
Citizens Union Questionnaire 
 

Candidate Name: Devin Balkind 

Party Affiliation(s): Registered Democrat running on the Libertarian Party ticket 

Age: 31 

Education: BS in Communication, Northwestern University Class of 2008 

Office Sought: Public Advocate 

Occupation/Employer: President, Sahana Software Foundation 

Previous Offices, Campaigns and Community/Civic Involvement: Occupy Wall Street; Occupy 

Sandy; Founder, Sarapis nonprofit consulting group 

 

Campaign Manager Name: Kate Nicholson 

Additional Staff Contact:  

Address: 134 Spring St, #302, NY, NY 10012 

Telephone: 6468838048 

Fax:  

Website: votedevin.com 

Email: inbox@votedevin.com 

Twitter: @devinbalkind 

Facebook: facebook.com/votedevin 

 

Have you completed required campaign finance filings? YES 

Are you willing to be interviewed by CU’s Local Candidates Committee? YES 

 

1. Support 

2. Support 

3. Support 

4. Support 

5. - 

a. Support 

b. Support 

c. Support 

d. Support 

6. - 

a. Support 

b. Support 

c. Support 

7. Support 

8. Support 

 

9. If you support the constitutional convention, what actions, if any, will you take to 

ensure that it takes place? If you oppose the convention, what will you do to defeat it? 

 



I’m a big supporter of the State Convention and as a candidate I promote it on the “trail.” I argue 

that we need to implement more participatory and direct democratic processes within the city, 

and the constitutional convention gives us an opportunity for that at the state level. 

 

My campaign is about “process not politics.” Our goal is to rebuild the public’s faith in 

democracy by providing the public with engaging methods for generating public feedback; 

building a sense of understanding about what New Yorkers want; and turning that 

understanding into actions that produce palpable outcomes. So, instead of imposing my 

personal opinions on all the myriad issues facing New Yorkers, my campaign has developed a 

process that helps New Yorkers to come to consensus around what they think the Public 

Advocate should do - and then when elected, we’ll do it. This process is called “NYSpeaks” and 

is comprised of a smartphone/web app (prototype downloadable now on Apps stores and at 

nyspeaks.org); facilitated in-person events and interactive livestream broadcasts. All of our 

technology is open source, and the process will be increasingly thoroughly documented.  It’s 

modelled after best-practices emerging out of the “vTaiwan” in Taiwan (see civicist.org/vtaiwan) 

and Madrid’s Consul system and other participatory democracy endeavours taking place around 

the world. 

 

I believe that, if the public believes that an effective and efficient democratic process were 

possible, then the Convention concept would be much more popular. The NYSpeaks program, 

or a similar one, could be useful for that. 

 

10. How would you use the office of the Public Advocate to impact public policy to serve 

the broad public interest? 

 

Our campaign is about “process not politics” -- about information and ideas rather than issues 

that the mayor, city council, borough presidents and community boards are elected to debate 

and legislate.  That means that as Public Advocate, I will focus on two things: (a) making New 

York City agencies more transparent, participatory and efficient; and (b) building a public 

consultation process that allows the Public to direct the policy goals of the Public Advocate. 

That means that aside from issues of good/open government, I will not allow my personal 

opinions on specific issues influence my actions, but instead, act as a representative that 

advances the proposals that emerge through our public consultation process called NYSpeaks. 

 

This is how that process works: 

● Issues emerge either through the demands of the public who raise concerns or through 

the request of politicians and/or city agencies that want to understand how the public 

feels about a specific issue. 

● We produce and distribute “briefing” on the issue in the form of a short video, executive 

summary, and web page with deeper links to resources. 

● We conduct a series of “Conversations,” which are in-person and online discussion 

events that use the open source Pol.is software system at nyspeaks.org/conversations. 

As people use the app, they are sorted into groups of like-minded people. 

http://nyspeaks.org/


● We conduct a series of proposal making workshops for each opinion group, resulting in 

the development of their proposal. 

● Proposals are promoted on the website and anyone can comment on and support them. 

● We take the most popular proposals and merge them to create a “directive draft” that 

instructs the Public Advocate what to do. That directive is voted on by the public. If 

accepted, it becomes an official part of our policy platform and guides our actions going 

forward. 

 

11. What would be your most important legislative and non-legislative priorities as public 

advocate? 

 

NYSpeaks will determine legislative priorities as well as non-legislative ones. But our office will 

also recommend and fight for non-legislative priorities. Those priorities will be: 

● Participatory democracy: Through the NYSpeaks program, we’ll create a process for 

the public to determine the priorities and actions of our office. We’ll also make it possible 

for other politicians and city agencies to do the same using our open source tool set. 

● Service accessibility: We’re taking responsibility for the development of a 211-system 

for NYC that will provide a comprehensive listing of all governmental and nonprofit 

health, human and social services available in New York City. This will involve a 

significant amount of engagement with the nonprofit community, other government 

agencies and politicians. Ninety-four percent (94%) of counties and almost every other 

major city in the US has a 211-system. We need one as well, and that need only 

becomes more acute in the event of a disaster. Numerous government agencies have 

an incentive to see such a system emerge. Emergency management needs it for 

disaster preparedness and response. The criminal justice system needs it to strengthen 

convict-reentry programs and to find alternatives to jail.  The homeless system needs it 

to effectively serve their clients.  The list of agencies who’d benefit from a 211 system is 

long. We need it now. We’ll make sure it happens. 

● Upgrade Government Agencies: New York City's bureaucracies may not want to 

change but some of their employees do, so we’ll train self-motivated civil servants to 

reform their agencies using proven “digital services” tools and techniques developed and 

utilized by groups like the General Service Administration’s 18F unit and NYC City 

Planning’s Planning Labs group. By empowering change makers within government 

agencies, we help them transform their agencies from the bottom-up. 

● Project Council: We’ll use 10-20% of our budget to fund outside projects that advance 

our values of participatory democracy, open source innovation, constituent service, and 

open government. 

● Open Government Products and Services: We’ll use our information management 

acumen to find opportunities to turn inaccessible and underutilized government data into 

information that the public can easily browse, analyze and contribute to. This includes 

making all information submitted to the Public Advocate as required by Charter and 

Administrative code available via our website for free, in open data formats, in bulk, via 

API, and other relevant applications. We’ll also build interfaces that engage and delight 

New Yorkers so they can develop a genuine understanding of what the shows.  



 

12. What do you consider to be the three most important oversight functions of the 

Public Advocate? 

 

● Improve the Commission on Public information and Communication so it 

becomes a venue for making New York City “open source”: That means having 

regular meetings that become a resource for key stakeholders, journalists and the “civic 

tech community” and using this Commission as an opportunity to mobilize citizens to 

contribute their knowledge and skills to the city’s objective of becoming more open. The 

Commission should also be used to pressure (and support) city agencies as they meet 

their obligations under NYC Open Data Law and exploring other ways we could make 

public information more accessible such as creating easy-to-understand interfaces for 

the city’ open data. With all the current controversies about technology, this Commission 

can and should be a useful tool for ensuring that NYC benefits from the rapid and 

powerful developments in the field of information technology.. 

● Improve Capital Budget Transparency: The Public Advocate has the power to certify 

the capital budget. We can use that power to pressure the city to release additional 

information about each capital project. That information could include free and public 

copies of the RFP, information about the contractors that won the project, progress 

reports, and other official documentation of the project. As Public Advocate, we will 

create a public database of all capital projects. That database will include features that 

allow the public to “crowd-source” information about the project - such as adding 

comments, multimedia and more. Our campaign has already begun prototype work on a 

prototype to demonstrate this idea’s viability at projects.votedevin.com. 

● Taking Responsibility for the Social Safety Net: New York City doesn’t have a 211-

system. Almost every other major city does. 211 systems maintain a comprehensive 

directory of all nonprofit and governmental services available in a city. It’s the only way 

one can get a truly accurate view of the “social safety net” and its gaps. Putting a system 

like this together isn’t easy - but someone needs to do it. The Public Advocate office is a 

good fit because what better way is there to help those in need than making it possible 

for them to find the services to which they’re entitled. Through this process of 

coordinating all the various nonprofit and government (only government services and 

some government-funded services are available at 311) stakeholders, the Public 

Advocate will learn and be able to share a tremendous amount of insights about the 

safety net and the quality and cooperativeness of the organizations that maintain it. 

Diving into a project like this is the single best way to hold ALL of us accountable for the 

quality of services we provide to one another. We’ve already begun to prototype a 

database that could hold this information using a popular open data standard. 

 

 

13. How best do you believe the office of the Public Advocate should be utilized? Do you 

believe the Public Advocate should address broad citywide issues or should be limited 

to oversight of specific issues? 

 

http://projects.votedevin.com/


I think the Public Advocate’s Office has become too focused on highly specific, politicized 

issues, and this political focus has eroded its ability to serve as an impartial watchdog and 

ombudsman that represents all New Yorkers. That’s why, when it comes to political issues, I’ll 

let the NYSpeaks consensus-making process determine my office’s approach, and I’ll focus my 

energies on making government more transparent, participatory and efficient. We will do this in 

a number of ways, one of which is by producing information products and services to the public. 

These products will, in general, involve three areas of work: 

● making sure the city is releasing open data 

● building usable interfaces for that data that help the public to understand it 

● offer tools and trainings that encourage the public  

 

By allowing the public to review and provide feedback on a wide range of city data, we have the 

potential to mobilize them to do a tremendous amount of crowd-sourced oversight work and 

impact future city decisions. Our Capital Budget Tracker tool is a good example of the type of 

tool we’d produce. This tool uses publicly available but hard to access data about city capital 

budgets to create a page for every project the city has funded. The public can use the tool to 

ask questions and add comments. By encouraging the public to use this tool, we could gain 

important insights about where they think waste, fraud and abuse occurs.  

 

We’ve also put together a tool at laws.votedevin.com that put NYC’s Charter and Administrative 

Code into a more accessible interface that allows the public to easily search, browse and 

download the law.  

 

Both of these tools are quick, inexpensive interventions that can drastically improve the public’s 

ability to understand the City. This is precisely the type of work the Public Advocate should be 

doing. 

 

14. How would you publicize the Public Advocate’s office and its role?  

 

One of the things that surprised me as I collected over 600 signatures so I could get on the 

ballot was the number of New Yorkers who had no idea that there was a Public Advocate’s 

office, much less what it does. Therefore, we recognize how critical it is to dramatically 

increasing the public’s knowledge of and exposure to the Public Advocate’s Office. We plan to 

do this by operating like a communicative and dynamic open source technology initiative rather 

than a conventional NYC political office. We will be producing apps, websites, video and social 

content that the public will find useful, relevant and even entertaining. Our campaign slogan is 

that we will put the Public Advocate’s Office “in your pocket.” 

 

Additionally, our NYSpeaks program will generate lots of attention for the office because it will 

consist of regular video broadcasts that are designed to be promoted over social media, an 

interactive app for collecting feedback and well publicized in-person events. To see a prototype, 

go to NYSpeaks.org. 

 

http://nyspeaks.org/
http://projects.votedevin.com/
http://laws.votedevin.com/


15. What would you propose the Department of Education do to increase the ability for 

parents and teachers to become more meaningfully involved in the education system? 

What other positives changes can be made to the New York City public school system?  

 

The web presense of our city’s public schools is inadequate. Every public school should have its 

own website, with up-to-date information about the school and its events. From a technical 

perspective, this could and should be done using the same open source software system that 

powers the CUNY Academic Commons (https://commons.gc.cuny.edu/). The cost of 

maintaining such a system would be minimal, and it would allow the school to connect much 

more deeply with parents, students and the communities in which they operate. It would also 

create a great opportunity for schools to skill up their staff and students in modern, web-based 

communications. 

 

Other changes I’d propose for the school system is a comprehensive review of the their IT 

producement processes. I volunteered at my local public school and found that the computer lab 

was using hopelessly outdated Windows workstations, many of which didn’t work, and that the 

“computer teacher” didn’t know much about computers at all. We don’t need expensive IT. 

Google Chromebook cost $200/each and thousands of them can be managed by a single 

administrator. A technology revolution is taking place, and the DoE doesn’t appear to be 

benefiting from it. 

 

Ultimately, I think we all know that the DoE’s results per dollar are unsatisfactory and the entire 

system needs significant and long term reform. We’d make sure to offer our “Digital Service” 

training to DoE employees so they can advocate for more dynamic problem-solving approaches 

and leverage technology to get better results. We’ll also be on the lookout for opportunities to 

make the DoE more transparent and participatory. 

 

16. What discrepancies, if any, do you see between services promised to New Yorkers 

and services rendered? For those listed please indicate your proposals for bringing 

policy closer to practice.  

 

Services can only be accessed by people who know how to get them. Without dramatically 

improving service discoverability by implementing a 211-style system, we’re only reaching a 

fraction of the possible New Yorkers we could be helping. The social service business model 

incorporates accessibility into its logic. As services become more findable and accessible, 

demand for some services will balloon, while other services might remain stagnant. Until we 

tackle this core discoverability challenge with a reliable city-wide solution, we’re not going to be 

able to successfully gauge gaps in service and determine where we need to expend more 

resources.  

 

More broadly speaking, New York City still hasn’t developed an “at-large” “digital services” 

group equivalent to the GSA’s 18F. Until we launch such a group, genuine, long-term, 

technology enabled bureaucratic reform will slip through our fingers - and our service delivery 

will suffer because of it. 

https://commons.gc.cuny.edu/


 

In the spirit of the question, here is one example of services promised vs. services delivered: the 

Build it Back Program. Five years after Sandy, 29% of houses still aren’t “ready to start” 

construction and only 44% of houses have been completed. If those numbers don’t convey how 

broken our city’s general capacity to do complex tasks is, I don’t know what is. 

 

How do we bring “policy closer to practice”? We need to acknowledge that we’re suffering from 

structural problems with the productivity of government bureaucracy and that this state of affairs 

cannot continue. Our campaign’s model for bureaucratic transformation is to make “Digital 

Service Trainings” available for free, after-hours, to any city-employees who are interested in 

learning new tools and techniques for “open-source-style” collaboration. We will also help 

people interested in this approach network with each other and provide them with mentorship 

and peer support opportunities so employees can initiate reform in their institutions from the 

bottom and middle-up instead of having to wait for reforms to come from the top-down. 

 

17. What would you propose to further enhance transparency of city government? How 

would you utilize the responsibilities of the Public Advocate with regard to access to 

public information in monitoring implementation of the city’s Open Data Law?  

 

This has been addressed in other sections, so the following outline is somewhat brief: 

● Follow the civic technology community’s recommendations as laid out in the document 

“People’s Roadmap to a Digital NYC” and partner with them as much as possible to 

utilize their technical skills and capacity to identify opportunities and solutions for more 

transparency from the city. 

● Whenever the Public Advocate is statutorily placed into an information flow, such as 

approving the City’s Capital Project Budgets, we’ll use that opportunity to ensure that as 

much information is made available following open data standards: open format, in bulk, 

via API, permissibly licenses, and with appropriate metadata. If systems don’t exist to 

host and display that data, then we will create them.  

● Aggregate and enhance the various data catalogues maintained by the city to develop 

as comprehensive an understanding as possible of the city’s information ecology so we 

can evaluate opportunities to make that information available to the public following best 

practices in open data and also by building useful interfaces for the information. 

● The last 10 years of open data advocacy have resulted in a massive amount of 

information being made available to the public, but that information is usually in an 

obscure “data repository” and exists as one or more tables. Only data specialists can 

access its value, which means that academics and corporations are receiving 

tremendous value from this information but the public only gets its “trickle down” effects. 

That’s why we propose SIMNYCity - a video-game style data visualization tool that takes 

design cues from the popular SIm City video game to give New Yorkers a real feel for 

what all this data means. We’d also add feedback collection features to this system so it 

becomes an important source of insights for the NYSpeaks program. 

 



18. How would you leverage the office of Public Advocate to address any of the following 

issues, if not discussed in answering previous questions:  

a. Affordable Housing 

b. Public Safety 

c. Public Transportation 

d. Health and Environment  

e. Economic Development  

f. Education  

 

As Public Advocate, my focus will be on creating a more transparent, participatory and 

accountable government through the development of information products such as a social 

service directory, capital budget database, legislation, and legal code documentation, and more. 

When it comes to individual issues outside the scope of open government, I will faithfully 

representing the consensus positions that emerge through our NYSpeaks program.  

 

I’m happy to share my personal opinions about various issues, and will do so when asked, but I 

won’t advance those personal positions as part of my platform or agenda. 

 

Please use the space provided or a separate sheet of paper to elaborate on your 

positions on the issues contained in the previous pages. You may also provide 

additional information on any actions that you have taken or plan to take to advance your 

positions on these issues. 

 

 

TOP FIVE 2017 CAMPAIGN PROMISES OR GOALS 

 

1. Establish NYSpeaks as a robust public participation process that determines our 

office’s policy positions. We’ll also help other politicians and agencies that want to use 

NYSpeaks as a tool to align themselves with the interests of their constituents. 

2. Launch a 211-style Social and Human Service Directory in partnership with city 

agencies, elected officials and nonprofit organizations so New Yorkers can find the 

services to which they are entitled and that they may need quickly after a disaster. 

3. Launch a Digital Service Training Group that works with agencies and individual 

government employees to provide them with the skills needed to best utilize 

technologies and engage in open source collaboration and productivity practices. This 

will improve their personal effectiveness and increase our agency’s abilities to reform 

themselves and upgrade their technical infrastructures. 

4. Build apps and websites that make New York City government more transparent. 

Examples of this type of work include a Capital Projects Database that enable crowd 

sources information contribution from the public and an easy to use, searchable 

repository of NYC Laws and Codes. 

5. Establish a “project-based spokescouncil” that awards small grants to individuals 

and groups pursuing projects that align with the values of our office. We’d like to do this 

http://projects.votedevin.com/
http://laws.votedevin.com/


in partnership with nonprofits so we can amplify the amount of resources available. We’ll 

make sure we do this in a way that doesn’t create conflicts of interest. 

 

Citizens Union believes that all New Yorkers deserve to be represented by officials who 

work for the public interest and honor public trust. With the corruption conviction of 

recent state legislative leaders, we seek to endorse a candidate who will demonstrate 

that she/he will honor the full commitment of the oath of office, and will always represent 

the public interest above all else. Please tell us how you have and would continue to 

conduct the political affairs of this office in an upright manner, and restore the public 

trust in your district.  

 

We offer complete operational transparency, except in instances where safety or privacy is a 

concern. That means opening our accounting books to public scrutiny, maintaining public event 

and meeting calendars, documenting our work on a task-by-task basis so the public can see 

what we’re doing, when we’re doing it and how we’re getting it done. Our NYSpeaks process 

will enable us to document the reason behind our various policy decisions and actions, because 

we’ll be able to link directly to evidence of the public’s opinions.  

 

Our goal is to be the most transparent office in City history and we’re open to recommendations 

for how we can achieve that. 

 

Please return to: Citizens Union, Local Candidates Committee, 299 Broadway, Suite 700 New 

York, NY 10007 Via email to candidates@citizensunion.org or fax to 212.227.0345 • Call us at 

212-227-0342 with questions. 


