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MEETING MINUTES  

 
 Monday, December 4, 2023, 6:00pm 

City Hall Esther Howland Chamber, 3rd floor, 
455 Main Street, Worcester, MA 01608 

 
 

1. Call to order – 6:03 p.m. 

2. Introductions 

3. Roll Call- Present: Ellen Shemitz, Chair, Liz O’Callahan, Vice Chair, Robert Bilotta, Dr. 

Bernard Reese, Guillermo Creamer., Randy Feldman, Jamaine Ortiz, Charles Hopkins, 

Jacqueline Yang 

4. Instructions for public participation       

    Public Comment (Time will be allotted for each item as it is introduced or at Chairperson 

discretion)      

5. Mission of the Human Rights Commission:  

The Human Rights Commission was established to promote the city’s human rights policies. 

It is the policy of the City to assure every individual equal access to and benefit from all 

public services, to protect every individual in the enjoyment and exercise of civil rights and 

to encourage and bring about mutual understanding and respect among all individuals in the 

city. Our work requires us to address institutional racism so that as a community we can 

achieve racial equity. Our work also requires us to make visible the unheard, unearned, and 

unquestioned privilege enjoyed by some member of our community to the detriment of 

others. We take time to make this acknowledgment, to educate so a path can be cleared for 

healing.  

6. Terms: 
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The term “institutional racism” refers specifically to the ways in which institutional policies 

create different outcomes for different racial groups. The institutional policies may never 

mention any racial group, but their effect is to create advantages for whites and the 

oppression and disadvantage for people from groups classified as people of color. The term 

“racial equity” 

is the active state in which race does not determine one’s livelihood or success. It is achieved. 

through proactive work to address root causes of inequalities to improve outcomes for all 

individuals. That is, through the elimination or shifting of policies, practices, attitudes, and 

cultural messages that reinforce differential outcomes by race or fail to eliminate them. The 

term “privilege” describes the unearned social power and informal institutions of society to 

all members of a dominant group. For example: “white privilege” and “male privilege.” 

Privilege is usually invisible to those who have it because we are trained not to see it but 

nevertheless it puts them at an advantage against those who do not have it. 

• Statement Honoring the Nipmuc People: We acknowledge the traditional and ancestral 

territory of the Nipmuc, the first people of Massachusetts whose lands we are convening on 

tonight. While the Nipmuc history predates written history, records from the 1600’s inform 

us that the original inhabitants of Worcester dwelled principally in three locations: 

Pakachoag, Tatesset (Tatnuck) and Wigwam Hill (N. Lake Ave). It is important to make this 

acknowledgement and to honor the ancestors that have come before us. It is all too easy to 

live in a land without ever hearing the traditional names and the history of the people who 

first resided and prospered in these lands and continue to reside and prosper. 

7. Approval of meeting minutes from November 13, 2023, unanimously approved Amended 

 
8. Continued Discussion of the Human Rights Commission’s Priorities  

a. Updates on Communications with the City Manager from Interim Executive Director 

of the Human Rights and Accessibility Office Victor Perez:  

The Chair: During the October 2nd meeting, we asked that WPD provide full investigation 

reports on 12 sustained allegations of officer misconduct, investigation reports on 17 hate crimes, 

and that a representative for the City Solicitor come to talk about 13 civil rights cases involving 

the WPD settled between FY 19 and FY 23. Those motions were summarized in the October 17 
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memo. On October 20, 2023, HRC leadership met with the CM.  The CM said he was not 

granting those requests and wanted us to shift focus to support his works and his staff’s efforts 

on Equity and Inclusion. We asked for a written response stating why he was denying it and that 

he and his staff attend the next HRC meeting to clarify. The City Manager submitted a memo to 

the HRC that did not respond to the requested information, but asked that HRC refocus its work 

on EODEI related tasks. Last meeting, we reviewed that memo and had lingering questions. The 

HRC asked for a written response describing the reasons for denying police information requests, 

that the CM provide clarification from his memorandum referencing discrimination against WPL 

staff involving unhoused residents, and that the CM or a designee attend the next meeting. 

During the November 21 City Council Meeting, Councilor Nguyen motioned to ask the City 

Manager attend or send a representative to the next HRC meeting. The motion passed by roll call 

with 11 yeas and 0 nays.  The CM did not meet or send a representative, but made a public 

statement communicating his vision for the HRC.  The public statement reviewed the powers of 

the HRC to investigate complaints, hold hearings and issue orders/reports but it failed to mention 

the power to review departmental policies and review departmental disciplinary actions.  The 

public statement stated that “In the spirit of transparency,” the CM indicated that he will publish 

the BOP public records on the 17 founded investigations and the statistics and demographics on 

hate crimes, so the HRC can look at that and focus on his directives. Vic Perez will update the 

board from the City Manager. 

 

Director Perez: At the last meeting, you asked the CM, ACM, the City Solicitor, or Assistant 

City Solicitor to come and provide clarity, in response to the memo the HRC received from CM 

asking for clarity on what he wants done. I held a few meetings with the CM’s Office. In regard 

to PD requests, the CM reiterated that there is currently a DOJ and ongoing racial equity audit. 

He thought it was redundant and not necessary to have the HRC going over the same 

information. He does not question the authority of the HRC to look at these matters or intend to 

deny any information, but he asked this not be an HRC focus right now. This is was not about 

“hiding the ball,” which the CM hoped was evidence from his public statement regarding the 

release of WPD related information, but he wanted the HRC to look at what views as a priority 

on what he wants done in the city. After the Equity Audit and DOJ are complete, they will be 
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available to the HRC. Racial Equity Audit findings will be made available to the City Council 

sometime in January. The CM encouraged ongoing work between the HRC and the WPD, 

including the annual updates that have historically occurred during the spring, review of WPD 

policies, and a review of received Civil Service Exam Information. 

The information relevant to hate crimes data will be shared with HRC sometime in December. 

The CM asked that DEI work be interwoven into the HRC. The CM will publish other 

documentation relevant to HRC requests, that should not be the priority for the HRC at this time.  

 

The CM also said a lot about his vision. He said he spoke with HRC leadership for many months 

about how the HRC will be changing as the EODEI is structured. The City Council approved the 

CM’s requested changes to EODEI; he had articulated to the City Council at the time that he 

wanted the four Commissions aligned with the EODEI, such as the HRC, to incorporate certain 

goals relevant to the DEI office, including a review of DEI policies and review of ongoing work 

to ensure pay equity among City workers. This work was meant to supplement the work of 

Commissions, not replace their usual work.  

 

The CM’s requests are in response to issues related to various departments. He identified the 

EEO and Affirmative Action Policies and pay equity, and indicated that these are issues that the 

DEI Commission could have addressed. But Commissioners from that Commission came to 

HRC. This work logically flows into HRC work given the combining of the Commissions and 

the works relation to the Human Rights Ordinance. While some Commissioners believe that 

some of this work belongs to HR, and he does not expect the HRC to take over HR work but 

rather to work together with HR on some of these policies. This is similar to how the Equity 

Officer will work with HR and how HRC is working with the WPD to review their policies and 

make recommendations. He is not looking at the HRC to do everything by themselves but to 

work along with these departments on other areas, including the creation of a resident grievance 

process and the requested educational materials.  

 

We don’t have public grievance process for the public, but will hire a DEI officer and additional 

investigator. The hope is to fill these positions and openly communicate the process to residents. 
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The CM has a few comments regarding his authority. The notion that he does not have the 

authority to establish directives over HRC is mistaken. The CM has the authority to oversee each 

board and commission, per the Ordinance, in relation to their special employment and as they as 

“established under the jurisdiction” of the CM.   

 

The CM referenced a meeting with HRC leadership from July 2023, where the chair asked what 

his strategic goals were and how the HRC can help achieve them, and the kind of relationship he 

envisions with HRC. The CM has shared this information and hope he made himself clear on his 

response. Mr. Perez said he was happy to answer any additional questions.  

 

The Chair: That the CM was releasing all the information the HRC was requesting is not true. 

We are not requesting public records, but full investigation records. We are authorized to get 

disciplinary records under the ordinance. This is significantly more information than the CM is 

providing. We would like the full investigation records. Regarding the hate crimes – statistics 

and demographics is great. We do not know if the release will include full investigation reports, 

which we requested.  

 

Board member: We need to move forward as a Commission. Our work is not political. We don’t 

act in political faith. We act on behalf of the CM’s administration. We meet 12 times a year and 

we have a lot to do. Relationship with CM is different from prior administration. For the first 

time in a while, we are mapping out our own 12 months. The CM understands that we will not 

stop our PD work, but it is not our sole focus. It does take up a 1/3 of our time. We worked hard 

on the body cameras and met with districts and made recommendations to the CM. That is the 

work I believe the CM is trying to push. I think we are on track for working with the CM, but the 

noise shouldn’t be too loud. We are still going to do Police work, we have a solid relationship 

with the police. We should be focusing on homelessness and other important matters. 

 

Board Member: Should the CM’s near-term vision as articulated and related recommendations 

be the priorities? 
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The Chair: The HRC has always set its own priorities. The HRC wants to work with the CM. We 

asked him what his priorities are so we could align. But we have to follow our mission and make 

independent judgment. We try to align as much as possible with the CM. We work our best when 

we are in line with the CM, but we still decide what we work on. The Vice Chair and I have been 

talking about forming work groups to research and make recommendations. These groups would 

be less than quorum. If we have small work groups they can meet without violating Open 

Meeting Law and do research and present at each meeting. This can help us advance our work 

and help realize the CM’s vision. We appreciate that the CM is making this information 

available. 

 

Board Member: Regarding the items on making available educational information for the public 

on housing and other info and the creation of an investigations process; what is the starting 

point? 

 

Director Perez: Complaints are generally from employees and rarely from the public. We 

conduct training to employees with clear information on the investigation process. Resident 

complaints are minimal right now.  A lot of complaints come in through the 311 line or through 

the supervisor; there is not mention of this service to residents on the City website. All managers 

are trained on bringing these complaints to the Investigators. The City is looking to hire a new 

Investigator and simultaneously make clearer to the public what the investigation process is and 

that it is available.  

 

The Chair: She made a motion that in order to advance the CM’s vision on DEI, the hiring of a 

Director of Human Rights and Accessibility and another Investigator should be a priority. This 

way, we can go forward and review the educational information.  

 

Director Perez: A point of clarification; the CM is not asking that the HRC create these 

educational materials; such would come from my office. We don’t have to wait for an 
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investigator, but we can create a grievance process and create educational materials and have 

both in place when they get there.  

 

Board Member: Doesn’t pay equity go through the unions?  

Director Perez: Some employees are unionized and some are not. 

Pam Callahan: Fire, WPD, Clerks, DPW, Inspectional Services, Library, etc. are civil service or 

union representative. That’s the majority of employees.  

 

Board Member: Perhaps pay equity could go through unions then? Some of us are confused 

about what we are supposed to be doing. I look at the CM’s memos and maybe he is confused 

himself.  

 

Board Member: The CM’s office said they are not coming in to clarify. Director Perez is our 

liaison at this point. 

 

Board Member: Some of CM things fall into HR and some fall squarely into our camp. We 

probably don’t have the data and systems in place to log patterns and trends. We can start to 

document and track data driven complaints. 

 

Board Member: Working groups is a great idea so we can do more. So the CM is going to release 

only hate crimes data. 

 

The Chair: The municipality will publish BOPS public records requested and will post statistics 

and demographics on hate crimes. But we wanted the full investigation reports.  

 

Director Perez: If there is confusion from our discussion, I would refer you to the CM’s 

statement which fully describes his position on what is being released.  
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The Chair: In order to advance the CM’s priorities with the DEI and educational materials and 

process for public complaints, the CM should prioritize the hiring of the Director of Human 

Rights and a second investigator. The motion was approved unanimously. 

 

The Chair: She suggested that the updates regarding the Worcester Police Department be moved 

to the end of the meeting. With no objections, let’s move to topic 3 section c. You hopefully 

received Victor’s email reflecting the priorities. 

 

The Chair reviewed all of the priorities identified and described in Director Perez’s email. The 

Board discussed these areas and the Chair stressed that these are just examples that could be 

fleshed out in work groups. In response to Director Perez’s questions, she stated this process was 

to prioritize what the primary foci are and not to exclude potential agenda items that need to be 

discussed. When asked about what if the CM’s agenda was selected as the lowest priority, she 

indicated that she did not want to get into hypotheticals.  Commissioners were then asked to 

communicate their priorities and they answered as follows: 

• Ellen Shemitz: 1) Fair police policies and practices, 2) Housing and 

homelessness, 3) Supporting a large and fully staffed DEI and working to 

ensure their practices will handle complaints, 4) civic engagement 

• Liz O’Callahan: 1) Fair housing and homelessness, 2) police, 3) city policies 

that leave out disenfranchised populations, 4) civic engagement. She is happy 

to assist with work groups. 

• Robert Bilotta: 1) Homelessness and fair housing, 2) advancing DEI, 3) Fair 

policing, and 4) Accessibility.  

• Guillermo Creamer: 1) Fair policing, 2) DEI, 3) fair housing and 

homelessness, 4) on pride month bring up issues relative to the LBGQ+ 

community 

• Randy Feldman: 1) advancing HR DEI, 2) Fair policing, 3) Civic engagement, 

4) Fair housing and homelessness 

• Charles Hopkins: 1) fair policing, 2) fair housing, 3) DEI, 4) civic engagement 

• Jamaine Ortiz: 1) Fair housing, 2) DEI, 3) Fair policing, 4) Civic engagement 
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• Bernard Reese: 1) DEI, 2) Fair policing, 3) Fair housing, 4) Health Inequities, 

5) Civic engagement  

• Jacqueline Yang: 1- Fair policing, 2-fair housing, 3-DEI,4-civic engagement, 

5-health inequity indigenous community 

Director Perez: The rankings were as follows: 1) Fair policing, 2) EODEI restructuring, 3) 

Housing and homelessness, 4) Other Subjects 5) Civic Engagement. 

 

The Chair: She will propose a calendar to reflect what was voted on. Individually email Vic with 

what work group you will be in. First choice and second choice.  

 

9. Annual Update on Homelessness in Worcester with Homeless Projects Manager Evis 

Terpollari and Homeless Strategist Henock Assefa from HHS 

 

The data provided was from different sources, from homeless providers and outreach data. 

Evis works with homeless people on the streets. Henock started in September, we hired an 

outreach worker as well in June, one recovery coach who goes out with us and provides those 

services. The data is from organizations and outreach workers.  

a. Questions sent to HHS from HRC 

i. The ethnicity and gender part: overall we track through a data slide show and 

some of that data is updated on a quarterly basis. 544 unhoused in shelters, as 

of 10/1 2023. We keep track of chronically homeless: 131 individuals who are 

chronically homeless for 12 consecutive months or 4 episodes in the last 3 

years.  

ii. The hardest to reach in the city: a lot of people don’t want to be in a shelter or 

have significant health issues that prevent close proximately. Worcester is one 

of the first to say homeless coming in are less than going out. Through the 

pandemic, we saw a spike in chronic homelessness. We saw a rise in family 

homelessness, so we are tracking that too.  
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Projects are underway. In addition to chronic homelessness, we have families 

with children: 791 total individuals and that is combination of adults and 

children. Massachusetts has a right to shelter law. About 150 individuals are 

sheltered through our outreach services. The majority of homeless is 

Worcester. If you live in other cities and towns without those services, they 

will come where services are available. 53% of people in shelters self-report 

mental health issues. The number of mental health issues are a lot higher, as 

many are not seeing a doctor or in treatment. About half of the homeless 

struggle with mental health or disability. Some come from foster care, and we 

have the largest number of youth, who are homeless. They can’t afford rent. 

They have a great need for services in the city. We can talk about the efforts 

we are making in respect to chronic homeless.  

 

iii. What are leading causes of family homelessness: Inflation is playing a major 

role in affordability. The average rent is $1966/month with less than .5% 

vacancy rate. The units available are being allocated for individuals with 

higher income, credit scores, lack of incarceration history. Looking at the pie 

chart, nearly half of Worcester County spends more than 30% on rent. It is the 

same in many cities and towns across the country. It is difficult to build more 

affordable housing because of zoning etc. and other barriers, pushback from 

neighborhoods. We are looking for very low rent for people who have less 

than $12,000 a year. Affordability continues to be a driver. Trying to make the 

City more accessible to build affordable units in all neighborhoods: typically 

these have always been in the poorest neighborhoods. 10 % are section 8.  All 

towns have the 10% rule of affordable housing. We have surpassed that with 

14% or maybe 15% or higher. The City is building, but just can’t build fast 

enough, the volume is huge. This is creating more pressure for more low-

income families to get those units.  

iv. What can the HRC do: Maybe we can come up with a recommendation but 

there seems to be a lot of government employees for homelessness. Advocacy 
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works; advocacy needs to be done. We need to advocate for more affordable 

housing for all homeless, low income.  

v. How do we overcome the challenges: we have a lot of difficulty hiring 

services has been historically low paying field – advocacy helps. Non- 

congregate shelters to treat people with respect. More transitional housing. We 

have 5-8 percent vacancy. We have to advocate for non- congregate shelter 

with their own room. We have to advocate for no term limits, or work with 

dual issues.  

vi. How do we help people keep their quality care? Give us numbers on the gap 

between programs capacity and the need is. How many individuals have no 

access because the resources are full to capacity?: For SMOC – there is a 50 

bed capacity and it can get congested, overcrowded. Currently housing 161 

individuals in SMOC shelter with 50 bed capacity.  Everyone wants housing. 

The MLK shelter has 54 beds. Abby’s house has only a couple, but they are 

doing renovations. Veterans Inc. has 24 beds. All the beds are full. The 60 

beds at the temporary overflow shelter we are opening should help the 

numbers. Numbers are higher in the winter, we take half of the people in the 

shelter and put them in seasonal shelter. We try to go to the encampment and 

try to get people into shelter. We lost the Detox beds at CHL- that was 

unfortunate – we try to get 4-5 people into treatment every week. We really 

rely on Spectrum and Adcare for their detox treatment.  

vii. Chair asks question about difference between estimated unhoused population 

of 544 and current capacity of less than 250.  As it stands right now, we have 

160 total at SMOC’s sites, 54 at MLK, 24 Vets Inc. and a few at Abby’s 

house. That’s our capacity we have right now. We are looking at hotel rooms, 

but we don’t want to rush people into rooms for winter just to see them 

homeless after winter. Chronic homeless are eligible for subsidies and other 

services. We need more housing for the elderly. LGBTQ + homeless bill of 

rights is something we must work on with the state. The library staff are so 
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wonderful with the way they care for the homeless. Hiring good staff is the 

difficulty in providing those services.  

viii. Could you talk about the bill of rights: The only state that has this bill is 

Rhode Island. Of the non-family homeless, you said they have a high 

incidence of mental health: Open Sky has opened their center for people who 

have been incarcerated and get food, clothing and fill out job applications. 

Staff at WPL do such a terrific job with the homeless. There are challenges 

with mental health, if they are at the library, they are going to exhibit those 

behaviors there.   

ix. The first tiny homes are being built; we are screening the 24 applicants of 

chronic homeless. Worcester community housing are building 90 units of 

housing and will be done in about a year. SMOC is looking to build a building 

for chronic homeless. 

x. 30 Lyman St. is going to be redone with 15 beautiful units available next 

month. In conjunction with the CDC, we are building tiny homes in a village 

with homes, not apartments. We are looking to build 18 tiny homes in the next 

two years. We are looking to remove the regulation of no more than 3 per 

household so families can live together with different last names. We have $4 

million in ARPA funding for this type of unit.  The Adoption of the bill of 

rights is important. Advocacy is important! If you see homeless people out 

there, chances are we have met with them and know them.  

b. Following this presentation of information and data, a quorum of the HRC approved 

the following motions: 

i. The HRC respectfully requests that the City create an emergency taskforce in 
partnership with surrounding towns to help formulate a comprehensive plan on 
homelessness and specifically address the short-term crisis. 

 
ii. The HRC endorses the City Council’s recent recommendation that the City 

develop a strategic plan on hot spots. 
 

iii. The HRC respectfully requests that the report recently requested by the City 
Council on the impact of shelter closures be shared with HRC after it is made 
available to the City Council. 
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iv. The HRC respectfully requests that the City prioritize efforts to create climate 

controlled shelters that are available year round.  
 

v. The HRC respectfully encourages the City Manager to explore options for a 
day resource center in the City. 
 

vi. The HRC respectfully asks that the City Manager support their request for the 
Office of Economic Development to: 1) share information about the status of a 
proposed day resource center and 2) provide information on the current 
performance measures and benchmarking criteria used to quantify the impact 
of homelessness programs. 
 

vii. The HRC respectfully asks that the City Manager support their request for 
Charles Goodwin or an appropriate designee to provide information to the HRC 
on the status of cooling and climate-controlled centers in the City, and that the 
City Manager provide an update on Councilor Thu Nguyen’s Order from 
February 1, 2022. This Order requested that the “City Manager provide City 
Council with a report concerning the feasibility of implementing additional 
warming centers and cooling centers throughout the City.” 
 

viii. The HRC respectfully requests that the City explore additional non-congregate 
shelter options and expand capacity for housing the homeless.   

 

The Chair: We will open for public comment. 

No public comment. 

The Chair: Dr. Castiel will come next month for further conversation. We will follow up on the 

WPD updates that were identified on the agenda for this month, which we were unable to 

address today. This includes the Civil Service Exam data we had received, and police traffic 

stops data. 

Director Perez: The WPD is currently reviewing the Use of Force Policy and asks the HRC for 

feedback. 

The Chair: Email Vic about work groups preferences.  

 

10. Adjournment: 9:00 PM  
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