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OUR VIEW ON THE CITY'S PARKS AND RECREATION DEPARTMENT
In July of 1967 President Lyndon Johnson appointed an 11 member National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders. The Commissions 1968 report, informally known as the Kerner Report, concluded that the nation was “moving toward two societies, one black, one white–separate and unequal.” That statement still rings true today in the Community Services Department where there are housed two divisions; Recreation Intervention and Parks, Recreation and Downtown Services. 

In the 2005-2006 Projected Cost For Parks and Recreation budget only one recreation facility that comes under the Recreation Intervention umbrella is funded or under funded and is Maides Park. Maides Park is to receive $100,000 in 2005-2006 and another $100,000 in 2006-2007 budgets. 

Facilities that come under the Parks, Recreation and Downtown Services umbrella receive $395,000 and that figure does not include $500,000 designated for Land Acquisition. Assuming that the $500,000 will be used at a location other than Maides Park the Parks, Recreation, and Downtown Services Division facilities will receive $895,000 in 2005-2006 alone.

Notice that the Martin Luther King Center, commonly known as 8th Street Center, the Hemingway Center, Vista Village Community Center, Rankin Enrichment Center, Creekwood North Recourse Center and the Hillcrest Recreation Center, all of which come under the Recreation Intervention Division, did not receive any funds. 

A glaring example of unequal allocation of resources is the lack of funding for the 8th Street Center. There is $125,000 in the budget for Empie Tennis Court Renovations and no money in the budget to re-surface the tennis courts or for expansion and upgrades at 8th Street Center. There is $50,000 in the budget for an additional playground at Halyburton that “would make the park for a more inclusive destination for families.” Draw your own conclusions about the Recreation Intervention and Parks, Recreation and Downtown Services Divisions, one black one white–separate and unequal.

WHAT DOES IT TAKE?
It was 1992. The place – Simi Valley, California.

A jury of well-to-do white and Asian-Americans, after seeing the infamous videotape of a black motorist named Rodney King being brutally beaten by LAPD officers over and over again, decided to acquit them of any wrongdoing.

When the black and Hispanic teens of Los Angeles heard the verdict, the place exploded, and for the rest of that week, the “City of Angels” was where all hell had broken loose.

The law was given a chance to work, with incontrovertible evidence, and it failed.

Fast forward to 2005. The place – the federal courthouse in Raleigh.

A jury of 3 blacks and 9 whites, after hearing indisputable evidence that in February 2002, a white NC Dept. of Transportation worker who didn’t care much for blacks, hung up a hangman’s noose at his workstation at the NCDOT Maintenance Shop in Raleigh, and management did nothing about it for 35 days, decided that for seven black DOT employees who felt intimidated, it indeed was a racially hostile work environment. 

But after hearing testimony of how the white employee was never fired or disciplined, how managers actually looked at the noose and laughed, how the letters “KKK” were scrawled in the men’s bathroom, how the same white NCDOT employee who hung the noose, also said in an open employees’ meeting how he wished he could hang blacks “like my father did” and was never reprimanded by the supervisor conducting the meeting, and how NCDOT conducted four investigations into the noose matter, always clearing the white employee of any wrongdoing (the noose was actually a “tool” NCDOT concluded), that same jury incredibly decided NCDOT had absolutely no liability, no responsibility for the racially hostile work environment its managers allowed to fester clearly for days and weeks.

Thus, despite the obvious pain, suffering and intimidation these seven black men felt having to go to work every day for 35 days seeing their management allow a coworker to openly threaten them with death, THIS jury decided NCDOT had no hand in this, not even negligence in not aggressively addressing the matter once upper managers did learn what was happening.

The very fact that NCDOT management played games with “Was there a noose?”, “What noose?”, “There was no noose, it was a tool”, and “OK, if there was a noose, the black workers must have snuck in on the weekend, took a picture, then snuck back out,” suggests even to the most simpleminded that these people were trying to coverup an explosively racist situation.

THAT right there IS liability and responsibility.

But thanks to Wednesday’s incomprehensible verdict, NCDOT got away with it. And they did so because, once again, people who have never felt the real sting of racism didn’t want to deal with it.

This jury – which included three blacks – could not deny that that horrible symbol of hate and intimidation had been hung. The pictures and video were clear. They weren’t THAT crazy.

But, like that Simi Valley jury of 1992, they couldn’t bring themselves to punish NCDOT for being such as racially biased agency with a long history of discrimination, because to them, there was no real harm done.

No one died or lost a limb. Only their feelings and rights as American citizens were “hurt.”

Thus, no punishment required. Get over it.

The jury’s ignorance speaks yarns.

The DOT-7 and their very fine attorney Al McSurely are nonetheless holding their heads up high. They forced state government to be accountable, even as witness after witness for the NCDOT lied their faces off under oath.

Their partial victory certainly puts NCDOT on notice to do better, or else.

The DOT-7 are indeed heroes because they chose to stand up and fight back against racism, while their spineless bosses, and an even more spineless federal jury, shamelessly looked the other way.

Racism was rewarded with this split verdict, but the true courage and dignity of the plaintiffs shone through.

And with it came, the truth, which really has no dollar value.

As attorney McSurely assured, this verdict is just the beginning.
