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RES. NO. 990:





By: Council Members López, Barron, Boyland, Clarke, Comrie, Foster, Gerson, Koppell, Quinn, Reed, Seabrook, Vann and Weprin.
TITLE:





Resolution calling upon the City Council to condemn the City Board of Elections for its lenient reprimand of a Board employee who used blatant racial/gender slurs to describe another Board employee, and calling upon the appropriate committee of the Council to conduct an oversight hearing to address such event and examine sensitivity training at the Board regarding race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, disability and age discrimination.
Introduction


Today, the Committee on Governmental Operations (the “Committee”), chaired by Council Member Bill Perkins,
 will conduct an oversight hearing on personnel policies at the Board of Elections (the “Board”) and how the Board disciplines racial, sexual and sexual orientation harassment.  The Committee will also review and accept testimony on Resolution Number (“Res. No.”) 990, which condemns the Board for their handling of certain racial/sexual harassment incidents in particular.  The Committee has invited the Board, the Administration, civil, women and voting-rights organizations and community advocacy groups to provide testimony on these issues.

BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW


A supervisor at the Board of Elections reported a racial/gender incident that occurred at the Board on July 18, 2003.  The report stated that a receptionist, Jerry Vedral, screamed racist/sexist obscenities about his African-American supervisor, Pamela Perkins, after being asked to remove some clutter from his reception desk.
  At a hearing on August 5, 2003, the Board commissioners voted 6-4 to suspend Vedral for two weeks without pay and transfer him to the Queens election office for a six-month probation period.
  Many prominent elected officials and advocates held a news conference on August 11, 2003 and expressed anger over what they said amounted to “a slap on the wrist.”
  This was not the first racist or sexist attack on Ms. Perkins, but simply the latest in a series of race and gender-based attacks since the commencement of her employment.
  Ms. Perkins is the first African-American to have risen through the Board’s ranks to become the first African-American senior executive at the Board. 


There have been other incidents of bias taking place at the Board as well.  Three weeks after the Board transferred Vedral, it drew criticism for failing to fire an employee caught on videotape scrawling anti-Semitic, homophobic and racist graffiti in 1999.
  Such employee was directing his obscenities at a gay co-worker.  The Board, at that time, disciplined the employee by cutting his pay by $5,000 and demoting him, but allowed him to continue working at the main office despite the protestations of his gay co-worker who was the subject of such attacks.  Now, several years later, this same individual, Anthony Santulli, was recently arrested for aggravated harassment for leaving threatening messages and making threatening phone calls to Ms. Perkins.  Such messages and phone calls were laden with curses and racial slurs and threatened bodily injury and rape against Ms. Perkins.  Mr. Santulli now faces up to 4 years in prison if convicted.
  The Board is looking to convene a meeting to discuss how he should be disciplined.


Although many of the bias attacks were initiated by low-level employees, many have expressed concerns that the disproportionately mild reprimand administered by the Board shows a certain level of tolerance for such activities, which in turn breeds a culture that tacitly allows such condemnable types of activity to continue.
  Many advocates and officials believed immediate termination was the only, and most, appropriate response.
  


Such incidents, although troubling anywhere, may have particularly troubling repercussions when they take place at an agency that oversees the voting process and ensures the public’s fundamental right to access the ballot box.  Three of New York City’s boroughs are preclearance jurisdictions under the Voting Rights Act, which means that they have had particularly acute troubles historically in protecting minorities’ rights to vote.  Such jurisdictions must get preclearance from the Department of Justice when they require any change that affects the voting process.  Claims persist that minority voters are being disenfranchised.  An Asian-American advocacy group, on September 4, 2003, released a report showing that “the [C]ity continues to violate the federal Voting Rights Act, which guarantees equal access to the polls.”
     
Res. No. 990

Res. No. 990 condemns the recent spate of bias activity at the Board and condemns the Board’s lenient reprimand of such activity.  The resolution also calls on the Council to conduct oversight over the Board’s sensitivity training regarding such matters.  Finally, the resolution notes Ms. Perkins’ years of dedicated service to the Board and the City.

Today’s hearing will serve as a forum for witnesses and the public to offer testimony regarding the various issues addressed in this report.

�








� The Chair, Council Member Bill Perkins, will recuse himself from today’s hearing due to a personal connection to some of the subject matter of the hearing.  Council Member Philip Reed will chair the hearing in his absence.


� The report stated that Mr. Vedral said, “Who is it, that n----r b—ch Pam who doesn’t want it here?  She’s lucky she’s got a job at all… She couldn’t even be a good hooker.”  See New York Post, “Elex-Board Wrist Slap over Slur,” Aug. 7, 2003. 


� Id.


� See New York Times, “Discipline of Elections Clerk Accused of Slurs Draws Criticism,” Aug. 12, 2003.


� See Res. No. 990-2003.


� See Newsday, “Elections Board Criticized Again; Didn’t Fire Worker for Anti-Gay Graffiti,” Aug. 28, 2003.


� See Newsday, “Hate Crime Arrest at Agency,” Oct. 2, 2003.


� See fn. 3 and 6 above.


� Id.


� See Newsday, “Report: Asian Voters Rights Violated in Queens,” Sept. 5, 2003.
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