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2010 Oliver-Sigur Humanitarian Awards
Presented to Victor Bussie and Dr. George Diggs

Victor Bussie

Before retiring in 1997 Victor V. Bussie served forty-
one years as the unopposed president of the Louisi-
ana AFL-CIO. Journalists often described him as the
most significant non-elected “official” in his Louisi-
ana politics.

Bussie was born in poverty in Natchitoches Parish
to Christopher Bussie and the former Fannie Lacaze.
Bussie credits mush of his later activism to influenc-
es from his youth, including Huey Long:

My mother and father struggled to send us
to school because of the high cost of school
books. There finally came a time when they
could no longer afford to buy books for seven
children. We children were told that we could
no longer attend school.

That very same year, Governor Huey Pierce
Long, Jr., persuaded the Louisiana State Leg-
islature to fund schoolbooks for all children
attending public schools. Not only did that
mean that my brother and sisters and | could
finish our education but also thousands of
other children could as well. My family never
forgot Huey Long and became longtime po-
litical supporters of the Long family.

Bussie, a veteran of the United States Navy during
World War II, was a fireman in Shreveport before
assuming leadership of the AFL-CIO in 1956. He
constantly defended the rights on Louisiana work-
ing class and often spoke out in favor of the rights of
African Americans and other minorities. Bussie was
the most vocal opposition to the Louisiana right-to-

work law of 1976, which allows workers to opt out
of union participation.

Bussie has long been affiliated with the liberal wing
of the Democratic Party and was particularly close to
Presidents Harry Truman and Lyndon B. Johnson.

In 1994, Bussie was among the second round of
public figures inducted into the Louisiana Political
Museum and Hall of Fame in Winnfield, La. He is a
former recipient of the “Racial Justice Award” given
by the Baton Rouge Young Women’s Christian As-
sociation and in 1998, Bussie was named a “Living
Legend” by the Louisiana Public Broadcasting Ser-
vice.

In addition to being named a “Friend of Education”
by the Louisiana Teachers Federation, Bussie re-
ceived an honorary degree from Southeastern Loui-
siana University in 1997. Then SLU President Sally
Clausen described Bussie as “an individual who has
distinguished himself through his quiet but steadfast
work for the underprivileged and his strong stand for
justice. He has been a lifelong supporter of educa-
tion, serving as an advocate for quality instruction
and a voice of support for higher education.”
(continued on page 2)
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Dr. George Diggs
by Joseph McCarty

Dr. George Diggs is a resident of Parks, La. and prac-
tices psychiatry as Medical Director of the Dr. Joseph
Henry Tyler Mental Health Center and the Lafayette
Addictive Disorders Clinic. He also serves on the
staff of the UMC Psychiatric Acute Unit and is the
Consultant/Supervisor of the Psychiatric Interns and
Nurse Practitioners in residency through U.M.C.

Dr. Diggs leaves his home in the morning at 7 a.m.
and usually does not get back to his home until 10:30
or 11 p.m. Serving the acutely psychotic, chronically
mentally ill, or drug and alcohol addicted is not work
for the faint of heart. Yet in a time when most psy-
chiatrists focus on writing prescriptions, Dr. George
takes his time to listen empathically to his patients,
even while his nurse may be frantically pointing at
her watch as the hour grows late.

Dr. Diggs was the eldest son in a family of seven,
born of Dr. George Diggs and Rosetta Diggs. His
father served the African-American community
of New lberia as a family practitioner for over 50
years. Much of this was back in the time when there
were few Black doctors. They were not allowed to
make rounds in the hospital or be a member of the
local medical society. In a segregated society they
were not accorded the respect their calling would
otherwise command. The senior Dr. Diggs, however,
set an example of service that was emulated by his
son. His father is now 95 years of age. Dr. George
remains devoted to his parents and drives in to New
Iberia 2 or 3 times weekly to attend to them.

Dr. Diggs is a graduate of Tulane University and of
Meharry Medical College in Nashville, TN. He con-
ducted a family practice clinic in Baton Rouge for
ten years. It was there that he met his lovely wife,
Eva, a Creole belle of Breaux Bridge. They have two
sons, Korell and George the 11l. Dr. George decided
to pursue a specialty practice, and chose the field of
psychiatry. He moved his family to New Orleans
and completed his psychiatric training and residency
through L.S.U. Medical School. While he had better
financial opportunities awaiting outside of Louisiana,
family is very important to him, and he wanted to re-
turn to Acadiana where he could be near his aging
parents, and have his younger son grow up in bayou



country. He has been associated with the U.M.C. Py-
schiatric Unit and the Tyler Mental Health Center for
the past 14 years.

In the time when he practiced in New lberia, Dr.
Diggs, Sr.’s practice was nearly exclusively direct-
ed to the local African-American community. Dr.
George, Jr. in his practice serves the entire multi-cul-
tural mix of all Acadiana. Dr. Diggs love his patients,
and they love him. He patiently listens to them and
counsels them. When the Mental Health Center in
Lake Charles lost a psychiatrist he filled in there for
for months on top of all his other duties in Lafayette.
When Hurricanes Katrina and Rita struck and refu-
gees were housed in the Cajundome and the Hey-
mann Center he would stop there to make psychiatric
rounds pro bono. His wife tells me that he will work,
or be on call, for all holidays, so the younger doctors
he supervises may get a chance to leave town. Dr.
George is not an imposing figure. He loves to eat,
but is not very tall or heavy. He walks slowly with
a pronounced limp. As a child, he contracted polio
in the final wave of the polio epidemic of the mid-
1950’s. This prevented him from athletic attainment,
and so early on, he realized that he would have to
make his mark in life by developing his mind and
spirit. Education is of paramount importance in his
thinking. As a psychiatrist, he is constantly on the
computer accessing psychiatry journals on-line to be
up on the newest medications and the latest research
and developments in the field.

Despite his extremely busy schedule, Dr. George al-
ways made time for the important school and church
functions of his two sons. After his extremely busy
week he will relax on weekends, but still will get over
to see about his parents without fail. This weekend,
he is flying to North Carolina to watch George the 111
in a tennis tournament. He is on the tennis team of
Howard University, and more importantly, is on the
dean’s list.

Working in the public sector, Dr. George’s rate of pay
is modest in comparison to those in private practice.
According to this wife, enjoying his work is more im-
portant. He is generous with his money by contribut-
ing to local charities and finding ways to help needy
families. Kindess, honesty, integrity, hard work, and
maximum giving of himself are embodiments of his
character. He is a most worthy candidate to be recipi-
ent of the 2010 Oliver-Sigur Award.

LCHR Position Papers

An LCHR committee consisting of Paul Y. Burns,
Chair; Marjorie Green; and Richard Haymaker has
been working to propose revisions of our 15 posi-
tion papers. Our revisions are to be presented to the
LCHR Board of Directors. The current position pa-
pers, along with each paper’s date of adoption or lat-
est date of revision, are posted on the LCHR website:
www.lachr.com. If you have suggestions for revi-
sion, you may send them to me by email (pburns@
Isu.tiger.edu) or surface mail, 333 Lee Dr., Apt. 255,
Baton Rouge, LA 70808. The committee envisions
that it will take a year for the Board to adopt revised
position papers.

The current position papers are: Affirmative Action,
Death Penalty, Race Relations in America, Prison
Reform, Poverty, Labor Organizations, Police-Com-
munity Relations, Women’s Rights, Discrimination
on Basis of Ethnic/National Origin, Formation of Lo-
cal Councils of LCHR, Education, Disenfranchise-
ment of Felons, Labor, Institutional Racism, and War
on Drugs. Seven of the current position papers are
longer than one page; they should be shortened. The
committee is recommending that the Board adopt a
position paper on LGBT.

LCHR - BRCHR Oral History

Arranged by Marjorie Green, past president of the
Baton Rouge Council Human Relations and current
member of the LCHR Board of Directors, we now
have oral histories of LCHR and its only remaining
chapter, BRCHR.

Paul Y. Burns was interviewed May 26, 2010 by a
professional interviewer with a DVD recorder. The
LCHR was formed in 1964 and the BRCHR was
formed in February 1965.

Burns joined the BRCHR in April 1965 and served
as a member of its Board of Directors for many years
and as president for two years. He became a mem-
ber of LCHR’s Advisory Board in 1966 and has been
a member of its Board of Directors since 1967 and
president for one year.

If you would like to borrow the DVD, contact Paul
Burns by email (pburns@tigers.Isu.edu) or phone
(225-387-4755).



Colorblind Racism

African-Americans have made substantial gains
since the civil rights era. African Americans hold
prominent positions in business and politics, and the
black middle class is solid. There is still work to be
done, lifting more people out of poverty and closing
education gaps, but Barack Obama’s election, with
millions of white votes, heralds the end of race-based
oppression in the United States. Right?

Michelle Alexander says “Wrong!” in her new eye-
opening book The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarcera-
tion in the Age of Colorblindness, (The New Press,
2010).

In this book Ms. Alexander systematically and cred-
ibly makes the case that the United States now has a
system of racial oppression as brutal and comprehen-
sive as Jim Crow was in its time: mass incarceration.
The term, Alexander writes, “refers not only to the
criminal justice system but also to the larger web of
laws, rules, policies, and customs that control those
labeled criminals both in and out of prison.”

A Review: The number of people in U.S. Prisons and
jails has more than quintupled in the past 30 years,
from fewer than 350,000 in 1972 to more than 2 mil-
lion today. This incredible increase in incarceration
has been disproportionately made up of black and
brown people. More African-Americans are now in
the correctional system, imprisoned or on probation
or parole, than were enslaved in 1850, 10 years before
the start of the Civil War. More African-American
men are prohibited from voting today than in 1870,
when the 15th Amendment was enacted to make it
illegal to deny the right to vote on basis of race.

Standing alone, these facts cannot sustain anything
more than what was once dismissed as “absurd” con-
spiracy theories. But Alexander digs much deeper to
make her central point: that the “war on drugs” spe-
cifically targets black and brown people, resulting in
the creation of a racially defined underclass in Amer-
ican society. She outlines how, in the 1970s, political
rhetoric about crime became a racially coded means
of consolidating power as civil rights laws took hold.
She examines the interlocking parts of the “new Jim
Crow”: the comprehensive system, fueled by the war
on drugs, which now locks millions of urban people
of color into a permanent underclass.

The inescapable fact is that the drug war has been
waged against people of color, who are no more like-
ly to engage in drug using or selling than are white
people.

Alexander rightly calls on social justice advocates
(like supporters of LCHR) to see mass incarcera-
tion and the war on drugs as a racial justice and civil
rights crisis, even though the laws that undergird it
are officially race-neutral. “Of all the reasons that
we fail to know the truth about mass incarceration,
though, one stands out: a profound misunderstanding
regarding how racial oppression actually works. The
widespread and mistaken belief that racial animus is
necessary for the creation and maintenance of racial-
ized systems of social control is the most important
reason that we, as a nation, have remained in deep
denial.”

The New Jim Crow is a call to action for everyone
concerned with racial justice in the U.S. and an im-
portant tool for anyone concerned with understand-
ing and dismantling this oppressive system.

Southern Prosecutors Keep
Blacks Off Juries

The right to be tried by a jury of your peers is vi-
tal to the U.S. criminal justice system. But a new
study by the Equal Justice Initiative in eight South-
ern states shows that prosecutors across the South
are still adamantly working to keep blacks out of the
jury box. You can’t kick someone off a jury simply
for being black, but you can make up many appar-
ently race-neutral reasons for not wanting someone
to serve. For example, when one Alabama prosecu-
tor was asked to explain why he’d “struck™ 11 out of
14 potential black jurors from a murder case, he fur-
nished reasons: the proposed jurors were “arrogant,”
or too “vocal,” or lacking in “sophistication.” These
are code words. For generations, similar arguments
about black intelligence and education were used to
keep juries all-white in the segregationist South. In
the case of Jefferson Parish, blacks are removed from
juries at more than three times the rate whites are.

Studies show that racially diverse juries are more
deliberative and make fewer factual errors than all-
white juries, and though excluding jurors because of
race has been illegal since 1875, that has not stopped
prosecutors from strategizing to keep their juries lily



white.

The Equal Justice Initiative notes that levers other
than jury diversity are mostly white. In the eight
states studied, over 93% of district attorneys are
white, and in Arkansas and Tennessee, all of them
are. Back in 1906 all-white juries made lynching and
the KKK possible. What injustices are the all-white
juries of today enabling?

March for America

In late March, more than 100,000 activists gathered
in Washington, D.C. to mark the dawn of a new civil
rights movement. The activists who came were a mix-
ture of students, parents, children, LGBT, straight,
young and old, Asian, African American, Latino, and
Caucasian. They demand immigration reform and
economic justice now.

Before the march, President Obama pledged to do
everything in his power to forge a bipartisan consen-
sus on immigration reform this year.

Reform is needed now. Families are torn apart by
broken laws. Immigrants are detained and thrown
into a system that fails to protect their due process
rights. Greedy companies and employers exploit
those struggling for work. Many U.S. citizens cannot
help the partners they love become legal residents.

Child Hungry Remains
a Serious Problem in La.

The latest national study, done each year by Feed-
ing America, found that nearly one in five children
in Louisiana younger than 18 doesn’t have enough
food to eat. The study, which used a three-year aver-
age of federal data collected between 2006 and 2008,
measured the state’s childhood hunger rate at 19.6
percent. That figure gave Louisiana a much better na-
tional ranking than last year, but the change is more
an indication that other states are losing ground than
of any improvement here. The number of hungry
children statewide was essentially static.

Unfortunately, economic conditions in Louisiana
worsened in 2009, and the oil spill is putting thou-
sands of people out of work -- so it is likely that more
families are struggling than the study indicated.

Louisiana Fishers:
Livelihood, Tradition, and Culture at Risk

The SMHA Rural Recovery efforts, formed in re-
sponse to Hurricanes Katrina, Rita, Gustav, and Ike,
must unfortunately be reimplemented and replen-
ished today to help Louisiana’s fishers survive the
unprecedented doom they are facing in the wake of
the current oil spill.

The traditional, multi-cultural and multi-generational
Louisiana fisher’s life and livelihood are now on hold
and at stake. Income has ceased and the prospect for
future earnings are bleak as the fisher considers the
impact the petroleum-based pollution will have on
the breeding grounds of future seasons’ crops. Loui-
siana fishers are being offered contracts by large cor-
porations to assist in oil cleanup efforts, and in their
desperation, they are accepting offers containing lan-
guage and conditions that they are not accustomed
to dealing with. Some are unwittingly putting their
health and their watercraft vessels in jeopardy.

SMHA needs your dollars to build the capacity of the
Rural Recovery Task Force and Fund. Their strategy
is two-fold:

- Educate Louisiana’s fishers on the impor-
tance of being wary of seemingly humani-
tarian and generous offers by corporate con-
glomerates and provide technical assistance
in this matter.

- Provide immediate financial relief to fishers
in the form of recoverable grants averaging
$10,000 to help the family fishers and small
business owners survive until compensation
is received from other sources. Once compen-
sation is received (and only if it is received),
90 percent of the grant amounts will be repaid
to SMHA to convert into loans at a 3 percent
interest rate to benefit fishers and fisher-re-
lated businesses survive the long-term effects
of this crisis. Southern Mutual Help Associa-
tion’s past accomplishments demonstrate all
the capabilities necessary and ready for dis-
patch to sustain the Louisiana fisher’s present
and future prospects.

For more information on the Southern Mutual Help
Association visit the SMHA website:
http://www.southernmutualhelp.org
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Possible Police Misconduct in
Baton Rouge

For years the Baton Rouge Police Department stone-
walled on a matter of public interest. Numerous al-
legations were made by out-of-state police officers
that Baton Rouge police officers abused police au-
thority in the days shortly after Hurricane Katrina in
2005. The details of those allegations are only being
brought to light in 2010. The Baton Rouge Police
Department for years had refused to publicly release
documents related to its Internal Affairs investiga-
tion of the incidents.

The Police Department released the documents only
after The Advocate sued. After a court battle there
was a court ruling in The Advocate’s favor. The Police
Department’s stonewalling on this matter of public
interest shows the lengths to which the department
will go to shield politically damaging information
from the public. Mayor Holden should appoint an
independent panel to review the department’s prac-
tices. Also there should be a federal investigation of
the department to determine if Baton Rouge police
violated people’s civil rights.

Out-of-state troopers from New Mexico and Michi-
gan came to assist Baton Rouge Police officers after
Hurricane Katrina. Troopers from those states cited a
pattern of violence and racial discrimination against
black Baton Rouge residents.

In January 2006, after investigating the claims, the
Baton Rouge Police Department announced that one
officer was suspended without pay for three days,
one was reprimanded, and three officers were to
be counseled by supervisors.” These penalties were
like a slight slap on the wrist.

More recent allegations of police misconduct indi-
cate a pattern of abusive practices, warranting a com-
prehensive and independent investigation.

Louisiana Ranks Second-Worst
in Extreme Childhood Poverty

Louisiana ranks second worst in the nation for the
percentage of children living below 50 percent of the
federal poverty line, according to a report issued in
June by The Southern Education Foundation.

According to the report, 12.1 percent of children in
Louisiana lived in extreme poverty in 2008. Missis-
sippi was ranked first in the nation at 13.9 percent
of the state’s children living in extreme poverty in
2008, according to the report. Both the Louisiana
and Mississippi poverty numbers were higher than
the national average of 7.9 percent during the same
year, the report says.

The 2009-2010 Federal Poverty Guidelines range
from a household annual income of $10,830 to
$37,010 depending on the number of people in the
family.

The report, “The Worst of Times: Children in Ex-
treme Poverty in the South and Nation,” found that
more than 5.7 million children lived in extreme pov-
erty in 2008, and that 2.4 million, or 42 percent of
those children, lived in the South.

The local percentages for children living in extreme
poverty in the Baton Rouge metro area, according to
the report, include:

* West Baton Rouge, 15.5 percent.
* Pointe Coupee, 14.7 percent.

* Iberville, 11.7 percent.

* East Baton Rouge, 11.4 percent.
* Livingston, 7.1 percent.

* Ascension, 6.5 percent.

The LCHR / BRCRH is Online at:

www.brchr.org




One BR Motion Revived

A long-discussed One Baton Rouge resolution that
recognizes and expresses tolerance for the city’s
gay community is headed to the Metro Council for
a vote. Mayor Pro Tem Mike Walker and Council-
woman Alison Cascio are co-sponsors of the care-
fully worded resolution, which will be introduced at
the council’s next regular meeting, on July 28.

b 13

The resolution states the city’s “strong commitment
to diversity and equal opportunity for all of our citi-
zens, including recognition and integration of people
of all colors, religions, sexual orientations, nationali-
ties and people of all abilities and all walks of life
into every aspect of Baton Rouge community life so
that we all will be enriched by one another.”

Walker’s support could be critical to passing the reso-
lution. He was one of three members on the previous
council to vote against a similar resolution in 2007.
Walker said he worked with Joe Traigle, a gay busi-
nessman who has been pushing the resolution; Cas-
cio; the Rev. Chris Andrews of First United Method-
ist Church; and Rabbi Barry Weinstein to come up
with language for a resolution that he could accept.

“I voted against it last time because the wording was
not right,” Walker said. “There is a difference in this
One BR resolution and what we looked at last time.”
The primary change, he said, was replacing the word
acceptance with the word recognition. “We’re not
telling anyone they have to accept homosexuality,”
Walker said while suggesting that the change should
mollify some critics who objected to the previous
One Baton Rouge resolution.

“The purpose of this is to recognize these people and
treat everyone with respect,” Walker said. “That’s all
I’'m trying to do.”

Walker and Cascio said they are hopeful the resolu-
tion will garner the seven votes on the council re-
quired to pass it. After the resolution is introduced
July 28, it will go to the full council for a vote Aug.
11.

“I’'m happy with the resolution as it stands now,”
Cascio said. “There’s been a lot of talk about it, and
I’'m ready to get it done.” Added Walker, “I think it’s
the right thing to do. We need to get this issue behind
us, and it has to be done in a positive way.”

Walker said he recognizes that some conservative re-
ligious groups and other residents are likely to still
oppose the resolution. But he said others in the re-
ligious community and the community at large are
strong supporters.

Walker said the resolution really boils down to re-
spect and tolerance for those people who happen
to be different. “My Bible tells me, ‘Be ye kind,” ”
Walker said. “My grandmother always preached that
to me.”

Andrews said he was grateful to Walker and Cascio
for reviving the issue. “I think it’s important for sym-
bolic reasons to say to our people that we really are
a community that welcomes all people,” Andrews
said. “It makes a healthier and richer community for
all of us.”

Walker said he had not yet spoken to Mayor-Presi-
dent Kip Holden but had reason to believe he would
support the resolution. Holden did not respond to
e-mails and a phone call to his office seeking com-
ment.

Traigle said he is pleased to see the resolution mov-
ing forward. “I think it’s a great opportunity for Baton
Rouge to present a fresh, positive picture of a Baton
Rouge that is open and welcoming to all people and
that treats every taxpayer with dignity and respect,”
Traigle said.

Kevin Serrin, chairman of the Capitol City Alliance,
a lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender rights orga-
nization, also said the resolution is a step in the right
direction.

“This is huge,” Serrin said. “I’m very happy that Mr.
Walker has chosen not only to accept it but to actu-
ally co-sponsor it.”

Gene Mills, president of Louisiana Family Forum
Action, which successfully fought against the resolu-
tion in 2007, said the latest version remains problem-
atic. “If the words sexual orientation were omitted,
I don’t think we would have a problem with it,” he
said.

Several conservative church ministers spoke out
strongly in 2007 against that One Baton Rouge res-
olution, which the council rejected after tense de-
bates.
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