stewart: Support 

 

Sweeney: Support. 

 

7. Since 2016, in response to Black Lives Matter activists’ illumination of criminal justice system abuses, 

conservatives have pushed a myth of a “war on cops.” States such as Louisiana, Mississippi, Texas, and 

Kentucky have advanced "Blue Lives Matter" legislation, making law enforcement a protected class under 

hate crime statutes. In November 2017, the MA Legislature followed suit, creating a new “super-penalty” and 

mandatory minimum for assaulting a police officer. Would you support or oppose such policies, which would 

disproportionately punish minority communities and contribute to an overly carceral state? 

Ciccolo: Our first responders do incredible work to keep our communities safe, but I believe we should be 

working to eliminate mandatory minimums, not creating additional ones. 

 

Cohen: I do not believe there is a war on cops; certainly not in Massachusetts.  Here again, we must be careful 

to protect all citizens through drafting good legislation.  As the question notes, the people most likely to be 

targeted under this type of law come from minority groups.  At the same time, police are risking their lives 

every day they go to work.  Thus, providing them with additional protections is reasonable.  I am not sure, 

however, that laws like these actually provide any additional protections for police.  I believe in evidence 

based policy making, so I would want to see evidence regarding how these laws are applied in practice and 

know that they reduce attacks on officers before we implement this.  In either case, I support the cause of 

BLM in their fight to reduce violence and oppression against minority communities.  The vast majority of 

victims have been minorities. 

 

Stewart: Oppose 

 

Sweeney: I am opposed to mandatory minimum sentences as a matter of public policy.  

 


