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Human Rights Commission Meeting Minutes
November 20, 2019 Meeting
APPROVED in HRC Meeting on February 26, 2020
Present: Bruce Carter, Sanjay Chhablani, Shiu-Kai Chin, Crystal Doody, Daniel Fellman, Barbara Johnson  Suzette Melendez, Francis Parks, Dave Pasinski, Leo Sanchez, Jeff Tamburo, Tricia 

Wittkowski, Rosalie Young
Excused: Mary Alice Smothers, Suzette Melendez, Steve Butler, Bob Gardino, Shelley Skellington
Absent: Ali Adan, Khadijo Abdulkadir, Chol Majok, John Rushing
Community Members Present: Rev. Eric Johnson (new pastor of Plymouth Church) 
County Staff Present: Barrie Gewanter & Montanette Murphy (Human Rights Dept.)

Guest Speakers: SPD Chief Kenton Buckner
1. Meeting was called to order at 5:45 pm
2. New board member Barbara Johnson introduced herself.  She works as an Adult Health Home 

Case Manager.  She is a member of the Onondaga Nation and its Snipe Clan. 

3. Syracuse Police Chief Kenton Buckner addressed the Commission by answering 8 questions sent to him in advance. 

· In regards to key problem areas in SPD relations with the community:  Historical scars exist from prior police contact, especially  use of force, including excessive force, and unprofessional demeanor, including “talking down”across racial lines.  Current leadership 

can’t do anything about the existence of those scars, but he has “ownership” of it now.
· In regards to improving SPD’s relationship with members of diverse communities: The Syracuse Police does lack diversity.  Officers are not reflective of the community, and there have been questions raised about whether the Dept. has genuine interest in addressing this.

Diversity is a big issue.  He believes in it at all levels.  When he came to SPD there was an all white command structure.  Women were represented, but there  was only 1 woman of color who was a command officer.   He is working with CAMP 415 (a minority police officer organization) to build diversity in the Dept.  He also believes in having “uncomfortable concersations.”  The 1st step in community policing is dialogue.  However it needs to be 2 way communication.  He wants community members & leaders to also tell him what they are doing to improve relations with the department.   He points out that issues are concentrated in poor high minority communities with low education levels.  He feels that police officers in these neighborhoods can be a bridge.  For example, he has a goal of training 20% of officers 
in the CIT (Crisis Intervention) model of interacting with people in mental health crises.
· In regards to SPD’s relationship with the CRB: In the past, there has been a lack of 

transparency and a strained relationship with the CRB.  There is an opportunity for general improvements in transparency, for example by posting key documents on the internet, and 
when interacting with the CRB.  He feels that all police policies should be available online as well as training curricula.  He has re-instituted the CRB Liaison  Committee and he meets 
with the CRB Administrator monthly. 
· Chief Buckner said he wants to look for alternatives to incarceration parallel to the changes 

being made at the state level, however he has some concerns about the 2020 bail reforms.  In particular that the community with feel the results of arrestees being released with appearance tickets.  He suggested that if “resources are not in place, they will continue to commit crimes.  He suggested that 85% of people arrested will not qualify for incarceration under the bail reforms.  He said that the community asked for these reforms, but they may be 
an over-correction. 
· In regards to SPD’s relationship with the New American population:  He did walk with the Native American leaders on the North Side recently.  Generally he feels that SPD needs to start relationship building with youth, and in all SCSD schools.  SPD is also working with Catholic Charities and Interfaith Works, as they both do a lot of work with the refugee 
community.  He does want to build more language capacity in the department.  

· In regards to community relations generally: He plans to set up more participation in the citizen police academies.  In Dec. 2019 there will be 35 participants  He wants to do these 2-4 times per year.  The goal for 2020 is 3.  .  He will be targeting these trainings to communities 
and neighborhoods.  
· In regards to the School Resource Officers:  The goals for this are 1. Ensure a safe learning environment, 2. Engage in constructive relationships with the kids.  Part of that is if there is a violation of school rules, and no crime, then officers should not be involved.  He has put SCSD on notice.  He does not want school administrators to misuse SRO’s, 3. Create opportunities for conversations about what to do when stopped by police, drug avoidance and making 
connections to services.   
· In regards to CRB recommendations and SPD Internal Affairs: He will consider CRB recommendations on a case by case basis.  They are non-binding.  He is trying to improve SPD’s relationship with the CRB.  There is a workgroup looking at the language of the CRB law to see what can be changed to benefit the CRB and the community.  He is looking at moving Internal Affairs out of the Public Safety Building and into the City Hall Commons building on the same floor as TNT, Neighborhood Watch and the CRB.  He has added staff to 
address the backlog in IA.
· In regards to body worn cameras: There is a process to outfit all patrol and specialty units with body worn cameras by the end of 2019, if possible.  However they provide only one 
type of evidence in an investigation. 

· In regards to increasing, retaining and promoting racial and ethnic minorities and city residents in SPD: Recruiting is also a community responsibility.  ½ of homes do not favor 
their child joining the police force.   He has Chiefs telling their sons to “do something else.” The profession is changing.  If you make a mistake on the job, its on the news and you are condemned, especially if there is a racial component, and an officer earns a base salary of $46,000. He asked the Commissioners “What would you do to convince an young person to 
become a police officer?  Crystal Doody suggested that SPD be clear about how bridges are being made to the community and how diversity is valued.  She suggested that if internal 
issues with diversity are dealt with it will be easier to recruit.  
· In regards to recruiting activities: We want to have all new recruiting materials, and we are

translating documents into Spanish.  We are assessing our recruiting practices.  We also 
want to have a new website with a micro site focused on recruiting. 

Rosalie Young asked what SPD was doing to recruit candidates in area schools. Chief Buckner said that they went to all university and job fairs where criminal justice was a component.  He is also talking about combining the SPD academy with the Sheriff’s Office.  However he feels that law enforcement must get to the kids ealier.  Once we get to them they are knocked out of 

eligibility based on the background jail.  

There was then a discussion about the perceived impact of the 2020 bail reform measures.  Dave Pasinski brought up the earlier stated statistic that 85% of those now held in jail will get an appearance ticket in 2020.  Chief Buckner said that the NY State Association of Chiefs of Police was not consulted before the law was written.  He said that it was the Chiefs interpretation that the law says that an individual defendant has a new right to go back and view the location of the crime as part of their defense.  He suggested that someone who had broken into a person’s home would be allowed to go back to it, not by trespassing, but through a mechanism to go back to the same location.  He said that this was “disturbing.”  Sanjay Chabblani suggested that in the Chief’s remarks there was no mention  of the presumption of innocence for those accused of a crime.  This is a norm for the criminal justice system.  The 85% referred to are presumed innocent in our system.  He asked if the Chief was saying that this 85% present a danger to society.  The Chief denied saying anything other than 85% of those now held would get an appearance ticket.  Sanjay stated that the reforms were well thought out, and he expected the law enforcement community to be a partner in the reform rather than denigrating them.  He suggested that the Chief was raising specters of fear.  The Chief agreed that criminal justice reform was needed, and that we will see if unintended consequences will occur.  He said that Chief are concerned about this, and while people will focus on extremes, he feels that it is important to raise these
concerns. 
Leo suggested that the latest recruiting class seemed more Caucasian.  He asked whether new recruits are taught to interact with communities of color, to not profile and to communicate effectively.  The Chief said that they were in academy and in-service training.  Barrie requested a copy of the SPD policy on avoiding bias-based policing and mentioned that she had worked on

this with the previous chief.   He promised to send the policy to her. 
Tricia Wittkowski suggested that it may trigger victims if a person who had been accused of a crime against them was allowed to go back to where the crime occurred.  The Chief said the language in the law was not clear as to how this would happen.  Crystal said that the DA’s investigator would do this.  Tricia also pointed out that based on her work in Auburn prison, 

some inmates would enjoy going back to the “scene of the crime.” 

Rabbi Fellman asked the Chief about his involvement in the events at SU and if he perceived a threat to community members in that area.  Chief Buckner said there was no physical harm to 

anyone, only graffiti and a manifesto.  There is no suspect in regards to the manifesto.

Leo asked if the Chief felt that the forums were effective.  The Chief said that they were because peole want to be heard and respected.  He felt that this was why the forum at St. Lucy’s was 

productive.  It was important to hear people. 
Barrie Gewanter mentioned the training program she supports for community members to learn what they need to know when interacting with police, and that Commissioners were working with Camillus Police to develop a version of this.  She suggested that he reach out to her 
or the Commission if he wanted more information.  
Rosalie asked who put together the new reforms and why police were not consulted.  Chief Buckner said that he was told that the Chiefs were not consulted.  He said that the Chiefs Association is telling officers to document examples of related problems.  

In conclusion, Chief Buckner said that the police can’t do the job alone.  A successful police department hires the right people, trains them effectively, disciplines them when necessary, supports officers when they do the right thing, and has community connections and  support to provide public safety.  He added that he does not turn down meetings in the community. .
4. Rev. Eric Jackson was introduced as a visitor.  He was invited to attend the commission meeting

by Dave. Paskinski.  Rev. Jackson is the new pastor for Plymouth Congregational Church

5. Highlights from Chair:

a. Status of appointments was listed in the agenda.  Rabbi Fellman talked to Sue Stancyzk 

in the County Executive’s office.  She is clear on the appointments that are needed.  He also has calls into the legislature chair.  He and Barrie contacted the Mayor and he has acted. 
b. Rabbi asked if the HRC should respond to what is going on at the University. 


There was a discussion of this with input from Crystal from Suzette, who is in active contact


with SU students.  Students are getting a lot of supports from the professors.  There are also


a lot of students who are criticizing the protestors and students struggling with what has

 
occurred on campus.   Rabbi Fellman said that he had gone to the Barnes Center with Rev.


Wood and Imam El-Fiki, and identified himself as a Commissioner as well.  Leo Sanchez

suggested the HRC send out a cohesive statement that is emphatic and effective.  Barrie


mentioned the NCBI Diversity Training. Shiu-Kai stated that there are experts on campus


working on the inside to create diversity trainings.  He also said that it is important to avoid


accusations, blame, criticism.  There was a lot of blame going on and we should not feed into


that.   The focus must be on protection, response, recovery and how to prevent and avoid 


recurrence.  Bruce Carter then arrived directly from a University Senate Meeting. 
Board members then engaged in a discussion about the situation at SU.  University professors Shiu-Kai Chin and Bruce Carter described their observations of events, students positions, university administration reactions, that evenings University Senate meeting.  Board members then discussed crafting an HRC statement, but voiced caution to stick to a statement of solidarity, denouncing hatet and expressing concern about the impact of actions of hate on campus, to state HRC support for efforts to address the situation and our willingness to assist as needed.   Bruce said he would send around a copy of the Chancellors speech via email. 

6. Follow-up to Discussion about the Dialogue with SPD Chief Buckner

Sanjay Chhablani revisited Chief Buckner’s presentation, making a point to communicate accurate facts associated with NYS’s bail reform law, and expressing concern about his perception that the Chief engaged in “fearmongering” and a ‘presumption of guilt” in his comments.   Crystal expressed her agreement and appreciate of Sanjay’s comments.  Rabbi Fellman suggested that it was important for the HRC board to continue dialogue with officials such as Chief Buckner and also SCSD Superintendent Jaime Alicea.  Barrie asked if the HRC wanted to do education on the topic of bail reform to counter public misunderstanding and spin from opponents of the reform.  Crystal suggested that the HRC do outreach on the topic and/or find out who is doing this.  Bruce suggested that this include reaching out to Legal Services, the NYCLU, and CCA for this.  Crystal stated that the Law Enforcement/Community Relations Committee could take the lead on this topic.  Sanjay said he could bring related information to the next meeting and review it with board members.   
7. Director’s Report

Barrie asked board members to sign up for workshifts for the Plowshares event.  Barrie confirmed that two board members would serve as bridge builders for the Dec. 5 diversity training for Sheriff’s Academy trainees.  Barrie talked about the successful Nov. 12th Clinical Legal Education (CLE) session she worked on with the Bar Association.

Rosalie Young motioned to adjourn meeting. The motion was seconded by Shiu-Kai Chin and the meeting was adjourned.
Respectfully submitted,  
Barrie Gewanter, Executive Director & Montanette Murphy, Human Rights Specialist
