San José Arts Advocates Candidate Questionnaire - City Council Primary Election 2026

ABOUT YOU

Please provide your name as it will appear on the ballot: Van Le
What office are you seeking? San Jose City Council, District 7
Are you an incumbent in this office? No

Do you now or have you ever held elected office(s)?

If so, please list title(s), jurisdiction(s), and years in each office.

Yes. East Side Union High School District Board of Trustees, including service as Board President.
Current office holder 16 years

Where's your hometown? Saigon, Vietnam (refugee). Proud to call San José home for over 40
years.

What is your current city of residence? San Jose
What is your highest level of education? Bachelor - Business Management
What is your current primary vocation/occupation? Business Owner

Do you have an arts background of any kind?

If so, please explain.

While | am not a professional artist, | have long supported cultural programming, student
enrichment, and community spaces that allow young people and families to connect through
music, performance, heritage, and public art. | have chaired many art festivals in San Jose
including the Moon Festival.

ABOUT YOUR CAMPAIGN

Please share your candidate statement as it will appear in voting materials.
I am Van Le, and | am running for San José City Council in District 7 to bring proven leadership and
accountability to City Hall.

| came to this country as a refugee and have dedicated over forty years to public service. | currently
serve as President of the Board and am in my fourth term as a Trustee of the East Side Union High
School District. In this role, | helped reduce district costs by more than one million dollars annually,
protecting essential services while hiring additional teachers and strengthening oversight.

Experience matters. As Board President, | have made difficult budget decisions, balanced
competing priorities, and ensured transparency in how public funds are managed. That executive
experience prepares me to address the urgent challenges facing District 7.

| will focus on safe neighborhoods, responsive emergency services, clean streets, and practical
solutions to homelessness that combine accountability with compassion. | support responsible
housing policies that expand affordability while protecting neighborhood character and
strengthening our local economy so families and small businesses thrive.
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On City Council, | will lead with integrity and fiscal responsibility, and | will deliver results for District
7 residents. Learn more at www.vanlefordistrict7.com

What is your campaign budget? 100K
How much have you raised to date? 80K

How many doors have you personally knocked to date? How many are you committed to
knocking before Election Day? 2,777 and committed to 5,000

ABOUT THE ARTS
What is your perception of the current state of arts and culture in San José? (250 words)

San José has a rich and diverse arts and cultural community, but it is not yet supported at the level
it deserves. Our city’s culture is one of our greatest strengths, especially in neighborhoods like
District 7, where immigrant communities, small businesses, faith groups, schools, and local artists
help preserve identity and bring people together.

The challenge is that too many arts organizations and creative workers operate with limited
resources, rising costs, and uncertain funding. Cultural programming should not be treated as
optional. It supports youth development, community pride, neighborhood safety, tourism, and
small business activity.

As a Councilmember, | would support a practical, accountable approach: protect core arts funding,
update outdated city plans, reduce unnecessary barriers for smaller nonprofits, and connect arts
investments to neighborhood revitalization, youth programming, and economic development.

How would you define the role of arts and culture in San José’s economy? (250 words)

Arts and culture are economic infrastructure. They bring people into neighborhoods, support
restaurants and small businesses, create jobs, attract visitors, and help define San José’s identity. A
strong cultural sector also helps make the city more competitive for employers, workers, families,
and tourists.

For District 7, this is especially important. Cultural investment can help strengthen places like
Vietnam Town, support community events, bring families into business corridors, and create
opportunities for young people to see their heritage reflected in public life.

I would define arts and culture as both an economic driver and a community-building tool. The City
should measure its return on investment not only in dollars, but also in safer public spaces,

stronger neighborhoods, youth engagement, and civic pride.

Were you familiar with SJAA before receiving this survey? Yes
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ABOUT OUR PRIORITIES
The following questions are directly related to SJAA's current advocacy priorities.

Would you support reallocating the current 40% General Fund set aside from the Transient
Occupancy Tax (aka TOT or Hotel Tax) to arts, culture, and tourism programs? Why or why not?
I would support seriously evaluating this proposal, with attention to the City’s overall budget
obligations and essential services. Arts, culture, and tourism help generate economic activity, hotel
stays, restaurant activity, and neighborhood vitality, so there is a strong policy argument for
reinvesting more TOT revenue into the sectors that help produce that activity.

My support would depend on clear accountability, transparency, and a funding structure that
protects core city services while giving arts and cultural organizations more predictable support. |
would want to see a phased approach, measurable outcomes, and equitable access for smaller
neighborhood-based organizations.

As an alternative to reallocation, would you support setting FY26-27 as the baseline for
General Fund revenue from TOT and dedicating net new TOT revenue to arts, culture, and
tourism programs? Why or why not?

Yes. This may be a practical compromise because it protects the City’s existing General Fund
baseline while allowing future growth in TOT revenue to support arts, culture, and tourism.

This approach recognizes the City’s fiscal reality while also creating a pathway for new investment. |
would support dedicating net new TOT revenue in a transparent way, with clear guidelines, public
reporting, and attention to neighborhood-based cultural organizations, not only large institutions.

Would you support efforts to fund updates to the City's Cultural Plan and Public Art Master
Plan, both of which expired several years ago? How would you do this?

Yes. These plans are important policy tools and should be updated. San José has changed
significantly, and our cultural planning should reflect today’s neighborhoods, demographics,
economic conditions, and creative workforce.

I would support funding updates through the budget process, partnerships, grants, and possible
use of eligible tourism or economic development funds. The process should include artists,
cultural nonprofits, small businesses, youth, neighborhood leaders, and communities that have
historically been left out of city planning.

Would you support efforts to establish local cultural districts in San José, such as SoFA,
Japantown, La Avenida, Little Saigon, and more? Why or why not?

Yes. | support local cultural districts because San José’s neighborhoods have distinct histories,
identities, and economic strengths. Districts such as SoFA, Japantown, La Avenida, Little Saigon,
and others can help preserve culture, support small businesses, attract visitors, and create a
stronger sense of place.

For District 7, cultural recognition is especially important for the Viethamese community and other
immigrant communities that have helped shape San José. Cultural districts should come with
practical support, including signage, events, small business assistance, public art, streetscape
improvements, and anti-displacement strategies. | supported the efforts to get the Signage for
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Little Saigon freeway and | am committed to re-opening the Viethamese Museum and putting more
resources into the Viethamese Garden.

Would you support efforts to provide affordable housing for the creative workforce leveraging
State Assembly Bill 812 (2023)? Why or why not?

Yes. Creative workers are part of San José’s workforce, and many are being priced out of the
communities they help enrich. | support exploring AB 812 as one tool to create affordable housing
opportunities for artists and cultural workers.

The City should look at partnerships with affordable housing developers, cultural organizations,
and state funding sources. | would also want to ensure that any program is transparent, legally
sound, and balanced with the broader housing needs of teachers, service workers, seniors, and
families.

Do you believe arts and cultural nonprofits with budgets under $2M should be required to
perform annual audits in order to be eligible for city grants? Why or why not?

No, not as a blanket requirement. Smaller arts and cultural nonprofits should be accountable for
public funds, but requiring a full annual audit can create a financial barrier that shuts out the very
organizations the City should be trying to support.

A better approach would be tiered accountability based on grant size and organizational budget.
Smaller nonprofits could provide financial statements, board-approved budgets, independent
reviews, or other documentation, while larger grants or higher-risk situations could require more
formal audits.

OPEN FORUM

What are some other ideas you have for increasing City support for arts and culture?

San José should connect arts and culture to neighborhood revitalization, youth programming, small
business support, and public safety. | would support more neighborhood-based cultural events,
public artin business corridors, youth arts programs, easier permitting for community events, and
stronger partnerships between schools, artists, and the City.

I would also like to see the City make grant applications simpler and more accessible, especially for
smaller and immigrant-led organizations.

What do you wish we had asked but didn't?

| wish you had asked how arts and culture can help bring communities together during a time when
many residents feel disconnected from government. Arts are not just entertainment. They are how
communities tell their stories, preserve history, support young people, and build trust across
generations and cultures.



