
Tom McWilliams 
Candidate for County Commissioner 
District 5 
 
Interview Questions 
 
1.  Why did you decide to run for County Commissioner?  
 
Answer:  After I retired, I missed serving people and helping them to achieve their goals.  
My experiences with university government would help me to be effective in county 
government and IÕve learned that there are a lot more similarities between the two 
governments than people would think.  Bill Manlove talks about it being difficult to get a 
committee (including the Board of County Commissioners) to come to an agreement to 
do anything.  In university government the many policies, tenure of faculty and the 
retention of those in the early stages of their employment are determined by committees 
that are either elected or appointed.  Some of the members on these committees are 
not just from your own school but from other schools in the university.  IÕve had some 
success with bringing people with big egos and lots of good ideas together to do 
constructive things.  I was successful in getting people who did not report to me to do 
things for my constituents Ð students, their parents, employers, faculty and staff.  I think 
this ability of mine would be very useful in county government.  Another motivation to 
run for County Commissioner has to do with when I was serving on the Board of the 
American Society for Engineering Education.  I was the person representing the Middle 
Atlantic and Northeastern side of the country and in that capacity I was attending a 
meeting in which I met a lady who was a faculty member of an engineering school on 
assignment to the National Science Foundation for a couple of years.  In relation to that 
she was speaking at this meeting she said that 30% of the people who had gone into 
the school system in the country to teach mathematics left in 3 years.  I believe she 
gave a politically correct reason for this but I said I think itÕs because children lack 
respect for the teachers, parents donÕt respect their teachers and the teachers donÕt get 
the support of the administration.  Later on in the same meeting I encouraged the 
engineers to get involved to serve on boards of education or their local government 
where you can hopefully work on improving the environment for people to function.  I 
think there are things that can be done more effectively in county government as well. 
 
2.  What is your leadership experience? 
 
Answer:  In 1966 I was appointed Chairman of the Department for Chemical 
Engineering at West Virginia Institute of Technology where at 32 I was the youngest 
Chairman for Chemical Engineering in the country which distinction I held for several 
years.  In 1980 I was appointed Dean of Engineering at Widener University where I 
served for 18 years with a student population of over 600, over 54 full and part time 
faculty, 4 technicians and 6 secretaries.  My honors, awards and contributions are listed 
on my attached resume.  I held many leadership positions in the professional society 
which I have also listed.  As reflected on my resume, my leadership experience shows 
many positions in a variety of areas.  



 
3.  What do you hope to accomplish while in office?  What are your goals? 
 
Answer:  I would like to work towards preserving the rural character where we can have 
it.  I also will work towards having a county government that is more open to public input 
and more responsive to the needs of its citizens.  ItÕs not a goal of building something, 
itÕs a goal of being more open and working with the public.  I would like to help develop 
a vision for the county but itÕs also important to provide the support necessary to realize 
the vision.  When serving the University it was my job to insure Òthere was chalk in the 
traysÓ.  This meant backing the faculty, getting them appropriate compensation so they 
could focus on meeting the needs of the students and also supporting them in their 
research efforts.  I think thereÕs room for that in the county as well.   
 
4.  The Maryland Department of Planning has projected that in approximately 25 
years our population will grow by 60,000 people.  As a Cecil County 
Commissioner, how would you prepare for this?   
 
Answer:  Interestingly, the population grew 20% from 1990 to 2000 and now they 
believe we are going to double the population from 2000 to 2030 - according to MDE.  
ItÕs interesting where the numbers come from but we wonÕt get into that.  We need to 
develop the infrastructure needs in the growth corridor which I have drafted for the last 
five years for the legislative brief as a member of the Government Relations Committee 
with the Cecil County Chamber of Commerce.  I also worked on that as Vice Chairman 
of the Economic Development Commission Committee with Robert Hodge that drafted 
the five year strategic plan for economic development in the county.  These 
infrastructure needs include water, sewer, natural gas, highways including additional 
right of way for six lanes on Route 40, highway intersections, an additional exit from I-
95, and broadband internet access.  All this is necessary to attract high tech industry 
and commercial development to the I-95 Rt. 40 corridor which is important to balance 
the industrial tax base against the residential tax base.  One of the things we learned a 
few years ago that on the average the taxes residences pay are not enough to pay for 
all the services they require.  On average, it cost $1.25 for services for every $1.00 paid 
in taxes.  That may not be an accurate number but it is a pretty good guide.  Whereas in 
industrial and commercial, they typical pay more tax than the services they require and 
agriculture is the best industry for the return.  Secondary objective is to bring in jobs.  
Also, in terms of jobs many (50%) of our technical workers (Gore, ATK, etc.) are coming 
in from out of the county.  Infrastructure should be supported not only in the Rt. 40 
Corridor, but also around the towns.   
 
5.  Describe your vision for the County?  In the next 4 years?   In the next 25 
years? 
 
Answer:  Cecil County is the lowest population density county on the I-95 corridor from 
Boston to Richmond.  Growth is going to occur.  We need to plan for it, control it and 
manage it so it occurs in the growth areas in the corridor and around our towns.  It will 
not be easy.  I do not have all the answers.  But I have had success in the past in being 



able to get knowledgeable people to help with these and other issues.  We do need to 
plan for the next 25 years.  One of the problems that we have had is this dependency to 
limit our vision to 4 years if even that long.  But we really need to be planning for 20 to 
25 years.  We did a plan for economic development and it went to the Economic 
Development Commission and got some revisions and then it went to the 
commissioners and they adopted it.  They in turn appointed some committees to look at 
the recommendations:  there were committees on water & sewer, broadband, and 
others that did some studies.  The committees gave the studies to the Commissioners 
and those studies have went on a shelf somewhere.  Now there are some things 
starting to happen on some of these studies.  A lot of it was not really implemented even 
after we had all of these volunteer people work on these different committees.  ThatÕs 
really frustrating.  I think itÕs going to be a struggle because of the impending growth to 
do what I really see we need to work at and still maintain some of the rural character.  
What has been happening over the years because we didnÕt have infrastructure in the 
growth areas (as well as other reasons) the development was occurring in areas not 
intended for growth including some in the SAR and NAR.  Some people will argue that 
this was happening because people are coming to the county because it is pretty and 
they donÕt want to live in the growth corridor.  But if you get enough of them scattered on 
the country side, itÕs not country side anymore.   
 
6.  Explain where growth should occur, how you would attract it and how it might 
be financed? 
 
Answer:  Growth should occur in the designated growth areas by limiting growth in other 
areas with appropriate regulations.  I donÕt particularly want to attract growth to the 
county but itÕs going to happen whether we want it or not.  So when you say, ÒHow 
would you attract it?Ó, that wouldnÕt be my desire.  To attract it where it ought to be, you 
should provide the infrastructure to support it there.  At the same time we should be  
trying to encourage those developers, whether it be industrial, commercial or residential, 
that they do it in an aesthetically, appealing way.  When asked about how it should be 
financed, it must be financed by those who are profiting from the growth.  When I was at 
Widener University, I got Matt Polk who had been a manager at a Ford Aerospace,  and 
I got him to take on a fulltime job after he retired as Assistant Dean of Engineering for a 
year.  We interacted a lot and he was helpful because he was an experienced manager.  
That was another thing I did was hire a lot of people out of the industry which 
Universities werenÕt doing.  I wanted to hire people with a lot of engineering experience 
to share with the students rather than keeping them involved in some sort of research 
activity in the university.  Matt had been Chairman of the Planning Commission where 
the suburb of Springfield was built.  Matt had said it was planned well about 34 years 
ago.  Studies show that when suburbs and developments were built and people moved 
in, the taxes of the people who are there went up to pay for the additional services that 
a higher density population required.  WeÕve been seeing that happen in the County and 
this is why there is an argument for impact fees.  I support impact fees.     
 
 
 



Clarification on Interview Answers  
 
Reference to Question #1: In your goal to encourage a more open process between 
county government and the public, would you support cable access commissioner 
meetings. 
 
Answer:  Yes.  I have not researched the expense but if it encourages public 
participation, it would be a good thing and I donÕt have an objection to someone 
watching what we are doing.   
 
Reference to Question #1:  Name some other ways you feel the County can be 
more open to the public. 
 
Answer: Earlier notice of the agendas and meetings so people can plan to be there and 
know that this is something they want to address.  Recently there was a special meeting 
scheduled at lunch where the Commissioners approved something about a water 
situation and nobody knew this was going to be discussed where they could comment 
on it.   
 
Another issue that is being done thanks to Commissioner Demmler, is allowing time 
between a motion and a vote.  Also, Commissioner Demmler provides an explanation 
on her position but I would like to see this more from the other Commissioners.  I have 
seen in the past where hundreds of people have come out on an issue and have 
spoken and when the public testimony is over, the motion was passed without the 
Commissioners providing an explanation for their vote.  I think it would have been 
appropriate for the commissioners to say at some point that they heard the citizensÕ 
input and concerns, but we are voting to approve because we have to account other 
considerations such as what is best for the general population.  But they should not vote 
without giving the citizens the courtesy to show they heard what they were saying and in 
some cases the citizens brought up valid concerns and considerations.   
 
Reference to Question #4:   You say you want to put the 60,000 people that are 
expected to come to Cecil County in 25 years in the growth corridor, but where on 
the growth corridor and it what kind of housing?  What is your vision for the 
neighborhoods in that area?  How did you want to build that area out?   
 
Answer:  Again, I want to see that the appropriate parts are reserved for specific needs.  
In that area you have mineral resources that are being mined.  Once that is done that 
area is good for an industrial location and we see that happening now as an industrial 
park (Principio Industrial Park).  We have a need for affordable housing and with that is 
a cost because the taxes those residents pay wonÕt cover the cost of services.  I donÕt 
claim to be an architect to have a specific design, but I do think we need to encourage 
the developers to design neighborhoods that are attractive in the growth area.  One of 
the trends that we see occurring are the development of houses for people that donÕt 
want to take care of an acre of ground.     
 



Clarification on Questionnaire Answers 
 
Reference to Question #2:  What changes were you referring to that the current 
form of county government could make for it to be more effective?   
 
Answer:  My understanding is that it is possible under the current form of government, if 
the Commissioners would agree to it, to give more day to day authority to the County 
Administrator so he could take care of day to day business more effectively.  Currently 
the County Administrator, Al Wein, serves at the will of the Commissioners so before he 
makes any major decisions, he needs the agreement of at least three of the 
commissioners and this ties up a lot of time.  This was the sense I got from the 
membership of the Republican Club of Cecil County in that was why they wanted 
someone to run with a business leadership background so they could get in there to 
make things happen more quickly.  Of course, under Code Home Rule, you could do 
something similar.  Because Code Home Rule has more local authority than charter, I 
would support that but I think we can make the changes now to our current form to be 
more effective.  I also think we could improve our relationships between county 
government and the State Delegation as well as the towns of Cecil County.  I think there 
has been some improvement going on at the regular Council of Government (COG) 
Meetings but the towns are not happy because only a couple commissioners are 
showing up.  Another part of the problem has to do with personalities.  When I was a 
walk around manager, my job was to delegate.  Currently the Commissioners are 
having to deal with too many details in following up on citizen complaints to see who in 
Planning and Zoning or DPW is in charge of what.     
 
How much time do you have to devote to the job? 
 
Answer:  I would be available full time because I am retired. I believe Nelson Bolender  
put 60 to 70 hours in per week including the public events he attended.  And while I 
didnÕt agree with all the things he did, I do know he was in the office at 7:00 in the 
morning.  I expect to put in the same amount of hours.  My wife (of 50 years) is very 
supportive and will attend the appropriate public events as well.  I will make the time to 
get all of the input (from the towns, citizens, etc.) because itÕs not something you can 
get done just on a Tuesday.   
 
Reference to Question #3:  In your response you mentioned suburban residential 
(SR) and how it’s described in the Comprehensive Plan as the transition region or 
zone between development areas and agricultural areas.  Some have interpreted 
this zoning area as part of the growth area.  You said this needs to be clarified so 
the interpretation can be consistent.  How would you clarify the suburban 
residential area? 
 
Answer: It is a transition area.  It is not a growth area.  It should not be a receiving area 
for Transfer of Development Rights (TDRÕs).  Part of the Aston Point problem is due to 
the (incorrect) interpretation of the SR area by a former Commissioner and by the 
leadership of Planning and Zoning.  If some SR areas are going to be receiving areas (if 



contiguous to water & sewer), then the Comprehensive Plan should include overlays to 
delineate.   
 
Reference to Question #5:  In your answer you said community design standards 
should be explored because they have been successful in other jurisdictions.  
Could you mention those jurisdictions?   
 
Answer:  At some of the Land Use Forums IÕve attended they spoke on how you can 
make developments more attractive and functional and would like to see those ideas 
incorporated in future developments.  I donÕt remember the specific places that the 
speakers mentioned at the forums but I would go back to the authorities either with the 
State or check the resources from the Land Use Forums in order to provide the 
Planning Commission with this information.   
 
Reference to Question #10:  You said the enforcement of our regulations and 
codes are not always consistent and that closer oversight may be needed while 
not micro managing.  What did you mean by closer oversight?  Is it hiring 
someone to do this or work with someone on planning?   
 
Answer:  This goes back to revising the Comprehensive Plan so that itÕs more specific.  
Some things are decided administratively because whatever the criteria is, they do not 
always have to go before the planning commission.  The rules need to be consistent.  In 
the past there have been exceptions to the rules and thatÕs why I say it takes some 
oversight without micromanaging.  ItÕs not going to be easy because you retain these 
people to give them authority and you back them to do their jobs but on the other hand 
you need to make sure they are doing the right thing. If I hear of someone in the 
administration not consistently enforcing the regulations, I would go to that person and 
find out their side of the story and ultimately I would recommend not retaining the 
person before the other Commissioners if I find there is a problem that cannot be 
worked out.  In my previous position I have had to address issues like this and while it 
was not easy, I saw it through and it did improve the overall process.  In my previous 
leadership experience you had to work on getting support from the other faculty 
members to get a consensus and I would have to do the same with the Commissioners.   
 
Reference to Question #11:  Why do you believe the Parks and Recreation 
Program doesn’t need to be expanded?   
 
Answer:  When people move from the city to the country, they expect the same services 
they had in the city.  Parks & Recreation is probably necessary in the cities but in the 
country where a lot of yards are over an acre in size, there is plenty of room.  On the 
Homeowners Association Subcommittee we are addressing the playground areas 
designated in these communities.  What weÕve found is that people donÕt let their 
children go there unless itÕs close to their house because of supervision concerns.  So 
now we have these playgrounds deteriorating and not being used.  We worry too much 
about providing entertainment opportunity for our children rather than teaching them 
responsibility.  When I grew up, and the same with my children, we had responsibilities 



and it wasnÕt all about playing games.  I think we have a reasonable number of parks in 
the County to meet the current need. I havenÕt closed my mind to hearing new 
information on the need for expanding the recreation program and I do realize IÕm 
probably not in the majority on this issue.  However, I think there is a problem with 
putting too much emphasis on organized sports.    
 
Reference to Question #1 (d):  Do you support APFO’s?   
 
Answer:  IÕve heard that there are APFOÕs in other areas that have been implemented 
but didnÕt work well because of the way they were written.  In some areas not intended 
for growth they received growth and in some areas designated for growth could not 
grow because of a lack of adequate facilities.  In some areas the county was required to 
put in the infrastructure by a certain date at a cost to the citizens because the revenue 
expected from anticipated growth did not occur.  Also, APFOÕs donÕt dramatically slow 
down the growth. IÕm just saying you have to be careful when writing the APFO or you 
wonÕt achieve the desired result you intended.  I do think itÕs something that should be 
explored as well as the funding source (ie. impact fees).   
 
What differentiates you from Robert Hodge?  
 
Answer:  It was suggested that it would be interesting if Mr. Hodge and I would have a 
debate because we have served on so many committees together.   But there really 
wouldnÕt be anything to debate because we both agree on so many issues.  However, 
where we differ is in leadership experience.  My experience has been working with 
academic government as described in answers 1 and 2 above. His experience has 
been where heÕs the boss because he owns the business and he directs people what to 
do.  He believes he will have enough time to be a County Commissioner and run his 
business but there are those who even support him who wonder if he will have enough 
time.  He runs North East Enterprises and heÕs a commercial, industrial real estate 
developer.  Some people are questioning why he is running and what does he have to 
gain from it.  IÕm not going to put him down or anything but these are questions people 
are raising wondering what is his motivation.   
  
Do you support slots in Cecil County?  Why or why not? 
 
I support slots at racetracks where there already is gambling.  The equine industry is 
important in Cecil County.  And I do support that industry.  I do not support slots at other 
locations other than VFWs, American Legions, or Knights of Columbus where they are 
permitted already.  Currently there is not a racetrack in Cecil County.   
 
I grew up in St. MaryÕs County where there were slot machines in every gas station, 
general store, drug store and bar.  Some people who worked off the farms did not get 
home with their cash or groceries on Friday or Saturday.  There was an addiction 
problem for some.  These slots were done away with in five southern counties in 1965 
which were the only counties slots were allowed.  


