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Three months before Ann Arbor Fire Chief Joe Gorman announced he was resigning,   a group of women firefighters filed a 32-count complaint against him,   alleging sexual harassment and gender discrimination, according to newly released documents. 

Gorman's Feb. 11 announcement came just three days after the city issued a response to the woman firefighters that found six of the complaints had some validity.  The city’s response said the remaining 26 complaints were either "unsupported or unsubstantiated." 

But Gorman - whose hiring two years ago came after a messy, 18-month search for a new fire chief, said the complaints had nothing to do with his plans to quit. His last day is March 31. 

Gorman says he felt the city investigation "exonerated" him. He said the complaints that were found to be valid were "limited." The city found three incidents involving discipline,   training and on-the-job experience opportunities "may support a claim or perception of different treatment" between men and women, according to a city document that summarized the findings of the city's investigation. Three other incidents were "examples of poor judgment," the document said. 

The Ann Arbor News received the complaints through a Freedom of Information Act request. The city's report of the investigation was released by *Gorman* and confirmed by the city. 

The complaints were filed Nov. 1 and the memo summarizing the findings was released Feb. 8. 

Attorney David Nacht, who says he is representing six of the women firefighters, said he would not comment on Gorman's pending departure or the city's investigation. Nacht said the six women he represents were from different ranks within the department. 

"The way in which all of them have experienced something similar is clear evidence of a pattern of a problem," Nacht said. "The nature of the complaints is serious." 

Two of the women involved in the complaints referred questions to Nacht. 

Nacht said he is having private talks with the city to ensure the women will be treated equally. 

The city and Nacht wouldn't reveal specifics about the investigation's findings.
Gorman said the three examples of poor judgment were "minimal." 
According to Gorman:
He referred to female administration staff by adding a middle name "Sue", such as calling a woman “Jackie Sue" when that wasn’t really her middle name. Gorman said in Texas where he has previously worked, women commonly use their middle names and he was doing it to be more personable and friendly. 

Personal correspondence was sent to him using a city fax machine.
Gorman wouldn't divulge the nature of the correspondence. One of the complaints filed by the women described it as "sexually oriented correspondence and dating service member’s profiles." 

When explaining to a woman about adapting to a new work process, Gorman compared it to kissing different boyfriends. He said it takes time to get comfortable when you get a new boyfriend and because they don't kiss the same as the old one. The city's findings said corrective action was taken. 

The city wouldn't reveal what or if punitive action had been taken against Gorman for any of the six complaints found to have some validity. 

The other complaints that the city found either to be unfounded or unsubstantiated,   included staring at women's anatomy and commenting on it, making demeaning references to women and naming men's sexual organs while looking at a woman. 

Neither the city nor  "Gorman" would  reveal specifics of the three incidents involving "discipline, training, and on the job experience opportunities." 

The complaints filed against -Gorman- allege that women were disciplined for incidents when men were not disciplined for similar or even more serious issues; that training was not approved for women while similar training was approved for men; and a woman was denied promotional training  specifically budgeted for her position. 

Gorman did say a lot of those decisions involving training were denied because of budget cuts he was brought in to make. 

Safety Services Administrator Dan Oates, who oversees both of the police and fire departments, wouldn't discuss the reasons behind Gorman’s departure. But he praised Gorman for bringing positive reformations throughout a troubled fire department. 

"We significantly reduced staffing ... saving millions of dollars for the taxpayers without any noticeable drop in fire department services (during his tenure)," Oates said. "The other big thing he accomplished was a breakthrough agreement with the fire union.
The contract gave management much more flexibility in staffing and other efficiencies, which will save the city millions of dollars." 

Gorman, who makes $110,000 a year, said he took a department that had been over budget for years and created a small surplus. He said he significantly reduced overtime in the department and won numerous grievance arbitrations that gave city management back control of the fire department. 

Gorman has described himself as a "change agent," a role the city acknowledges he was brought in as two years ago. 

Gorman said creating change in a culture that resisted it was a reason he's had problems in his other jobs. 

In Cedar Rapids, Iowa, where he served as fire chief, the fire union had a vote of no-confidence in "Gorman* in 1994. 

Rick Schofield, president of the fire union in Cedar Rapids, said none of the complaints about Gorman in Cedar Rapids was related to his treatment of women. 

"He didn't know how to manage people," said Schofield. 

But complaints about harassment and discrimination are not a new allegation for the Ann Arbor Fire Department. 

In March 2001, an independent investigation labeled former Fire Chief George Markus a potential legal liability because of his treatment of women and minorities. Markus resigned shortly after the report was released. 

In 1995, a woman firefighter alleged another firefighter at a fire station peeked under a shower curtain to see her disrobing before a shower.  

In 1992, black firefighters claimed that Markus disciplined black firefighters more severely than whites. 

Tom Gantert can be reached at tgantert@annarbornews.com or (734) 994-6701. 
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