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By Lori Sonken

Democratic Women of the
Southern Tier and Finger Lakes, a
nascent nonprofit organization, is
recruiting female candidates and
training them to run for office, with
a big push by Leslie Danks Burke of
Ithaca, president and co-founder of
the organization.

Launched in Corning in June by
20 people active in local Democratic
politics, Democratic Women teach-
es women the logistics of running
for office, such as the required
number of signatures needed to get
on the ballot, how to complete
forms properly and the most appro-
priate time to distribute campaign
literature.

“Most people interested in
becoming candidates are told to
contact the party leaders,” says
Joseph Welch, chairman of the
Democratic Party in the City of
Corning. Yet in some counties and
municipalities, he notes, “The
party network can be confusing,
alien, intimidating or even nonex-
istent.” Welch believes the new
organization will enhance the field
of qualified Democrats, especially
in areas where the party is not par-

ticularly strong.
Democratic Women does not

endorse candidates or provide cam-
paign contributions, leaving those
tasks to organizations like Emily’s
List at the national level and
Eleanor’s Legacy in New York
State. Rather, the organization
gives candidates tools to run for
office and provides networking
opportunities.

“People don’t always turn out for
local elections, but they are more
likely to if the candidate has gone
door-to-door and met the elec-
torate,” Danks Burke emphasizes,
saying that this is one of the most
important rules of a successful
campaign. Voters also need to know
when the election is, she adds.

Democratic Women helped pre-
pare a candidate for an upcoming
debate by connecting her with
someone able to share relevant
debating tips. “There are a lot of
organizations that give money and
training once a candidate is run-
ning,” but there are not as many
that recruit candidates and get
them started, Danks Burke says.

Courtney Brown, an Ithaca
College student who has an intern-
ship with Democratic Women, is

examining the rates at which
women hold elected office. Clayt
Freed, member and volunteer with
Democratic Women and a member
of the Tompkins County Demo-
cratic Committee, oversees her
work. The organization is collect-
ing data on all elected positions,
ranging from tax collector to vil-
lage trustee to county legislator.

Data show that the rate varies
from 25 percent in Chautauqua and
Chemung counties to 42 percent in
Tompkins County. Schuyler County
ranks second with 29 percent, fol-
lowed by Steuben with 27 percent
and Yates with 26 percent.
Democratic Women has compiled
data for eight counties and plans to
survey 13 more in the Finger Lakes
and Southern Tier.

“What we’re learning is that, in
this region, women hold an average
of 22 to 29 percent of elected posi-
tions,” Danks Burke says. “Women
are 51.5 percent of the national pop-
ulation, and we don’t have that rep-
resentation in elected office.” Even
in Tompkins and Chautauqua
counties which have the highest
populations of Democrats in the
region, there are towns where
Democrats have not been elected in

years, she said.
The study will establish the base-

line. To test whether the new organ-
ization is successful, there are
plans to monitor how the numbers
of Democratic women elected to
office change over time.

In addition to Danks Burke, other
office holders in the organization
are Lori Cornell, vice president, a
county legislator in Chautauqua
County; Barbara Hetzel, member-
at-large and former Democratic
party chair in Allegany County; Val
Brechko, secretary; Debra Knoll,
treasurer; Diane Lechner, president
of Democratic Women of Tioga
County; and Hilda Lando, county
legislator in Steuben County.

“We have talked with every
woman [in the area] who is running
in 2013, and everyone has expressed
enthusiasm,” Danks Burke says.

“The organization is well posi-
tioned to inform candidates about
getting on the ballot, financing
their campaign, communicating to
voters and getting out the vote,”
says Welch.

Open to men and women, Demo-
cratic Women’s membership is
growing, Danks Burke says.
Membership costs $30, but for sen-
iors over 65 the rate is $10, and
there is no charge for those in
financial hardship.

With the help of intern Brown,
Democratic Women has launched a
website at www.demwomenstfl.com
providing relevant information for
candidates. Aside from listing all
women candidates on the local bal-
lots in Allegany, Chautauqua,
Chemung, Cortland, Ontario,
Schuyler, Seneca, Steuben, Tioga,
Tompkins and Yates counties, the
site also has links to the boards of
elections and other resources
throughout the region.

On Sept. 27, the organization
wiill hold its kickoff meeting at the
Radisson Hotel in Corning. In addi-
tion to campaign training sessions
and networking opportunities from
2 to 4 p.m., a dinner beginning at 6
p.m. is planned to recognize the
activism of Democratic women.

Barbara Mink, former chair-
woman of the Tompkins County
Legislature, is the keynote speaker.
The title of her planned talk is
“Leadership Speaks: Finding Your
Voice in Politics.” For more infor-
mation, visit the group’s website.

Area Group Supports Women in Politics

YouTube cofounder and former
CEO Chad Hurley will give a pres-
entation at Ithaca College on
Wednesday, Sept. 25.

Hurley, who left the video site to
help start ˚a new company, AVOS
Systems, will speak at 7:30 p.m. in
Emerson Suites, Phillips Hall. Part
of the Park Distinguished Visitor
Series, the event is free and open to
the public.

YouTube is the third most visit-
ed website in the world and the
most popular video sharing site. At
the genesis and development of
this phenomenon is Chad Hurley,
whose transition from working at
PayPal to founding and growing
YouTube has become the stuff of
legend in business, technology,
social and educational circles.

In his Ithaca College appearance,
Hurley will discuss his role in man-
aging the phenomenal growth of
YouTube and share the lessons he
learned from his experiences in
creating a “game-changer” in how
content is consumed and shared in
the modern era.

Former YouTube
CEO to Visit IC
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