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December 2, 2003
Hon. Norman Y. Mineta

Secretary of Transportation

United States Department of Transportation

400 7th Street, S.W.

Washington, D.C. 20590

Re: “Jap Road”

Dear Secretary Mineta:


I am writing you as legal counsel to Sandra Nakata Tanamachi, Thomas Kuwahara, and other similarly situated Americans of Japanese ancestry and persons of Asian Pacific heritage.

In Jefferson County, Texas—outside the town of Fannett—is a street called “Jap Road.” According to legend, the street was named in honor of Japanese rice farmers who settled in Fannett in the 1920’s. 

Ms. Tanamachi’s grandfather—Kumazo Tanamachi—was one of the original Japanese settlers in Texas that this street was supposedly to have honored. However, since 1992, Ms. Tanamachi has labored tirelessly to persuade Jefferson County’s elected officials that the term, “Jap,” is no honorific but, rather, a demeaning, racial slur that cannot denominate a public thoroughfare.

Ms. Tanamachi has not been alone in her fight. On April 28, 1993, Hon. James P. Turner, then the Acting Assistant Attorney General in the Civil Rights Division of the United States Department of Justice, wrote the attached letter to Jefferson County Commissioner Mark L. Domingue in support of Ms. Tanamachi’s efforts. See Exhibit A.

In his letter to Commissioner Domingue, General Turner noted that “racial prejudice and hatred led to the internment of Americans of Japanese anscestry” and the attendant “loss of liberty and property.” Because of our nation’s past mistreatment of Japanese Americans, General Turner stated, “it is crucial that [Jap Road] be changed to reflect the progress our nation has made in civil rights, rather than continue to perpetuate bigotry and prejudice.” 
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Unfortunately, Commissioner Domingue and his fellow Jefferson County Commissioners have, for over ten years, defied the United States Department of Justice and refused to rename “Jap Road.” 

However, Ms. Tanamachi and fellow Americans of Japanese ancestry have not relented in this battle for “equal justice under law.” In recent years, Thomas Kuwahara—a resident of Louisiana, who encountered the “Jap Road” street sign while driving along the adjoining state highway 73—has repeatedly beseeched local, state, and national leaders to remove this racist insignia. Unfortunately, Jefferson County’s elected officials have remained unyielding.

Jefferson County’s recalcitrance has continued despite a recent appeal from the distinguished national civil right organization, Ant-Defamation League (“ADL”), to rename the street. See Exhibit B. The ADL has since been joined in its appeal by the Japanese American Citizen’s League (JACL), the National Pacific American Legal Consortium (NAPALC), Organization of Chinese Americans (OCA), Asian Pacific American Heritage Association (“APAHA”), League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC), the Urban League, and the NAACP.

It has long been established that the term, “Jap,” is a racial slur, whose usage constitutes invidious discrimination against persons of Japanese ancestry. See Young v. American Diabetes Association, 30 Fed.Appx. 360, 363, 2002 WL 203123, at * 2 (6th Cir. 2002) (recognizing term, “Jap,” as a “derogatory racial term”); E.E.O.C. v. Rodriguez, 1994 WL 714003, at * 21 (E.D. Cal. 1994) (recognizing term, “Jap,” as a racial slur);  Fairmont Specialty Services v. West Virginia Human Rights Commission, 522 S.E. 2d 180, 187 n.8 (W.Va. 1999) (recognizing term, “Jap,” is a racial pseudonym and the “type of outrageous discriminatory conduct…” that cannot be tolerated in the workplace);  Alcorn v. Anbro Engineering, 2 Cal.3d 493, 499 n. 4, 468 P.2d 216, 86 Cal. Rptr. 88 (Cal. 1970) (recognizing term, “Jap,” to be a “racial characterization,” akin to term, “nigger”); and N.L.R.B. v. YKK (U.S.A.), Inc., 269 NLRB 82, 1984 WL 36144 (N.L.R.B. 1984) (holding the term, “Jap,” constitutes a “racial slur” and setting aside a unionization election based on such “irrelevant, inflammatory appeals to racial prejudice”). 

Therefore, Jefferson County’s persistent refusal to rename “Jap Road” violates federal civil rights laws, including, but not limited to, Title VI of the Civil Rights Act (42 U.S.C. section 2000d et seq.) and its implementing regulations (49 C.F.R. part 21 et seq.)

Accordingly, my clients hereby invoke the provisions of Title VI and its implementing regulations and file this administrative complaint with the Department of Transportation. The purpose of this Title VI complaint is to compel Jefferson County, Texas to immediately cease and desist from engaging in national origin discrimination against persons of Japanese ancestry. 
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My clients specifically request that the Department of Transportation suspend and, if necessary, terminate Jefferson County’s federal funding for highway and street construction and renovation until it renames “Jap Road.”

Please direct all correspondence regarding this federal administrative complaint to the undersigned, as the complainants’ attorney of record.
If you have any questions or required any further information, please feel free to contact me.


Again, on behalf of my clients, I greatly appreciate your time and cooperation.

                                                                                         Sincerely,

                                                                                         Scott Newar

Enclosures

cc: 

Sam Bean

NAACP

3260 Washington Blvd.

Beaumont, Texas 77705

Sylvia K. Brooks
President and Chief Executive Officer

Houston Area Urban League

1301 Texas Avenue 

Houston, TX 77002

Shane Chen 

Executive Director

Asian Pacific American Heritage Association (APAHA)

6220 Westpark

Suite 245-B

Houston, TX 77057

Martin B. Cominsky

Regional Director

Anti-Defamation League

Southwest Regional Office

4635 Southwest Freeway, Suite 400

Houston, Texas 77027
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Hon. Carl Griffith

Jefferson County Judge

Jefferson County Courthouse

1149 Pearl Street

Beaumont, Texas 77707

Ken Inouye

Vice-President of Public Affairs

Japanese Americans Citizens League

1765 Sutter Street

San Francisco, California 94115

Mary Ramos

LULAC District VIII

5207 Airline, Suite 102

Houston, Texas 77022

Andrew Rice

National Asian Pacific American Legal Consortium

1140 Connecticut Avenue, N.W., Suite 1200

Washington, D.C. 20036

Raymond Wong

Organization of Chinese Americans

National Headquarters

1001 Connecticut Ave., N.W., Suite 601

Washington, D.C.  20036

