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Lawrence Association of Neighborhoods City Commission 2017 General Election Candidate Questionnaire 
Matthew Herbert 
 
Name, E-mail address, best phone number to contact you 
 

 Matthew Herbert  

 matthewjherbert@gmail.com 

 785-550-2085 
 
1. Have you ever attended a LAN meeting? Why/Why not? 
 

 I have attended a LAN meeting as both a guest upon the request of Courtney Shipley and as an observer. 
 
2. What is your opinion of LAN? 
 

 Most of my adult life has been devoted to advocacy of civic engagement ever since taking my first 
professional job as a teacher of civics and government at age 23.  Now in my 12th year as a teacher of civics 
and government, that viewpoint has not changed and if anything has grown stronger. As such, I feel that 
organizations such as LAN are crucial to a community in giving voice to residents.  Having spent almost all of 
my life NOT as an elected official, I recognize that there is a discomfort-almost intimidation factor- present 
with presenting before the city commission in city hall.  This again highlights the importance of having 
avenues for community members to present their ideas and freely discuss issues before our community in a 
more comfortable environment. 

 
3. Does your neighborhood have a neighborhood organization? If yes, are you a member? 
 

 My present neighborhood does not have a neighborhood organization.  Prior to my current residence I lived 
in North Lawrence where my wife and I would often attend NLIA functions. 

 
4. What community organizations are/have you been involved in? 
 

 Aside from my involvement with the Lawrence City Commission for the past two years, I have also been 
heavily involved in the Douglas County Kids Voting program since the early 2000’s where I have helped 
young people understand the importance of voting and civic engagement even though they weren’t yet 
legally old enough to vote in the ACTUAL elections.  This is a group that I remain involved with today as a 
volunteer.  Additionally, my wife and I are members of the Celebrate Bert Nash Society, a group devoted to 
mental health advocacy within the community. 

 
5. What city or county boards/commissions have you served on? If none, why do you think you’re qualified to 

be a city commissioner? 
 

 I have served as a Lawrence City Commissioner since April 7, 2015.  In addition to this, teaching civics and 
government has been my professional career since 2005 and as such I feel that I am uniquely qualified in my 
understanding of governmental policy, process and procedure.  Since I spend five days a week teaching 
about this stuff, transitioning into the role of carrying out the function in the evening had much less of a 
learning curve than others may have experienced.     
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6. Would you support gathering the zip codes of employees from businesses that receive tax abatements, in 
order to determine if we're providing jobs for workers in Lawrence/Douglas County? If so, would you work 
to implement this as policy, if elected? If not, why not? 

 

 While I am certainly an advocate of collecting as much data as is possible to ensure that the policies of the 
Lawrence city commission are truly benefiting the community as a whole, from an economic benefits 
perspective however, I feel that it is incredibly important to understand that the economic benefit to a 
community are not singularly defined by the home address of the employees a business employs.  Because 
the city budget is disproportionately balanced with sales tax dollars, getting people into our community who 
will stop at the grocery store on their way home, or eat lunch in a downtown restaurant on their lunch break 
is beneficial to the community as a whole, regardless of where they drive to sleep at night. One area that I 
would like to see strengthened with regards to our incentives policy is to make sure that construction work 
done on buildings that receive tax abatements (or any sort of city incentive for that matter) are done by 
local contractors using local crews and local materials (where possible).  This is a great way to make sure 
that businesses aren’t just creating the jobs for our community that they employ, but helping to create jobs 
for others in other industries within our community. 

 
7. Would you support gathering information from Peaselee Tech regarding job placement of graduates in order 

to determine that they are filling jobs in Lawrence/Douglas County? If so, would you work to implement this, 
if elected? If not, why not? 

 

 Absolutely, 100%.  As an educator working in a community that too often assumes every kid is college bound 
and as such does a great disservice to those in our community that may instead enter the vocational fields, I 
am incredibly excited about the presence of Peaslee in our community.  However, over the past few years it 
has become very clear that a long-term sustainable financing situation may develop at Peaslee.  As such, I 
think it is vital that the community see data on the positive effects Peaslee has on our workforce before they 
are asked to make any sort of future financial commitment.  Those of us who believe in the project helped 
make it happen, but it will take more than just ‘believing’ to make it a long-term success. 

 
8. What qualities and skills would you look for in a planning commissioner? 
 

 First and foremost, consistency.  Members of a community should never be surprised about the direction a 
city is going if a planning commissioner is doing his or her job properly.  Long-range planning should always 
be employed to enable the community to have a snapshot into the future and as a planning commissioner 
your recommendations should follow this long-range plan.  In addition, a planning commissioner needs to 
have an understanding of the importance of proper zoning within a community.  Too often problems 
develop because of the clash that occurs between two entities when inappropriately placed zoning has 
occurred.  It is important that planning commissioners understand that you zone for property NOT for a 
project.  While the ‘latest/greatest’ idea may be exciting, the zoning change it requires may very likely be 
more permanent than that specific project and you must always ask yourself ‘what will be left behind when 
the project is gone?’  A great example of this being done poorly in my opinion is with regards to the Sunrise 
project.  While I personally think the Sunrise project is an incredible asset to our community, it resulted in an 
area surrounded by nothing but residential being zoned light industrial.  If the Sunrise project should ever 
fail, this could be a HUGE problem for our community. 

 
9. What qualities and skills would you look for in a BZA commissioner? 
 

 Anytime you are dealing with a position that involves “appeals” in the title it is going to be incredibly 
important that the individual in that position has exceptional skill in working with members of the public 
that are likely very unhappy with the situation they have been presented with.  Such communicative skill in 
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helping to understand the argument and potentially work to find middle ground is most certainly not a trait 
of character all possess, but most certainly is a characteristic of a good BZA commissioner.     

 
10. Does Lawrence need a convention center downtown? If yes, what public incentives (if any) would you 

support to build it? If you don’t support it, why not? 
 

 “need” is an interesting word choice for this question.  Obviously, as a city we have made it this far without 
one so I would certainly not suggest that the city “needs” a convention center to be a vibrant community.  
Perhaps the better question is “would Lawrence benefit by having a convention center downtown”.  To this 
question, I would say there is undoubtedly economic benefit to be had by the community through the 
development of a convention center.  It is also a fact that we remain the only Big12 school city without one.  
But there is also astronomical risk associated with such a project.  While convention centers have proved to 
be economic drivers in some communities, there are an equal number of counterexamples where a city has 
dug themselves into a hole and has been forced to ‘feed’ the center year after year.  As a candidate who is 
very focused on proper asset management, I am not very excited about the notion of having yet another 
project to financially sustain within our budget.  As such, while I would certainly entertain the conversation 
about a privately-operated convention center in downtown Lawrence, I am not interested in the city of 
Lawrence going into the business of operating such a venture.  If a private entrepreneur wants to risk their 
capital on such a venture, let’s talk.  If we are expecting the city to go into the business of hotel 
management, I’m not at all interested. 

 
11. Do you support the use of public incentives to facilitate development of a grocery store in the Borders 

building? Why/ Why not? 
 

 The downtown grocery store has been a fascinating project to watch play out as many of the early 
advocates of the project now find themselves opposing the project as presented, while others who opposed 
the project in its infancy, now find themselves to be supportive.  With the federal designation of a food 
desert, consideration of incentives for the development of a grocery store with affordable food options and 
a pharmacy are priorities for many in the community and after four years of trying to find an individual 
willing to take on such a challenge, it has become clear that if we want this project to happen and to 
succeed, there will have to be support from the city in some capacity.  If we want this to succeed the 
question becomes not “if” but “what”.  One of the requests that has been made was a no-interest loan from 
the city for the project.  In this regard, I am not interested.  The city is not in the business of providing such 
high-risk loans interest-free to private business owners.  Plain and simple however, a downtown grocery 
store will require underground parking.  We cannot put the burden of an entire grocery store worth of 
shoppers onto our surrounding neighborhoods or onto existing downtown parking spots.  Because we know 
that building underground parking can be ten times more expensive per spot than building ‘standard’ 
parking, I do think there can be a conversation had with the city about the city offering certain incentives for 
the development of an underground garage. 

 
12. If a development that receives public incentives includes affordable housing, how long should the housing 

remain available as “affordable”? 
 

 In a perfect world, the answer to this question would be “permanently”.  However, the reality is that there 
are legal challenges to this.  Because public incentives expire (typically after 10 years), it can be very difficult 
for a city to enforce such limitations onto a property after the incentives have expired.  It is perfectly 
reasonable for a city to set out strict expectations of a developer and their property during the time in which 
the city is offering incentives, but once the property is reverted to paying 100% of their property tax 
obligations, it becomes much more difficult to legally enforce any expectations beyond the standard codes 
that all properties must follow.     
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13. How would you like to see Neighborhood Revitalization Act incentives used in the future? 
 

 This answer may sound ‘snarky’, but I’d like to see Neighborhood Revitalization incentives used to benefit 
neighborhoods, NOT harm them.  Projects like the HERE apartments do not help the surrounding 
neighborhood and as such I believe are gross misuses of the intention of NRAs.  I believe one big mistake 
that has been made with regards to NRAs has been using them to go after only the ‘big fish’. In truth, I 
believe we could find true benefits of this act through the use by private home owners in our older 
neighborhoods.   The multi-millon dollar high rise apartment project looks flashy on paper, but I believe the 
intent of the NRA was more for the $100,000 single-family home. 

 
14. Review the 2018-2022 Capital Improvement Plan. Identify 3 items that you think Lawrence can live without 

over the next five years and why. 
 

 The first item that I believe will come under great scrutiny by a commission that I hope to serve on would be 
the 19th street extension project.  This project has been heavily opposed by the neighborhoods, and frankly, 
to the best of my recollection by virtually everyone I have talked to other than the fire department.  
Secondly, I have some interest in looking closer at the city attorney’s request for “adequate security” 
upgrades.  This will turn into an unimaginably large expense to the city that will be costly in perpetuity, as 
metal detectors don’t just ‘get paid off’.  You have to maintain a security person monitoring them for them 
to be effective.  I’m not entirely sure I’m ready to believe that we need to run every patron of the library 
through a metal detector.  Finally, I’m concerned about the $750,000 expenditure in 2019 for the ITC.  If the 
city is going forth with a new police facility, I’m not interested in throwing a bunch of money at the old one.  
It would seem to me that this is an either/or situation.  EITHER upgrade the current facilities to be adequate, 
or make the choice now to move on from them.  Metaphorically, you don’t put new tires on a car right 
before you buy a new car. 

 
15. What is your opinion regarding development in the floodplain? 

 First and foremost, it is important to understand the difference between a floodplain and a floodway.  
Current city code speaks very specifically to this issue, and as I commented above on the question regarding 
what makes a good planning commissioner, I believe consistency is important.  We should follow the code 
and enforce it equitably or else we need to rewrite the code.  I am often very hesitant/leery to make 
variances to the code, because I believe the code exists for a reason and if the code doesn’t need to be 
there, we ought to remove/amend the code. 

 
16. Does the city need to connect 19th Street to Venture Park? Why/Why not? 
 

 In the CIP question I addressed this as my #1 suggestion of a CIP item to remove due to the fact that the 
public has made it very clear they are opposed to this. 

 
17. Does the city need to create specific regulations regarding AirBnB accommodations? If so, what would you 

recommend? If not, why not? 
 

 Currently short-term rental properties are unlawful in the city of Lawrence.  However, in spite of this, there 
exist more than 100 properties within city limits on the website AirBnB. It is important to recognize as a city 
that the “shared economy” is not just a passing fad, but rather has become global in nature and whether we 
like it or not is here in Lawrence. There has been a growing voice in the community to apply regulations to 
AirBnB and as such any commission that values citizen engagement ought to look at the issue.  I believe 
AirBnB properties should be regulated similarly to city rental properties, in that the city ought to be 
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inspecting these properties for public safety issues. In addition,  I believe AirBnb properties should be paying 
the same 6% TGT that hotels are expected to pay, per state law. 

 
18. Would you support the state’s proposal for a whitewater rafting park at Clinton Lake, which would be 

funded by STAR bonds? Why/Why not? 
 

 No.  Absolutely not.  No way.  It takes about 30 seconds of Google research to come to the conclusion that 
the group behind the proposal has a history of not holding up their end of the bargain.  Their last venture 
resulted in the city having to basically eat most of the company’s debt in order to keep the park viable.  In 
addition, the environmental impact would be, in my opinion, highly destructive to Clinton Lake which should 
matter to all of us given that it serves as a primary source of drinking water for our community. 

 
19. Have you reviewed the draft Horizon 2020 update? If yes, what is your overall opinion of it? If no, why not? 
 

 Yes I have, as well as having the opportunity to discuss the updates with Mike Amyx who served on the 
committee to move it into the Horizon 2040 future.  I will always be supportive of any process that 
encourages the city to think into the future with our decisions instead of planning one step at a time.  If we 
want a city built with consistent decisions and a predictable future, we have to take such processes 
seriously. 

 
20. Do you support getting rid of the synthetic ice rink at the library? Why/Why not? 
 

 Yes, in fact I was the commissioner at the 2018 budget hearing that brought it up.  The Ice rink is a classic 
example of the sunk cost fallacy. 

 
21. Do you support the fireworks ban? If so, what, specifically, would you recommend to provide more effective 

enforcement? If not, why not? 
 

 The fireworks ban is a great example of an opportunity to work jointly with the county government to 
produce better results.  Until the county is willing to partner with the city on this effort our fireworks ban 
will never be successful.  As it stands right now, a resident of Lawrence need only drive down 31st street to 
city limits to find multiple perfectly legal fireworks stands.  So long as this is the case, the city’s fireworks ban 
will not work.  I would encourage the city to hold one of our city/county joint meetings to address this issue 
and see if we can develop a uniform Douglas County policy. 

 
22. Should the City take over the maintenance of sidewalks from individual property owners, thus sharing the 

cost city-wide? If yes, how would you suggest it be funded? If no, why not? 
 

 Given the level of deferred maintenance that has built up within the community, a complete 100% policy 
shift from property owners to the city is simply not financial viable.  However, the practice of placing 100% 
of the burden on the property owner is also simply not good equitable policy.  Therefore, I suggest that the 
city begin the process of taking over sidewalk maintenance through a multi-year phased approach.  First, as 
we have already started this year, the city should take over all responsibility for ADA accessibility issues and 
any sidewalks that have been damaged by street trees.  The next phase that we have not employed yet, but 
that should be employed involves the city taking on financial responsibility for sidewalks within our Safe 
Routes to School areas.  This will help demonstrate the importance of this program and provide city funding 
to ensure these routes are as safe as possible.  Finally, the city should employ an aggressive financial aid 
program for homeowners who are not assisted by either the ADA money or the Safe Routes money.  This 
financial aid should be need-based, but should be broad enough to actually serve far more than just those 
living in absolute destitute poverty.  While the notion of the city taking on full responsibility for 100% of the 
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sidewalks sounds nice in theory, I believe the community may change their mind the first time they see their 
tax dollars paying for all the sidewalks in front of Compton’s apartments.  Given that 56% of the property in 
this town is rental property, we need to be aware that our tax dollars would be paying for a CONSIDERABLE 
amount of for-profit real estate under a ‘city takes on 100%’ proposal. 

 
23. One of the city’s critical success factors in the Strategic Plan includes the following: 

Commitment to Core Services :Core municipal services reflect legal mandates and the City’s commitment to 
meet health, safety and welfare needs and maintain assets while adapting service levels to meet evolving 
community expectations. 
Please identify what you consider to be core services and how they should be funded. 

 

 At it’s root, the city commission exists to ensure public safety and infrastructure.  Core services, as such, 
would be those that fall in line with ‘public safety’ and ‘infrastructure’.  Public safety includes, 
police/fire/medical/water/sanitation as well as code enforcement.  Infrastructure includes public works and 
all their capacities.  From a funding perspective, I believe the city budget takes on increased and 
unnecessary levels of instability by being sales-tax heavy.  Certainly no one likes to hear about property tax 
increases, but property tax is a far more stable funding mechanism than sales tax and as such, from a 
responsible city leadership perspective, is almost always a better option. 

 
24. Do you think the city commission should add the 4th meeting per month back on its schedule? Why/Why 

not? 
 

 Because of KOMA, it is incredibly difficult to have any ability to sit down with fellow city commissioners in an 
environment that allows free discussion of items without the pressure of then having to immediately turn 
around and vote on said issue.  As such, while the new schedule has led to some late evenings, the addition 
of the work session ‘off-weeks’ has been wonderful in being able to facilitate those conversations.  That 
communicate is critical, I believe, in making sure commissioners are making ‘as informed as possible’ 
decisions on nights where votes are taken. 

 
25. Do you support or oppose each of the three sales tax initiatives? Why/Why not?. (Toni Wheeler says it’s 

okay to ask current commissioners Lisa Larsen and Matthew Herbert this question.  
(“Commissioners can state their individual opinions on matters like any other voter, but commissioners 
should refrain from using the resources or the power of their office to advocate for a particular position. I 
think the commissioners could provide their personal opinion without crossing the line.) 

 
Q1: Public Transit 
 

 I believe that public transit is a vital service to some of the most vulnerable members of our community.  
Anyone who has studied city planning to any degree will readily admit that virtually no public transit system 
in the United States turns a profit.  By it’s very nature, making it a ‘for profit’ operation would defeat the 
purpose of having the system to begin with.  As such, if we believe that our community needs a public 
transit service (which I do) we need to be prepared to fund such a transit system. 

 
Q2: Infrastructure 
 

 I have heard many people argue against the sales tax because they believe that if we reject the sales tax 
initiative, the city will still fund these items via property tax.  This is certainly true; rejecting the 
infrastructure sales tax will certainly not result in the city deciding to stop funding infrastructure.  However, I 
think there is an important distinction to make with regards to property tax versus sales tax. While I 
generally find sales tax to be highly regressive and in a previous answer discussed how I’d like to see the city 
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strike a better balance between sales tax and property tax by relying less on sales tax in our budgeting, 
when it comes to infrastructure I find this to be an area that makes a great deal of sense for a community 
like Lawrence to apply sales tax financing.  We champion ourselves on having a community that attracts 
visitors- be it Live on Mass concerts throughout the summer, KU basketball throughout the spring or events 
at the Arts Center/Theatre Lawrence, etc…As such, we bring in a great deal of ‘outsiders’ to our community 
that drive on our roads and provide a great deal of wear and tear to our infrastructure.  Using sales tax 
dollars for infrastructure projects enables our city to ask those outsiders to help pay for our roads instead of 
just relying on our residents via property tax dollars.  As such, I will be supporting the infrastructure portion 
of the sales tax initiative. 

 
Q3: Affordable Housing 
 

 This is the ballot issue with which I have the greatest trepidation. I am certainly an advocate of affordable 
housing, but I do not think we have done a very good job of identifying exactly how this money will be used.  
To my knowledge there exists no plan of action as of the time of my writing this.  Unlike the infrastructure 
portion where as a city we have laid out a five-year plan showing how this money will be put into specific 
projects, no such 5-year plan exists for affordable housing.  I do not feel confident making a decision on how 
I will vote on this question until I have seen a more specific explanation of how funds will be used. 

 
26. Tell us something you hear out on the campaign trail that we haven’t asked and how you address it. 
 

 I regularly hear from constituents the importance of “accessibility” with regards to commissioners.  In this 
they typically mean that they want elected officials who can be reached.  Elected officials who will respond 
to their emails and return their phone calls and be simply “present” out in the public.  This is a great passion 
of mine within politics.  Upon my election in 2015 I created what I believe to be the first Lawrence City 
Commissioner public Facebook group.  In the two years since creating this, the group has grown to nearly 
1300 members and allows for daily access to contact me and engage in conversation regarding local issues 
that matter most.  I consider myself to be one of the most “accessible” commissioners currently serving and 
while that has often meant that I’m the most ‘accessible’ target as well, I have no plans to stop if I am lucky 
enough to be re-elected.  The public deserves commissioners that are available to them. 

 
27. Is there a particular issue you’re passionate about that hasn’t been covered that you’d like to tell us about? 
 

 I am incredibly passionate about ways in which our local government can serve our youngest populations 
more effectively.  Public office should not just be about serving middle age property developers. We serve 
ALL of our community – even those not yet old enough to vote. I take great pride in being part of the 
commission that restored funding to the WRAP program within our public schools which aims to offer 
mental health services to our public school aged kids. 

 
28. Tell us a secret about yourself. 
 

 If I told you, it wouldn’t be a secret now would it?  (=   
In all seriousness though, most people don’t know that I’m a relatively talented guitar player who spent 
several years in the late 90’s/early 2000’s writing and recording music that I had the opportunity to play all 
over the state as well as across country as a touring artist.  These days, my audience is typically limited to 
just my five year old daughter at bedtime.  


