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MEETING MINUTES 
COMMISSION ON ASIAN & PACIFIC ISLANDER AFFAIRS (CAPI) 

 
Date:  December 9, 2017 

Time: 9:30 AM – 12:30 PM 
Location: Saison Kitchen, Des Moines, Iowa 

(conference-call access was provided) 
 

Commissioners Present:  
Ben Jung, Chair – West Des Moines 
Peggy La – Sioux City 
James Suong – Des Moines 
Michelle Yoshimura-Smith – Des Moines 
 
Absent: 
Karlai Thornburg - Ames 
Two commission vacancies 
 
DHR/CAS/API Staff:  
Monica Stone, DHR Deputy Director/CAS Division Administrator 
Tina Shaw, Executive Officer for Office of Asian & Pacific Islander Affairs 
 
Public Attending: None 

 
I.  Call to Order 
 
Jung called the meeting to order at 9:50 AM. Commissioners Jung, La, Suong and Yoshimura-
Smith present. Thornburg absent.  
 
II.  Commission Vacancies & Terms 
 
Jung announced that George Youi Sayavong passed away on December 1. La shared that 
Sayavong served nine years on the Commission for Asian & Pacific Islander Affairs. At his 
“Celebration of Life,” over 360 people attended to pay respects. Sayavong had worked tirelessly 
over 25 years at the Sanford Center, a counseling center in Sioux City, Iowa.  La recalled he was 
a former outreach worker at the middle school she had attended and how he helped to change 
the many lives of the troubled youth who otherwise would have gone into the juvenile system. 
Sayavong was beloved in his community and established many soccer fields. The local 
community is entertaining the idea of a scholarship program in his honor. Suong asked that La 
keep the CAPI informed and how it can help spread the word in the Des Moines area.  
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La will no longer serve as the DHR Board Representative, and Jung will assume that duty until 
the next CAPI officer’s election. From the last DHR meeting, Jung shared the many issues 
discussed at that level, and stressed that CAPI work plan may be complementary.  In the 
reverse, the DHR Board is interested in the work initiated by CAPI.   
 
Yoshimura-Smith expressed an interest in defining roles and responsibilities going forward, 
which would be a positive for the group going into 2018.  Jung concurred and shared his wish to 
better define expectations and roles, including the role of chairperson. Shaw will send the job 
description document being used by other DHR Commissions. Commissioners agreed to create 
a working group to identify and define board roles and job descriptions. Jung and Yoshimura-
Smith will be points of contact for this effort. 
 
Shaw has communicated the two commission vacancies to the Governor’s office and pointed 
out that an eastern Iowa API “voice” is not currently in the makeup of CAPI. An academic voice 
with a specialty in Asian studies/population was suggested, if possible. Currently, the CAPI 
would need one male and one female to achieve a 4:3 gender ratio, a requirement under Iowa 
law. 
 
In light of the two current vacancies, Yoshimura-Smith suggested that leadership elections for 
2018 be deferred until the two vacancies are filled by the Governor’s office, but to define 
leadership roles and responsibilities in advance of that election.  
 
Stone commented that commission terms are 4 years, with a maximum of 3 terms (12 
consecutive years in total). 
 
III.  Approval of Past Meeting Minutes 
 
La moved to approve the meeting minutes of 10/20/17, as amended.  Amendment: Section 5, 
Yoshimura-Smith was not the lead for Communications - only Chair, Vice Chair and DHR Board 
Representative were voted upon. Motion seconded by Yoshimura-Smith. Motion carried. 
 
IV.  Old Business 

A. Voter ID Regulation and Implementation  

 

Jung relayed a conversation he held with Shaw and a newly naturalized API community member who 
encountered trouble voting in the most recent City of Des Moines election. No rationale was given as to 
why he was declined a regular ballot, but offered a provisional ballot instead by the lead precinct 
worker. The community member had presented two forms of photo ID – picture affixed to the 
naturalization certificate and an IA DOT-issued driver’s license. This incident highlighted a training gap of 
front-line workers during the “soft rollout” of the new voter ID law that goes into effect January 2018.  

 

Suong stated that the county receives a copy of all naturalization documents, and it should have been 
easily cross referenced. Conveying information from a meeting held with Secretary of State’s (SoS) office 
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in late November, Jung explained that 124,000 cards will be mailed out to every Iowan that is voter-
eligible, but that does not have a state-issued ID card or motor vehicle operator’s license. Included in 
that mailing is a PIN code necessary on Election Day in order to vote - if no photo ID is possible. SoS is 
encouraging all Iowans “to register to vote early where they currently live” so as to avoid confusion on 
Election Day. As part of the phased-in approach, by 2019, if a voter does not have a photo ID card, one 
must vote via provisional ballot. 

 

Yoshimura reiterated that the lion’s share of the implementation will be handled by the 99 counties. 
Jung offered that CAPI might be able to work with high-density API counties to offer better education, 
input on what they provide in the way of training to poll workers.  

 

Suong commented that non-operator’s ID are rather inexpensive, and CAPI could encourage API 
populations to obtain them. For those unable, CAPI could recruit people to translate on Election Day in 
Polk County or elsewhere in the state.  

 

Jung noted that a Primary Election will be in June 2018 and CelebrAsian occurs a couple of weeks before 
during the Memorial Day weekend. He suggested working with event host, Iowa Asian Alliance, and Polk 
County Auditor’s Office to inquire whether early voting could be accommodated at the event or in the 
DHR tent to occur at the event. 

 

Shaw will approach the Polk County Auditor to assess feasibility and discuss petition and minimum 
signatures required. Stone offered that those registered voters attending CelebrAsian from other 
counties would be offered the chance to make an absentee ballot request in the DHR tent. 

 

In light of her many years of involvement with CelebrAsian, Yoshimura-Smith offered to be the CAPI 
liaison to Iowa Asian Alliance, along with DHR Director Wong, and will discuss the idea of an early voting 
location at the event with IAA’s Executive Director. 

 

As a side note, Stone shared that due to CAPI’s initial meeting with SoS, that office has requested a 
meeting with the six other commissions: Native Americans; Latino Affairs; African American; Women; 
Disabled and Deaf.  

 

B. 2018 State Policy Priorities & Recommendations  

 

Jung recalled what drove the 2017 CAPI policy agenda – it was an issue that percolated up and the same 
may occur in 2018 on a range of issues. But, now that Voter ID is the official law in Iowa, the CAPI should 
place more thought now on the process of how to define the policy priorities for 2018. 

 

Shaw commented that naturalization issues, immigration status, and language and government access, 
as well as Voter ID rollout at the county level, may influence the 2018 CAPI agenda. 

 

Jung asked staff and CAPI commissioners to dig deeper on the naturalization and language fluency 
hurdles in passing the oral and written parts of the test and discover areas where CAPI can flex its 
advocacy work.  These challenges should in turn be communicated to the Governor’s Office and CAPI 
should take on an advisory body role. Jung would like CAPI to take on the challenge to provide 
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something concrete, whether a proclamation or policy change in favor of advocating on the side of 
naturalization and emphasized “there is good work we can do.”  

Jung reflected on the past year and how CAPI obtained many “firsts” in the way of civic engagement, 
such as voter registration and participation, and raised the commission’s profile level. Jung feels it is 
incumbent on CAPI to work across the state and not just the Des Moines metropolitan area. Jung thinks 
of Iowa as a “welcoming place” with a tradition of openness to all cultures. 

 

Suong noted that for many immigrants, it is their vision to become a US citizen. But, it is very difficult 
with language barriers, steep fees and intimidation of the language barriers. But, CAPI should advise API 
community members where they are able to go to learn ESL required to pass the test. 

 

Jung recommended the CAPI hold a strategic planning meeting to vote on 2018 public policy priorities 
and scope of advocacy work. Stone stressed it is important to ask during this process:  “how do we want 
things to look like, when we are done?”  

 

Shaw added that DHR Day on the Hill is slated for March 7 and recommended strategic planning to 
occur prior.  The goal should be a tangible work plan.  

 

Several commissioners discussed activities that could take place at CelebrAsian in May. Among them, 
the Commission offered to provide the Micronesians a platform to educate Iowans about their health 
care initiative and their culture. Yoshimura-Smith explained festival planning details from her experience 
of having been involved in planning the event.  Staff will work with Director Wong who is currently on 
the planning committee. 

 

C.  API Communications and Public Affairs 
 
Due to time constraints, this issue will be revisited at a later meeting. 

 
V.   New Business 
 
Office of Asian & Pacific Islander Affairs Report: 

 DHR met with leaders of the Micronesian and Marshallese communities, as well as 
Mercy Hospital representatives, in Dubuque to discuss prospects for a health care 
initiative to include non-legislative remedies. 

 DHR staff met with Mid-Iowa Community Action in Marshalltown to learn how they are 
serving communities represented by DHR, including refugees from Burma. 

 DHR staff met with multi-cultural organizations at St. Ambrose University, including the 
World Affairs Council of the Quad Cities.  

 In advance of API Heritage Month – May 2018, Commission and the Office should 
include in strategic planning how best to utilize the month to educate Iowans on the 
contributions Asians have made to Iowa and the United States. 

 Shaw meeting with API community leaders across the state to understand their 
concerns and how work of the CAPI and the Office of Asian & Pacific Islanders intersects.   
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VI.  Announcements & Miscellaneous 

Jung shared a conversation from the DHR Board meeting and his renewed interest in working 

collaboratively with the Commission on the Status of African Americans and the Commission on Latino 

Affairs. Jung expressed there are many areas to unite as the face of diversity and partner on civic 

engagement activities.  

 

VII. Public Comment & Community Input 
 
None. 
 
VIII. Next CAPI Meeting 
 
2018 Strategic Planning meeting will take place in early January 2018 at 9:30 AM – 12:30 PM. 
Shaw will send out an online scheduling survey to commissioners. 
 
IX.   Adjournment 
Chair Jung adjourned the meeting at 12:30 PM. 


