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

ABOUT YOU

Please provide your name as it will appear on the ballot: Rick Ator
What office are you seeking? City Council Member District 9

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.
No

Where's your hometown? Hayward, Ca

What is your current city of residence? San Jose

What is your highest level of education? Masters Business Administration
What is your current primary vocation/occupation? Business Product Manager

Do you have an arts background of any kind?
If so, please explain.
No but | love art!

ABOUT YOUR CAMPAIGN

Please share your candidate statement as it will appear in voting materials.
| did not file it. | believe | should go out and talk to everyone and that is how they should know me.

What is your campaign budget? 50,000

How much have you raised to date? Raised 2,000 and will loan and fund myself the rest if not
raised

How many doors have you personally knocked to date? How many are you committed to
knocking before Election Day? 1,000 knocked today and will knock personally another 1,000 or
more. | am out every day and weekend.

ABOUT THE ARTS

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

San José has real assets but punches below its weight. The arts scene is too downtown-
concentrated, funding is unstable cycle to cycle, and permitting makes creative activation harder
than it needs to be.

We also have one of the most culturally diverse populations in the country and consistently
underleveridge it — that's both a cultural and economic miss.
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How would you define the role of arts and culture in San José’s economy? (250 words)

Arts and culture are economic infrastructure, not amenities. Creative districts drive foot traffic,
retain talent, and make a city somewhere people actually want to live and start businesses.

San José competes with SF and Oakland for young professionals and creative workers. A city with
no visible arts identity loses that competition. When we invest in activation — murals, venues,
public art, live-work space — we're investing in the kind of place that attracts the next generation of
residents and employers.

The ROl is real. We just have to treat it that way in the budget.
Were you familiar with SJAA before receiving this survey? Yes

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?
Yes. Hotel tax revenue exists because visitors come here for experiences — and arts and culture
drive those experiences. The logic of dedicating a share of TOT to arts, culture and tourism is sound
and I'd protect that allocation.

What I'd push for is accountability on the back end — making sure the money reaches working
artists and organizations, not just administrative overhead.

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 is actually the smarter starting point. You're not fighting over existing budget allocations,
you're directing growth. Set the baseline, dedicate the upside to arts and culture, and build from
there without destabilizing other funded programs.

It's how you build political consensus around something that otherwise gets picked apart in budget
season.

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. Governing off expired plans is how you get misaligned priorities and missed funding
opportunities.

I'd push to fund the updates in the next budget cycle — these aren't expensive documents relative
to what they unlock. And I'd make sure the process actually reaches neighborhoods like D9, not
just downtown stakeholders.

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. Cultural districts give neighborhoods identity, anchor investment, and create the kind of place-
based economy that benefits residents directly — not just downtown visitors.
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D9 doesn't have one and should. These designations cost relatively little and return a lot in
community pride, small business activity, and tourism. I'd actively support expanding the program
beyond the existing candidates.

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

Yes. Artists and creative workers are getting priced out of San José the same way teachers and
nurses are — and we lose the cultural fabric when that happens.

AB 812 gives cities a real tool to address this without reinventing the wheel. I'd support leveraging it,
particularly in or near established and emerging cultural districts where keeping artists in place
actually anchors the neighborhood.

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. Requiring a $30K audit to access a $20K grant is backwards — you're consuming the grant in
compliance cost before a single program gets funded.

Smaller nonprofits need proportional accountability — reviewed financials, clear reporting,
demonstrated outcomes. I'd go further and help build it: standardized reporting templates, student
intern auditors from SJSU, or lightweight software tools that make transparency almost zero-cost.
That builds the trust needed to eventually give more, not less, to working artists.

OPEN FORUM

What are some other ideas you have for increasing City support for arts and culture?
Three things | keep coming back to:

Streamline the permits. A food truck needs less paperwork than a pop-up arts activation. Fix that.

Tie arts into infrastructure. Every road project, park renovation, and public building should have a
public art component baked in from the start — not added later if there's budget left.

Use what we have. San José has underutilized city-owned spaces that could be affordable studios,
rehearsal space, or gallery space tomorrow with the right program. We don't always need new
funding — sometimes we need better use of existing assets.

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

How do we actually get art out of downtown and into neighborhoods like D9 where most residents
live? That's the question. Galleries and institutions matter, but a mural on Hillsdale Avenue or a live
performance at Cambrian Park reaches people who never make it to SoFA. Neighborhood-level
activation is where San José's cultural story either gets told or gets missed.



