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Prince George's County candidates speak at faith-based forum

Forum moderator criticized for handling of two county executive hopefuls' absence

by Zoe Tillman | Staff Writer
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The Rev. Raimon Jackson of Capitol Heights' Gethsemane United Methodist Church presents a question Sunday to the candidates for Prince George's County executive during a forum held by the Partnership for Renewal in Southern and Central Maryland at St. Paul's Baptist Church in District Heights.

Four of the six declared candidates running for Prince George's County executive spoke to local clergy members and at least 500 residents at a forum Sunday about their plans to bolster the county's economy, improve public safety, address the high rate of foreclosures and improve schools. 

Organizers are calling the event a success, but supporters of county Sheriff Michael Jackson of Brandywine, who was not in attendance, are protesting the decision of the forum moderator — the Rev. Michael C. Turner, president of the Partnership for Renewal in Southern and Central Maryland — to stop the event midway to criticize the two candidates not in attendance and rip up their name placards. 

The forum, held at St. Paul's Baptist Church in District Heights, was organized by PRISCM, a nonprofit group that promotes community advocacy through faith-based institutions. 

The county executive candidates in attendance were former Del. Rushern L. Baker III of Cheverly, County Councilman Samuel H. Dean (Dist. 6) of Mitchellville, Del. Gerron Levi (Dist. 23A) of Bowie and Bowie businessman Henry C. Turner Jr., all registered Democrats. 

Halfway through the forum, Michael Turner called attention to the absence of Jackson and County Councilman Tony Knotts (Dist. 8) of Temple Hills, saying, "The community needs to hear from the candidates," while he tore up their name placards. 

Jackson supporters are protesting Michael Turner's actions, saying they notified PRISCM on Friday that Jackson could not attend because he was out of town. 

"I thought it was unnecessary, uncalled for and disrespectful," said Jackson campaign volunteer Wendy Hamilton of Laurel. Hamilton also said PRISCM staff members declined her request to make a statement explaining Jackson's absence. 

Knotts said Monday that he was unable to attend the forum but did not know whether his campaign staff members had contacted PRISCM in advance. Michael Turner said PRISCM did not receive notification from Knotts or his campaign staff. 

Michael Turner said he was aware Jackson's campaign contacted PRISCM on Friday, but put the placards on the stage and did not tell attendees that PRISCM was notified about Jackson's absence because he was holding out hope all the candidates would attend. 

"It's about commitment, and it's about respect," Michael Turner said Monday, adding that all the candidates confirmed in early June that they would attend. "We put the word out that all six would be there. ... They need to live up to their commitments." 

Jackson was unavailable for comment. Campaign spokeswoman Karen DeWitt said he is traveling with his wife for their wedding anniversary and that he had planned to attend but extended his trip at the last minute. 

The four candidates who did attend answered four questions that PRISCM members had developed beforehand. 

The first question was about how the candidates would stimulate the county's economy and take advantage of the county's 15 Metro train stations. 

Baker said he would draw on his experience with the redevelopment plan for Washington, D.C.'s U Street corridor to develop plans for county Metro stations. 

Dean spoke about legislation he had introduced regarding the development of Metro stations and said he would try to streamline the process so that these plans could move ahead faster. 

Levi said that in addition to developing Metro stations, she would try to spur business growth around county-based government agencies and research institutions. 

Henry Turner said he would partner with the mayors of towns and cities that have Metro stations and promote business growth around Joint Base Andrews, as well as other county-based institutions and agencies. 

The second question, about how the candidates would rebuild trust in local law enforcement, was posed by a representative of Casa of Maryland who was standing with Florinda Faviola Lorenzo-Desimilian, a Guatemalan native arrested April 22 for allegedly selling prepaid phone cards out of her Langley Park apartment and is facing deportation. 

The two other questions were about how the candidates would cope with the county's high foreclosure rate and improve the quality of county schools. 

Speaking after the forum, undecided voter Ophelia Lee of Capitol Heights said the forum didn't sway her toward any candidate, but that she came away with a better understanding of the candidates' plans. 

"I wanted to know what their values were," she said. "I don't trust politicians anymore." 

