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Bias in RAFB job reviews alleged


Six white workers claim racial discrimination, plan to sue Air Force
By Charlie Lanter
Telegraph Staff Writer
ROBINS AIR FORCE BASE - At least six white male civilians at the Warner Robins Air Logistics Center claim their performance appraisals were downgraded last year and a minority male coworker's appraisal was upgraded to fit a race- and gender-based quota system.

Atlanta attorney Lee Parks said Tuesday he plans to file a lawsuit on behalf of the six men in three to 10 days alleging race and sex discrimination by the Air Force.

"Your race and your sex dictated in large part how you would advance," said Parks, who last year won a reverse-discrimination lawsuit against the University of Georgia over its admissions policies.

Last year, several e-mails from supervisors in the Software Division of Robins' Avionics Management Directorate were obtained by employees and circulated on base. One e-mail indicated seven white males' appraisals were being downgraded and one minority male's appraisal was being upgraded to fit a demographic formula.

Software Division supervisor Harry Jennings, the author of some of the e-mails, acknowledged to The Telegraph this week that the e-mails are legitimate, but he says the appraisal changes were his proposal rather than a final decision. He said he cannot recall the final disposition of the appraisals.

Jennings said he was "just following orders" when he proposed adjusting the employees' appraisals.

"I was given that, statistically, we had minorities (who) were underrepresented in certain (performance) categories and nonminorities were overrepresented in certain categories, and I was told to fix it," he said.

So Jennings said he proposed adjusting the white males downward and a minority male upward.

Robins officials refused to talk specifically about the incident, citing possible litigation. They did say there was an "informal inquiry" of the civilian appraisal process last year that concluded there was "no wrongdoing with regard to law or policy."

In a written statement, the base civilian personnel officer said the appraisal process at Robins evaluates employees "fairly and equitably based on their performance."

Parks said all six of his clients had been downgraded, and that the alleged quota policy may not be limited to Robins.

"I cannot believe that just one base would have come up with this sophisticated a program for regulating race and gender advancement," he said.

Parks said he has no evidence that the alleged practice is Air Forcewide or even that it's not limited to one department at Robins. He said he expects to learn in pre-trial proceedings that the practice was more widespread.

Workers in the software division say morale in the office has fallen sharply since news of the e-mails spread.

"There's some days I come in and I just wish I was old enough to retire," said one white male worker, who spoke on the condition of anonymity. "You see the people they promote, and you know what's going on, but you can't prove anything."

More than 60 civilian workers signed a complaint that was sent to U.S. Sen. Max Cleland, D-Ga., last July regarding the incident. A Cleland spokeswoman said Tuesday the senator has asked the Air Force to investigate the allegations in the complaint, but has not yet received a response.

Performance appraisals are conducted annually, and the results play a role in promotions and pay raises, according to Donald Thompson, president of the American Federation of Government Employees Local 987, which counts 2,400 civilian workers at Robins as its members. The appraisals also can impact how vulnerable a worker is in the event of cutbacks.

Union representative Bill Haas wrote generally about the incident in an article published last Thursday in the union's newspaper.

Thompson said workers in the software division have contacted the union about the alleged quota system, and he said the union is in the early stages of an Unfair Labor Practices complaint against the base.

Appraisal adjustments
Allegations began circulating at the base last summer when someone found Jennings' e-mail and other documents on a shared computer drive.

Reached at home Monday, Jennings acknowledged writing and receiving the e-mails, though he didn't expect them to be widely distributed.

He said the documents were on the shared computer drive, but were protected and couldn't be viewed by others. They were left unprotected after some work was done on the drive, he said.

At least one person found the documents, downloaded and printed them, and then anonymously distributed some of them throughout the office.

Some of those documents appear to outline that appraisals were adjusted to favor a minority male employee in the software division and to downgrade some white males.

Civilian employees are categorized in their performance appraisals based on a system ranking them Superior, Excellent, Fully Successful, Minimally Acceptable or Unacceptable. These rankings are derived from the sum of numerical rankings assigned to specific aspects of job performance. A supervisor conducting an appraisal of a worker's performance assigns these rankings.

The e-mails contain several sets of initials, such as NMM, MM and NMF. Jennings said they stand for "non-minority male," "minority male" and "non-minority female." Also in the e-mails, "FS" stands for the appraisal rating "Fully Successful" and "E" stands for "Excellent," he said.

In an e-mail dated April 19, 2001, software division chief Larry Israel instructs Jennings to adjust appraisals in the department.

"To more balance the ethnic groups here's what I need you to do:" the April 19 e-mail reads. It continues:
MF OK
MM +2E
NMF -1E
NMM -5E

Jennings said Tuesday he understood that to mean no change for minority females, two minority males should be upgraded to receive Excellent ratings, while one white female and five white males should be downgraded to Excellent.

"If there is a case where the employee performance doesn't warrant this, list the specifics and bring to me to discuss," it says.

Jennings told The Telegraph his proposal to adjust the white males downward and one minority male upward was answered with objections by those workers' immediate supervisors, who worked for Jennings. They said the original scores were what their people deserved.

Jennings said that he believes Israel was following orders when he instructed Jennings to adjust the appraisals.

Israel refused comment, referring all questions to the base's public affairs office.

On April 23, Jennings sent an e-mail to Israel that contained an apparent explanation of an attached spreadsheet file showing Jennings' proposed adjustments to appraisal scores in his department.

"We reduced five NMM down to FS," the April 23 e-mail reads. "We will up the score on one MM ... to E, 65. Of the four MM remaining in the branch with FS, none are performing well enough to have earned a higher score (See attachment for comments) and we cannot in good conscience give them a better rating when we are reducing the appraisals of five who are better performers."

Jennings said the e-mail did not necessarily reflect the workers' final appraisals. He said he does not recall what the final appraisals were, except that he thought he remembered one minority male being upgraded.

However, documents obtained by The Telegraph show that the final appraisal of one white male was the same lower score that Jennings proposed. Another white male's score was one point lower than Jennings proposed, though it did not drop him from the ranking of Superior.

A spreadsheet file attached to the April 23 e-mail shows the score of one minority male in the software division was adjusted up by three points, bumping him from Fully Successful to the higher Excellent rating.

An April 27 e-mail addressed to Israel from Jennings is titled "LYSA Justification of Appraisal Imbalances." LYSA is the base's designation of the department Jennings oversaw; he is now director of LYSB.

Within the April 27 document is this statement: "The branch has 10 minority males. Of these, three (30%) are appraised as Superior, three (30%) as Excellent and four (40%) as Fully Successful. A completely balanced distribution would have one less Fully Successful and one more Excellent."

Jennings said that Israel was asking him to adjust the appraisals to fit a statistical model.

He said the model is used to make sure the ratings, such as Superior and Excellent, are distributed fairly. Race and sex are not a factor in determining appraisal scores, Jennings said.

The scores are adjusted only when the final result would still be a score that the employee deserved, he said.

"They say in this category you're so many higher than normal and so on, and if we can, in good conscience, adjust those numbers, then we will," he said.

The fallout
Jennings said the Air Force Office of Special Investigations investigated how the e-mails were obtained by the employees but came to no "actionable" conclusions.

Parks said the base's Equal Employment Opportunity office also looked into the allegations of unfair treatment of his clients. He said the office had not responded after 180 days, so he "terminated" the case and decided to take it to court.

Base officials would neither confirm nor deny whether OSI or EEO investigated, again citing possible litigation.

"At the request of senior leadership, an informal inquiry was undertaken last summer into certain allegations regarding the civilian appraisal process within LYS. It concluded that there was no wrongdoing with regard to law or policy," base spokeswoman Faye Williams said in a prepared statement. "Maj. Gen. Donald Wetekam, Warner Robins Air Logistics Center commander, is reviewing the findings of that concluded inquiry. Wetekam has been in place at Robins since Feb. 1."

Several workers in the software division, who spoke on the condition of anonymity, said they can't stop thinking about whether their race played a factor in their performance appraisals.

One employee said it's been hard to do his job since he first saw the e-mails.

"I got like a sick feeling in my stomach," he said. "You knew it was probably going on, but you couldn't believe it when you saw that e-mail."

That same employee said he believes the practice is not limited to the software division but is used throughout the Air Logistics Center, which employs more than 11,000 civilians.

The workers said they feel they cannot trust their supervisors or the appraisal process. Another round of appraisals is scheduled to begin next month, they said.

Meanwhile, Parks said he plans to file a lawsuit against the Air Force in federal court in Atlanta in three to 10 days.

Parks said anti-discrimination laws protect whites as much as they protect minorities, a fact he believes the Air Force hasn't considered.

"It isn't a one-way law," he said. "That point has been completely lost on the Air Force."

Parks is best known in recent years as the attorney who challenged the use of non-academic factors, including race, in the University of Georgia's admissions policy.

A three-judge panel of the 11th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals ruled last year that UGA's policy, which awarded race-based points to borderline students, violated the Constitution's equal-protection clause. The Board of Regents of the University System of Georgia decided not to appeal the ruling.

To contact Charlie Lanter, call 923-6199, extension 307, or e-mail clanter@macontel.com <mailto:clanter@macontel.com>. 

If link is still active:

http://www.macon.com/mld/telegraph/2894665.htm
