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CEDAR RAPIDS CIVIL RIGHTS COMMISSION (CRCRC) 
MEETING MINUTES 

September 18, 2019 5:30 p.m. 
Civil Rights Commission 

50 2nd Avenue Bridge 
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401 

 
Commissioners Present: Mr. Leland Freie, Chair  
    Mr. Anthony Arrington, Vice Chair 

Ms. Salma Igram 
Mr. Keith Rippy 
Mr. Esaie Toingar  
Ms. Linda Topinka  
Dr. Ruth White 

 
Staff Present: Ms. Janet Abejo-Parker, Acting Executive Director  

Ms. Stefanie Munsterman-Scriven, Investigator 
 Ms. Alicia Abernathey, Administrative Assistant / Intake Specialist 
 
Guests:   Jim Mercer, Cory Johnson 
 
I. Call to Order 

Commissioner Freie, Chair, called the meeting to order at 5:31 p.m. 
 

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

III. Public Response 
Cory Johnson stated he works for Iowa Workforce and is on the NAACP board. Mr. Johnson 
stated he attended to learn more about the Civil Rights Commission.  

 
IV. Discussion with Mercer Group Regarding Hiring of the Executive Director 

Jim Mercer, Mercer Group, thanked the Commission for the opportunity to work on the 
Executive Director search. Mr. Mercer stated he would like the Commission’s input on 
characteristics they want in a new Executive Director and on the timeline laid out for the hiring 
process. Mr. Mercer stated he has the job description for the position, and already met with Civil 
Rights staff and the City’s Human Resources Department. Mr. Mercer stated he brought a 
tentative schedule for the process but it is flexible, with the exception of two areas including 
needing six weeks for the search and a few weeks to evaluate the candidates. Mr. Mercer requested 
if there are any changes to the timeline, the changes be sent to Teresa Feldman in Human 
Resources by the close of business Friday.  
 
Mr. Mercer stated he will work on the recruitment brochure in the coming days based on 
information he received from staff today and receives from Commissioners this evening. Mr. 
Mercer provided examples of recruitment brochures he has used in the past. Mr. Mercer stated he 
received some photographs from Human Resources that represent Cedar Rapids and those will be 
used in the recruitment brochure. Mr. Mercer stated when the recruitment brochure is finalized he 
would like the Commission’s feedback.  
 
Mr. Mercer asked how the Commission would like to work through the process. Mr. Mercer stated 
there are things that will need to be approved and asked if it should be the full Commission or just 
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a few Commissioners. Commissioner Freie stated he, Commissioner Arrington and Teresa 
Feldman with Human Resources will be involved in the hiring process.  

 
Commissioners Topinka and Toingar arrived at 5:40 p.m. 
 

Mr. Mercer stated the recruitment process needs to be a priority. Mr. Mercer asked that any 
changes to the recruitment schedule be sent to Kate Schafer in Human Resources by Friday. Mr. 
Mercer stated Ms. Schafer will be the back and forth contact throughout this process. Mr. Mercer 
stated there are confidentiality issues and the Commission will need to abide by state laws. Mr. 
Mercer stated if the Commission could go into closed session for interviews that would be helpful. 
Mr. Mercer stated if interviews have to be in open session then he needs to be able to 
communicate that to the candidates so they are prepared. Mr. Mercer stated Human Resources is 
in the process of confirming Iowa Open Records and Meeting laws to confirm the process the 
Commission needs to follow.  
 
Mr. Mercer asked Commissioners to briefly review the tentative timeline and then focus mostly on 
providing characteristics they would like to see in a director. Mr. Mercer stated the timeline is 
relatively comparable to other searches his firm has done. Mr. Mercer stated based on the tentative 
timeline, the Commission would make a decision on a candidate in early December. Mr. Mercer 
stated he would also like input on anything else the Commission would like done in the 
recruitment process. Mr. Mercer stated if candidates are from out of town, there should be a tour 
of the city. Mr. Mercer stated the Commission could consider having a reception as well. Mr. 
Mercer stated when the City was hiring the new Police Chief there was a reception in City Hall 
with light refreshments and the public got to meet the candidates and learn a little about them.  
 
Mr. Mercer stated obviously a meet and greet would be a public meeting but he would like to see 
the actual interviews in a private meeting. Mr. Mercer stated he would like the Commission’s input 
on gathering community input. Mr. Mercer stated he has had experience in gathering community 
input and sometimes it works well and sometimes it does not. Commissioner Freie asked how 
input was gathered during the meet and greet with the Police Chief candidates. Mr. Mercer stated 
he does not recall if input was gathered from the public. 
 
Mr. Mercer stated if there are particular people in the community the Commission would like 
interviewed by phone he is happy to do that. Mr. Mercer stated when working with another 
Commission, each Commissioner provided a few names of people they wanted contacted for input 
on the position. Mr. Mercer stated it provided helpful information and did not slow the search 
down. Mr. Mercer stated it also appeared to calm some anxiety on issues in that city.  
 
Commissioner Arrington stated he believes it is very important the public have as much input as 
possible. Commissioner Arrington stated it would be beneficial to get input, through one on one 
conversations, from 10 to 15 community leaders of various sectors. Commissioner Rippy stated 
that is a good idea and those people could have direct input. Commissioner Rippy stated a meet 
and greet would be more informal and open to anyone. Commissioner Rippy stated it would be 
beneficial to indicate 10 to 15 leaders for Mr. Mercer to contact and get their direct input. 
Commissioner Topinka stated there should be as much input from the community as possible. 
Commissioner Topinka stated she likes the idea of the meet and greet because, although it is 
informal, it gives the community a chance to hear from the candidates.  
 
Commissioner Freie asked if the purpose of the public forum is to meet the candidates or would 
there be a card to fill out about strengths, weaknesses, etc. of the candidates. Mr. Mercer stated 
there have been meet and greets in which cards were handed out for feedback. Mr. Mercer stated 



 Page 3 of 7 

there is also the option of asking questions of the candidates and having them respond publicly. 
Mr. Mercer stated in one recruitment search he conducted presentations were conducted by the 
candidates in front of the public. Mr. Mercer stated if the Commission would like him to call 
people in the community, he will need their names and phone numbers, preferably by Monday. 
Commissioner Igram suggested names be emailed to Alicia Abernathey to ensure names are not 
duplicate. Alicia Abernathey, Administrative Assistant II, stated an email to staff, not to the entire 
Commission, would be best as to not violate open meeting laws. Ms. Abernathey stated she will 
compile the list and will send it to Human Resources. Commissioner Arrington stated the list of 
contacts should include people that are representative of all protected classes. Commissioner 
Topinka stated contacting each neighborhood association is an option. Commissioner Igram 
suggested staff provide contacts as well. Commissioner Toingar stated Commissioners should 
include what the contact persons affiliations are in the community.  
 
Commissioner Freie stated the Commission might want to consider who to contact for an open 
house. Commissioner Igram stated the City has done open houses in the past and they probably 
know who to contact. Commissioner Igram stated an open forum should be the last step.  
 
Commissioner Igram stated she has concerns with the time of year the schedule is heading into 
with the holidays. Commissioner Igram stated the search will be nationwide and people may not 
want to travel to, or be in, Iowa that time of year. Mr. Mercer stated the tentative timeline is tight 
but in his experience, if the process is not completed by December 20, 2019 it might as well be 
forgotten for approximately two weeks as people focus on family and the holiday season. Mr. 
Mercer stated the schedule can be extended into January but nothing can be done until after 
approximately January 7, 2020. Mr. Mercer stated once candidates are public, or they have 
informed their current employer they are applying for this position, it is best to move quickly as 
things may come up that deter candidates from moving forward in the process.  
 
Commissioner Arrington asked what is private and what is public throughout this process. Mr. 
Mercer stated the way the schedule is laid out there should be a list of candidates around 
November 12, 2019. Mr. Mercer stated he is purposing in the schedule he meet with the 
Commission on November 20, 2019 with a list of candidates he believes are qualified and would 
ask the Commission to narrow those candidates to who should be interviewed. Mr. Mercer stated 
his desire would be to meet with the Commission in private session to avoid disclosing to the 
public who applied. Commissioner Igram asked if Mercer Group would choose the top 15 finalists 
and then take it to the City for them to go through to decide the top five before coming to the 
Commission. Mr. Mercer stated he will narrow the candidates down based on who meets the 
minimum qualifications of the job description and what the Commission wants in a candidate. Mr. 
Mercer stated he will bring applications for 12 to 15 people for the Commission to review and 
narrow down to five to seven candidates to move forward. Mr. Mercer stated he will conduct 
background checks on those candidates and those still qualified after that point will be interviewed.  
 
Mr. Mercer stated he would like the Commission to think about things that the top five candidates 
would do while they are in town for an interview. Mr. Mercer stated tours of the city are usually 
beneficial. Mr. Mercer stated there are online assessment options that can be used on the 
candidates to help narrow them down, if necessary. Once interviews are conducted, the 
Commission should be ready to make a decision and there are several options including offering 
the position to a candidate or reopening the search if not satisfied with the candidates. 
 
Commissioner Freie stated he wanted to clarify who is involved in the hiring process, as Teresa 
Feldman would like to know. Commissioner Rippy asked what Commissioner Freie meant by 
hiring process. Commissioner Freie stated all Commissioners will look at five resumes and will give 
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their input but he would like to determine who is making the final decision. Commissioner 
Arrington stated the Commission will collectively go into closed session to review the candidates 
but Commissioner Freie, Commissioner Arrington and Teresa Feldman with Human Resources 
will make the final decision. Mr. Mercer stated there are several options but some of them depend 
on whether or not there has to be public disclosure or not. Commissioner Arrington stated they 
might need the City’s input on what is legal and what is not. Commissioner Igram stated the City 
does this on a regular basis and it is their employee. Commissioner Rippy stated the law is that 
candidates are confidential and when the finalists are identified then it requires them to be public. 
Commissioner Rippy stated at the point there is five to six candidates, they will come in, everyone 
will interview those candidates, and then input will be provided. Commissioner Rippy stated 
Commissioners Freie and Arrington will take the input to the City and then a decision will be 
made. Commissioner Rippy stated that is how it was done in the past.  
 
Ms. Abernathey stated she received a phone call from Ms. Feldmann and Ms. Feldmann asked the 
Commission decide tonight how to handle the whole process. Ms. Abernathey stated there is an 
option of Commissioners Freie and Arrington handling initial interviews and the whole 
Commission handling final interviews or the whole Commission can be involved in the initial 
interviews. Ms. Abernathey stated it is up to the Commission but once quorum is hit then the 
process has to abide by Iowa Open Meeting Laws. Ms. Abernathey stated if three or less 
Commissioners are involved, quorum is not met and Iowa Open Meeting Laws do not apply. 
Commissioner Rippy stated that is an excellent reason why it needs to be Commissioners Freie and 
Arrington so candidates are not made public and good candidates are not lost because of it.  
 
Commissioner Arrington stated Mr. Mercer can narrow the candidates down to 15 or so 
candidates but if the Commission met, under quorum, it would expose 15 people publicly. Ms. 
Abernathey stated the Commission would be able to meet in closed session to discuss the 
candidates and not have it public. Ms. Abernathey stated the tentative schedule provided by Mr. 
Mercer aligns with the November Commission meeting and therefore works out for the 
Commission to meet in closed session to discuss the top candidates. Commissioner Arrington 
stated after the Commission reviews the candidates in closed session, the process would involve 
himself, Commissioner Freie, and the City of Cedar Rapids going forward. Commissioner Rippy 
stated in the discussion of narrowing candidates from fifteen to five Commissioners can give their 
input and can suggest questions or topics to cover in interviews.  
 
Commissioner White asked if Mr. Mercer thought there would be 15 candidates by November. Mr. 
Mercer stated a lot of work is put into the recruitment and it will include reaching out to many 
people in Iowa, including other civil rights commissions in Iowa. Mr. Mercer stated they will then 
branch out to the Midwest and it should produce many good candidates. Mr. Mercer stated he will 
keep the Commission posted every few weeks regarding the number of applications received. Mr. 
Mercer stated if it does not look to be successful, he will put together some alternatives for the 
Commission to consider.  
 
Mr. Mercer stated he does not currently know the salary range for the position but has requested it 
from Human Resources. Mr. Mercer stated he does not typically include that information in the 
recruitment brochure. Mr. Mercer stated as part of the recruitment process he will also reach out to 
people who have been hired in similar positions in the past. Mr. Mercer stated it is possible a 
person already in City government move into a position like this but they would have to have the 
necessary qualifications.  
 
Mr. Mercer asked for qualities and characteristics Commissioners would like to see in a director. 
Commissioner Freie stated he would like the candidate to have integrity. Commissioner Rippy 
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stated he would like the selected candidate to have a management leadership style that is 
collaborative. Commissioner Rippy stated the Commission has a very experienced staff and the 
Commission does not need someone to come in and change everything. Commissioner Rippy 
stated the selected candidate should respect the tenor of the current staff. Commissioner Rippy 
stated the selected candidate should spend their first six months listening to staff, the Commission 
and the community to figure out what they need to be doing and what their role is. Commissioner 
Rippy stated the Commission is okay with change but the selected candidate needs to understand 
how the Commission got to where it is now before changes are made.  
 
Commissioner Rippy stated the Commission needs a director that will be here at least five years 
and will not use this role as a stepping-stone or a retirement job, as the Commission needs stability 
in a director. Commissioner Topinka asked if the Commission would be requesting a commitment 
from the selected candidate. Commissioner Igram stated the Commission cannot require a 
commitment, but it can be expected. Commissioner Igram stated the staff works great together 
and nothing is broken, therefore the selected candidate needs to work with them and not try to fix 
things. Commissioner Rippy stated the Commission cannot require the selected candidate to sign 
on for a certain length of time but through the process, the Commission can get a sense of which 
candidates intend to stay for a few years.  
 
Commissioner Arrington stated he believes it is important the selected candidate demonstrate 
experience working in communities. Commissioner Rippy stated the selected candidate should be 
collaborative in the community, not adversarial in the community. Commissioner Rippy stated 
although he does not believe it to be a requirement for the City of Cedar Rapids, he would expect 
the selected candidate live in Cedar Rapids.  
 
Commissioner Arrington stated the selected candidate should have strong cultural awareness. 
Commissioner Igram stated the prior director was the Chief Diversity Officer with the City, and 
therefore it should be expected the selected candidate act as such, as well. Commissioner Igram 
stated the selected candidate should view the City of Cedar Rapids as a partner and the selected 
candidate should be transparent. Commissioner Rippy stated the selected candidate should 
understand the relationship between the Commission and the City of Cedar Rapids is unique and 
although there should be collaboration, the Commission is not a rubber stamp for the City of 
Cedar Rapids. Commissioner Rippy stated anytime there is a conflict the complaint is forwarded 
on to the state commission and the City of Cedar Rapids understands that. Commissioner Rippy 
stated the Commission does not need to be in an adversarial role with the City of Cedar Rapids.  
 
Mr. Mercer stated he will keep the Commission informed of progress through Human Resources. 
Mr. Mercer provided his cell phone number to Commissioners if they need to speak with him. 
Commissioner Rippy stated there is no hidden agenda and Commissioners and staff want the best 
possible person to fill the position. Commissioner Rippy stated there will not be any down low 
phone calls from anyone as there is a level of civility on the Commission in which things can be 
shared openly to one another. Mr. Mercer stated he got that impression in a previous phone call 
with some Commissioners and Human Resources. Commissioner Freie stated he would like the 
selected candidate to be invested in the community. Commissioner Topinka stated the selected 
candidate should be invested in the community, even if they are not from this area. Commissioner 
Arrington stated a person’s experience should be able to exhibit an investment in community.  
 
Commissioner Topinka asked if the Commission does not require qualified candidates by the 
purposed date in the timeline, will the search be extended. Commissioner Arrington stated the 
Commission is not married to the timeline and should be comfortable moving forward at every 
point in the process. Commissioner Rippy stated if the Commission is not comfortable with the 
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candidates, the search could be extended. Commissioner Arrington stated if we find the diamond 
in those who apply the Commission cannot wait or they might be gone.  
 
The Commission thanked Mr. Mercer for his attendance and Mr. Mercer left the meeting.  

V. Approval of Minutes from August 21, 2019 meeting 
Commissioner Rippy moved to approve the minutes. Commissioner Igram seconded the motion, 
which was unanimously approved, with no discussion. 

 
VI. Report from Chair 

Commissioner Freie, Chair, stated he has no report, but reiterated Commissioners need to send a 
list of people to contact in the hiring process to Ms. Abernathey.  
 

VII. Committee Reports 
Outreach Committee Liaison 
Commissioner Freie, Chair, stated Festival Latino was held this weekend and there was a good 
turnout. Ms. Munsterman-Scriven stated over 400 people stopped by the Commission’s booth.   
 
Marion Civil Rights Commission Liaison  
The Marion Civil Rights Commission Liaison was not present. 
 
Janet Abejo-Parker, Acting Executive Director, stated she attended the last Marion Civil Rights 
Commission (MCRC) meeting and offered to provide an update. Ms. Abejo-Parker stated the 
MCRC celebrated their five-year anniversary, and at the event, MCRC Chair Bret Nilles 
summarized the MCRC’s accomplishments over the last five years. Ms. Abejo-Parker stated it was 
also announced the MCRC will continue the grant program they started last year.  
 
Commissioner Topinka asked if the Outreach Committee met recently. Ms. Abernathey stated 
after the approval of the Committee charters the Committees went to a quarterly meeting schedule 
and staff decided to start having the Committees meet in October to stay on the same schedule as 
other items that are addressed on a quarterly basis.  
 
Commissioner Topinka stated the sixth Annual Social Justice Summit is coming up in October in 
Ankeny, Iowa. Commissioner Topinka stated there is a group rate to attend if perhaps 
Commissioners and staff wanted to go. Commissioner Topinka stated she would share the 
information with Ms. Abernathey to forward to the whole Commission.  
 

VIII. Director’s Report 
Ms. Abejo-Parker stated Investigator Stefanie Munsterman-Scriven has been conducting Peace 
Circles at McKinley Steam Academy (McKinley) and asked Ms. Munsterman-Scriven to share a 
few words.  Ms. Munsterman-Scriven stated she has conducted four Peace Circles thus far and the 
majority involved some sort of physical violence and one involved a student being argumentative 
with a teacher. Ms. Munsterman-Scriven stated all were resolved successfully and follow up will be 
conducted to ensure there are no further issues. Commissioner Freie stated it will be interesting to 
see data on how successful Peace Circles are in the schools.  
 
Ms. Abejo-Parker stated there are some upcoming staff trainings with Intake Specialist Alicia 
Abernathey attending Mediation training next week and Ms. Abejo-Parker and Ms. Munsterman-
Scriven attending the Iowa Ideas Conference at the beginning of October.  
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Ms. Abejo-Parker stated she will provide a quarterly check-in on the progress of the Commission’s 
work plan at the October Commission meeting. Ms. Abejo-Parker shared upcoming outreach 
including the History Maker’s Gala in which Marion Commissioners will join the Commission at 
the event. Ms. Abejo-Parker also shared information on the the Protecting Places of Worship 
event and Ms. Abernathey handed out flyers for the event.  
 
Ms. Abejo-Parker stated the signed agreement with HUD was received and the Commission will 
receive approximately $45,000 this year, as compared to approximately $21,000 last year.  
 

IX. Adjournment 
Commissioner Igram moved to adjourn the meeting at 6:49 p.m. Commissioner Topinka seconded 
the motion, which was unanimously approved, with no discussion. 
 

Respectfully submitted by Alicia Abernathey 


