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2020 Plainfield City Council 
Democratic Primary Candidate Forum 

 

June 17, 2020 

Zoom Webinar at 7 pm 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/85681073310 

 

Council Member-at-Large 

Robert K. Graham 

Steve G. Hockaday 

David M. Rutherford 

3rd Ward Council Member 

Emily E. Morgan 

Charles L. McRae 
 

League of Women Voters (LWV) candidate forums follow the nonpartisan, 

unbiased, and impartial format established by the League of Women Voters 

of New Jersey. The forum will be moderated by Toni Zimmer, secretary of the 

LWV of the United States. 

This year (2020) mail-in ballots will be sent to all registered voters. June 16 is 

the last day to register to vote for the July primary election. June 30 is the last 

day to apply by mail for a mail-in ballot. Election Day is July 7.  

This booklet will be published before the forum on the LWV of the Plainfield 

Area Facebook pages and in TAP into Plainfield.  

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/85681073310
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Questions for the Candidates 
The candidates have been asked to answer questions posed by the LWV and  

the public.  

• The first set of questions was posed by the league and sent to the 

candidates. Their answers appear later in this booklet. 

• Questions posed by the public will be asked during the forum. The 

public has been asked to submit their questions to 

LWVNJPlainfield@gmail.com several days before the forum.  

A LWV committee will review the questions to ensure they apply to all 

candidates, are not personal in nature, and are addressed to subjects relevant 

to this forum.  

LWV Forum Procedures & Rules  
All League of Women Voter Candidate Forums follow the nonpartisan, 

unbiased, and impartial format established and published by the League of 

Women Voters New Jersey. All events are free and open to the public and the 

media. 

Experienced facilitators from the LWV will moderate the forum, explain the 

procedures to the audience, and introduce the candidates. The forum will be 

recorded and the media are invited to attend. Only credentialed media are 

allowed to record the event. 

Time limits for all comments will be strictly enforced. In fairness to all 

candidates and the audience, we ask that these limits be respected.  

Each candidate will have 2 minutes for opening remarks to introduce 

themselves.  

The moderator will then ask a question generated by the public. So that we 

can address as many questions as possible in the time available, each 

candidate will have 1 minute to answer each question.  

If time permits, candidates will also have 2 minutes for a closing statement. 

A timekeeper will indicate when a candidate has 15 seconds remaining and 

when the candidate must stop speaking. The moderator will rotate the order 

in which candidates respond to questions. 
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Candidates’ Biography & Answers to 

LWV Questions 
Robert K. Graham Candidate for Council Member-at-Large 

Robert Kyron Graham was born in 

Newark, NJ in March of 1974. For the 

first six years, he was raised by his 

incredibly hard-working single mother 

Jeannette Graham. At six years old, 

Robert was introduced to his father 

Ronnie Perry and the two became 

inseparable. Robert recalls many 

afternoons watching his father practice 

singing with the group he was in at the time called “The Creators” and credits 

this as inspiring his love of singing and performing. For approximately the next 

ten years, Robert and his mother moved around the Newark area at least 

eight times, each move requiring him to change schools and adapt to a new 

environment.  

Robert graduated high school in 1992 and started his own car detailing 

business called Superior Wax before moving on to odd jobs in customer 

service, finally landing in real estate in 2002 when Robin, his fiancé and 

mother of two of his children Kyron and Kenya, passed away from a rare form 

of lung cancer. Left to raise their two children alone, Robert believed real 

estate would allow him to provide the type of life he wanted for his children. 

In 1996 at the age of 21, Robert was shot by a police officer simply because he 

is black. The vehicle Robert was driving was erroneously listed as stolen. 

Typically, an incident like this ends harmlessly with a driver being pulled over, 

provide proof of ownership and the matter is peacefully resolved. Not when 

you are black. Robert wasn’t given the opportunity to pull over and show his 

credentials. The police just started shooting because they perceived Robert to 

be a thief. This experience profoundly impacted Robert and shaped his future, 

particularly how he raised his children. 

Robert moved his family from Newark to Plainfield in 2004. His mission of 

localism and all it should stand for began shortly after with a chance 

encounter at his favorite ice cream parlor, the Dairy Queen on South Avenue. 

He was introduced to the owner Donna Albanese-DeMair who at the time 
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also happened to be the President of the Plainfield Chamber of Commerce. 

Her passionate depiction of the Chamber of Commerce and all it could offer 

inspired Robert, who later became Vice President of Events responsible for 

coordinating events aiming to empower the business community. And that is 

exactly what he did, drawing in a record-breaking number of attendees. 

Describe the city of Plainfield as you know it and explain how you will serve 

the constituencies. 

Plainfield is one of the most diverse Cities in the state of New Jersey and is 

home to the most amazing restaurants, the best outdoor concerts, the largest 

house music festival, and the Plainfield Idol Contest, not to mention all the 

Historic sites and architecture. Every resident in Plainfield lives within walking 

distance of a NYC train station or Bus stop. We have something for everyone, 

and because of that diversity visitors always feel at home here. In one 

sentence, I would say that Plainfield is 6 square miles of Culture and Love. 

Business owners in Plainfield are the friendliest, the most welcoming and the 

hardest working entrepreneurs in our region. I intend to use my upbringing 

and life experiences to focus on the people and advocate for the needs of 

EVERYONE. Of course, my decade plus of experience serving on the Zoning 

Board of Adjustment, Maxon Parent Teach Organization, Plainfield Chamber 

of Commerce, and more. Community Service is part of my identity.   

How will you uphold the checks and balances between the legislative and 

executive branches? 

With respect to our public policies, it is important that our leaders have open 

dialogue with one another and respect each other. The responsibility lies with 

all of us to make sure that the leadership we elect is as diverse as our 

community so that all are represented in both the legislative and executive 

branches which I feel will afford us the best chance of holding both 

accountable. It is my job to understand the needs of the whole community, 

not just a few. I will never assume that one person speaks for everyone. I will 

uphold the City’s Charter and I will question politics to ensure the best 

decisions are made. 

What do you feel can be done at the municipal level to address the changing 

demographics of our city’s population? 

This is probably one of the most important questions to answer; the major 

key to leadership is listening. Our children always need a place to call home. 

The needs of our children come first. So many cultural differences, so many 

athletic disciplines, but we all love living in the Queen City. At the municipal 
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level we must study the census data and at the same time we must pay closer 

attention to what we see and hear. We must make it our business to get out 

in the streets and meet our residents and continue doing it so we know their 

names, their families and what is happening in their lives so the municipal 

level can adjust accordingly. Our diversity is one of our greatest assets. Living 

in harmony is one of our most rewarding realities. I am proud to say that 

hardly any of us use the same ingredients for our gravy, but we should make 

it our business to make sure no one has to leave Plainfield to complete their 

dish. 
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Steve G. Hockaday Candidate for Council Member-at-Large 

Steve Hockaday, a 2004 

graduate of Rutgers School of 

Law, currently serves as 

President of the City Council for 

the City of Plainfield and 

Assistant County Counsel for the 

County of Union. Hockaday 

began his journey at Delaware 

State University, majoring in 

English Education. Intricately 

involved in campus life, he was a 

Student Ambassador, a peer writing tutor and a student thespian. After 

graduation, he taught language arts to eighth grade students and Upward 

Bound participants. The constant reinforcement that he provided his students 

had a profound effect on his personal thoughts and caused him to reflect 

deeply on how he could fulfill his goal to live a promise-driven life. His change 

of career came about as a result of practicing what he preached as teacher 

and track coach. After a little more than a year in the classroom, he decided 

that a law degree would enable him to extend his service-oriented work from 

teenagers to the community at large. 

After graduating from the “People’s Electric Law School”, Hockaday worked 

for two years as an associate at Stephens & Baugh and then was named a 

New Jersey State Bar Foundation Fellow at Covenant House New Jersey. 

There he handled the civil legal needs of at-risk and homeless 18 to 22-year 

old, helping them to transition to independent lives. Working closely again 

with several Rutgers–Newark Law clinical professors, he gained practice 

experience in landlord/ tenant, child advocacy and family law. 

In 2007, Hockaday joined Essex-Newark Legal Services (“ENLS”) where he 

represents more than 200 clients each year in a variety of matters in trial and 

appellate courts. He practiced principally in the area of landlord/tenant law 

but his interests extended to nonprofit consultation, bankruptcy, real estate 

transactions and development, social security, and consumer protection – 

“practice areas that can assist with enhancing communities.” 

During his tenure as president of the Garden State Bar Association, Hockaday 

developed the Reaching Back as We Climb Mentorship Program, which has 

three key components: mentorship, skills workshops and networking. 
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Hockaday strongly believes that our success is not simply recognizing that we 

stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before us, but acknowledging 

that we are successful when we become the shoulders upon which others will 

stand.  

Hockaday remains committed to the causes and communities that helped 

form his philanthropic proclivity through active board service: he is a founding 

director of Cresthaven Academy Charter School in Plainfield, New Jersey and a 

trustee of ENLS.    

Describe the city of Plainfield as you know it and explain how you will serve 

the constituencies.  

Plainfield is a diverse community of residents who contribute in a wide variety 

of ways towards the common human good. Our residents are its most 

valuable resource. Many of its constituents are nurses, lawyers, skilled 

laborers, truck drivers, chefs, entrepreneurs, teachers and many other 

professions and trades that are vital to a thriving society. Each Ward has 

unique characteristics that must be preserved and honored while improving 

on the lives of our residents through attentive constituent services and 

responsible use of City resources. In my career I have the joy of gaining 

valuable experience of working collaboratively with homeless youth, public 

housing tenants, judges, attorneys, entrepreneurs...individuals from all of 

walks of life. This positions me to advocate effectively on the behalf of all 

Plainfielders as we continue to transform the Queen City into a more thriving 

community for all. 

How will you uphold the checks and balances between the legislative and 

executive branches? 

Look no further than the federal government on how checks and balances of 

the executive has failed. Under President Obama’s leadership, he was forced 

to fight tooth and nail to pass any legislation. Notably, President Obama‘s 

nominee to the Supreme Court, Judge Merrick Garland, was obstructed by the 

republican senate majority leader. On the other end of the spectrum, 45 has 

gone completely unchecked by the Senate, has been given free rein to 

appoint unqualified judges as evaluated by the American Bar Association and 

has been acquitted of Impeachment charges despite overwhelming evidence. 

As council president, it’s my duty to strike a balance between the executive 

and legislative branches. One example is the council’s insistence on reducing 

the 2020 CY budget to achieve a 0% tax increase for taxpayers. 
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What do you feel can be done at the municipal level to address the changing 

demographics of our city’s population? 

We need to support our changing demographic and take pride in the diversity 

that exists. Similar to how Newark has its beloved Ironbound section, we need 

to fully support and market our unique areas through innovative 

development and collaboration. We should invite artists to create murals on 

blighted areas and partner with agriculture students to beautify with plants 

and vegetation. We also should create a vibrant art district that nurtures and 

provides living space for those creatives. 
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David M. Rutherford Candidate for Council Member-at-Large 

My name is David Rutherford, and 

I was born and raised in Plainfield, 

NJ. I received a degree in 

architecture from Drexel. 

University in Philadelphia, but 

after over six years as an 

architect, I recently followed my 

passion for writing and became a 

creative in health care advertising. 

After college, in 2011, I got 

involved in the Occupy Movement in New York – before becoming active in 

local anti-machine politics in Plainfield. In 2013, I started my blog, Plainfield 

View, which featured human interest, cultural, and political stories. Much of 

my commentary was carried by local media, one article was featured by 

renowned education activist Diane Ravitch, and others were used as 

resources by progressives around the state as they fought some of the same 

monied interests – for example, charter school networks – that we battle here 

in Plainfield. I also co-sponsored Plainfield’s first public discussion of mass 

incarceration. In 2015, I became the youngest person ever elected to the 

Plainfield Board of Education. 

I believe that the strength of a community lies in its residents’ ability to work 

together and build strong organizations. I am an active member of the 

Pemberton Area Block Association and will support the development of other 

local organizations that engage and empower residents. 

As a member of the Plainfield City Council, I will work to upend the 

stranglehold machine politics has on our city and make sure that quality of life 

and opportunities for residents come before the interests of vendors and 

developers. I will fight for campaign finance reform, a feasibility study for a 

community center, and development that does a service to current residents. 

I am not employed by the machine, I have nothing to gain personally from 

service on the City Council, and I will therefore always work with the peoples’ 

interest in mind. 

Describe the city of Plainfield as you know it and explain how you will serve 

the constituencies. 
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Plainfield is the city where I was born and raised. It is also the city I’ve chosen 

to live in as an adult. It is a diverse, dynamic, everchanging city with a rich 

culture and history that continues to evolve. It is also a city at a crossroads. 

For the first time in decades, developers would like to invest in cities like ours 

- small, working class places with train stations. The agreements between 

cities and developers last for decades and the conditions we set today will 

impact the lives of Plainfielders for a generation. We must have the people in 

mind when making these choices. And while new problems - like how to 

handle development - require our attention, we must also address 

constituent needs that have been neglected for as long as I can remember. 

My focus will be on the quality of life for our residents. We ought to have a 

youth baseball league. We ought to finally fund a feasibility study for a 

community center. Residents of the fourth ward, where almost half of the 

City Council lives, deserve to have a city government who enforces laws 

against businesses and absentee landlords who neglect their properties. Our 

municipal parking lots ought to be clean and clearly marked, giving local 

shoppers a feeling of dignity as they go about their daily lives. Only when we 

prioritize the residents can we make best use of their tax dollars. The good 

thing about a grassroots campaign, like ours, is that we are not beholden that 

large business interests who often don’t have peoples’ best interests at heart. 

How will you uphold the checks and balances between the legislative and 

executive branches? 

The legislative branch - in this case the City Council and Mayor - passes 

legislation, and it is up to the executive branch to carry out the wishes of the 

governing body. It doesn’t always happen that way, which is often a problem 

for any government. To get the best results, I believe in hiring the most 

qualified personnel. Too often, the crucial cabinet positions go to friends, 

campaign contributors, and political insiders. Hiring of department heads and 

other personnel is crucial to a well-functioning city government that carries 

out the mandates of its elected officials. 

What do you feel can be done at the municipal level to address the changing 

demographics of our city’s population? 

The greatest demographic change in Plainfield, during my lifetime, has been 

one of culture and language. While Plainfield has representatives from 

countless cultures speaking many languages, today a near majority of 

Plainfield households speak Spanish at home - and thousands of residents 

don’t speak English. While these communities don’t have the same rate of 
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voter engagement as the population as a whole, they pay taxes, patronize 

local businesses, and are a large and growing part of the city’s identity. 
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Emily E. Morgan Candidate for 3rd Ward Council Member 

Emily Morgan has lived in the 

Third Ward of Plainfield, NJ 

since June of 2000.  

Emily Morgan has served as an 

elected member of the 

Plainfield Democratic City 

Committee for the Sixth District 

– Third Ward for five years. 

Prior to relocating to the City of 

Plainfield, Emily served as a 

social activist throughout the greater Newark and Essex County community. 

The basis for her activism has always been her concern for our most 

vulnerable citizens, children and those citizens who need a voice at City Hall, 

as well as county and state government. Emily Morgan is a dedicated servant–

leader. 

Emily’s career includes the position of Senior Economist at the New Jersey 

Transit Corporation.  As Senior Economist, Emily supervised staff in the 

management of a $3.3 billion annual budget.   

In November 2015, Emily was elected to the Plainfield Board of Education and 

served as President of the Plainfield Board of Education during the 2015-2016 

fiscal year. During Emily’s tenure as Board of Education President, the District 

faced tremendous budget cuts. Under Emily’s leadership the District averted 

the devastation of budget cuts which would have caused huge layoffs and a 

catastrophic impact on our students. Emily is currently serving her fifth year 

as a Plainfield Board of Education member. 

Emily Morgan is a graduate of Rutgers University – Newark College of Arts and 

Sciences having earned a Bachelor of Arts degree in Accounting and 

Economics. 

Emily’s unique background in grassroots activism and proven capacity to 

manage and ensure financial accountability makes her the most qualified 

candidate for the office of Third Ward Councilwoman for the City of Plainfield, 

NJ.  
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Describe the City of Plainfield as you know it and explain how you will serve 

the constituencies.  

The City of Plainfield has a uniquely diverse population. Our neighborhoods 

reflect our diversity. We share beautiful tree-lined streets. We enjoy 

Cedarbrook Park, the public library, several soccer fields, a world-class tennis 

court and convenient public transportation via trains and buses. I love the 

Queen City. As we move forward to improve our city. In our constituency by 

exploring methods and opportunities to enrich our quality of life. I would 

support a freeze on additional multiple dwelling projects and initiate an effort 

to pursue opportunities for the development of a quality supermarket within 

the Queen City. I will work collaboratively with the PMUA to develop a sliding 

fee scale for waste removal services. The fee scale will be based on the 

number of occupants per household instead of a flat rate for each household. 

This would promote a fair and equitable fee for services. I would like to 

explore the possibility of developing a plan to allocate a percentage of 

P.I.L.O.T. (Payment-In-Lieu-Of Taxes) development revenue to the Plainfield 

Public Schools District.  

How will you uphold the checks and balances between the legislative and 

executive branches?  

A clear and concise understanding of roles and responsibilities promotes 

clarity in the operation of city government. Each branch of our city 

government must develop an open, honest and direct communications 

process. The process will include clear explanations for each decision and 

provide sound data to support each decision.  

What would you feel can be done at the municipal level to address the 

changing demographics of our city's population?  

According to the most recent data, Plainfield is currently growing at a rate of 

0.22 percent annually and its population has increased by 2.22 per cent which 

was recorded since the most recent census in 2010. There are many factors to 

be considered as our population grows. First and foremost, the city must use 

a data-driven approach to determine the needs of the growing population 

and develop policy and programs to meet the needs of our residents. 
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Charles L. McRae Candidate for 3rd Ward Council Member 

I am Charles L. McRae, a 37-year 

resident of the Plainfield, who 

currently represents you as 3rd 

Ward City Councilman. I have been 

able to successfully transfer my 

more than 40 years of business sales 

management and customer service 

experience to my work on the 

Council. As I advocate for you, my 

constituents, and help to advance 

the vision for the City of Plainfield, I 

am uplifted by the level of support I 

continue to receive from members of the community. 

I am a results-oriented, self-motivated, and forward-thinking individual with a 

proven track record of accomplishments. I previously served as the President 

of the Council and continue to serve on the Council’s Economic Development 

Subcommittee and as the Council’s representative on the Planning Board. This 

year I was appointed as the Chair of the Council’s Finance Subcommittee.  

The knowledge, dedication, and commitment I bring to these responsibilities 

help inform my work on behalf of the well-being of my constituents. My 

community involvement includes serving as Vice Chair and 3rd Ward District 3 

Representative on the Plainfield Democratic City Committee, former member 

of the Plainfield Citizens’ Budget Advisory Committee, and current President 

of the Cedarbrook Block Association. My effectiveness in all these endeavors 

has been enhanced by my ability to listen to, advocate for, and act on behalf 

of my 3rd Ward constituents. 

I am a Charter Member of the Eta Epsilon and New Brunswick Alumnae 

Chapters of Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity, Inc. I was elected the first Chairman of 

the Diamond Foundation, Inc. and still serve on its Board of Directors. A 

scholarship in my name is presented by the Diamond Foundation to 

graduating high school seniors to assist them in pursuing their dreams of 

higher education. 

My dedication as an elected official has enabled me to make informed 

decisions based on the critical needs of the City of Plainfield. I am confident 

that my experiences will allow me to continue to work collaboratively with 
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the administration, local organizations, and community partners to conduct 

business and execute objectives as they pertain to the residents of the City of 

Plainfield. 

It is for the reasons outlined above that I seek your support to be re-elected 

to the Plainfield City Council. It is with great enthusiasm that I am running for 

re-election as 3rd Ward City Councilman.  

Thank you in advance for your consideration. I look forward to speaking with 

you and continuing to represent you on the Plainfield City Council 

Describe the city of Plainfield as you know it and explain how you will serve 

the constituencies. 

The City of Plainfield is one of the most diverse and culturally rich cities in 

Union County. Plainfield is home to numerous Historic neighborhoods, parks, 

businesses, apartment complexes, and single-family homes. These are many 

examples of the population being as diverse as its landscape. As an elected 

official, I will serve my constituents by building strong relationships and being 

present in the community I serve. I will also host informal conversations and 

use social media to keep my constituents informed on the progress of 

Plainfield. An elected official’s job does not adhere to a typical work schedule. 

I make it a point to be available to my constituents as needed. Another focus 

area for the work I do is community service. I attend community programs, 

church services, and other events that afford me the opportunity to meet, 

engage with, and serve my constituents. 

How will you uphold the checks and balances between the legislative and 

executive branches? 

While the legislative and executive branches hold two equally important yet 

different responsibilities, it is my job to create seamless connections between 

the branches. I will form positive and fruitful connections with both branches 

so that all laws are beneficial to the citizens of Plainfield. I will review all laws, 

complete a thorough vetting of the issues, challenge injustices, and provide 

constructive feedback. I want my constituents to know that both the 

legislative and executive branches focus on their best interest. I will hold 

them to the appropriate standards. 

What do you feel can be done at the municipal level to address the changing 

demographics of our city’s population? 

I believe that reaching all the demographics in the City of Plainfield is 

important because I value their presence and ever-changing needs. As a local 
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elected official, I will use various forms of communication to reach the larger 

community such as newspapers, social media, online forums, webinars, and in 

person opportunities. I will meet residents’ needs by using these different 

platforms and encouraging fruitful feedback. As an elected official, it is my 

responsibility to remain an advocate for all residents as the demographics 

change. Ensuring that the needs of a changing community are met is the best 

way to keep Plainfield moving forward. 
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About the LWV of the Plainfield Area 
Our organization is nonpartisan and political, working to increase 

understanding of public policy and participation in government. Our members 

are passionate about democracy. We engage at the local and state levels on 

legislative priorities and efforts to improve our elections. Volunteers work 

year-round to register new voters, host community forums and debates, and 

provide voters with vital election information.   

Each league is unique in size, demographics, and financial resources. The 

League of Women Voters of Plainfield is one of the oldest active leagues in 

the United States. The first meeting took place on May 14, 1920 (three 

months to the day after the formation of the National League of Women 

Voters) and was originally open only to women.  

Joining the League of Women Voters is a great way to get involved in your 

community and play an active role in our democracy.  We meet on the third 

Wednesday of each month via Zoom. Details are posted on our Facebook 

page: @LWVPlfldNJ. 

President: Tony Contreras  

Vice President and Membership: Tim O’Connor 

Secretary: Katherine Balch 

Voters Services: Carolyn Ruffin 

Treasurer: Alice Logie 

More league information is available in the Local History Department, 

Plainfield Public Library. 
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