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The city of Yakima will bring in an outside agency to investigate allegations that a police supervisor made derogatory remarks in public about minorities.

The Washington State Patrol has agreed to head an investigation that stems from the city's recent agreement to settle former police officer Tony Ramos' federal discrimination lawsuit against the Yakima Police Department.

Ramos and the city formally settled the case on Aug. 16.

Ramos and his attorney, Cliff Freed, turned sworn statements over to the city following mediation that led to the $90,000 settlement, City Manager Dick Zais said.

The statements, made by former Starbucks employees Nolan Christensen and Roblay Kirkevold, allege that Lt. Gary Belles, a 19- year department veteran, referred to Hispanics as "wetbacks" and "beaners" and once expressed a view that more Japanese should have been killed in World War II.
The sworn statements were a factor in the city's decision to settle Ramos' lawsuit, Zais said. But, the city manager added, they were not the "main focus" of the decision to settle.

The city, in defending its decision to settle with Ramos, cited concern over legal costs that would mount, perhaps by $200,000, had the case gone to trial. The city estimates it has spent $350,000 addressing Ramos' allegations.

Zais said Police Chief Don Blesio's recent retirement also was a factor. A trial would have pulled Blesio away from family commitments. The investigation also could delve into information included in a sworn statement that Ramos gave to attorneys representing the city.

The final scope of the investigation will be determined later when a State Patrol investigator meets with the city, Zais said. That could occur within a few weeks.

"It'll be up to them to decide what other aspects of the case to consider," Zais said.

Ramos, who is Hispanic, sued the city last year in U.S. District Court, alleging his December 1999 firing over disobeying an order to wear a protective vest was tied to discrimination. He also alleged he faced a hostile work environment during his six-year career.

Belles, a non-Hispanic white, conducted Ramos' internal investigation over the vest issue and recommended Blesio fire him. Belles was a central figure in the lawsuit, according to court documents.
The settlement followed District Judge Fred Van Sickle's recommendation that both sides enter mediation.

The settlement agreement stipulates that Zais only "review and consider" the Starbucks employees' sworn statements, but Zais said he believes the matter should be investigated.

"This is a matter that needs to be taken seriously and objectively," Zais said. "In this case I want to have a separate law enforcement agency investigate."

According to the statements, Belles was a regular customer at the Chalet Mall Starbucks store, visiting both while in uniform and in off-duty street clothes and often striking up conversations with employees and other customers.

In one conversation Christensen estimates occurred in the fall 1998, Christensen told Belles he was planning a trip to California's Napa Valley.

Belles "warned me not to go to Southern California because it is a "cesspool' there," according to Christensen, who worked at the store for 2 1/2 years.

Belles talked about a trip he had taken to Disneyland with his family, complaining about Japanese tourists and how some had bumped into his children, forcing Belles to "push them (the tourists) out of the way," according to Christensen's statement.

"Then Belles made a comment to the effect that he wished that more Japanese had been killed in Nagasaki or Hiroshima during the war," Christensen said. "I was completely shocked by Lt. Belles' comment."

Christensen is half Japanese.

In her statement, Kirkevold alleged she heard Belles refer to Hispanics as "wetbacks and beaners while he was in our store."

Kirkevold estimated she saw Belles eight to 10 times while she worked at the store for nine months in 1997.

"I was appalled that a police officer would use such language," according to her statement.

Belles, in an interview with the Herald-Republic last fall, denied ever referring to Hispanics as wetbacks and beaners but did acknowledge he made a comment "in jest" about the bombing of Japanese during World War II.
"I did make a comment along those lines," he said. "I think what I said was, "They probably should have done more bombing.' It was meant in jest, but it was in bad jest.

"Have you ever heard someone say, "I could just kill him'? Is there any intent there? No. Do I wish I could take that comment back? Sure, I do," he said.

Belles could not be reached for comment last week on the city's decision to investigate the matter.

Freed, Ramos' attorney, said the information from the Starbucks employees is difficult to ignore.

"The testimony of these two people was potentially damaging" had the case gone to trial, he said. "It shows the person who was investigating Tony's case as somebody who is clearly biased against minorities, and that could have been a problem for them."

The city's decision to look into the matter marks the second time it has investigated allegations that Belles made derogatory remarks about minorities.
But a report the city released in early 2001 determined that allegations Ramos and other officers made during Ramos' unsuccessful appeal of his firing to the Yakima Police and Fire Civil Service Commission were unfounded.

The city in late 2000 hired former King County Civil Prosecutor Richard Holmquist to investigate alleged racist comments attributed to Belles as well as accusations involving ranking officers' drinking alcohol on city property and watching a homemade pornographic videotape at the police station.

Holmquist, who represented King County for nearly 20 years, determined the incidents "more likely than not" did not occur. The inquiry cost the city $37,000.

Ramos and his attorney, noting that Holmquist didn't interview Ramos, criticized the inquiry as shallow.

The allegations of racist statements largely formed the basis for Ramos' hostile work environment claim, according to federal court records.

Ramos' complaints about Belles were cited by Judge Van Sickle Feb. 25 in granting a motion that resurrected Ramos' claim that he faced a hostile work environment in the police department, according to court documents.

"These statements clearly evidence racial animus on Belles' part," Van Sickle said in his ruling. "(Ramos) has demonstrated animus toward Hispanics by a decision maker."
Van Sickle, however, remained firm on an earlier ruling that dismissed Ramos' claim that racial discrimination played a role in Blesio's decision to fire him.

Blesio fired Ramos after taking into account both Belles' recommendation and Ramos' prior 20-day suspension that stemmed from an off-duty altercation with a Washington State Patrol officer in 1998.

