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Overview of Human Rights Commissions

SUMMARY
On September 7, 2017, Immigrant Advocate Peter Schey, Esq., (Advocate), submitted a report to 
Council titled "LA Safe: Response to President Trump’s termination of the DREAMER program 
and divisive policies regarding racial and ethnic equality and the observance of fundamental 
human rights” (Report), which provided a detailed plan to address the current administration’s 
plans that may lead to an in increase deportations in Los Angeles and other similar communities 
with substantial immigrant populations.

One of the Report recommendations is that the City adopt a Human Rights Ordinance (HRO) that 
would extend civil human rights protections to City residents based on their “Protected Status.” 
The Report also recommends that the City establish a Human Rights Commission to hear and 
adjudicate complaints filed by persons alleging discrimination, threat or retaliation. The author 
further recommends that such Commission should be authorized to mediate disputes, conduct 
discovery, hold hearings, and impose penalties including injunctions, fines, damages, termination 
of licenses, and other appropriate remedies.

At the request of the Committee on Immigrant Affairs, Civil Rights and Equity, this Report 
provides an overview of Human Rights Commissions that have been created in three large cities 
that were originally established to mitigate similar concerns to what the Immigrant Advocate 
described in Committee. At this juncture, we believe the establishment of a Human Rights 
Commission requires further study for several reasons: the current Human Relations Commission 
performs similar functions and could be reformed to incorporate the recommendations outlined by 
Advocate; there are additional cost considerations not yet examined; and, a Human Rights 
Ordinance may expose the City to potential liability.

Upon Council instruction, our Office will continue to study these issues with other relevant 
departments including the Human Relations Commission, City Attorney, and City Administrative 
Officer.



RECOMMENDATION
NOTE and FILE the CLA report inasmuch for information purposes only.

FISCAL IMPACT STATEMENT
There is no impact to the General Fund at this time.

Henry Flatt 
Analyst

OVERVIEW

New York City Commission on Human Rights

Formation and Purpose
In 1944, Mayor Fiorello H. LaGuardia created the Mayor’s Committee on Unity by Executive 
Order. Its purpose was to “make New York City a place where people of all races and religions 
may work and live side by side in harmony and have mutual respect for each other, and where 
democracy is a living reality.” The Committee originally had no enforcement powers and relied 
solely on the persuasive powers of its members to accomplish its objectives.

Ongoing discrimination and bias problems prompted Mayor Robert F. Wagner and the City 
Council in 1955 to replace the Committee with a permanent city agency, the Committee on 
Intergroup Relations (COIR) with additional powers to receive and investigate complaints and 
initiate investigations into racial, religious and ethnic group tensions.

In 1962, COIR was renamed the Commission on Fluman Rights. The next decade saw substantial 
growth in the Commission’s jurisdiction through successive amendments to cover disability, 
gender discrimination in public accommodation, reasonable accommodation in employment for 
religious observances, and age in housing and public accommodations.

Since the 1960s, the Commission on Human Rights has seen its powers expanded through 
additional Human Rights laws in the areas of employment, housing, mental health, alien status, 
domestic violence, sexual orientation, and community outreach.

Leadership, Membership Structure, and Stated Functions
Fifteen Commissioners are appointed by the Mayor to serve without compensation and assist the 
salaried Chairperson of the Commission on Human Rights in addressing issues of discrimination 
citywide. The current Commission consists of four attorneys, four religious leaders, three public 
policy professionals, one social worker, and one community activist. Commissioners are appointed 
by the Mayor and serve three-year terms.
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The stated functions of the commission are: to foster mutual understanding and respect among all 
persons in the City of New York; encourage equal treatment of any group or its members; and 
cooperate with government and non-governmental agencies and organizations to develop 
strategies aimed at reducing discrimination and harassment for all New Yorkers.

Authority, Enforcement, and Duties
Broadly, the New York City Human Rights Commission’s stated aims are to work in conjunction 
with other governmental agencies in developing courses of instruction on techniques for achieving 
harmonious inter-group relations within the City of New York for presentation to city employees 
and in public and private schools, public libraries, museums and other suitable places. Building a 
coalition of stakeholders and community organizations aimed at combating hate crimes and 
discrimination is also a focus of the Commission. In the event an individual is in violation of the 
Human Rights Law, the Commission may refer such information to the Corporation Counsel for 
the purpose of commencing a civil action pursuant to the administrative code.

During the course of an investigation, the Commission possesses the authority to issue subpoenas 
to any matter under investigation or any question before the Commission. The Commission may 
also appoint employees and agents it deems necessary to carry out its functions, powers, and to 
assign such functions, powers, and duties to these appointees.

Complaint Process
After a complaint is filed online or by phone with the Human Rights Commission’s Law 
Enforcement Bureau (LEB), LEB investigates the claim and determines whether probable cause 
exists to credit the allegation(s) of unlawful discrimination. LEB then issues a Determination of 
Probable Cause or No Probable Cause, which is a decision that is made independently from any 
other office or administrative agency. LEB may also file a Dismissal for Administrative 
Convenience if they believe probable cause does not exist. If an individual receives a determination 
of No Probable Cause, they are allowed to file an appeal.

Once an investigator or attorney has interviewed the person filing the complaint, they will draft a 
“Complaint” if the allegations are covered by the NYC Human Rights Law. In the Complaint, the 
person reporting discrimination is called the “Complainant” and the person or entity against whom 
discrimination is reported is called the “Respondent.” Once the Complaint is ready, the 
Complainant signs the document and it is sent to the Respondent, who is given 30 days to respond 
by filing an “Answer.”

LEB investigates further after the Respondent files their Answer, and the Complainant is asked to 
respond to the Respondent’s position by submitting a “Rebuttal.” The investigation may include 
interviewing relevant parties and their witnesses, requesting documents from the parties, or other 
actions.

If LEB finds probable cause to credit the allegations of a complaint where a reasonable person, 
looking at the evidence as a whole, could reach the conclusion that it is more likely than not that 
the unlawful discrimination was committed, the parties receive notice and the case is referred to
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the Office of Administrative Trials and Hearings (OATH) for a hearing before an administrative 
law judge.

At the conclusion of the hearing, the administrative law judge issues a Report and 
Recommendation that is gathered by the Commission’s Office of General Counsel and provided 
to the Office of the Chair for a final Decision and Order. The Chair’s decision may adopt or reject 
the administrative law judge’s recommendation in whole or in part. Either party may appeal to the 
New York Supreme Court within thirty days of service of the Decision and Order.

Budget
New York City’s Fiscal Year 2018 Adopted Budget allocated $14.759M towards the Commission 
on Human Rights. This is an increase of over $3M from the previous year, which was $11.55M.

San Francisco Human Rights Commission

Formation and Purpose
In July 1964, Mayor John F. Shelley appointed an Interim Committee on Human Relations, which 
recommended the establishment of a Human Rights Commission to the Board of Supervisors. That 
same month, the Board of Supervisors passed the recommendation, and Mayor John F. Shelley 
signed an ordinance establishing the Human Rights Commission. The purpose of the Commission 
is to “give effect to the rights of every inhabitant of the City and County to equal economic, 
political and educational opportunity and to officially encourage private persons and groups to 
promote and provide equal opportunity for and good will toward all people.”

Leadership, Member Structure, and Stated Functions
Eleven members, called Commissioners, are appointed by the Mayor to four year terms, subject to 
removal by the Mayor. Commissioners may not serve on the Commission as hold-overs for more 
than sixty (60) days after their term ends. The current Commission consists of five licensed 
attorneys, three public policy professionals, one ordained priest, one educational administrator and 
one person of unknown background.

According to the San Francisco City Charter, the Commission shall: “investigate complaints of 
unlawful discrimination of any person... and report on the implementation of such affirmative 
action plans to the Mayor and Board of Supervisors.” The Commission may also hold hearings, 
issue subpoenas to require witnesses to appear and require the production of evidence, administer 
oaths, receive testimony, and issue appropriate orders and petition or court orders as may be 
prescribed by law.

Authority, Enforcement, and Duties
The San Francisco Charter establishes the Human Rights Commission and its’ authority, functions, 
powers, and duties in accordance with the applicable provision of the San Francisco 
Administrative Code and Police Code.
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Complaint Process
The Human Rights Commission’s Discrimination Complaints Investigation and Mediation 
Division investigates and mediates complaints of discrimination and non-compliance in 
employment, housing and public accommodation, as prescribed by City policy and jurisdiction. 
The process begins when an individual files a complaint online or by phone. They are then 
instructed to submit their intake form to the Human Rights Commission by mail, online, or in 
person. The Human Rights Commission will then follow up with the individual after it has 
examined the complaint.

Budget
San Francisco’s 2017-18 Proposed Budget has earmarked $3.38M to the Human Rights 
Commission. The above amount funds Salaries, wages, and related fees, professional and 
contractual services, grants, materials and supplies, and services of other departments. The $3.38M 
is approximately $300K more than the previous Budget, which allocated $3.07M to the Human 
Rights Commission.

Chicago Commission on Human Relations

Formation and Purpose
The Chicago City Council recommended the reformatting of its Commission on Human Relations 
in 1990 to prevent the practice of discrimination against any individual or group because of race, 
color, sex, gender, identity, source of income, or marital status. It was also found that the Council 
believes “it is necessary to promote peace and good order and to eliminate prejudice and 
discrimination by establishing an agency capable of investigating complaints of discrimination and 
enforcing civil rights ordinances.”

Leadership, Membership Structure, and Stated Functions
The Ordinance established four advisory councils dedicated to certain segments of the population: 
(1) Equity; (2) Women and LGBT issues; (3) Veterans; and (4) new Americans. Each advisory 
Council consist of 21 members appointed by the Mayor and subject to approval by the City 
Council. Appointees receive three-year terms.

The Commission consists of the chairs of the advisory councils in addition to fifteen members 
appointed by the Mayor subject to City Council approval. The advisory councils have powers and 
duties relating specifically to the segment of the population of Chicago described in the advisory 
council’s name.

Authority, Enforcement, and Duties
The Commission has a multitude of powers and duties such as: advising and consulting with the 
Mayor and City Council on all matters involving prejudice or discrimination based on race or other 
individually identifiable characteristic; developing policy and implementing programs to train City 
employees in methods of dealing with intergroup relations to achieve equal treatment regardless 
of race, color, sex, gender, age, disability or other related characteristic.
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Furthermore, the Commission may compel the assistance of various departments and agencies to 
carry out its designated functions. Heads of City agencies are required to provide the Commission, 
at its request, information related to a pending complaint or matter under review by the 
Commission.

Investigations may commence when an individual submits a complaint alleging violation of the 
above protections, which the Commission will verify occurred within 180 days after receipt of the 
complaint and within the City of Chicago. Hearings related to the incident must be commenced 90 
days after the Commission has determined a violation has occurred. In the Course of an 
investigation, the Commission is allowed to issue subpoenas for the appearance of witnesses and 
the production of evidence.

Complaint Process
Complaints are filed in person, by mail, or by fax with the Human Relations Commission and may 
be prepared by the individual’s attorney. A complaint must be filed within 180 days of the incident 
and must have occurred within the City of Chicago. Once the complaint has been received, the 
Commission will “serve” the complaint by U.S. Mail to each respondent named. The Commission 
is responsible for investigation all complaints, which are to be completed within 180 days after 
receipt of the complaint unless it is impractical to do so within that timeframe.

Within 30 days after the conclusion of the investigation, the Commission issues a written 
determination whether there is substantial evidence that a violation occurred. If the Commission 
determines that there is not substantial evidence, it gives written notification of the determination 
to the charging party and the person against whom the complaint was made.

If the Commission determines that there is substantial evidence of a violation, hearings may be 
conducted and must commence within 90 days after the determination of substantial evidence that 
a violation has occurred.

The Commission is allowed to hold hearings that include findings of fact relating to a complaint 
and to order relief as may be appropriate under the circumstances determined in the hearing. At 
the conclusion of the hearing, the Commission may order relief that includes, but is not limited to, 
ceasing the illegal conduct, paying damages, or retrieving certain sums of money.

Budget
The 2018 Budget recommends allocation of $2.438M to the Commission on Human Relations, 
which is a decrease of $4K from the previous year of $2.434M. The above amount will be used 
for administrative services and to investigate and adjudicate complaints of discrimination in 
housing, employment, public accommodations, credit and bonding, and mediation services to 
reduce intergroup tensions. The City of Chicago anticipates $1.2M of this funding to originate 
from the Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Community Development Block Grant 
(CDBG) program.
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Los Angeles Human Relations Commission

Formation and Purpose
The Human Relations Commission (HRC) is a “neutral agency mandated to promote equal 
participation in the civic process through innovative peace building programs and models designed 
to reduce discrimination, increase cultural competency and improve inter-group relations.” The 
HRC was established in 1998 by Ordinance No. 171995 and was recently amended in 2010 by 
Ordinance No. 181193.

Leadership, Membership Structure, and Stated Functions
The HRC is composed of eleven members, all of whom are appointed by the Mayor and confirmed 
by Council. The HRC currently consists of six public policy professionals, one attorney, one 
community activist, one former California Assembly member, and two individuals without 
published biographies.

The City’s HRC “core function is intended to reach out to the core of our identities and the 
humanity that brings out the best in all of us.” It works closely with a variety of populations to 
build relationships and facilitate understanding between them and City departments and provides 
policymakers with recommendations affecting these populations. The HRC also identifies gaps in 
services and resources to serve these populations and works with agencies and elected officials to 
ensure the gaps are addressed to meet the needs of underserved groups.

Through inclusive partnerships, HRC encourages civic participation and freedom of religious 
expression amongst individuals from different religious backgrounds. Programs and projects 
include an Annual Interfaith Dinner, Countering Violence Extremism, and Days of Dialogue. 
Furthermore, the HRC is “involved in mediating conflict between different community groups in 
partnership with the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) and others, the goal of the HRC is 
to save millions of dollars in continued civil unrest and the escalation of violence.”

EMBRACE LA, a joint collaboration with the LAPD and Department of Cultural Affairs, is a 
program that focuses on promoting conversations and artistic expressions throughout the City with 
regards to race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, diversity, and multiculturalism.

Budget
A specific budget amount is not available.
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