
 

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.  

 

G. Good Government/Strong Democracy 

1. Please share your personal values and principles on strengthening democracy and creating government that 

works for all of us. 

Ciccolo: Policy-making is a complicated process requiring the establishment of common ground and a shared 

vision, good data, a detailed nuanced approach, inclusive collaborative dialog, and compromise in order to 

advance community goals. This is no small order and requires leaders with patience, diplomacy, and a 

strategic approach – all skills which I believe I have. 

 

Local Government operates under a set of more stringent rules than State Government, including the Open 

Meeting Law which requires posting of meetings and their agendas 48 hours in advance. I believe this 

municipal model can serve to inform ways in which we can strengthen democracy at the state level. As 

someone who has been a practitioner in Community Development, I know firsthand the importance of 

involving stakeholders in the process. Many of the grant programs through which I obtained funding for the 

communities in which I worked, required public hearings and public participation. Over the course of my 25+ 

years overseeing local projects, I have developed a set of procedures and best practices to engage the public 

in good process. At one point I had a written 10-step process, and more recently I’ve developed formal best 

practices which I tailor to the needs of each project. I have been hired as a consultant by communities such as 

the Town of Wellesley, to lead them through contentious community decision-making processes. My 

community also won an award for the Hudson Master Plan (Comprehensive Plan), a project which I oversaw, 

and which included a robust public participation process.  

 

Having a process in place for community engagement is essential. Access to information, advance notice of 

meetings, significant community outreach, especially to disadvantaged groups, direct invitations to 

participate, meeting with stakeholders on their own turf, and other techniques enable people to be heard and 

to feel included in the process. This approach is lacking at the state level and if elected I plan to bring this 

perspective and knowledge to bear to develop better dialog and better decision making. 

 



 

 

Cohen: I believe that a key to such efforts is to promote transparency and open communication between 

legislators and constituents.  I will always do my best to be clear to constituents on where I stand on all major 

issues.  I want to hear from constituents regarding what matters to them so I can work to ensure government 

is addressing their concerns in an honest and transparent manner.  The role of money should be reduced, and 

I pledge not to accept donations from corporations or businesses.  Democracy can only thrive if voting rights 

are protected.  Voting rights are particularly threatened for minority communities.  While thankfully not a 

major issue in Massachusetts, there are additional steps we can take here.  Registration should be as easy as 

possible, and should include an election day registration option.  Early voting and absentee voting should also 

be expanded and made available for all elections for all voters. 

 

Stewart: A government of, by, and for the People are among the highest ideals of our country. I support Home 

Rule voting by non-citizens in city or town elections. Government transparency. Support for implementation 

of a robust public financing plan for politics at every level. Clean elections. Same-day voter registration. 

Automatic voter registration. Voting is a right. Voter registration should be made as easy as possible. Polls 

should be safe and accessible. Registration and voting processes should be quick and efficient. No eligible 

resident should be denied access to the polls. 

 

Sweeney: I am highly supportive of public policy that is effective in getting more people educated about the 

issues, making sure that they have access to the voting booth and encouraging people to stand for public 

office and increase the public discourse about the issues we have facing us and the policies we should be 

pursuing.  

 

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

campaign finance reform, legislative rules reform, and access to voting. 

Ciccolo: Access to information is an essential component of government transparency. Consequently, 

over the past decade I have worked very hard to make information more accessible. In Hudson, where 

I served as the Assistant Town Administrator and Community Development Director for 20 years, we 

had a large Portuguese population. Through my efforts, we actively recruited and hired Portuguese 

speaking staff and translated some of our notices and information booklets to make the information 

more readily available to our residents. I also increased efforts to get information posted to the Web, 

back when web-site usage in government was limited. We were ahead of the curve creating 

government-sponsored Twitter and Facebook accounts and began putting information out through 

these social media outlets earlier than most municipalities. In Lexington, one goal of the Board of 

Selectmen that I have been advocating for is to expand access to municipal information for the public 

and to get more public input. Consequently, in this recent municipal budget, we funded the creation 

of a Public Information Officer position and will be hiring a person to fill that role come July 1, 2018. 

 

I believe we are in the midst of an important transition. With the increased tools of communication 

that we have at our disposal, such as email distribution lists, the web, and social media, there is a 

growing expectation on the part of the public that government should communicate more directly 

with those they serve. It is of paramount importance that we prepare for this shift in focus and use 

this opportunity to create a more engaged and participatory democracy. Practicing respectful active 

listening also helps us to develop better and more appropriate policies tailored to the needs of our 

constituencies. 

 

During the next few months I am rolling out a new software tool developed by recently graduated 

Boston University students. The tool is a simplified method for polling constituents to see how they 



 

feel about issues of importance to the district. It allows for better decision making and more 

participation. I believe we should be looking for innovative ways to engage the public and promote 

greater collaboration. 

 

Cohen: In my time at the State House I always made myself available to constituents and groups that 

wanted to either advocate a position or learn where the Representatives or Committee I worked for 

stood on an issue.  Legislators and staff must learn where constituents stand on issues, and then the 

legislator must make clear both what they stand for on the issue and why.  This is part of how I was 

able to draft successful and effective legislation at the State House. 

 

Stewart: As an appointed member of the BESE and as an elected member of the School Committee I 

complied with state ethics rules, campaign finance law, and with the Open Meeting Law. As a member 

of Progressive Democrats of Massachusetts and part of the leadership team I supported the working 

group’s efforts to reform campaign finance laws.  

 

2. If elected, would you support or oppose efforts to dilute the amount of power held by leadership in your 

respective branch of government? For example, would you support a rule change allowing committees to 

appoint their own chair, instead of leadership? 

Ciccolo: Support 

 

Cohen: Yes, I believe it is important to make the House a more representative body, and I would support this 

proposal.  With all the new legislators who will be joining this term, there is a chance for us to work together 

to push for reform along with likeminded incumbents.  From my time in the State House I believe that I am 

well suited to help lead such an effort, and I know of numerous legislators who might be willing to join this 

effort, as well.  It is a balancing act, however, as, if elected, my job would be to ensure the district’s needs are 

met.  Taking a hard line against a Speaker of the House would harm the ability of a Representative to do so. 

As in so much of politics, one must work to find common ground for change.  I have been effective in such 

efforts at the State House. 

 

Stewart: Support. 

 

Sweeney: There is substantial evidence that all legislatures, including the Commonwealth’s, have been less 

and less effective and every year we see less activity.  There needs to be substantive changes in the 

Commonwealth’s legislative body to redistribute legislative power and get more bills to the floor and have 

more votes on the record across a wide variety of issues.  I am not sure changing the rule about committees 

selecting their own chair does this, or not, and seems rather precise and obscure.  The real change is to get 

bills to the floor for on the record votes with vastly greater frequency. 

 

3. Would you support or oppose legislation to create a robust public financing system for state elections? 

Ciccolo: Support 

 

Cohen: Such a system could have many advantages over the current one.  As a first-time candidate, without 

personal wealth, and without being part of the system, I do not have the advantages that candidates who 

have run before, are in the system, or have significant personal financial resources or donors do.  Public 

financing is a good way to help level the playing field and make government service more inclusive of all 

groups and members of society.  I know that my candidacy would benefit from such a system, but more 

importantly, it would make it easier for all first time candidates and those from less advantaged backgrounds 

to run for office.  This would be a major boost to democracy.  My central concern is how to pay for such a 



 

system, but if that can be worked out, without damaging other key needs of our Commonwealth, I would 

support these efforts. 

 

Stewart: Support. 

 

Sweeney: I need to consider this proposal more. 

 

4. Would you support or oppose reforms such as Election Day Registration and automatic voter registration? 

Ciccolo: Support 

 

Cohen: I strongly support such efforts.  To this end we should also considering lowering the voting age to 16. 

As we have seen, many teenagers have been highly active in recent debates, particularly regarding gun 

control measures.  16 year old students have an active interest in the world and the ability to make informed 

voting decisions.  Expanding the voting franchise is a great way to strengthen democracy by increasing the 

number of people who can participate.  Voting at age 18 is difficult for many people as they are just beginning 

to make lives of their own and are not focused on voting.  Lowing the age to 16 might make it easier for many 

of them to vote, and if we can get people to vote early in life, they are likely to remain voters later in life, too. 

 

Stewart: Support.  Voting is a right. Voter registration should be made as easy as possible. Polls should be safe 

and accessible. Registration and voting processes should be quick and efficient. No eligible resident should be 

denied access to the polls.  

 

Sweeney: I support all efforts to get more voter participation and voter registration for people that have the 

right to vote in any given election and to reduce artificial barriers, especially barriers that are economic in 

nature. 


