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A Case Study of the Seattle Human Rights Commission 

  Jung Lee  

Chapter 1. Purpose Of The Study 

 

Background & Policy Problems  
 

International non-governmental organizations (NGOs), governmental agencies 

and committees such as the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights have 

been created to address international and domestic human rights issues since the 

1940s.1 As non-state actors began discussing the importance of improving human rights 

conditions and monitoring human rights practices, many countries started 

incorporating international human rights norms into their bilateral foreign policy since 

1970.2  

Even though the United States started to look at human rights issues with 

international norms early in the 1960’s, it took a long time until the US Senate ratified 

the International Covenant on Civil & Political Rights (1992) and the Convention on 

Torture &Women Rights (1994).3 Once Senate ratifies, the federal government becomes 

responsible for the consequences of not complying with the international human rights 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 (Donnelly 1998) pp.9-11 

2 Ibid., pp.86-114 
3 Ibid.,pp.86-90 
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treaties. However, the incorporation of international human rights standards was 

completely dependent on state and local government. Local government and agencies, 

therefore, have been critical in putting human rights norms into local public policies.  

Some state ordinances and resolutions encourage local governments to take 

international human rights treaty obligations into account when designing local policy 

and practice.4 Without legal framework that mandates human rights perspectives in 

policies and practices, the lack of implementation and monitoring human rights norms 

(on both local and federal levels) has often led to human rights infringement. For 

example, Native American groups have claimed their rights of land, education, health 

and other issues for a long time but the U.S. has often refused to accept the 

recommendations from the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the U.N. 

Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination.5 The rationale of the federal 

government is that the U.S. has not ratified the UN Convention Concerning Indigenous 

and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries and it has no legal responsibility to 

protect the rights of the indigenous people. In addition, the local governments have not 

implemented the recommendations and treaties to their local policies.6  

Since the implementation of the international treaties depends on the work of 

local governments, local human rights agencies have taken important roles to promote 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 For example, the Washington State Human Rights Commission created a human rights framework to examine human rights 
related issues in the Washington State. While dealing with housing discrimination issues of farm workers in Washington, the 
Commission specifically used the UDHR Article 25 and discussed relevant state housing ordinances to further improve the 
conditions of farm workers. For more information, see (Kaufman, State and Local Commissions as Sites for Demestic Human Rights 
Implementation 2011) p.93. 

5 (Frontline defenders 2012) 

6 Ibid 
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equality in policy-making procedures. With the core mission to eliminate discrimination 

and to change institutional structures to promote equality7, local human rights agencies 

have actively engaged in the policymaking process by exercising four major activities; 1) 

advocate human rights issues and policies, 2) monitor and report human right issues, 3) 

assess local human rights policy and practices and 4) engage in education and training.8 

The work of the agency, however, varies due to the unique history and economic and 

social context.  

Research Purpose  
	  

The City of Seattle has been an active and open community in dealing with social 

injustice problems such as racial segregation, discrimination and LGBT rights, though 

problems still exist. The City has worked with diverse civil rights and human rights 

organizations to address discrimination and human rights issues since the 1960’s. 

Compared to other cities, the City of Seattle created a local human rights agency earlier 

and collaborated with the agency in dealing with civil rights and human rights issues. 

As a result, the City of Seattle started to create anti-discrimination policies in the 

1960’s.9  

The research question for this research is as follows: 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 (Kaufman, State and Local Commissions as Sites for Demestic Human Rights Implementation 2011)p.89. 
8 Ibid, pp.96-101 
9 (Seattle Human Rights Commission 1968) SHRC created the first draft of the Open Housing Ordinance in 1963. The initial 
ordinance was defeated in 1963; however, it was passed uanimously in 1968. 
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ü Research Questions: What are the roles of a local human rights agency in 

incorporating international human rights treaties into local policies? 

The main purpose of this research is to document the roles of a local human 

rights agency (the Seattle Human Rights Commission) in incorporating international 

human rights norms in the City of Seattle.10 This research will start by describing the 

necessity of creating the local agency (SHRC) in historical context. Using the cases that 

SHRC dealt with, the research will examine the four major roles of the Seattle Human 

Rights Commission: 1. Advocacy, 2. Monitor and document human rights issues, 3. 

Assess local human rights policy and practices, 4. Engage in education and training and 

5. Other activities.11 By doing so, this research provides outcomes of the SHRC’s 

activities. 

Another purpose is to research international human rights conventions and 

treaties, which the SHRC uses to examine existing local human rights problems and to 

change local policies. In addition, I will compare the usage of international standards at 

other human rights commissions to the SHRC.  

Lastly, it will investigate the limitations of the SHRC as an advisory body and 

provide suggestions for further effective work.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 (Seattle Human Rights Commission 1963) In 1963, the Seattle Human Rights Commission started its journey to promote equality 
in the lives of the Seattleites as an advisory committee to the Mayor. The information about SHRC has been drawn from historical 
documents at Seattle City Archives.  

11 (Kaufman, State and Local Commissions as Sites for Demestic Human Rights Implementation 2011). pp.96-101 
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Definitions of terms 
	  

 Since the Commission’s work encompasses civil rights and human rights issues, 

it is difficult to divide its agendas into two categories. However, it is important to define 

civil rights and human rights; it is because this research examines how the Commission 

has broadened its focus into human rights over time. In addition, definitions of inward-

looking legislation and outward-looking legislation help understand the focus of the 

human rights legislation and the target group of the legislation. 

i. Civil Rights 

Civil rights are given to citizens (and residents) institutionally and legally, 

typically within a society’s constitution.12 The basic civil rights in the U.S. are freedom 

of speech, press and assembly, the right to vote, freedom from involuntary servitude, 

and the right to equality in public places. These rights have expanded since the First 

Amendment of the Bill of Rights through continuous civil rights movements. Civil 

rights are considered to be institutionally enforceable.13   

ii. Human Rights 

Compared to civil rights, human rights have broader concepts and have been 

considered not to restrict basic human rights to specific citizens but to encompass all 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 (Choi 2008) 

13 Ibid., 
 



8	  
	  

human beings universally.14  As outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 

Article 25 describes human rights as follows, “1. Everyone has the right to a standard of 

living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including 

food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to 

security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or 

other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.15”  

iii. Human Rights Legislation 

Compared to civil rights legislation, human rights regulations are based upon 

international treaties, which are often not binding, and the legalization of the treaties 

are settled by individual governments. According to Burroughs, human rights 

legislation can be categorized in two ways: inward-looking human rights legislation 

and outward-looking legislation.16 Inward-looking human rights legislation begins with 

recognizing the need to implement international human rights treaties or standards-

especially, international human rights treaties that are not yet ratified at the federal 

level-in state and local government. Inward-looking legislation attempts to bring active 

human rights discussions into local initiatives or legislation so that the legislation can 

provide more legitimate protection and governmental accountability.17 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 (Ryu 2009) 

15 United Nations General Assembly. "Universal Declaration of Human Rights." Geneva, December 1948. 

16 (Burroughs 2005-2006)p.414 

17 Ibid., pp.414-415  
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Outward-looking HR legislations try to resolve international human rights 

problems by regulating problematic practices within the state or local community.18 

Burroughs explains that outward-looking human rights legislations try to resolve 

international human rights problems by regulating problematic practices within the 

state boundary. One example is Massachusetts Burma Law; it putted restrictions on the 

state’s “contracts with individuals or companies doing businesses with Burma.” The 

Supreme Court held the law unconstitutional in 2000.19 

Human Rights Legislations Definition Examples 
Inward-looking HR legislations Recognize the need to 

implement international human 
rights treaties or standards at 
local, state and federal level. 

Panhandling Ordinance in 
Seattle, WA 

Outward-looking HR 
legislations 

Try to resolve international 
human rights problems by 
regulating problematic practices 
within the state boundary. 

Burma Law in MA 

 

Chapter	  2.	  Literature	  Review	  
	  

To examine a local human rights agency, it is important to investigate the 

historical context of the Human Rights principles and the emergence of the human 

rights agencies. This section also provides what States and the civil society expect from 

these agencies and the structures of the agencies. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Ibid	  
19	  Ibid.	  p.418	  
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1. International Human Rights Principles and Human Rights Agencies 

	  
The International Bill of Human Rights has three key human rights documents: 1. 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), 2. the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), and 3. the International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). The UDHR is recognized as a cornerstone in the 

history of human rights and is translated in 250 languages and has become a model to 

create human rights policies in many countries20. However, some countries perceive the 

ICESCR and ICCPR differently; it is because these principles require more proactive 

governmental actions to achieve goals of the treaties such as creating new laws and 

putting efforts to enforce them.  

Especially, US, one of the principal actors in drafting international human rights 

standards, has had ideological disagreement on governmental intervention and political 

disagreement in ratifying these Bills and other International Human Rights treaties. For 

example, Franklin D. Roosevelt affirmed the importance of economic rights as one of 

four elements of human rights: “the freedom of speech and expression, the freedom of 

every person to worship God in his own way everywhere in the world, the freedom 

from want and the freedom from fear.21” During economic depression in the 1940s, 

Franklin D. Roosevelt tried to invent human rights framework that further ensures the 

socioeconomic rights in the U.S22. However, as Lewis argues that the conservative party 

opposes to create governmental social policies, which aim to protect socio-economic 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 http://www.un.org/rights/HRToday/declar.htm 
21 (Lewis 2008)P.108 
22 Ibid. 
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rights such as healthcare and education23. It was also because the opposing party 

focused more on negative rights such as voting rights in the time and they tried to build 

different political mechanism that promotes individual freedom from governmental 

intervention. 

While U.S. has hesitated to implement these socioeconomic treaties, many of the 

international countries have acknowledged the importance and positive impacts of 

socioeconomic rights and have fine-tuned their national and local policies according to 

the treaties. Since the 1960s, the need for an international human rights commission to 

respond to human rights issues and to mediate conflicts increased greatly after the 

newly liberated countries from colonization brought forward cases of human rights 

violations and raised their concerns to the international society.24  

Due to this increasing demand, many human rights organizations were created 

after the 1960’s. One of the earliest cases of UN involvement in human rights was the 

creation of the Special Commission of Investigation in 1968 to investigate human rights 

violations. Another example is that the UN Ad Hoc Working Group on the Situation of 

Human Rights in Chile was created to monitor human rights violations during the 

Chilean military coup in 1970. In 1976, the UN Human Rights Commission was 

established to monitor the implementation of the International Covenant on Civil & 

Political Rights.25 Also, in the 1970s, many new non-governmental organizations such as 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid., pp.9-17 
25 Ibid., pp.10-11 
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Amnesty International were created to establish, monitor and enforce human rights 

standards at the international level.26  

As the international community became more aware of human rights issues, 

many countries have understood the importance of implementing, monitoring, and 

improving the harsh human rights conditions of minorities. To further promote 

importance of human rights policies and practices, many countries started 

incorporating international human rights norms into their bilateral foreign policy.27 For 

example, since 1973, the US started to actively integrate international human rights 

norms into the international diplomacy arena. During this time, Congress 

recommended that the government consider a country’s human rights policy practices 

before awarding international aid funds.28 

The active discussion on the economic and social rights in the international level 

enabled human rights NGOs, advocates and legal scholars in U.S. to continue their 

advocacy.29 NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International actively 

engaged in documenting and reporting economic and social rights violation such as 

rights of U.S. workers in the meatpacking industry and the undocumented work 

forces.30 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Ibid., pp.10-11 
27 Ibid., p12 
28 Ibid. 

29 Lewis, 2008 pp.132-133 
30 Ibid. p.133 
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Judith Resnik emphasized collective state and local action as “a force for enabling 

state and local officials to influence national and transnational policy through 

integrating human right norms31.” Many scholars argue that local and state advocacy is 

a critical factor to “ internalize the international human rights norms and to support 

national implementation by countering criticisms that human rights are somehow anti-

democratic32.” 

The active advocacy work of NGOs and activists increased public awareness of 

economic & social rights and current problems such as lack of access to the adequate 

health care, housing and education in local community. Also, they began to design and 

to promote “an economic and social rights-based approach to U.S. economic and social 

problems in conjunction with existing approaches”; and began “to create pressure for, 

and lend additional legitimacy to, judicial interpretive efforts, legislative efforts, and 

administrative interpretations of the recognition and promotion of socioeconomic 

rights.33”  

So far, the United States Senate has ratified (1) the International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights in 1992, (2) the International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination in 1994, (3) the Convention Against Torture and 

Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment in 1994, and (4) the 

Charter of the Organization of American States. However, there has been intense 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 (Kaufman, State and Local Commissions as Sites for Domestic Human Rights Implementation 2011) p.90. Resnik, Civin, and 
Freuh, 2008, 732-65 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. p.134	  
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disagreement upon the expected roles of government and the levels of implementation 

of the socioeconomic rights. It took a long time for U.S. to sign following five 

international conventions: (1) the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and 

Cultural Rights, (2) the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women, (3) the Convention on the Rights of the Child, (4) the Convention on 

the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and (5) the American Convention on Human 

Rights. And there are still many human rights agendas to discuss in local and state level. 

2. National Human Rights Institutions and Local Human Rights 
Commissions 

	  

Human rights agencies often have different models, different perspectives on 

socioeconomic rights, and different responsibilities. According to Dam, national human 

rights institutions (NHRIs) and state & local human rights commissions differ in origins, 

jurisdictions, forms and variations of practices.34  

The Principles Relating to the Status of National Institutions (the Paris 

Principles) 35  in 1991 provided the standards for the NHRIs: “1. competence and 

responsibilities, 2. composition and guarantee of independence, 3. methods of 

operations, and 4. Principles relating to the status of commissions as quasi-judicial 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 (Dam 2007) pp.1-10. 

35 Ibid. p.3 According to Dam, since the 1960s, “the feasibility of national institutions as instruments for protections and promotion 
of human rights” and accomplishments of several NHRIs led to the creation of the “Principles Relating to the Status of National 
Institutions (the Paris Principles) in 1991. 
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bodies.36” Also, the models of the NHRIs are various: 1. the human rights commission 

model, 2. the advisory committee model, 3. human rights ombudsmen model, and 4. the 

human rights institute model.37  

 

Table 1. the standards and different models for the NHRIs and different U.S. human rights 
commissions models and activities38 

 

Also, the forms of the state and local commissions vary greatly based upon their 

missions and their legal status.39 The state and local human rights commissions in the 

U.S are based upon the “Guidelines for Effective Human Relations Commissions”, 

published by the U.S. Department of Justice Community Relations Service. 40  For 

example, some commissions have integrated the advisory committee model into the 

human rights commission model. Also, the commissions have different historical 

contexts and unique status in their own local government; while the names of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Ibid. p.3 
37 Ibid. pp.5-6 
38 The table has been made based upon the literature reviews. 
39 Ibid. p.11	  
40 Ibid. p.11 
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commission differ. For example, there are the human rights commissions, the human 

relations commissions and the civil rights commissions; the human rights commissions 

deal with broader concepts including civil rights; the human relations commissions 

focus on “inter-group, cross-cultural tension, hate crimes and etc.”; and the civil rights 

commissions focus on basic rights protected by the U.S. Constitution such as “civil 

liberties, due process, and equal protection under the laws.41”  

In spite of various names and tasks, state and local human rights commissions 

share similar responsibilities: “to eradicate discrimination and promote equal 

opportunity.42” The commissions work collectively with other human rights agencies 

and local governments to accomplish their mission by the following activities: 1. 

monitor and document human rights abuses, 2. assess local policy and practices in light 

of international standards, 3. engage in education and training, 4. incorporate human 

rights principles into advocacy efforts, 5. investigate human rights complaints, and 6. 

encourage, coordinate, and implement local policy to integrate human rights 

principles.43   

There have been many discussions and questions regarding state and local 

governments’ ability to establish laws that affect the federal government’s power and 

decisions on an international level. 44  The ratification of the treaties involves not only 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 (Saunders and Bang 2007)pp.2-3. 

42 Ibid. p.2	  
43 (Kaufman, State and Local Commissions as Sites for Demestic Human Rights Implementation 2011)pp.96-101 

44 Burroughs explains that outward-looking human rights legislations (the legislation to address human rights problems in 
international communities-)try to resolve international human rights problems by regulating problematic practices within the state 



17	  
	  

political agreements from parties but also the federal government’s will and ability to 

promote “positive rights45” in feasible ways. In addition, increasing human rights 

awareness in the U.S. has provided a firm ground for human rights activists to raise 

their voice for bringing international human rights norms into local communities. 

In the following section, this research will analyze the needs of a local human 

rights agency in historical context and examine roles of the agency by describing its 

activities. 

Chapter	  3.	  Methodology	  
	  

This research is a qualitative research and a case study of the Seattle Human Rights 

Commission. A case study method will enable to describe the SHRC and its purpose 

more specifically rather than to generalize the commission’s work with other 

commissions. 46  Also, the method offers different research techniques 47  such as 

document research and interviews so that it is more convenient to understand the 

commission’s work in depth. This study examines available historical documents, 

reports of the SHRC and other agencies’ reports on the work of the SHRC. Also, it 

includes interviews with Commission staff, government officials and previous and 

current commissioners.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
boundary. One example is Massachusetts Burma Law; it putted restrictions on the state’s “contracts with individuals or companies 
doing businesses with Burma.” The Supreme Court held the law unconstitutional in 2000 (p.418). (Burroughs 2005-2006) pp.411-445.  

45 Ibid. p.413 
46Ibid. p.390 
47 Ibid. p.390 
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1. Research Criteria 
	  

This research describes major roles of the SHRC; 1. Advocacy, 2. Monitor and 

document human rights issues, 3. Assess local human rights policy and practices, 4. 

Engage in education and training and 5. Other activities.48 Also, the research will 

examine the usage of international human rights treaties by the SHRC. 

To provide historical context of the SHRC’s work, I researched reports, 

correspondences and other related documents from 1962 to 2013. I also researched the 

reports of the SHRC from 1997 to 2012 more closely because the commission started 

using international standards from the late 1990’s. It is to examine the issues and cases 

that the SHRC has dealt with. By doing so, this research provides international human 

rights conventions and treaties that the SHRC has used.  

o Issues and cases  

§ Local Issues: examples: excessive force by the Seattle Police 

Department, homelessness, the Panhandling Ordinance 

§ National and International Issues: this category includes recent work 

of the SHRC such as addressing human rights violations in other cities 

and other countries 

o The international human rights treaties and conventions that the commission 

has used to examine the current issues and to bring recommendations. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 (Kaufman, State and Local Commissions as Sites for Demestic Human Rights Implementation 2011)pp.96-101 
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2. Data Source:  
	  

This research uses 1) data collected directly from commissioners and the 

commission’s staff, and 2) data collected from existing organizational information or 

formal repositories or databases such as annual reports and documents.49 I found 

reports and other documents related to the SHRC at the Seattle Office of Civil Rights 

and Seattle Municipal Archives. The followings are the lists of data. 

 

o Reports and other documents of the SHRC  

o Reports and other documents regarding the work of the SHRC from other 

departments including the Office of Civil Rights or organizations. 

o Interviews: Interview participants include the commission staff, previous 

commissioners, chairman and previous director of the Office of the Civil 

Rights. Nine interviews had been conducted between March, 2012 to June, 

2012. The participants are selected by purposive sampling; and it is to have 

extensive and supplemental information such as their experience at the SHRC 

that the documents could not provide. The research contacted over fifty 

previous and current commissioners via phone calls and emails. In result, 

nine people participated in the interviews and two staff will be interviewed.  

o Questions:  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 (Jody, Sanders and Worthen 2011) pp.348-349.  
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1. What are the accomplishments of the commission during your 

service? 

2. What would you say are the strengths of the Commission?  

3. When you analyze or recommend, do you use international 

human rights standards? Any human rights toolkits in the 

SHRC? How do you utilize it?  

4. What kinds of responses do you get related to the commission’s 

work? (For example, the commission’s report on police 

misconduct and recommendations, how do other related parties 

respond?)  

5. Who did you work with? Within the OCR, the city council, or 

others? 

6. What would you say are obstacles for the commission’s work? 

7. What kinds of roles as the commission as a whole and as an 

each commissioner should consider the most importantly? 

o Reports and documents of the other commissions in western coast cities (San 

Francisco, New York City, Oregon): The three cities were chosen based upon 

online documents availability.   

3. Analysis Method 
	  

         Based upon document research and interviews, this research distinguishes 

major issues and the Commissions activities with tables. For the Commission’s work 
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during the 1990’s, the 2000’s and the 2010’s, more detailed information regarding the 

background information, work procedure, and outcome of the SHRC work are given. 

With document research of other commissions, this study also delivers the usage of 

international human rights treaties by the SHRC. In the later section, the research 

continues to look at work of other commissions in other cities. In addition, it will 

provide recommendations for the SHRC’s future work.  

     For the data interpretation, the recorded interviews have been transferred into 

documents and are compared to the commission’s reports or documents; it is 

important to examine the relevant comprehensive validity of the research data.  

Chapter	  4.	  Results	  and	  Discussion	  
	  

This section provides brief history of the SHRC to examine the Commission’s 

work from the 1990’s to 2012. By categorizing major four activities of the Commission 

and issues into a framework, this research examines activities that the Commission has 

prioritized to address the needs of the local community. The results also show that the 

Commission began using the international human rights treaties and standards in the 

2000’s to analyze existing problems with international human rights standards and to 

provide recommendations to the City Council and to the Mayor.  In addition, this 

section provides works of other human rights agencies in three other cities: Portland, 

Washington D.C. and New York City.  
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A. Brief History of the SHRC (from 1962 to 1990) 
	  

a. Creation of the SHRC 
	  

In 1962, Mayor Gordon Clinton established the Citizens’ Advisory Committee on 

Minority Housing to investigate causes of rising segregation and discrimination 

problems in the City of Seattle.  The Citizens’ Advisory Committee on Minority 

Housing recognized four main problems as follows: 1. overcrowded housing, 2. juvenile 

delinquency, 3. de facto school segregation and 4. high unemployment problems of 

minority groups.50 Especially, the Committee expressed concerns on Leschi and 3 M 

areas (Madison, Madrona, Minor in the Central District) and reported racial 

discrimination as the primary cause of social problems. In 1962, as one of the solutions, 

the committee proposed the creation of the Open Housing Ordinance that “prohibits 

discrimination in the sale and rental of all public and private housing accommodations 

on the basis of race, creed, color or national origin providing criminal penalties for 

violations.51” In spite of other civil rights organizations’ supports for the passage of the 

Open Housing Ordinance, the ordinance could not be adopted by the City Council52. 

In addition, other civil rights activists and the committee realized the necessity of 

a governmental body that could facilitate communication between citizens and the local 

government. Therefore, the committee proposed Ordinance 92191 to establish the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50	  (The	  Citizen's	  Advisory	  Committee	  on	  Minority	  Housing	  1962).	  pp.5-‐6	  

51	  (Seattle	  Human	  Rights	  Commission	  1963)	  

52	  Ibid.	  
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Seattle Human Rights Commission. The City Council passed the Ordinance 92191 and 

created the SHRC to revise the Open Housing legislation. In the beginning, the 

Commission started with thirteen volunteer commissioners. 

b. From	  1963	  to	  the	  1990s	  
	  

i. The Open Housing Ordinance and the Fair Practice Ordinance 

For the first decade of the SHRC during the 1960s and the 1970s, the Commission 

promoted the passage of the Open Housing Ordinance with other civil rights 

organizations. After 5 years of advocacy work and revision of the Ordinance, the 

Ordinance was unanimously passed in 1968. Also, the Commission worked on the 

creation and passage of the Fair Practice Ordinance and other civil rights ordinances. In 

addition to the advocacy work, each commissioner participated in education activities 

for the public and government officials.53  

ii. The creation of the Human Rights Department (current Office of the 

Civil Rights)  

After five years of work as the civilian volunteer body to the local government, the 

Commission saw increasing needs for a department, which can legitimately promote 

civil rights and enact policies. 54  Therefore, the Commission recommended the 

establishment of Human Rights Department to the City Council. In 1969, the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53	  (Seattle	  Human	  Rights	  Commission	  1968)	  
54	  (Seattle	  Human	  Rights	  Commission	  1968)	  
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Department of Human Rights was created and the SHRC became an advisory body to 

the Mayor and the City Council.55 

iii. Work Place Discrimination, Women and Minority Business Contract 

and Police accountability issues 

The Commission actively engaged in investigation of the discrimination issues. 

In 1988, the SHRC began investigation on the Washington State Ferry System workers 

discrimination problems and held public forums to provide opportunities to publicize 

the issues and to resolve the discrimination problems. Initially, the victims of racial 

discrimination had brought the issue to the State Governor and worked to resolve the 

discrimination with the Washington State Ferry System. However, to prevent the 

continuous discriminatory practices and to improve the affirmative action plan, the 

African American workers brought the issue to the SHRC. They asked the SHRC to 

assist them in expediting the resolution procedure and to participate in the taskforce. In 

November 1988, the SHRC organized public hearings to investigate the racial 

discrimination issue at the public level and to discuss the case with the ferry workers 

organization, the Governor’s office and the Washington State Ferry System. 

Also, after the creation of the Women and Minority Business Enterprise 

Ordinance, the Commission created the Civil Rights & WMBE Committee and started 

its work to spread information and to have citizen inputs on those civil rights issues.56 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55	  (Seattle	  Human	  Rights	  Commission	  1969)	  
56	  (Seattle	  Human	  Rights	  Commission	  1996).	  p.2 
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The civil rights & WMBE committee held forums to examine Seattle’s affirmative action 

policies and experience. 

Since the beginning of the Commission, the Commission continued 

communicating with the Seattle Police Department and also tried to resolve citizens’ 

complaints with the SPD. As a result, Resolution 28198 was passed in 1990 and it 

directed the SHRC to “monitor and investigate citizen complaints of police harassment 

and report on the same to the Mayor and the City Council.57”  Ordinance 28198 gave the 

monitoring and investigative authority regarding “all issues pertaining to police 

harassment58” to the Commission. Due to the growing concerns regarding police 

misconducts in the community and the necessities of citizens’ involvement throughout 

the closed investigation procedure of the SPD, the Commission had countless meetings 

with the SPD and held public forums to gather citizen’s opinions, especially from the 

minority community. Also, the Commission publicized many reports and 

correspondences on the police issues and provided recommendations to improve the 

trust and communication between the community and the police department.  

B. The SHRC Activities from the 1990s to today 
	  

To analyze how the SHRC dealt with diverse issues, I researched how the issues evolve 

in the historical context and what activities the Commission used to promote their 

agendas. In the early years of the SHRC, the Commission focused on civil rights issues 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Seattle Human Rights Commission. Report of SHRC regarding the monitoring and investigation of citizen complaints of police harassment. 
Seattle: Seattle Human Rights Department, 1990. p.2 

58 Ibid., p.2	  
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such as discrimination at work places and police misconducts. However, from the early 

2000s, the Commission often brought international human rights treaties and standards 

such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the Convention on 

Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) into investigating local civil 

rights and human rights problems and it also made recommendations based upon the 

international standards. The following section delivers analysis on the work of the 

SHRC from the 1990s to 2012. Even though the Commission began the usage of the 

international human rights standards in the 2000s, this research looks at the 

Commission’s work in the 1990s. It is because many issues overlap and it is important 

to interpret their activities in the historical context. 

 

a. The SHRC in the 1990s 
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 The SHRC continued its activities in advocacy, monitoring and assessing human 
rights policy and practices in the City as well as education and training for public and 
governmental officials. During the 1990s, the main issues are as follows: Women and 
Minority Business Enterprise Ordinance, I-200 and police accountability issue. 

The WMBE Ordinance and I-20059 

The WMBE was created in 1980 to further assist in increasing women and 

minority communities’ opportunity to participate in city contracts.60 After the revision 

of the Women and Minority Business Enterprise ordinance in 1994, the Commission 

created Civil Rights & WMBE Committee to provide information and assist citizens to 

bring their concerns on the policy.61 The civil rights & WMBE committee held forums to 

examine Seattle’s affirmative action policies and experience. 

Only after 20 years of the City’s adaption of the WMBE ordinance, statewide 

initiative I-200, which prohibited public institutions from applying “preferential 

treatment” on the basis of race, sex, color, ethnicity or national origin in employment, 

contracting and education62, was approved in December 3, 1998.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59  In 1994, the SHRC assisted the HRD and City Council members Sherry Harris and Jane Noland in revising the Women and 
Minority Business Enterprise (WMBE) Ordinance. The WMBE ordinance included regulations regarding 1. setting a side a 
percentage of City contracts for women and minorities-owned business. It also encourages use of women and minority-owned 
businesses in purchasing and non-professional services. It sets targets for the overall of participation by women and minority-
owned businesses on City contracts in a given year. Seattle Municipal Archives. Equality for All. 
http://www.seattle.gov/cityarchives/Exhibits/Women/panel11.htm (accessed 08 2012). 
60 Seattle Municipal Archives. Equality for All. http://www.seattle.gov/cityarchives/Exhibits/Women/panel11.htm (accessed 08 
2012). 

61 Seattle Human Rights Commission. Seattle Human Rights Commission 1996 Workplan. Annual Workplan, Seattle: Seattle Human 
Rights Commission, 1996. p.2 

62 Seattle Human Rights Commission. Then and Now: Equity in Contracting. . Seattle: Seattle Office of Civil Rights, 2000. 
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To address negative impacts of I-200, the SHRC monitored and analyzed the 

policy. It was to strategize a response to the statewide legislative initiative, which 

suddenly closed previous programs designed to provide equity in employment, 

education and contracting. 63  In 1999, the Economic Justice Committee of the 

commission co-sponsored with Councilmember Peter Steinbrueck two public forums: 1. 

“Six Months After I-200” and 2. “Then and Now: Equity in Contracting.” In 2000, the 

SHRC published the post I-200 report, “Then and Now: Equity in Contracting” based 

upon the two forums.  

The citizen’s opinions and survey from two forums provided critical information 

on the ineffectiveness of the WMBE in regards to I-200. The Commission recognized I-

200’s negative impacts on the WMBE; for example, there was a dramatic decrease in 

WMBE utilization rates from 32.8% to 15.2% between January of 1997 and March of 

2000.64 Also, the Commission pointed out that the BOOST program was not yet 

implemented; the Boost program was created to serve economically disadvantaged 

small businesses when I-200 was passed. 65  The Commission made policy 

recommendations for improvement of I-200 and the BOOST program. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 Seattle Human Rights Commission. Then and Now: Equity in Contracting. . Seattle: Seattle Office of Civil Rights, 2000. 

64 Ibid, p 2. 

65 The Commission gave recommendations 1. to publish Federal goals and requirements that have distinct disadvantaged business 
enterprises (DBE) requirements frequently and to distribute to the entire contracting community so that all DBE-eligible contractors 
can maximize the participation. 2. to start “joint venture partnerships among WMBE Business”, 3. to expedite the BOOST program 
and publicize the goals and objectives. Ibid., p.3 
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In spite of the hard work, small minority businesses that previously contracted 

with the City had financial struggles and there were continuous complaints about the 

BOOST program since it was not implemented as it was intended in the beginning.66  

 

When Germaine Covington was asked about the significant roles of the SHRC, she highlighted 
the advocacy role. She said that the SHRC was a very active body addressing social issues in the 
community and intervening between citizens and the local government.  
 
“The significant role of the Commission is advocacy. When the Office of Civil Rights can’t prove 
the causes; then, the Commission can intervene and recommend better practices. They 
sometimes relieve the burden of proof.  They can take a position and stand up. They are also 
free to discuss other issues that are external to the OCR such as I-200. The Commission’s work 
was excellent with this issue. They testified down in Olympia and they held several meetings. 
They also supported the work of the department in many ways. The Commission was also able 
to educate citizens and city officials about the roles and limitations of the HRD and the OCR. 
The SHRC’s involvement was very meaningful.” 

  Germaine Covington, a previous SOCR director (1994-2007) 
 

 Randy Gainer, a previous interim director of the HRD shared his background 
knowledge and experience in the process of creating WMBE ordinance. Also, he shared his 
opinions regarding   I-200 during the interview. 
 
 “In the 1980’s, minority contractors were getting 7% of the city contracts and women may be 
getting 1 % of the city contracts. Based upon research of available contractors, the women and 
minority population, the numbers of the business and available city contracts, we proposed to 
increase the set aside ratio for those two business groups, initially 15% to 20% and later more. 
That was a long process and controversial especially among the majority contractors and.  
At that time, those types of programs were not unique to the City of Seattle. There were federal 
programs that minority and women be given the parts of the work such as department of 
transportation program. The Justice Department of the State of Washington adapted the 
program.  
In the 1990s, there were the US Supreme Court cases involving the federal program, which held 
the program initially unconstitutional at least to do so as a quota.  The same principal was 
applied to state and local programs, so the City of Seattle had no choice but to comply with the 
Supreme Court decision.”  

-Randy Gainer, a previous interim director of HRD	  (1985-‐86)	  
 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 (Anderson 2001) 



30	  
	  

Police Accountability and the Creation of the Office of Police Accountability   Issues 

In 1996, the tragic death of Edward Anderson by a SPD officer shooting (Jan 15, 

1996) and the accused police officer’s exoneration provoked an outcry in the city, 

especially amongst minority communities. The SHRC began its monitoring and 

communicating activities by creating the Public Safety Committee and communicating 

with the SPD over the SPD’s internal investigation procedure. The SHRC held the 

public forum “Citizens Review: Police Policies and Procedures (a dialogue on Public 

Safety Issues and Police/ community relations on May 2, 1996.)” and conducted 28 

interviews with community members, city government officials and representatives of 

several human rights organizations.67 

After investigating the procedure and conducting interviews with the citizens, 

the SHRC published another report regarding the investigation policies of the Police 

Department, “Report of the SHRC on Community and Police Relations (1997).” In the 

report, the SHRC recognized possible causes of police misconduct such as 1. perception 

of racism and abuse, 2. necessities of frequent and open communication between the 

police department and the minority community, 3. the closed procedure of the Internal 

Investigation of the Police Department and 4. inadequate racially diverse recruitment 

and training.68 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67 Seattle Human Rights Commission. Report of the SHRC on Community and Police Relations. Seattle: Seattle Human Rights 
Commission, 1997. p.2 

68 Ibid., pp.2-15 
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The Commission addressed a great need for the Civilian Review Board to “check 

police authority, to provide the City with a truly impartial system for investigation 

allegations of misconduct and to restore the public trust.69 70” However, during the 

interviews, it was revealed that the police officers and officials of the police department 

strongly opposed the creation of the Civilian Review Board. Their arguments were 

inefficiency and ineffectiveness from the potential costs for reform and longer 

investigation procedures.  

As a result of continuous efforts, On December 3, 1999, the City Council passed 

Ordinance 119816 to create the Office of Professional Accountability (OPA) headed by a 

civilian director within the Police Department to investigate the allegations of police 

misconduct; thus, the OPA was created in 2000.71  

b. The SHRC in the 2000s 
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 Ibid., p.12 
70 The Commission also recommended 1. to open communication channels between the community and the police department, 2. to 
increase the recruitment efforts for minorities population and to increase the cultural sensitivity trainings, 3. To establish a police 
community task force composed of a diverse mixture of police of various ranks, community/civilian representatives, and HRC for 
improving the communication and trust between the department and minority communities, and lastly 4. to establish the Civilian 
Review Board. 

71 In 2001, the SHRC endorsed the formation of the OPA Civilian Review Board to expand the roles of the OPA. The SHRC 
expressed the concerns from the community and proposed examples of how the review board should be implemented to improve 
the investigation procedure in the OPA.  Later, Mayor Paul Schell declined the proposal while Council member Jim Compton and 
other citizens agreed to its implementation. 
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72 

 

 

The highlighted works of the SHRC during the 2000’s are participation in the “A 

Roof over Every Bed in King County”, the passage of the Seattle Malicious Harassment 

Ordinance, relocation of the OPA office and active advocacy against Panhandling 

Ordinance. While advocating homelessness issue, the SHRC began using the 

international human rights treaties to provide and promote the standard of living 

according to the international human rights law. During the 2000s, the Commission 

started to extend the scope of rights, not only local civil rights but also international 

human rights, especially economic and social rights such as rights to housing and 

health care. Since then, the SHRC has utilized the international treaties and standards 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72 The table categorizes activities and issues of the SHRC. Created by Jung Lee 
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more often to examine current policies and to provide recommendations for future 

policy and implementation.  

Homelessness Issue 

In 2004, the Committee to End Homelessness in King County (CEHKC) was 

formed to address homelessness and to bring long-term and feasible solutions through 

collaborative works with human rights organizations and governments in King County. 

The CEHKC proposed a long-term plan, “A Roof over Every Bed in King County; Our 

Community’s 10 Year Plan to End Homelessness” in 2004. Since the goal required 

supports from local communities and government agencies, the committee proactively 

requested various organizations to participate in actions such as raising the public 

awareness, investing resources and bringing recommendations to the Committee or 

local governments.73 

 The SHRC also recognized basic rights of homeless people in areas such as 

housing, health care and education rights; therefore, in 2004, the Commission 

participated in collective actions to promote the basic rights of homeless people.  The 

Commission collaborated with the Seattle Office of Civil Rights and the Interfaith Task 

force on Homelessness and had a conference, “A Denial of Human Rights: Creating the 

Political Will to End Homelessness IV” in September, 2004. Utilizing the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, the Commission stated that citizens of Seattle have “the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73 Seattle Office of Civil Rights. 10-Year Plan To End Homelessness In King County. Seattle, WA: Seattle Office of Civil Rights, 2004. 



34	  
	  

right to an adequate standard of living including the right to adequate housing.74” It 

also made recommendations to the City of Seattle that the City must “establish the right 

of access to affordable, adequate housing as a basic human right and that laws and 

policies must be amended to reflect such a position.75” 

In 2008, the Homelessness Taskforce of the SHRC recommended that the City of 

Seattle give notice in advance for future encampment removals, provide proper ways to 

ensure the personal safety and personal property, give options for alternative housing 

and refer homeless people to community services.76 In spite of the collective actions, 

there was a continuous reduction in funds for homeless shelters and an ongoing 

removal of homeless encampments since 2004. 

Lubna Mahadeen talked about the homelessness issue during her service.  
 
" I have led efforts with the Homelessness Taskforce to add homelessness as a protected class 
under the “Seattle Malicious Harassment’s Ordinance” (SMC 12A.06.115).  Councilmember 
Nick Licata collaborated with us.  After working with stakeholders such as community 
advocates, City Councilmembers, the SPD and City departments in analyzing and finalizing the 
ordinance and City polices, the ordinance passed unanimously by the City Council.  It was a 
great success as it added protection to homeless individuals who were discriminated against 
solely because they were homeless and a penalty was added to perpetrators.  An awareness 
campaign was launched to educate organizations and advocates around the City with special 
emphasis on schools since some of perpetrators were between the ages of 15-19 years 
old.  Additional efforts were focused to issue an informational card that was distributed around 
the City of the ordinance with appropriate information to reach help if needed" 

-Lubna Mahadeen, a previous commissioner and Chairperson (2006-2009) 
 

Recommendations for OPA relocation 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74 Ibid 
75 Ibid. 
76 The Homelessness Taskforce of the SHRC, recommendation letter to the City of Seattle. Feb, 2008 
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In 2008, the Commission’s Public Safety Task Force provided recommendations 

to the City Council panels regarding the location of the Office of Professional 

Accountability and the complaint process. The Commission expressed concerns that 

complainants might feel uncomfortable and daunted due to the closed office space and 

the location of the OPA, which was located at the underground level in the SPD 

building. To make the OPA more accessible to the general public, the commission 

requested that the OPA move to a different building. Also, the task force team 

emphasized the needs to reform the whole complaint process of OPA and to increase 

police accountability.77 

Panhandling Ordinance (Aggressive Solicitation Ordinance 116807) 

In September 2009, Councilmember Tim Burgess proposed Aggressive 

Solicitation Ordinance. This ordinance would give police officers authority to give 50 

dollars penalty to people who would not give up soliciting money or help when 

“reasonable people” may feel “unsafe and fearful.78” The majority of the twelve 

Councilmembers supported the ordinance. However, the Commission and 

Councilmember Nick Licata saw potential problems and began research on possible 

consequences of the ordinance on underrepresented populations of the City. The 

Commission held a public forum to examine potential problems with the ordinance and 

to have an open discussion with the public at Seattle University School of Law in March 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 —. "The Public Safety Task Force Report." The Public Safety Task Force Report. Seattle: SHRC, February 2008.	  

78 Ervin, Keith. "Seattle panhandling ordinance moves closer to passage." The Seattle Times. April 10, 2010. 
http://seattletimes.com/html/localnews/2011546286_panhandling08m.html (accessed February 2012). 
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2010.   After the forum, the Commission gathered its analysis, citizens’ opinions and 

recommendations of other local organizations and it published a report, “Seattle 

Human Rights Commission Report to the Seattle City Council on Council Bill 116807: 

Aggressive Solicitation (April, 2010).” 

 The Commission expressed concerns with potential human rights infringements 

of vulnerable populations such as the increased possibility of being charged with a 

criminal misdemeanor and possibilities of involuntary testing and treatment.  The 

Commission argued that the rights of due process would not be protected under the 

proposed ordinance.79  

 

Also, the Commission pointed out that the $50 citation would “create a 

consequence disproportionate to the offense committed. The consequences will likely be 

felt disproportionately by vulnerable populations.80” Another serious problem the 

Commission highlighted regarding the ordinance was the possible involuntary testing 

and treatment of the violators. The Commission strongly argued in the report that 

failing to respond to a citation does not provide reasonable cause to put violators under 

those forced test and treatments.81  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79 (Seattle Human Rights Commission 2010) 
80 Ibid 
 
81 Ibid, p.5	  
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On April 19, 2010, the Panhandling Ordinance was passed in favor of 5 to 4 by 

the City Council. However, on April 23, 2010, the Mayor vetoed the accepted ordinance 

after receiving recommendations from the SHRC and other human rights organizations. 

 
While Chris Sterns talked about legal problems of the Panhandling Ordinance, he mentioned 
structural vulnerability that minority populations have faced in the community. He also 
highlighted the cooperative work between Council member Nick Licata and the Commission.  
 
“From a civil rights perspective and labor rights perspective, problems with aggressive 
panhandlers were not very big and solutions that the City proposed such as citing aggressive 
panhandlers would not solve the problem. So, the Commission looked into the problems. We 
thought that the way that the city and a few city council members approached this issue could 
lead to serious civil rights and labor rights problems. Also, the commission has the 
independence, being apart from the city government and the Mayor’s office. So, we as a 
commission were able to say that “the ordinance is wrong and we need to fix it.”  

-Chris Stearns, current commissioner and current chair of SHRC (2009-present) 
 
 
The death of John T. Williams and concerns for policy accountability 

 

Police accountability and police misconduct have been ongoing issues to many in 

the Seattle community and within the Commission for a long time. In 2010, a Native 

American wood carver, John T. Williams was shot four times by a police officer after 

being ordered three times to drop his carving knife. The facts were revealed later that 

he had hearing impairment and health issues and they generated concerns from the 

public, especially minority populations.  
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The SHRC published a recommendation paper for the Mayor and the Seattle 

Police Department to urge them to begin a transparent investigation process and to 

bring resolutions that would increase the accountability of the SPD.82 

 

Since 1997, many community organizations and the City Council have 

recommended that the Seattle Police Department (SPD) create a civilian oversight body 

for reducing public mistrust toward the SPD and improving police accountability.83 In 

the 2012 report, the Commission argued that the Office of Professional Accountability 

(OPA) auditor or the OPA board did not have any authority to change decisions after 

the Chief of SPD decides cases regarding police misconducts. It also revealed that the 

OPA has limited access to the investigation information. 84 

After many years of movements toward reform of the SPD, the American Civil 

Liberties Union (ACLU), the Seattle Human Rights Commission and other civil rights 

organizations requested that the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) investigate the Seattle 

Police Department.  

After 11 months investigations, the DOJ published a report and it said that its  

“investigation finds a pattern or practice of constitutional violations regarding the use 

of force that result from structural problems, as well as serious concerns about biased 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82 Solomon, Roslyn, and Chris Stearns. "Statement of Roslyn Solomon, Chair and Chris Stearns, Vice-Chair SHRC hearing on John T. 
Williams Shooting." Seattle City Council Committee on Energy, Technology, and Civil Rights . Seattle: Seattle Human Rights Commission, 
September 15, 2010. 

83 Seattle Human Rights Commission. Report of the SHRC on Community and Police Relations. Seattle: Seattle Human Rights 
Commission, 1997. 

84 Seattle Human Rights Commission. "Report on Police Accountability and Recommendations." Seattle, 2012. 
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policing.85” With findings and recommendations of the DOJ, the Commission published 

a recommendation paper in January 2012 and has collaborated with City Council and 

other organizations to make sure that the SPD could bring feasible reform plans. 

c. The	  SHRC	  in	  the	  2010s	  
	  

As noted previously, the Commission started using international standards more 

often since 2004. Compared to the previous decades, it is evident that the SHRC focused 

more on bringing international human rights standards as ground rules for local 

policies. Also, the SHRC has more actively collaborated with community groups and 

other organizations since late 2000s. The Commission has produced a large number of 

correspondence, reports, and letters to related parties compared to previous decades of 

work. Moreover, since 2011, the Commission has actively used social networking 

services to communicate with the general public and to spread valuable information to 

local community.  

The distinguished works of the Commission since 2010 are organized as a table 

below and some of them are continuous works from the 2000s. Since the Commission 

began advocacy works of other regions based upon international human rights 

standards, this section categorizes the Commission works into inward-looking 

advocacy work and outward-looking advocacy work. The inward-looking advocacy 

works includes continuum of the Commission’s works such as 1. recommendations for 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
85 U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division. Investigation of Seattle Police Department. United States Attorney's Office Western 
District of Washington., 2011.	  
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Civilian Review Board on the internal investigation procedure of the SPD, 2. Resolution 

31420 (Seattle as a Human Rights City), and 3. Resolution #12-02 (Support for Seattle 

Care Council: Caring Across Generations). The outward-looking advocacy works of the 

Commission are 1. Support for U.S Grants to Guatemala to include funding for LGBT 

rights and Anti-Trafficking efforts in 2012, and 2. testimony for the rights of the 

indigenous people. It is evident that during the last three years, the SHRC has expanded 

its advocacy works not just about the local community but also to state, federal and 

international community.  

Among these accomplishments, this section will focus on Resolution #12-02, 

Resolution 31420, support for U.S grants to Guatemala, and Resolution for House 

passage of Senate VAWA Bill and Resolution #12-04.  

 Table The SHRC’s work in the 2010s86 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86 The table categorizes activities and issues of the SHRC. Created by Jung Lee. 
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Support for Seattle Care Council: Caring Across Generation 

In 2012, the Commission agreed to support the Seattle Care Council’s campaign 

that supports home care workers and the public who are hiring care workers. The 

Commission participated in advocacy work especially for the passage of local, state and 

federal legislation and promoted “1. to protect funding for Medicare, Medicaid and 

Social Security, home care jobs and worker’s right to organize and 2. to create jobs 

necessary to meet the growing demand for direct care and to provide a path to legal 

status and citizenship for undocumented care workers and their families.87”   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
87  "Resolution #12-02: Support for Seattle Care Council: Caring Across Generation." Seattle: Seattle Human Rights Commission, 
June 7, 2012.  
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The Commission addressed growing needs of home care workforce and home 

care workers’ legally unprotected and unstable working conditions based upon the 

King County data.88  The Commission also used Article 1,2,3,7,23,24, and 25 of the 

UDHR, Articles 22 and 25 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

and Articles 6,7,8,9,11 and 12 of the International Covenant on Economic and Cultural 

Rights.  

Resolution 31420: City of Seattle as a Human Rights City 

In celebration of the sixty-fourth anniversary of the UDHR, the Commission 

declared Seattle as a Human Rights City. By doing so, Seattle became the sixth Human 

Rights City followed by Washington D.C., Pittsburgh, PA, Richmond and others. It is to 

recognize the City’s effort to apply human rights principles into local policies and to 

create a model of “leadership and advocacy on behalf of human rights for all people.89” 

The Commission argued that human rights principles such as the UDHR, the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the International 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICEARD), the 

Charter of the Organization of American States have been instrumental in creating local 

human rights standards and policies and in improving the impacts of related policies.90 

The Commission also recognized the importance of the signed treaties such as the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESR), the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
88  Ibid. According the Commission’s report, “62.5% of direct care workers earn less than 200% of the poverty level, and in Seattle, 
only 24.4% of home care workers have employer-sponsored health insurance.” And immigrants are critical workforce in the home 
care sector. 
89 Resolution 31420." City of Seattle. Seattle: Seattle Human Rights Commission, December 2012. 

90 Ibid. 
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Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities, and the American Convention on Human rights. The resolution was 

adopted by the City Council. 

Resolution #12-03: Support for House Passage of Senate VAWA bill & Resolution 

#13-01: Support for Reauthorization of Violence Against Women Act 

The SHRC put their best efforts in urging the Congress to reauthorize Senate 

version of VAWA bill during 2012. The Commission supported the Seattle Women’s 

Commission’s work toward VAWA bill and co-sponsored a public rally with the 

Women’s Commission in 2012. Based upon UDHR, ICCPR, ICEARD, and ADHR, the 

Commission strongly advocated the Senate version of VAWA bill, which included 

Native Americans, LGBT communities, and immigrant women as a protected class.  

Resolution: Support for U.S. Grants to Guatemala to include funding for LGBT 

rights and Anti-Trafficking efforts & Resolution #12-06: Support for Temporary 

Protected Status for Guatemalans 

This resolution is an outcome of cooperative work of the Seattle LGBT 

Commission, the Seattle Women’s Commission, the Seattle Office for Civil Rights 

(SOCR), and the Seattle Human Rights Commission. Three Commissions and the SOCR 

agreed upon addressing needs to protect LGBT groups in Guatemala. Three 

commissions and the SOCR requested that the United States Agency for International 

Development (USAID) provide direct financial support to governmental and non-
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governmental agencies in Guatemala that support human rights, anti-discrimination, 

LGBT rights, and prevention of human trafficking and protection of women’s rights.91 

As seen in the above table, the Commissions used various human rights 

principles such as the Charter of the United Nations, Articles 2,7,10 of the UDHR, the 

UN Slavery Convention and the Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of 

Slavery, the Slavery Trade, and Institutions and Practices Similar to Slavery and others 

to emphasize needs of the minority population in Guatemala.92 

In addition to urge human rights protection of the LGBT communities in 

Guatemala, the SHRC also urged the US to grant temporary protected status for 

Guatemalan in the States (Resolution #12-06). After an earthquake in Guatemala in 

2012, Guatemalan President Otto Perez Molina requested Temporary Protected Status 

(TPS) for Guatemalans. Based upon the International Convention on the Protection of 

the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (article 56)93, the 

SHRC agreed that “ the conditions in Guatemala meet the requirement necessary for 

TPS designation94” and urge the President and the Secretary of Homeland Security to 

grans TPS status for Guatemalans to protect their human dignity and to help the 

country recover from the disaster.  

C. Human Rights Commissions in other cities 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
91 The Seattle Human Rights Commission, The Seattle Women's Commission, the Seattle LGBT Commission, and the Seattle Office 
for Civil Rights 2012 
92 Ibid. pp.1-2 
93 The International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families establishes in 
article 56, part 3 that “ (i)n considering whether to expel a migrant worker or a member of his or her family, account should be taken 
of humanitarian considerations”, p.2 Seattle Human Rights Commission 2012 
94  (Seattle Human Rights Commission 2012) p.2 
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a. Portland, OR 

The City of Portland’s Human Rights Commission was established in 2008. The 

HRC is committed “to advocate and promote understanding, inclusion and justice not 

only for residents but also for all who work, play, worship and travel in Portland.95” 

Since its creation, the Commission adopted the UN Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights in their bylaws96; the Commission addresses human rights issues, makes 

recommendations, educates the public and advocates human rights policies based upon 

the UDHR.  

The Commission also has several sub-committees to work for specific human 

rights agendas in the City.  The Community and Police Relations Committee (CPRC) 

has worked on improving the communication and trust between the Community and 

the Police Department especially with racial profiling, police misconducts issues.97 The 

Committee also provided recommendations on police training programs. 98   The 

Committee for Inter-Group Understanding was created to address conflict between 

racial groups and began “an Inter-Group Dialogue (IGD) project” to bring different 

social groups together.99  

Also, the Commission actively held public hearings to communicate with the 

Community and it provided recommendations to the City Council to improve proposed 

Ordinances related to human rights issues such as the Sidewalk Management 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95 Portland HRC report 2011 p.1 
96 Ibid. p.1 
97 Ibid. p.2 
98 Ibid. p. 2 
99 Ibid. p.3  
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Ordinance in 2011.100  The Commission held forums such as “Oregon Community 

Forum: Combating Human Trafficking101” and “Hate Crimes Forum102” to provide 

information about new policies and to communicate with the community. It also 

provides various services such as human rights education program for schools and 

trainings for government officials, advocacy groups and housing providers.  

 

b. San Francisco Human Rights Commission 

According to the San Francisco Charter 103 , San Francisco Human Rights 

Commission (HRC) was established in 1964 in a response to communities’ needs for 

representing diverse culture and addressing discrimination issues in the City. 

While the SHRC is an advisory body to the City Council and the Mayor’s office, 

the SFHRC is a governmental office similar to the Seattle Office of Civil Rights. Under 

the Commission, the Equity Advisory Committee (EAC) and LGBT Advisory 

Committee (LGBTAC) take advisory roles for the HRC so that they examine current 

human rights practices in the City and provide recommendations for future policies and 

better practices. The EAC examines problems in the City and specializes in areas such 

as human trafficking, homelessness, environmental and criminal justice, immigration, 

healthcare, senior quality of live, youth and education, housing access, workforce 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
100 ibid. p.4 
101 Oregon Community Forum: Combating Human Trafficking 
102 A Community Hate Crimes Forum 
103 SF charter 
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diversity and equality of opportunity by organizing working groups within the 

Committee.104   

The LGBTAC examines issues related to LGBT communities and persons with 

AIDS/HIV; it also provides recommendations for LGBT communities and people with 

AIDS/HIV.105  Previously, the LGBTAC created LGBT Policy Task Force to address 

LGBT seniors’ issues and their living conditions. Also, the Committee’s LGBT Youth 

Workshop has continuously advocated LGBT youth issues and supported education of 

the group.106 

 Based upon the HRC’s annual report, it is obvious that two committees actively 

engage in work of the HRC. Also, the two committees promote the HRC’s policies such 

as SF Collaborative against Human Trafficking (SFCHAT), Coalition against Hate 

Violence (CaHV) and Coalition for Safe San Francisco (SafeSF).107 

c. New York City, NY 

The New York City Commission on Human Rights has a long history of its work 

on civil rights and human rights. It started as the Mayor’s Committee on Unity in 1944 

and the Committee was changed to the Commission on Intergroup Relations (COIR) in 

1955. At that time, the Commission was given the enforcement and investigation 

powers by the City Council.108 Later in 1965, the COIR was renamed as the Commission 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
104 SF HRC http://sf-hrc.org/index.aspx?page=71 
105  SF HRC http://sf-hrc.org/index.aspx?page=15 
106 San Francisco Human Rights Commission 2012 Annual Report p.5-9 
107 San Francisco Human Rights Commission 2012 Annual Report p.5-9 
108 NYC commission on human rights website. The history of the Human Rights Commission. 
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on Human Rights and continued its work on advocating human rights, investigating 

complaints and problems, making recommendations to the local government. 109 

Compared to the other Commissions, NYC Commission on Human Rights has specified 

its work in several areas: employment, housing, public accommodations and bias-

related harassment.110 

According to the Commission’s report, the Commission currently has two major 

bureaus: Law Enforcement (to take, investigate and prosecute of complaints of 

violations of the Human Rights Law and the Title 8 of the Administrative Code of the 

City of New York) and Community Relations (to improve understanding and 

relationships among diverse communities in the City and to educate the public about 

the protections of the law).111 It published an information booklet, which guides the 

process of filing complaints, requests for investigations, explanation of the legal works 

of the Commission and descriptions of their services112 and it is translated in six major 

languages to assist diverse groups. 

 Based upon publicized resources of the Commission, it is revealed that the work 

of the Commission focuses on the enforcement of the present law of the City rather than 

advocating general human rights issues based on international human rights standard. 

It is because the City has its own Human Rights Law (the Title 8 of the Administrative 

Code of the City of New York) and it provides specific definitions, guidelines, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
109 Ibid 
110 (New York City Commission on Human Rights n.d.). 
111 (New York City Commission on Human Rights 2012) p.3 
112 NYC Commission on Human Rights Informational Booklet  



49	  
	  

enforcement process and penalties for the public, business and government in the 

following areas: gender identity discrimination, fair housing, equal access to the law, 

racial discrimination at work, immigrant employment rights and others.113  

D. Other Activities of the Commission 
 

Appeals Panel 

The SHRC has taken an important role in the hearing process. The appeals panel 

is one of the subcommittees of the SHRC and is responsible for the monthly Seattle 

Office of Civil Rights (SOCR) appeals process. The appeals panel is expected to “advise 

the SOCR regarding appeal presentations, claims investigation and enforcement 

generally.” According to the Seattle Office of Civil Rights, the appeals process begins 

when SOCR completes the investigation of a complaint case with a decision of ‘No 

Reasonable Cause’ and the person who filed the complaint requests an appeal for the 

SHRC’s review on his/her case.114 

As Germaine Covington states in her interview, “giving a second chance to the 

charging party when he/she does not have enough evidence” is an important process 

for both a local government and the community member. It is often difficult for people 

to describe or prove violations of rights since discrimination can happen verbally or 

conditionally without any records. As previous SHRC chairperson, Lynn Iglitzen 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
113 (New York City Commission on Human Rights 2012)  
114 SHRC/SOCR. "No Reasonable Cause Decisions and Appeals." Seattle Office of Civil Rights. August 2009. 
http://www.seattle.gov/humanrights/Documents/HowToFileAnAppealWithSHRC.pdf (accessed October 2012). 
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emphasized, it is this quasi-judicial process, which makes the SHRC significantly 

different from any other commissions. 

During interviews with former commissioners, most of them recognized the appeals panel as an 
important role of the SHRC. Germaine Covington said, “even though there were times that we 
did not agree on the cases and decisions, it was a very meaningful process since it gives a 
second chance for the SHRC to look at the case independently.”  
 
Also, Lubna Mahadeen highlighted the work of the appeals panel during the interview.  
“One of the most important jobs that the Commission has is the appeal hearing. As a 
chairperson, I strongly encouraged commissioners’ participation in the Appeals Committee. 
The SOCR provides documents and the Appeals Panel reviews cases once a month with a city 
attorney.  The panel researches the case and panel members discuss it to reach a consensus. 
After reviewing written statement(s) from the charging party, the SHRC can independently 
make a decision among 1. Affirm no reasonable cause decision, 2. Remand with instructions, or 
3. Schedule a hearing.  If the Appeals Panel finds there is not enough evidence or questions the 
validity of the issue, it can order to remand with instructions. In this case, the SHRC 
recommends to the SOCR to review the case and re-examine the case. If the appeals panel 
orders a hearing, the charging party and the SOCR should attend the hearing, provide further 
information and make statements for the case.”  
 

-Lubna Mahadeen, a previous commissioner and Chairperson (2006-2009) 
 
 

Chapter 4. Discussion 
	  

The SHRC has taken an important role in promoting civil rights and human 

rights in the City of Seattle. This section analyzes how the SHRC changed the civil 

rights and human rights policies and practices in the City of Seattle. Also, I would like 

to discuss limitations of the Commission and provide suggestions for future works. 

Work	  of	  the	  SHRC	  
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The SHRC has brought positive changes in civil rights policies and practices in 

the City of Seattle. First, the SHRC began examination of civil rights violations in the 

City from the 1960s and accomplished policy changes to racially discriminative 

practices in the 1960s. The Commission examined loopholes of the existing policies such 

as racial segregation covenant to provide feasible solutions, which was the Open 

Housing Ordinance in 1968 for both the minority community and the City government.  

Second, the SHRC played a pivotal role in expanding its capacity and creating 

the governmental office, which was Human Rights Department (current, the Seattle 

Office of Civil Rights (SOCR)).  By doing so, the SHRC has been able to focus on its 

advisory role and transferred its policy-decision roles to the Department. With more 

budgets, legal authority, and more staff, the SOCR works to implement policies and to 

bring best practices in the City with collaborative works not only with the SHRC but 

also with other Commissions such as Seattle Women’s Commission and LGBT 

Commission.  

Third, the SHRC has been successful in advocating various issues such as 

workers’ rights, women and minority businesses, homelessness, police reforms and 

violence against women issues. The Commission also actively engaged in 

communication with the local community and other local civil rights or human rights 

organizations by holding public hearings and public forums. Recently, the SHRC began 

using social network services to communicate with general public. Furthermore, it has 

actively published its works and events to the public.  
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Fourth, the Commission put its best efforts into examining current policies and 

providing recommendations to the local government by publishing its reports on 

various issues. The reports not only deliver public concerns but also include specific 

data and in-depth analysis of the problems as well as feasible recommendations to 

implement. Therefore, many of their suggestions have been accepted and implemented 

in the government; for example, the Panhandling Ordinance was repealed by the Mayor 

McGuinn based upon the SHRC’s recommendation. Another example is that the Office 

of Professional Accountability was relocated after the SHRC addressed the public’s 

complaints to the City Council. 

Fifth, the SHRC has taken collaborative actions with local human rights 

organizations or the local government to begin statewide projects or to draw the federal 

government level attention. To participate in the long-term plan such as to end 

homelessness in Seattle, the Commission participated in the project with the King 

County and other organizations. Also, to initiate the investigation on the police 

misconduct and internal investigation process of the SPD, the Commission worked with 

other organizations to request the Department of Justice; as a result, the DOJ conducted 

its investigation for 11 months and provided results of investigation and mandates for 

the SPD to reform.  

Sixth, the SHRC began bringing international human rights standards into 

analysis of existing problems and local policies since the 2000s. It has been four years 

since the Commission actively used international treaties and standards in their reports 
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and provided recommendations based upon those standards. It is also noticeable that 

the Commission began to make recommendations more often to the federal government 

regarding the federal policies such as granting Temporary Protected Status to 

Guatemalan and reauthorization of VAWA bill based upon international human rights 

standards.  

The SHRC has put their efforts to bring the local government’s attention to 

positive rights such as economic and social rights. As Donnelly pointed out, economic 

and social rights are recognized as less important rights than cultural and political 

rights in US.115 Since many people do not have means to ensure adequate housing, 

health, and social insurance, many of social problems have resulted because of lack of 

acknowledgement of these social and economic rights. The Commission has taken an 

important role as an advocate agency to increase public awareness of social and 

economic rights of minority population in the City.  

It also made efforts to provide concrete policy recommendations based upon 

international human rights standards. The effort to end homelessness in the King 

County and to protect homeless people as protected class was a great example that 

emphasized positive rights such as right to adequate housing (Article 25 of UDHR.)  

The Commission looks into not only the ratified human rights standards but also the 

signed treaties such as the ICESCR. By encompassing those norms and bringing them 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
115 (Donnelly 1998) p.25 US ratified ICCPR but only signed the ICCESR. 
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into local policies, the Commission emphasizes the importance of strengthening human 

rights standards in the City of Seattle.  

Other Commissions 
	  

Based upon research of other human rights commission, it is obvious that each 

local commission was established to address the needs of its unique local community. 

Also, the size of the commission varies based upon the City’s diversity and the 

population. For example, San Francisco Human Rights Commission and New York City 

Commission on Human Rights were established in the early 1960’s and in the 1940’s; 

and later on, they became governmental bodies and sub-committees of the 

Commissions act as an advisory agency to the Commission. The City of Portland’s 

Human Rights Commission was established recently to address needs of its growing 

diverse population in the City. It is also revealed that all of them have similar agendas 

such as campaign to address problems of hate crimes and discrimination on housing. 

All of the Commissions publish reports on their works regularly and post their events 

on their websites for the public.  

While San Francisco Human Rights Commission and New York City 

Commission on Human Rights focus more on already established civil rights laws and 

legislations and on enforcement of these legislations, the City of Portland’s Human 

Rights Commission and the SHRC have recently focused not only on the local human 

rights issues but also bringing international human rights standards into local human 
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rights policies and practices. Especially, the SHRC began looking at outward-

legislations and has provided recommendations to the federal government.  

Limitation of the SHRC and Suggestions for Future Work 
	  

• Size of the Commission 

Compared to the amount of work and the broad scope of the work that the 

SHRC has dealt with, the size of the Commission is small; there are 15 volunteer 

commissioners. However, other Commissions have more commissioners; for example, 

the Seattle Women’s Commission has 21 commissioners. Also, there is only one paid 

staff to assist the SHRC and the staff also assists the Seattle Commission for People with 

DisAbilities. Since the Commission has various activities such as holding public forums, 

Human Rights Day event, and research, there is a great need for more staff positions 

and commissioners. To continue effective work of the Commission and to address 

increasing needs of the local community, it is critical to have more commissioners and 

staff. 

• Resource Constraints 

The Commission has faced the lack of financial resources since the late 2000s. 

Because of the continuous budget cuts, the Commission had to consider cutting their 

budgets for activities such as the Human Rights Day event. It also influences training 

programs for the commissioners and publishing activities.  
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With the importance of the sustainable fund to the Commission, Kaufman 

recommended that the federal government design funding system for state and local 

government.116 She also recommended that the federal government or a federal agency 

such as U.S. Commission on Civil and Human Rights utilize grant programs to provide 

a local human rights agency or to support specific human rights agenda.117 Utilization 

of the grant program has other benefits for each party; for example, agencies and the 

funding government can collaborate in “monitoring, reporting and data analysis.118” 

Saunders and Bang also suggest organizational change of the Commission into a 

tax-exempt organization and looking for private funds; it is because there are more 

private funds available in the human rights field than governmental grants.119 For 

instance, the Orange County Human Relations Commission was once an advisory body 

under the city government and changed its organization to a non-profit organization. 

By doing so, the Orange County Human Relations Council has had more chances to 

apply for private and public grants and increased their financial capacities.120 It has 

been able to secure funds for more staff and to diversify its activities and programs.121 

• Other Suggestions 

From the document research and observation of the Commission’s meetings, it is 

very clear that the leadership of the Chair of the Commission takes an important role to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
116 (Kaufman, State and Local Commissions as Sites for Domestic Human Rights Implementation 2011)p.106 
117 Ibid.	  
118 Ibid. 
119 (Saunders and Bang 2007) pp.10-11 
120 Ibid 
121 ibid. p.11 
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form the Commission’s agendas and to achieve its goals. The SHRC has been under 

direction of effective and efficient leaderships since the late 2000s. It has accomplished 

many achievements and expanded its capacity into research and active participation in 

collective efforts with local human rights agencies. To make sure the consistency of the 

Commission’s work, the Commission needs to develop frameworks or mechanisms to 

strengthen roles of each commissioner and to hold them accountable for their 

responsibilities in case of the absence of the strong leadership.  

For the last few years, the SHRC has diversified its activities and has hired 

graduate students interns to extend its research activities with local universities.  The 

cooperative research has provided valuable resources such as publishing its history 

report and designing a human rights toolkit. The collaboration work should extend not 

only to the local academia but also to other commissions in other areas.122 

Chapter 5. Conclusions 
	  

Summary 

This research investigated the Seattle Human Rights Commission and its 

activities to promote equality in policy-making procedures. Based upon historical 

documents and interviews, this research has looked at four major roles of the 

Commission; 1. advocate human rights issues and policies 2. monitor and report human 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
122 (Saunders and Bang 2007) pp.12-13 
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right issues 3. assess local human rights policy and practices and 4. engage in education 

and training.123   

The SHRC has taken an important role in promoting civil rights and human 

rights in the City of Seattle. Especially since the 2000s, the SHRC expanded its capacity 

and made efforts to bring the international human rights standards into the civil rights 

and human rights policies and practices in the City of Seattle. From comparisons to 

other Commissions, I found out that local agencies have different legal status and 

different agendas in the local government due to the unique history and economic and 

social atmosphere.  

Limitation of the study and suggestions for future investigation 

 This research used a qualitative methodology to provide case specific 

information about the SHRC and its work throughout its 50 years of history. Since it 

focused on the SHRC, this research cannot generalize the work of other commissions. 

Also, this study did not look at the Commission’s budget and funding. For the future 

work of the Commission, it will be beneficial to research its funding structure and 

various ways to secure its funding. Also, collaborative research with other 

Commissions for specific agendas and cases will provide feasible ideas and solutions 

for the SHRC. 
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Table	  1.	  The	  Universal	  Declaration	  of	  Human	  Rights	  

	  
	  

	  

	  

Table 2. The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
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Table 3.  The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
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