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Human Rights Commission Meeting Notes– 
  2/28/18 – Approved at 3/28/18 meeting
Present:  

	Sanjay Chhlabani

David Pasinski

Starr Guckert
Francis M. Parks
	John Rushing

Crystal Doody

Doug Mackey
Shelley Skellington (on phone)
	Leonardo Sanchez

Mary Alice Smothers

Montanette Murphy


Excused:
Suzie Carman, Steve Butler, Bruce Carter, Suzette Melendez, Jeff Tamburo, Rosalie

Young, Rabbi Dan Fellman, Rev. Bernard Alex
Absent: 
Gabe Ramos 
   
Staff Present:  Barrie Gewanter (Director) & Kelsey Leeper (intern)
Community Present:  Barbara Johnson & County Legislator Ken Bush
Media Present: None
Meeting was convened 
1. Introductions of Commissioners & Moment of Brief Sharing
All Commissioners present introduced themselves.   Then all present observed a moment of silence in recognition of the recent death of Commissioner Suzie Carman’s husband. 
Then Leo asked each commissioner to state the “most meaningful thing they did in connection with the Commission in 2017.   Barrie explained that the Executive Committee decided to add a different question at the beginning of each meeting, in order to carry through the type of rapport and inter-personal learning that occurred in the board development exercises during the Jan. meeting.  In answer to this month’s question Commissioners said the following:

Starr Guckert – the meeting with Dr. Gupta, and that when Advocacy Committee members were not available, members of other Committees came to join her in representing the Commission
Francis Parks – the forum the Commission held on International UN Human Rights Day, and that we utilized a quote from Eleanor Roosevelt to ground and give context to the event.  She also enjoyed collaborating with All Saints Parish on this event. 

Dave Pasinski – the conversations he engaged in with community members as he staffed our table at the Plowshares Crafts Festival in December.  Also, working with Barrie on the night of the Point in Time count of homeless individuals in Onondaga County. 

Sanjay Chhablani – the gathering in which we supported members of the refugee community in giving voice to their concerns and questions about the proposed new charter school.  He valued his and our role in empowering people who may have been voiceless

 Doug Mackey – the many outreach events where we staffed a tent or table.  In a couple of conversations people had said about the Commission, “why bother” and that the last Commission had “not done anything.”  During his conversations he saw these people shift their opinion a bit. 
John Rushing – our presence at the CNY Pride Festival.  Even though he is LGBT, this was his first time at Pride and his first opportunity to be present as a new public figure. 
Crystal Doody – the West Side Block Party that Mary Alice invited us to participate in.  Our presence there was important. 
Mary Alice Smothers – the Gay Pride Parade & Festival.  Her niece was transgender, and her life was taken from her.  She valued hearing the stories of people who came to the table, and being able to give them direction

Kelsey Leeper (part time staff) – hearing about the other parts of the community outside the SU “bubble”
Shelley Skellington – coming to the table with other professionals who share her commitment to advocacy from people who have limited proficiency with English
Leo expressed recognition of all the things that the Commission did in 2017.  He suggested that no one should ask “why bother” or sell us short.  We have done a lot.  

2. Recognition of Visitors

County Legislator Ken Bush introduced himself and stated that he was the first county legislator from the town of Jordan in 25 years.  As a new legislator he wants to get to know the boards such as the HRC that are part of the county structure. 

Barbara Johnson said that she felt honored to be coming to the Commission meeting.  She was introduced to the HRC when she came to a meeting earlier in 2017, and she felt overwhelmed with the warmth and compassion of everyone at the table.  She said that she sees all the work that the Commission has been doing and that this has meaning for her as a Native American woman. 

3. Consideration of Available Minutes & Review of January Board Development Session 

No newly drafted minutes were available covering 8/2017 through 1/2018

Leo asked Commissioners for feedback about of board development exercises conducted in January, and if Commissioners wanted to do something like this in the first meeting of next year. .  The consensus of the group was yes.   Barrie pointed Commissioners to the draft notes from these exercises in Commissioners packets, and asked those who had not been able to attend to submit their answers to Peter Wilner’s questions starting on page 4.  Barrie suggested that, when these 6 Commissioners answers are added, this document could be provided to new Commissioners as part of their orientation. 
4. Election of Commission Officers (Chair, Co-Chair, Secretary) 

Leo stated that he and Rabbi Fellman and Rev. Alex were willing to continue in the three leadership roles, and asked if there were any additional nominations.   Shelly stated that she appreciated Crystal’s nomination of her at the Dec. meeting, but stated that she must decline at this time because at this time she needs to focus on caring for her son as he recovers from illness. 
Starr made a motion to approve the existing slate, and Mary Alice seconded the motion.  Doug then asked if there was a quorum.   This was discussed, especially in light of a few Commissioners awaiting reappointment by the legislature.  Doug made a motion to table the vote until we had a quorum at the next meeting.  John seconded the motion.   All voted in favor of this motion.  Crystal made a motion to continue the existing 3 leaders in their positions until the next meeting.  Starr seconded the motion.  All voted in favor of the motion. 

5. Report from Commission Chair Leo Sanchez

Leo stated that the Executive Committee met Feb. 26th.  

Leo stated that he will be approaching newly elected Mayor Walsh to introduce him to the HRC. Shelly stated that she has made a few phone calls to the office of Mayor Walsh stating that she was seeking re-appointment.   Crystal, who is also seeking reappointment, said she will look who else in the Mayor’s office might make sense to get in contact with about their reappointment. 
Leo stated that he intends to go to the State of the County address on March 6th.  Barrie mentioned that the County Executive sent invitations for the Chairs of both the HRC and JCOC.  
Doug asked for an update on the remaining open positions.   Shelly asked if Lauren Rosenstein is still on the list of potential candidates.  She stated that she is a younger person who is an advocate who works in the mental health field, and that she remains very interested in serving on the HRC board.
Crystal suggested that quorum be reconsidered based on which Commissioners have expired and are awaiting reappointment to a 2nd term.   She pointed out that the board is still not at a quorum to vote.  

Barrie pointed to the previous list of potential candidates in the Commissioner’s packets, as well as a resume from Marsha Weissman.  John suggested Alexandra Elias as a new candidate, and said that he would reach out to her.  Barrie pointed out that her resume would be needed. 

Barrie was asked to create a new candidate list for 2018, including a few of the people already on the list who were not chosen for appointment.   Francis Parks said that she would reach out to the two people from the refugee community who are on the list, who have not yet been contacted and may not yet know that they have been recommended. 

Crystal stated that in thinking about board development, we should be intentional about who is invited to serve and think about who is missing from the table.  For example, there are currently not Commissioners who are transgender, and may be missing other identities as well.  It was also pointed out that while inclusiveness is desired, we don’t we don’t want to rely on only one person to be representative of a people.  Mary Alice also stated that just a with the diversity trainings led by the HRC Staff, we should not talk about people who are not in the room.  

Shelly suggested that she and Barbara have a co-worker named Dicey who may be a good candidate in representing people who are transgender or gender non-conforming.  They agreed to talk to Dicey about serving on the HRC.  Barrie mentioned two people who identify as transgender – Tyler Sliker and Rob Putsch.  Crystal agreed to reach out to Tyler.  In response to a question from a Commissioner, Barrie offered information about how best to ask about gender identity in a respectful way.  
Francis suggested that we need to be more deliberate about inviting people from the Onondaga Nation, and not in a way that suggests tokenism.  She suggested that perhaps First Nations people would have been the first to be seated on the HRC board.  There was agreement with these sentiments.  Mary Alice suggested a member of the Onondaga Nation that she and Barbara know, Sissy Elm, who is a member of the Snipe Clan and Barbara’s first cousin.  They agreed to reach out to her.  

Doug asked if we are only reaching out to add commissioners to our list who represent a group, or should we also seek people who have a type of “expertise” or resource.  Barrie suggested that the Outreach Committee could develop a list of people within the community who may be willing to be a resource to the HRC or to whom the HRC could reach in regards to advocacy issues. 
Crystal stated that the HRC board should put priority on identifying people for open positions... Leo suggested that we should invite potential candidates to come to a meeting as Barbara has, in part to see if serving would be a good fit for them. 

Barbara pointed out that she does not represent all of the Onondaga Nation, as she grew up in the city and only got her Indian name five years ago. She pointed out that there can be a divide for some between the Nation and the County.  Some of the more traditional people might also question the value of being asked to serve on a government board in the County, as the Nation is a separate and sovereign nation.   She said that in many cases non-native government entities have had a lot to do with Native People’s feelings of inferiority.  Barbara stated that she wants to come to the HRC as a Native Person in order to have a voice for Native People, no matter where they may reside, but she acknowledged that other Native people may not feel the same way. Barrie suggested that given that the Onondaga were a separate sovereign nation, it may make the most sense to ask the County’s elected leaders to reach out to the Onondaga’s traditional leaders about their preferences in reference to the HRC. 
Shelly asked if we should reach out to SAGE Upstate.  Mary Alice said that she would reach out to Akosua, who is a leader among LGBT people of color. 

Crystal suggested that the HRC may need a subcommittee to deliberately discuss diversity and inclusion on the HRC board and bring it back to the group as a whole.   Leo suggested tabling this discussion and bringing it back at the next meeting as old business. 

6. Report from the Executive Director 
Barrie stated that the Board needed to set dates for HRC Board meetings through August.  The following dates were selected: May 23, June 20, July 25, Aug. 22.  Barrie will find out if the Gifford Room is available on those dates. 

Barrie cited the Next 3 Diversity Training Dates as 3/15 & 4/17 in the County Office Building, and 5/8 at Circare.  No Commissioners expressed interest in attending these trainings.  However, several Commissioners expressed interest in participating in a Bridge Builders in an upcoming training with Onondaga County Sheriff’s Office cadets in a spring or summer date that is TBA.  These included Starr, John, Montanette and Leo, as well as visitor Barbara Johnson. 

Shelly stated that it is important for law enforcement to know about interpretation issues when they go out on calls that involve people who are LEP.  Barrie stated that this is not part of the diversity training sessions, but suggested that we could offer this as a separate training. 
Barrie stated that the ACR administrative team was pleased with their experience of the Diversity Training in January, and that she is talking with their Executive Director about rotating their staff through the monthly trainings.  Barrie also stated that there are funds in her budget to send one person to the four-day NCBI train the trainer program.  Normally she can only send county employees, but she will see if she can send a Commissioner.   Crystal and John, as well as visitor Barbara Johnson were interested.  Crystal suggested that Legal Aid might be able to send her. 

Barrie provided the following updates: 

- She submitted an article about providing Language Assistance to people who are LEP to the Onondaga County Medical Society for publication in their online newsletter.  This is as a result of and HRC Advocacy Committee meeting with Health Commissioner Dr. Gupta, after which the Dr. approached the Medical Society.  The Society chose to solicit this article instead of having Barrie and members of the HRC Advocacy Committee come to a Society meeting.  

Starr suggested that the Advocacy Committee could work on an article for the Bar Association newsletter.  Crystal said she might be able to assist making that connection.  Shelly stated that she has done outreach on this topic with medical professionals while caring for her son in Buffalo.  She spoke about difficulties she continues to have with doctors offices in Syracuse who refuse to provide interpreters for Circare clients.  She stated that the next Trabajandos Juntos meeting was the next day. 

Starr asked if there would be an interpreter at the State of the County address.  Barrie stated that she expected there to be, and that she had pro-actively contacted the County Executive’s office about this, and about posting a recording of the signer or a transcription with the video if it was posted on the County website. 
Barrie reported that she successfully facilitated a discussion between members of the CNY Pride and Juneteenth boards and two representatives from Black Cuse Pride.  She said that 2 way learning occurred, that information was shared, and that she is hopeful that this meeting initiated a new level of communication between the groups.  

Barrie provided an update on discussions about a controversial mural in the Hotel Syracuse lobby.  A number of proposals have been made in relation to covering parts of the mural or soliciting proposals for another more historically accurate mural.  She said that African-American leaders at the last meeting want to have a public forum to discuss this.  Barrie suggested that covering up the controversial parts of the mural would create its own problems by eliminating any people of color from the mural.  The owner of the building has said that he cannot remove the mural because of a tax break related to the historical nature of the artwork. 

Barrie pointed to a newspaper article in Board member packets that reports that locally new refugee arrivals dropped significantly in 2017.  Doug pointed out that there had been a change made to the mission of a federal agency taking out language that called the U.S. a “nation of immigrants.”  Francis reported that a memorial service was held for Nona Stewart, a person from Interfaith Works who helped many refugees resettle in Syracuse.  Doug pointed 

Barrie pointed to a newspaper article in member packets related to an assault on two women at Destiny Mall.  She said that she had spoken to one of the women and to supporter Herve Comeau from Black Lives Matter who helped her that evening after the incident.  Barrie said she has also spoken with the attorney assigned to prosecute one 17 year old man taken into Custody after the incident and initially charged with robbery.  She reported that the Grand Jury did “take action” but they are not finished with their process.  Also, the prosecutor needs to conduct further interviews with the two women who were assaulted.  Barrie also reported that police would not let one women who was injured go to the hospital before they questioned her, and that they interrogated the two women separately.  Mr. Comeau suggested that they were treated more like potential suspects than victims.  Shelly suggested that the assault seems to have been a hate crime and that the HRC should address this aspect of the incident.  Barrie relayed Mr. Comeau’s request for caution given the African-American communities experience of mass incarceration, and conveyed his reluctance to push for aggressive prosecution of another young African-American man.  Commissioners asked Barrie to keep them updated on this case. 
Barrie described another intake involving two youth athletes and a coach of a local Catholic high school basketball team.  A parent contacted Barrie about how the coach handled the expression of a racial epithet by one of the students.  Before speaking further to the parent, Barrie will gather information to understand more about the hierarchy within the Catholic school system. 

Barrie reported that Bridget has returned to work but will most likely be retiring in 2018.  Barrie will be looking for candidates to fill this position. She is also looking for candidates to fill a one-year position promised to the HRC at the legislature’s final budget meeting.  

Barrie reported that several organizations are sponsoring an event focused on criminal justice reform on 3/5.  She also said that she assisted organizers of a local Poor People’s Campaign effort by leading a bridge building exercise at a 2/12 meeting.  Barrie reported that the following Commissioners attended the SU Martin Luther King event on 1/28:  Suzette, Dave, Doug, Shiu Kai, Jeff, Francis and John.  Jeff, John and Barrie sat at a table with members of Jeff’s family.  Barrie also reported that she and Francis and Starr attended the Interfaith Works Racial Justice Awards event at Syracuse Stage on 2/21. 

A board member mentioned that a picture of, and article about, Francis Parks was featured in an exhibit at ArtRage that focused on elder women activists.  
Mary Alice reported that last night the Syracuse City School Board passed a motion to have Syracuse Police Officers stationed in all schools.  She said that a group is gathering to talk about related concerns.  Barrie asked her for more information about this group.  Previously School Resource Officer were not stationed in the elementary schools.  Leo mentioned that the School District may also be increasing the use of metal detectors.  John reported hearing that a student had brought a “large weapon” into a school.  John said that this had been discussed in a law enforcement accountability meeting he attended the day before. 
7. Reports from Committee Chairs

There were no reports from Committee Chairs.
8. Old Business

Doug asked about initiating the HRC a presence on social media. Barrie stated that will follow up with the County Executive’s office to find out if this is possible, and how the Commissioners could begin. 

9. New Business 

Dave mentioned the recent publication of an article about an undocumented immigrant family facing deportation in the Post Standard.  The father’s name is Hector.  He asked that the article be included in the packets for the next board meeting.  Dave also pointed out that the original headline of the article was something like “illegal released from jail” and that after someone called the paper to suggest an alternative headline.  He said the word “illegal” was changed to “undocumented.” 

Francis stated that the Anti-Deformation League has recently announced that violence against Jewish Americans increased last year, and that they continue to monitor it.  Barrie reported that there may be an opportunity for two or three Human Rights Commissioners to participate in the observance of Yom HaShoah on 4/8 in the Jewish Community.  Francis, Starr, Montanette, and Dave expressed interest in participating.  Barrie stated that she will let them know if they are requested by the Jewish Community members organizing this year’s event. 

Dave also asked what the HRC could do about gun violence issues now since the Parkland school shooting.  Mary Alice said that there might be an upcoming event related to this on the 18th.  She said that there is also supposed to be an urban/suburban youth march about gun violence, and suggested that more information about this may be posted on Helen Hudson’s Facebook page.

Leo said that there was also a meeting at the Peacemakers tree for remembrance of the lives lost, and that the March for Our Lives will be held on March 24th. 

Legislator Ken Bush asked to speak briefly.  He stated that he is looking into why several Legislative appointments to the HRC have taken so long to be made. He said that he spoke with other legislators about this yesterday, but that the mayoral appointments are another issue.  He also stated that, after observing his first Human Rights Commission meeting, he feels that the HRC is “a true blessing to the community.” 

10. Announcements

Barrie reviewed several upcoming events that were listed at the bottom the meeting agenda.  She stated that Rabbi Fellman will be an honoree at the 5/1 Interfaith Works Dinner Event.  She also mentioned the ACTS Dinner on April 24, the RISE “Night of Nations” Dinner Fundraiser on April 7, a Community Partner Summit being held by DSS on April 4, and a Social Justice Event being held by the Falk College at SU on March 19.   Starr added that the annual ADA Celebration will be held on July 26. 
Francis Parks made a Motion to Adjourn the Meeting at 7:57pm.  John Rushing seconded the motion.  The motion passed unanimously.
