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The United States Commission on Civil Rights 
The United States Commission on Civil Rights, first created by the Civil Rights Act of 1957, and 
reestablished by the United States Commission on Civil Rights Act of 1983, is an independent, 
bipartisan agency of the Federal Government. By the terms of the 1983 act, as amended by the 
Civil Rights Commission Amendments Act of 1994, the Commission is charged with the fol
lowing duties pertaining to discrimination or denials of the equal protection of the laws based 
on race, color, religion, sex, age, disability, or national origin, or in the administration of justice: 
investigation of individual discriminatory denials of the right to vote; study and collection of 
information relating to discrimination or denials of the equal protection of the law; appraisal of 
the laws and policies of the United States with respect to discrimination or denials of equal pro
tection of the law; investigation of patterns or practices of fraud or discrimination in the con
duct of Federal elections; and preparation and issuance of public service announcements and 
advertising campaigns to discourage discrimination or denials of equal protection of the law. 
The Commission is also required to submit reports to the President and the Congress at such 
times as the Commission, the Congress, or the President shall deem desirable. 

The State Advisory Committees 
An Advisory Committee to the United States Commission on Civil Rights has been established 
in each of the 50 States and the District of Columbia pursuant to section 105(c) of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1957 and section 3(d) of the Civil Rights Commission Amendments Act of 1994. 
The Advisory Committees are made up of responsible persons who serve without compensation. 
Their functions under their mandate from the Commission are to: advise the Commission of all 
relevant information concerning their respective States on matters within the jurisdiction of the 
Commission; advise the Commission on matters of mutual concern in the preparation of reports 
of the Commission to the President and the Congress; receive reports, suggestions, and recom
mendations from individuals, public and private organizations, and public officials upon mat
ters pertinent to inquiries conducted by the State Advisory Committee; initiate and forward 
advice and recommendations to the Commission upon matters in which the Commission shall 
request assistance of the State Advisory Committee; and attend, as observers, any open hearing 
or conference that the Commission may hold within the State. 
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Letter of Transmittal 

Michigan Advisory Committee to the 
U.S. Commissionon Civil Rights 

Members ofthe Commission 
Mary Frances Berry, Chairperson 
Cruz Reynoso, Vice Chairperson 
Carl A. Anderson 
Robert P. George 
A. Leon Higginbotham, Jr. 
Constance Horner 
Yvonne Y. Lee 
Russell G. Redenbaugh 

Ruby G. Moy, StaffDirector 

The Michigan Advisory Committee submits this report, Community Forum on Race Relations 
in Grand Rapids, as part of its responsibility to advise the Commission on civil rights issues 
within the State. The report was unanimously adopted by the Advisory Committee by a 13-0 
vote, all members voting. The Advisory Committee is indebted to the individualparticipantsfor 
their time and expertise, and to the Midwestern Regional Office stafffor the preparation of this 
report. 

This report is a summary of a community forum held in Grand Rapids, Michigan, on June 25, 
1997 regarding race relations and racial and ethnic tensions in Grand Rapids and the 
surrounding community. Invited participants at the community forum included individuals 
from the city administration, elected officials, the Grand Rapids Police Department, the U.S. 
Attorney, the FBI, the Michigan Department of Civil Rights, the Grand Rapids Chamber of 
Commerce, representatives from the religious community and the business community, and 
leaders of community service organizations.A public session was also held at which testimony 
was received. The Advisory Committee understands the Commission has an active interest in 
race and ethnic tensions, and trusts the Commission and the public will find the material in 
this report informative. 

Respectfully, 

ROLAND HWANG, Chairperson 
MichiganAdvisory Committee 
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D 1 Introduction 

D 
Foreword 

D In many respects the Michigan Advisory 

D 
Committee finds the study of racial and ethnic 
tensions a more difficult issue to examine than 
its previous examinations of racial violence and 
hate crime. When hate groups march in public or 

D 
D 

when prominent hate crimes are reported in the 
media, the vast majority of citizens in the State 
condemn the overt and open display of bigotry 
and hate. Similarly, although as recently as 30 
years ago overt, visible, and blatant acts of dis
crimination in employment and housing were 

D 
widespread, now such acts of overt and blatant 
bigotry are likewise decried. 

Based on the presentations made to this Ad
visory Committee, the absence of manifest hate 
and bigotry does not necessarily indicate that 
there has been a diminution of racial and ethnic

D tensions in the State, or the emergence of real 

D 
equal opportunity for minorities. Ironically, the 
absence of overt manifestations of hate and 
prejudice may serve to be a stronger force for the 
perpetuation of racial and ethnic inequalities. 

D 
When the causes of racial and ethnic dis

cri~ination are covert and not easily identified, 
racism and ethnic discrimination assume a 

D 
nebulous presence in the community. Deter
mining and resolving discrimination in such 
situations becomes nearly intractable, as the 
exact nature, cause, and dimensions of the 
problem are difficult to discern. Worse, as racism 
and prejudice become less overt, the acknowl

D edgment of race and ethnic problems may di
minish and with it the resolve of a community to 
address them as a pressing community issue.

D This is the central issue the Advisory Committee 
confronted in Grand Rapids-the presence of 
persistent, nebulous racial and ethnic tensions 

D and bias that may be operating to limit equal 
opportunity for minorities. 

Although few hard and fast instances capture 
the existence of racial and ethnic bias, a great 

D 

D deal of data set out a picture of disparities in 
income, ~ducation, employment, and housing 
alon_g racia3: and ethnic lines. Such data suggest 
an mequality of opportunity. Observing such 

disparities, the question arises, why-if there 
are no barriers to equal opportunity-are mem
bers of minority groups disproportionately re
ceiving lower wages, fewer jobs, less education, 
and much more likely to be living in poverty and 
in less desirable housing? 

In 1983 the United States Commission on 
Civil Rights published a statement e~titled In
timidation and Violence-Racial and Religious 
Bigotry in America. That report noted the in
creasing number of violent acts perpetrated 
against racial, ethnic, and religious minorities. 
In 1990 the Commission issued an update of that 
report finding that: 

The phenomenon of racial and religious violence and 
harassment is a continuing threat to the maintenance of 
a peaceful, democratic, and pluralistic society. The 
Commission concluded that parents, educators, leaders 
of religious institutions and other opinionmakers should 
work together to develop educational programs designed 
to produce cognitive and emotional change with respect 
to racism ....and other kinds of. ..bigotcy.I 

Studying the same topic at the local level, the 
Michigan Advisory Committee issued a report on 
racial and ethnic intimidation in Michigan in 
1982, Hate Groups in Michigan: A Sham or A 
Shame. The report focused on the level of hate 
crime in the State and found that racially moti
vated violence in Michigan was a serious and 
gro~ing probleI?l.2 Following its 1982 report, the 
Advisory Committee completed a second study of 
hate crime in 1992, "The Increase of Hate Crime 
in Michigan," finding an increasing level of hate 
crime, and observing a significant level of intol
erance and conflict among the different minority 
and ethnic racial groups. s 

1 U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Intimidation and Vio
lence, Racial and Religious Bigotry in America (September 
1990);·p. 1. ••• • • •• • • 

2 See, Michigan Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission 
on Civil Rights, Hate Groups in Michigan: A Sham or a 
Shame? (1982). 
3 See, Michigan Advisory Committee to the ·u.s. Com
mission on Civil Rights, "The Increase of Hate Crime in 
Michigann (1992), Midwestern Regional Office, U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights, unpublished. See also, re
ports of the Indiana Advisory Committee to the U.S. 

1 
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In the 1990s, the U.S. Commission on Civil 
Rights, following its statements concerning overt 
acts of racial and ethnic intimidation, engaged in 
a series of studies on racial and ethnic tensions. 
Hearings were held in Washington, D.C., Chi
cago, New York, Los Angeles, Miami, and the 
Mississippi Delta. In each setting testimony was 
heard on obstacles to equal opportunity for mi
norities in housing, employment, public accom
modation, as well as the presence of existent 
tensions between racial and ethnic groups, and 
instances of hate crimes.4 Writing for the Com
missioners, then Chairperson Arthur A. Fletcher 
stated: 

In undertaking this project, the Commission real
ized the Nation is at a crossroads. How the Nation 
responds in this critical hour to its increasingly di
verse population, the well-evidenced racial and eth
nic tensions, and the frustration of unmet needs in 
our cities, will determine the future well-being and 
progress, not only of its urban communities, but of 
the Nation as a whole. 5 

In this report, the Michigan Advisory Com
mittee joins with the Commission in examining 
racial and ethnic tensions in one community
Grand Rapids, Michigan. The focus of the Advi
sory Committee's study is twofold: (1) equal 
opportunity for minorities in housing, employ
ment, and public safety, and (2) the presence of 
existent tensions between racial and ethnic 
groups, including incidents of racial and ethnic 
violence. 

The City of Grand Rapids 
The City of Grand Rapids is the second larg

est city in the State of Michigan, located in the 
western part of the State's lower peninsula, 40 
miles from Lake Michigan. The 1990 census 
reported the city's population at 189,126. 
Whites number 142,225 persons, 75 percent of 

Commission on Civil Rights, The Increase of Hate Crime 
in Indiana (1992), and Hate Crime in Indiana: A Moni
toring of the Level, Victims, Locations, and Motivations 
(1994); Ohio Advisory .Committee to the U.S..Commis
sion on Civil Rights, Hate Crime in Ohio (1995). 
4 See U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Racial and Eth
nic Tensions in American Communities: Poverty, Ine
quality, and Discrimination, vols. I, II, III, and IV. 
5 U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Racial and Ethnic 
Tensions in American Communities: Poverty, Inequality, 
and Discrimination, vol. I: The Mount Pleasant Report 
(January 1993), letter of transmittal. 
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D 
the city's population; 34,776 residents are Afri
can American, 18 percent; and there are 8,447 D 
Latinos in the city, 5 percent. The American 
Indian and Asian and Pacific Islander popula
tions in the city are less than 1 percent. 0 
TABLE 1.1 
Population of Grand Rapids and Kent County D 

Grand Kent 
Rapids County 

White 142,225 439,433 0 
Black 34,776 39,544 
American Indian 1,385 2,638 
Asian or Pacific Islander 1,932 5,103 0Other race 361 550 
Latino 8,447 13,363 

Source: 1990 Census of Population and Housing Summary 0 
TapeFile3A. 

Grand Rapids is located within Kent DCounty, an area undergoing rapid population 
growth and strong economic growth. Most resi
dents of Kent County outside the city limits of 
Grand Rapids are white. The total population D 
of Kent County is nearly one-half million, al
most three times the population of Grand 
Rapids. Yet, nearly 90 percent of all African D
Americans in the county live in Grand Rapids, 
and two-thirds of all Latinos live in the city. 
Among the other two minority groups, half of Dthe American Indians residing in Kent County 
are in the City of Grand Rapids and less than 
40 percent of Asians and Pacific Islanders live 
in the city. D 

Households are domestic establishments in
cluding all individuals living in the same domi
cile. Among whites in the City of Grand Rapids, D50 percent of the households are families, with 
45 percent of those families having children un
der the age of 18 in the household, and in 7 per
cent of white households there are children pre D 
sent under the age of 18 and there is only one 
parent. In African American households in the 
.pity of.Grand Rapids, 30 percent of the house D 
holds ·are family units, -and in 33 percent of the 
households there are children under the age of 
18 living in one-parent homes. D 

D 
D 
D 
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D FIGURE 1.1 
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Source: U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Midwestern Regional Office. 

D 
American Indian households have the lowest 

percentage of family households, 4 percent, among 
the racial groups in Grand Rapids, while Asian andD Pacific Islander households have the highest pro-
portion of families, 62 percent. American Indian 
households are similar to African American house-

D 
D holds in the proportion of families with children 

under the age of 18 living with a single parent, 30 
percent, while Asian and Pacific Islander house-
holds with children under the age of 18 living with 
one parent is 9 percent of all households. 

Grand Rapids and the surrounding areas are in 
the midst of an economic boom. The prosperity of 

D 
D the city was featured in a recent Wall Street Jour-

nal article, ''Low Unemployment Brings Lasting 
Gains To Town in Michigan''(June 24, 1997). The 

players in suburban industrial parks outside the 
city limits and job-hungry residents, many of whom 
are minority, in the city's near southside. As one 
example, Davidson Plyforms' factory is only 7 miles 
from a gritty inner-city neighborhood, but that is a 
huge distance in a town where bus service stops 
long before dusk. 

The specter of poverty disproportionately 
haunts those who are minority. In Kent County the 
proportion of individuals below the poverty level is 
9 percent, and in Grand Rapids it is 16 percent. 
The poverty rates for whites are below those stan
dards, while the poverty rates for every minority 
group exceed those norms. 

In Grand Rapids one out of every three African 
Americans and American Indians and one in five of 

article reports that :i.p. the Grand Rapids areas, the ... :every Asian and P.acific Islander live in poverty. In 
labor force has grown by more than 18;000 in 1996 
and 1997, an increase of 3.5 percent. The unem-

D ployment rate in the area has plunged in 1997 to 
3.1 percent and wages for entry-level jobs are 
climbing at a 4 percent to 5 percent annual clip.

D Yet even in the midst of this booming economy 
there is still a big gap between worker-short em-

D 

D 

contrast, just one in ten of every white person in 
the city lives in poverty. In Kent County the pov
erty rate is 9 percent. The poverty rate for African 
Americans in the county is 31 percent, three times 
the county rate. American Indians have a poverty 
rate of 24 percent countywide, more than double 
the rate of poverty in the county. 
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TABLE1.2 
Household Type by Race 

DGrand Rapids Kent County 
White 
Total households 56,236 165,335 

Family households D 
Children under 18 years 13,455 49,708 
No children under 18 years 15,271 49,754 

Other family D 
Householder, no spouse present 

Children under 18 years 4,024 10,376 
No children under 18 years 3,089 7,814 DNonfamily households 20,397 47,683 

African American 
Total households 11,026 ~2,924 

Family households D 
Children under 18 years 1,916 2,345 
No children under 18 years 1,492 1,761 

Other family D 
Householder, no spouse present 

Children under 18 years 3,596 4,053 
No children under 18 years 1,366 1,461 DNonfamily households 2,656 3,304 

American Indian 
Total households 417 866 

Family households D 
Children under 18 years 62 223 
No children under 18 years 39 121 

Other family D
Householder, no spouse present 

Children under 18 years 126 189 

DNo children under 18 years 37 96 
Nonfamily households 153 237 

Asian or Pacific Islander 
Total households 483 1,182 

Family households D 
Children under 18 years 216 552 
No children under 18 years 81 201 

Other family DHouseholder, no spouse present 
Children under 18 years 48 104 
No children under 18 years 45 89 

Nonfamily households ·93 236 D 
Source: 1990 Census of Population and Housing, Summary Tape File 3A. D 

D 
D 
D 
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Hazel R. Lewis, president, Grand Rapids 
Branch, NAACP; Zoraida Sanchez, executive 
director, Latin-American Services; Richard Es
pinoza, executive director, Hispanic C~nter of 
Western Michigan; Jaime Malone, editor, El 
Hispano News; Levi A. Rickert, direc~or, North 
American Indian Center of Grand Rapids. 

Also addressing the Advisory Committee 
from the community were: Michael C. Hyde, 
Salvan Radjan, Dr. Flores, Walter Jones, III, Ms. 
Pembleton, Mr. Hartfield, Mrs. Hartfield, Rod
ney Brown, Gail Harrison, Molly Shorewell, 
Sherlock Federick Nitz, Rene McNair, Sharon 
Hall, and Richard Westerford. A court reporter 
transcribed the proceedings. 

This report is a summary of that meeting. 
Chapter two discusses housing issues; chapter 
three addresses employment issues; and chapter 
four reports on public safety, police-commun_ity 
relations, and hate crime. Chapter five contains 
perspectives from the speakers about the state of 
race relations in the community. The Michigan 
Advisory Committee sets out its conclusions and 
observations about racial and ethnic tensions in 
Grand Rapids in chapter six. 

The Michigan Advisory Committee is deliber
ately constituted to represent both major political 
parties and the broad spectrum of political phi
losophies. It is independentof any national, State, 
or local administration or political organization. 
To ensure that there was a broad and balanced 
perspective of information, presenters included 
local government officials, State government offi
cials, Federal Government officials, representa
tives of the business community, law enforcement 
officials, leaders in the religious community, edi
tors of minority newspapers, and leaders of com
munity organizations. An open session was also 
held at which members of the public addressed 
the Advisory Committee. Comments of every 
speaker appear in this report. 

TABLE 1.3 
Poverty Rates by Racial Group 

Poverty rates 
All groups 
White 
African American 
American Indian 
Asian or Pacific Islander 

Grand 
Rapids 

16% 
10 
33 
36 
22 

Kent 
County 

9% 
6 

31 
24 
13 

Source: 1990 Census of Population and Housing Summary 
Tape File 3A. 

The Advisory Committee Hearing 
On June 25, 1997, the Michigan Advisory 

Committee convened a public meeting on a ra
cial and ethnic tensions at the Harley Hotel in 
Grand Rapids. Twelve panels of invited speake:s 
addressed the Committee, including: Ingnd 
Scott-Weekley, director, Grand Rapids Equal 
Opportunity Department; Lee Nelson Webber, 
executive director, Grand Rapids Fair Housing 
Center; James Ferris, lieutenant, Grand Rapids 
Police Department; Mark Harold, Grand Rapids 
Police Department; Michael Dettmer, U.S. At
torney, Western District of Michig3:n; Ri~k 
Smith, Special agent, FBI; Jeffrey Davis, assis
tant U.S. attorney, Western District; Albert 
Lewis, rabbi, Temple Emanuel; Michael L. 
Wood, Catholic Diocese of Grand Rapids; Morris 
Greidanus, Grand Rapids Area Center for Ecu
menism; Bob Woodrick, president and CEO, D & 
W Food Centers; Mary Jo Kuhlman, Burger 
King of West Michigan; Lynette Ferrell, Grand 
Rapids Chamber of Commerce; Jorge Rivas, 
Michigan Department of Civil Rights; W. Paul 
Mayhue, county commissioner, Kent County; 
Richard Garcia, Michigan Department of Civil 
Rights; Walter Mathis, editor, Take Pride, a 
community newspaper; Lawrence Borom, presi
dent and CEO, Grand Rapids Urban League; 

D 5 

D 



2 Housing 

Equal access to housing has been an historic 
part of the civil rights movement. Equal housing 
opportunity means two things: (1) equal oppor
tunity for mortgage loans, and (2) equal oppor
tunity to live in the neighborhood of one's choice. 
Equal opportunity in housing is mandated in a 
series of Federal Executive orders and acts, spe
cifically: Executive Order 11063 relating to equal 
opportunity in federally financed housing, 1 Title 
VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964,2 section 3 of 
the Housing and Urban Development Act of 
1968,3 section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 
1973,4 section 109 of Title I of the Housing and 
Community Development Act of 1974,5 the Age 
Discrimination Act of 1975,6 the Housing and 
Community Development Act of 1987,7 the Fair 
Housing Amendments Act of 1988,8 and Title II 
of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990.9 

In the Grand Rapids area, the Fair Housing 
Center, a private, nonprofit organization, is the 
primary agency ensuring equal access to housing 
opportunities throughout the metropolitan 
Grand Rapids area. 

Home Ownership 
Data from the 1990 census show minorities, 

both in the City of Grand Rapids and in the sur
rounding community, having a significantly 
lower rate of home ownership than whites. 
Whites are the only major racial and ethnic 
group in the area to have a home ownership rate 

1 Exec. Order No. 11,063, 3 C.F.R. § 652 (1962), as amended 
by Exec. Order No. 12,259, 3 C.F.R. § 2307 (1981), reprinted 
in 42 U.S.C. § 3608 (1988). 
2 42 U.S.C. §§ 2000d-2000d-7 (1988). 
3 Pub. L. No. 90-448, 82 Stat. 476 (codified at 12 U.S.C. § 
1701u (Supp. 1994). 

4 29 u.s.c. § 794 (1988). 
5 Pub. L. No. 93-383, 82 Stat. 649 (codified at 42 U.S.C. § 
5309 (1988). 
6 42 u.s.c. §§ 6101-6107 (1988). 
7 Pub. L. No. 100-242, 101 Stat. 1815 (1987). 
8 42 u.s.c. §§ 3601-3619, 3631 (1988). 
9 42 U.S.C. §§ 12131-12165 (Supp. 1994). 
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greater than 50 percent. In the City of Grand 
Rapids, 60 percent of all households own their 
home, while the home ownership rate for whites D 
in Grand Rapids is 64.7 percent. In Kent County, 
70 percent of all households own their home; the 
home ownership rate for whites is 72.8 percent. D 

In the City of Grand Rapids, where the rate 
of home ownership is 60 percent, just 42.2 per
cent of African American households own their Dhomes, and for Kent County the rate of home 
ownership for African Americans is even lower, 
40.1 percent. The pattern for Latinos is similar. 
Latinos living in Grand Rapids have a home 
ownership rate of 42.3 percent, and the home 
ownership rate for Latinos in Kent County is 
44.6 percent. Within the city limits of Grand D 
Rapids, Asian American and American Indian 
households have the lowest rates of home own
ership among all minority groups, 29.9 percent 
and 25.7 percent. In the entire county, however, D 
home ownership rates for Asians exceeds 50 per
cent, 53.9 percent, and is higher for American 
Indian households, 38.2 percent. D 
Housing Segregation 

The minority population in Grand Rapids and D 
Kent County is concentrated in 44 of the 
county's 344 census blocks in the central and 
near southside areas of Grand Rapids. Figure D 
2.1 depicts the observed minority population 
concentration in a small number of census 
blocks. Data show minorities are less than 4 per Dcent of the population in 54 percent of the census 
blocks. In 27 central city census blocks, however, 
minorities are more than 50 percent of the resi
dents, and in 17 of those census blocks, minori D 
ties are 80 percent of the residents. 

D 
D 

D 

D 



D 
D FIGURE 2.1 

Minority Population by Census Blocks 
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Source: Midwestern Regional Office, USCCR, from 1990 U.S. census data. 

D TABLE 2.1 
Owner Occupied Housing by Race and Ethnicity 

D Grand Rapids Pct. Kent County Pct. 

D 
Housing units 68,983 181,730 
Owner occupied 60.0 70.0 
White 35,618 64.7 119,063 72.8 
African American 4,562 42.2 5,050 40.1 
American Indian 118 25.7 346 38.2 
Asian 138 29.9 603 53.9

D Latino 908 42.3 1,531 44.6 

D 
Renter occupied 40.0 30.0 
White 19,438 35.3 44,535 27.2 
African American 6,249 57.8 7,554 59.9 

D 
American Indian 341 74.3 560 61.8 
Asian 323 70.1 514 46.1 
Latino 1,239 57.7 1,904 55.4 

Source: 1990 Census of Population and Housing, Summary Tape File 3A. 

D 
Outside the city limits there -are fe~ areas in Countyhave-a·minoritypopulation ofless than 2 

the county where the minority population ex percent, despite minorities being 15 percent of

D ceeds 2 percent, and no areas where the minor the county's population. The minority popula

D 
ity population is higher than 4 percent. The iso tions for the municipalities surrounding Grand 
lation of minorities is particularly noticeable. Rapids also reflect the minority isolation. 
Thirty percent of the census blocks in Kent 
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FIGURE2.2 
Kent County and Minority Population by Census Block D 
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Source: Midwestern Regional Office, USCCR, from 1990 U.S. census data. 

Lee Webber, director of the Fair Housing 
Center, told the Advisory Committee about the 
number and types of complaints regarding 
housing discrimination received at her agency. 

The following examples will briefly illustrate some of 
our complaints. First example, an African American 
student visits a large apartment ·complex near a ~col
lege campus. She is told corporate policy prohibits 
renting to students in favor of a more "family oriented 
population." 

A series of three tests conducted shortly thereafter 
reveals that white students are never told about a no 
student policy while each African American student 

8 

D 
D 

tester is quickly informed that they cannot rent at 
that complex and referred to other locations. That is 
discrimination based on their race. Second example, a 
Mexican home seeker calls a mobile home park to D 
inquire about renting a lot for the home she and her 
husband have purchased. Over the phone she is given 
directions to the office and told when to come in for an D•• application. When ·she arrives with her husband who 
is also Mexican, they are told, ''Frankly, we don't have 
applications for people like you." A third and last ex
ample, a real estate agent presents a very attractive D 
offer on behalf of an African American household 
seeking a larger suburban home for their growing 
family. The owner questions the agent about the race 
of the prospective buyers and when the agent repeat-

D 
D 

0 
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D 
D edly declines to discuss their race, the seller refuses 

to consider the offer, despite the buyer's qualification 
and even preapproved financing. 

D Two points are important from these examples. The 

D 
first is that housing discrimination exists in Grand 
Rapids. This is not something that we have left be
hind 20 or 30 years ago. Last year we conducted 300 
housing tests and we documented measurable differ

D 
ences between testers who differ in race or in other 
variables in more than one of three of those tests. One 
hundred seventeen tests, or 44 percent of the ones in 
which we could draw a conclusion, showed a measur

D 
able difference between the treatment of testers who 
were similarly qualified and for similar housing. 
Given an average housing search of two to five in
quiries that we might all make, home seekers who are 
racial and ethnic minorities are virtually certain to 
encounter housing discrimination whether or not they

D are ever aware ofit. 

D 
Secondly, housing discrimination, when identified, 
can often be corrected with evidence provided through 
housing testing and claimants who are willing to pur

D 
sue the resolution of complaints. Based on our com
plaints received in the last 2 years, we have handled 
101 actual cases alleging rental, sales, or lending dis
crimination. Seventy-two of those 101 cases have been 

D 
resolved in favor of the claimants, resulting in pay
ments to those claimants of just over $80,000. In ad
dition, [remedies] have also included fair housing 
training to housing professionals for many of the 
firms involved in these complaints. These are signifi
cant corrections in discriminatory housing policies

D and practices. So my point today is that housing dis
crimination exists and also that it can be corrected.10 

D 
D 
D 
D 
D 

10 Testimony of Lee Webber before the Michigan Advisory 

D Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, commu-
nity forum, June 25, 1997, Grand Rapids, MI, pp. 106-08, 
(hereafter referred to as Grand Rapids Transcript). 

Webber summarized for the Advisory Com
mittee that the problems in housing discrimina
tion are fundamental, persistent, and pervasive. 
Individual successes do not add up to a solved 
problem. A level of denial operates in the com
munity, and if housing is not a problem for white 
people, it is simply not an important problem. 
Webber asserted that there needs to be an ac
knowledgment that discrimination in housing 
exists, and it holds the entire community back 
from realizing its potential.11 

Webber concluded her testimony with reflec
tions on the support for equal housing opportu
nity from local officials: 

We are fortunate, however, to work with the support 
of locai units of government, housing and lending 
leaders, and a large membership of individuals and 
organizations who share our commitment to housing 
opportunities. The more that we are able to publicize 
fair housing issues, including the kind of hearings 
that you are holding today, the more we find an intol
erance, a healthy intolerance of illegal discrimination 
growing in the community. We find that's a healthy 
factor and we believe that sort of a shared intolerance 
can be a force to unify Grand Rapids across racial 
lines rather than to diVIde its residents.12 

11 Ibid., p. 21. 
12 Ibid., p. 9. 
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3 Employment 

In the labor market, by whatever measuring 
standard, minorities and particularly African 
Americans in the Grand Rapids Metropolitan 
Statistical Area (MSA) are in an inferior eco
nomic position relative to whites. Consider: 

1. Minorities, particularly African Ameri
cans, have higher rates of unemployment 
than whites; the unemployment rate for 
whites in 1993 was 4.9 percent; the mi
nority unemployment rate was 15.6 per
cent. (See section 1 of this chapter, The 
Unemployment Rate.) 

2. Minorities are concentrated in the lower 
paying and less desirable positions in 
comparison to whites; African Americans 
and Latinos find themselves concentrated 
in service worker and clerical jobs, and 
significantly underrepresented in the 
managerial jobs and the blue-collar crafts. 
(See section 2 of this chapter, Occupa
tions.) 

3. Minorities have significantly lower per 
capita income and lower levels of educa
tional attainment: the per capita income 
for whites is $15,153, for minorities it is 
$8,086; one-third of minorities over the 
age of 25 in Kent County do not have a 
high school diploma, 18 percent of whites 
do not have a high school diploma. (See 
section 3 of this chapter, Education and 
Income.) 

4. Nearly 95 percent of those employed in 
Kent County rely on private vehicles to 
get to work; 30 percent of minority house
holds have no vehicle, making them much 
more dependent upon public transporta
tion for employment opportunities. (See 
section 4 of this chapter, Transportation.) 

The Grand Rapids MSA includes the four 
counties of Allegan, Kent, Muskegon, and Ot
tawa. The total population of the MSA is 
937,891. Similar to Grand Rapids, it is a pre-

10 

1 U.S. Department of Commerce, 1990 Census of Population 
and Housing, Technical Documentation Summary Tape File 
3 on CD-ROM, pp. B5-6. 

D 
D 
D 

dominantly white population, 831,437 (88.6 per
cent) of the MSA residents. Among the 106,454 
(11.4 percent) minority residents, African D 
Americans are the largest group, 63,232 resi
dents (6.7 percent); there are 29,149 (3.1 per
cent) Latinos, and Asians and American Indians 
total 14,073 (1.5 percent). 

TABLE 3.1 
Grand Rapids MSA, Population by Minority 
Group, 1990 

DTotal Percent 
Total population 937,891 100.0 
White 831,437 88.6 
African American 63,232 6.7 D 
Latino 29,149 3.1 
Other races 14,073 1.5 
Total minority 106,454 11.4 D 
Source: 1990 Census ofPopulation and Housing, Summary 
Tape File 3A. 
Note: Latinos are included in total minority, but not in racial D 
groups. 

Unemployment □. 
The labor force is the number of all employed 

and unemployed individuals. Individuals are 
considered employed if they are 16 years of age 
or older and (1) are in the armed forces; (2 did D 
any work at all as paid employees in the survey 
week; (3) worked at their own business or farm; 
(4) worked 15 hours or more during the survey D 
week as unpaid workers in an enterprise run by 
family members; or (5) spent the survey week 
absent from work because of illness, bad D
weather, vacation, or some personal reason.I 

D 

D 

D 

D 
D 
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Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
Note: Latinos are included in total minority, but not in racial groups. 

Unemployed individuals are people who are 
16 years of age or older, did not work at all dur
ing the survey week, were available for work, 
and were (1) looking for work during the last 4 
weeks, (2) waiting to be called back to. a job from 
which they had been laid off, (3) had a job to 
which they were going to report in 30 days, or (4) 
would have been looking for work if they had not 
been ill.2 

The unemployment rate alone may not pres
ent an accurate picture of the labor market 
situation. For example, when the unemployment 
rate is calculated, people are considered em
ployed if they did any work for pay during the 
survey week. Thus, the unemployment rate does 
not distinguish between full- and part-time 
work. A person working only 20 hours a week is 
considered to be as fully employed as a person 
working 40 hours a week. 

Another problem with the unemployment 
rate is underemployment. The difficulty stems 
from the formal definition of employment. Con
sider a trained teacher working as a janitor, or a 
trained technician working as a short-order 
cook. No consideration is given for the worker 
who is employed but has skills for a higher level 
job. To the extent that underemployment exists, 
the unemployment rate understates the true 
amount of unemployment. 

The formal definition of an unemployed indi
vidual may also be-·misleading:· Frequently, after 
a number of months or perhaps years, of looking 
unsuccessfully for a job, a worker may become 
frustrated and simply stop looking. Such people 
are not counted either in the number of workers 

2 Ibid. 
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TABLE3.2 
Grand Rapids MSA., Labor Force Status by Minority Group,1993 

Total population 
White 
Af. American 
Latino 
Other races 
Total minority 

Labor force Pct. Employed Pct. Unemployed Pct. Rate 
515,346 100.0 485,850 100.0 29,496 100.0 5.7 
474,107 92.0 451,061 92.8 23,046 78.1 4.9 

27,002 5.2 22,065 4.5 4,937 16.7 18.3 
13,539 2.6 12,012 2.5 1,527 5.2 11.3 
14,237 2.8 12,724 2.6 1,513 5.1 10.6 
41,239 8.0 34,789 7.2 6,450 21.9 15.6 

employed or in the labor force, because they are 
not actively seeking work. Because these work
ers, whom labor economists describe as discour
aged workers, are not counted as unemployed, 
the unemployment rate can be considered an 
understating the true level of unemployment. 

Despite problems with the unemployment 
rate as an accurate gauge of employment oppor
tunity, the unemployment rate for all minorities 
is nearly three times that of whites in the Grand 
Rapids MSA. Data from 1993 show minorities in 
the Grand Rapids MSA having an unemploy
ment rate of 15.6 percent, compared to a 4.9 per
cent rate for whites. For African Americans, the 
employment picture is even more stark. In 1993, 
African Americans had an unemployment rate of 
18.3 percent, nearly 4 times the unemployment 
rate of whites. 

Occupations 
Not only do minorities in the Grand Rapids 

MSA have significantly higher rates of unem
ployment than whites, but employed minorities 
are concentrated in the lower occupational sec
tors. One index of occupational status is the 
EE0-1 report, a classification of all jobs into 
nine broad categories: (1) officials and managers, 
(2) professionals, (3) technicians, (4) sales work
ers, (5) clerical and office workers, (6) craft 
workers, (7) •• operatives, ·(8)· ·laborers, and (9) 
service workers. An employer information EE0-
1 survey is conducted annually under the 
authority of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 



TABLE3.3 
Occupational Attachment of the Civilian Labor Force, 1990, by Minority Group and EE0-1Category 

White African Am. Am. Indian Asian Latino 

D 
D 
D

1. Officials and managers 48,506 1,301 170 277 511 
95.5% 2.6% 0.3% 0.5% 1.0% 
11.2% 5.3% 7.2% 7.3% 4.1% 

2. Professionals 51,711 1,896 103 365 483 D 
94.8% 3.5% 0.2% 0.7% 0.9% 
11.9% 7.7% 2.7% 9.7% 3.9% 

3. Technicians 13,139 492 47 139 279 D 
93.2% 3.5% 0.3% 1.0% 2.0% 

3.0% 2.0% 2.0% 3.7% 2.2% 
4. Sales workers 52,137 1,649 207 407 794 D94.4% 3.0% 0.4% 0.7% 1.4% 

12.0% 6.7% 8.9% 10.8% 6.3% 
5. Clerical and office workers 65,374 3,100 242 303 1,114 

93.2% 4.4% 0.3% 0.4% 1.6% D 
15.1% 12.6% 10.3% 8.0% 8.9% 

6. Craft workers 55;325 1,714 325 348 1,427 
93.5% 2.9% 0.5% 0.6% 2.4% D
12.7% 6.9% 13.9% 9.2% 11.4% 

7. Operatives 65,819 6,283 596 1,061 3,638 
85.0% 8.1% 0.8% 1.4% 4.7% D15.2% 25.4% 25.5% 28.1% 29.0% 

8. Laborers 19,827 1,662 154 231 1,257 
85.7% 7.2% 0.7% 1.0% 5.4% 
4.6% 6.7% 6.6% 6.1% 10.0% D 

9. Service workers 54,080 5,838 430 562 1,902 
86.0% 9.3% 0.7% 0.9% 3.0% 
12.5% 23.6% 18.4% 14.9% 15.2% □. 

10. No EEO category 8,492 773 66 79 1,137 
80.4% 7.3% 0.6% 0.7% 10.8% 

1.9% 3.2% 2.8% 2.1% 9.1% D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census. individuals. The second line is the group's percentage of the 
Furnished by: Michigan Employment Security Commission, total occupation's total. The third line is the percentage of the 
Information and Reports Section. group in the occupational category. The racial group Latinos is 
Note: The first line for each category is the total number of included in total minority, but not in racial groups. 

All private employers subject to the provision divide the work force into two sectors, the white
of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, as amended, collar sector and the blue-collar sector. In both 
with 100 or more employees and all employers sectors in the Grand Rapids MSA minorities are: 
with Federal contracts and 50 more or more em (1) underrepresented in the higher categories, 
ployees are required to r~port their eIQ.ployment and (2) overrepresented·in the lower categories. 
by race and gender in the nine categories to the For example, in the highest category of the 
Joint Reporting Committee.3 EE0-1 categories white-collar sector, officials and managers, 95.5 

percent of these positions are held by whites, 
3 The Joint Reporting Committee (EEO-I) jointly represents 
the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 
and the Office of Federal Contracts Compliance Programs from the EEO-I reports are used by the EEOC and the 
(OFCCP), U.S. Department of Labor. The data data collected OFCCP in carrying out their enforcement responsibilities. 
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D 
D though they are 88.9 percent of the population. 

African Americans, who are 6.7 percent of the 
MSA populace, hold 2.6 percent of these jobs, 
and Latinos who are 3 percent of the population 
have 1.0 percent of these positions. Moreover, 
African Americans and Latinos are underrepre
sented in every white-collar category relative to

D their population. 

D 
In the blue-collar sector, craft worker is the 

highest skilled and highest paying category. 
Again, whites hold 93.5 percent of these posi

D 
tions, though they are 88.9 percent of the popu
lation. African Americans and Latinos hold 2.9 
percent and 2.4 percent of these jobs, though 
they are 6.7 percent and 3.1 percent of the 

D 
population. In the lowest blue-collar category, 
service worker, whites hold 86.0 percent of these 
jobs, a rate below their population rate; while 

D 
African Americans hold 9.3 percent of these jobs, 
a higher rate than their population rate. 

Additionally, minorities who are in the labor 
force find themselves clustered into the lowest 
paying job categories. Among all African Ameri
cans in the labor force in white-collar occupa

D tions in the Grand Rapids MSA, just 5.3 percent 

D 
D 

are officials and managers while 12.6 percent 
are clerical and office workers. Similarly, in the 
blue-collar sector, 6.9 percent of all minorities 
are in the skilled trades, i.e., craft workers, 
while nearly one-fourth, 23.6 percent, are service 
workers, the job category with the most menial 
jobs and the lowest compensation. Approxi
mately 4 out of 10 minorities who are in the la
bor force work in the lowest paying occupations 

D of the work force. 

Education and Income 

D If education is a predictor of earnings, then 

D 
the educational attainment of minorities, and 
African Americans in particular, is a partial 
cause for the disparities observed in per capita 
income. In Kent County, the per capita income 

D 
for whites is $15,153. Per capita for minorities is 
half that of whites: African American per capita 
income is $8,079, American Indian per capita 
income is $8,805,. Latino .per capita income is 
$7,200, and Asian American per capita income is 

D $10,142. 

D 
In Kent County, among persons 25 years of age 

and older, one-third of African Americans, 34.3 
percent, do not have a high school diploma, and 
less than 10 percent, 8.3 percent, have a bachelor's 

D 
D 

TABLE3.4 
Per Capita Income by Race, Kent County 

Group 
White 
Black 
Latino 
American Indian 
Asian or Pacific Islander 

Per capita income 
$15,153 

$8,079 
$7,200 
$8,805 

$10,142 

Source: 1990 Census of Population and Housing, Summary 
Tape File 3A 
Note: Income in 1990 dollars. 

degree. The education picture is similar for 
American Indians; 29. 7 percent do not have a 
high school diploma, and 11.1 percent have 
graduated from college. Among African Ameri
cans, fewer than 1,000 individuals have a 
graduate or professional degree, 2.9 percent of 
the adult population. The rate of graduate edu
cation is similar for American Indians; 2.4 per
cent of the adult population holds a graduate or 
professional degree. 

Among Asian Americans, the education levels 
at the extremes are bifurcated. One-third, 33.2 
percent, do not hold a high school diploma, while 
nearly 30 percent, 28.3 percent, have graduated 
from college. In addition, 10 percent of the adult 
Asian community holds a graduate or professional 
degree. The connection between education and 
occupation is observed by noting that Asian 
Americans, though less than 1 percent of the 
population, hold 9. 7 percent of the area's profes
sional positions. However, Asians, despite their 
education achievements, are still underrepre
sented in management, holding less than one-half 
of one percent of all officials and managers jobs. 

Compared to the more than 30 percent of mi
nority adults without a high school diploma, more 
than 80 percent of whites over the age of 25 have at 
least a high school diploma; the rate of those whites 
without a high school diploma is 18.1 percent. The 
rate of college education among whites is similarly 
much higher.~.:that of ~can Americans and 
Americanindians;-butlower than that of the area's 
Asian American population. Twenty-one percent, 
21.7, of whites have a bachelor's degree, graduate 
degree, and/or a professional degree, and nearly 7 
percent of the adult white population, 6.7 percent, 
has a graduate or professional degree. 
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TABLE3.5 
Race by Educational Attainment, Kent County, Persons 25 Years and Over 

White 
Less than H.S. diploma 
High school graduate 
Some college, no degree 
Associate degree 
Bachelor's degree 
Grad. or professional degree 

African American 
Less than H.S. diploma 
High school graduate 
Some college, no degree 
Associate degree 
Bachelor's degree 
Grad. or professional degree 

American Indian 
Less than H.S. diploma 
High school graduate 
Some college, no degree 
Associate degree 
Bachelor's degree 
Grad. or professional degree 

Asian or Pacific Islander 
Less than H.S. diploma 
High school graduate 
Some college, no degree 
Associate degree 
Bachelor's degree 
Grad. or professional degree 

Number Percent 
50,288 18.1 
88,048 31.6 
57,071 20.5 
22,598 8.1 
41,759 15.0 
18,825 6.7 

6,741 34.3 
5,837 29.7 
4,185 21.3 
1,261 6.4 
1,058 5.4 

578 2.9 

435 29.7 
481 32.9 
331 22.6 

55 3.7 
127 8.7 
35 2.4 

758 33.2 
420 18.4 
320 14.1 
140 6.1 
418 18.3 
228 9.9 

Source: 1990 Census of Population and Housing, Summary Tape File 3A. 

Transportation 
The opportunity for minorities to have employ

ment or to apply for a job can be dependent upon 
transportation. Employment opportunities that are 
away from minority communities and unserved by 
public transportation may in reality be inaccessible 
to minorities. The problem may be circular: a vehi
cle is needed to obtain and hold employment; em
ployment is needed to acquire a vehicle. 

In Kent County, some sort of private vehicle 
is used by 93 percent of the work force for get
ting to work. This includes individuals who drive 
alone and carpool. According to the census sur
vey, less than 2 percent of the population, 1.4 
percent, use public transportation to get to work. 
Among those, bus is the most common carrier

' 

98.7 percent, with rail and ferry being the other 
public modes of transportation. 

Minorities, particularly African American 
households, are much more likely to be without 
vehicles. Twenty-seven percent of minority 
households in the Kent County area own no ve
hicle. Among African American households, 29.6 
percent have no vehicle. In contrast, only 6 per
cent of white households do not own a vehicle. 

Rabbi· Albert -Lewis. from Temple Emanuel 
addressed the issue of public transportation. He 
noted that as more individuals are being forced 
off welfare rolls and into the work force, the 
public transportation service in Grand Rapids is 
being decreased. 
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TABLE3.6 
Vehicle Ownership by Race and Means of Transportation to Work, Kent County 

Group 
White 
Black 
American Indian 
Asian or Pacific Islander 

Means of transportation to work 
Drive or carpool 
Public transportation 
Walk 
Other/work at home 

No vehicle 
(% of all HHs) 

6.2 
29.6 
19.8 
3.5 

% of all workers 
92.7 

1.4 
2.6 
3.3 

Source: 1990 Census of Population and Housing, Summary Tape File 3A 

As western Michigan continues to grow and to ex
pand, the population of the area will become much 
more diversified. We will have an increasing number 
of minorities in the area. People will need more and 
more public transportation. Public transportation is 
not being increased; public transportation is being 
decreased. Fees are being increased. People on wel
fare are required to go out and to seek jobs, but if they 
do not have transportation, then we simply perpetu
ate an underclass of people. I do not see a sensitivity 
in the area dealing with those issues.4 

Testimony to the 
Advisory Committee 

Several presenters commented at the commu
nity forum about equal employment opportunity 
for minorities. One panel was specifically consti
tuted to hear from the business community itself. 
Members of that panel included: Bob W oodrick, 
president and CEO of D&W Foods,5 Mary Jo 
Kuhlman, representing Stewart Ray, owner and 
president of Burger King of Western Michigan, 
and Lynette Ferrell, vice president of Small Busi
ness of the Grand Rapids Chamber of Commerce. 
The Grand Rapids Chamber of Commerce is a 
membership-based organization with approxi
mately 3,500 members, employing nearly 160,000 
persons, in the Grand Rapids metropolitan area. 

4 Testimony of Rabbi Albert Lewis before the Michigan Ad
visory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 
community forum, June 25, 1997, Grand Rapids, MI, p. 80 
(hereafter referred to as Grand Rapids Transcript). 
5 D & W Food Centers is a 24-store grocery chain in the 
Grand Rapids metropolitan area. The stores employ ap
proximately 1,000 individuals. 

Woodrick told the Advisory Committee there 
is a strong sense of denial about the existence of 
racism in Grand Rapids. Most whites in the 
community are unconscious about the issue of 
race, and this lack of awareness is among many 
whites of good will and serves to perpetuate the 
problem. He also maintained that the political, 
religious, and business leadership in Grand 
Rapids has ignored the issue, at a time when 
what is needed is an open, honest community 
dialogue on the issue of race. 

Grand Rapids is no better or no worse than a lot of 
other cities, villages and townships in this country.. 
.as it pertains to the subject of racism.. -: . I [believe] 
there is a strong sense of denial [about racism] in 
Grand Rapids. Most white people are very uncon
scious about these issues, and the real tragedy of that 
is .that this unaware racism is among many whites of 
good will. There is no open, honest, and meaningful 
dialogue on this subject. From my experience eve
rytime the term racism comes up, people run for 
cover, and they go to great lengths sometimes to avoid 
using the word racism. That is part of the problem 
that we have here in Grand Rapids. 

I also feel that the leadership here in Grand Rapids, 
whether it be political, corporate, educational, and re
ligious, "if they can put this issue"to the bottom half of 
the agenda, that is where they will put it. There is very 
little effort being made by our leaders to acknowledge 
this issue, and even less effort in trying to eradicate it 
or develop programs dealing with the issue. The black 
and the white communities here in Grand Rapids are 
the separate communities totally. One can go to social 
and cultural functions in this city, sporting events, res-
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taurants and see very few people of color at any of 
these events.... In 1996 during a school board election, 
there were bumper stickers and lawn signs that ap
peared that had a racially charged message; they 
stated, "Vote Right, Vote White." 

I know there are certain efforts by the academic com
munity here dealing with diversity, but it is geared 
primarilytowards students.... I question whether you 
are going to really ever accomplish anything if you 
don't deal with the adults as well as the children. 

Within my own company, we feel that ifby addressing 
just diversity and not the racism we are never.go~g 
to get the job done .... In fact, we have a saying m 
our company which is: "advocating diversity without 
acknowledging racism is like embracing religion 
without faith." You absolutely have to deal with the 
racism issue if we are ever going to get to where this 
community, this country, this society should be. 

We have a very weak transportation system here. Be
tween the zoning regulations that go on in the suburbs 
and the lack of transportation, a message could be sent 
that these outlying communities do not desire or want 
people who are different. I am not saying that is their 
intention, but that is the message that could be sent. 

From my own personal experience, within my own 
company, I can definitely say that racism is alive and 
well. I say that because we have incidents where cer
tain customers will not accept the change out of the 
hand of some of our cashiers who are of color, and 
some of our store directors have been told that they 
do not want certain persons handling their food or 
packing their groceries. We have had telephone calls 
that have said our stores are getting too dark. This 
sends a message and a signal that we do have a 
problem in this community. 

There are, though, groups of individuals coming to
gether to discuss the issues of racism. . . . One is the 
Institute for the Healing of Racism, which was 
founded by Nathan Rutstein. We have ... a couple of 
individuals in our company who spend half their time 
working in the community.... I can support and feel 
very good about President Clinton when he said what 
we need is a national dialogue on race. I think that is 
what we need to do in this community.6 

Kuhlman told the Advisory Committee that 
Burger King of Western Michigan is typical of 
most businesses in that it is concerned with its 
ability to sustain business in the long term. If 
the community is not healthy, tomorrow's work 

6 Grand Rapids Transcript, pp. 98-104. 

D 
force will not be productive and tomorrow's cli
entele will not be prosperous. Racism is part of D 
the company's concern with the community's 
health, particularly with respect to young mi
nority adults who are caught in a cycle of dis Dcrimination, minimum wage poverty, poor edu
cation, separation from the larger society, an 
absence ofhope, and no signs of belonging. When 
the Burger King of Western Michigan corpora D 
tion looks at racism, it sees it as a threat to the 
company's business. So, as a company, Burger 
King of Western Michigan has committed itself 
to addressing beliefs, practices, and infrastruc
ture that reinforce racism. 

DBurger King of Western Michigan is an employer 
whose 2,500 employee work force is predominantly 
young people with an average turnover rate of 100 
percent. Our work force reflects a cross section of our Dcommunity. Typical of most businesses, it is con
cerned with how do we sustain a business long term if 
we do not have a community that is healthy? So when 
we speak of racism, we see the effects it has on our D 
business and on our young people. We feel that today 
we must address the beliefs, practices, and infrastruc
ture that reinforces racism, so that tomorrow's up
coming work force [is productive]. D 
Each of us is born with a right to human dignity, but 
as I look around life I find myself asking where is that 
right for the African American, the Hispanic, the 
North American Indian, and other nonwhite 
groups?... Recently the editorial page printed a pic
torial commentary depicting a child carrying a de
crepit brick building on his back; the building's name 
was "inner-city public schools." The caption to the 
picture was "the black child's burden." As we visualize 
that picture, the building could easily have read your D 
work place, health care, neighborhood, employment. 

I work with young adults that are caught as a result 
of racism in a cycle of discrimination, minimum wage D 
poverty, less education, disengaged from the larger 
society, with a presence of drugs and crime, in an ab
sence of hope and no signs of belonging. Our systems Dare no longer effective for people to be self-supporting 
and part of a larger community. Our youth are weary 
and restless from seeing a lack of response from the 
decision make:i:s.oftoday._ D 
As a society we have failed. We cannot afford to lose our 
youth to the effects of racism. They are our work force, 
our customers, our resource, and most importantly they D 
are our children. What hope can we offer? Breaking the 
racial strife should not be one of our youths' burdens. 
As a business, Burger King has tried many ways a~d 
continues to explore what can we do to change this D 

D 
D 
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D 
D cycle. Some efforts have been on a small scale; some 

on a larger scale. One effort has been a charter high 
school.7 

D The charter school has a very broad perspective. One 
of the primary goals for the students at the school is 
employment opportunity. In addition, a mentor is 
provided to each student so that they not only find

D and identify their career path, but also...they are 
helped in identifying what is their dream so that they 
are prepared for the next step in life.8 

D Ferrell told the Advisory Committee the Grand 
Rapids Chamber of Commerce has a diversity 
council made up of CEOs of major employers in the 

D area to address the issue of racism. The programs 

D 
include putting an emphasis on the management of 
human resources and small group activity with 
dialogue on race issues. The chamber is 109 years 
old, and this present initiative on race is the first 
time in its history that the subject of racism and 
race relations has been a major focus. 

D 
D Two years ago [the Chamber of Commerce] formed a 

diversity council made up of CEOs of major employers 
in our membership. The mission of the diversity coun
cil is to promote inclusive employee community. Our 

D 
motivation for addressing the issue of diversity is our 
core value that it is absolutely the right thing to do. 
The diversity programs are based on the presumption 
that if a group in an organization does not feel em
powered, that organization will suffer. 

D Race is the one issue of diversity we believe to be the 

D 
priority. Our approach to this issue has two major 
components. The first is the development of a diver
sity management system. This is a system of manag
ing human resources that recognizes that this disci
pline is as equally as important a success indicator as 
traditional measures such as profitability and quality. 

D The second major component is the employers' Coali

0 
tion for Healing Racism. This is a small group activity 
that focuses on dialogue. The goal is to develop rela
tionships of trust and understanding among multieth
nic groups. I am inundated daily with types of [racist] 
comments, which are just an extreme level of mistrust. 

D Our chamber is 109 years old and this present initia

D 
tive on race is the first time at an annual meeting 
that the subject of race has been the major focus. So 
the [chamber] has come quite a long way in embrac
ing the [race] issue.9 

D 
7 Ibid., pp. 114-19. 

s Ibid., p. 124. 

9 Ibid., pp. 120-22. 

Woodrick, who is active with the Grand Rap
ids Chamber of Commerce and was a sponsor of 
its initiative on race, told the Advisory Commit
tee what prompted the chamber's interest. 

A few years ago the Hudson Institute issued a report 
which stated that by the year 2000, 85 percent of the 
entry level work force would be minorities. That same 
year I was in New York at a conference and the presi
dent of Agostino Supermarkets, which is a chain in 
Manhattan, gave a readout to the group about the 
demographics of his work force; it was 14 percent 
white. The reality is that there is a business reason to 
get involved in this issue. We have to begin creating 
the right culture within our present work force for the 
entry of minorities into the work force. 

I talked to the president of the chamber and told him 
I think the time had come for the chamber to take a 
position on this issue. The leadership of the commu
nity has to come forward and take a position on ra
cism. If they do that, it makes it easier for others to 
get involved. Most people avoid this issue. Even 
within the chamber, we talked for 2 or 3 years before 
we finally got them to do something. Racism is a very 
volatile issue. There is fear [about this topic]. . . . 
Most white people, in my opinion, haven't the foggiest 
notion in the world what it is like to be black in 
America. From my experience, they don't want to 
know, because if they did there would be pain, shame, 
and embarrassment. Personally I'm at a complete loss 
trying to understand how this society, in good con
science, could rationalize this disease for all these 
decades. 

We are the only chamber in this country dealing with 
the racism. Everybody's talking diversity, but we have 
a coalition for the healing of racism.... 

What really disturbs me more than anything else, 
and what I find most confusing, is the religious lead
ership on this issue. If there's any component of our 
society who should be a drum major for this issue, it 
should be the religious community. We have 650 
churches in this community. We are a religious com
munity, and from a theological standpoint there are 
no differences on this issue. I am at a complete loss as 
to why the religious community does not put as much 
emphasis o~ the issue of r~cism as they do on homo
sexuality...and women .in the clergy. You know ex
actly where they stand on those issues, and if. ..they 
would only bring that zest and fire to this issue we 
would be a lot further along than we are.10 

10 Ibid., pp. 114 and 121. 
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4 Public Safety 

Hate Crime and 
Ethnic Intimidation 

In April of 1994 Governor John Engler (R) 
responded to reports of increased hates and vio
lence in the State and asked the Michigan Civil 
Rights Commission and the Department of Civil 
Rights to establish a bias crime response task 
force. The task force was a broad-based group 
representing populations victimized by bias 
crime incidents, as well as agencies and govern
ment units that offer various related services. 
The Governor's original charge to the commis
sion listed several objectives, which included: (I) 
establishing a statewide network to deal with 
hate violence incidents, (2) analyzing data col
lected from hate violence incidents to ascertain 
Michigan trends, (3) determining future educa
tional and preventive strategies and developing 
appropriate evaluation tools, (4) working with 
the legislature and civil rights agencies to deal 
with issues raised by hate violence incidents and 
their perpetrators, and (5) establishing policies 
for preventive strategies.1 

The task force used the following definition of 
bias crime: "Bias crime is any act of intimida
tion, harassment, physical force or threats of 
physical force directed against any person or 
family or any property or advocates motivated 
either in whole or in part by hostility because of 
race, color, ethnic background, national origin, 
religion, and disability or sexual orientation, real 
or perceived, with the intent of causing fear and 
intimidation or of defining the free exercise or 
enjoyment of any rights or privileges secured by 
the Constitution or laws of the United States or 
the State of Michigan whether or not performed 
under color oflaw."2 

Ingrid Scott-Weekley told the Advisory Com
mittee that hate crime and hate group activity 

1 Report of the Bias Crime Response Task Force to the Michi
gan Civil Rights Commission, May 1996, p. 1, presented as an 
exhibit to the Advisory Committee by Richard Garcia, com
munity forum meeting, June 25, 1997, Grand Rapids, MI 
(hereafter referred to as Bias Crime Report). 
2 Ibid., p. 23. 

were real problems in the Grand Rapids metro
politan area. 

We see that the presence of hate groups are on the 
rise in our particular community. We have groups 
here such as the Neo Nazi party, the Aryan Woman's 
League, Northern Hammer Skins, and the Knights of 
KKK. There is a disturbing trend where we see arti
cles in the newspaper about the KKK. There was one 
in the Grand Rapids presently, and I also have a copy 
of one that appeared in the Middleville newspaper, 
depicting a kinder and gentler Klan, in which there 
are Klan members stating that they are not violent; 
they are not racist; they are committed to separation 
of the races, but certainly not racism and violence. 
This [is a] misportrayal of the group in order to in
crease recruitment and make that organization more 
attractive to those members of our society who are 
susceptible to [its message].3 

Michael Dettmer, U.S. Attorney, Western 
District of Michigan, also attested to hate crime 
incidents in western Michigan. 

There have been a few hate crimes. We have had a 
number of potential church arson cases, none ofwhich 
we thought fell under the [civil rights] statute. We 
have involved ourselves and want to involve ourselves 
in ethnic intimidation cases. There have been crosses 
burned on people's lawns in Holland. We oversee 
those crimes and want to make a Federal presence to 
ensure cases are being handled with ability and in
tegrity by local law enforcement agencies.... We 
have in our office at any one time about 600 pending 
cases, and we generate probably 400 convictions a 
year. I am not aware of a [hate crime] conviction that 
we've had in the last year.4 

Rick Smith, FBI special agent in the Grand 
Rapids office, told the Advisory Committee that 
some of the areas the FBI investigates include 
various types of civil rights violations, which 

. would include hate ~rimes, an<;! certain incidents 
of -racial and religious discrimination. Nation-

3 Testimony of Ingrid Scott-Weekley, Michigan Advisory 
Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, commu
nity forum, June 25, 1997, Grand Rapids, MI, p. 12 
(hereafter referred to as Grand Rapids Transcript). 
4 Ibid., p. 67. 
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D 
D wide, about 28 percent of the crimes that are 

D 
investigated by the FBI are considered civil 
rights violations. Smith told the Advisory Com
mittee that in the last 2½ years allegations of 
hate crime made to the Grand Rapids office have 
not increased. 5 

The Governor's task force determined that an

D established uniform method for the collection of 

D 
D 

data on hate violence incidents was not in place 
in the State. Testimony from several presenters 
supported this finding. The Hate Crime Statis
tics Act of 1990 requires the Department of Jus
tice to acquire data on crimes that manifest 
prejudice based upon race, religion, sexual orien
tation, ethnicity, or disability. In the 7 years or 

D 
so that that statute has been on the books, only 
about 60 percent of law enforcement agencies 
nationwide comply with it. In Michigan in 1995, 

D 
480 local law enforcement agencies reported un
der the act, and they reported 405 hate crimes or 
crimes that would fall under the definition of 
that statute.s 

Jaime Malone, editor of El Hispano News, 
told the Advisory Committee that people who

D have bias against minorities have become so

D 
phisticated in their discrimination, so that it is 
sometimes difficult to discern whether an inci
dent is really motivated by bias. 

One of the things that happens is that people in the 
[minority] community do not know how to differenti

D ate hate crime from other [criminal acts]. The other 

D 
thing, though, we find in thls area is that people are 
learning a very sophisticated way how to discrimi
nate. They have learned how to really make 
[minorities] feel [inferior] without saying it... It is 
well done.7 

D Richard Garcia said the statistics received by 

D 
the Michigan Department of Civil Rights come 
from the State police as reported to them by lo
cal law enforcement agencies. 

D 
The data ~e receive comes directly from the Michigan 
State Police Department. The Michigan State Police 
collect their data from not only different Michigan 
State Police positions, but also local authority. One of 

D 
the problems is that local authorities may not -know 
what a hate crime is.... Now if a local agency, such 
as an agency here in Grand Rapids, is not filling out 

D 
5 Ibid., p. 63. 
6 Ibid., p. 52. 
7 Ibid., p. 196. 

forms and is not doing what it is they're supposed to 
be do, [the State police] won't get [accurate hate 
crime] information.s 

The difficulty in recognizing and determining 
an accurate count of hate crime incidents was 
illustrated in data presented to the Advisory 
Committee from the Grand Rapids Police De
partment and the Grand Rapids Urban League. 
The police department reported 8 hate crime 
incidents in 1996 and 3 incidents in the first 
quarter of 1997. The incidents and victim groups 
for those 11 incidents in that 15-month period 
were: 3 acts of intimidation (victim's group: 
black, black, white); 3 acts of vandalism (victim's 
group: black, black, white); 4 acts of assault 
(victim's group: gay, Asian, black, white); and 1 
robbery (victim's group: white).9 

In contrast to the police department's finding 
of 11 incidents in a 15-month period, the Grand 
Rapids Urban League coordinated a project in 
the fall of 1992 to learn of the extent of hate 
crime. Over a 6-month period, several organiza
tions, social services agencies, and enforcement 
organizations in the greater Grand Rapids area 
compiled data on hate crime and hate group ac
tivity. The group reported 46 hate crime inci
dents: 8 distributions of hate literature, 15 ver
bal harassments over the telephone, 3 acts of 
physical violence, 5 acts of property damage or 
vandalism, 14 acts of public harassment, and 1 
act of intimidation.10 

Jorge Rivas, executive for the Office of Com
munity Services in the Michigan Department of 
Civil Rights, told the Committee about recent 
egregious hate crime and hate group activity in 
west Michigan. 

In the last couple of years the Klu Klux Klan has 
come four times to Michigan; one time to Grand Rap
ids.... 

Last year two Vietnamese went to a local bar in 
Grand Rapids. One was sitting on a table and the 
other o~e was dancing on the floor. Without any 
provocation or any verbal argumentation, a white 

8 Ibid., p. 51. 
9 Grand Rapids Po~c': Department, Hate Crime Report, 
presented to the Michigan Advisory Committee by James 
Ferris, community forum, June 25, 1997, Grand Rapids, MI. 
10 Grand Rapids Urban League, Bias/Hate Incident Report, 
presented to the Michigan Advisory Committee by Lawrence H. 
Borom, community forum, June 25, 1997, Grand Rapids, MI. 
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teenager came to the table where the Vietnamese was 
sitting down, and without any provocation he hit the 
Vietnamese person. He went into a deep coma and 4 
hours later he died. 

Recently two schools, one from Sparta which is in 
Kane County and one from Wyoming, went to a field 
trip in the Rumbolt Park Zoo here in Grand Rapids. 
One of the schools did not have any minorities en
rolled in the group that came to the zoo. The other 
school had two African Americans. When they con
verged in the zoo in the park, some of the white stu
dents started to call the African American students 
all kinds of names and eventually a fight started 
among the students. 

In addition, the department has observed that His
panics, especially migrants, have been suffering a lot 
because they come from another State, or they are 
from another country many times. When they come to 
work, sometimes they are harassed. Recently, a group 
of white teenagers went to the farm camps and broke 
the windshields of the cars of the migrants.... Re
cently, there have been other incidents.11 

Community Policing 
Community policing with respect to minority 

communities involves two distinct concerns. The 
first concern is the level and quality of service 
provided to the minority community. The second 
concern is the use of excessive force by the po
lice. Representatives from the Grand Rapids Po
lice Department addressed the department's re
sponse to both issues, while others making 
Community policing with respect to minority 
communities presentations offered their assess
ment of police services in Grand Rapids. 

Police Services in the 
Minority Community 

Mark Harold, commander of the staff services 
bureau of Grand Rapids Police Department, dis
cussed the general philosophy of the police de
partment and its new community oriented ap
proach, and the department's service to the mi
nority community: 

During the past several months the Grand Rapids Po
lice Department initiateda major program designed to 
more efficiently identify and respond to neighborhood 
problems in our community. . . . To achieve the goal 
{the department] works directly with communities for 
the purpose of creating neighborhood safety. This in-

11 Grand Rapids transcript, pp. 206-07. 
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D 
eludes properly and courteously responding to requests 
for police services, identifying and correcting the ap D 
parent causes of criminal activity or reported neighbor
hood problems, and encouraging people to accept re
sponsibility for themselves and their neighborhood. 
Our new philosophy is to respond to every problem, D 
even ifit is not police related. 

At this time two officers of the community affairs unit Dare assigned to work with all of the neighborhoods and 
the business district. Their sole responsibility is to be
come the link or liaison between the neighborhood and 
the department. The responsibilitiesofthe officers are, Dfor example, to attend neighborhood meetings and to 
work directly with staffvolunteers from the association 
to preventor control neighborhood problems. D 
In the past, traditionallypolice departments have done 
what they felt was important. We are trying to rear
range our philosophy to respond to the individual con
cerns of the community and the neighborhood. One of D 
the key things the department has done is a neighbor
hood survey program.... In July of last year, the de
partment {began to] survey residents in the city. Each Dofficer has to go out on each block of the city and con
duct surveys so that the entire city will be surveyed 
once a year. The department is getting direct input 
from the community as to what they want its police Ddepartment to do. Then the department tries to re
spond as best it can to the community needs. 

It is not an easy thing to do, changing the orientation D 
and philosophy of a police department like this. What 
the chief of police is doing is an extremely customer
driven approach to resolving problems in the neigh
borhood and hopefully alleviate some of the problems D 
pertaining to race that are going on in the City of 
Grand Rapids. {Along those lines], in February and 
March of 1997... the department conducted a diver Dsity training program for all members of the Grand 
Rapids Police Department, including the chief.12 

Excessive Force D 
James Ferris, lieutenant, Grand Rapids Police 

Department, discussed allegations of police mis
conduct, the handling of such cases by the depart D
ment's internal affairs unit, and the City's civilian 
appeals board. In the 6-month period January 1997 
to June 1997, 139 formal and 389 informal com Dplaints have been made to·the internal affairs unit. 
These include 10 complaints of excessive force. 
Three of those complaints have been appealed to 
the civilian review board. D 

D 
D 
D 

12 Ibid., pp. 29-31. 
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TABLE4.1 
Complaints Made to GRPD Internal Affairs Unit 

Jan.-Dec. Jan.-June 
1996 1997 

Formal complaints 154 139 
Informal complaints 222 389 
Referred to review board NIA 3 

Source: Grand Rapids Police Department. 

Ferris told the Advisory Committee: 

In 1996 the mayor appointed a committee...to con
duct investigations into the allegations of police mis
conduct. As a result of meetings the committee felt it 
needed to recognize that some racism exists within 
the Grand Rapids area and other communities. As a 
result of that, a civilian appeals board was created, 
with the power to oversee a [police department] in
ternal affairs complaint and the power to adjust or 
change or affirm that decision. The civilian appeals 
board consists of nine members, established as the 
reviewing agency; each city commissioner can nomi
nate one member, and the mayor nominates three 
members 

At this point the enforcement powers of the civilian 
appeals board are limited to the review of the actual 
complaint itself. If they affirm the decision that has 
already been made by the internal affairs unit, then 
that decision will stand. If they feel that it is not the 
proper decision and they either want to reverse it or 
change it, they can do that. If they reverse the deci
sion that the internal affairs unit made, the power to 
determine the discipline still would reside with the 
police department through the chief of police and city 
manager. 

The internal affairs unit of the Grand Rapids Police 
Department investigates all allegations of employee 
misconduct. The internal affairs unit...receives and 
investigate complaints and allegations regarding po
lice officer misconduct. Complaints can be made di
rectly to the internal affairs unit, the city attorney's 
office, or the department's labor relations bureau. The 
source of our complaints regarding employee miscon
duct may include verified citizen complaints, anony
mous callers, fellow coworkers, supervisor and other 
documents which are generated as a result of our op
eration ofour police department. 

All our complaints receive appropriate investigation 
and for those that cannot be satisfactorily resolved by 
just speaking to the complainant, we fill out a com-

21 

plaint form that is sent to the individuals in a normal 
manner, outlining what their complaint is against the 
officer. When a final disposition is generated, the in
dividual complainant is also sent a copy of that dispo
sition as well. 

Monitoring, weekly internal affairs investigations, 
and summaries are forwarded to the city attorney and 
the labor relations director at different times during 
the year or whenever it may be deemed necessary. 
The chief of police, the city attorney, and the labor 
relations director, in addition to other city staff, will 
get together when deemed appropriate and we meet 
periodically to review the police misconduct com
plaints and to make any changes, and we also prepare 
an annual statistical summary for the chief of police 
regarding the total number of complaints that we've 
had during the year. 

So far in 1997 the department has received 139 for
mal complaints and 389 informal complaints .... This 
includes 10 allegations of excessive force. Last year, 
there were 154 formal complaints, 60 city attorney 
claims, and 4 Freedom of Information Act. There were 
10 lawsuits; in addition, the department has what is 
referred to as procedural reviews, accidents, and 
other occurrences and the department had 222 of 
those. 

As far as racial complaints, that would be a slur or 
anything of that nature, that would also be carried, 
but it wouldn't be carried under excessive force. It 
would be carried under a violation of the code. We 
have a manual of procedures and the manual of con
duct, code 9.3 that says that you will not use any ra
cial remarks or refer to any people in a derogatory 
manner, be it a police officer, citizen or anyone else ... 
. The committee had found through a review con
ducted a few years ago that...the number of actual 
complaints, both formal and informal, which included 
allegations of racial misconduct as a primary or sec
ondary feature was 3 percent, 11 of 438 formal com
plaints and 72 of 2,375 informal complaints for a 3-
year period from 1993 through 1995. 

So far in 1997 there have been three complaints that 
have gone to the civilian appeals board for review 
and in one of those three complaints the disposition of 
the internal affairs unit was affirmed by that board 
after a complete review.13 

The·u.S. attorney and the FBI can also be
come involved in cases of police brutality. Com
plaints of police misconduct may be made with 
the local FBI by either the alleged victim or 

13 Ibid., pp. 24-46. 
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family members of the alleged victim. Once the 
FBI receives a police brutality complaint, the 
FBI has the responsibility to complete a prelimi
nary investigation within 21 days. This includes 
a background investigation, criminal record 
searches, and other historical searches on the 
officer or officers against whom the allegations 
were. Once those reports are gathered together, 
one report is turned over to the local U.S. attor
ney's office and another goes to FBI headquar
ters and the civil rights unit of the U.S. Depart
ment of Justice. The decision to prosecute is not 
made locally, but by the individuals who have 
that responsibility in the civil rights department 
of the U.S. Department of Justice.14 

Paul Mayhue, a county commissioner of Kent 
County, told the Advisory Committee that the 
issue of police brutality has been a constant 
problem for the African American community in 
Grand Rapids and the surrounding communi
ties. He asserted that it was pressure from the 
African American community that forced the 
mayor to establish a civilian review board in the 
city. 

A situation of excessive force and police brutality is a 
situation that centers on African Americans, and is a 
situation that is all over the community. Minorities in 
our community know that when we ride through East 
Grand Rapids and you are a black person, you are 
going to get stopped; black male or female, you're go
ing to get stopped. Driving while black. 

One of the situations [the minority community] de
cided [to address] is the situation of excessive force 
and police brutality.... In Kalamazoo, Michigan, three 
Grand Rapids police officers went there and harassed 
some African American people and subsequently beat 
them up. They were acquitted, let go free, because the 
press highlighted the fact that the people that were 
beat up had records. So, the three police officers got 
off. 

That situation there propelled us in our communities 
to form a group called the West Michigan March 
Delegation. The West Michigan March Delegation 
began to work on the excessive force and police bru
tality issues in this community where those three 
officers, the same three-officers-that went to Kalama
zoo, were doing harassment and brutalizing people in 
my district. Two of those officers were officers that 
drove an automobile up on a curb and rammed into a 

14 See testimony of Michael Dettmer and Rick Smith, Grand 
Rapids transcript, pp. 50-78. 
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young man that was suspected of dealing drugs. Now 
mind you, this is not all police; we have a respect for 
some of the police in our community, and not all po
lice in the minority community are guilty of doing 
these types of things. 

So, we began to deal with this problem of excessive 
force and police brutality. We devised the idea that 
we wanted a citizen's review board, and we worked 
very diligently in trying to put this citizen's review 
board together. In January of 1996 we went to the 
city commission with a contingent of 40 to 50 people 
who gave testimony about various atrocities that had 
happened in the minority community dealing with 
police behavior ...such as people being stopped, hand
cuffed, and their heads being banged on the sidewalk; 
people that were being kicked while handcuffed; and 
others just generally brutalized and cursed and 
treated in a really negative way.... There was a lot 
of public sentiment for a citizen's police review board; 
even the press sided with us. Finally the mayor and 
the three other commissioners got together and 
pushed it through with the opposition of three other 
commissioners. The civilian appeals board, however, 
is a weak, watered-down version of what we had ini
tially went for; because the police chief still has the 
last say on it and he can appeal and turn anything 
down that he wants. 

In tandem with that was the work of an attorney by 
the name of Joe Tooley. Joe had been working on a 
situation dealing with police seizure .... So the press 
went out and did a study and found that 687 people 
were stopped, their property cited, their money taken, 
but no arrest. And out of those 687 people, 84 were 
African American ... There have been eight incidents 
within the past year and a half of people dying or 
hanging themselves in the Kent County jail. That 
needs to be looked into.15 

Lawrence H. Borom, president of the Grand 
Rapids Urban League, also expressed the senti
ment that many in the African American com
munity feel the local police unnecessarily harass 
and badger them. 

There is a sense here of frustration and helplessness 
and powerlessness among African American people. I 
talk about the sense of powerlessness in terms of the 
location of the Urban _Le~gue here in Grand Rapids. It 
.is. in a .southwest corner of-the city that has had a 
great deal of gang activity, narcotics activity, and fre
quent brushes, young people particularly, with the 
police in the area. There is a very strong sentiment on 
the part of the many young people that. . .they are 

15 Grand Rapids transcript, pp. 130-38. 
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TABLE4.2 
Racial Composition of Grand Rapids Police Department 

Pct. of city 
Number Percent population 

White 290 
African American 32 
Latino 11 
American Indian 8 
Asian Pacific Islander 9 

Source: Grand Rapids Police Department. 

harassed and taken advantage of by the police. We 
have had several complaints ourselves as an agency, 
and we have turned them over to the police.16 

Richard Espinoza and J aim.e Malone told the 
Advisory Committee of police misconduct directed 
toward individuals in the Latino community. Es
pinoza cited, in particular, the random stopping of 
Latino youths for no particular reason. 

The thing I hear locally from my staff is that they see 
a lot of reports or incidents where young people, His
panics in particular, are stopped [by the police] for no 
reason at all, just checking them out.... There is a 
lot of discrimination at the city level and by the po
lice. The problems are common that come in to us. In 
many instances, the cases don't go to civil rights be
ca use when I threaten them, they stop what they are 
doing or they do what they have to do.17 

Malone told the Committee that most cases of 
police misconduct are not reported. 

I think that 80 percent [of police misconduct] is not 
being reported .... I know cases of Wyoming [city] 
police [harassment] .... I went up to the chief of po-
lice 3 months ago and I asked him why so many His
panics were pulled over by the police. . . . He ex
plained to me that at that time they were looking for 
some guys who had robbed a bank, and they were 
supposedly Hispanic, and that's why they were pull
ing over so many Hispanics. The bottom line is 80 
percent [of police misconduct incidents] don't get 
[reported becauselwhat,:an a Latino do?18 • 

1s Ibid., 158. 

17 Ibid., p. 184. 

1s Ibid., pp. 184-94. 

23 

83 75 
9 18 
3 5 
2 1 
2 1 

Diversity in Law 
Enforcement Agencies 

In June 1997, the Grand Rapids Police De
partment had a total of 350 sworn officers. Sixty, 
17 percent, are minorities, serving in a commu
nity that is 25 percent minority. There are 46 
officers with the rank of sergeant or higher. Of 
those, 10, 22 percent, are minority. They include: 
2 African American and 1 Latino lieutenants, 
and 5 African American, 1 American Indian, and 
1 Asian American sergeants. 

The increase in diversity in the Grand Rapids 
Police Department has only occurred in recent 
years. Mark Harold told the Advisory Committee 
that when he joined the department in 1984, 
there was only one minority supervisor in the 
department. Since that time, the numbers have 
gone up steadily. 

In the U.S. attorney's office there are 30 as
sistant U.S. attorneys. Three, 10 percent, are 
minorities. They include one African American 
in the civil division, one Pacific Islander in the 
criminal division, and one American Indian. J ef
frey Davis, one of the minority assistant U.S. 
attorneys told the Advisory Committee why di
versity is important for the office. 

When the U.S. Attorney's office is working with com
munities, it needs to have a diverse group of people 
because different people bring different perspectives 
to the job that others cannot and I think that is criti
cal as the office works with different communities.19 

Dettmer, the U.S. attorney, agreed with 
Davis. He told the Advisory Committee he has 
the hiring power in this district. Hiring selec-

19 Ibid., p. 60. 
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20 Ibid., p. 66. 21 Ibid., p. 200. D 
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tions are merit based, yet a conscious effort is 
made to seek minority representation in the of
fice.2° 

Despite recent increases in minority repre
sentation in both the police department and the 
U.S. attorney's office, Jaime Malone was not 
persuaded that these agencies and other public 
agencies in the area were making a real legiti
mate effort to increase minority representation. 
He told the Advisory Committee: 

This is a country where we play legally the cat and 
mouse game. They say one thing and they do another 

thing. The FBI was here to meet with the community, 
and some of these people here today were at that 
meeting. The FBI doesn't have a black guy here, but 
that day they knew they were going to have blacks 
listening so they brought in a black person, so the 
community can see a black face. I met with the chief 
of police, and he explained that the police department 
was doing an academy for young kids in high school 
so they can find out exactly if they want to be in the 
police. So then I go up to the academy and find 60 
kids; and I find one Hispanic and not one black. Hey, 
you say you really want [minorities], but you don't 
even try to get them. So the truth is it's somewhere 
down in the woods.21 

https://woods.21
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Perspectives from 
Government Officials 

D 
Ingrid Scott Weekley is the director of the 

Grand Rapids Equal Opportunity Office. She 
opened her testimony with a statement from the 
Mayor of Grand Rapids, John H. Logie: 

D 
The Mayor of Grand Rapids wants to personally ex
tend to you an official west Michigan welcome and to 
express the commitment of the city and certainly his 
administration in eradicating racism and discrimina
tion and continuing to make strides in moving to

D wards solutions which guarantee all members of our 
society and our community the opportunities, rights 
and privileges guaranteed by the Constitution.1 

D Weekley continued with her personal com
ments: 

D Grand Rapids is not unlike other cities of similar size 
and makeup in our country with racism, discrimina

D 
D 

tion, segregation, economic and educational disparity 
present. Racism as an issue is alive and well and 
manifests itself regularly in a variety of ways.... In 
1967 Grand Rapids experienced race riots, much like 
Watts and other cities throughout the country. After 
the riots efforts were made to implement positive 
change. Money poured in and programs were devel

D 
oped to address the many issues. Public housing was 
erected, dialogue occurred, affirmative action pro
grams were implemented. 

D 
Now we find ourselves in 1997, 30 years later, in a 
community that although has changed some over the 
past three decades, has remained the same in many 
ways. There is still racial segregation. There is a 

D 
D 

growing frustration among the underclass and a gap 
continues to widen between the haves and have-nots. 
Many say that there's little or no differences between 
the status of minority and poor people today as com
pared to 30 years ago when our city erupted in vio
lence. I think there are several factors which continue 
to contribute to the race and ethnic tensions that exist 
in our community. 

D One, I think that there still remains an attitude, par-

:i Testimony of Ingrid Scott Weekley before the Michigan 

D 
Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 
community forum, Grand Rapids, MI, June 25, 1997, p. 2 
(hereafter cited as Grand Rapids Transcript). 

D 
D 

ticularly among many members of the white popula
tion, of denial, of indifference, of intolerance. A belief 
exists in [the white community] that "I did not con
tribute or play any part in the conditions of people of 
color; therefore, I have no responsibility." Two, the 
misconception that somehow affirmative action really 
does in fact mean excluding better qualified whites 
and hiring less qualified minorities and African 
Americans. 

Many individuals do what I consider to be and many 
of us consider to be the politically correct thing.... 
People attend community events and pay lipservice to 
their commitment to eradicating racism and provid
ing equal opportunity. But that is all we see, outward 
manifestations of commitment and very few groups 
actually working hard to affect the necessary change 
that is needed. 

I can also say that there are many forces in Grand 
Rapids who are working to bring about change. We 
have groups like GRACE, we have the Citizens 
League who conducted a study on race relations, and 
.out of that has come a lot of dialogue in workplaces 
throughout greater Grand Rapids. We do have many 
people in our community who are committed to re
solving the issues and the tensions that exist.2 

Jorge Rivas is the executive for the Office of 
Community Services in the Michigan Depart
ment of Civil Rights. He told the Committee: 

I believe that there are still very significant and 
widespread kinds of problems. But, when you analyze 
what is happening in the last 20 years, I believe that 
there is some hope. I believe some [people] and some 
groups are doing [good things]. The Michigan De
partment of Civil Rights has taken a very strong 
stance in race and is working very hard to address 
these issues in the schools, colleges and universities, 
and police departments. 

When I look back 20 years I can see that some ad
.vance has been made; however, much more needs to 

- -be done. The-Departme~t-ha;-bee~ following carefully 
what is happening regarding race relations.3 

Paul Mayhue is county commissioner, Kent 

2 Ibid., pp. 8-10. 

a Ibid., pp. 124-25. 
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County, 17th District. He has been a commis
sioner in Kent County for 10 years. 

I've been here in the [Grand Rapids] community since 
I was about 4 or 5 years old. I can remember going 
out of my neighborhood and being called, "boogie 
nose." One got a lot of racial harassment for just 
walking out of our little area. 

I believe that the good work of this Advisory Commit
tee and the United States Civil Rights Commission, 
and the Michigan Department of Civil Rights as well 
as others, all other agencies and people committed
like the business people you heard from today-with 
all of our work, I think we've made real progress. I 
think that kind of progress we all should be proud of. 

One of our fellow commissioners said at the last 
meeting that he felt that race relations was like a 
patient undergoing major surgery. I agreed with him, 
but I have a different perspective. When we hear 
these kinds of stories [of racist behavior], we should 
note that the patient is improving. Maybe 20 to 30 
years ago that patient was in a coma; today I believe 
the patient is still critical, but at least in stable condi
tion with the good work of people like yourself work
ing for a cure.4 

Perspectives from the 
Religious Community 

Three representatives of major faiths spoke 
to the Advisory Committee on racism and race 
relations in the Grand Rapids area. They in
cluded Rabbi Albert Lewis, Temple Emanuel, 
Mike Wood, Catholic Diocese of Grand Rapids, 
and Morris Greidanus,5 First Christian Re
formed Church. 

Rabbi Albert Lewis, Temple Emanuel: 

Having lived in the Grand Rapids area now for a little 
over 25 years, it is sometimes not clear to me: What is 
racism? What is the denial of reality? What is pure 
insensitivity, and what is irresponsibility? What is 
clear to me is that the final effort or the final effect is 
the same on the persons against whom or upon whom 
these actions are perpetrated. 

At the same time, I am heartened when I watch what 
is happening through the-Kent .Intermediate School 
District, which has overall responsibility for all of the 
school districts in this area. They now have a diver-

4 Ibid., p. 145-46. 
5 Greidanus also represented the interfaith group GRACE, 
Grand Rapids Area Council on Ecumenism. 
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sity council. They are aware that there will be in
creasing numbers of Asian people, Hispanic people, 
African American people, Native American people 
coming into the area, and that we need to be proactive 
in being sensitive to the needs of those people, their 
students, their families and how we respond to this 
increased and diversified population.6 

Michael Wood, the Catholic Diocese of Grand 
Rapids: 

I [believe] it would be more honest and appropriate 
for me to speak out of my own personal experience. 
That means that the testimony I am going to offer the 
panel this morning is one of a racist. 

Ten years ago if somebody asked me if I were a racist, 
I would have said, with some indignation, "no." I am 
convinced at this moment that ifwe were to ask 1,000 
white folks if they were racist, they could be attached 
to a lie detector, say "no" and pass. I think that is the 
real problem. . .the denial and the ignorance that 
helps to perpetuate racism. 

I would have been as apathetic and as uninformed as 
I was 10 years ago if it were not for my youngest 
daughter developing a friendship and a relationship 
with an African American male that produced two 
grandchildren. One of my coworkers in the office 
shared with me that he and his wife are just fright
ened by the prospect of having their daughter experi
ence what our daughter did. I felt rage having my 
grandchildren described as somebody else's worse 
nightmare, but it is a part of the reasoning that I be
gan to understand what racism is, how it wounds, 
how it destroys the very soul of the innocent. 

I believe that racism is an illness. It is a pathology. I 
do not remember making a conscious decision to be a 
racist. I think some of the socioeconomic, psychologi
cal viruses that I came in contact with through my 
parents and my schools and my teachers and Michi
gan coaches and my ministers left me with prejudices 
and ignorance and insensitivity that wounded others 
by my indifference and ignorance and apathy....7 

The [Catholic} diocese is involving the schools in 
[racism awareness]. It is developing dialogues and 
facilitators with the idea that a geometric expansion 
of facilitation and trainers are going to be able to 
bring about ilialogues that help change and elevate 
our awareness of the nature of the problem and the 
possibilities of a solution. In these. . .dialogues you 
have groups of 12 to 14 people meeting 3 hours at a 
time over a period of 8 weeks speaking about their 

6 Grand Rapids transcript, pp. 80-81. 

7 Ibid., pp. 83-84. 
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D 
D individual experiences of racism and the wounds and 

the suffering that's been a part of their personal expe
rience. One can not hear those things and remain 
apathetic and indifferent and uncaring. It is not pos

D sible. 

D 
See, a part of the reason racism is able to perpetuate 
itself is the distances, the absence of relationships, 
the absence of dialogues of people not knowing each 

D 
other. What the dialogues do is put people in front of 
each other in the same proximity...and that changes 
reality. The dialogues on racism enable ...churches to 
begin to get in touch with the suffering that is a real

D 
ity, and the dangers and the costs that are a part of 
racism, and the injustice that is a part of racism, and 
the poverty that is a part ofracism.8 

Morris Greidanus, pastor of the First Chris
tian Reformed Church and a board member of

D GRACE, Grand Rapids Area Center for Ecu
menism: 

D I think there is racial tension in Grand Rapids. It just 
waits for an incident like a police matter, or a person

D 
nel matter at the school board, to flare up....The 
geography just works against us. We are living in 
[separation from each other] wondering what's going 
to happen.... 

D 
GRACE has developed, with community aid, racial 
justice institutes which supports healing racism.... 

D 
We try to work on racism in ourselves and with oth
ers. The Grand Rapids Area for Ecumenism is the 
best ecumenical group I have ever seen in a city 
where I have served. Catholics are very active in it 

D 
and Protestants and...there are some differences, but 
I think the cooperation is very good ethnically. But 
when we did the past session with black and white 
clergy, attendance wasn't great, not from black clergy 
though. So, probably there is some resentment on 
their part. There is loss of hope, that's obvious. 

D 
D There are also some partnerships between . 

.predominantly black and predominantly white 
churches. My own congregation has a very close part
nership with Zion Missionary Baptist. So those are 

D 
very good things and we're thankful for them in this 
community. I think there has also been some initia
tives from Promise Keepers; ... there's a racial recon
ciliation component that has certainly been very pow
erful and given some .new energy. 

D We need to hear each other's stories and we need to 
get them down, and then we need to move ahead. 
Nelson Mandella said you've got to put the past be-

D 8 Jbid., pp. 91-92. 

hind you.... We need to hear how people have been 
mistreated by the police, by a car dealer, or by a su• 
perintendent. We need to hear that pain and we need 
to help them to work past it and find solutions.9 

Perspectives from the 
Minority Communities 

Those invited to make presentations from the 
minority communities included: Lawrence H. 
Borom, president of the Grand Rapids Urban 
League; Hazel R. Lewis, president of the NAACP 
Grand Rapids Branch; Walter Mathis, president 
of Take Pride, a newspaper focusing primarily on 
the African American community in Grand 
Rapids; Zoraida Sanchez, director of the Latin
American Services in Grand Rapids; Jaime Ma
lone, editor and publisher of El Hispano, a 
newspaper that focuses on the Latino commu
nity in metropolitan Grand Rapids; Levi A. 
Rickert, executive director of the North Ameri
can Indian Center of Grand Rapids; and Salvan 
Ragjan, an Asian Indian. 

Lawrence H. Borom, Grand Rapids Urban 
League: 

What I have discovered since coming [to Grand Rap
ids] is that this is a town with a great deal of tension 
between the races and the tension is both historic and 
widely perceived, sometimes perhaps more a belief 
than, in fact, a reality. But certainly there is a sense 
here of frustration and helplessness and powerless
ness among African American people. 

There's a sense that jobs are not available, that the 
official organizations that are set to help solve prob
lems of African American young people and for that 
matter families are not available to them. So this 
sense of powerlessness pervades, with the result that 
you have a black community in Grand Rapids that 
feels that it is going nowhere in a hurry. 

There are obviously some African American people in 
this city and in the surrounding area that have done 
well for themselves, but there are a great number of 
other people who are African American who are in 
poverty. The poverty rates indicate an extremely high 
poverty rate, particularly among children and youth 
under··1s. We nave had a recent expose of the double 
proportion of infant mortality for black youngsters in 
Kent County compared to other groups. 

One could search the corporate registers and find very 
few African Americans in some of the major firms in 

9 Ibid., pp. 88-89. 
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major positions. In other words, the African American 
community is isolated here. Nor has it progressed and 
prospered to the extent that other people in the com
munity have prospered. 

I see it as a very serious situation in terms of race 
relations, in terms of tension between the races in 
Grand Rapids, and one that needs much work. In par
ticular, the official agencies that are responsible 
[must see to it] that employment discrimination does 
not happen, that police abuse does not happen, that 
services and accessibility to services are equal.10 

There is an effort in Grand Rapids among people, 
both white and black, who are dissatisfied with the 
current status of race relations and the current status 
of the African American community. What is clear is 
that the efforts have been ineffective or have been 
overturned or have been overwhelmed by the enor
mity of the problem. 11 

The problem is much larger than what one organiza
tion can deal with. One of the biggest problems is the 
history and the recognition on the part of the people 
in the city that things are very hard to change. So 
there is a good deal to fear in this city about even 
raising the issue of discrimination and racial ine
quality in Grand Rapids and western Michigan, since 
western Michigan is a very hostile place towards peo
ple of color and specifically towards black people.12 

Hazel R. Lewis, NAACP, Grand Rapids 
Branch: 

I can tell you that racism in [Grand Rapids exists] to 
a great degree. I have calls everyday in regard to jobs, 
schools, and sometimes in regards to home owners 
and what the police are doing to somebody in front of 
their door. I know what prejudice is. I was in a store 
and a person followed me up and down the aisle until 
I got to the counter. When I went to another store, 
they didn't bother me at all. I have been followed at 
other stores where I shop regularly. I just don't worry 
about it anymore. Racism today is more subtle than it 
used to be. But recently it is getting out ofhand.13 

Walter Mathis, Take Pride: 

If you check back to your old times when you had 
plantations, you had the slaves, you had the straw 
boss, and you had the ·plantation owner. Everytime 
one of the slaves would do something wrong, another 

10 Ibid., pp. 157-58. 

11 Ibid., p. 175. 
12 Ibid., p. 176. 
1a Ibid., p. 160. 

D 
would run to the straw boss, and the straw boss run 
to the master. Well, that situation hasn't changed in D 
society here. We have the community, we have our 
sharecroppers which we pay good money for, depart
ment heads, Afro Americans to keep us in check. 
Then we have the straw boss which is your corpora D 
tions. Every one of your corporations has an affirma
tive action person who has no power or no guts or 
anything like that. But they are paid such a good sal Dary that they cannot afford to take my side. 

That's what society's all about. It's all money driven. 
The only thing that helps the black man in the United D
States is the 1964 Civil Rights Act, Title VI. Title VI 
is the only part of the law that speaks about econom
ics. All the rest talks about racial harmony and all 
that kind of stuff. You can't get along with anybody D 
without any money. 

President Kennedy said it best, simple justice re
quired that public funds-to which all taxpayers of all D 
races contribute-not be spent in any fashion which 
encourages, increases, subsidizes, or results in racial 
discrimination. That was said in 1963. D 
Now all our grocery stores are on the outside of the 
city. All of our theaters, all of our nice homes, are on 
the outside of the city. We have to go outside the city D
for these things. Yet, to get there we have to go across 
the crocodiles, rattlesnakes and avoid being arrested 
and harassed.14 D 

Zoraida Sanchez, Latin-American Services: 

The racial problems in Grand Rapids are a great 
problem. The main problem I have found is that peo 0. 
ple do not want to believe [there is racism]. They don't 
want to say in public or admit that we do have a 
problem. Most of the time people do discriminate, but Dthe people that do these things do not realize that 
they are doing it. It will be when they admit that they 
have a problem with other people that the situation 
will improve or will start to improve. D 
The situation has improved within the last 5 years. 
Before it was very difficult for Hispanics to find em
ployment in this area. It was very difficult for His D 
panics to be in a public or private place without being 
discriminated; even at church we are still today dis
criminated and we feel those things are for different 

·J)eople. ••• •• -- D 
I believe that public education can do something to 
improve the situation. The schools should include in D
their curriculum racial relations. That will help 
lessen tensions that we have today. Everything starts 

D 
D 

14 Ibid., pp. 165--66. 
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D 
D at home and when families are having dinner_ ~nd 

talking and if the adults are talking about not liking 
others, well that's the situation. But if at school som7-
thing different is taught to them, they can_ teach therr

D parents. It's very difficult to change attitude wh:n 
people are adults. It's different when they are chil
dren. 

D In Grand Rapids, we do have good people; we have 

D 
sensitive people. We have people in positive high posi
tions that do mean well for others, that do fight dis
crimination. And the elected political officials here 
are good. Most of them are good peop_le. They ha':e 

D 
good faith; they like to work together with us...but it 
doesn't mean that their employees follow that exam
ple. It doesn't mean that the information desk treats 
everybody the same when they go and ask for infor
mation.15 

D Jaime Malone, El Hispano: 

D 
Racism in this area is very strong, very settled, very 
organized, very professional, very high. It is a kind of 
racism driven by the big powers in this area. We have 

D 
big and powerful persons who have a lot of mo~ey 
who create a surrounding power that makes racism 
[for minorities] ... very professional and subtle. 

D 
I think that the race relationship between black and 
white is not good at all. I believe we have a lot of good 
white people, the same for black people. I believe au:o 
the race relationship between Latinos and blacks 1s 
being threatened because as we speak about diver
sity, most ofit is black and white.... So, the idea is,

D "Okay, we want to be diverse; let's get some blacks

D 
now we are diverse." Then what happens is the situa
tion is created where black and Hispanic will be 
sometimes somewhere having to fight for the same 
crumb.... So the situation is not happening now, but 
it's a progressive thing that is happening. 

D There is a feeling that [Latinos and Hispanics] just 
don't count. What we are saying here is that maybe 

D 
because Hispanic don't make no noise, because His
panic don't scream, kick, do all those things, we are 
not being heard, we're not taken care of, we're not put 
in enough attention. 

D 
The last thing I would say here is that we as human 
beings have all kinds of people-good, bad, worse, and 
whatever. So we find -that same ·situation in·whites 
and in blacks. 

D The racial relationship here has to have those who 
are in power-economically and politically-use the 
power to create a real harmony among those who are 

D 1s Ibid., pp. 181-82. 

not in power. Sometime Zoraida [Sanchez] says they 
want to work with us, and Zoraida is one of my best 
friends. I know that they put on a good face to work 
with us, but the bottom line is that they really don't 
work with us.16 

Levi A. Rickert, North American Indian Cen
ter of Grand Rapids, is a member of the Prairie 
Band Patowatami Nation and also serves on the 
Grand Rapids City Community Relations Com
mission. 

I happen to be an American Indian and I don't have 
long hair. Before, when I had long hair, I could not 
raise any money for the Indian Center here in Grand 
Rapids. So I got my hair cut, put the blue blazer on, 
and now I raise money for the Indian Center. Because 
of my uniqueness-if you just looked at me, I may not 
appear to be an American Indian-I have been able in 
a sense to get by in different worlds .... And because 
of my uniqueness, I listen to all communities talk 
about racial relations in Grand Rapids and Kent 
County and hear what they have to say. 

The President wants candid talk on race relations,.. 
.but candid talk is not real pleasant talk when you 
talk about racial relations. White people still don't 
want to be around black people. Sometimes the black 
people, quite frankly, appear to be just as racist as 
the white people because they don't want to be around 
white people ... Andrew Hacker argues [in his book] 
that in America we only have two colors, black and 
white. [This statement] suggests that the American 
Indian population is so small, about 0.8 percent in 
Kent County, so insignificant, it doesn't really matter. 
We don't fit into the racial mix. 

This really compounds things for Indians because we 
have been referred to as the forgotten minority in this 
country, and we have been many times excluded and 
also as an American Indian it is something that we 
have that most other people don't have and it gets 
real confusing. It gets real complex because most peo
ple, quite frankly, don't understand it becomes the 
issue of treaties and sovereign rights that we have... 
. We enjoy dual citizenship and that's very significant. 

One of the most significant things that happened to 
Indian people, even up to perhaps 15, 20 years ago 

.was .the .fact that ow:Jtid.s, w~i:~ lit!;!r~_lly snatched out 
:-of homes and-put--into··boarding schools because the 
American government had the philosophy they were 
going to Americanize the Indians. They were going to 
take the Indian out of the Indian body.... The kids 
were left with very lonely feelings, and some would 

1s Ibid., pp. 187-90. 
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argue that the high rate of alcoholism i~ this coun~ry 
as it relates to Indian people can be directly attnb
uted to the boarding school experiences. But what it 
did [was] diminish the whole Indian family structure. 

Now forms of racism exist. There are sports teams 
nationwide that use Indian characters as mascots. I 
have been told hundreds and hundreds of times that 
that is an honor. I don't see a white man dressed as 
an Indian with paint on his face, who has no idea 
what the significance of that paint may have been, as 
an honor. I see no honor bestowed upon Indian people 
with the tomahawk chop. It's a form of racism. 

There's no conversation in the public square. I think 
there's a certain amount of denial. People want to 
romanticize the Indian. . . . What happens so many 
times, people may have had one meeting 15, 20 years 
ago with one Indian someplace, and feel as if they 
have had the [entire American Indian experience].17 

Salvan Ragjan, an Asian Indian: 

I am an Asian Indian and if you think Native Ameri
cans are invisible, Asian Indians are even more in
visible.... I am convinced that the religious commu
nity has a strong role to play in race relations. . . . I 
am convinced that no amount of race relations in 
America will go forward without understanding the 
history, understanding the losses, and understanding 
the duplicity not only in terms of our relationship 
with African Americans, but also with regard to 
American Indians and also Asian Americans. 

I am hopeful of the impetus that the President has 
given for conversation. I think that the public square 
is silent, and because it is silent and there's no dis
cussion, then the denial can go on. I wear a little but
ton on my lapel, .. .it says "I'm a recovering racist." I 
wasn't born in America, but I grew to be a racist, and 
I still struggle everyday with what it means not to be 
a racist. But the race that I was prejudiced against 
was the Japanese who killed my grandfather. After I 
was schooled in western thinking, western philoso
phy, and western theology, I was prejudiced against 
African Americans. 

I ask myself, ''Where does that come from and what 
am I doing?" It is precisely because of me coming into 
terms with what I am and where my journey is taking 
me that I'm saying-that-we have to ·have honest·con
versations. 

I live in a neighborhood that is fairly affluent [with] 
good neighbors,. . .but about three houses down I 
have neighbors that do not want...to have anything 

11 Ibid., pp. 207-10. 

D 
to do with me, who want to pretend that I do not ex
ist. That is precisely why we have to talk. We don't D
have the luxury of ignoring each other because if we 
don't protect each other, we will destroy each other 
and there will be no future for anyone.18 

D! 
Public Testimony 

Michael C. Hyde: D' 
My family is an interracial family. I have children 
who are black, Latino, and European. I moved here 7 
years ago. . . . Our experience has been such that D 
when we go out to a restaurant, we are often refused 
service or not served or asked to sit by the back door 
or by the kitchen solely by reason of the fact that we 
are an interracial family. My Latino children have D 
several times been stopped by the police, photo
graphed, and :fingerprinted on the street corners for 
no reason. One evening my children called me from a Dpay phone at a small convenience store if I would 
come and pick them up after playing basketball with 
friends. As I drove up, the police were there finger
printing and photographing my children. When I 
asked what they had done, it was only because they 
were standing on the street corner. 

My African American children have repeatedly been 
stopped by the police, especially when they're driving 
their cars, for no reason. We live very close to East 
Grand Rapids. When we shop, we often go into East DGrand Rapids to the drug store and the cleaners be
cause it is the closest and most convenient place for 
us to go. I am afraid to send my children there be
cause they are almost always stopped by the East DGrand Rapids police for made up reasons. 

Grand Rapids and western Michigan is not always a 
nice place to live. There are a lot of barriers to over D 
come. Yet, at the same time there are tremendous 
reasons for hope. There is a movement within the 
Interfaith Dialogue Association, which comprises 
Muslims, Baptists, Jews, Christians, Buddhists, and D 
Hindus, addressing some of the race issues. 

There's a great deal of hope, but that hope is fragile. DThe reality on the streets is that if you are young and 
Latino or young and black, you are a danger to every
one around you and a danger to yourself and that's 
the myth that exists here in Grand Rapids, and I 

••... know from p.er;onal experimice that my children are 
not a danger to anyone. My neighbor's children are 
not a danger to anyone. Their friends are not dangers 
to anyone. And that's the truth. We need your Com D 
mission to promote that.19 

1s Ibid., pp. 214-15. 

1s Ibid., pp. 179-80. 
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D 
D Dr. Flores: 

I am the son of migrant farm workers. We were not 
immigrants to this country, but rather migrants from

D Texas. Coming to Grand Rapids and experiencing 

D 
most of my upbringing in Grand Rapids, I have 
learned very well what racism is. Racism occurs when 
an organization exerts a power or an influence over 
someone and places them at a disadvantage or a dis

D 
parate level of academic achievement, economic well
being, or political status. That is the reality minori
ties experience in Grand Rapids. 

D 
I live in a neighborhood that is predominantly His
panic American and in an area that is blighted.... I 
tried to move onto the west side of town, which is pre
dominantly white .... I was confronted with housing 
discrimination. I was screened by an informal neigh
borhood association, which is not an official associa

D tion.... 

D 
We have a system that needs to be changed here if, in 
fact, the experiment of democracy is to work. This 
democracy we call America cannot continue to allow 

D 
the educational system to fail our children miserably. 
Minority children in Grand Rapids for the most part 
achieve at half the rate that white students achieve 
at, and they drop out or are pushed out or suspended 

D 
or expelled from schools at twice the rate. The reality 
is that minorities are obtaining one-quarter of the 
benefit we call a public education that is entitled to 
all U.S. citizens .... 

I am constantly marked by the fact that I am a con

D victed felon. I experimented with that psychedelic 

D 
drug that Timothy Leary was so fascinated with. It 
marked me for life. I continue to have problems with 
police and other institutions, rather than looked at for 
my achievements. As we put more police on the 

D 
street, the likelihood of minorities being stopped and 
incarcerated increases .... What we are doing is scar
ring the minorities in this Nation, in the State, and in 
this community and not enabling them to become 
employees....20 

D Walter Jones III: 

I am political action officer for the Michigan State 
Conference district black caucus in the western part

D of Michigan. In the City of Kalamazoo,. . .minority 

D 
business is being -stifled -and ·development is very 
slow. Most banks in the area are not adhering to the 
Community Reinvestment Act or the policies of com
munity reinvestment. We have no specific contract 
compliance in Kalamazoo; minority contractors and 
women-owned businesses are not getting a fair part of 

D 20 Ibid., pp. 219-24. 

D 
D 

the business.... The courts have been very unkind to 
us as a people, and I think that has a very direct 
bearing on what's taking place and the attitude 
among the majority to the problems that we have. 

I think that something must be done very soon be
cause we are in a boiling pot situation; there's no de
cent jobs, affirmative action is dying on the vine, peo
ple aren't working and being forced to find jobs that 
aren't there. I think that the civil rights is going to 
have to move and move fast before we find ourselves 
in a position of economic race war.... 

In Kalamazoo County we have the highest death rate 
among children in the United States amorig Afro 
American babies. We're losing 30 per 1,000. I'm not 
getting any answers at all from at home; that is why I 
come from afar to testify here. I see what's happening 
in our area and the Kalamazoo County area as almost 
being criminal.21 

Ms. Pembleton: 

It is really shameful that in 1997 we are still back 
where we were a long, long time ago. In my heart, I 
think what will happen is this Committee will get a 
lot of data, a lot of feedback, take it somewhere, and 
file it away. 

It is extremely shameful. We are going into the 21st 
century and we [African Americans] are still begging 
for basic human dignity and rights. We go begging for 
the kinds of things that other races take for granted. 
We should not have to come before other human be
ings and beg for things that they take for granted. 

When whites ask and when any Committee like this 
asks what can we do to fix it, that question is embar
rassing, really. Black folks and other people of color 
should be treated with the same dignity, the same 
respect that white folks take for granted. That's not a 
big thing to figure out, and it will help remedy some 
of these problems 

Now what I have done as an African American 
mother and citizen is try to remedy my problems by 
myself, because in order for us to get the kind of dig
nity, the kind of growth that we need as African peo
ple, we have to take matters into our own hands. We 
have to educate ourselves. We need to learn to spend 

--1ike people ·with ·good· judgment: When the African 
people spena money, we never see that money again, 
so how are we expected to build an economic base 
when I spend my money and never know where it 
goes.22 

21 Ibid., pp. 225-29. 

22 Ibid., pp. 230-31. 
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Kevin Hartfield: 

My five children are in the East Grand Rapids School 
District.... My kids went to this school district with 
the intention of thinking they were going to graduate. 
Not one of my children graduated from high school. 
Just recently this past year I went to reenroll my kids 
in school. School officials called the police and had me 
escorted off the premises.... Nobody seems to know 
what to do about my children's education. How can I 
get my children to have a productive life if a white 
school district doesn't [let] them graduate. All five of 
my kids have been pushed out.of the school system. In 
order for them to have an education I will have to 
take it upon myself to teach them. 23 

Joyce Hartfield: 

I am not from here, I am from Benton Harbor. I have 
lived here for 13 years, but I consider myself still from 
Benton Harbor because I never was welcome here, so 
I never felt at home in Grand Rapids. 

When I first moved h~re we had problems with the 
East Grand Rapids School System. My children have 
been spit on, attacked, had their clothes pissed on. 
The worst types of discrimination. 

Our case eventually went to court. The judge recom
mended that our kids don't go back to the East Grand 
Rapids School System because of the things that had 
happened to our kids .and that we move with them 
somewhere else .... r'could not understand how is it 
better for my kids not to live around somebody that 
looks like them rather than fix the problem....24 

Rodney Brown: 

I have taught political science for the last 3 years at 
Grand Rapids Community College. Grand Rapids is a 
very disillusioned community in regard to race rela
tions. I see the relationship between blacks and 
whites in particular in the community as a slave and 
a slave owner dichotomy. Most of our leadership in 
the community, excluding a few in the black commu
nity, operate on directives from members in the white 
community. 

Collaborative relationships between blacks and 
whites in our community is very much needed, but in 
many instances in our community, the black leader
ship only makes decisions if it does not offend, dis
rupt, or go against the traditional methods and prac
tices of the historical power group, i.e., white males. 

2a Ibid., pp. 234-35. 

24 Ibid., pp. 23~7. 

This in my estimation resembles a slave acting out 
his owner's wishes. 

On the other hand, in the white community, they see 
this practice as being consistent with the intended 
objectives of control, which is one of the basic objec
tives of white supremacy. Thus, as I mentioned, this 
relationship characterized as slave and slave owner 
relationship. 

I'd like to give you an example. In response to an ini
tiative that President Clinton called on regarding 
community development banks, a group of local busi
ness people and community representatives at
tempted to form a bank. This group transcended color, 
yet control would have vested in the people of color on 
this bank board. The mainstream banks were in di
rect opposition to these efforts and many of them 
voiced their displeasure. The bank effort was 
thwarted.... This is economic injustice. In the mean
time, two new separate banks are being organized in 
Grand Rapids without any opposition whatsoever 
from the people in power. The majority community 
allows for their friends, associates, and allies to com
pete freely in the banking environment,. . .and pre
vents the economic empowerment for the minority 
community.25 

Gail Harrison: 

I am from North Ottawa County which is 95 percent 
white. There is racism that exists in North Ottawa 
County. When I came to this community it was very 
white, and I was concerned about...some of the intol
erance that seemed to exist in the community. 

An African American family who moved to the com
munity- later, I found out, they left that community 
because they felt it was too intolerant and there was 
no support there for them. I said that can't happen, 
that should not happen. This is the 1990s. 

For those of us that live in that community and who 
are upset by racial intolerance, we felt we needed to 
rise [against it]. After doing the Institute for Racial 
Health, I started seeking out some of the other people 
in the community...to try and affect some positive 
change. 

Some of us got together and decided we were going to 
• tlo something· instea'd of::,'ust talking and intellectual

izing the whole issue of racism.... We formed an 
alliance which has been together for 1 year. Approxi
mately 30 people that sit on the alliance, including 
migrant people, Latinos, African Americans, Ameri-

2s Ibid., pp. 241-42. 
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D 
D can Indians, and many Caucasian, people working 

together to try and effect some positive change. 

One of the first things that we have done is a Calling

D All Colors Conference for middle school students at 

D 
Grand Valley State University, a whole day of racial 
dialogue and ethnic activities. I believe that we need 
to start the dialogue about racism much sooner than 
adulthood. I think it needs to start early, and then I 
think it needs to be between groups of, diverse groups 
as opposed to isolated groups. 

D Another program we started was a migrant issues 

D 
committee. This was because we have a large migrant 
population in our town and they are, I believe, under
valued both economically and in terms of socially. I 
would like to see this model of people working coop
eratively together and collaboratively to try to effect 
change. I think we need to work together on racism.

D We as white people have a responsibility, people have 
a responsibility to try and effect some change.26 

D Molly Shorewell: 

D 
I am Molly Shorewell from Grand Rapids. I would like 
to read a letter about an experience that I had at one 
of our local grocery stores. 

D 
"Dear [Sir]: Since my family and I moved to the 
Northeast end of Grand Rapids I have been a regular 
shopper at [your store] and I've enjoyed its conven
ience. However, last Friday, June 13th, while I was at 
the store something happened that upset me so much 
that I will no longer be able to conduct my business

D there. I felt it was important to write to you to explain 
what happened. 

D "At about 4:30 Friday afternoon I began checking out 
my groceries. There was a women in front of me pay

D 
ing for her things, when another cashier came up to 
my cashier with a check from one of her customers. 
Without any hesitation this cashier explained to my 
cashier that she had a customer who had prewritten a 

D 
check and that she didn't know if she should cash it 
because she didn't know the customer and that the 
customer was black. My heart sank with sadness to 
think that a fellow customer was being judged solely 
by the color of her skin. 

D ''Why would your employee think that it was accept

D 
able or necessary ·to ·mention ·the ·{:ustomer's • skin 
color? The cashier's insinuation, through her behav
ior, is that this is an acceptable way to refer to her 
customers at [your store]. I can assure you that in no 
way that I feel that this cashier acted in an appropri
ate way. 

D 2s Ibid., pp. 244-48. 
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"I'm still highly offended that this clearly racist act 
happened. Needless to say, I was infuriated to know 
that I had just witnessed something so horrible and 
archaic. I went home and I cooled down and I called 
the manager and told him of my experience in his 
store. The manager... assured me that in no way is 
he a racist. I told him that he may not be, but that 
he's got a racist for an employee working for him. 

"The manager apologized and assured me that he 
would get to the bottom of this and I told him that I 
planned on boycotting the store and that I would be 
complaining to the Grand Rapids Urban League 
about this and his response was that he thanked me 
and that was it. He never asked me for my name, my 
phone number. He never said he'd get back to me and 
I felt that he didn't take me seriously at all. 

"You should be aware that this is not the first time 
that I've witnessed a racist act in this store while 
shopping. Last winter I was in several aisles with a 
grandmother and her two grandsons. They were a 
perfectly adorable family, with the boys trying to get 
grandma to buy them stuff their mom would not nor
mally let them buy. I had even joked with grandma 
that they were trying to pull the wool over her eyes 
and we laughed. And what was happening throughout 
the store took me a little while to recognize, but by 
each of these aisles I realized that this woman had 
been being watched. At the ends of each aisle there 
was a white employee staring to make sure that she 
wasn't stealing anything and it just crushed me. 

"So I went home and I cooled down that time and I 
called the manager. He assured me he would look into 
it and he thanked me, but he never asked me for my 
name and he never asked me for my number and I 
believe it was the same manager then as it is now.... 

"As you know, currently in Grand Rapids much is 
being done to correct the issue of race and racism at 
our Spartan stores as well as our D & W stores. 
Seminars are being conducted to change people's way 
of thinking. Why is your [store] so behind the times? 
Why are your black customers being treated any dif. 
ferently than I am? Frequently while waiting in line 
to check out I have prewritten a check to expedite 
matters and there's never been a problem. I've even 
cashed checks without proper ID. 

·"Can you· honestly ·say that this·-would be the same 
case for your black customers? I think not. It is my 
sincere hope that you address the issue of racism in 
your store immediately. I expect a response from you 
and I am providing my name and my address should 
you need further information. It is clear to me as a 
customer that your company needs to do more than 
walk the walk. As it stands now, I feel that your com-



pany lacks the integrity to treat all of its customers 
on an equal basis and until I see or hear further, I 
will no longer give my business to a store that pro
motes racism and I will continue to encourage my 
family and friends to do the same so." 

So that's my letter and I have not received a response 
from the owner.2i 

Rene McNair: 

I am originally a Chicago, Illinois, native. Since I've 
been here I've experiei:J.ced racism almost on a daily 
basis. I'm not here most likely to talk about racism in 
the work force because I haven't heard it touched on 
very much today. But from wages and from the per
spective of how people look at you and talk to you, 
treat you in the work force, racism is alive and going 
on here in Grand Rapids. 

I've had incidents where people have written me 
notes in my work station that were derogatory to
wards my race and my sex.... When I first started 
working there 3 years ago, there were people who had 
been there 13, 14 years, were writing down on their 
notebook the things that happened to them. But they 
never fight any of these things that happened to them 
because they're scared they're going to lose their job. 

There is a lot of racism going on in here in Grand 
Rapids and people have no outlet or no help to find 
out information on to how to stop it or to get help to 
combat it.28 

Sharon Hall: 

There is certainly racism going on. . . . I, too, had to 
stand up for my child. I had... to stand up for my child 
because I knew that there was a counselor [who was] 
not letting the kids graduate. When it was time for 
my daughter to graduate, the counselor did not tell 
her that she had to have a government class .... So I 
had to fight and I had to go against the school system 
to make them· have her graduate. She's not the only 
one.... 

That's why we have crime and we have so much drugs 
and people strung out. Our young people out on the 
streets today because they're not letting them get 
their high school education or their diploma. It is sad 
when you have to sit here-you can't·even make a liv
ing for yourself. You have to watch the Ku Klux Klan 
come in here, [while]...what the black people need 
here are jobs and...we cannot get them.29 

21 Ibid., pp. 252-53. 

2B Ibid., p. 264. 

29 Ibid., pp. 264-65. 
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D 
Richard W esterford: D 

I am a longtime resident of Grand Rapids. I have been 
in the work force and owned my own business.... In 
January I decided I wanted to make a move out of the 
inner city. I went and made application to an apart D 
ment and I was denied. They didn't give me an applica
tion. They just started telling me about other apart
ments that were available .... D 
This is what happened, and if I hadn't tried to move 
anyplace else [I might not] think these things would 
happen. Just driving around the city one sees black D 
people everywhere, all over the city. I'm just thinking 
things was nice out here, and here I go. Racism is 
alive and well in housing. I didn't even know that. I 
just decided I would make a move from where I was. -D 
I know that a lot of people who have been discrimi
nated against, and from the way that you have to go 
through these complaints, it would take a person al D 
most a lifetime. Most people just get discouraged, 
throw up both hands and say the heck with it, and go 
on about their business, but that doesn't solve the Dissue. You have to fight these issues and you have to 
fight them right on down. 30 

DConcerns about the Media 
Recently, the Minnesota Advisory Committee 

to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights studied 
stereotyping of minorities by the news media. D 
The Committee found that negative depictions of 
minorities do occur in the media and that such 
stereotyping adversely affects both the minority D
communities and the majority community. The 
resulting harm for race relations includes: (I) a 
reinforcement of negative stereotypes that im Dpedes equal opportunity for minorities, (2) an 
impression that minorities make more negative 
contributions to a community than positive con
tributions, (3) an alienation of the minority D 
community from the majority community, (4) a 
deterioration of potential role models for minor
ity youth, (5) an impediment to the development Dof self-esteem among minorities, and (6) polari
zation of the racial and ethnic communities.31 

Several testifiers before the Advisory Com
mittee expressed· similar -concerns about local D 
news coverage in the Grand Rapids area. Ingrid 
Scott-Weekley was explicit in her criticism, D 
30 Ibid., pp. 268-69. 

3! Minnesota Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission 
on Civil Rights, Stereotyping of Minorities by the News Me Ddia in Minnesota (May 1993), p. 1. 
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D 
D holding that the media has played a role in per

petuating racial and ethnic tensions in the 
Grand Rapids area. 

D I. ..think the media has played quite a role in fanning 

D 
the flames in racial and ethnic tension. Consistently 
when you turn on the news in the afternoon you see 
story after story depicting young African American 
males in particular who are on fenders, who have 
been arrested, who have been shackled. We see this 
over and over. 

D Most recently in the news there was a superintendent 
of schools over in the Muskegon area who was ar
rested and charged with embezzlement. Whenever

D the media showed this gentlemen, who happened to 

D 
be a former Grand Rapids administrator, he was al
ways shown handcuffed and shackled. On the other 
hand, there was also a white gentleman...who was 
arrested and charged with embezzlement and when

D 
ever he was depicted in the media, he was seen sitting 
at the table; you never saw him in shackles and hand
cuffs. I think this kind of media display continues to 
perpetuate myths about crime and African Ameri
cans, particularly African American males. 

D An article on Thursday, June 19, 1997, in the city and 
region section ...of the Grand Rapids Press, which is 
our local newspaper, [had] story after story after story 
involving and depicting African American males in a

D very negative light. On the first page there is a story 

D 
and large picture about [an African American police 
officer] found guilty in case of assault on ex
prostitute. The next page, two more stories with large 
pictures, negative stories depicting African Americans 

D 
engaged or charged with various crimes. Another 
page, we see the executive vice president of our local 
community college, another African American, and 
the story involving a controversy that surrounds him. 

D 
. . . The same paper, when it shows pictures of whites, 
[depicts] crowds engaged in activities like playing 
baseball, mother happy, people sitting, [people] en
gaged various sorts ofpublic interest stories. 

These are the kinds of issues that confront [the mi

D nority community] and the kinds of stereotypes that 

D 
the media contributes significantly to. . . . Over the 
years there have been issues such as this that have 
been brought to the attention of the media. There's 
been a willingness certainly to listen, but to the ex

D 
tent that these concerns have been taken seriously 
and to the extent that there have been changes im
plemented and processes to prevent this kind of con
tinuing and pervasive reporting ofAfrican Americans, 
it has not ended. The [media] is not taking [this issue] 
seriously, or they perhaps simply do not care. The 

D need to get a story, to sell a story, to sensationalize a 

story, overrides any need to really more accurately 
portray what is happening.... 

I can say that community organizations such as the 
NAACP, such as the Coalition for Representative 
Government have made contacts to engage the vari
ous media representatives in a kind of a round table 
discussion to actually come up with a plan that could 
be implemented. I personally made contact with the 
general manager of a local television station when our 
community relations commission, which is our human 
rights commission, held a public hearing for citizens 
to express their views on affirmative action and I felt 
that the reporting of the story was very distorted. I 
personally called and spoke to the general manager, 
and she listened but really did not seem to be that 
concerned about my concerns and perhaps that is 
what is needed. Perhaps our city leaders and our 
elected officials need to take steps to act upon this 
issue.32 

Rabbi Lewis also expressed the opinion that 
indiscriminate news reporting may intensify 
both racial tensions and latent racism in the 
community. 

I am concerned by the way in which the press report 
some of the news. I do not know if it is unique to the 
Grand Rapids press, but it bothers me and has both
ered me for 25 years.... When a crime occurs or some 
incident occurs where there has been a beating or a 
shooting or robbery, the press is very quick to tell us 
exactly the house number, the street number, and the 
neighborhood. 

Now, this happens across the board. However, if there 
is already a latent sense of racism, this only intensi
fies it and heightens it and makes us more insensitive 
to what is going on in a given area of the community . 
That is true whether it happens in the area that is 
still known as the ghetto or whether it happens out in 
some of the almost lily white suburbs.33 

Mathis noted that the media are dominated 
by white people. As a consequence the stories 
that are told and reported are done so from a 
white perspective, leaving the minority view
point mute. 

[At] this·fAdvisory-Committee-] meeting [on race rela
tions] you had all kinds of news people here; all of 
them were white. When they get through, they will go 
out and write the story the way their editor tells them 
to write it. Then everybody says, "Look here, they said 

32 Grand Rapids Transcript, pp. 11-12 and 22-23. 
33 Ibid., p. 80. 
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this about us in the paper. They said that about us in 
the paper." Where is recourse· [for the minori~ co~
munity]? The media is supposed to be a vehicle m 
which we can voice our opinions to the public.... 

If you look on television, you hardly ever see black 
people in commercials or anything you look at. Radio, 
you do not hear anything. Look at the newspaper, go 
through any given newspaper, it is all full of Euro
pean Americans, except when [African Americans] 
create crime, and once we create a crime we get our 
picture on the front page. This is one of the things 
that has to be addressed ....34 

D 
Rivas related a recent positive experience 

concerning media coverage of race relations, and D 
noted that this type of reporting is important to 
improve race relations in the community. 

DTelevision station channel 8, one of the local televi
sion channels [in Grand Rapids], had an excellent 
program for a period of time. . . called "Education 
First." Part of the content on "Education First" was D 
[about]...prejudice in Grand Rapids and civil rights. 
These kind of messages are what we need in our 
community to improve our race relations....35 D 
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34 Ibid., p. 147. 35 Ibid., p. 130. 
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D 6 Committee Observations from the Forum 

D 
Framework of theD Community Forum 

The United States Commission on Civil 
Rights is an independent, bipartisan agency of

D the Federal Government charged with studying 

D 
D 

discrimination or denials of equal protection on 
the basis of race, color, religion, sex, age, dis
ability, or -national origin. In each of the 50 
States, an Advisory Committee to the United 
States Commission on Civil Rights has been es
tablished made up of responsible persons who 
serve without compensation to advise the Com
mission of all relevant information concerning 
their respective States on matters within the

D jurisdiction of the Commission. 

D 
To ensure its independence and bipartisan

ship, the Michigan Advisory Committee is delib
erately constituted to include individuals repre

D 
senting both major political parties, the broad 
spectrum of political philosophies, different geo
graphic regions of the State, and different occu
pations. It is independent of any national, State, 

D 
or local administration, political organization, or 
advocacy group. 

In the past 10 years the Michigan Advisory 

D 
Committee has undertaken a number of studies 
on race-related issues. These included studies of 
hate crime, equal education opportunity, and 
problems confronting minority youth. All of 
those studies were conducted in the eastern part 
of the State.

D The Michigan Advisory Committee comes to 

D 
D 

Grand Rapids, the second largest city in the 
State, to examine race relations issues in the 
western part of the State. In the experience of 
the Advisory Committee, Grand Rapids is un
likely to be much better or worse than most 
other cities, villages, and townships in the State 
regarding the issue of race relations. The par
ticular degree -and manifestation -of i"acial -t-en
sion in Grand Rapids might vary from that of

D other Michigan communities, but the essential 
issues concerning race in the City of Grand 
Rapids and the surrounding community is 

D probably typical in many respects. 
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The Fundamental Dilemma 
Thirty years ago, by most accounts, manifes

tations of racism and racial and ethnic discrimi
nation in Grand Rapids and the surrounding 
community were overt and flagrant. Discrimina
tory practices and policies in employment and 
housing against African Americans were toler
ated and approved. Hostility and oppressive acts 
against Latinos, particularly the migrant worker 
community, were commonplace. Alienation of 
the American Indian community was an accept
able social policy. 

Such egregious racist behavior and attitudes 
are no longer agreed to or tolerated by the vast 
majority of people, white or people of color, liv
ing and working in the metropolitan Grand 
Rapids area. This is a positive development, but 
this does not mean that hate crimes and inci
dents of bigotry are things of the past, or that 
discrimination in employment, housing, and 
education have disappeared from the landscape. 

Overt acts of racial and ethnic violence still oc
cur, and these acts are serious civil rights viola
tions. In 1996 the Grand Rapids Police Depart
ment reported eight hate crime incidents, and 
another three hate crime incidents in the first 
quarter of 1997. These numbers are smaller than 
those collected by the Grand Rapids Urban 
League in a 6-month period of 1992, during which 
time that group recorded 46 hate crime incidents, 
though few were acts of physical violence. 

Similarly, housing discrimination persists in 
the area. Several presenters testified of personal 
encounters with such discrimination. The previ
ous year the Fair Housing Center did 300 hous
ing tests, and in 117 incidents, 44 percent of the 
cases, documented measurable differences on 
the basis of race or another prohibited variable. 
The Grand· Rapids Equal Opportunity Office and 
the Michigan Department of Civil Rights con
tinue to receive complaints and find evidence of 
discrimination in employment. The Hartfields 
testimony about their children's experiences in 
the public schools attests to racial inequities in 
education. 



Still, there has been improvement from 30 
years ago when Grand Rapids experienced race 
riots. Efforts made to implement positive change 
have had some effect: public housing has been 
built; affirmative action programs in education 
and employment have been implemented; civil 
rights enforcement agencies have been estab
lished and staffed; and civic and community 
leaders unanimously disclaim bigotry and racial 
and ethnic intolerance. 

Nevertheless, gross disparities and inequali
ties along racial and ethnic lines persist in the 
Grand Rapids metropolitan area. Consider: 

• In 1993 the unemployment rate for whites in 
the Grand Rapids MSA was 4.9 percent; the 
unemployment rate for minorities was 15.6 
percent. 

• Minorities remain concentrated in the lower 
paying and less desirable clerical and service 
sector jobs, while whites dominate the 
managerial jobs. 

• Per capita income for minorities is signifi
cantly lower compared to whites, $8,086 to 
$15,153. 

• Minorities disproportionately do not attain a 
high school education; 34 percent of minori
ties over the age of 25 do not have a high 
school diploma while just 18 percent of 
whites do not. 

• In Kent County, the home ownership rate for 
whites is 72.8 percent, but just 40 percent of 
African American and Latino families own 
homes. 

After 30 years of legislated and funded equal 
opportunity measures, significant disparities in 
employment, housing, income, and education 
along racial and ethnic lines continue to persist 
in the Grand Rapids metropolitan area. Accept
ing that members of minority groups are not in
herently inferior to ·members of the white ma
jority, there is only one possible explanation for 
the persistence of such disparities given Federal, 
State, and local prohibitions against discrimina
tion on the basis of race, color, and ethnicity. 

D 
Pervasive societal barriers remain in 
place, which preclude real equal oppor D 
tunity for minorities. 

Moreover, after listening to testimony on race D 
relations and racial tensions, the Committee be
lieves it understands where the predominant 
barrier to equal opportunity exists. D 
The Predominant Barrier to 
Equal Opportunity 

Years ago signs hung in many parts of the D 
country that read "whites" and "colored." 

Those signs were visible instructions to soci
ety members on how others were to be treated. D
The signs were a visible manifestation that we 
were a color-conscious society, with whites af
forded a preferential status. Those signs have Dbeen forced down. Ironically, the removal of 
those signs has, in many ways, made obtaining 
real equal opportunity for minorities more diffi
cult, rather than easier. D 

The removal of the visible "colored" signs was 
considered by many to be a visible signal that 
racial discrimination had ended. This belief per Dsists. As a result, in the Grand Rapids metropoli
tan area, as well as other communities through
out Michigan, there is a strong sense of denial 
about racial and ethnic intolerance and injustice. D 
The "colored" signs are down. With the signs 
down, most white people-by far the dominant 
racial group-have become unconscious and in D 
different about the presence of racial and ethnic 
prejudice. The lack of consciousness about racial 
and ethnic prejudice allows individuals to hon Destly maintain a support for a just and equal op
portunity society, without having to accept any 
personal responsibility either for an unjust, un
fair, and unbalanced system or for working to D 
ward a resolution of the problem. 

The "colored,, signs are still up. 

The only difference between now and 30 
years ago is that today the "colored" signs hang Dout ·of sight in the minds of·the citizenry. The 
"colored" signs are mired in the unconscious, but 
still influence in a negative way our dealings 
with color. With the "colored" signs out of sight, D 
many go to great lengths to ensure there is no 
personal examination of the existence of preju
dice in their own minds. Hence, there is little D 

D 
D 
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D 
D open, honest, and meaningful dialogue on this 

D 
subject by whites. When the term racism comes 
up, people run for cover, going to great lengths 
to avoid using the word racism and examine 
their own behavior. 

The res~t becomes observable in Grand 
Rapids and in most other parts of the State. The

D minority and white communities exist as virtu
ally separate communities, with the minority, 
i.e., "colored" group, relegated to the less desir

D able jobs and housing. Since there are no visibly 

D 
hanging "whites only" signs, there is no place to 
determine the cause of the problem and no way 
to begin to root the bigotry and prejudice. 

Mike Wood, a white male, reflecting on a per
sonal grappling with his ignorance of his racial 
and ethnic bigotry, addressed the fundamental

D causes for the persistence of racism and unequal 

D 
opportunity-denial and apathy. His words de
scribe how the "colored" signs continue to exist 
and hang in the minds of the white community. 

The testimony I offer to the panel. . .is one of a racist. 

D Ten years go if somebody asked me if I were a racist, I 
would have said, with some indignation, "No." 

D 
I am convinced at this moment that if we were to ask 
a thousand white people if they were racist, they 
could be attached to a lie detector, say "No," and 
pass... 

D That is the real problem...the denial and the igno
rance that helps to perpetuate racism. 

D I am not speaking out of any sense of righteousness. I 
would probably be as apathetic and as uninformed 

D 
[today] as I was 10 years ago if it were not for my 
youngest daughter developing a friendship and a rela
tionship with an African American male that pro
duced two grandchildren. 

One of my coworkers in the office shared with me that

D he and his wife are just frightened by the prospect of 
having their daughter experience what our daughter 
did. 

D I felt rage having my grandchildren described as 

D 
somebody else's worse nightmare. But it was .part of 
the reasoning to begin to understand what racism is, 
how it wounds, how it destroys the very soul of the 
innocent.... 

I do not remember making a conscious decision to be

D a racist. Some of the socioeconomic and psychological 
viruses that I came in contact with-through my par-

ents and my schools and my teachers and Michigan 
coaches and my ministers-left me with prejudices 
and ignorance and insensitivity that wounded others 
by my indifference and ignorance and apathy....1 

Committee Commendations 
The admission by an individual or a commu

nity to racial and ethnic prejudice is difficult and 
painful. As a consequence, many individuals 
routinely deny any culpability for the racial and 
ethnic disparities that exist. Community leader
ship, be it political, corporate, educational, or 
religious, relegates the issue to the bottom of the 
agenda. 

As long as individuals are unwilling to ac
knowledge their role in racial and ethnic injus
tice, and institutions are unwilling to make ra
cial and ethnic justice a priority, there is little 
chance that the race problem will be resolved. 

Several community leaders have come for
ward, however, and insist on forthrightly ad
dressing the issue. The support may be late in 
coming, forced by outside pressures in some in
stances, and not as resolute as some would de
sire, still, some in the community have stepped 
forward and the Advisory Committee commends 
their willingness to push the issue before the 
community. 

Local officials with the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Office and the Fair Housing Office 
were open and candid in their assessment of the 
racial and ethnic problems in the city. They 
could not have been so public about these issues 
unless they were confident of support from the 
Mayor of Grand Rapids, John Logie. Every local 
official who testified before the Committee men
tioned their good fortune in having the support 
of the local administration. The mayor deserves 
credit. 

Similarly, the U.S. attorney came forward 
and pledged the complete support of his office to 
individuals who have had their civil rights vio
lated. In addition, during his tenure the percent 
of minority assistant U.S. attorneys has gone 
from O percent to 10 percent. The FBI too 
-pledged a zero -tolerance·· for ·racial and ethnic 
intimidation. 

Complaints were heard about police harass
ment of the minority community. The Advisory 
Committee believes there is probably truth to 

1 Grand Rapids transcript, pp. 83-84. 
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many of the claims. Nevertheless, the Advisory 
Committee believes Chief Haggerty and the 
Grand Rapids Police Department have begun to 
reach out to the minority community as a valued 
segment of the city, and are trying to begin to 
provide effective and responsible policing in 
those communities. The chief of police deserves 
credit. 

Pushed and prodded by the president and 
CEO of D&W Foods, Bob Woodrick, the Grand 
Rapids Chamber of Commerce has embraced an 
agenda to deal with racism in the Grand Rapids 
community. The Committee is aware of no other 
Chamber of Commerce in the country that has 
made the issue of racism a priority. Bob Wood
rick and the Grand Rapids Chamber of Com
merce deserve credit, and corporate CEOs such 
as Stewart Ray of Burger King deserve credit. 

The Grand Rapids Area Center for Ecumen
ism, specifically, and several religious denomina
tions, in particular, have made the issue of racial 
injustice a social priority. Ruefully, the Advisory 
Committee declaims that although these efforts 
are good and sincere, if there is any component 
of the society who should be a leader on this is
sue, it is the religious community. There are 650 
churches in the greater Grand Rapids commu
nity. For most denominations, their positions on 
such issues as prayer in the schools, homosexu
ality, and women in the clergy are clear, explicit, 

and publicly promulgated. If these denomina
tions would bring the same zest and fire to racial 
injustice that is brought to these other issues, we 
would be a lot further along. 

Finally, the Advisory Committee commends 
the individuals in the Grand Rapids community 
who make a stand against the subtle manifesta
tions of racism in the community; the ones who 
take offense at racial jokes-and the Molly 
Shorewells, who take the time and make the 
public effort to express their disapproval of ra
cial bigotry and prejudice. A community of Molly 
Shorewells would sterilize the ground in which 
racial bigotry is rooted. 

Closing Thought 
In Grand Rapids the "colored" signs are still 

hanging-hanging in the minds of individuals in 
the community, hanging in a way that few are 
aware of their presence, yet hanging in a way 
that the people of color still encounter barriers to 
real equal opportunity. The Grand Rapids met
ropolitan area, like the rest of Michigan and the 
rest of the United States, is not a "colored-blind" 
community. The people in the Grand Rapids 
metropolitan area, as those in the rest of Michi
gan and in this country, see color. Only when we 
start to acknowledge what we see, and the im
pact of what we see on our behavior, will equal 
opportunity have a chance to be "color-blind." 
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