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CEDAR RAPIDS CIVIL RIGHTS COMMISSION (CRCRC) 
MEETING MINUTES 
May 19, 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 

Linda Topinka 
Monica Vallejo  
Dr. Ruth White 
Renae Forsyth-Christy 

 
Staff Present: Stefanie Munsterman-Scriven, Executive Director 

Janet Abejo-Parker, Senior Investigator 
 Kelly Hemmer, Senior Administrative Assistant 
  
Guests:   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: Janet Abejo-Parker, Senior Investigator 
Janet Abejo-Parker, Senior Investigator, presented information regarding the mediation 
process. Stated the goal of the presentation is to give Commissioners an understanding of the 
mediation process and how it fits into the overall complaint process. Abejo-Parker stated that 
complainants are informed that they can request mediation at any time during the complaint 
process. Stated mediation is mentioned on the intake form, in notification letters, during 
complainant interviews, and when a response is requested from the Complainant in relation to 
the respondent’s formal statement. Abejo-Parker stated mediation is an alternative option to the 
investigative process and is carried out by a trained mediator who assists both parties in 
reaching a mutual resolution. Stated the process is voluntary but both parties must agree to it. 
Stated there are several ways in which a mediation can be conducted, especially if the 
complainant is not comfortable being in the same room as the respondent. Stated mediation can 
be conducted via telephone, Zoom or in person with the parties in separate rooms. Stated 
parties can bring someone with them for support as long as the person does not interfere with 
the process. Stated neither party is required to have a lawyer present. Stated it is the mediator’s 
responsibility to address any power imbalances and provide support to either or both parties if 
needed. Stated the mediation process includes a pre-mediation meeting with both parties, 
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introductions, information sharing and gathering, identifying interests, issues and positions, 
generating options, caucus, and closure. Stated re-mediation includes the arrival of both parties, 
with different arrival times sometimes being scheduled for the parties to ensure they feel safe 
and comforted. Stated introductions are also an important part of the process as the mediator 
introduces themselves and establishes ground rules for the process. Stated information 
gathering allows the parties to tell their story. Stated the mediator makes objective observations 
about the conflict and addresses needs that must be met for a satisfactory resolution. Stated the 
identifying interests step includes needs, which must be satisfied to resolve the conflict. Stated 
the generating options/caucus step of the process encourages creativity and full participation. 
Rules for the options include not evaluating them right away, emphasizing quality over 
quantity, recording every idea, and encouraging both parties to think outside the box. Stated the 
mediator’s role for generating options includes reality testing, identifying best and worst ideas, 
and focusing on settling. Stated the closing step includes clarifying any issues, identifying next 
steps, and celebrating successes. Stated that if an agreement does not come out of the 
mediation, the case will return to the investigation process. If the parties do come to an 
agreement, the investigator will monitor compliance. After explaining the mediation process, 
Abejo-Parker opened the floor for questions.  
 
Commissioner Topinka asked how mediation would play out if the complainant were being 
discriminated against because of their age. Abejo-Parker stated it would very much be up to the 
complainant to determine what they would want to do. Stated the complainant can stop the 
mediation at any time and continue with the investigation process. Stated investigators will not 
mediate their own cases because they cannot bring something from mediation into the 
investigation. 
 
Commissioner Topinka asked whether having an attorney present would take away from the 
spirit of mediation. Abejo-Parker stated she has seen attorneys be helpful but also impede the 
process at times. Stated the mediator’s job is to ensure both parties are remaining productive. 
Stated that if the complainant feels as though they can’t do anything because a lawyer is there, 
the mediator encourages the complainant to speak up and remind them that they have a voice. 
 
Commissioner Freeman asked whether the mediation process allows for witnesses. Abejo-
Parker stated parties are welcome to bring up the option of witnesses especially if they’ve 
spoken with others who have experienced the same situation. Stated the respondent would have 
to decide how they would respond to that. 
 
Commissioner Freeman asked if breaks were allowed during the mediation process. Abejo-
Parker stated mediators let the parties know they can take a break when they feel it is 
necessary. Stated a break is typically allowed after parties get through the information sharing 
step. 
 
Commissioner Freeman stated that witnesses could potentially experience retaliation and asked 
how the rules would apply in that situation. Abejo-Parker stated that settlement agreements 
always include verbiage stated that the respondent agrees not to discriminate and/or retaliate 
against and disparage individuals involved in the mediation. 
 
Commissioner Freeman asked what percentage of cases are mediations versus investigations. 
Munsterman-Scriven stated she has noticed some people are willing to attempt mediation. 
Abejo-Parker stated parties may agree to mediation but then going into private negotiations 
together. 
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V. Approval of Minutes from April 21, 2021 meeting 
Minutes from the April 21, 2021 meeting were not approved, as the meeting did not have 
quorum. 
 

VI. Report from Chair 
Commissioner White stated she would skip her report in the interest of time.  

 
VII. Committee Reports 

Marion Civil Rights Commission Liaison 
Commissioner Forsyth-Christy stated the Marion Civil Rights Commission is currently looking 
for a Commissioner as one individual recently left. Stated the Commission likes to keep things 
balanced so they’re looking for a woman of color. Stated the Commission discussed the Marion 
Independent school mascot and that another meeting earlier in the week may have settled on 
Wolves as the mascot. Stated the Commission would release a statement once a decision has 
been made. Stated the Commission discussed events they would be working on with the Cedar 
Rapids Civil Rights Commission. Stated the City Manager has decided they would like 
someone to lead the Community Task Force. 

 
VIII. Director’s Report 

Munsterman-Scriven thanked Abejo-Parker for her presentation at the meeting. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated the office remains closed to the public and staff continues to work 
remotely. Stated staff may voluntarily return to the office but it is not required.  
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated she participated in the first episode of Iowa BIG’s podcast called 
Power in Peace. Stated she spoke about women in leadership and the workforce and how 
they’ve been marginalized along the way. Stated Grace King from the Gazette did an article 
about the podcast and interviewed both Munsterman-Scriven and the creators of the podcast. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated the film screening and panel discussion for Asian Pacific American 
Heritage Month was well received, with 45 attendees. Stated a recording of the event is on the 
Commission’s Facebook page. Stated the DIY lei and origami kits have also been well received 
at the local libraries. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated the Commission would be taking part in several events in June. 
Stated the Commission would be sponsoring the African American Youth Think Tank Black 
History Challenge on June 12. Stated the Commission would also be taking part in the African 
American Museum of Iowa’s Juneteenth event on June 19. Stated she has had conversations 
with CR Pride and the LGBTQ Resources Panel regarding a panel discussion for Pride Month. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated the HUD partnership grant video project has completed the English 
ASL version of the “Know Your Rights” video. Stated production of the videos in other 
languages is in process. Stated the storytelling videos will be released in June. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated the June Commission meeting would include a presentation about 
the City’s ReLeaf program to replace the canopy in the city. 
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Commissioner Freeman asked if the Commission would be opening its office back up when the 
rest of the City offices reopen. Munsterman-Scriven stated it would not be reopening until after 
Labor Day for the safety of staff. 
 
Commissioner Topinka asked whether the closure of the Commission office has impacted the 
number of complaints received. Munsterman-Scriven stated the Commission did see a decrease 
in complaints in 2020 but that they are beginning to increase again, which is in line with what 
other Commissions are seeing. 
 
Munsterman-Scriven stated lawful source of income will no longer be a protected class 
beginning in January 2023. Stated that it will have a disparate impact and there is concern that 
it is setting a precedent for other issues that may be rolled back. 
 

IX. Adjournment 
Commissioner Topinka moved to adjourn the meeting at 6:27 p.m. Commissioner Freeman 
seconded the motion, which was unanimously approved, with no discussion. 
 

Respectfully submitted by Kelly Hemmer 
 
 


