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Washington State Human Rights Commission

Minutes

May 24-25, 2007

Shelton, WA

ATTENDANCE

Commissioners: Kathy Baros Friedt, Commission Chair; Ellis Casson; Jerry Hebert, and Shawn Murinko.

Staff:  Marc Brenman, Executive Director; Idolina Reta, Deputy Director; Tanya Calahan, Executive Assistant to the Commissioner; and Dixie Shaw, Operations Manager.

Guests: Maria Velasco, Mason General Hospital; Dr. Stephen Warner, Principal, Evergreen Elementary School; Hector C. Pablo; Pat Kevin; Patrica Vasquez Gomez; Julio Gonzalez Cabrera; Ignacio Velasquez; Carolina Hardin; Nelida Solis; Octavio Sanchez; Rachel Goeke; Hillary Hacker; Molly Clark; Cheryl Amben and Patricia McGill, Turning Pointe and Linda Lane, Hiawatha. 

OPENING AND WELCOME

Commissioner Baros Friedt called the meeting to order at 7:08 p.m. and welcomed everyone. Spanish language interpreters were on hand to assist Spanish-speaking audience members.

Marc Brenman provided an overview of the jurisdiction of the Washington State Human Rights Commission.  He then introduced staff. 

INVITED SPEAKERS

Maria Velasco, Coordinator of Interpreter Services, spoke about interpreter services provided by Mason General Hospital and the challenges faced by individuals that do not have access to proper language translation and interpreter services. Mason General became aware of the dangers of an untrained, unassessed interpreter inserting their own personal judgments into interpretations with medical staff.  Their initial efforts were covered by a state rural health grant.  MG then included translation services into their own budget, determined to not let cultural and linguistic differences limit their ability to met the needs of patients. A Powerpoint presentation was available.  The translation services offered by Mason General Hospital have been well received.

Dr. Stephen Warner, Principal of Evergreen Elementary School, a Dual-Language Enrichment Program (DLEP) Pre-K to 5, spoke next. Approx. 40% of the students are native Spanish speaking, with English as a second language.  He spoke about the demographics in his school district. The Guatemalan population is increasing. 

All of school’s correspondence that goes to parents is in both English and Spanish.  Fifty one percent of the school’s staff are bilingual.  Dr. Warner spoke about the differences between dual language and bilingual education.  Dual language has been very successful because learning takes place in both languages simultaneously, for up to seven years. Dropouts occur with bilingual education because teaching is done mostly in the non-Native language. 

A representative of the Jefferson Center and Octavio Sanchez shared information.  They work with a local advocacy group, Immigrantes Unidos de Shelton. Immigrantes Unidos works extensively with forestry workers in the Shelton area. 

Patty Jo Magill spoke on behalf of Turning Point.  She spoke about children being used to provide translation services for their parents, which is not proper or effective.  But it’s sometimes the only choice.  She talked about an incident at a store with a Latina trying to cash a WIC check and signed her name with an “x” as her mark.  The clerk did not accept the “x.” as a valid signature. The child was used to translate in this situation.  The police also use children to translate.

Linda Lane is the Program Manager at Hiawatha, a wreath making company in Shelton.  They employ about 700 people, many of them monolingual immigrants.  She spoke about how her company has grown and how the Hispanic population has grown over the years.  Housing has been a challenge.  She also talked about how individuals cash their paychecks and carry cash around instead of putting the money in the bank.  She commented that her company assists individuals with their banking needs.

Other individuals spoke about problems with housing discrimination in Mason County including an apartment complex in Shelton with a “drunken” and abusive landlord, illegal evictions, and discrimination.  Many of tenants at the complex are limited or non-English speaking. 

Individuals also commented that the local housing authority sends notices in English only so non-English or limited English speaking individuals may miss important deadlines for housing opportunities because of this. Low-income housing is very limited in Mason County as well as shelters for domestic violence victims.

Deputy Director Idolina Reta answered questions about the Washington Law Against Discrimination and what individual housing rights are.  Many audience members were Spanish speaking so she spoke in Spanish as well as English .  She commented about how individuals can get deposits back and what situations in housing would be considered discrimination. 

Operations Manager Dixie Shaw spoke about alternative documentation options to use in lieu of a social security number and traditional credit history, such as utility bills, retail installment sales contracts, and school records.  A more extensive list is on King County’s website. Landlords are not required to accept these documentation alternatives but some may if presented with the option.

Other audience members spoke about incidences of discrimination.  One woman worked at a hotel where she says that she and others experienced discrimination. A community advocate commented about lack of resources for domestic violence victims, translation services, and affordable housing in Mason County. 

The Commissioners thanked everyone for attending and sharing their personal stories.

ADJOURN

There being no further business, the meeting adjourned at 9:22 p.m.

Respectfully submitted,

Tanya Y. Calahan

Executive Assistant to the Commissioners

Friday, May 25, 2007

ATTENDANCE
Commissioners: Kathy Baros Friedt, Commission Chair; Ellis Casson; Deborah Sioux Cano-Lee; Jerry Hebert; and Shawn Murinko.  A quorum was present.

Staff: Marc Brenman, Executive Director; Idolina Reta, Deputy Director; Tanya Calahan, Executive Assistant to the Commissioners; Dixie Shaw, Operations Manager; Traci Friedl; Assistant Attorney General; and Ryan Agnew; Intern.

Guests: Andrea Ledesma and Jolene.

OPENING AND WELCOME

Commissioner Baros Friedt called the meeting to order at 9:06 a.m. 

Marc Brenman introduced Ryan Agnew who is a summer intern at WSHRC. 

APPROVAL OF MINUTES

Commissioner Hebert commented about April 26, 2007 minutes.  He requested a change to the minutes to read, “TEAPOTS should be used for primary record keeping” instead of “secondary.” 

Commissioner Lee commented about the discussion in the minutes concerning WSHRC’s jurisdiction or lack of jurisdiction over how the WA State Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS) provides services under the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA).  She believes that WSHRC could have jurisdiction over DSHS as a place of public accommodation.  Individuals in the community have complained about DSHS’ ICWA practices. Discussion ensued on this subject.  

Commissioner Murinko asked whether it would be appropriate to solicit input from the 
Attorney General’s Office and obtain an official opinion about WSHRC’s jurisdiction over how DSHS provides services under the ICWA. Marc Brenman commented that nothing stops someone from going to the State Auditor (SAO) alleging a complaint about DSHS.  Assistant Attorney General Traci Friedl commented about the SAO’s role with overseeing state agency performance audits and fiscal compliance. 

Operations Manager Dixie Shaw commented that Ryan Agnew is doing research regarding public accommodation complaints.  Some of the issues are “thorny.”  Staff is drafting policies for the Commissioners’ consideration in this area. 

Commissioner Casson made a motion to approve the minutes for the May 11, 2007 special meeting and the regular meeting on April 26-27, 2007 meetings.  Commissioner Murinko seconded the motion. Commissioner Lee abstained because she did not attend the meetings.  MOTION CARRIED.  

ACTION ITEM REVIEW

Tanya Calahan reviewed action items. 

Staff will contact the Washington State Department of Licensing to find out the exact documentation requirements to receive a driver’s license or identification as relates to gender identity change. 

The Commissioners discussed action items from the May 24, 2007 public forum.

Commissioner Baros Fried thanked Idolina Reta and Dixie Shaw for attending and answering questions the forum. That on-site responsiveness is always greatly appreciated by the members of the community.  She also thanked Program Specialist Seth Kirby for providing community contacts and for his help publicizing the forum. 

Commissioner Hebert spoke about the language translation challenges at the forum.  Tanya Calahan shared that simultaneous translation took place at the forum.  The interpreters were interpreting from English to Spanish.  One audience member then translated what he heard in Spanish to yet another language; Mam, which is the language spoken by individuals from Guatemala. 

The Commissioners discussed the community concerns regarding Section 8 housing mailers from the local housing authority that are in English only.  Even if in Spanish, some individuals may be illiterate.  Commissioner Hebert  suggested a Technical Assistance Advisory to housing authorities that advises them of the need to send notices in languages other than English. Commissioners suggested this might be appropriate  housing testing for the apartment complex in Shelton that community members discussed at the forum. 

Commissioner Baros Friedt notes that law enforcement mis-use of family members or even I.C.E. as interpreters has come up regularly in public forums.  She suggested pursing a specific converstion with the Washington Association of Police Chief’s and Sheriff’s regarding translation challenges and exploring what can be done to change the practice.  From community comments, it was reported the Shelton Police appears to be o.k. but the Mason County Sheriff’s Department appears to need improvement. She further suggested that WSHRC get on Criminal Justice Training Academy training agenda to reach cadets. Marc Brenman will send a cover letter and relevant sample letters regarding translation from the US Department of Justice to the Shelton Police Department and the Mason County Sheriff. The Sheriff covers a broader area than the local police department. 

Commissioner Casson commented that WSHRC should be sure to invite local elected officials and local law enforcement so they can hear these community concerns first hand. 

Commissioner Hebert spoke about the need for safety for forum participants.  There is a strong fear of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and law enforcement. The locations of the forums should be thought out.  It’s a balancing act finding location where people are willing to go and feel safe in doing so. 

Commissioner Baros Friedt spoke about incidents with skinheads harassing agricultural workers, who routinely carry around cash.  These individuals have been robbed. The fear is real in Shelton because individuals do not have bank accounts and carry around a substantial amount of cash. One employer had commented about individuals carrying around several uncashed paychecks or all of their paycheck in their wallets.  She asked about a possible initiative with the WA State Department of Financial Institutions, which has some efforts underway. But information is not getting out. Material needs to be simple and translated. We should see what is available and provide that information to Shelton advocates. . Many Native Americans use casino cash windows as their banks. Marc Brenman has been in discussion with several groups regarding financial literacy issues. The information needs to reach the community. 

Dixie Shaw spoke about a recent community meeting with Fife Police Department. A banking representative attended the meeting and provided advice. 

Commissioner Baros Friedt requested that Tanya Calahan keep an index of best practices from communities that WSHRC visits, such as Fife. 

CASE CLOSURES
The Commissioners commented on a job well done by staff for case closures for May, especially the substantial number of settlement agreements. Commissioner Murinko thanked Operations Manager Sharon Ortiz for her work on the Walmart cases.

Commissioner Casson made a motion to approve case closures.  Commissioner Murinko seconded the motion.  MOTION CARRIED. 

REPORT OF THE CHAIR
Commissioner Baros Friedt spoke about the Petra Maxwell whistleblower retaliation complaint investigations. Two of the five complaints have been completed. The Commissioners received the executive summary for two of the complaints, which were combined in one report because they were from the same individual.   The determination is “no reasonable cause.” WSHRC set aside about $21,000 to cover the cost of investigating all five of the whistleblower retaliation complaints which have been received. .  They should all be completed by June 2007.  To avoid any conflict of interest issues, the Washington State Department of Personnel is managing the contract for the investigations.  Commissioner Baros Friedt is the WSHRC representative and contact for these complaints. 

She spoke about the Women’s Leadership Conference planning.  Next planning meeting is on June 12, 2007. 

Public Forums

Commissioner Baros Friedt requested a shift of the forum topic in August 2007.  The Commissioners have had more than one forum on women’s issues.  She suggested that the Commissioners have a youth and employment forum on August 23-24, 2007 in Seattle instead of another forum on women’s issues. Youth has been an area of interest for the Chair and it had been a considered topic anyway.   Commissioners agreed to make this change. 

Public Forum Template
Commissioner Baros Friedt wants to formalize public forum process. She prepared a draft document using the outline that Marc Brenman prepared in February 2006.  She requested that Tanya Calahan and Seth Kirby prepare a final draft for the Commissioners review and approval. 

MONTHLY BUDGET AND CASE PRODUCTION
Marc Brenman handed out monthly case production reports.  Housing case closures have increased.  EEOC cases closures are slightly less because of the focus on closing aging housing cases. Older reasonable cause cases going to Attorney General’s Office quicker. 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S REPORT
Due to the continued good examples in the ED’s report, Commissioner Baros Friedt suggested that Mr. Brenman do a presentation at the Small Agency Cabinet meeting on how to hire and utilize interns.  Many agencies struggle with finding and using interns while WSHRC has been successful. 

Intern Ryan Agnew spoke about his experiences and why he wanted to be an intern for WSHRC. He doesn’t want to be a litigator but instead he wants to do work that he can feel good about.  He commented about a summer he spent in Biloxi, Mississippi, working in the community. Marc Brenman commented that previous intern Cutis Villa was also interested in social justice work. 

Kathy Baros Friedt suggested a “one year anniversary” sexual orientation jurisdiction report at the June 2007 Commission meeting. This would be a good document to share with legislators. How did the estimates compare to numbers we thought would file complaints?   

Commissioner Hebert asked for specific details regarding staff grievances and WSHRC’s just cause discipline steps.  Marc Brenman reported that a staff member was disciplined for performance issues and insubordination.  

OLD BUSINESS
Commissioner Hebert reported on his meeting with Yakima community members regarding steps to start a local human rights council. Eleven individuals attended the meeting. He emphasized that WSHRC’s role is advisory only and has a  very limited role for ongoing sustainability of a local human rights council. . The meeting seemed successful. The Study Circle model may not fit right what the group needs to do right now because their skills are limited.  Commissioner Hebert was able to give them some direction on how to proceed.  

Commissioners Lee and Hebert will lead a community meeting on Indian issues in the schools at the Wilson Pacific Building in Seattle on June 8, 2007. The US Department of Justice and Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction will co-sponsor the event. Discussion ensued about whether this was an official meeting of WSHRC.  The goals of the meeting, the number and purpose of future such meetings, and WSHRC’s role remains unclear with some of the Commissioners.

Commissioner Murinko suggested that the Commissioners have guidelines in place for meetings of this type, when one or two Commissioners represent WSHRC. 

LEGISLATIVE UPDATE
Dixie Shaw commented that 11 cases out of 211 reviewed, met the criteria to reopen using the retroactivity clause in the recent disability definition bill. Civil Rights Investigators Laura Lindstrand, Janice Whitman, and Terisita Torres, reviewed the cases.  Commissioner Baros Friedt asked that staff document the amount of staff hours and the process used to evaluate the cases so WSHRC can accurately report the real impact of the retroactivity clause to the Legislature, stakeholders and other interested individuals. Staff expedited this review much more quickly than others expected. Timeliness was important so that people know how the new law affected cases which were in the queue at different stages. 

COMMISSIONER ACTIVITIES

Commissioner Murinko commented about his new job at the Washington State Department of Transportation and the civil rights work he does.  He works on accessible transportation issues. He’s taking lead in planning the June 2007 public forum in Spokane.

Commissioner Hebert met with the Yakima community as reported earlier. He also attended an event sponsored by the Somali community. 

LESS THAN EIGHT POLICY ISSUE

The Commissioners discussed the proposed exclusive remedy clause in the “Less than Eight” bill. Commissioner Murinko went on record to state that he did not support WSHRC being the exclusive remedy and denying individuals access to the justice system.  There was discussion about how EEOC is an exclusive remedy under federal law, by requiring that individuals exhaust all administrative remedies before they can sue in court.  

JUNE COMMISSION MEETING

Commissioner Murinko stated that the main focus at the June 21, 2007 public forum will be on disability and police issues but others are invited attend.  Coalition of Responsible Disabled (COORD) is co-sponsoring the forum.  Representatives from the mental health community will be invited.   Any announcements should state that others (in addition to those with disabilities) that have issues with the police are invited to attend.

There will be no June 2007 work study session.

ACTION ITEM REVIEW

Staff requested that the Commissioners set aside time for special meetings for case closures on June 13, 2007 and June 29, 2007 at 12:30 p.m.

ADJOURN

There being no further business, the meeting adjourned at 12:57 p.m.

Respectfully submitted,

Tanya Y. Calahan

Executive Assistant to the Commissioners
Action Items
May 24-25, 2007 Commission Meeting

1. Relating to police services and translation: Send a letter to Shelton Police Department & Mason County Sheriff with DOJ guidance for language translation.  Look at broader strategy by having informal discussions with WASPC and providing information to cadets at the Criminal Justice Training Academy

Status: Dixie Shaw to provide names and addresses to Marc Brenman for letters. Seth Kirby is in contact with Criminal Justice Training Academy.

2. Regarding “unbanked” individuals in the community.  Staff will seek out information that can go to community groups regarding financial literacy.  The goal is to educate individuals on opening and managing bank accounts instead of carrying around cash and un cashed checks.  

Status: Department of Financial Institutions is actively working on providing financial literacy info to unbanked Latinos.  They are having difficulty due to “chilling” issue due to federal law enforcement.  Chair said she could pursue a possible contact via local credit union.   

3. Kathy Baros Friedt will contact Hiawatha’s (wreath making company in Mason County) owner regarding her company’s banking relationship and payroll process and how employees cash their paychecks. Goes with #2 . OK to keep separate but number this one as #3 so discussion will flow

Status:

4. Staff will follow up regarding the alleged problems with apartment complex manager in Shelton and “English only” notices from local housing authorities. These issues were raised by community members at the Shelton forum.  Also check into possible housing testing.

Status: Dixie Shaw and Teresita Torres met with advocates in Shelton and are working on possible Commission Initiated fair housing investigation there. 

5. Tanya Calahan will work with Seth Kirby to rework the forum planning template prior to the June 2007 commission meeting. 

Status:

6. Tanya will prepare a “Best Practices” index containing from the various communities that WSHRC Commissioners visit. 

Status:

7. Staff will provide a sexual orientation jurisdiction “one year report” at the June 2007 Commission meting.

Status:

8. Send Commissioner Hebert a copy of WSHRC’s “just cause” discipline steps.

Status: Done.

9. Dixie Shaw will work with staff to document the process and staff hours taken to review disability cases under the retroactivity clause.

Status: Staff provided the Commissioners this information.  Thirty two investigator hours and five support staff hours were spent on this.

10. Tanya Calahan will send AAG Traci Friedl Duncan McNeil’s contact information so she can send a letter to him.  This individual has been contacting Commissioner Murinko via mail at his home.

Status:

Previous

1. Mai Kim Ly will pull together information about the WLAD & domestic violence; possibly use sexual orientation guide as a model; distribute it to interested parties. Include domestic violence against persons with disabilities also.  Consult with Joelle Brouner of the Washington State Rehabilitation Council on domestic violence and disability issues in the process. (April 07)

Status: Staff is continuing research on this subject. KBF’s information from the Esperanza Project deals heavily with the DV and Discrimination issue. Will be reported out at June mtg. 
2.  Research the WA State Department of Licensing (DOL) documentation requirements for official refugee status.  Include this with the transgender discussions already taking place with DOL.  (April 07)

Status:

3. Jerry Hebert will incorporate Commissioner comments into the Legislative Outreach Plan and redistribute it to the other Commissioners. (April 07)

Status:

4. Obtain a copy of the invitation that the Governor’s Committee on Disability Issues and Employment sent to the Port Angeles community for events on March 22-23, 2007.  Use it as a sample for future Commissioner outreach/forums if warranted.  (February 2007)

Status: Done.  Tanya Calahan emailed this information to the Commissioners.
5. Commissioners Cano-Lee and Hebert will provide the other Commissioners details about a proposed input gathering session with the US Department of Justice, Office of Civil Rights; Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction; and others regarding issues in schools and issues affecting Native American youths. They will also include handcuffing practices in Kent schools in this discussion. (February 2007)

Status: The public input session took place on June 7, 2007.
6. Staff will draft template for Commission initiated complaints and pattern and practice issue investigations. (February 2007)
Status:
