     Minutes of Marion City Council

  earing HSPECIALSSSPECIAL Meeting 8:30 a.m.

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 21,, 2012

A special meeting was held by City Council on March 21, 2012 at 8:30 a.m. over which Mayor Rodney Berry presided.  Council members Ronald Atkinson, Bobby L. Davis, Ralph Atkinson, Michael Baker, Betsy Atkinson and Odessa Gregg were present.   Also present were Mr. Alan Ammons, Mrs. Patricia Brown and Ms. Pam Jones.  The media (Star/Enterprise) and a resident were also present.
Mayor Berry called the meeting to order.  

Earlier this week, Mayor Berry invited Ms. Stacie Davis, her mother and Ernest Davis to a meeting at his office.  At Mayor Berry’s request, Mr. Ammons called MASC for an opinion in using Hospitality Funds (as the pageant would be taking place in Marion County, not the City) to sponsor the Miss Marion County Pageant.  We were cautioned by MASC that something, either written or verbal, must point back to the City of Marion and if so, we could move forward.  Mayor Berry shared this with Ms. Davis and also his intention to offer $2,000, with Council’s approval, if they were willing to do that.  At this time Mayor Berry made a motion to award Stacie Davis and her efforts to the amount of $2,000, seconded by Mayor Pro-Tem Ronald Atkinson.  Councilwoman Odessa Gregg commented that previously Ms. Davis had asked for $5,000 and the request from Councilman Davis to give her $2,500 did not pass and now would like to know to what are the expected benefits if it passes to give her $2,000?  Mayor Berry stated that he expects exactly what we got our opinion on, because this money is designated to point to the City by way of tourism and they have already agreed to do so; such as asking people to come to our restaurants, have written material available.  Councilwoman Gregg asked if Ms. Davis agreed to this, to which Mayor Berry responded that she accepted it. Councilwoman Gregg inquired if Ms. Davis knew how much she was getting and Mayor Berry responded that he spoke with her at in length and in full detail.  Councilwoman Gregg asked if she understood it was $200, to which Mayor Berry responded that it was $2,000.  Councilwoman Gregg stated, “So there is no personal thing that you expect other than publicity and flyers and things like that and does she know what that entails and does she know what is expected to be on the flyers.”  Mayor Berry responded that it don’t have to be flyers, someone has get up and say “please visit our restaurants in downtown Marion”.  Mayor Berry stated, “Had the event taken place in the City of Marion, this would be very much an authorized expenditure if Council approved it”.  Councilwoman Gregg inquired if Mayor Berry had asked Ms. Davis why the event was not held in the City.  Mayor Berry commented that the thought on that was that      Dr. A. C. Robinson’s venue could be “dressed up” a whole lot more than C. D. Joyner.  Mayor Berry made the plea that it’s a very historical building and it was conducive for a pageant, but they had already gone forward with some expenses at Dr. Robinson’s place and were too far in the process to change.  Councilwoman Gregg inquired as to whether Ms. Davis was planning another pageant or any type event in the very near future and Mayor Berry responded that she was planning another Gala and is open to 
having it at the Opera House.  Councilman Baker commented that they initially asked for C. D. Joyner and Mayor Berry responded that we had offered Joyner.  Councilman Ralph Atkinson commented that 
he didn’t realize it had been changed.  Councilman Davis stated, “If I was treated the way Stacie was treated, I would have changed it too.” Councilwoman Atkinson then asked “How was she treated?  We gave her a venue and advertisement and offered her some money.  I thought we treated her very well considering other places she went to denied anything.  I thought we gave her more help than pretty much everybody else.”  Councilman Baker stated, “We didn’t offer her any money.”  Councilwoman Atkinson replied, “We offered her $500, I do believe.”  Councilman Baker said, “That wasn’t seconded; we didn’t offer her any money.  There was a motion made, there was never a second and it died for the lack of a second, so we didn’t offer her any money.”  With several voices being heard, Mayor Berry gaveled down asked Council to discuss in order of Betsy, Michael, Bobby and Ronald.   Councilwoman Atkinson stated, “From what I understand, we were the only ones that did offer anything, from the other places she went to.  I thought by us offering a little bit of something, we were helping.  We did help; other places told her no and that no from them was accepted, where our no wasn’t accepted.  I just don’t understand and I felt like we were being fair.  We were the ones that gave something”.   Councilman Baker stated, “I read the article in the Community Times this past weekend, which is a nice article, really, on what did take place and it did mention in here the various places that she came before to actually put on this project;  City of Marion, City of Mullins, Nichols, Sellers, Centenary, Gresham and Temperance Hill.  She went all around trying to include the entire County.”  Councilman Atkinson added that she also went to Marion County Council.  Councilman Baker stated, “As a matter of fact, they (Community Times) had pretty good coverage of what actually took place.  But we did not offer her money”.  Councilwoman Atkinson responded, “But we were the ones who did offer something where the rest of them didn’t offer anything, right?”  Councilman Davis replied. “No.  Marion County is in the process of giving her money at this point and in the process of putting it in their budget.  They didn’t have Tax Accommodation money available like we had at that time.  Stacie asked to have that in the City of Marion, that’s not an excuse to say that it wasn’t in Marion because we couldn’t do it. That’s after the fact.  She asked to have this in Marion.  She was denied the funds to help do it.  She went to A. C. Robinson’s and pulled it off without our help, without our input, and did a great job.  I think to sit here now and say we didn’t give her money because it wasn’t in Marion is absolutely deceiving because she asked to have it in Marion and it should have been in Marion.  And even though she didn’t have it in Marion, she pulled people from all over, to bring them to Marion and Marion was a part of the places they toured and I was there, I know what happened.  And for us to say now, or try to justify now, why we didn’t do it, to me it’s baffling for us to even go back and try to readdress this.  Of course, if she accepts the $2,000, that’s fine.  I have no problem with that rather than the $2,500, but I think we need to upfront, honest and tell the people the truth and I have problem with us trying to go around the mulberry bush to come back and tell the truth.  The truth of the matter is we refused to give her the $2,500, we refused to give her the $5,000 and now we’re coming back after some people are upset in the community and try to justify it.  Just be honest and say we didn’t do it, we’re sorry we didn’t do it, we should have done it, but now we’re going to do something.  That’s all we’ve got to do”.   
Mayor Pro-Tem Atkinson stated, “I’m going to say this and I’m going to be through with it.  What Mr. Frazier said in the Council meeting this month was totally out of context.  When you (Mr. Frazier) said “had she been white, there would have been no question”, you have no way whatsoever to know that to be true.  It’s us up here’s choice to do that and you have no idea what I choose to do.  That was a racist remark made by you.  You up here pretending you want to do what’s good for the community and speak for everyone and you bring something like that up, is totally out of control and I don’t appreciate it as a Council member”.  Mayor Berry called on Councilwoman Gregg who said, “I wanted to say something in reference to Stacie.  Stacie goes to church in the City of Marion and also we try to ask that our young people come back to Marion and when we are not helpful and embrace what they’re doing, the others that might would think of coming back don’t feel that they are going to be assisted in what they’re doing.  And my next thing is I’m surprised about what has gone on about freedom of speech because I thought this country was built on freedom of speech and whether we agree with people or not, I thought we had the right to say our speech as long as we are not bombarding people and using profanity”.  Councilwoman Atkinson responded, “Or slandering someone.”  Councilwoman Gregg further stated, “And when you call nobody’s name but say people, you know I’m wondering how much freedom of speech are we entitling our people to.  And I think that is one of our founding fathers’ intentions, that we have freedom of speech, Councilman.  And let’s be careful.  I’m saying this and I really know this, I have been in Marion all my life.  Forty years ago when there was only one Afro-American on this Council, the Council then was more cooperative than they are now.  That’s not necessarily my opinion; I have talked with some people on my side of town, I’ve talked with some people on the other side of town.  And Council people, I’m going to tell you the truth, when I would come up here many times and hear the things that were going on before I was elected, I was so upset because of how things were going on, that I started coming to (county) council meetings instead.  We need some sensitivity training so we can understand how to talk to each other.  You might not agree with me, but I have the freedom to speak as long as I’m not slandering and using profanity.  That’s all I want to say and I am really, really surprised”.  Mayor Berry asked that Council wind this up.  Councilman Davis stated, “Yes, I have one more because I want to touch on basically about the same thing Mrs. Gregg just said.  Some of you read the article in the paper; I didn’t write it, Andrew didn’t write it, the Florence Morning News wrote that paper about we trying to make everything look rosy.  He read it, I gave him a copy of it when they did the “thumbs down”.  They know what we’re doing, they know we’re not real and to sit here and talk about what Mr. Frazier said, Mr. Frazier said what was on his mind.  We’re not in Iran or Cuba or Syria; he can say whatever he wants to say without violating our Ordinance.  Our Ordinance says that he cannot use profanity or degrade or slander nobody in that sense.  He did not do either of those things.  He made the statement that he wanted to make and that was his opinion and any man is entitled to his opinion, whether we like it or not.  He said what he wanted to say.  I respect anybody who comes before us.  I think some of us who was on here some time remember, I know Ralph and Michael remember, how some folks came up here and called themselves attacking me and they didn’t know what they were talking about.  It was a long time ago and they didn’t know what they were talking about, but I had to listen to that and I took that.  When they finished I straightened them out, but they had the freedom to 
tell me all those things they said.  I didn’t get upset with them.  You don’t get upset with people because they’re telling you the way they feel, and if you’re wrong, you’re just wrong, that’s all.  And we have to accept that, we’re human”.  Mayor Berry stated, “And you’re right; when you’re wrong, you’re wrong and there were a lot of false statements in that.  I do believe people can say what they say as long as they 
don’t cross the line.  As CEO up here, I decide if you cross the line according to Ordinance and I will continue to do that.  I do think it was over the line”.  Mayor Berry further stated, “Just a couple of things; the thing you mentioned in the paper, that was my first job at the Morning News.  That was one person that wrote that.  That person doesn’t live in Marion County.  That person doesn’t care about Marion County.  It was one individual writing that silly little article and boy, did I get the response from that and in a positive way.  As Mayor I step out of my circles and I would challenge every Council member to step out of their little circles, because when you stay in one little circle you get that one little information.  I go to all of the churches, to all of the events, so I hear from all folks.  It would serve each one well to do just that so you’re not just fed by your individual groups.  Now one thing, we didn’t offer money, me and Stacie had a long, and it was a wonderful talk, much better than what’s taken place up here today.  I met with her, not feeling any pressure from anybody, just because when we got the opinion rendered, I wanted to speak to Stacie again about how they could adjust some things and they were most cooperative.  Much more than what I see up here at the moment.  I also told Stacie that when we gave her that Proclamation, you mentioned Stacie did it on her own, that’s the level we try to set.  We want our young folks and everybody else to reach that level on their own.  Steve Poole, for instance, pulls off the Chili Cook-Off and never asks us for any money.  However, there are some things that I believe that we can help with and in talking with Stacie, again I’m going to say, because that pressure doesn’t bother me, whether it comes from the white neighborhood or the black neighborhood, I’m going to draw a stand and try to do what’s right.  So, I asked her to come back in to talk with her.  Evidently that’s not a popular thing here today, but I thought it was the right thing to do.  One thing about it, I told Ernest and I told Stacie, when you get a Proclamation from the City, in essence that is money.  When you take that Proclamation to other businesses and they see the City is supporting you, that’s how you get sponsorships, by way of that Proclamation.  The Runfest, Thursday Night Live, all these other events, it’s perfectly fine to use the Hospitality money for that, but I go around myself and raise that money to put these events on in the City.  I do that because I want to challenge other citizens that you can do it, you do have the capabilities to go out yourself make it happen.  That’s character, that’s strength and Stacie is certainly capable of that, but I feel like we should award her this money after that long conversation.  Spend it however you like, it don’t really matter to me.  My satisfaction comes now knowing that we can fund her.  We had a motion and a second by Mayor Pro-Tem Atkinson; is there any more discussion?”  After no further discussion, the motion carried.
The meeting was adjourned by Mayor Berry.
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