The FriYAY Podcast Series
Transcript for Episode 13: Let's Talk About Race And Championing Solutions with Gina Gilliam
(Introduction Music)
 It’s Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, FriYAY! (woo!)
(Fast guitar-picking music)
Narrator:
Welcome to the FriYAY Podcast Series from PPFL. Each week we interview interesting experts in a variety of disciplines from underwater basket-weaving to animal husbandry. This week we're talking to Gina Gilliam, a retired NPS Public Affairs Officer. Sally Mayberry conducted the interview.
---
Sally Mayberry, byline:
Welcome to our FriYAY podcast! It's great to have you as a guest today.
Gina Gilliam:
Thank you.
Sally:
We're experience turbulent times right now and first the COVID 19 pandemic and now events surrounding race and civil unrest. We don't often talk about race in the workplace and honestly I'm not sure that it's a topic I really talk about with my white friends. So, while it may feel uncomfortable to talk about race, it's about time we unpack some things today that I hope our listeners will be able to find insightful and helpful. With that said, Gina, let's start this podcast with having you share some key things you wish your white colleagues would have known about race while working for the National Park Service.
Gina:
Well one of the important things is that diversity matters. Diversity of ideas, but even specifically, diversity of race. How do you prevent group-think if everyone is white, and everyone's got the same background. So, I also want people to remember and understand federal employees, I know National Park Service, we always used to say "we're park employees." No, you are employees of the United States Federal Government, tax-payer dollars pays your salary. But you work at the National Park Service. So, considering that we're public servants, it's really important to keep in mind that the agency should reflect the nation, as it relates to race.
Sally:
What are some of the ways that you think the average person, say like myself, can help create the space to have honest conversations about race?
Gina:
Definitely talk about it. I think it's really important to give people permission to talk about race. If people feel they're given permission to talk about race, they will be open, more open. Because, nowadays, folks are so concerned about offending each other. So, for me when I worked at National Park Service, I used to always make sure my staff, my colleagues, my boss, everyone knew they could come in and talk to me about anything. And race was a lot of the times, the topics. But it least they knew that there was a safe place that they could go. I would also say there's so much online, social media, YouTube, place where people can learn about racial topics and ways that they can better approach this subject. And there's all kinds of non-profits out there that have have kinds of information and experiences and ways that people of different races can come together and talk about these difficult topics. I was at another federal agency and this is probably 15 years ago, maybe almost 20 years ago, and I remember um I normally had white employees, many white males, and I loved that they would come in and feel comfortable talking to me about race and I will never forget one of my employees who would probably be considered around middle-aged said he never thought about race. He mentioned how he would go into a meeting attend a meeting, and he honestly said that there would be 30 white men and maybe 1 white woman, and he never thought about "wow, what's up with this?" Or even that there's not even any women in here. So, I just - he just really it was almost an "aha" moment for him, and he so appreciated the opportunity to be able to talk about these things at work.
Sally:
Can you just share some personal stories or two where you experienced racial disparity.
Gina:
Okay, I can definitely mention again uh an instance where I had a white female employee, and she was not happy that I was in the position. And I will never forget that as she cried to talk to me, she said "You only got the job because you're Black." And considering, number one, that any person would say that to their own boss, on federal property, and feel comfortable saying it, I had to help to correct her.
But again I always am someone who wants to open the door so that people feel comfortable enough to tell me what they think. So, even though I was annoyed that she said it, and we 100% know that if I was white, you know she would have never said you got the job because you're a white male. At least I knew where she was coming from and actually we're a really good team and got a lot of work and a lot of excellent things done.
So the other things that always happen is for Black folks, we always have to show that we are qualified. People assume that we aren't. I have been many places and have been with staff, white staff, and people have talked to me on the phone, or they've emailed me, and they've seen my - they come and meet me for the first time and they see my white staff and they go up to that person and say "Hi Gina, how are you?". And automatically assume that that's the deal. So that's really, um, kind of interesting.
So those kinds of things but always feeling that you always have to prove yourself. Because most assume that you don't belong there.
Sally:
What can any of us do right now to better understand what we're missing when it comes to the topic of race?
Gina:
Talk to your staff, talk to your colleagues. This is an excellent time. All of this information is out there. So, even if it's a staff meeting, and people are sitting there waiting for the meeting to start, or as part of an agenda. A lot of stuff is going on. It's really good when it comes from the leader, because as we know, the leader sets the tone. The leader sets the culture. So if the leader is not speaking about it, no one else will. So I've been blessed that I've always been in these leadership roles so that I can kinda be the one to uh get things going. So the more that people talk about it, the more they feel comfortable, the more they understand. And at least understand the other's point of view.
I would also say that it is just as important just to understand, for me, white people to understand that they have privilege. I was at a, um, speaking engagement, and these were like top university people from around the country. One was a black woman. One was a white male and they both had excellent points to make. One of the things that she said... the white male, he honestly was more like kinda business casual, like how we would dress on a Friday. And she was actually business suit everything. And she mentioned she could not dress the way he was dressed, because as a black woman people would not take her seriously. It was a big "aha" moment for many of the people inside the room.
But if white people just, even just recognize that they benefited because of racism against Blacks. So, in the 1920s if my family wanted to move into somebody else's neighborhood, but my family has been in this country for 400 years and I've got documented evidence on that, then why wouldn't they? Why wouldn't someone who say just came from Ireland be able to get a job or have housing over someone who's been in the country for a long time? So those are the kinds of things where white folks don't realize they they have benefited. So I think if they - remember that, or remember that they always have the head start.
If they can just think about it, and this is not all the time, but a lot... If you're running a race, a hundred yard dash, and a white person gets to start at the 40 yard line, and the Black person has to start at the beginning. The Black person might end up beating the white person but usually that means because they are extra, extra good.
Sally:
What are ways that you've helped your park when you were working for the park service, improve racial disparity?
Gina:
Big thing was I, I spoke up often and would again talk about the topic just to help. One of the things that I have big kudos for where I work is that the employee viewpoint survey that we all know about, our leadership decided, okay let's find out a little bit more about this information. And we did our own park survey and got some great information and we got a chance to hear and to see comments from people talked about racial issue and how they feel uncomfortable. So we tried everything we could to make it more open so that people would understand they could talk to folks about it.
Just helping people who are like me, same color Black, and also white people to understand how we are so much better together. So, I honestly have to say a lot of it was building relationships, talking to folks, building the trust, because once you've got that trust, people will let you know what they really think. If people talk about what they really think, then you can move forward.
Sally:
In what you've seen and heard in discussions with park service employees, have you heard any best practices parks or offices are taking that you think would be good for us to know?
Gina:
Well, one of the things I always remember, one employee mentioned this to me and I'm so glad he said that he thought I cared, but he always said people don't care unless they know you care. So this goes back to the whole building relationships and leading with integrity, leading with empathy. So engaging the employees. Big thing is just to say thank you, and kudos. Anything that people can do to first work and help people, then you can move to the next step to start talking about these difficult issues.
Sally:
Thank you for joining us today.
Gina:
Thank you!
---
Narrator:
To learn more about the FriYAY Series visit the Common Learning Portal. 


