
Akron Commission on Civil Disorders
AKRON. OHIO

April 16, 1969

Mr. John S. Ballard
Mayor, City of Akron
Municipal Building
Akron, Ohio

Dear Mayor Ballard:

On July 27, 1968, you requested that a citizens' commission
provide you with an assessment of the causes of the civil disorder
in Akron and with recommendations concerning steps that can and
should be taken to reduce or eliminate the alienation and division
which exists in the city.

The Akron Commission on Civil Disorders has completed that
assignment, and I am hereby submitting its report.

In behalf of the Commission, may I respectfully request that
the report be made available to the citizens of the community and
that you, through your office, encourage all responsible persons
to give serious consideration to ways and means of implementing the
recommendations contained therein.

Edwin L. Lively, Ph.D.
Chairman

Sincerely,

ELL:mb1
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AKRON PUBLIC LffiRARY
AKRON,OmO

1. INTRODUCTION TO THE COMMrSSION REPORT

To achieve the fullest benefit from reading and interpreting this

report, it is essential that the distinction between prejudice and

discrimination be recognized and understood. Prejudice refers to attitudes

for or against someone or something which are based on emotions rather than

facts. Probably all humans are prejudiced in some ways--in favor of their

own children, strawberry ice cream, or the Cleveland Browns, and against

flying, guitar music, or pepperoni pizza. Such prejudices are learned and

can only be modified or "unlearned" by education about the facts of the

matter, plus the willingness to relearn. Discrimination, on the other hand,

refers to behavior in favor of or in opposition to someone or· something.

These behaviors may be intentional, such as refusing membership in a club

to someone because of his race or religion, or they may be unintentional,

such as giving one child a handful of candy with more pieces in it than that

given another child. Discrimination may be the result of prejudice, and

prejudice may develop from discrimination, but it is important to know they

are not the same and do not have to occur together.

In the area of race relations they usually do occur together. Yet

they can be dealt with separately. A study such as the one on which this

report is based deals primarily with discrimination because it can be

seen, reported on, and proved or disproved. Much racial discrimination is

in violation of existing constitutions--Federal, state, club, or organization--

and can be eliminated by adherence to the provisions of the documents.

Many instances of accusations, complaints, and demands by black Americans

are actually directed toward the obtaining of that which is already right-

fully theirs by virtue of citizenship in a political unit. Such discrimination,
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whether deliberate or not, is based on prejudices whicn should in no way

limit the rights of citizens. Whether a person is liked or disliked

should not determine his right to vote, or hold a job, or eat in a public

place.

It is not possible to legislate against prejudice directly but it

is possible to legislate against discrimination, to repeal discriminatory

laws, and also to demand that laws be enforced in a nondiscriminatory

manner. When discriminatory laws and practices have been in existence and

enforced over a period of time, it is inevitable that they will help to

perpetuate prejudice. It is equally true that the elimination of such

discriminatory acts or actions may modify attitudes of a prejudicial

nature. However, it is most important to understand that no human being

should be subjected to intentional discrimination regardless of the

prejudices that may exist. Until this last point is understood and accepted,

the fUlfillment of democracy cannot be expected in the United states.

One major reason for stressing the distinction between prejudice

and discrimination is found in the change in the thinking of many blacks

about race relations in recent years. It used to be argued that prejudice

had to be eliminated before problems of race could be solved. Now more

and more blacks and some whites are saying that the elimination of

discrimination is necessary and any subsequent change in prejUdice may be

irrelevant. In other words, the black is insistent upon his rights

whether he is liked or not. Obviously, if total integration is to occur,

prejUdice must go. But discrimination is legally, morally, politically,

and socially intolerable and indefensible, and if it is eliminated, the

black man can live his life in accordance with his abilities and desires
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as every American should. Individual success would not be guaranteed but

the opportunity to be successful would be, and therefore is demanded as a

right rather than requested as a gift. This does not mean that the ends

are such that they justify any means toward them but it does emphasize

that black citizens are now aware of the legitimacy of the ends and their

rights to seek them in an open system.

The report which follows is concerned almost exclusively with

discrimination and its ramifications in the Akron area. No evidence was

sought or obtained, other than incidentally, about discrimination in other

areas. Prejudice can usually only be inferred from discrimination and

cannot in itself serve as the basis for conclusions or recommendations.

Therefore, those who read this report should be fully aware that it is a

conscious attempt to analyze and make recommendations about the actions of

people rather than their underlying attitudes and motivations.

- 3 -



II. THE COMMISSION: ITS FORMATION AND OPERATION

During the latter part of July, the City of Akron experienced six

days of civil disorders. After peace was restored, the curfew lifted,

and law enforcement units returned to their normal duties, one of the

first actions of the Mayor was to appoint a commission of ten citizens

to study the direct and indirect causes of the disorder and to make

recommendations aimed at preventing similar occurrences in the future and,

more generally, toward improving human relations in the city. The end of

the disturbance occurred on Tuesday, July 23, 1968, and the Commission was

appointed on Friday, July 26, 1968 (See Appendix A).

The organizational meeting of the Commission was held Sunday evening,

July 28, when most of the members met each other for the first time. Ground

rules for collecting testimony were agreed upon (See Appendix B), the powers

and limitations of the Commission were discussed, the scope of the study was

examined, and a series of dates for hearings was established. Almost

immediately, controversy arose in the community over the composition of

the Commission. The members also decided their charge from the Mayor was

not entirely clear. After three meetings, including one with the Mayor,

the scope and function were agreed upon, but it was decided to suspend

operations until the membership issue was resolved. It was also agreed that

the Commission would take no stand on membership as this was the responsibility

of the Mayor.

It was not until mid-September that the Chairman was informed that

there were to be no changes or additional appointments, and that there would

be no replacement for one member who had resigned for personal reasons. The
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first meeting was set for Tuesday, September 24, 1968. Just before the

first witness was to appear, the privacy of the Commission hearings was

challenged. The issue was resolved by a ruling by the City Law Director

the next day (See Appendix C), and the Commission held its first hearing

on Thursday, September 26, in Council Chambers of the Municipal Building.

Witnesses continued to be heard regularly into December when the Commission

began its attempts to analyze and interpret what it had heard and to work

on its report to the Mayor of Akron. A few additional hearings were held

in February and March, 1969, to seek supplemental information or clari­

fication on points raised in earlier testimony.

The kinds of testimony believed relevant and those persons thought

to possess pertinent knowledge in certain areas governed the selection of

witnesses invited to appear before the Commission. It was decided to hear

first from those persons whose activities were thought to be related in

diverse ways to the actual events of the disorders. SUbsequently, other

persons were invited who were thOUght to be knowledgeable with respect to

policies and procedures in both public and private sectors of the community.

While suggestions for witnesses were obtained from the testimony, from

members of the Commission, and other citizens, the final selection was

always the responsibility of the Commission as a whole. All persons who

appeared before the Commission were first given ,an opportunity to make what­

ever comments they deemed appropriate and then a period of questioning

followed. The shortest appearance was thirty minutes and the longest almost

three hours. Inasmuch as the Commission had neither investigative staff nor

subpoena power, all persons who appeared did so voluntarily. The Commission

believes that all who appeared and provided information were representative

of more than themselves although no such claims were sought or made.
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This report represents hundreds of hours of time and hard work by

the members of the Commission in seeking and interpreting information from

the witnesses, in reviewing transcripts and holding discussions on the

meaning and importance of the testimony, and finally in the writing and

rewriting of the report itself. Although it was unavoidable that each

member of the Commission entered into the study with many attitudes and

experiences related to the subject matter, a conscious and deliberate

effort was made to base the report and to support the conclusions on the

testimony presented during the hearings. Recommendations were developed

as the conclusions were analyzed and their implications for the community

emerged. Obviously the selection of witnesses was critical in this process

and the Commission, as a group, made all selections. No instructions or

guidance as to the nature or contents of the report were given the

Commission by the Mayor or any one else.

The members of the Commission are fully cognizant of the possibility

that this report will not please some people; indeed, it may please no one.

The task was undertaken in good faith and in partial fulfillment of the

civic responsibility, concern, and dedication of each member. It is not

submitted with pride or in apology but as the product of a group of citizens

who have performed a task in the hope of serving the community and its

citizens. Thanks are due to all who contributed in any way to the work

of the Commission, but it should be fully understood that only those persons

who signed this report are responsible for its contents.
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III. REVIEW OF THE CIVIL DISTURBANCE PERIOD IN AKRON

On July 16, 1968, many citizens thought of Akron as a major

industrial city with renowned and reputable corporations; with serviceable

schools and a variety of churches; with many kinds of services, types of

people, and community activities; with a growing university; well-known

sports events; extensive urban renewal; and with problems that would some­

day be solved. On July 23, Akron was a city that had experienced a civil

disturbance. While a few people were genuinely apprehensive, most citizens,

black and white,did not really expect a civil disorder--a kind of "it can't

happen here" attitude was common. Quickly, this attitude changed to one of

uncertainty and raised such questions as "Why?" "Was it necessary?"

frCouldit have been avoided?" and "Will it happen again?" This confusion

was at least partially the result of the fact that Akron has generally not

been a city of extremes---wealth but not ostentation; poverty but not

extreme degradation; economic stability but some unemployment; responsible

leadership, but rarely daring or imaginative.

This same moderateness had been thought applicable to race relations

in the city--much indifference and apathy but not extreme hostility or hate.

Akron's black citizens, however, have suffered the same discrimination and

experienced the same prejudicial atmosphere as that which has characterized

American cities in general. Conditions contributing to the impatience

and resentment of the black people toward their treatment were not

significantly worse in July, 1968, than they were in June, 1968, or July,

1967. But the possibility for trouble was greater--disturbances else­

where, talk of disturbances here, and the fear of disturbances on the

part of both black and white citizens--although many failed to realize it.
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The mood around the country during June and July was one of hostility and

rebellion and many scenes of violence were being seen over television.

There had been student revolts at California, Columbia, Ohio state, and

many other college campuses. Resurrection City in Washington was

experiencing disrupted marches, arrests, and internal dissension. A riot

occurred at the Ohio Penitentiary in June. Racial dissension among the

Cleveland Browns was highly publicized.

In Akron, protests were voiced about welfare, recreation, and

leadership from the Poor People's Headquarters and Community Action

Council. There was a continuing dissatisfaction among many of the people

affected by various urban renewal programs. On Tuesday, July 16, police

broke up a fight between groups of black youths from rival North and West

side gangs and also dispersed gangs in the downtown area. Early Wednesday

morning, large crowds gathered on Wooster Avenue, police were called in

increasing strength, rocks were thrown, windows broken, tear gas pellets

were fired, and Akron had a civil disturbance. Before daylight National

Guard troops had been called, Command posts were established, a state of

emergency proclaimed by the Mayor and a curfew imposed. Between Wednesday

and the following Tuesday a number of businesses were firebombed, hundreds

of persons were arrested, including many young people, and there were

innumerable confrontations between blacks and law enforcement officers.

The lifting of the curfew on Tuesday was in doubt until the last minute

but the decision to do so probably averted a major confrontation and more

violence. The evening ended with a street dance and a release of pent-up

emotions on all sides.

There is little evidence that the disorders were planned and even

less that they were deliberately started in the middle of July, although

- 8 -



there were some persons and groups who were receptive to trouble and willing

to encourage and accentuate it. There is also little evidence to suggest

that Communist, subversive, or outside influences instigated the beginning

or were ve'I!y important at any time. Small numbers of youthful blacks were

continuously involved in the disturbance with some adult support. Some of

these people had maintained contact with militants in other communities. A

larger number of young black people were sporadic participators while most

black adults were highly ambivalent, worried but not entirely disapproving.

Certainly many black citizens avoided the disturbed areas so they did not

provide any support to those in the streets but neither did they openly

oppose their aggressive actions. Recurring confrontations during the

disturbance occurred between youthful spokesmen and the older, established

leaders in the black community, stemming from the dissatisfaction of the

former with the slow progress in removing the discriminatory patterns of

centuries and their impatience.

The actual motivating factors of the major participants were

complex and varied. They included resentment against discrimination toward

blacks in all areas of community life, some anti-Semitism, personal

animosities, opportunism and hoodlumism, a lot of youthful excitement,

and the general contagion arising from an emotional buildup. It is not

possible to state categorically that the events of July were racially

inspired, but one cannot ignore the fact that the participants were pri­

marily from a historically suppressed minority concentrated in a ghetto-like

section of the city. Without denying that many people suffered economically,

socially, and emotionally, the limited physical destruction and minimum
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of personal injuries do not suggest either a well-planned plot to riot

or a major black-white confrontation. It is also likely that in spite

of a number of cases of excessive force and questionable decisions by

individuals, the effective coordination and control shown by the Akron

Police, Summit County Sheriff's Department, and the National Guard

contributed to the limited damage and few injuries. It would be only

speculation to suggest what might have happened if the law enforcement

agencies involved had followed any other course of action.

There were several occurrences that may have prolonged the length

of the disturbances. One factor that intensified the resentment of both

participant and observer blacks was the unequal and inconsistent appli­

cation of the curfew, especially in relation to different sections of

the city and apparently to different classes of people. Another major

irritant during the course of the disorder was the failure of the law

enforcement officers to distinguish those black citizens who, at considerable

personal risk, were attempting to ease the tensions and disperse those

who were creating it from those who were active contributors to the

disorders. There were also crimes committed and other individual actions

which took place during the disturbance that were actually incidental to

it, but nevertheless added to the rumors and general uncertainty about

what was happening. While the police are convinced that the use of

chemicals minimized the need for physical force, many blacks are certain

that there was an excessive and indiscriminate use of tear gas. It is

interesting to note that press, television and radio coverage was not

referred to in any way by the witnesses, other than a referral to something

they might have read or heard, as influencing the course of the disturbance.
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After the hearings got under way in late September, it quickly

became obvious to the Commission that witnesses were much more interested

and concerned about preventive and corrective measures for the community

than in concentrating on placing blame and isolating specific causes.

The Commission generally responded to this orientation for two reasons:

First, the Commission believed that its proper function was to seek out

the fundamental causes rather than to determine the responsibility for

specific actions and events; and second, this orientation placed the

emphasis on the future rather than the past.
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IV. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This section contains the conclusions reached by the Commission as

a result of the hearings and a number of recommendations developed as

remedial steps to the conditions identified in the conclusions. The con­

clusions are all drawn from testimony, usually from more than one witness.

The Commission did not have the staff or authority to investigate in depth

all statements made. The recommendations are somewhat broader than the

conclusions but the Commission supports them firmly as actions which, if

undertaken by the appropriate persons, would lead to a betterment of the

conditions for blacks, for all citizens, and the community as a whole.

Many of the recommendations fall beyond the direct responsibility of the

Mayor and his administrative staff. However, it is hoped that those with

responsibility in each problem area will respond to the needs, and that the

Mayor, his administration and City Council, will use their power and

prestige to encourage, support, cooperate with, and press such persons

and groups toward action.

The conc~usions and recommendations are grouped by the major areas

in which concern was shown by the witnesses. The order of presentation is

based on frequency of comment, which may be treated as one way of measuring

importance. Neither the conclusions nor the recommendations are necessarily

in order of importance or feasibility. It does not follow that all members

of the Commission place equal importance on the statements in this section

but none are rejected or denied by any of them as being untenable or irrelevant.

Therefore, the following conclusions and recommendations are presented to the

Mayor of Akron as the collective jUdgment of the members of Akron Commission

on Civil Disorders and with the recommendation that they be studied and

implemented in any and all ways deemed appropriate.
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A. GOVERNMENT

Services

Conclusions:

1. City services within the City of Akron have been (and still are)
inadequate in certain areas, particularly those in which the
residents are predominately black.

a. Garbage collections are not made with the same frequency in
all areas despite the fact that the cost of such service is
paid from the general fund.

b. There is no City program for frequent removal of trash. The
present policy of once a year picking up trash placed in
containers on the devil strip along paved streets is inadequate
and discriminatory.

c. Street cleaning is inadequate particularly on the streets
where the need is the greatest. This situation is due to the
method of financing street cleaning as fixed by ordinance;
namely, dividing the city into zones for street cleaning
purposes and making the frequency of cleaning depend directly
on the amount assessed for such service against the property
owners with a different rate of assessment in each zone.

d. Certain areas are without sanitary sewers.

e. Streetlighting is inadequate in certain areas needing good
lighting the most.

f. The existence of a large number of private streets complicates
the problem of providing sewer and lighting on these streets.

2. While the evidence indicates an awareness on the part of the Akron
City administration of the various problem areas in providing
services, there is some indication of a feeling of lack of urgency
on their part in resolving such problems.

3. There is no program in the City administration to enforce compliance
with ordinances pertaining to building codes, sanitary conditions,
etc. Enforcement is now directly through the Mayor's office or the
Department of Health.

4. Information to the public has been inadequate as to City practices
and policies in these problem areas.

5. City officials appear prone to rely upon the possibility of
receiving funds from the state and Federal governments in meeting
needs in service areas.

6. Complaints to various departments of city government are not
systematically handled. Those that are directed to city councilmen
seem to get best results.
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