	Probe Into Alleged Slurs Yields Report - But city won't release findings on Lt. Gary Belles until State Patrol completes its investigations. 

Article from:

Yakima Herald-Republic 
Article date:

February 8, 2003
Author:

 HYPERLINK "http://www.highbeam.com/Search.aspx?q=author:%22WES+NELSON++YAKIMA+HERALD-REPUBLIC%22" \o "WES NELSON  YAKIMA HERALD-REPUBLIC" 

WES NELSON YAKIMA HERALD-REPUBLIC 


The city of Yakima has the results of a probe into allegations that a Yakima police supervisor made derogatory remarks in public about minorities.

City officials, however, won't release the report until the Washington State Patrol does some more investigation.

The city signed a contract with the State Patrol last September, agreeing to pay the agency as much as $5,000 to investigate complaints about a high-ranking Yakima police officer.

Former Starbucks employees, in sworn statements acquired by the city, alleged that Lt. Gary Belles referred to Hispanics as "wetbacks" and "beaners" and once commented that more Japanese should have been killed in World War II.

A Zillah native, Belles is a 19-year police department veteran.

The investigation stems from the city's settlement last August of former police officer Tony Ramos' federal discrimination lawsuit against the Yakima Police Department.

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

One of the settlement terms required the city to review the statements, but City Manager Dick Zais said an investigation by an outside agency was needed.

The State Patrol, which submitted the report to the city in mid- January, did not interview a number of people the city suggested as possible sources of information, Zais said.

When asked if the sources either support the complaints or exonerate Belles, Zais declined to be more specific: "I'm seeking information that gets to the truth."

As it stands, the report doesn't give the city enough information to help it decide "what we might or might not do," said Zais.

The report is "inconclusive at this time," Zais said.

That's apparently the way it was intended to be, said Capt. Brian Jones, a division commander with the State Patrol's Office of Professional Standards.

When conducting investigations about other agencies, the State Patrol typically draws no conclusions in its reports and does not suggest what action others should take, Jones said.

"That's up for them to decide," Jones said.

Jones said he's expecting a letter from city officials outlining specifically what they want in addition to work the State Patrol already has done.

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

Nolan Christensen, a former employee who is half Japanese, stated that Belles made a derogatory remark in the fall of 1998 in recounting a trip Belles made to Disneyland.

Belles complained about Japanese tourists bumping into his children, prompting 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 Lieutenant Belles' comment."

Roblay Kirkevold, another employee, alleged she heard Belles refer to Hispanics as "wetbacks and beaners while he was in our store."

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

Belles, in an interview with the Herald-Republic, 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.

The city's decision to look into the matter marks the second time it has investigated allegations that Belles made derogatory remarks about minorities.

The city, however, in a report released in early 2001, determined that allegations Ramos and other officers made during Ramos' unsuccessful appeal of his December 1999 firing to the Yakima Police and Fire Civil Service Commission were most likely unfounded.

Ramos was fired on an insubordination charge in connection with not wearing a protective vest.

Belles, a non-Hispanic white, conducted Ramos' internal investigation over the vest issue and recommended that then-Police Chief Don Blesio fire Ramos.

Ramos' complaints about Belles resurfaced in his federal discrimination lawsuit.
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