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A former Yakima police officer alleged Saturday that racism played a role in his being fired from the department late last year.

Tony Ramos leveled that charge and others late in the second day of a city Police and Fire Civil Service Commission hearing in which he is appealing the loss of the job he held for six years.

The hearing did not conclude Saturday and is expected to resume next month. No decision is expected from the commission until sometime after the hearing is closed.

Ramos also accused some command officers of having lied earlier in the hearing about the events that surrounded his termination last December, as well as other activities in which he contends officers participated that are unrelated to his firing.

One such incident, according to Ramos, involved officers consuming alcohol in city parking lots near City Hall after work, a custom he said is known as "choir practice."

In some cases, the alcohol Ramos contended officers consumed in the parking lot had been confiscated from citizens during traffic stops.

Those incidents, he said, occurred before the department relocated from City Hall at Second and B streets to the new police and legal center on South Third Street.

Police Chief Don Blesio fired the 32-year-old Ramos for a series of incidents that began in August 1999. The department says he was fired for failing to wear his bulletproof vest while assigned as a patrol officer. He also was accused of being insubordinate when he failed to promptly put on his vest when directed to do so, then was dishonest when questioned about the issue during a department investigation.

Several city police officers and supervisors testified during a 12-hour hearing session Friday and for half the day Saturday.

Those officers, including Sgts. Gary Bogatich and Rod Light, Lt. Gary Belles, and Capt. Jeff Schneider, said the vest requirement was common knowledge within the department and that they had no knowledge of officers who didn't wear vests. Ramos later testified many officers didn't wear vests and supervisors knew about it.

Patrol officers called to the stand told the commission they had encouraged Ramos on numerous occasions to wear his vest for his own safety and out of concern for his family.

Officer Scott Gylling testified he talked to Ramos after Officer Doug Robinson was shot twice in the chest while making a traffic stop on South First Street in June of last year. Robinson survived because he was wearing a bulletproof vest.

"I had a conversation with him after the shooting about why he wasn't wearing his vest. I told him he should be wearing it for his wife and child and for us," Gylling testified.

When he took the stand Saturday afternoon, Ramos said he never knew that patrol officers are required to wear their protective vests while on duty.

Ramos, who described himself as a good officer who never had to be told twice to do something, said no supervisor ever issued an order to him to put on his vest, a stance that contradicts testimony provided Friday by the two sergeants.

"It is unbelievable to me why two sergeants would take the positions they are taking," Ramos told the commissioners. "I had an outstanding working relationship with them. They told me the squad followed my lead. When I did stuff, the squad got motivated."

The vest requirement was contained in a June 1993 directive that was issued when the city began supplying vests to officers. The directive came before Ramos was hired by the department.

Directives are separate from the department's manual of policies and procedures, but are considered amendments to that document, which is supplied to every new hire in the department.

Ramos has contended that other officers were given far less punishment for serious violations of department policies and procedures. Some of those violations were entered into evidence Saturday over the city's objections, including charges of sexual contact by an officer with another city employee while on duty, driving a city vehicle after consuming alcohol, dereliction of duty, and helping an underage person enter a bar.

Names of officers involved in those disciplinary actions over the past three years were not disclosed during the hearing. Their punishments ranged from letters of reprimand to suspensions.

Attorneys for the city raised the objections, arguing the violations were not similar to those allegedly committed by Ramos and shouldn't be considered by the commission in the Ramos case.

Tony Menke, the lead attorney for the city in the Ramos case, told the commission none of those incidents dealt with dishonesty or insubordination. None of those officers, he added, had serious disciplinary actions on their records.

Ramos served a 20-day suspension in June 1998 for his actions during a traffic stop in Terrace Heights, in which the off-duty Ramos was a passenger. He admitted Saturday he was highly intoxicated, adding that his actions that night were out of character for him.

He was suspended for obstructing an officer, consuming alcohol in public, and making profane gestures to the investigating state trooper. A department supervisor had to be called to the scene to remove Ramos.

The hearing recessed Saturday after Ramos answered questions from his attorney, Cliff Freed of Seattle.

The hearing will resume at a later date - as long as 30 days from now - when the city is scheduled to submit evidence rebutting Ramos' testimony.

The most serious charge by Ramos is prejudice on the part of the police lieutenant who investigated the charges against him.

Ramos testified he had overheard Belles, a 17-year veteran of the department, make racist remarks relating to Hispanics and had once told Ramos the only reason he was hired was because he is Hispanic.

"I don't believe he cared for me because I was Hispanic," Ramos told Freed.
This is not the first time that Ramos has made allegations about treatment of minorities by the Yakima Police Department, both citizens and officers.

Ramos sent a three-page letter to the state Commission on Hispanic Affairs late last month. In the letter, he claimed the department has engaged in racial profiling, abused the civil rights of citizens, and has mistreated its minority officers.
While testifying about the 1998 State Patrol stop, which Ramos said he believes may have been racially motivated, Ramos described racial profiling as stopping a vehicle because of the race of the occupants and not for a traffic violation.

Ramos testified Saturday he also has filed a complaint with the federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.

The incidents that led to his firing began Aug. 25 when Bogatich, supervisor of the shift on which Ramos worked, asked why Ramos was not wearing his vest. Ramos told Bogatich he would put on the vest that afternoon, but never did.

Light, another patrol shift supervisor, testified that on the morning of Aug. 28 he ordered Ramos to go home and get his vest before starting work.

Ramos testified his patrol duties and completing reports from the previous day precluded him from getting the vest.

Light testified that after consulting with Schneider later that morning, he informed Ramos he was being suspended.

Belles testified he interviewed Ramos during the investigation and came to the conclusion that Ramos was being dishonest.
He said Ramos made contradictory statements, including failing to put on the vest after telling Bogatich he would do so. He also pointed to Ramos having worn his vest the next two days after Aug. 25, and yet took the position he was not required to.

Ramos later testified he did so because Bogatich and Light had encouraged him to wear the garment out of concern for his safety.

Belles also said Ramos' statements contradicted those of Bogatich and Light.

Capt. Roy Willson, who testified Friday, said officers who exhibit dishonesty have lost their effectiveness.

"Your integrity is something you only have once. You never get it back," Willson said. "A person who has lost their integrity will never be believed. You are basically useless as a witness."

Ramos denied he was dishonest, only that he was confused about the vest directive.

"All Sgt. Bogatich had to do was talk to me. It was clear I was confused. I don't know how it got to this point," said Ramos of his suspension and eventual firing.
