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Human Rights Commission Meeting

March 28, 2018 Meeting Minutes DRAFT
Present:
	Bruce Carter 

Shiu-Kai Chin

Sanjay Chhablani

Crystal Doody (phone)
Rabbi Dan Fellman
	Starr Guckert

Doug Mackey (phone)
Suzette Melendez 

Montanette Murphy


	David Pasinski

Gabe Ramos 

John Rushing

Leonardo Sanchez



Absent or 
Khadijo Abdulkadir Rev. Bernard Alex Steve Butler, Suzie Carman, Francis or Excused: 
Parks, Shelley Skellington, Mary Alice Smothers, Jeffrey Tambura, Rosalie Young
Staff Present:    Barrie Gewanter (Director) 
Kelsey Leeper & Juliette Rawda (Interns)
Community Present:
County Legislator Ken Bush, Bob Gardino


Media Present: N/A
Meeting Convened at 5:37 pm
Agenda Item 1 – Introductions of Commissioners & Moment of Brief Sharing:
All Commissioners present introduced themselves.  Then Rabbi Dan stated that they were moving towards having committee chairs submit written reports prior to the meetings in order to save time. Each Commissioner was then asked to respond to the “moment of sharing” question: “What Issue or Action would you like to focus on as a Commissioner in 2018?”
Rabbi began the statements by sharing that he wants to bridge relationships with elected officials and be more active on sharing advice with them. 

Starr shared that now that the HRC has gotten a head start on educating the healthcare community about the need for access for people with limited English proficiency, she would like to see the HRC approach the legal community and do much the same there. 
Shiu-Kai stated that he approves of efforts to hold elected officials more accountable, and that we should continue focusing on doing the right thing. 
Suzette agreed with Starr that much can be improved upon in the legal community with regards to access for persons with disabilities.  She also thinks there is an opportunity right now, because there are people within the Onondaga Bar Association who are very open to that idea.  We could seize the moment on that issue.  Suzette would also like to start focusing on advancing the rights of young people in Syracuse, particularly those in the inner city and those attending SCSD.   She mentioned having attended the local March for Our Lives event.  She commented that young people in Syracuse have, for years, lived with the gun violence we are now talking about.  She suggested that we seize this moment on behalf of all children.  
Bruce stated that Suzette touched on what he was hoping to touch on as well.  He wants to focus on encouraging continued education of children and youth, especially in regards to human rights struggles and how they can procure their own rights. 
Sanjay stated that he wanted to see an emphasis of education for human rights of others. He would also like to see the HRC continue its work supporting refugee and immigrant communities.  He said he appreciated that this year, when things happened at a national level, we were able to provide support at the local level, and were responsive to our local leaders. 

Montanette said she wanted to ensure that we stand up for everyone who is a human being, regardless of color, regardless of the issue involved.  She hopes that all remember that they are humans and people first, and that we fight from that angle because we are a Human Rights Commission. 
John stated that his thoughts were the same direction as Montanette.  He hoped that this year we will act to bring togetherness in the community.  As a Commission, he feels that we need to cover all realms and aspects of human rights that we are here to protect.  No matter what we want to accomplish individually, if there is a stance of togetherness in the community overall anything we want to accomplish will be easier to do.

Dave stated that the word poverty comes to his mind when he thinks of human rights.  He does not know what form of action the HRC may take in regards to this, but he wants to know how we can be more committed to addressing this issue.  He recalled passed a sign coming to the meeting that said that Syracuse is the 13th poorest city in the nation. 
Gabe said he would like to see a focus on working with the various police agencies in the county, and helping them develop a better rapport with the communities that they serve. He said that the issue of language is also an issue in the criminal justice system, not just language assistance but in equal representation.  He sees some possible reform on the way in the criminal justice system, particularly in NY State.  He hopes it is moving in a more positive direction. 

Doug stated that he would like the Outreach Committee to be more involved and proactive with what is going on in community conversations. 

Crystal would like us to do a better job in relation to what is going on in Syracuse with deportations, to see if there is a place for us to help. She would also like to improve our status as a sanctuary city. 

Leo said he would like to see a healthier Syracuse.  He would also like to see the Human Rights Commissioners as a bigger part of the community and interacting with the community more. He would like us let our presence be known. 
Agenda Item 2 – Election of Commission Officers
There was a quorum to enable voting on board officers. Two of the three current office holders were present.  A question was raised by Leo or Rabbi Dan whether they have authority to lead the voting process.  Barrie stated that the Commission had approved a motion by Crystal at the last meeting to let Leo and Rabbi Dan continue in leadership until this election occurred.  
Rabbi asked for nominations for Chair candidates. Leo was the only nomination.  Bruce made a motion to close nominations.  This was seconded by Gabe.  Leo was reelected as chair by unanimous vote.  

Leo then asked for nominations for Co-Chair. Rabbi was the only nomination. Bruce made a motion to close nominations.  This was seconded by Gabe. Rabbi Dan was reelected as co-chair by unanimous vote.  
Leo then asked for nominations for Secretary. Rabbi Dan point out that Rev. Alex was the only nomination.  Bruce made a motion to close nominations.  This was seconded by John.  Rev. Alex was reelected as secretary by unanimous vote. 

Leo then asked that Bruce would serve as the parliamentarian and timekeeper for this meeting.. Bruce agreed. 

Agenda Item 3 – Consideration of Available Minutes
Board members reviewed the draft February 28, 2018 meeting minutes. Barrie mentioned that this draft had been sent to Board members the night before by email for review, and did not receive any responses with edits.  Rabbi Dan made a motion to approve the Feb. 28, 2018 minutes.  This was seconded by Starr.  This motion was approved unanimously.  Barrie then  

put a copy of the approved minutes on the table for any visitors to the meeting, and stated that she will upload this document upon her return from vacation. 
Agenda Item 4 - Report from the Board Chair & Co-Chair – Leo Sanchez & Rabbi Dan
Leo stated that he and Rabbi Dan are pursuing the scheduling of meetings with the County Executive, Legislature Chair and Syracuse Mayor.  Leo also sent a related letter to Mayor Walsh but has not yet received a response.  Leo stated that he is also working on arranging meetings with local police chiefs. He reported that he sent letters to 12 Onondaga County police chiefs across the County.  Barrie recalled a suggestion during the Executive Committee Meeting held on March 27, that Leo should let the Co-Chair know as soon as he gets responses from these Chiefs, and link up with Gabe to work out strategies for one on one meetings as they are scheduled. 

Leo stated that he and a couple of other commissioners attended a School Board meeting in which input was sought about a change in the label of the current “Columbus Day” holiday on the school district calendar to “indigenous People’s Day.  The other Commissioners present were Dave, John, and Mary Alice.  Prior to attending this meeting, information about the meeting was sent by email to all Commissioners and to the Executive Committee.  A majority of Commissioners and a majority of Executive Committee members responded that they were in support of the HRC making a statement in support of the proposed holiday label change.  Barrie offered a clarification as she assisted in this communication, and that this followed the written procedure in the HRC governance document about how to take an action, or make a statement, or take a position between meetings.  The Executive Committee was polled and its members  made the decision, and the statement was made by the HRC Chair.  As parliamentarian, Bruce confirmed that the steps in the governance document were taken properly and fairly.  Barrie added that her email recalling the statement that was made was included in the board member packets. 

Rabbi said that Commissioners may have received letters from their appointing authority that they needed to be notarized. He encouraged everyone to get those notarizations done, and pointed out that there are at least two notaries on the board
Rabbi Dan stated that Rosalie and Dave had sent letters to the legislature chair seeking to be reappointed, and the legislature seems to have found that very helpful. This fall he suggested that Commissioners follow Dave and Rosalie’s model.  He also stated that the Commission is also  waiting on two reappointments from the Mayor’s office, and that there is still one open legislature slot.  Barrie pointed out that she included an updated contact sheet in the packets that has Commissioners terms and expiration dates noted along with a few updated emails. 

Barrie also shared the current list of the HRC Board’s suggested candidates for future appointment that was discussed at the last meeting, and stated that Barbara Johnson was on this list.  Leo asked everyone to look this document over after the meeting and email Barrie to indicate your agreement or concerns.  Barrie asked if anyone had reached out to the people indicated on the list.  Only three Commissioners responded, John and Dave and Crystal.  Barrie noted their responses.  Leo added that he would speak to Shelly about two of the candidates on the list.  Barrie pointed out that resumes indicated for candidates were distributed to the board at previous meetings.  Leo asked Commissioners to contact Barrie if they have any contact updates or progress.  Barrie suggested that it might be helpful to narrow the list of potential board member candidates.  She asked Commissioners to let her know when they wanted her to forward a final list to the Legislature Chair.  She also mentioned that she had received information from two people who expressed interest in serving: Marsha Weissman, the former Director for the Center of Community Alternatives who is now retired, and Hiba Atia who is the Community Engagement Coordinator for the Northeast Community Center.  Barrie said that Hiba had fought for human rights for people in Egypt, and that she would ask Hiba to send her resume. 

John emphasized his feeling that the board should continue to consider candidates from the Native American and Transgender Communities.   Leo suggested that the board might want to consider being strategic in identifying potential board candidates moving forward. 

Agenda Item 5 - Report from the Executive Director—Barrie Gewanter
Barrie stated that there is a list of upcoming board meeting dates in Commissioner’s packets. 

She confirmed that the Gifford room will also be available during these times, and asked everyone to note these meeting dates.  

Barrie also stated the upcoming Diversity Training dates are 4/17 and 6/19 in the County Office Building, and 5/8 at Circare.  Barrie asked if anyone was interested in attending one of the trainings.  John stated that he was interested in the April 17th training.  Barrie shared that one of her goals for the trainings was to begin moving the trainings out into other local nonprofit agencies that partner with the County.  She stated that Circare and ACCESS CNY currently rotate their new employees through and that ACR Health was starting to do so as well.  This is a step forward in relation to her goal. 

Barrie reported that she was given the “okay” to submit paperwork to have a second Human Rights Specialist hired to work and be trained during the last months before Bridget’s expected retirement.  Barrie said that this is called “double encumbering” and that she submitted the paperwork today.  She said that Bridget’s time away from work has left money in the salary budget to do this.  She also suggested that it will be better to train Bridget’s replacement gradually rather than having someone come in and face a steep learning curve all of a sudden.

Barrie shared she will also be out of state from 3/29 to 4/2 to spend a religious holiday with family, but will still be accessible by cell phone and email.  

Barrie is working with Juliette and Kelsey to try to catch up on drafting outstanding board minutes. She stated that we have gotten way behind due to her workload and the short staffing in the office.  She also says that they are now recording Board meetings to help the interns produce an accurate first draft of the minutes.  Recordings will be destroyed after the minutes are produced and approved. 
Barrie also shared some intake statistics.  The HRC staff has now been through two full years of intakes since the office was reopened in 2015.  There were 985 individual contacts for 2017, compared with 858 in 2016.  Contacts can be walk in’s, phone, voicemail, email, mail or website contact.  In 2017 318 phone calls were answered, 436 voicemails recorded, about 100 pieces of mail received, and there were 113 walk in’s without an appointment. That worked out to about 82 contacts a month on average, and 4 to 6 contacts per work week day.  She also offered some insight into how fast people got responses.  In 2017, 25% of the time people got a response on the same day, cumulatively 35% of the time people got a response within 4 days, and 44% of the time they got a response within 9 days.  Barrie explained that Kelsey is also working on a breakdown of intakes by category. In 2016, about 20% of the complaints were related to the jail, 13% about employment discrimination, 11% came in about landlord/tenant issues, and 10% came in about some aspect of the process of a criminal case.  Also, 9% of the complaints were about a criminal attorney, 5% were about either police misconduct and 5% were about Jamesville Correctional.  Kelsey and Barrie are now working on this same category analysis for 2017.  Barrie added that contacts that relate to the Jail are screened for whether they meet the criteria for consideration by the Justice Center Oversight Committee. If so, then an active investigation is pursued for those cases.  In a given year, we may have 15-25 new JCOC cases. 
Barrie reported the results of an HRC team effort, the publication in the Medical Society online newsletter of her article about the need to provide language assistance to patients who have limited proficiency with English.  Barrie thanked Dr. Gupta for making this happen after the HRC Advocacy Committee arranged a meeting with her.  The publication of this article means that every doctor associated with the medical society has now been informed of their obligations under state and federal law to provide language assistance, an important first step to gently push medical practices that are not providing language assistance to start doing so.  Barrie explained that our approach is to start with more general education in the medical community before initiating individual education interventions.  Barrie thanked Starr for arranging the meeting with Dr. Gupta, and to the Commissioners who participated in it.   Barrie described this as a major HRC milestone in advocacy. 

Building on this approach, Barrie said she is starting to talk to the Bar Association, Hiscock Legal Aid and Legal Services about the idea of convening a meeting of members of the judiciary. lawyers, court officers, Assigned Council Program administrators, and the Sheriff’s Office to talk about how people in the court system get language assistance.  Barrie stated that she has received complaints about this in city courts and family courts, and suggested that it is time to have a discussion about if there are procedures to ensure language assistance, and to identify what is working and what is not
Barrie said that at the last Commission meeting she was asked to include an article about Hector Navarro and his wife Amely, who are both facing deportation.  A copy of the article was included in Commissioner’s packets.  Barrie also reported that the immigration detention facility in Batavia, New York started accepting women detainees in December.  For the first time Amely has been directed to appear at her “check-in” with immigration officials in Batavia, instead of in Syracuse.  Barrie reported that there was a related demonstration in Batavia today, specifically about women detainees.  Barrie did not attend but knows that there was a call from across the state to demonstrate Batavia.  Crystal stated that Amalie was not detained during her “check in” appointment.  
Barrie updated Commissioners on the case she described last meeting in which two African American lesbian women were attacked in Destiny mall by three or four men.  One person was arrested at the scene.  Barrie reported that a second person has been arrested, and the first arrestee was indicted.  Barrie will be unable to observe his 4/2 court appearance, but the date may not be held if there are new developments.  This is an active prosecution about which Barrie will keep Commissioners updated. 
Barrie reported that local organizers of a fledgling “Poor People’s Campaign” recently had a meeting with three African American leaders to discuss some tensions in regards to perceptions of the campaign and a lack of acknowledgement of existing anti-poverty efforts led by African and Latino community leaders.  Montanette asked what the Poor People’s Campaign was.  Barrie explained that the campaign is inspired by the campaign Dr. ML King Jr.’s was leading at the time of his death, and that when local organizers of the new campaign began to organize meetings that drew up to 50 people at a time there had been no outreach to leaders of an antipoverty efforts that were already led by African American leaders.  Dave and Barrie have attended some of these meetings, and wanted to let HRC know about the tensions surrounding this effort. Barrie state that some of the local campaign leaders have stepped back to rebuild bridges, and become more informed about these existing antipoverty efforts. 
Barrie reported the Yom HaShoah event will be held on Sunday 4/8 at 2pm.  This is an annual commemoration of the Holocaust organized by the Jewish community.  For the first time, event organizers discussed inviting a couple people from the larger community to participate. Barrie suggested that members of the HRC might be available.  Barrie has been asked to speak about her own family’s experience and the impact it had on her. Starr has been asked to light a candle in recognition of other victims of the Holocaust.  Starr and Barrie pointed out that the first group of people put to death in the Holocaust was people with disabilities.  The organizers also discussed asking Francis Parks to read a poem about resistance, but they have decided there is not enough time during that portion of the event.  Barrie asked any Commissioners who decides to attend to please let her know. 

Agenda Item 6 – Committee Chairs
Starr reported that she intends to try to shift the Advocacy Committee’s attention to the legal community in regards to provision of language assistance.
Doug reported that the Outreach Committee is trying to initiate a discussion with County officials about establishing a social media presence for the HRC.  He also stated his interest in building a list of community advocates and resources that Commissioners can reach out to and work with.  He asked Commissioner for suggestions for building this list.  Barrie stated that a related email from Doug was included in Commissioner’s packets. 

Bruce stated that he had nothing to report on behalf of the Education Committee
Gabe stated that he had nothing to report on behalf of the Law Enforcement Community Relations Committee. 
Agenda Item 7- Old business: 
Leo stated that the only related agenda items was already covered by Doug
Agenda Item 8-New Business:
There was no new business to discuss.

Agenda Item 9-Recognition of visitors: 

Leo asked if any of the visitors would like to make a comment.  Bruce clarified that the policy on public comment the HRC approved a year ago stated that public comments were limited to three minutes, that visitors can speak to the whole Commission, but that the Commission generally does not respond.  He stated that the Commissioners would listen to comments, concerns or advice and go from there. 
The first visitor introduced himself as Bob Gardino. He stated that he is a lifetime resident of the city of Syracuse, and that he taught in the city school district for 32 years and has been retired for 22 years. Mr. Gardino stated that he was not sure if he was going to ask or comment on anything, and that this depended on what Commissioner discussed.  He stated that there was one thing that he would like to make a comment, and get a response at some point in the future.  He stated that the Executive Committee made a statement about the holiday label change without the full board’s approval, and that this was defined as “legal” tonight.  He said that he was glad to hear that.  He said that he has looked at the Commission brochure, its statement of the HRC mission and goals, typical questions for the Human Rights Commission and examples of cases, but he did not see the relevancy of this “endeavor” voted by the “Executive Council.”  He did not see the relationship to the HRC’s “stated path.” When he hears something, or reads something, that has been endorsed by the Human Rights Commission, he assumes it relates to the mission and all that is in the “packet.”  He stated that he would like at some point to have a response, and stated that he plans to be at the next meeting.

Bruce informed Mr. Gardino that he still had some time remaining. Mr. Gardino stated that he could defer to some other things but he declined. Mr. Gardino then stated that he would defer to the person on his left. 

The second visitor, Ken Bush, introduced himself as a county legislator. He stated that he had been present at the last meeting, and wanted to bring everyone on the board up to date on a couple of matters.  He stated that one of his main concerns was ensuring full membership on the Commission, and he has been working to get the board up to the maximum members they are allowed to have. He said he is also working on is getting support for the Office of Human Rights. Mr. Bush stated that we need to have a stable support system and work environment for Barrie. Mr. Bush said that he has been having conversations about this, because the office cannot function on just interns and people looking at retiring.  Mr. Bush stated that he is focusing on having an adequate staff and that is very important.  Mr. Bush also reported that the county legislature has created a new committee, called the Human Services Committee, which Mr. Bush is a part of.  He believes this is going to be a very important committee that will help serve the basic needs of people in the county, and he is looking forward to serving on this committee. Mr. Mr. Bush mentioned that he had discovered that someone whose term they thought had expired had actually not expired, and these were just “housekeeping” things.  He also said that he knows the board is focused, but urged Commissioners to also pay attention to the words Onondaga County.  He pointed out that there are 19 townships, 15 villages, and one city in this county. Mr. Bush hopes that Commissioner appreciate the diversity of this county, and that will reach out to the whole county in their efforts.  He urged Commissioners to not be tightly focused to one demographic or one municipality, and stated that this is a small part of this whole county in terms of population.  Mr. Bush also wanted to ensure that all the police departments were considered.   Mr. Bush stated to keep up the good work. 
Then Mr. Gardino asked if he could have his remaining minute.  Bruce stated that Mr. Gardino would need to ask to Chair for approval.  Mr. Gardino asked Leo, who approved the remaining minute to speak.

Mr. Gardino stated that Legislator Bush’s comments reminded him to address something.  Mr. Gardino stated that he is interested in transparency, and that if one goes to the HRC website, they will see missing months and months of minutes. He stated that as someone in the public, in the county, “we need to know, we need to see it.”   He stated that the low staffing of the office was mentioned by the Legislator, but that someone on the commission has to take responsibility to make it clear to the public what is going on at your meetings.  He pointed out that Commissioners are public servants 
Agenda Item 10: Announcements 
Leo announced that everyone should take a look at the dates listed on the Agenda.  Barrie stated that there were related flyers in the packets.  Leo reiterated that there is a DSS Summit on 4/4, the RISE Dinner on 4/7, the ACTS Dinner on 4/24, a Criminal Justice Reform Event on 4/21, and that Rabbi Fellman is the honoree at the 5/1 Interfaith Works Dinner. 

Barrie reported that she added two things to Commissioner’s packets at the last minute. One was a flyer listing items sought by Interfaith Works related to its programs for Refugees, including cleaning and health care supplies.   She also included a flyer about one of the issues that will be discussed at the upcoming Criminal Justice event.  This was in regards to bail reform. 

Montanette stated that Legislator Bush brought up a good point about reaching out to police agencies, and asked if we would be reaching out to every single one. Leo said that yes that is the goal.  Barrie said that she has the list of to whom letters were sent, that they are starting with 12 and that is almost every single one.
John made a motion to adjourn the meeting.  Bruce seconded the motion.  The motion passed unanimously and the meeting concluded. 
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