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CEDAR RAPIDS CIVIL RIGHTS COMMISSION (CRCRC) 
MEETING MINUTES 
June 16, 2021 5:30 p.m. 
Civil Rights Commission 

50 2nd Avenue Bridge 
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401 

 
The Cedar Rapids Civil Rights Commission met virtually in Regular Session. The following list of 
individuals were present via Zoom video call. The meeting was held as an electronic regular 
Commission meeting because a meeting in person was impossible or impractical due to concerns for 
the health and safety of Commissioners, staff, and the public presented by COVID-19. 
 
Commissioners Present: Julia Freeman 
    Scott Schipper 
    Esaie Toingar 

Linda Topinka 
Monica Vallejo  
Dr. Ruth White 

 
Staff Present: Janet Abejo-Parker, Senior Investigator 
 Kelly Hemmer, Senior Administrative Assistant 
  
Guests:   Patrick Alvord, Confluence 
    Denise Hurt, Confluence 

ASL Interpreters – Hands Up Communications 
 
I. Call to Order 

Commissioner Topinka called the meeting to order at 5:32 p.m. 
 

II. Roll Call/Introductions 
Commissioners and staff introduced themselves.  
 

III. Public Response 
No public response. 
 

IV. Guest Speaker: Patrick Alvord and Denise Hurt, Confluence  
Patrick Alvord and Denise Hurt from Confluence presented information to the Commission 
regarding the City’s ReLeaf Plan to replant trees that were destroyed by the derecho. Alvord 
stated the purpose of the presentation was to introduce the project and ask for feedback; 
provide the framework for the project; and address some issues that may be of interest to the 
Commission. 
 
Alvord stated ReLeaf Cedar Rapids is a joint project between Trees Forever and City. It is 
focused on replanting trees after the derecho but with a much broader social purpose. Stated 
Confluence is also working with Jeff Speck from Speck and Associations. Speck is a 
nationally-known city planner and author.  
 
Alvord stated the city lost 670,000 trees inside the city limits from the derecho. Stated 13,000 
were public trees and the rest were on private property. Stated the project will work to restore 
the tree canopy in the city. 
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Alvord stated the project consists of four phases: data collection, inventory and research; 
engagement, analysis and prioritization; drafting and review of the plan; and preparing the 
presenting the final plan to the public. Stated the data collection phase of the plan will include 
public engagement and input from community residents. 
 
Alvord stated because trees were lost due to a natural disaster, the city will first have to get the 
tree canopy back to where it was and then work on growing it further. Stated the city is 
currently at 24-27% of the coverage it had pre-derecho. Stated the city would not have to 
dramatically increase tree coverage if it can get back to where it was before the storm.  
 
Alvord stated the plan focuses on the why, what, and how of replanting and growing trees. The 
“why” aspect outlines the guiding principles, overarching goals, and specific objectives of the 
project. Stated the city has committed at least $1 million per year to replanting for the next 10 
years. Stated the project will likely be a 15-20 year effort. Stated this part of the plan also 
describes the benefits of trees and why planting specific species matter when replanting. The 
“what” aspect outlines what exactly will be done throughout the project. Stated there are 
already efforts in the community to replace both private and public trees. Stated trying to find a 
supplier for the number of trees is a bit of a challenge; however, Confluence will be making 
recommendations to the city in terms of how they can go about contracting growing with a 
nursery. This aspect of the plan also addresses the city’s tree policy and advocacy 
recommendations. The “how” aspect addresses implementation, what citizens can do, and what 
is being asked of corporate sponsors. It also includes a manageable schedule for replanting. 
State the city has hired a ReLeaf Program Manager that will work in parks and rec and is 
responsible for only this project. 
 
Alvord stated the project looks at all the streets in the community to determine which locations 
need trees most urgently and the dollar amount required. Stated the project does not include 
private properties but it will inspire and incentivize individuals to plant private trees. Stated 
they will be giving the city a list of what trees to plant and how to do it. Stated each of the 38 
different parks within the city were identified and a specific replanting plan was developed. 
The plan also identified locations within the park where new trees would be planted.  
 
Alvord stated the plan was approached by looking at it through a social justice lens and 
recognizing how important trees are in the community and in underserved neighborhoods. 
Stated the plan prioritizes replanting based on several factors, including where most trees were 
lost, what size they were, how that corresponds with underserved people, and where the city 
says trees are needed most. Utilizing this information, a priority matrix was developed to 
determine where the project should start. Alvord then opened the floor for questions and 
comments. 
 
Commissioner Vallejo stated Westdale Apartments lost several trees. Stated they are talking 
with the apartment owners but further communication is needed. Asked if there was something 
the city could do about it since it is private property. Alvord stated neighborhood involvement 
is required in order to get private trees back. Stated resources and manpower may not be 
available if there is not a coordinated effort to replant. Stated the city will want to tell the 
neighborhoods how to replant. 
 
Commissioner Freeman expressed appreciation for the plan’s focus on replanting native 
species. Commissioner Freeman what the plan is if a non-prioritized area of the city has more 
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buy in to do upkeep and maintenance. Alvord stated the plan does not discourage people from 
planting first if they have the means even if other areas have the need. Stated the prioritization 
refers to the city’s commitment to putting trees back in the public realm. 
 
Commissioner Freeman asked if the project will be providing information to people about how 
to care for the trees. Alvord stated guidance would be provided, however, it is not specific in 
terms of tree species because that cannot be done for every property. Stated the plan takes a 
high level view and provides best practices for trees and a good list of species on which to 
focus. 
 
Commissioner Freeman asked if the plan was going to be available in different languages. 
Alvord stated they have not anticipated translating the document into multiple languages but he 
would discuss it with his core team tomorrow.  
 
Commissioner Freeman asked whether gardening supplies and tools would be made available 
for people who may not have them. Alvord stated they are in the process of holding input 
meetings regarding how those services can be provided to the community.  
 
Commissioner White asked what the confluence is between ornamental trees that people like to 
plant and the keystone trees that people should be planting. Alvord stated the scope of the 
project recognized there were a couple things that should be taken into account. Stated there are 
shade trees that need to be restored as soon as possible. Stated faster growing trees with a 
shorter lifespan can restore shade quickly. Stated that keystone species that are slower growing 
also need to be replanted to provide more ecosystem benefits over their lifetime. Stated the plan 
is a multi-pronged approach that recognizes the need for speed while also acknowledging the 
need for trees in the long run. 
 
Alvord said the plan also advocates for the growth of fruit and nut trees in the park.  
 
Alvord thanked the Commission for the opportunity to present the project and encouraged 
Commissioners to reach out to him if they have more input and questions.. Stated he would 
send the presentation and contact information to staff who can forward it on to Commissioners.  
 

V. Approval of Minutes from May 19, 2021 meeting 
Commissioner Freeman moved to approve the minutes. Commissioner Topinka seconded the 
motion, which was unanimously approved. 
 
Commissioner Topinka commented on the May minutes, pointing out that the conversation at 
the May meeting discussing people being killed by law enforcement began with Emmett Till, 
when in fact it did not begin with him as there were others before him. 
 

VI. Action Item 
Re-Election of Offices – Chair and Vice Chair 
Commissioner Schipper moved to re-elect Dr. Ruth White, the sitting Chair and Linda Topinka, 
the sitting Vice Chair, both effective July 1, 2021. Commissioner Freeman seconded the 
motion, which was unanimously approved, with no discussion. 

 
VII. Report from Chair 

Commissioner White read the following text for her Report from the Chair: “I have long since 
stopped assuming that the general public knows anything about the history of (my) people in 



 Page 4 of 6 

the United States.  The issues around systemic racism stem back to slavery days, yet we still 
have people trying to paint these, the darkest days of our history, as celebratory.  As recently as 
this morning, I was read a portion of a podcast that suggested that Frederick Douglass was one 
for whom slavery was a positive experience. Yesterday, Or Governor had the temerity to 
suggest that we study "both sides" of the destruction of Native American life in Iowa.  It seems 
that some are trying to make wrongheaded statements. 
 
In case there are those who do not know the origins of Juneteenth, I offer the snippet below by 
way of explanation.   

 
Following it is the famous speech delivered by Frederick Douglass explaining why former 
slaves are reluctant to participate in the celebration of our nation's birth.  It is a truncated 
version, but the speech in its entirety is available online. 
 
Juneteenth (short for “June Nineteenth”) marks the day when federal troops arrived 
in Galveston, Texas in 1865 to take control of the state and ensure that all enslaved people be 
freed. The troops’ arrival came a full two and a half years after the signing of the Emancipation 
Proclamation. Juneteenth honors the end to slavery in the United States and is considered the 
longest-running African American holiday. 
 
Confederate General Robert E. Lee had surrendered at Appomattox Court House two months 
earlier in Virginia, but slavery had remained relatively unaffected in Texas—until U.S. General 
Gordon Granger stood on Texas soil and read General Orders No. 3: “The people of Texas are 
informed that, in accordance with a proclamation from the Executive of the United States, all 
slaves are free. 

 
From “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” by Frederick Douglass   
Pardon me, allow me to ask, why am I called to speak here today? What have I…to do with 
your national independence? Are the great principles of political freedom embodied in that 
Declaration of Independence extended to us? Am I called upon to bring our humble offering to 
the national altar, and to confess the benefits and express devout gratitude for the blessings 
resulting from your independence to us? But, such is not the case. I say it with a sad sense of 
the disparity between us. I am not included in this glorious anniversary! Your high 
independence only reveals the immeasurable distance between us. The blessings in which you, 
this day, rejoice, are not enjoyed in common. — The rich inheritance of justice, liberty, 
prosperity and independence, bequeathed by your fathers, is shared by you, not by me. This 
Fourth [of] July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn. …Above your national joy, 
I hear the mournful wail of millions! To forget them, to pass over their wrongs, and to chime in 
with the popular theme, would be treason most scandalous and shocking, and would make me a 
reproach before God and the world. I do not hesitate to declare, with all my soul, that the 
character and conduct of this nation never looked blacker to me than on this day! Whether we 
turn to the declarations of the past, or to the professions of the present, the conduct of the nation 
seems equally hideous and revolting. America is false to the past, false to the present, and 
solemnly binds herself to be false to the future. What, to the American slave, is your 4th of 
July? I answer: a day that reveals to him the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the 
constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; 
your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your 
denunciations of tyrants, shameful; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your 
prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade, and 
solemnity, are, to him, mere bragging, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy — a thin veil to 
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cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on the earth 
guilty of practices, more shocking and bloody, than are the people of these United States, at this 
very hour. …You boast of your love of liberty, superior civilization, and pure Christianity, 
while the whole… nation is solemnly pledged to support and perpetuate the enslavement of 
three millions of your countrymen… You hurl your threats at tyrants in Russia and Austria, and 
pride yourselves on your Democratic institutions, while you consent to be the mere tools and 
bodyguards of the tyrants of Virginia and Carolina. You invite fugitives of absolutism from 
abroad, honor them with banquets, greet them with ovations, cheer them, toast them, salute 
them, protect them, and pour out your money to them like water; but the fugitives from your 
own land you advertise, hunt, arrest, shoot and kill. You are all on fire at the mention of liberty 
for France; but are as cold as an iceberg at the thought of liberty for the enslaved of America. 
Fellow-citizens! I will not discuss further your national inconsistencies. The existence of 
slavery in this country brands your democracy a sham… and your Christianity as a lie. It 
destroys your moral power abroad; it corrupts your politicians at home. …In conclusion, 
notwithstanding the dark picture I have this day presented of the state of the nation, I do not 
despair of this country. I, therefore, leave off where I began …with hope.  
  

VIII. Committee Reports 
Marion Civil Rights Commission Liaison 
Ranae Forsyth-Christy, Marion Civil Rights Commission Liaison, was not in attendance; 
therefore, no report was given from the Marion Civil Rights Commission. 

 
IX. Director’s Report 

In Stefanie Munsterman-Scriven’s absence, Janet Abejo-Parker presented the Executive 
Director’s report. 
 
Abejo-Parker stated new Commission ads are now on city buses. Stated the ads tie in well with 
the storytelling videos that will be released soon. Stated the ads were created in English with 
the tag line and contact information translated into Spanish and French as well. Commissioner 
Vallejo stated the Spanish translation needed to be corrected. Munsterman-Scriven stated staff 
would reach out to the ad company to have it updated. Commissioner Freeman suggested using 
photos of people from Cedar Rapids instead of stock photos in future ads. 
 
Abejo-Parker stated staff is scheduled to take part in a book discussion for “How to be an Ideal 
Team Player”. Stated Munsterman-Scriven thought the discussion was a good idea since there 
are two newer members on the team. Abejo-Parker stated Sue Sager would be facilitating the 
discussion. 
 
Abejo-Parker stated two high school interns from Kirkwood would be joining the Commission 
for the summer. 
 
Abejo-Parker stated June 2020 completed Commissioner Rippy’s tenure on the Commission 
and expressed gratitude to him for his service. Stated Keith passed along the following 
statement: “This month completes his tenure, has been a gratifying and rewarding 10 years, 
honor and privilege to serve commission, it’s the best it’s been since I started in 2011, have 
exceptional staff that’s doing a great job, current commissioners are committed, please extend 
my gratitude to staff and colleagues.”  
Abejo-Parker congratulation Commissioner Vallejo on being named LULAC’s Iowa Woman of 
the Year. Commissioner Vallejo thanked her brothers and sisters at LULAC and stated she is 
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happy and honored to represent the Latino community in Cedar Rapids. Vallejo stated it was a 
great honor to receive the award. 
 
Abejo-Parker stated Commissioner White and Commissioner Topinka were conducting 
interviews of potential Commissioners and provided their recommendations to Mayor Hart. 
 
Abejo-Parker thanked Commissioner White for her note about Juneteenth and for reading the 
piece from Frederick Douglass. Stated the Commission would be involved in the African 
American Museum of Iowa’s Juneteenth event this weekend. The event will be held at NewBo 
City Market this Saturday from 11am to 6pm. 
 
Abejo-Parker stated Munsterman-Scriven participated in the African American Youth Think 
Tank’s Black History Challenge as part of their Juneteenth event. Stated the community was 
very interested in watching and learning from the event. 
 
Abejo-Parker stated the Commission would be holding a panel discussion in collaboration with 
CRPride on July 12 in honor of Pride Month in Cedar Rapids. 
 
Abejo-Parker stated the HUD videos are expected to be completed by the end of June.  
 
Abejo-Parker stated staff members Umaru Balde and Kelly Hemmer would be conducting a 
presentation at the August meeting regarding social media. 
 

X. Additional Information 
Commissioner Topinka asked if a presenter is scheduled for the July meeting. Abejo-Parker 
said she does not believe there is anyone scheduled. 
 
Commissioner White stated she is on the Mt. Mercy University Board of Trustees and they 
mentioned a partnership they had with the Commission. Asked if that was ongoing or if it was 
new. Abejo-Parker stated she was unsure of the partnership but that Munsterman-Scriven may 
have something in the works. 
 

XI. Adjournment 
Commissioner Freeman moved to adjourn the meeting at 6:54 p.m. Commissioner Topinka 
seconded the motion, which was unanimously approved, with no discussion. 
 

Respectfully submitted by Kelly Hemmer 
 
 


