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The Agency of Social Conscience

By CARLA RIVERA
TIMES STAFF WRITER

SANTA ANA-—It seemed an
unlikely decision for the Orange
County Board of Supervisors to
have made: create a semiautono-
mous commission, people it with
prominent activists then let it
loose to document whatever so-
cial injustices were occurring in
its back yard..

Since its inception in 1971, the
Orange County Human Relations
Commission has fashioned an im-
pressive list of achievements,
tackling issues ranging from hate
crimes to worker exploitation, all
the while striving to carry out a
broad social mandate in a com-
munity noted for its social and
political conservatism.

Celebrating its 20th anniversa-
ry this year, the commission is
receiving plaudits from nearly

An occasional close-up
look at people and places

every corner of the county. But
there are also concerns among
some activists that it has lost
touch with the communities it is
supposed to represent. It has been
criticized as acting too timidly on
some issues, including the con-
troversial Amber Jefferson and
Frankie Martinez cases.
Nonetheless, commission
members are proud of their
achievements. They believe the
commission has acted as a voice
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Rusty Kennedy, the executive director of the Orange County Hu-
man Relations Commission which is celebrating its 20th year.

of conscience, and they argue
that it has set a moral standard
that may have altered Orange
County’s social path.

“The commission has been a
forum; we've provided a power
base for the powerless to speak
through,” said commission Chair-
woman Jean Forbath, who has
served on the agency for 10
Years. “We've also been a pres-
sure reliever and a buffer be-
tween the supervisors and many
contentious areas.”

Indeed, the Board of Supervi-
sors in February, 1971, may only
have been responding to the
writing on the wall when then-
Supervisors David L. Baker,
Ralph B. Clark, William J. Phil-
lips and Robert Battin—Supervi-
sor Ronald W. Caspers was ab-
sent—voted unanimously to form
the Human Relations Commis-
sion.

“There was a public hearing and
many people had a lot to say,” said
Clark, now 74 and living in Ana-
heim, “It just seemed like there
was a need for a central clearing
area for the kinds of problems
occurring out there.”

In 1968, America’s social, politi-
cal and cuttural relations were at
full boil, occasionally spilling out in
violent clashes that pitted radical
against conservative, black against
white, generation against genera-
tion.

That year in Orange County,
Latinos were voicing anger at
longstanding policies of housing
and discrimination and at
the displacement of low-income
Mexican-American families in
Santa Ana; black residents were
leveling charges of police harass-
ment after the fatal shooting of a
police officer in southwest Santa
Ana.

Amid rising tensions, .a 1969
county grand jury report supported
calls by community activists for
the creation of a countywide body
that would alleviate conditions of
discrimination and foresiall the
kind of violent protest that had
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Kennedy, with his daughter, Ariana, 5, says the
Orange County Human Relations Commission has

racked other communities.

Two years later, the Orange
County Human Relations Commis-.
sion was born. Over the years it
would weather charges that its
commissioners were no more than
militant rabble-rousers, win the
support of many of the county’s
police chiefs who originally had
warned that such a commission
would become a police review
monster and eventually settle into
a comfortable and respected posi-
tion in the county hierarchy.

“We have achieved a level of
visibility that acts as a deterrent,”
said Executive Director Rusty
Kennedy, who celebrates 10 years
at his post this year. “I think we
have helped to establish a commu-
nity standard by letting people
know that some things are not
acceptable.”

The 11-member panel, appointed

to two-year terms by county su-
pervisors and the Orange County
division of the League of California
Cities, was given the task of seek-
ing out “causes of tension and
conflict, discrimination and intol-
erance, based on race, religion,
national origin, ethnicity, handi-
cap, age, sex, sexual orientation,
socioeconomic status, or marital
status and attempt to- eliminate
those causes.”

Recent commission activities
have included police training vid-
eos to improve relations in the
Latino, Vietnamese and disabled
communities, and creation of a
minority business council, inter-
ethnic relations workshops for
schoolchildren and an annual har-
mony festival.

It has also tackled thornier is-
sues, condemning a cross burning
in Westminster, death threats
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helped establish a community standard by letting
people know that discrimination is not acceptable.

a coun
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The commission has generally
won for its mission. It has a
staff . & budget of $293,000
from the county’s general fund and
raises nearly $100,000 a year for its
projects from other sources.

The commissgion’s annual awards
banquet attracts the local movers
and shakers, as well the less well-
to-do who make up the vanguard
of Orange County’s brand of grass-
roots activism,

Supervisors say they have come
to rely on the commission to offer
soher evaluation of explosive social
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issues.

“Over the years they have re-
flected the changes in the county
and they have been very respon-
sive and very effective,” said Su-
pervisor Harriett M. Wieder, who
has been on the board since 1978.
“They have acted as a support
program, served an educational
purpose ... and as a source of
authority in addressing many is-
sues. They are much needed, and
there will continue to be an even
greater need for the commission.”

Indeed, despite the commission’s
success, the level of ethnic tension
has not abated much and may be on
the increase as the county under-
goes sweeping demographic
changes due to a continued influx
of Latino and Asian immigrants
and growing numbers of poor and
homeless. -

While the "90s will likely prove
to be one of the most challenging
decades for Orange County, some
question whether the commission
has lost some of the fire and verve
that characterized its youth.

The commission no longer holds
.its monthly meetings in different
communities and instead is an-
chored in a Santa Ana building
owned by the county. While Ken-
nedy and Forbath are often out-
spoken, other commission mem-
bers are less vocal, more
conservative and tend to come
from the ranks of respected com-
munity leaders rather than activ-
ists,

Many aiso fault the commission
for assuming too low a profile, of
fearing to rock the boat, of becom-
ing too willing to defer some issues
to police and local authorities.

“I would like to see the commis-
sion go back into the community,”
said Amin David, an Anaheimn busi-
nessman who served as the com-
mission’s third chairman in 1973. “1
think a bureaucratic mentality may
be setting in. There may be issues

tha_t elude the commission because
of its methodical and very tactical

sort of manner.”

Irma Rodriguez, dean of admis-
sions and records at Fullerton Col-
lege who served on the commission
for more than 14 years—eight as
chairwoman—agreed that the
agency may not havé acted ag-
gressively enough on some issues,

“I think on some issues it needs
to assume a higher profile as the
conscience of the county,” Rodri-
guez said. “It's a predicament be-
cause there are going to be people
who are not going to' like that. But
they must be more aggressive in
keeping the Board [of Supervisors]
on track and not letting them
forget about that under-represent-
ed population.”

Rodriguez pointed particularly
to health care and housing as two
areas where the commission has
failed to have an impact.

The commission has both hous-
ing and hesalth-care committees
and has developed patient’s rights

brochures for AIDS patients as -

well agsisted the homeless issues
task force and sponsored low-in-
come housing workshops.

But- Forbath conceded disap-
pointment in those areas.

“Those problems are so horren-
dous, but we keep slugging away at
it,” she said. “We do try to keep in
mind the people whose interests
we represent, but sometimes we
are at the mercy of the budget
priorities of the county.”

Both Forbath and Kennedy also

defended the commission for the
positions it took on the Amber
Jefferson and Frankie Martinez
cases. : -

Jefferson, a 15-year-old Garden
Grove cheerleader, was slashed
across the face during a brawl
among several other teens at a
Stanton apartment complex last
August. Jefferson, who is part
black, charged that she was the
victim of a racially motivated hate
crime. Trials are pending for a
white youth and a black woman in
connection with the brawl. Anoth-
er man pleaded guilty to misde-
meanor fighting in public and was
fined $150 and sentenced to three
years of probation. )

In the Martinez case, the 18-
year-old man was fatally shot by a
Westminster police officer after g
melee that broke out at the Marti-
nez home during a birthday party
in July, 1988. The police officer was
later exonerated in a federal civil
rights suit of using excessive force
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and violating Martinez's civil
rights.

In both instances, the Human
Relations Commission was criti-
cized by the families for not taking
up their cause and for not con-
demning the way police and prose-
cutors handled the cases.

But Kennedy said the cases were
not clear-cut and questioned
whether it is proper for the com-
mission to render judgments in
such situations.

“In both cases we had to make a
determination in a mature, careful
way,” said Kennedy. “Our judg-
ment was that their rights were
going to be protected and that we
couldn't go in and do more for
them. They would have liked for us
to judge, but we can't.”

Wieder agreed that the commis-
sion is—and should be—limited in
its authority.

“I don’t think it's a fair criticism
of them,” she said. “There are lots
of organizations out there to take
more aggressive action, but it's not
their role.” .

George Williams, executive di-
rector of the Orange County Urban
League, praised the commission’s
handling of the Jefferson case.

“The approach they took was
prudent,” Williams said. “There
was quife a bit of emotionalism
involved and rightly so, but within
the context of the legality of it and
who had jurisdiction, I think they
did a marvelous job."”

But Williams also said the com-
mission may lack the effectiveness
that comes with more formal au-
thority and said the Board of
Supervisors should consider giving
the commission more flexibility to
pursue discrimination and civil
rights charges.

Back in 1971 when the possibili-
ty of a human relations commission
wag being mulled over, supet visors
and activists grappied with the
question of authority and whether
the commission should be appoint-
ed as a police review board or be
given subpoena powers along the
lines of similar commissions on the
East Coast.

Kennedy, for one, thinks the
board made the right choice.

“It would be a totally different
kind of organization—hung upon
technicalities and legalities like the
courts,” he said. “Instead, we are
forced to rely on ingenuity and
creativity in getting things done
rather than just enforcing laws.”



