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Richland County Council at Work
 May 25, 2017 By Ron Aiken

Note: The following first appeared on Quorum.com, investigative journalist Ron Aiken’s website. It
is reprinted in The Voice by permission and will appear as a three-part series.

COLUMBIA – Throughout 53 pages of detailed testimony, evidence and correspondence submitted to
the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) in April 2015, Richland County
documented the unfounded nature of every charge of racial and sexual discrimination brought by
disgruntled former employee Justine Jones.

The EEOC reviewed the case and found there were no charges worth investigating.

Having already lost her internal complaint before a County grievance panel before appealing to the
EEOC, the only option remaining for Jones was to sue, which she did in January 2017.

A month later, despite the county’s official position for two years being that Jones’ charges were
completely without merit, County Council agreed to settle out of court with Jones, costing taxpayers
$175,000.

Why?

One reason, multiple sources tell Quorum: Richland County Councilman Norman Jackson wouldn’t
leave the room.

Since he was expected to testify against County Council on behalf of Jones (along with disgraced
former Council Member Kelvin Washington), Jackson was an adverse party to the County’s case
when Council

met in executive session on Feb. 21 to receive a confidential legal briefing from Gignilliat Savitz and
Bettis about Jones’ suit.

Despite a clear conflict of interest, multiple sources have confirmed to Quorum that Jackson refused to
recuse himself even when other Council members asked that he leave the room. When Council members
then asked County Attorney Larry Smith whether Jackson could be made to leave, they were told he
could not since he was an elected official.

With the opportunity to privately discuss legal strategy thus completely compromised, sources tell
Quorum, the County’s own lawyers then recommended it settle, which it did.

“It was obvious that the case was going to be a no-win situation,” said a person familiar with
events.

Justine Jones

Except for Jones, that is, who thanks to Jackson’s ethically questionable behavior personally was
awarded $105,000 and had her attorney fees of $70,000 paid by the County in March.

Jackson’s extraordinary loyalty to Jones against both the County’s (and his constituents’) interests
came as no shock to Council, however. Rather, it was merely the last act of devotion in an
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extraordinary relationship spanning more than two years prior to her termination in March 2015 in
which, for reasons known only to themselves, Jackson routinely put Jones’ interests above the County’s.

Over and over, Jackson illegally interfered in day-to-day County operations, documents show, to aid
Jones and protect her from other colleagues, her superiors and even Council members themselves,
blatantly playing the race card to ensure Jones received benefits above and beyond any other County
employee, including:

•receiving a raise larger than any other County employee received that year and larger than what
County policies allowed;

•being given nearly unlimited access to Jackson’s private office while he was chairman of Council to
conduct interviews;

•being allowed to request lavish expenditures, including $17,400 for luxury carpet for her office
when new carpet for that space already had been purchased and was waiting to be installed;

•being transferred within her first three months of employment from a supervisor she didn’t like (who
was accurately questioning her work results, documents show) to reporting directly to the County
Administrator only; and

•being personally protected, through the use of racial accusations and threats, by Jackson when
any members of staff or Council raised questions about Jones’ performance.

For this story Quorum reviewed more than 1,000 pages of of emails, memos and letters spread
across more than 600 separate files obtained through a Freedom of Information Act Request and
interviewed several key current and former employees, many of whom could only share information
anonymously, to provide glimpses into closed-door conversations.

The result is the story of a sustained, unapologetic effort by a single council member to protect and
promote a single employee through his position as County Council member (and chairman for 2014)
through repeated threats, intimidation and focused individual harassment that both state law and
County ordinance define as illegal and which set ablaze a war of words and allegations of racism
between County Council members in emails that have never been made public until now and resulted in
a parliamentary coup d’etat that finally removed both individuals from positions of power.

A ROCKY BEGINNING

“From practically her first day, Ms. Jones seemed to believe her job assignments were ‘beneath’
her,” the County’s letter to the EEOC, written by attorney Linda Edwards of Gignilliat Savitz and
Bettis, stated. “Ms. Jones even tried assigning some of her responsibilities to other support staff
without (her supervisor’s) approval.”

Just 19 days into the job, Jones also was eying other positions, documents show.

On Jan. 9, Jones sent an email to her supervisor Roxanne Ancheta requesting she be sent the job
descriptions for the positions of Assistant to the County Administrator (Ancheta’s job at the time) and
Assistant County Administrator. Neither positions were open.

When Ancheta did not immediately respond, at 11:56 a.m. Jones wrote back that she expected to
receive “the job descriptions today (emphasis hers), if possible.”

Roxanne Ancheta

Jones did so, Edwards wrote, “apparently in the belief she was more suited for those positions.”

A recurring problem also were her Reports of Action and Requests of Action, both key components of
her job duties. The first three she submitted all had to be redone, and her performance on these reports
remained substandard, containing mistakes characterized as “careless and sloppy.”
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“Ms. Jones was chronically late in preparing the ROAs and had frequent, unnecessary mistakes,”
Edwards wrote. “Most of these mistakes were preventable.

“While preparing the ROAs is not a complicated task, it is vital to the organization.”

“There simply was no excuse for shoddy work.”

Jones was not happy with reviews of her work. According to her lawsuit and County correspondence,
after a difficult performance review on Jan. 30 Jones, who is black, immediately went to Jackson and
other African-American council members (Washington and Julie Ann-Dixon, sources tell Quorum)
claiming she was being racially discriminated against by Ancheta, who is white.

In her lawsuit, Jones states in February she “reported numerous threats of termination and other
racially discriminatory and retaliatory treatment by Ancheta dating back to January 2013.”

From the County’s perspective, the allegations and their method of delivery were in keeping with
Jones’ disrespect for authority, disregard for workplace rules of conduct and refusal to accept
responsibility for careless, mistake-ridden work products.

“Rather than following the chain of command as required by County policy or requesting assistance from
Human Resources, Ms. Jones apparently complained directly to several council members about Ms.
Ancheta,” Edwards wrote. “This was highly unorthodox for a three-month, probationary employee.

“Richland County policy is that employees deal through the chain-of-command and/or Human
Resources. Council members are not privy to the daily activities and do not get a complete picture when
they hear only from one side.”

In her closing remarks to the EEOC, Edwards was succinct.

“I believe after you have reviewed the County’s position statement and the enclosed documents
you will conclude there has been no discrimination or retaliation.”

Despite the fact that two years later the EEOC would agree that Jones’ claims were without merit, in
March 2013, under pressure from Jackson and other Council members, McDonald met with Jones and
removed her from Ancheta’s supervision, requiring she to only report to him in an unprecedented move
for a probationary employee.

Rather than end the problem, the move was just the beginning of what quickly became a pattern of
Jackson illegally interfering on Jones’ behalf with often-exasperated staff as she ran roughshod over
County protocol and managed to offend directors in nearly every department, members of the general
public and set off a war of words and racial accusations between Council members that has never been
made public and which resulted in a coup against the chairman on Nov. 18, 2014, when a coalition of
members scuttled Jackson’s plans to make Jones a department director at literally the last minute.

In March of 2013, however, none of that was known, nor was it known that contrary to Jones’ and the
County’s timeline of events, the relationship between Jackson and Jones had began far earlier than
February, when Jones said she took her complaints about Ancheta to Council — in fact it had begun
the first week she reported for work.

AN UNUSUAL INTEREST

According to emails obtained exclusively by Quorum, the relationship between Jackson and Jones —
one that neither County policy nor state law condoned — began immediately after she was hired and
continued months after she was fired.

Jones started work as Research Manager on Dec. 10, 2012. The following Monday, Dec. 17, the two
already were planning a lunch together at “Exclusive Restaurant – Broad River Road” for that
Wednesday, Dec. 19.
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This is the location where Jones and Jackson first met for lunch on Zimalcrest Road just off Broad
River Road. Called “Exclusive Restaurant” then, it is now known as “Da River Reggae Bar & Grill.”

That date is significant because it was when Jones first major assignment — three ROAs — were due
(the ones that “had to be redone”). According to the County’s letter to the EEOC, when Jones
received an email alerting her to the problems with all her ROAs that Wednesday she “left at noon,
claiming to be sick” and did not return to work until Friday, Dec. 21.

Emails also show the two scheduled a meeting again at Exclusive Restaurant the following week on
Dec. 26.

The South Carolina Code of Laws Title Four, Chapter Nine, Article Seven regulates the council-
administrator form of government under which Richland County operates. Section 4-9-660 clearly
states that council members do not have the authority to give orders to staff or deal in day-to-day
county operations regarding personnel.

“Except for the purposes of inquiries and investigations, the council shall deal with county officers and
employees who are subject to the direction and supervision of the county administrator solely through
the administrator, and neither the council nor its members shall give orders or instructions to any such
officers or employees,” it reads. Only the county administrator may be “responsible for the
administration of county personnel policies including salary and classification plans approved by
council.”

Richland County Ordinance Section 2.88 adds additional language to that prohibition, stating that
“council and its members shall deal with the administrative service solely through the county
administrator, and no member thereof shall give orders to any county employee or subordinate of the
county administrator, either publicly or privately.”

Email communications obtained by Quorum reveal that throughout Jones’ tenure Jackson routinely
exerted illegal pressure on her behalf directly with staff, especially after Jackson was able to help Jones
get a promotion to Assistant Director of the newly created Small and Local Business Enterprise office —
an idea of Jackson’s — in December 2013. That promotion increased her salary from $56,000 to
$74,000, a 24 percent raise that was against County salary guidelines at the time that limited
promotional increases from between 5 and 15 percent but which sources say her supervisors were
“made to sign off on” by Jackson. (Edwards’ letter to the EEOC would cite this promotion as “hardly an
indication of discrimination.”) She would also be responsible to report to then-Procurement Director
Rodolfo Callwood.

Read Part Two next week.
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