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          1  COMMISSION ON HUMAN RIGHTS

          2                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ELDRIDGE:  Good

          3  afternoon, Madame Commissioner. I am sorry that we

          4  are so late and that there are so few members, but I

          5  think in the interest of time and everything else we

          6  will just proceed.

          7                 I am Ronnie Eldridge and a member of

          8  the General Welfare Committee.

          9                 Would you please give us your

         10  testimony.

         11                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: Very good. Thank

         12  you, Council Member. I am very pleased to be here

         13  today, and I hope that my testimony will answer all

         14  of your questions in a depth which you would

         15  require.

         16                 Good afternoon. I am pleased to

         17  testify before the General Welfare Committee of the

         18  Council and will seek to answer your questions

         19  regarding the functioning of the agency and the

         20  Mayor's Fiscal Year 1999 Executive Budget for the

         21  agency.

         22                 Your first question asked please

         23  explain the proposed Fiscal 2000 headcount levels

         24  for the Commission, as compared to the current

         25  modified budget headcount for Fiscal 1999, and be
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          2  sure to distinguish headcount levels for the

          3  Commission's Law Enforcement Bureau and the

          4  Community Relations Bureau.

          5                 The response of the agency to that is

          6  that the headcount levels as reported in the

          7  Executive Budget for Fiscal 2000 are the same as for

          8  the current modified budget headcount for Fiscal

          9  1999, so there has been no change in the status quo

         10  with respect to our headcount levels.

         11                 Question 2, a., asked please identify

         12  how many actual versus budgeted positions exist

         13  within the Commission's Law Enforcement Bureau and

         14  the Community Relations Bureau.

         15                 First, a point of clarification.

         16  Unlike the Law Enforcement Bureau, the Community

         17  Relations Bureau is not funded through City tax levy

         18  dollars but by community development block grant

         19  monies. There are actually 58 employees in the

         20  Community Relations Bureau and 60 are authorized.

         21  The difference between actual and planned is due to

         22  one person being on leave and another having

         23  vacated, having been vacated by the recent death of

         24  the incumbent, and the agency's not having had time

         25  to refill the position. This was very recent and
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          2  unfortunate death of a member, a long-term member of

          3  our staff.

          4                 The Fiscal 1999 headcount for the Law

          5  Enforcement Bureau is 39. The actual headcount in

          6  the Bureau is 39.

          7                 The fact that the agency as a whole

          8  is currently one position over headcount and will be

          9  three positions over headcount when new management

         10  information system hires are brought on board means

         11  that the Law Enforcement Bureau cannot rehire to

         12  meet its planned headcount for 1999.

         13                 I want to flesh this out further for

         14  the Council. In FY '98 the Law Enforcement Bureau

         15  had 11 investigators. There are a total of 15

         16  investigators on staff, four of whom are not counted

         17  in the monthly investigator total because they are

         18  assigned to intake duties.

         19                 They closed an average of 6.29 cases

         20  per month. There were 3,062 cases pending in the

         21  Bureau's inventory at the close of FY '98.

         22                 Currently the Law Enforcement Bureau

         23  has eight case investigators. One investigator was

         24  promoted to staff attorney last fiscal year, one has

         25  been on disability since December '98 and one has
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          2  been on maternity leave since January '99.

          3                 There are a total of 12 investigators

          4  on staff, counting those assigned to intake duties.

          5  The FY '99 average closure rate per investigator is

          6  7.02 cases per month.

          7                 As of March 31st, 1999, nine months

          8  into FY '99, there were 3,120 cases pending in the

          9  Bureau's inventory, an increase of 58 cases since

         10  the close of FY '98.

         11                 In FY '98, 1095 cases were filed with

         12  the Law Enforcement Bureau. As of March 31st, 1999,

         13  nine months of FY '99, 736 complaints had been

         14  filed. The total number of complaints projected to

         15  be filed in FY '99 ending June 30th, 1999, will be

         16  approximately 1,000.

         17                 At the current productivity rate it

         18  is projected that the Law Enforcement Bureau will

         19  close a total of 952 cases in FY '99. Based on

         20  projected complaint filings and closure rates, the

         21  Bureau will complete FY '99 with a total of 3,168

         22  pending cases in its inventory, 106 cases more than

         23  the FY '98 total of 3,062. That is an increase in

         24  the inventory of 3.5 percent.

         25                 Question 2.b., asks please clarify
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          2  why a need of 120,000 in City funds is necessary.

          3  Our answer to that is that the $120,000 in City

          4  funds allocated to the agency are being used to fund

          5  staff subject to redeployment, not redeployed, as

          6  well as to provide funds to supplement the existing

          7  funds available for the two MIS hires.

          8                 Question 2.c., asks please explain

          9  why the Commission is overbudgeted headcount levels.

         10  The answer to that question is that the Commission

         11  is overbudgeted headcount levels because positions

         12  identified for redeployment have not been redeployed

         13  to other agencies, and, therefore they remain

         14  salaried lines on the agency's budget impeding the

         15  hire in essential positions.

         16                 Question 3 asks, please describe the

         17  pegs, new needs and other adjustments included in

         18  the Executive Budget for City Fiscal 2000.

         19                 The only slight change in the budget

         20  from the preliminary to the executive is that the

         21  agency will be spending FY '99 Other Than Personnel

         22  Service dollars to prepurchase supplies for FY 2000

         23  as a way of reducing its Other Than Personnel

         24  Service needs for the coming Fiscal Year 2000.

         25                 This permits a $35,000 one-time OTPS
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          2  reduction in FY 2000.

          3                 Question 4 asks, please provide the

          4  Committee with an overall description of the

          5  Commission's programmatic plan for the Fiscal 2000

          6  year. And I am very excited to talk about this and I

          7  think that, Council Member, you will be pleased to

          8  hear of some of our initiatives for the coming

          9  fiscal year.

         10                 Aside from its routine work in the

         11  Community Relations Bureau, the HIV prison project,

         12  the Office of Mediation and Conflict Resolution and

         13  the Law Enforcement Bureau, the agency has several

         14  projects in the works for Fiscal Year 2000. I will

         15  describe each briefly.

         16                 First, we will be doing a training of

         17  community-based organizations in conjunction with

         18  the conference of nine governmental organizations.

         19  As more issues which reviewed as exclusively local

         20  manifest their international dimension, it is our

         21  belief that it is important to assure that local

         22  community leaders are provided the opportunity to

         23  establish linkages with organizations working on the

         24  same or similar issues in the international sphere.

         25                 The Commission on Human Rights is
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          2  taking a first step towards the achievement of that

          3  goal by partnership with the conference of

          4  non-governmental organizations, CONGO, the umbrella

          5  organization representing non-governmental

          6  organizations at the United Nations.

          7                 The United Nations does much useful

          8  work in both the research and technical assistance

          9  areas, issues like AIDS and gender equality.

         10                 However, in order to attain access to

         11  United Nations buildings where presentations are

         12  made on these issues, it is necessary for

         13  non-governmental organizations to be accredited with

         14  consultative status.

         15                 The Conference of Non-Governmental

         16  Organizations is interested in presenting training

         17  in late summer to a host of New York City

         18  community-based organizations on the procedures for

         19  obtaining consultative status.

         20                 The site for the day-long conference

         21  and the staffing of the conference will be provided

         22  under the auspices of the Commission on Human

         23  Rights.

         24                 Our second initiative --

         25                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ELDRIDGE: May I?
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          2                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: Certainly.

          3                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ELDRIDGE: So what

          4  organizations are you going to invite to this? Or

          5  how are people going to find out about it?

          6                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: We hope to

          7  certainly use organizations that we have worked with

          8  before from our Signs of Hope Directory. Certainly,

          9  Council member, if there are organizations that you

         10  would like to reach out to and to have participate

         11  in this, certainly let us know.

         12                 We were also planning to mount a

         13  public information campaign on some of the

         14  non-English language radio stations to reach out

         15  even further than our own contact would provide.

         16                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ELDRIDGE: It

         17  sounds like a very interesting project, so I would

         18  hope that you would supply us with some information

         19  and we might be able to then contact organizations

         20  and refer them to you.

         21                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: I would be very

         22  happy to do that, because we are hoping that we will

         23  have at least 250 community-based organizations.

         24                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ELDRIDGE: Do you

         25  have a budget specifically for that? Or are you able
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          2  to do the public information campaigns with the

          3  funds --

          4                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: I think we will

          5  be able to do that. I don't think we will have to

          6  make any new needs requests. I think that we can

          7  call on hopefully our goodwill with various radio

          8  stations we have worked with in the past and some of

          9  the newspapers to run advertisements and to give us

         10  a little air time to promote the conference.

         11                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ELDRIDGE: Thank

         12  you.

         13                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: The second

         14  initiative, the agency hopes to reprise its

         15  successful legal conference on the City's

         16  Anti-Discrimination Law, with a second conference

         17  five years later.

         18                 The conference would provide

         19  practitioners with updates on case law in areas such

         20  as disability, currently the fastest growing part of

         21  the agency's docket.

         22                 Third, the agency plans to produce a

         23  new brochure, Your Rights On The Job, which will

         24  address issues related to job hunting and

         25  preemployment credit checks, as well as protection
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          2  afforded ex-offenders and job applicants with

          3  disabilities.

          4                 Fourth, the agency hopes to continue

          5  the practice inaugurated last year during the

          6  agency's celebration of the 50th anniversary of the

          7  universal declaration of human rights, of having the

          8  commissioners briefed on international human rights

          9  issues by individuals involved in democratization

         10  initiatives, human rights campaigns and refugee

         11  issues.

         12                 There is a natural connection between

         13  New York City's championing of immigrants and

         14  international developments affecting refugee flows.

         15                 The Chair believes that -- what do I

         16  believe? I don't have the last page of my testimony

         17  -- but I guess the last page of my testimony is

         18  that I believe that these are very beneficial to the

         19  14 other commissioners in giving them briefings

         20  about developments abroad that affect their local

         21  communities since as we are seeing currently with

         22  respect to the crisis in Kosovo, many of those

         23  issues become extremely relevant to us as people

         24  living in the five boroughs, and traveling in the

         25  Greater Metropolitan New York area.
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          2                 What did I believe? I believe that

          3  the institutionalization of briefings for

          4  commissioners would provide a necessary and valuable

          5  perspective on the Commissioners' work locally. So,

          6  I would like to move to institutionalize that aspect

          7  of the Commissioners meetings which I think would

          8  enure to the benefit of all of those in the future

          9  who will serve as commissioners.

         10                 This ends the formal presentation,

         11  Madame Chair. I will be happy now to take any

         12  questions that you and the other Committee members

         13  may have.

         14                 Thank you.

         15                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ELDRIDGE: Council

         16  Member Eristoff.

         17                 COUNCIL MEMBER ERISTOFF: Welcome,

         18  Madame Chair. Last year, as you know, I had asked

         19  some questions relating to technology in your

         20  agency, and forgive me, I was a little bit tardy in

         21  arriving and I don't know whether you covered that

         22  in your opening testimony, did you?

         23                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: No, I did not,

         24  Council member.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER ERISTOFF: Okay.
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          2                 Then I have a very, very simple

          3  question. It is my understanding that you were, your

          4  agency was changing its platform for casetracking,

          5  and I wanted to know how much that was costing, what

          6  are the budgeted amounts and next fiscal year?

          7                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: Well, the

          8  platform that the casetracking system is currently

          9  on is a DOS platform.

         10                 The cost should be negligible, since

         11  it is the cost of having the program rewritten,

         12  which we believe we can do at a minimal cost either

         13  through the efforts of the management information

         14  system director and the assistant director, that we

         15  expect to come on staff shortly, or through a very

         16  pinpointed outsourced contract for those services.

         17  And in fact, I believe we have already earmarked a

         18  relatively small amount of money to consumate that

         19  changing of the platform, which I should explain is

         20  being done in order that the Community Relations

         21  Bureau and the Law Enforcement Bureau may be able to

         22  exchange non-legally privileged information, but

         23  information that would create efficiencies with

         24  respect to complainants approaching the field

         25  offices with a set of facts that articulate a legal
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          2  complaint and being able to give them a better

          3  service by using the sharing of that set of facts.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER ERISTOFF: Yes, back in

          5  May of 1998 you said that what you were planning to

          6  do at that time was to convert from DOS to a Power

          7  Builder platform, and this platform would be used by

          8  the Community Relations Bureau. So, it is now a year

          9  later, and I just wanted to know, that is still sort

         10  of pending you are saying?

         11                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: Well, it is

         12  pending but I don't believe it will be pending much

         13  longer because we are hoping to have our new MIS

         14  director come on board June 1st and I think that

         15  things will move at pace with that.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER ERISTOFF: Okay. I

         17  actually have a little note here saying that you

         18  were awaiting a new MIS director in May of 1988, has

         19  it been a whole year?

         20                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: That was true

         21  then, it is true now, but our hopes are soon to be

         22  fulfilled.

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER ERISTOFF: Okay. I am

         24  delighted to hear that. I can appreciate, given the

         25  Year 2000 problem, how difficult it is to identify
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          2  appropriately priced talent for public agencies,

          3  such as yours, in technology, but I am delighted to

          4  hear that you are finally resolving that question.

          5                 Are there any other initiatives with

          6  significant dollar outly before you, anticipated,

          7  contemplated, planned?

          8                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: In the

          9  technology area?

         10                 COUNCIL MEMBER ERISTOFF: Yes.

         11                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: At this point I

         12  would say no. The agency is part of Rec Tech, which

         13  is the group, informal group of agencies that are

         14  housed at 40 Rector Street and I think that in

         15  coordinating our efforts, I think that we will save

         16  money. I don't anticipate any new substantial

         17  outlays.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER ERISTOFF: Okay, I

         19  appreciate that. But as far as the amount of money

         20  for this conversion we talked about, it is what

         21  10,000, 20,000, 30,000 or you haven't --

         22                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: About 15,000.

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER ERISTOFF: Okay, that's

         24  great. Thank you very much.

         25                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: Thank you,
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          2  Council Member.

          3                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ELDRIDGE:

          4  Commissioner, do you have any per diem employees?

          5                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: No.

          6                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ELDRIDGE: And do

          7  you have any WEP employees?

          8                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: We have used

          9  some WEP employees. We have two new WEP employees

         10  that will come on board this week.

         11                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ELDRIDGE: Then

         12  what happens to them? Do they stay for a certain

         13  length of time?

         14                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: Yes. They are

         15  there for a period of time but we have no positions

         16  to place them into.

         17                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ELDRIDGE: Well, I

         18  think that has been very adequate as far as the

         19  budget hearing, and thank you very much for coming.

         20                 I apologize that more of my

         21  colleagues are not here. But as you know, this has

         22  dragged on longer than we had expected.

         23                 Thank you very much.

         24                 COMMISSIONER VARELA: Thank you,

         25  Council Member.
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          2                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ELDRIDGE: We are

          3  going to have a two-minute recess.

          4                 Thank you.

          5                 (Hearing concluded at 12:40 p.m.)
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