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Denials of racist remarks filled a hearing Friday for a former Yakima police officer who is appealing his firing last year.

Tony Ramos, who lost his job last December in connection with a dispute over his failure to wear a bulletproof vest, presented current and former Yakima police officers who supported his claim that he endured racist remarks.

Ramos, 32, repeated accusations made last month when the Yakima Police and Fire Civil Service Commission took testimony from police officials for two days.

The hearing continues today, but it was not clear Friday when the commission would rule on Ramos' appeal.

The ruling could be delayed if the commission, led by Yakima attorney Tim Carlson, requires attorneys in the case to submit their closing remarks in writing.

On Friday, key police officials dismissed Ramos' claims that racist remarks were made to Ramos, who became a police officer in 1993.

Police Chief Don Blesio denied that Ramos came to him five years ago with complaints about Lt. Gary Belles, the officer who investigated charges that Ramos last August ignored an order to wear his bulletproof vest and then lied about it when questioned.

Ramos says his firing was racially motivated, particularly since he alleges other officers weren't punished for not wearing their safety vests while on patrol.

His attorney, Cliff Freed of Seattle, presented current officers who said they also knew little if anything about a policy requiring patrol officers to wear safety vests. The department emphasized the policy after the shooting last June of Officer Doug Robinson, who survived thanks to his protective vest. Disciplinary action against Ramos began two months later.

The issue of race, however, again was a factor in the hearing.

Ramos said Blesio offered little support when he complained about Belles in 1995, the same year Blesio became chief.

In his July 29 letter to the Commission on Hispanic Affairs, which was entered into the record Friday, Ramos accuses Belles of making racially disparaging remarks, including one in which he allegedly said Ramos was hired only because he was Hispanic.
On Friday, another officer accused Belles of calling Hispanics "beaners" and "wetbacks."

Belles Friday denied making the statements.
In his complaint to Blesio, Ramos said the chief merely recounted his own experiences facing discrimination as an Italian American.

"He said it was something I would just have to deal with," Ramos said.

Blesio flatly denied the conversation ever took place. Had he known about Belles' alleged comments, "We would have had a definite discussion about that," he said.

Blesio confirmed that he's talked with officers about his own experience with prejudice during training sessions. He had trouble finding jobs as an Italian-Catholic kid growing up in the San Francisco Bay area, and some, mistaking him for a Native American when he moved to Yakima in the early 1960s, refused to sell him a cup of coffee.

"I don't take those (remarks) lightly," said Blesio said. "I would have pursued that. I know my nature."

Tony Menke and Paul McMurray, the city's attorneys in the matter, pointed to Blesio's aggressive response to a Yakima police cadet's wearing of a Ku Klux Klan-like hood in front of a black recruit while attending a police academy in April 1998.

Facing termination, the recruit resigned.

Freed, however, called current and former officers who also testified that Belles and others made racist remarks.
Ramos also confirmed he has filed a complaint with the federal Equal Employment Opportunities Commission, which is investigating racist comments allegedly made to Ramos by Belles.

Gary Garza, a 12-year veteran, said he heard Belles once refer to Hispanics during one incident several years ago in east Yakima as "beaners" and "wetbacks."

In another incident, Belles told officers to charge an elderly Hispanic man under arrest as a "wet with a gun," Garza said.

Belles adamantly denied the accusations Friday.

"That's offensive," he said, adding he believes some of the department's best officers are Hispanic. "That's just out of line."

Garza said he once made his concerns known to veteran officers, but they told him to "keep my mouth shut and go with the flow," Garza said.

"As a young officer, I wanted to make this a career, so I didn't want to make any waves," he said.

Garza and officers Jim Castillo and Michael Gordon also said they didn't know of a policy requiring them to wear vests, and they supported Ramos' accusation that police, including higher-ranking officers, consumed alcohol in city parking lots near City Hall after work in a custom known as "choir practice."

Garza and Castillo acknowledged they also took part in the drinking.

And Garza and retired Sgt. Howard Cyr acknowledged they and Ramos often engaged in friendly banter with racial overtones. Cyr, a French-Canadian, said Garza and Ramos jokingly called him a "slushback," while Cyr said he called them "greasers."

