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erhaps nothing describes Representative

Gale Candaras’ life and career like the

John Lennon lyric, “Life is what happens
while you are making other plans.” And so it
has been with Candaras (D-12™" Hampden
District), whose choices in life have led her in
surprising directions.

She explains that she did not, as a young
mother, foresee a career in politics—in fact,
never even had political ambitions. After at-
tending law school at Western New England
College, she thought she knew where her path
in life was headed. She moved to Wilbraham
for the first time in 1979, leaving after law
school in 1983 to work in New York City at
Goldman Sachs. Candaras and her husband,
along with their son, moved back to Wilbraham
almost 20 years ago.

“l was always content to be what | was at the
time,” said Candaras, an attorney who, on top
of her political duties, has a legal practice in
Wilbraham specializing in estate planning.
“I've always been recruited by people around
me to take the next step.”

Initially, Candaras was recruited to serve as
Selectwoman for the Town of Wilbraham by
Louise Voss, the first woman to ever serve on
that Board. Voss wanted to hand over the reins
to another woman, giving Candaras her first
stint as a local politician.

It was during her term as Selectwoman that a
local issue impelled her to take a leap into the
larger political arena. The center of Wilbraham
held a defunct state game farm—2140 acres of
land containing old wire cages for birds, as well
as a myriad of chemicals and trash left behind.
The state walked away from the property, but
refused to sell it to the town who wanted to
build a park to host its annual Peach Festival.
At the request of the residents of the town,
Candaras got involved in the fight, which led
to her running for the Massachusetts House
of Representatives.

“l decided to run for State Representative just
six weeks before the primary. I was not on the
ballot so we had no choice but to run a sticker
campaign for the general election,” said
Candaras, who ended up doing so well in the
primary that the Republican incumbent re-
signed and the position was hers by default.
In her first role as Representative, she used
some astute maneuvering with then-Speaker
of the House Thomas Finneran to procure the
land now known as Fountain Park. As
planned, the land has become a permanent
home for the Peach Festival.
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That fight finished, Candaras moved on to
successfully improve and change many areas
of our communities. Almost 10 years later,
she is poised for a natural political progres-
sion, as she vies for the State Senate seat cur-
rently held by Brian Lees (R-First Hampden
and Hampshire District), who is retiring from
the Senate at the end of this term.

This time, her local “issue” is a dire need to
revitalize Springfield and Western Massachu-
setts, address the growing problem of poverty
in the Pioneer Valley and build a stronger
economy and brighter future with economic
possibilities for young people.

“Our job is to show young people the possibili-
ties the world holds for them beyond their own
impoverished
communities and
what their lives
can be if they're
willing to work
hard. I want them
to know they have
lived filled with
promises no mat-
ter how rocky a
start they may
get in life,” said
Candaras, ex-
plaining that two
critical things
must be achieved
in order to stop
the area’s down-
ward trends.

Fir_st, she ex-
plains, we must
educate the cervical cancer.

young people who

are still here. The number one thing businesses
look for when relocating is an educated
workforce. We need to support public schools,
and those schools must provide a safe and pro-
ductive learning environment for each child.
In addition, we need to provide advanced edu-
cation, whether it is college or trade school, to
every capable child.

Although the effects of ailing schools can be
felt community-wide, Candaras uses a family-
based analogy to illustrate the problem.

“You can have everything—a great job, a nice
house—but if your children are not happy in
school, if they are not learning, if they are
afraid to go to school, then it colors your whole
world,” she said.

After educating our potential workforce,

Rep. Gale Candaras is part of a national group of state
legislators, Women in Government, waging a national
educational campaign on the testing and immunization for

of

Candaras continues, we need to provide jobs
and affordable housing to keep young talent
in the area. Too many people are leaving the
area because of a lack of jobs, or no affordable
housing. To her, keeping families together in
vital neighborhoods helps attract employers
and fight crime.

“My job is to show the world what it could and
will look like,” said Candaras. “I would like to
change the dialogue to show people that oper-
ating out of their own self-interest is not the
way to ensure healthy communities.”

It sounds simple, and Candaras realizes many
factors are at play here, but when Represen-
tative Candaras
believes in tack-
ling an issue, you
will most cer-
tainly see results.

Last year, she
helped secure
record amounts
of local funding
for Western MA,
helping our
schools and infra-
structure. She
has committed to
education on al-
most every level,
from the Spring-
field Day Nurs-
ery, the oldest
day care in the
Commonwealth,
to securing
$500,0000 for a
pilot program begun in Springfield called
“Open Wide”—an oral health project which en-
sures every child has seen a dentist at least
once before entering kindergarten. The pro-
gram is set to expand county-wide after three
years. She also worked behind the scenes to
help Springfield teachers achieve a resolution
of their contract dispute.

If Candaras is elected to the Senate in this fall’s
election, her Senatorial district will be four
times bigger than her House district of 40,000
plus constituents, but many of these constitu-
ents will remain the same since all of her House
District is contained in the Senate District she
hopes to serve. These residents, Candaras be-
lieves, have come to rely on her leadership, in
her immediate community and beyond. For
one thing, she is remarkably in touch with her
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constituents—setting up a personal email has
been one way for her to stay in touch with
them, which she feels is one of her critical du-
ties as an elected official. Through this com-
munication, Candaras has learned that
residents in Western Massachusetts share
many of the same concerns and goals; they are
thinking regionally more often than not.

“There is a common theme in Western Massa-
chusetts that we are entitled to more support
than we get,” she said. “We have fought this
fight for a long time, but if we are persistent,
eventually the Boston establishment will un-
derstand that it is critical to Massachusetts
that every part of the state be as vital as the
greater Boston area. If Springfield fails, we all
do.”

According to Candaras, Western Massachu-
setts will continue to suffer disparity in fund-
ing caused by projects like the ‘Big Dig’, which
has pulled funding from this portion of the
state for many years. Candaras drafted sev-
eral bills—and subsequently agreed to join
Senate leadership in their own bills—which
would prevent the raising of tolls to pay for
any further inspection or remediation of the
project. She also is helping to sponsor a bill
that would create a full Senate inspection of
the Big Dig, including the mismanagement of
funds and how to recover these costs for the
taxpayers of Massachusetts.

“Western Massachusetts shall not bear the cost
of the inspection and remediation of the faulty
construction of the Big Dig, which is already
estimated to be many millions of dollars and
take years to correct fully,” said Candaras.

Candaras believes that the transition from
Senator Brian Lees, who has “worked tire-
lessly” for his constituents for the past 18
years, can be seamless under her steward-
ship—she has worked with the Legislature and
in fact, many of her would-be colleagues en-
tered the 1997 class in the House of Represen-
tatives with her and have gone on to the
Senate. Candaras’ early assignments in the
House included the Committees on the Judi-
ciary, Government Regulations and Personnel.
Candaras was the first person in her legisla-
tive class to be elevated to the ranks of leader-
ship. Her first promotion was to Vice Chair of
the Committee on Public Service, followed
quickly by an appointment as Chair of the
House Ethics Committee. She entered the se-
nior most leadership ranks in 2004 with her
appointment as Third and later First Division

Leader, the title she holds today.

Candaras was born in Brooklyn, New York of
an Irish Catholic mother and Greek Orthodox
father. Later, the family moved to Teaneck,
New Jersey, where she was raised. Candaras
explains that in her family, young women were
not encouraged to go to college, but she ignored
advice to follow the status quo and get mar-
ried, and instead commuted to Fairleigh
Dickinson University, graduating magna cum
laude.

“l had to do it on my own, and took a valuable
lesson from this,” she said. “I can tell every
woman, at any age, you have to be prepared
to take care of yourself.”

One of her roles as State Representative has
been creating programs to allow women to take
a more active role in their health. As Chair of
the Massachusetts Special Commission on
Cervical Cancer, Candaras became active in
Women in Government'’s “Challenge to Elimi-
nate Cervical Cancer Campaign,” which fo-
cuses both on education about cervical cancer
(caused by the human papillomavirus or HPV),
and providing access to advanced screening
and preventive measures to all women.

“Our goal on the Commission is to make sure
that every woman gets a DNA-based HPV
test, which predicts with 95-98% accuracy their
HPV status,” said Candaras, who is ecstatic
that the FDA recently approved a vaccine
which has a 100% efficacy rate in preventing
the disease.

When asked what people in leadership she
admires most, she mentions Madeline
Albright's ability to be an effective and bril-
liant peacemaker, and also Bob Rubin, the
former Treasury Secretary, who she worked
with at Goldman Sachs and for whom she has
nothing but praise. “Mr. Rubin is a brilliant
person and | have learned much from his ex-
ample and his subsequent writings,” she said.

“l also admire women in third world countries
who have elevated themselves against all odds,
many of them in the veil,” said Candaras.
“They are living under threats of violence
against themselves and their families and still
they continue to lead their countries, which are
poor beyond anything we can imagine. | think
of them when I think | have it hard.”

As for advice for other women who are inter-
ested in playing a role—any role—in politics,
whether local or otherwise, she advocates vol-

unteering.

“Everything good that hap-

pened to me personally, profession-

ally and politically happened out of

being a local volunteer,” said Candaras, who

believes that young women must reach out to

communities, trusting that they have an im-

portant contribution to make. *“I personally

promise any young woman that if you volun-

teer you will find out that you are as capable
and important as anyone in public service.”

When asked what it is like to be a woman in a
historically male-dominant career, she says
that politics is still very much dominated by
males, especially in Boston, which is the old-
est continually operating Legislature in the
country.

“You have to be aggressive and capable, but
you cannot violate notions of what traditional
women speak, act, and look like,” she says.
“You cannot offend those deep beliefs, which
leads to a double-bind situation.”

For example, although women comprise ap-
proximately 25% of the membership in the
House, there has never been a woman in a
major leadership position—and certainly never
a majority leader.

Candaras is hopeful and excited about the pos-
sibility of going to the State Senate, where
there is greater recognition and support of
women in leadership—she points to Senator
Therese Murray, currently Chair of the Ways
& Means Committee. Senator Murray is poised
to be the next Senate president, the first
woman to serve as Senate President in the
Commonwealth’s history.

“Until women achieve greater political power,
the condition of women everywhere will not
be improved,” said Candaras, who believes this
to be true on a global level as well.

Regardless, it appears that Candaras has won
the Boston establishment over through her
vivacious personality and dedication to her
community. She tells a funny story told tongue-
in-cheek, but one that illustrates the obvious
respect her colleagues have for her: one day
recently, she jokingly asked Speaker of the
House Salvatore Dimasi: Mr. Speaker, do you
think men are cut out for this kind of work?
Speaker Dimasi thought for a moment and
then replied: No, Gale, I don't.

Although life may have taken some surpris-
ing turns for Representative Gale Candaras,
itis apparent that she remains delighted with
her role in public service as she looks forward
to challenges and successes to come.

Contact Representative Gale Candaras at
gcandaras@aol.com. 38
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