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Human Rights Commission Meeting Notes– 
Approved 8/30/17
Present:  

	Sanjay Chhlabani

David Pasinski

Starr Guckert

Montanette Murphy

Shelley Skellington

Rosalie Young
	John Rushing

Crystal Doody

Jeffrey Tamburo

Suzette Melendez

Crystal Doody

Bruce Carter
	Leonardo Sanchez

Rosalie Young
Mary Alice Smothers

Steve Butler

Khadijo Abdulkadir

Montanette Murphy (on phone)


Excused:
Shelley Skellington, Doug Mackey, Shiu Kai Chin
Absent: 
Gabe Ramos 
   Rev. Bernard Alex
  Suzie Carman
Staff Present:  Barrie Gewanter (Director), Kesley Leeper & Juliette Rawda (Interns)

Community Present:  Lauren Rosenstein (Social Worker)   Gwendolyn Muok (NAACP)

Media Present: None
Meeting was convened at 5:45

1. Introductions of Commissioners & Visitors
Khadijo was welcomed as a new Human Rights Commissioner.  She introduced herself as the founder of the New American Women’s Empowerment group.  She mentioned that the NAWE has a new center where they offer tutoring and classes in English and to help prepare for Citizenship.  She identified herself as a Black Muslim Female, and would like to focus her work with the Commission on the needs of refugees and how they are discriminated against.  However she agrees with the other top priorities identified by new Commissioners in 2016, and is open to working with the other committees.  She looks forward to learning more.

Other members of the Commission introduced themselves.   Two Members of the public identified themselves.  Lauren Rosenstein is a social worker at Circare and is interested in serving on the Commission.  She mentioned that she had sent her resume to Barrie by email.  Barrie said she would send it to the Commissioners.  Gwendolyn Muok stated that she was present on behalf of the NAACP. 

2. Minutes from June 2017 Meeting distributed and approved.

Crystal made a motion to approve the draft minutes of the June 21, 2017 meeting, Joyce seconded the motion.  Crystal amended the motion to update the draft minutes to mark as excused 2 people who were not present.  Starr seconded this motion which was approved unanimously.

Minutes were approved unanimously as amended 
3. Reports from Committees:

Advocacy Committee – Starr Guckert Chair

Starr notified the body that the letter and report to Dr. Gupta was revised by the Committee and delivered.  She said that she hopes to arrange a meeting with Dr. Gupta next month.   Starr mentioned that today was the 27th Anniversary of the ADA and thanked the Commissioners who marched in the annual ADA Day Demonstration in Syracuse.  She also mentioned a DOJ briefing document she just read that put on hold a number of regulatory changes that would have “made the world more accessible.”  She said that this included accessibility features of the current administration’s websites. 
Outreach Committee– Doug Mackey Chair

Doug had no current updates from the committee.

Barrie notified the Commissioners that she and Doug have signed up for a booth at the Westcott Street Fair that will take place on September 17th. Barrie said that she will not be available to set up the tent or materials, so she asked that a few members of the board volunteer to do so for her because she will not make it back to Syracuse from a trip in time. The event goes from 11am to about 6:30pm.  Barrie mentioned that anyone in Syracuse that has any interest in human rights tends to show up for the event, and emphasized the importance of the presence of the HRC. 

Doug signed up.  John, Suzette, and Crystal mention that they might be able to attend but have to check their schedules.  Barrie will provide a work shift signup sheet for the event at the next meeting.

Mary Alice notified Commissioners of another upcoming event, the West Side Block Party on Aug. 17th: She said that the HRC tent can be set up around noon, and that the event ends around 5pm.

Barrie created a quick signup sheet for volunteer work shifts and passed it around for sign ups. 
Steve Butler said that the Everson Curator had not gotten back to them for their August event.  No date had been set up yet due to this lack of response. 

Education Committee– Joyce Suslovic Chair

Joyce passed out a brief report recalling the Committee’s support of the New American Women’s Empowerment Group in a successful community speak out event on April 23rd at the N. Side learning Center in regards to the OnTech Charter school. 

Barrie noted that there is a write up in the Commissioners packets based on Joyce’s notes from the 7/19 OnTech Board meeting.   Joyce indicated that Bob Gardino is referred to in these notes, and it was Ed McLaughlin who was there instead.  After attending that meeting Joyce had a few major concerns: 

· Khadijo attended the meeting at the Vision center in June.   It seemed to Joyce as though OnTech is making it seem as if the meetings are elusive and hard to locate. One of the people who attended the meeting asked if the meeting could be brought to the North Side to a neutral location.   The July meeting was held at the N. Side Learning Center. 

· Parents came to the meeting to find out may be happening with their children, but there were no interpreters available for them.  In June Khadijo asked that interpreters be present at the next meeting. Ellen Eagan says that people are welcome to ask for translators as 
long as it is within 24 hours in advance. Khadijo had a woman from the NAWE Center request a Somali interpreter. In response, Eagen brought a Liberian as the Somalian “translator”.  He spoke only English.  When asked about this, Joyce said Eagen stated that she had called the CYO and they could not help.  Joyce sad she was disturbed by the ignorance of the Board members as to how to arrange for an interpreter, and said refugee community members are unable to attend because they cannot understand what is occurring within the meeting due to language barriers. Khadijo said that people walked out of the July meeting because there was no interpreter. 
· Joyce said that the announcement of the July meeting was posted only 3 days prior to the meeting date.  This is not enough advance warning.  The announcement said to call if you need an interpreter. 

Barrie stated that CYO is not a place to locate interpreters, and wondered why Eagan seemed unaware of how to accommodate to those who don’t speak English. John expressed his concern that if this Charter School is aimed at refugees then why does the administrator seem to have no idea how to communicate with them effectively. 
Joyce said that an ESL teacher in the audience brought up the new state regulations for ESL.  Eagen’s answer was they would look into it and mentioned IEP’s and used the term “SPED” to refer to special education although this term has not been used since the 1960’s.   Joyce was disturbed that the question was about ESL and the answer involved special education.  These are two very different areas of educational focus. 

Suzette asked for clarification regarding the mention of Matt Johnson in the notes about Joyce’s experience at the meeting.  Joyce explained that Matt is a junior high school student at ESM and involved in Tillie’s Touch, a soccer organization for refugee youth.  It provides supportive programs and free materials related to education.   Joyce said Matt is the President of his High School class and was concerned about how refugees would be recruited for this school.  He asked that refugee kids would be taking home forms that are in English, which the parents won’t be able to read.  Joyce said OnTech Board members came back at Matt and claimed that parents are very capable of figuring it out and can understand English.  Joyce said that 8th graders are not in a position to choose their own high school, yet many times refugee kids end up signing their own paperwork.  Matt asked what process would be in place so that kids would not sign papers to determine their future without the ability to fully understand.  Joyce suspects that case workers could funnel newly arrived immigrants to OnTech.   Khadijo stated that Eagen apologized for not having an interpreter at the meeting.  Khadijo said she suspects that CYO and Interfaith Works may recruit students for OnTech. 
Starr asked if there was anything indicating whether or not children with disabilities would be provided with accommodations.   Crystal noted that IEP’s were mentioned so there is a possibility.  Joyce recalled that when Steve Kimatian came to a HRC board meeting he said that they were not recruiting refugees, but “at-risk students,”  but she wanted to know the meaning behind this term

Bruce suggested that there was a potential for the Committee to meet with Michael Melara from Catholic Charities and Beth Broadway from Interfaith Works to share the Committee’s observations and ask them why they were supporting this Charter School.  Bruce described the actions of the OnTech Board as a type of “colonialism” and questioned whether they were even aware of the implications of their own actions.   He further suggested that inaction is complicity and suggested that the HR Commissioners use their contacts to ask if community leaders are aware of what is going on.  He pointed out that the HRC is not doing an investigation as suggested by Steve Kimatian, but that may be called for in future. 
Law Enforcement-Community Relations – Gabe Ramos Chair

Gabe was not present so Leo asked if anyone from the committee would like to share anything on his behalf.   Montanette noted that at the last Committee meeting they talked about reaching out to police departments.  She reached out to the Camillus Police Chief and is interested in setting up a dialogue with that department. 

Mary Alice reported that she had been involved with Deputy Chief Cecile and the parks department. They redid the clubhouse in Skiddy Park, put in furniture, air conditioning, etc.  however they are not willing to give community leaders a key.   Mary Alice says people wanted to let children use the restroom and be within the air conditioning.   The Syracuse police department says that they want the office to be “safe”.   Now must request building use 2 weeks in advance but not more than that and only 10 kids can have access at a time.  She asked why the neighborhood was not involved in related decisions that affect them. She also said that the Westside Initiative Board approved of placing the “Shot Spotter” system on top of the Pro-Literacy building, but there was no community outreach first.  She suggested that in Boston the presence of this system gave police the ability to run up to a house.   Barrie suggested that when SPD wanted to put cameras in that neighborhood, the NYCLU demanded  a community meeting before the cameras were put in place.  Barrie asked if the committee still wants to do presentations on how to interact with police. Mary Alice said yes. .

4. Report from Commission Chair & Co-Chair: Leo Sanchez

Leo stated that the Executive Committee met for the first time, and it was productive and helpful in focusing this meeting.   He also mentioned his contact with Marissa Rice of ACR Health.  He said that she offered information and hopes to collaborate with her in LGBTQ advocacy.

5. Report from the Executive Director &  6. Old Business
Barrie distributed a draft of potential links for teachers to turn to for assistance with LGBTQ students.  Joyce noted that the SPLC’s Teaching Tolerance online magazine is one of the best resources and that the information might be helpful for parents as well.  Rabbi Dan Fellman suggested that guidance counselors could use the information as well and suggested adding a page with refugee links too.   Francis suggested that the resources not be limited to any grade level or only to educators, but should be useful for all spheres of community life.  
Starr stated that she has spent time recently trying to estimate the % of refugees who are Deaf.  Her final answer was that about 7% of the refugee population national is Deaf, and that results in about 84 individuals in Onondaga County. 

Rabbi Dan Fellman stated mentioned the federal administration’s announcement about barring transgender individuals from serving in the military, and wondered how we could frame this as a local concern.  Barrie handed out a copy of an article about this published today
Suzette suggested that the HRC speak to local agencies that work with military vets, such as Clearpath for Veterans and the Veterans Law Clinic, and the Institute for Veterans and Military Vets at SU, ROTC at Oswego.  She also said that there were a lot of Vets at University College.   These agencies are more in touch with the families that may be affected by this and that the HRC can go to them to get the perspective of the individuals who may be impacted by this.  The HRC can then say that the effect of this new policy is said to be XYZ, and that the HRC feels that this is compelling. 
Francis said that there are Army and Air Force military science courses at SU with professors of military science.   There are also men and women who have been discharged from the military that are training to start their own businesses.   She also mentioned the American Legion Posts locally.   Rosalie added that there are students at Oswego who are in the military that come to SU to get credits. 
Rabbi Fellman asked how the HRC could frame a statement?  He said that he wants the HRC to speak about this.    

Bruce said that he led the charge in the SU Senate to eliminate ROTC on campus in the past because at the time the military discrimination against soldiers who were LGBT but the chancellor refused and admitted that they were not following their affirmative action guidelines in this situation.   Bruce suggested that the HRC can’t be passive, and that we have been.   He referred to this new policy as Don’t Ask Don’t Tell for individuals who are transgender.  He suggested it was probably a violation of Title VI, but will also prevent individuals from entering the military.  He called it pro-actively discriminatory. 
Starr asked about the status of Don’t Ask Don’t Tell.  Barrie responded that the policy was over, but it was regarding sexual orientation, where this is about issue of gender identity.  
Bruce added that his reading of the HRC legislation is that it is not restricted to acting locally, but is encouraged to act in a fashion that is local and advise local officials.  It doesn’t say that we can’t act beyond local issues.   He pointed out that he and Crystal and Montanette and John are on a 

committee that is looking at this.   He suggested that the HRC can’t be passive, that it needs to be active participants.   
Suzette stated that she was not saying that this was all the HRC should do, just that this is a place to start, a way to speak to how people are affected locally.  Sanjay stated that he has been 
struggling with the same issues, on how active the HRC can be.  He suggested that the constraints are not just within the legislation, but with the politics and the makeup of local government - what to do in this political reality.   He spoke to the values that are being communicated and asked how we move to address the assaults on individual dignity.  He asked how we can celebrate human rights, and do programming that celebrates transgender individuals.  

There was agreement all around at Sanjay’s statement.  Barrie followed up by asking if the HRC wanted to do a speak out of LGB and Transgender vets 
Francis stated that there is a new Dean at Hendricks Chapel.   There have been protests there for years.  She mentioned that there is a commissioning ceremony held there for new second lieutenants.  She said that she would like to challenge us to see who the progressive figures are within theological groups in Syracuse are.   She suggested that we might ask this new Dean to open the doors to Hendricks and provide space for people to gather to begin conversations.  Rabbi Fellman suggested that we need to go beyond the university. 

Barrie stated that she didn’t know what committee this would fall under. She said that she heard one suggestion is to gather the voice in the community and do something such as a press release and another suggestion is to gather people, such as military personal or those interested in the military, to celebrate their lives and contributions.   She asked which idea may be preferred. 
Bruce stated that if everything we do has to be cleared by the county executive’s office, then this committee will never be allowed to be controversial and will never accomplish anything.  If we can’t take on any issues because we have to protect the Commission’s future then that will equal inaction and follow only what elected officials want now.  He said he thinks that the HRC should be about morality and dignity.  He stated that the way the president spoke about transgender individual was abhorrent, and that it is immoral to not speak even though it may threaten the Commission’s existence.  We will never move forward and make change in regards to LGBT, or women or people with disabilities or people of color.  If the HRC has to worry about how the County will respond when actions are morally reprehensible, then why does the HRC exist? 

Barrie again asked if the Commission wants to take up either of the two ideas on the table.  John and Jeff asked if the HRC did a press release, when and how would we go about gathering info for the release.  Who would we interview?  How would we get the content? 

Leo pointed out that this is not a question that can be resolved quickly.  Francis acknowledged that some of us are not assuming that this would not be resolved in a minute, after facing a lifetime of racism and oppression.  She suggested that there are progressive meeting places in Syracuse, and recalled their place in a time when abolition was a divisive issue within this community.  She pointed to Plymouth Church and May Memorial Unitarian Universalist Society on E. Genesee.  She assured the group that there are enough people who are disturbed by the new policy.

Bruce suggested that it would be easy to do a press release to announce the new webpage, and point to the creation of these as a way of showing the HRC’s concern about local impact.   Then the HRC could do a celebration event as a speak out. 

Sanjay suggested that International Human Rights Day is in December and that we could aim to do something on that date, and start planning it now. He said he liked the idea of bringing vets to speak at that event.   Starr asked why we had to do only one thing.  Barrie responded that we don’t and that this could be a start.  She suggested that she could get the webpages up by the 11th. 

Leo asked anyone with resource links to please send them to Barrie. 
Suzette said that she liked the idea of setting a press release about these resources and having an affirmative statement about how timely they are, now more than ever.   She also said she liked Sanjay’s idea of a celebratory event, but suggested we combine this with a space to discuss the issue. 
Leo turned to describe his idea for a Youth Engagement initiate.  He said that he has looked at other youth engagement programs in other places, and thought that it was something that Syracuse needs.  He said that it was important to show how people are more alike than different. It would involve getting urban and suburban youth together.   Barrie explained that we could gather kids from suburban and urban school districts together for Friday evening and Saturday.  Each committee would have a session with the youth to focus on their area of interest.  There could also be guest speakers.  There would be a space for the youth to share their life realities and their dreams.  Leo added that he did not want kids to think that their life stopped on their street or in their neighborhood.   Jeff suggested that it would be equally valuable for suburban kids to learn about the experience of urban kids.   Starr stated that she never wants to hear anyone say “she is so intelligent but what can she do because she is …..”
Mary Alice said that this idea is near and dear to her.  She talked about how she takes kids out of the City to DC.  They experience a plane, a subway, a hotel, museums, and the capitol.  She said that it opens up the kids minds and worldview.  She talked about the impact of the Holocaust Museum on one student.  She said that this was part of Youth Leadership Greater Syracuse.
Barrie stated that the response letter to Ellen Eagen was drafted and delivered to the County Executive’s office for review.  She stated that the final letter to the legislature recommending amendments to the County’s Fair Practices Law is in the Commissioner’s packet as a 2 page letter and a background report.   She reminded Commissioner that this added prohibitions on discrimination based on gender identity and expression, and based on source of income in housing. 

Barrie pointed out another document in the packets about and organization called Hopeprint and the Refugee Alliance.  These organizations are focused on assisting refugees after the first 90 days.   

Barrie listed the next diversity trainings.  She mentions that her dept. budget goes in front of the ways and means committee in a few months and will ask for a new staff person.  She mentioned that the young man who uses medical marijuana (under a doctor’s care with state certification) who had been denied a job based on a positive drug test, had gotten his job back after Barrie helped him write a letter to his employer. 

David mentioned that All Saints church voted overwhelmingly to offer sanctuary. 
Suzette suggested that we check with the two visitors to see if they wanted to offer any public comment.  All agreed.  

Lauren Rosenstein stated that she went to school in Syracuse and worked at Interfaith Works.  She now works with youth and families and is interested in all the topics addressed in the meeting. 

Gwendolyn Muok asked what kind of collaboration the HRC was interested in with the NAACP. 

Barrie suggested that one possibility was working together to provide presentations on What You Need to Know When Interacting with Police.  Muok said that she had been at an SCSD Hearing when the OnTech Charter had been discussed.  She asked why students would be sent out of the school district and into a Charter.  Joyce replied that we should be aiming for integration of refugee students, not segregation.  Barrie suggested that the HRC could also collaborate on non-partisan voter education and non-partisan voter registration. 
7. New Business 

Item was tabled
8. Announcements

Joyce again asked Commissioners to reach out to the Superintendent and Board of the Syracuse City Schools and urge them to change Columbus Day to Indigenous People’s Day. 

At 7:26 Leo made a Motion to Adjourn Meeting & Move into Committee Meetings.  Suzette seconded the motion.  The motion passed unanimously.
