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Executive Summary 

The Human Rights Commission volunteers, City Council and staff liaison have worked to compile 
the FY23 Annual Report to City Council covering the period of July 1, 2022 – June 30, 2023. In the 

past fiscal year, the Human Rights Commission met 10 times and participated in the 27th Annual 
Human Rights Awards Ceremony, the Better Together: Conversation on Race Community Forum, 
the Independent Observer Program during the festival and summer season, and other various 
community events in Virginia Beach. 
 
Included for your review are: 
 

• The January 2022 – June 2023 Attendance Report 

 

Mission Statement 

The Virginia Beach Human Rights Commission (VBHRC) exists to advocate for the human rights of 
residents in the City of Virginia Beach.  

The objectives of the commission are:  

• To institute, conduct, and engage in educational and informational programs for the 
promotion of mutual understanding and respect among citizens and the fulfillment of human 
rights.  

• To serve as a forum for discussion of human rights issues, to conduct studies, and to propose 
solutions for the improvement of human relations in the City.  

• To provide assistance to persons who believe their rights have been violated by identifying 
the appropriate federal, state, or local agency to address the complaint and referring such 
persons to that agency. 
 

Accomplishment of Goals and Objectives 

Please see the attached for the Human Rights Commission accomplishments during the 2022-2023 
fiscal year. 
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Membership and Attendance 

Attached is the membership and attendance for the Human Rights Commission from January 2022 

to June 2023. 

 

Goals and Objectives for the Coming Year 

For the 2024 fiscal year, the Human Rights Commission will continue their work in advocating for 
human rights and providing assistance to Virginia Beach residents. The Human Rights Commission 
is planning to hold their 28th Annual Human Rights Awards Ceremony in December, another 
community forum in the spring and partnering with their liaisons for community events throughout 
the year to foster diversity, inclusion and community engagement. 

 

 

Should you have any questions or require a formal City Council briefing on the work of this team, 

please feel free to reach out to Sylvia Nery-Strickland, Chair and Dominique McKinnon, Staff Liaison 

at (757)385-1158. 
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The Virginia Beach Human Rights Commission (VBHRC) exists to advocate for the human rights 
of residents in the City of Virginia Beach.  
 
The objectives of the commission are:  

• To institute, conduct, and engage in educational and informational programs for the 
promotion of mutual understanding and respect among citizens and the fulfillment of 
human rights.  

• To serve as a forum for discussion of human rights issues, to conduct studies, and to 
propose solutions for the improvement of human relations in the City.  

• To provide assistance to persons who believe their rights have been violated by 

identifying the appropriate federal, state, or local agency to address the complaint and 

referring such persons to that agency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the aftermath of civil unrest on Labor Day 1989, the City of Virginia Beach appointed the 

Fellowship Committee to address the human aspects of the events on that day. As a result, the 

committee recommended that a Human Rights Commission be established in the City of 

Virginia Beach. On February 4, 1992, 11 diverse representatives were appointed by City 

Council to serve on the first Human Rights Commission. 

Today, the Virginia Beach Human Rights Commission is a 15-member commission that works in 

partnership with liaisons and organizations to support human rights and diversity within the 

community. 
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OUR 
COMMISSIONERS 

  
OUR STAFF 
 

Carla Hesseltine, Chair  City Council Liaisons 
Heidi Daniels, Vice Chair  Mayor Robert Dyer 
Beatriz Amberman  Councilmember Michael Berlucchi 
Joe Burnsworth (resigned 4/30/23)   
Jamal Gunn 
Dr. Virginia Jenkot 

 Virginia Beach Police Department 
Liaison 

Niam Lagoe, student  Deputy Chief Sean Adams 
Bobby Melatti   
Sylvia Nery-Strickland  Virginia Beach Sheriff’s Office Liaisons 
Simone Nied, student  Captain Henri Norris 
Emiliano “Jojo” Orencia  Lieutenant Lois Thompson 
Mark Stevens   
Ron Taylor  Virginia Beach Public Schools Liaisons 
Frances Knight Thompson  Ty Harris 
Allison White (appointment ended 
3/31/23) 

 Meredith Hobson 

Rabbi Israel Zoberman  Virginia Beach School Board Liaison 
  Kimberly Melnyk 
   
   
  Administration 
  Stacy Hawks, Director of Human 

Resources 
  Roderick Ingram, Deputy City Attorney 
  Donna E. Hernandez, Assistant City 

Attorney 
  Dominique McKinnon, VBHRC Liaison 
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Commission members are appointed by City Council to serve on the commission as volunteers. 

This past fiscal year, members of the Human Rights Commission volunteered for 

approximately 784 hours with an estimated savings of $24,931 to fulfill their commitment to 

advocate for human rights in Virginia Beach. 
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The Human Rights Commission held their 27th Annual Human Rights Awards Ceremony on December 8, 2022. 

The ceremony honors individuals and organizations that work tirelessly to advocate for human rights and to foster 

the ideals and practices of diversity and inclusion throughout our City.  

 

The following individuals and organizations/initiatives were honored: 

 

Virginia Beach Cultural Affairs Department 

The City of Virginia Beach Cultural Affairs Department received this award 

for fostering inclusivity in Virginia Beach through the lens of arts and 

humanities and by demonstrating commitment to furthering human 

rights in the community through the daily work of its staff and a 

wonderful cadre of volunteers. 

 

 

Arnel Custodio 

Arnel Custodio received this award for his extensive volunteerism in the 

Virginia Beach community and the Hampton Roads area. He has volunteered 

his time to organizations such as Foodbank of Southeastern Virginia, Big 

Brothers/Big Sisters, and YWCA. Mr. Custodio is a man who truly cares 

about everyone in his community and seeks no recognition or thanks for his 

efforts on behalf of others. 

 

 

Hampton Roads Business Outreach (HRBOR) 

Hampton Roads Business Outreach (HRBOR) received this award for 

their work in empowering and supporting the LGBTQ+ community, 

allied member businesses and professionals, and providing our 

community with an inclusive and welcoming environment to live, 

work and grow. 

 

 

 

 

27th Annual Human 
Rights Awards Ceremony 
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Evan Nied  

Evan Nied received this award for his work as the founder of Planting Shade, 

a nonprofit that has planted about 12,000 trees in the United States and as 

far away as Costa Rica. Mr. Nied also collaborates with educators so that 

environmental education is open to everyone. In addition to his non-profit 

work, he fought to effect change in the Neptune Festival Court as the first 

Prince, making it possible for other young men who might be interested in 

the position in the foreseeable future. 

 

Captain Henri Norris, Virginia Beach Sheriff’s Office 

Captain Henri Norris received this award for his work in helping to foster 

better relationships and solutions, ensuring cultural diversity in the 

Sheriff’s Office workforce, and creating some of the longest and most 

productive volunteer partnerships within our community. 

 

 

REACH, Inc.  

REACH, Inc. received this award for their work promoting literacy for 

children who are at-risk and homeless throughout Coastal Virginia. 

Education and the ability to effectively communicate is the most basic 

of human rights, and by providing a variety of options to families in 

need, REACH, Inc. is helping to break the cycle of poverty and helping to 

answer the needs in our poorest communities.  

 

 

Joy Rios 

Joy Rios received this award for her work as the founder of Connect With a 

Wish that offers a variety of programs to grant a wish to every child in 

Virginia Beach foster care. Joy and her team are a voice in the community 

speaking for the rights of foster care youth or aged out of foster care. They 

are truly making a difference in the lives of one of our City’s most 

vulnerable citizens. 

 

27th Annual Human 
Rights Awards Ceremony 
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On March 9, 2023, the Human Rights Commission hosted a community forum, Better Together: Conversation 

on Race, at Green Run High School. The forum invited Virginia Beach residents to hear a panel discussion 

about race, racism and bias, the effect on individual human rights, and viable paths to move toward further 

respect and appreciation of all cultures. 

Moderated by Human Rights Commission member, Beatriz Amberman, the diverse panel included: 

• Councilmember Michael Berlucchi, Virginia Beach City Council District 3 Representative 

• Dr. Veleka Gatling, Assistant Vice President for Diversity and Inclusive Excellence at Old Dominion 

University 

• Father Mario Meléndez, Chaplain for Latino/x ministries in the Episcopal Diocese of Southern Virginia 

• Rabbi Dr. Israel Zoberman, founder and spiritual leader of Temple Lev Tikvah in Virginia Beach 

• Jonathan Zur, President & CEO of the Virginia Center for Inclusive Communities (VCIC) 

 

After the panel discussion, there was a community fair where representatives from various organizations 

around Hampton Roads provided guests with information about their resources or volunteer opportunities. 
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Something in the Water Festival Weekend; April 28 – April 30, 2023 

BEACH IT! Country Music Festival Weekend; June 23 – June 25, 2023 

 

The Human Rights Commission Independent Observer Program (IOP) observes our citizens, City services, and 

visitors at the Oceanfront and other areas around Virginia Beach during festival and holiday weekends to 

assess the atmosphere with regards to a safe, friendly, and welcoming environment. With the end of the 

pandemic, the IOP returned to organizing full observations at the Oceanfront during the Something in the 

Water and BEACH IT! festival weekends. The IOP recruited volunteers from around Virginia Beach to walk in 

teams for 3-hour shifts along Atlantic Avenue. Volunteers were tasked to observe the activities and 

interactions at the Oceanfront and to complete a survey of their observations at the end of their shift. The IOP 

also asked past volunteers to complete the survey, at-will, if they were attending events at the Oceanfront or 

any other location in Virginia Beach for the Memorial Day, Juneteenth and July 4th holidays. 
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Program 
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Independent Observer 
Program 
These are the results from 23 

completed surveys by volunteers 

for the Something in the Water 

Festival. 
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Independent Observer 
Program 

These are the results from nine 

completed surveys by the 

volunteers for the BEACH IT! 

Festival. 
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National Night Out – Green Run High School; August 2, 2022    

National Night Out at Green Run High School was held in support of police-community partnerships to help 

reduce crime and promote neighborhood engagement. Members of the commission were on hand at the 

VBHRC resource table to talk with residents and provide them with information about the commission and 

how they can be of assistance to the community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Letter to Mayor Dyer and City Council – Deferral of the Plastic Bag Tax; August 8, 2022 

The Human Rights Commission submitted a letter to City Council asking for consideration of a deferral 

extension for the proposed plastic bag tax. The commission recommended the extension to allow City staff 

adequate time to thoroughly assess the impact of the tax on Virginia Beach residents. Specifically, the 

potential disproportionate effect on lower socioeconomic groups and those on fixed incomes. These 

vulnerable groups already struggle to meet their basic needs without an additional burden. 
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Engage Seatack Community Impact Event – Birdneck 

Shopping Center; August 20, 2022 

Mount Olive Baptist Church and Virginia Beach Police 

Department hosted a day of fun and community engagement 

for residents in the Seatack neighborhood.  

 

 

 

2nd Annual Hispanic Fall Festival – Virginia Beach 

Convention Center; October 15, 2022  

The Hispanic Chamber of Coastal Virginia and the Virginia 

Beach Police Department hosted the 2nd Annual Hispanic Fall 

Festival (Nuestra Feria Virginia Beach). 

Members of the Human Rights Commission were present for 

both events with a resource table to connect with residents, 

increase the visibility of the commission for residents in need, 

and to celebrate the diversity of the Virginia Beach community. 
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Virginia Beach Homeless Persons’ Memorial Service Vigil – Housing Resource Center, 

December 21, 2022 

 

Each year, the Department of Housing and Neighborhood Preservation and the Human Rights Commission 

partner to host a vigil on the longest night of the year, December 21, to honor homeless persons in our 

community who have lost their lives. With the pandemic at an end, this year’s vigil returned to its original 

format of an in-person setting at the House Resource Center. The ceremony featured remarks from Honorable 

Mayor Dyer and Vice Chair Heidi Daniels, who spoke on behalf of the Human Rights Commission, as well as 

honoring lives lost by placing memorial rocks in the courtyard rock garden. 
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Season for Non-Violence Collective: The Art of Humanity – Season for Non-Violence Parklet; 

January 30, 2023 

The Season for Non-Violence Collective, NAMI Coastal Virginia, ViBe Creative District, Virginia Beach City Public 

Schools (VBCPS), the Human Rights Commission and other community partners, held the open event on 

January 30, 2023, for the Season of Non-Violence (January 30 – April 4). The Art of Humanity ceremony raises 

awareness about mental health and promotes nonviolence in our community. Local VBCPS students gave 

speeches. There was a dedication for a new planter bench in the parklet, and community organizations 

provided resources for mental health. 
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Awards Committee 

Mission – To assist in the coordination and execution 
of an awards program to solicit nominations for 
awards and to vote on a recommended slate of 
honorees to be presented to the full body for vote. 

2022-2023 Achievements – The 27th Annual Human 
Rights Awards Ceremony was held on December 8, 
2023, honoring the four individuals and three 
organizations selected by the Awards Committee in 
FY22. 

Forums/Dialogue Committee 

Mission – To assist in the coordination and planning of 
HRC forums approved by the full body. 

2022-2023 Achievements – The Forums/Dialogue 
Committee held a community forum – Better 
Together: Conversation on Race – to address racial 
issues in our community and to connect residents with 
community resources.  

Independent Observer Program (IOP) 

Mission – To observe at the Oceanfront and/or other 
areas on highly-populated weekends and holidays to 
evaluate diversity and inclusivity and to make 
recommendations to the HRC via reports or 
completion of surveys that are forwarded to City 
leadership. 

2022-2023 Achievements – The Independent Observer 
Program held observations for the Something in the 
Water and BEACH IT! festival weekends. Volunteers 
within the community were invited to observe the 
Oceanfront in shifts for the weekends. For holiday 
weekends starting with Memorial Day, the IOP asked 
past volunteers to observe “at-will” at the Oceanfront 
and other areas within Virginia Beach. 

Joint Oceanfront Committee 
Mission – A joint endeavor with the Resort Advisory Commission (RAC) to monitor activities at the Oceanfront to 
ensure and promote inclusivity, fairness, and diversity and to make recommendations to City Council. 

Mental Health Committee 
Mission – To identify mental health issues that impact individuals’ human rights and define a response. 

Policies & Procedures Committee 

Mission – To review the HRC policies and procedures  
and make recommendations for additions/changes to 
the full body for discussion and vote. 

2022-2023 Achievements – The Policies & Procedures 
Committee replaced the By-laws and Procedure 
Committee to address specific practices and 
procedures like elections, on-boarding, meeting length 
and leadership structure. 

 

 

• BEACH (Bring an End to All City Homelessness) – Mark Stevens 

• Department of Parks & Recreation Unity Team – Frances Knight Thompson and Virginia Jenkot  

• Hampton Roads Black Caucus – Ron Taylor 

• Legislative Collaborative Table – Virginia Jenkot 

• Minority Business Council – Frances Knight Thompson 

• Season for Non-Violence Collective – Mark Stevens 

• Virginia Association of Human Rights Commission – Sylvia Nery-Strickland and Virginia Jenkot 

• VB Cultural Affairs – Beatriz Amberman 

Human Rights Commission 
Committees’ Work  

Community Liaisons 
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July 14, 2022 – Municipal Center, Building 19 

The commission voted to replace their by-laws with policies and procedures to address the items over which 

they have domain. The commission voted to send a recommendation letter to City Council to defer its 

consideration of the plastic bag tax. Plans were made for the VBHRC to have a resource table at Green Run 

High School for National Night Out, and the retreat was scheduled to be held during the August meeting.  

August 11, 2022 – Fire Administration Building 

The Human Rights Commission started their retreat with the manager of HR/Learning and Development, 

Johnna Coleman-Yates, leading a team building presentation and exercises designed for the commissioners to 

learn about their leadership styles and to improve trust and communication among each other. The 

commission voted to approve their legislative agenda requests and reviewed the proposed changes to their 

new policies and procedures. 

 

September 9, 2022 – Municipal Center, Building 19 

The commission voted to ask City Council to amend the VBHRC membership from 19 members to 15, as a 

smaller group allows more time for each commissioner to speak and helps to reach a quorum.  

October 13, 2022 – Municipal Center, Building 19 

Jim Cervera, the City’s former Chief of Police and current Co-Chair of the Mayor’s Taskforce for Youth Violence 

Prevention, briefed the commission on the task force. A VBCPS parent attended the meeting to share a 

concern in which her daughter’s nationality was called into question by a teacher (Linkhorn Park Elementary). 

There was consensus from the commission to reach out to their liaisons in VBCPS to assist with a resolution for 

this matter. The commission went into closed session to review the awards nominees. Back in open session, 

the commission voted to approve seven award nominees. The commission voted to approve a policy for all-

virtual public meetings. 

 

Monthly Meetings 
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November 10, 2022 – Fire Administration Building 

Members of a local coalition joined the meeting to talk about the plastic bag fee initiative to tackle littering 

and plastic pollution in Virginia Beach: Mark Swingle with the Virginia Beach Aquarium Foundation, Lisa Renee 

Jennings with the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, and Jim Deppe with Lynnhaven River Now. Ty Harris, Director 

of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion with the Virginia Beach City Public Schools, joined the meeting to give an 

update on the school’s Educational Equity Plan. 

December 8, 2022 – Virginia Beach Convention Center 

 

The 27th Annual Awards Ceremony was held in place of the December meeting. 

 

January 12, 2023 – Municipal Center, Building 21 

Virginia Beach Chief of Police Paul Neudigate, along with Brandon Kyle and Shelby Santos from the Analytical 

Services Unit (ASU), gave an overview of the VBPD’s citywide crime statistics report. 

February 9, 2023 – Fire Administration Building 

Regina Chaney, Senior Outreach and Engagement Specialist for Housing Opportunities Made Equal of Virginia 

(Home of VA), provided an overview of her organization and Virginia Fair Housing laws. The commission voted 

to adopt the new Human Rights Commission policies and procedures. 

March 9, 2023 – Green Run High School 

 

The Better Together: Conversation on Race Community Forum was held in place on the March meeting. 

 

April 13, 2023 – Fire Administration Building 

The commission discussed the upcoming election of officers and the Independent Observer Program spoke on 

the upcoming observation for the Something in the Water Festival. 

May 11, 2023 – Municipal Center, Building 19 

The commission discussed the study being conducted by the City regarding the 10-1 voting system and 

anticipated the study’s findings. The Independent Observer Program and VBPD Liaison Deputy Chief Sean 

Adams gave a post-event report on the Something in the Water Festival. The commission voted to send a 

letter to City Council commending them for their support of the LGBTQ+ community. 

June 8, 2023 – Fire Administration Building 

 

The Human Rights Commission held elections for their FY23-24 Chair and Vice Chair. Commissioner Sylvia 

Nery-Strickland was elected as Chair and Commissioner Jamal Gunn was elected as Vice Chair. 

 

 

Monthly Meetings 
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Federal/National Referral Agencies: 

Anti-Defamation League 

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 

State Referral Agencies: 

Hampton Roads Regional Housing Crisis 

Hotline 

Housing Opportunities Made Equal of 

Virginia 

Virginia Department of Behavioral 

Health & Development Services – 

Human Rights Office 

Virginia Department of Housing and 

Urban Development 

Virginia Department of Human 

Resources Management 

Virginia Department of Labor & 

Industry 

Virginia Fair Housing 

Virginia Office of Civil Rights 

Virginia State Bar Lawyer Referral 

Service 

Local Referral Agencies: 

Department of Housing & Neighborhood 

Preservation 

Department of Human Services – Adult 

Protective Services 

Hampton Roads StandUp for Kids 

Housing Resource Center 

Legal Aid Society of Eastern Virginia 

Virginia Beach Police Department 

Virginia Beach City Public Schools 

VBCPS School Board Liaison 

Virginia Beach Sheriff’s Office 

 

Human Rights Inquiries 
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For more information visit: 

https://hr.virginiabeach.gov/human-rights-commission 

https://www.facebook.com/HRC4VB 

 

Contact the Human Rights Commission at: 

hrc@vbgov.com 

757.385.1158 

 

Virginia Beach Human Rights Commission monthly meetings are open to the public and held at 

4 p.m. the second Thursday of each month. Go to https://hr.virginiabeach.gov/human-rights-

commission for schedule of locations. 
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