
Human Rights Commission Meeting Minutes
May 20, 2020 VIRTUAL Meeting
This initial draft was posted on the HRC Website.

This draft was APPROVED in the HRC Meeting on June 24, 2020 

Present: Ali Adan, Rev. Roosevelt Baums, Sanjay Chhablani, Crystal Doody, Rabbi Dan Fellman, Chol Majok, Suzette Melendez, Liban Mohamed, David Pasinski, John Rushing, Leonardo Sanchez, Rosalie 
Young

Excused: Mary Alice Smothers, Tricia Wittowski
Absent: Khadijo Abdulkadir, Barbara Johnson, Migdalia Morales, Francis Parks, Shelley Skellington
Invited Guest Speaker: Peter McCarthy, Chair of the City of Syracuse Citizen Review Board (CRB)
Community Members Present: Peggy Chase (County Legislators), Mikiel Anderson
County Staff Present: Barrie Gewanter & Montanette Murphy (Diversity & Inclusion Dept.)

1. The meeting was called to order by Rabbi Dan Fellman at 5:35 pm as a ZOOM virtual meeting with Sanjay Chhablani & Barrie Gewanter as additional co-hosts.  Recording of the meeting was initiated by Chhablani on the ZOOM platform.  Board members introduced themselves to the guest speaker.  Community members listed were asked to introduce themselves and were then muted. 
2. Invited Guest Speaker, Peter McCarthy addressed the board.  He started by providing the following information: 
· He was appointed to the CRB in 2017 and was appointed chair in 2018.

· The CRB was established in 1993 by city ordinance after 30 years of “citizen activism”

· A Legislative Advisory Committee was established to propose revisions to the enabling legislation.  Revisions related to timing and accountability were adopted in 2013. 

· The CRB’s Mission is to ensure an open citizen-controlled process to review complaints about the Syracuse Police Dept.  The CRB has no jurisdiction with any other agency 
· The CRB has 11 members, 3 appointed by the mayor and 8 by members of the Common Council.  There are two paid staff.  The CRB can hire an investigator and  medical

· Complaints filed by the public are shared with the SPD Office of Professional Standards and vis versa.  The CRB Director and OPS pursue parallel investigations of complaints. 

· Officers do not come to CRB hearings unless issued a subpoena, and then do not testify. 

· CRB recommendations related to officer conduct and discipline, as well as improvements in policy, procedure and training, are sent to the Chief of Police. 

· Since Chief Buckner was appointed, meetings have occurred with the CRB and its Director regularly, as well as a series of meetings with representatives of the Mayor, City Council and Corporation Counsel.   Some progress has been made in communication since, including information the CRB asked for in relation to investigations, personnel and use of force.   Chief committed to OPS providing more timely info to the CRB. 
· Most of the complaints the CRB’s receives allege officers did not treat community members with respect, did not listen, or that the community was treated like a war zone
· Most complaints are not sustained.   Fair number of complaints are dismissed as not valid

· The CRB was able to make a presentation to the latest class of cadets. 
· In response to a question about interaction with the DA, McCarthy said that they can refer cases to his office if the CRB feels legal action is indicated against an officer, and they have done so a few times since 2017, but that the CRB has generally disagreed with his subsequent decisions. 

· McCarthy indicated that the CRB is open to joint outreach, including to the refugee and immigrant community from which the CRB does not seem to get complaints. 

3. A motion was made to approve the draft board minutes for Dec. 2019, February and April 

2020.  The motion was seconded and passed unanimously.  Dav
4. Recognition of Visitors
- In relation to filling open positions on the Commission, County Legislator Peggy Chase suggested that right now legislators are focused on issues relating to COVID-19.  She said that she would raise the issue in her Caucus.  Chase also stated her appreciation for the Commission’s interest in COVID awareness in the refugee community.  She stated that it can be a struggle to get people in some communities tested and the care they need.  She suggested that this is in part because of the way that some communities perceive government and government actors.  Rabbi Fellman suggested that the Commission could help to educate refugee communities that government can be helpful and respect their rights.  Ali Adan said that he had connected with a man named Banabus in the Congolese community, and he is interested in follow up contact and assistance. A

- Mikiel Anderson urged Commissioners to keep racial disparities in mind in relation to the pandemic, and said there are grassroots organizations doing related work that may not get recognition.  He specifically mentioned 100 Black Men and the Pan African Community of CNY

5. Chair’s Report - Rabbi Fellman reviewed open positions. Chol Majok said he emailed the Mayor’s office about the one open position for a Mayoral appointee.  Rabbi Fellman said that the Mayor is scheduled to speak to the board at its July 22nd meeting. 

6. Director’s Report – Barrie Gewanter reported that Human Rights staff are rotating between working in the office and working remotely.  When in the office they field calls from members of the public seeking to register for COVID testing at county sponsored mobile testing sites.  She reported that the local NAN Chapter has launched a program seeking donations to provide laptops and tablets to SCSD students who lack such devices.  Gewanter also reported on plans for video versions of World Refugee Day and the ADA Anniversary Celebration.
7. Committee Reports –
Voter & Civic Education Committee - Ali Adan will be a new co-chair, replacing Dave Pasinski.  Ali described two factsheets about COVID 19 that the committee would like to distribute through local refugee organizations.  These factsheets are available in several languages through the CDC, including Swahili and Arabic.  One factsheet addresses COVID19 precautions and procedures for large households.  He stated that local refugee households can include 6-10 people.  Ali also thanked Sanjay Chhablani for finding the fliers.  Sanjay stated that providing these factsheets in different languages was part of the Commission’s multi-year commitment to building relationships with the refugee community.  Rosalie Young also sought support for adding census factsheets to the distribution effort.  She said that census participation is crucial for allocation of government funding as well as determining legislative representation.  She said the deadline for response has been extended to Oct. 31 because of COVID19.
There was a clear consensus among Commissioners to move forward to print and distribute the
COVID19 and Census factsheets.  

Criminal Justice Committee – Crystal Doody said that the Commission should have a social media presence, and that it is harder to reach about to the community without the ability to participate in summer outreach events.  Sanjay Chhablani then made a presentation and update on bail reform in NY State.  He made the following points: 

· The primary purpose for bail is to ensure that people charged with crimes come back to court for trial.  In setting bail, courts can consider the nature of the crime and evidence of a person’s character.  However, many judges imposed bail amounts much higher than most defendants could not afford, even when they were charged with non-violent crimes.   

· In recent reforms that became effective in January 2020 cash bail was eliminated for many crimes.  Other options included being released on their own recognizance (ROR) and monitoring.  There was an immediate backlash with the voices of DA’s and police at a “high crescendo”.
· Some of the reforms were rolled back in the Governor’s April budget, but misdemeanors remain unaffected.  Cash bail can again be imposed for felonies that were exempted in January. 

· There is a continuing battle over whether judges should be allowed to consider the concept of “dangerousness” in the future.  This is controversial as this may conflict with the constitution presumption of innocence.  There is likely to be continuing lobbying about this. 

Chol Majok asked about the argument that the bail reforms made the public more vulnerable to criminals.  Sanjay commented that this is not clear in the 3 months of data available so far.  Barrie Gewanter explained that the balance between public safety and individual right to equal protection under the law must be considered.  She suggested that this can be difficult balance to reach, but that the bail system before the reforms could be seen to be out of balance because of the disparate impact on people without monetary resources. 
8. There was no old business.

9. New Business – Rabbi Fellman asked board members if they wanted to hold a meeting in June because of the cancellation of the usual outreach events on each June weekend.  The Commissioners decided to hold a meeting on June 24th.   Chol Majok suggested that the leaders of the New Americans Forum (NAF) be asked to speak at the June meeting.  He stated that NAF is a relatively young organization and includes the voices of refugee leaders from many nations.  Chol and Barrie agreed to reach out to Jai Subedi and Tai Shaw. 
10. A motion was made to adjourn the meeting.  The motion was seconded and approved, and the meeting ended at 7:20pm.
Respectfully submitted on behalf of Commissioners,  
Barrie Gewanter, Human Rights Director 
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