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CEDAR RAPIDS CIVIL RIGHTS COMMISSION (CRCRC) 
MEETING MINUTES 

October 20, 2021 5:30 p.m. 
Civil Rights Commission 

50 2nd Avenue Bridge 
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401 

 
Commissioners Present: Julia Freeman 
    Scott Schipper 
    Esaie Toingar  

Linda Topinka 
Monica Vallejo 
Dr. Ruth White 

 
Staff Present: Stefanie Munsterman-Scriven 

Waldemar Rodriguez-Sanchez, Investigator 
 Kelly Hemmer, Senior Administrative Assistant 
 
Guests:   Ashley Balius, Linn County Community Services  
 
 
I. Call to Order 

Commissioner Topinka called the meeting to order at 5:31 p.m. 
 

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

III. Public Response 
No public response. 

 
IV. Guest Speaker: Ashley Balius, Linn County Community Services 

Ashley Balius with Linn County Community Services attended the Commission meeting in an 
effort to get feedback regarding housing, specifically housing equity, the experiences of people 
in the community, and how people of color in the community experience the housing system. 
Balius stated she is meeting with a number of community groups to gain feedback in order to 
identify key central issues. Feedback gained will be taken back to a higher level body that 
works to solve housing issues. Balius stated meetings with other groups uplifted four central 
themes, including homelessness and access to housing; housing quality, which was identified as 
one of the most significant issues; disaster response and recovery from the derecho; and 
scarcity and the lack of affordable housing. Balius uplifted that there is a lack of housing at 
every level. 

 
Dr. White asked how housing quality is defined. Balius stated quality can encompass anything 
from damage from the derecho to lead abatement to pest infestations.  
 
Balius stated she wanted to present a series of questions to Commissioners to obtain their 
feedback. Balius first asked Commissioners what they see in terms of housing when they’re out 
in the community. Dr. White stated she sees a lot of vacant spaces and what appears to be 
dilapidation, which has not always been the case. Commissioner Topinka stated Westdale 
Court apartments have several vacant units and complexes. Commissioner Vallejo stated those 
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units are vacant because the derecho destroyed several of the building. Stated the units are fixed 
on the outside but not the inside.  
 
Balius asked Commissioners what they are hearing from people on the ground, including 
friends, family, and clients, about housing. Commissioner Vallejo stated there are not a lot of 
options for Latinos. Stated Latinos’ first stop is often the Westdale area neighborhood because 
the units are cheaper and they don’t request a rental history. Commissioner Schipper stated he 
has heard that certain areas have limited choices for where families can go. Stated there is an 
attempt to put affordable housing in certain areas but if current neighborhood residents are 
vocal enough or have enough money, they buy the land themselves so housing isn’t built there. 
Stated families may want to live in specific areas because of the proximity to jobs and 
resources but are unable to live there. Commissioner Vallejo stated refugees have told her they 
are being put in the same areas because they want to be around people with similar 
backgrounds. Munsterman-Scriven stated that since lawful source of income will no longer be a 
protected class in 2022, individuals will have a more difficult time finding housing and 
landlords that will accept section 8 vouchers. Stated she has also heard it is impossible for 
individuals to buy a house unless they have funds readily available because houses are selling 
so fast. Stated that is also an equity issue because homeownership build generational wealth. 
Commissioner Toingar stated refugees prefer to stay in communities because starting a new life 
is not easy, it is hard to know the culture, and there is often a language barrier. Stated it 
provides refugees with a sense of stability, especially if they have kids, when they live in a 
community of individuals with similar backgrounds so they can support each other. Dr. White 
stated framing it as a sense of community is an excellent idea, however, when it’s discussed as 
minorities communing it takes on a different tone. Stated she has heard that the Westdale Court 
apartments were built for immigrants and refugees and were not built to the same standards as 
other properties and therefore fell apart during the derecho. Stated there is a deep equity issue 
there because the idea of placing people in a certain spot in substandard housing is in itself 
systemic racism. Stated it would be useful to know who is doing that and whose money is 
behind it. Stated it takes on a different tone when absentee landlords buy housing that is 
targeted to minority communities. Stated she has heard that realtors are steering higher income 
individuals from the historic southeast side of the city, where kids would attend Washington 
High School, because the school has the highest number of minorities. Stated the steering takes 
that wealth out of the center of the city and impacts the schools. Commissioner Topinka stated 
that has been a topic of conversation for quite some time. Commissioner Vallejo stated there 
are also apartments on the northeast side of town behind Blairs Ferry Road that are similar to 
the Westdale Court Apartments. Balius stated kids that live in those apartments live in the 
Kennedy High School district but are sent to Washington High School because they’re ELL 
students. Commissioner Vallejo stated she has been told the kids, including her grandkids, that 
are sent to Washington for the ELL program speak very good English and were born here but 
were sent to Washington because they have a Latino last name. Dr. White stated there are ELL 
programs at all three high schools in Cedar Rapids. 
 
Balius asked Commissioners what they are hearing regarding equity and housing in the 
community. Commissioner Schipper stated school staff often see the quality issues in housing 
during home visits and that he’s happy to see the need for quality housing is being discussed. 
Commissioner Freeman stated elderly people often struggle with the upkeep of housing and 
may need to meet some sort of parameters before access assistance. Commissioner Vallejo the 
African community has four organizations from which they can access assistance, however, 
Latinos do not have a single program committed their community. Stated it would be helpful to 
have information available to people for different organizations instead of just one agency. 
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Commissioner Schipper stated it’s not just about housing but also about building up the whole 
community and neighborhood so residents have easy access to resources such as grocery stores 
and community gardens. Munsterman-Scriven stated many families do not have access to 
healthy food. Stated there is a disparity in homeownership showing that 70% of African 
American individuals in the community rent and only 30% own a home, with the inverse being 
true for white individuals in the community. Stated those statistics show that generational 
wealth is not accessible to the African American community in the city. Commissioner Vallejo 
stated she is working closely with the Mexican consulate in Omaha to provide financial training 
and education programs via Facebook. Stated the program would help teach people about a 
number of financial topics, including how to build credit in order to buy a house. Munsterman-
Scriven stated the Commission is working with Horizons and Habitat for Humanity on 
providing financial literacy classes for immigrants and refugees. Commissioner Freeman stated 
multigenerational housing should also be taken into account as it is a normal practice for a 
number of cultures. Stated food stamps that are accepted at local cultural stores are also 
necessary. 
 
Balius asked Commissioners to identify the key issues that should be considered when moving 
towards housing equity. Commissioner Vallejo stated housing inspections should include some 
sort of certification so landlords can keep renting the property if they pass the inspection. Stated 
inspections should take place more often than every three years. Commissioner Topinka stated 
homelessness is a key issue. Commissioner Freeman stated obtaining housing for individuals 
should be the top priority and equity conversations can take place after that. Stated tiny houses 
could be an option as well. 
 
Balius asked Commissioners what are some big opportunities for change or key solutions that 
could be implemented. Commissioner Freeman stated other events similar to the Vets Stand 
Down event could take place that target a specific subset of homeless individuals. Stated more 
partnerships would also be useful. Stated more people should be included in the conversation. 
 
Commissioner Topinka asked what would be done with the information provided. Balius stated 
the group she is working with has put together quite a bit of infrastructure and they are working 
to develop long range action plans. Stated groups at the table include the Cities of Cedar Rapids 
and Marion, the United Way, the Greater Cedar Rapids Community Foundation, the Housing 
Fund for Linn County, and Advocates for Social Justice. Stated the group is looking at issues of 
policy that can be taken up local or can be advocated for at different levels. Stated funders are 
looking at how they can reshape what they’re doing as they’re allocating funding.   

 
V. Motion to Amend Agenda 

Commissioner Freeman moved to amend the agenda to move up the Report from the Chair as 
Dr. White had to leave the meeting early. Commissioner Topinka seconded the motion, which 
was approved unanimously.  
 

VI. Report from Chair 
Commissioner White read the following text for her Report from the Chair: I have a young 
friend who is running for public office.  As part of her efforts as a member of a social justice 
organization, she along with a group of her cohorts, visit places where young people of voting 
age congregate, and provide them with the opportunity to register to vote.  She related to me 
that in a given evening, her group might be successful in registering one or two young adults.  
When asked to explain their reluctance, the collective response was, “My vote won’t matter.” 
“What difference does it make?” and other such inane answers. 
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This level of apathy is not unusual, but it never fails to make me SO mad.  And this is also 
where Dr. White’s mantra, “Everything is connected.” Comes into play.  If these young people 
knew their history, they would never flout the right to vote! They would know that it is a right 
in this country that is not the case in many others.  And if they are young people of color, as is 
the case in this scenario, they would know that the right to vote was hard fought and hard won.  
People who disregard this right should spend some time with people who don’t have it.  People 
who think that this right doesn’t matter should know that they have “drunk the kool-aid”, and 
that the absence of their vote opens the door for those with evil intent.  Don’t grouse to me 
about how things are “going to hell in a handbasket” if you haven’t exercised your right to 
make a difference.  And particularly, don’t complain about having no office holders of color if 
you didn’t do your part to vote them in. 
 
I’m skipping over the part about participating in campaigns—door-knocking, making phone 
calls, putting signs in your yards.  All of that matters, too.  But right now, I want to focus on the 
RIGHT to vote.  Do it.  Don’t make excuses.  I could tell you who I think you should vote for, 
but that is your private choice.  It matters less who you vote for, than that you vote. Don’t give 
that right away. 
 

VII. Approval of Minutes from September 15, 2021 meeting 
Commissioner Freeman moved to approve the minutes. Commissioner Schipper seconded the 
motion, which was unanimously approved. 

 
VIII. Action Item 

Chapter 69 Approval 
Munsterman-Scriven stated the redlined version of the Chapter 69 Ordinance as well as a 
guideline to the amendments was included in the meeting packet. Stated no new protected class 
were added and there were no substantive changes. Stated the changes were reviewed and 
approved by both the City Attorney’s office and HUD. 
 
Commissioner Freeman motioned to approved Chapter 69 as amended. Commissioner Schipper 
seconded the motion, which was unanimously approved. 
   

IX. Director’s Report 
Munsterman-Scriven opened her Director’s Report by welcoming the Commission’s new 
investigator, Waldemar Rodriguez-Sanchez. Stated new interns would also be joining the team 
soon. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated the Commission is partnering with the downtown library and 
Advocates for Social Justice to present a racial equity and allyship panel discussion on 
November 9th. Stated the event will be held in person but will also be livestreamed on 
Facebook Stated she will be taking part as a panelist and would send a link to the event to 
Commissioners. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated staff will begin working on the 2022 work plan and it will be 
brought before Commissioners at the November meeting. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated the FY23 budget is in process. Stated the HUD contract has been 
received with a base amount of $31,200. Stated HUD has also granted the Commission a 
$13,000 partnership grant. Stated staff are working to determine how the funding can be used. 
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Munsterman-Scriven stated the Finance Committee is in need of more members. Stated 
Commissioner White and Commissioner Schipper are currently the only members. Asked 
Commissioners to reach out to her if they are interested in serving on the Committee. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated she would be sending out Commissioner surveys in the coming 
weeks. Stated she is looking for feedback from Commissioners as well as ideas for outreach 
and potential connections with organizations to which Commissioners belong. Stated similar 
surveys will be sent out to the community on a yearly basis, which will includes questions 
regarding what topics the community would like to hear about, how the Commission can better 
assist, and what community members think about the Commission’s complaint process. Stated 
she hopes to have both of the surveys sent out in November. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated she has looked into having hybrid Commission meetings with both 
in-person and online attendance options. Stated the Commission saw good community 
engagement for the meetings when they were livestreamed on Facebook. Stated it would be 
about $10,000 to set up the required technology. Stated there are other rooms in the city that 
already have the required technology. Stated she would be sending a note to Commissioners to 
determine whether meeting in a different location would be possible. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven provided an update on the Commission initiated complaints. Stated the 
employment/sexual harassment complaint is currently in mediation. Stated the Commission is 
asking for a number of compliance activities to be completed. Stated the Commission is 
waiting on a response from the respondent in the housing/national origin case.  
 

X. Additional Information 
Commissioner Vallejo asked if the Cedar Rapids Police Department could be investigated by 
the Commission. Munsterman-Scriven stated the Commission does not investigate the Police 
Department or any other City departments because it could be perceived as a conflict of 
interest. Stated those complaints are sent to the Iowa Civil Right Commission. Stated the Cedar 
Rapids Citizens Review Board would also look at them now. 

  
Commissioner Topinka asked if Munsterman-Scriven has spoken with all the mayoral 
candidates. Munsterman-Scriven stated she has spoken with Mayor Hart, Tiffany O’Donnell, 
and Amara Andrews but has not heard back from Myra. Stated the Commission had previously 
had a liaison from City Council and she would like to have that again so City Council is aware 
of what’s going on with the Commission. Stated she does reach out to the mayor, the city 
manager and City Council members on a regular basis. Stated she has informed them that 
Chapter 69 will be coming before them soon. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated the City has hired a Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Manager and 
she will be meeting with her next week. 

 
XI. Adjournment 

Commissioner Freeman moved to adjourn the meeting at 7:15 p.m. Commissioner Topinka 
seconded the motion, which was unanimously approved, with no discussion. 
 

Respectfully submitted by Kelly Hemmer 
 
 


