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Introduction and Executive Summary

During this past February’s Black History Month, the Providence Public Library hosted 
an exhibit of photographs entitled “Freedom Journey 1965”, chronicling the march on Selma for 
voting rights.  The exhibit conveyed the optimism and hope that led the marchers through a 
turning point in the civil rights movement half a century ago.  Even as this country has elected an 
African-American to its highest office, however, that sense of hope has largely been lost in 
recent years.  In a July Washington Post/ABC poll, a clear majority of participants saw the 
country’s race relations as generally poor and getting worse, reflecting the highest levels of 
pessimism in more than twenty years.1  The accompanying Washington Post article noted many 
recent events that have contributed to this climate, including the deaths at the hands of police of 
Michael Brown, Freddie Gray and others2, and the caustic political debate concerning 
immigration policy and criminal justice.3  In Rhode Island last year, the General Assembly 
responded to some of those concerns by enacting the Comprehensive Community Police 
Relationship Act of 2015, which (among other things) requires the collection and analysis of 
traffic stop data to review and address racial disparities.4  Meanwhile, in Providence, community 
groups are advocating for the Providence Community Safety Act, a proposed municipal 
ordinance that would regulate police practices at the local level beyond current state and national 
standards. 

 While the state of police-community relations is a major driver in the sour national mood, 
other events have contributed to a sense of loss since the high water mark of the civil rights era.  
Last year, the Providence Journal published its award-winning “Race in Rhode Island” series,5

which documented the barriers that Rhode Island’s people of color face when pursuing their own 
personal American Dream.  These issues are connected, as throughout the country, our police 
officers often do not resemble the people they are charged to protect, creating hurdles that, under 
the wrong conditions, can lead to misunderstandings and worse.   

 In some ways, the scope of equity and inclusion has expanded in the half century since 
the civil rights era.  Over that time, we have become more aware of disparities based on gender, 
which also run against basic American values.  Also, the past five decades have marked a 

1 See https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/more-than-6-in-10-adults-say-us-race-
relations-are-generally-bad-poll-indicates/2016/07/16/66548936-4aa8-11e6-90a8-
fb84201e0645_story.html. 

2 E.g., Jordan Davis, Eric Garner, Walter Scott, Tamir Rice

3 Id.

4 In an August 27 article, the Providence Journal reported the release of the first year’s 
worth of data, which is now being analyzed. 

5 See http://www.providencejournal.com/special-reports/race-in-rhode-island. 

http://www.providencejournal.com/special-reports/race-in-rhode-island
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/more-than-6-in-10-adults-say-us-race-relations-are-generally-bad-poll-indicates/2016/07/16/66548936-4aa8-11e6-90a8-fb84201e0645_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/more-than-6-in-10-adults-say-us-race-relations-are-generally-bad-poll-indicates/2016/07/16/66548936-4aa8-11e6-90a8-fb84201e0645_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/more-than-6-in-10-adults-say-us-race-relations-are-generally-bad-poll-indicates/2016/07/16/66548936-4aa8-11e6-90a8-fb84201e0645_story.html
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dramatic transformation in the composition of the residents of the City of Providence, as its 
Latino community has grown in size from one of the City’s smallest to the largest population in 
our public schools, and is on track to comprise the majority of all City residents in the years to 
come. 

 While equity and diversity in government are important values for their own sake, they 
also can support the City’s economic development.  Urban theorists such as Richard Florida note 
that diversity is critical to the nurturing of a “creative class,” describing the linkage in this way:

 Diversity is a powerful force in the value systems and choices of the new workforce, 
whose members want to work for companies and live in communities that reflect their 
openness and tolerance. The No. 1 factor in choosing a place to live and work, they say, 
is diversity.6

 With that in mind, the Providence City Council decided this spring to review the City’s 
workforce composition and employment practices, and measure them against the goals of 
diversity and equity.  In a resolution approved in April, the City Council formed a Special 
Commission to Review Diversity and Equity in City Government. “to review the composition of 
the City’s major departments from the standpoint of ethnic and gender diversity and equity” and 
to “prepare a report with findings and recommendations for further action.”7

 Other cities (such as Boston8 and Seattle, through its Race and Social Justice Initiative9) 
prepare annual reports of this kind, which provide a foundation for strategic planning and the 
development of proactive policies that will assure a City government staffed with highly 
qualified civil servants from backgrounds that reflect the people they serve.  This report 
represents a first step towards this goal, collecting and analyzing the data currently available, 
while noting existing gaps and areas for improvement.  The report also makes preliminary 
recommendations for improvements in employment policy and practices to advance the goals of 
diversity and inclusion throughout City government.  It also identifies significant further work 
the City should undertake to advance the goals which in some ways seemed closer to realization 
fifty years ago than they do today.      

6 Richard Florida, “Technology, Talent and Tolerance,” printed in Information Week 
November 13, 2000, available online at 
https://www.creativeclass.com/rfcgdb/articles/14%20Technology%20Talent%20and%20
Tolerance.pdf

7 Resolution 2016-130, see Appendix, Exhibit 1. 

8 See https://www.cityofboston.gov/images_documents/2015.04.14%20Final%20Draft-
UPDATED_City%20of%20Boston%20Workforce%20Profile%20Report_tcm3-
50873.pdf

9 See http://www.seattle.gov/rsji/.  

http://www.seattle.gov/rsji/
https://www.cityofboston.gov/images_documents/2015.04.14%20Final%20Draft-UPDATED_City%20of%20Boston%20Workforce%20Profile%20Report_tcm3-50873.pdf
https://www.cityofboston.gov/images_documents/2015.04.14%20Final%20Draft-UPDATED_City%20of%20Boston%20Workforce%20Profile%20Report_tcm3-50873.pdf
https://www.cityofboston.gov/images_documents/2015.04.14%20Final%20Draft-UPDATED_City%20of%20Boston%20Workforce%20Profile%20Report_tcm3-50873.pdf
https://www.creativeclass.com/rfcgdb/articles/14%20Technology%20Talent%20and%20Tolerance.pdf
https://www.creativeclass.com/rfcgdb/articles/14%20Technology%20Talent%20and%20Tolerance.pdf
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 This Report is organized into four sections.  Section One reviews the formation of the 
Commission, its charge from the City Council, and the schedule of meetings.  Section Two 
reports the Commission’s findings concerning the demographic and gender composition of four 
major City departments (Fire, Police, School and Planning), based on the data currently 
available.  Section Three describes current initiatives within City departments to increase equity 
and diversity in employment.  Section Four presents the Commission’s recommendations for 
further actions to improve the City’s ability to advance these important goals. 

I. Commission’s Formation and Meetings

On April 7, 2016, the Providence City Council approved Resolution 2016-130, 
which the Mayor signed on April 15 (Appendix, Exhibit 1).  The Resolution affirmed the City’s 
commitment to the goals of “providing City services to residents of the highest quality,” 
“establishing a municipal work force that reflects the backgrounds of the residents whom it 
serves” and “providing equal employment opportunities to all of its residents.”  To that end, the 
City Council appointed a Special Commission to “to review hiring and staffing levels in major 
City departments and to prepare a report with findings and recommendations for further action to 
submit to the City Council on or before October 7, 2016.  The Resolution appointed the 
following members of the City Council and the public to the Commission:

Council President Pro Tempore Sabina Matos, Chair

Councilman Samuel D. Zurier, Vice Chair

Councilman Mary Kay Harris

Councilman Wilbur Jennings

Anna Cano Morales, Director, Latino Policy Institute, Roger Williams University

Michael Van Leesten, Chief Executive Officer, OIC of Rhode Island

Sybil Bailey, Director (or her designee), Human Resources

 The Commission held eight meetings, addressing the following topics: 

 April 18:  Review the City’s demographic composition

 May 9:  Providence Police Department 

 May 23: Providence School Department 

 June 27: Providence Fire Department, Providence Planning Department 
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 July 11: Providence Fire and Police Departments 

 July 18: Review Proposed Outline of Report 

 September 7: Review draft report 

 September 22: Review draft report and approve final report 

 Minutes of Commission meetings and audio recordings are available on the City’s
website by clicking on this link: http://providenceri.iqm2.com/Citizens/Default.aspx

II. Current Staffing Levels 

To measure the diversity and equity of the City’s work force, the Commission collected 
demographic data of four City departments: fire, police, schools and planning.  Because 
opportunities for advancement and leadership can be as important as gaining a “foot in the door,” 
the Commission also reviewed the demographic composition of senior positions within each 
department as available. While these data provide an initial basis of comparison, there is more 
work to do, as the issue of qualifications is also important.  As a result, progress towards greater 
diversity may be affected by the demographic composition of the qualified applicant pool, an 
issue the Report will return to in Part III below. 

 This section will begin with a description of the City’s current demographic composition.  
It will then review staffing levels in the fire, police, school and planning departments, both 
overall and for senior positions.  It will conclude with a discussion of residency. 

A. The City’s Demographic Composition

The City’s current demographic composition is the result of dramatic shifts over the past 
66 years.  The shifts are documented in the United States Census from 1950:10

10 In 2010, the Census Bureau began a practice of classifying the White population in two 
categories, “Hispanic” and “non-Hispanic.”  When the Commission collected data from 
City Departments, it did not ask for this specification.  As a rule of thumb, the City 
Departments included white Hispanics in the Hispanic category; therefore, in this Report, 
future references to the “White” population will be to the White non-Hispanic population. 

Pop. % Pop. % Pop. % Pop. %
White 239,970 96.50% 161,292 90.0% 112,349 69.9% 88,665 49.8%
Non-Hispanic White n/a n/a 160,396 89.5% 103,670 64.5% 66,944 37.6%
Black or African-American 8,206 3.30% 15,950 8.9% 23,788 14.8% 28,487 16.0%
Hispanic or Latino n/a n/a 1,434 0.8% 24,913 15.5% 49,496 27.8%
Asian 249 0.10% 896 0.5% 9,483 5.9% 11,395 6.4%

1950 1970 1990 2010

http://providenceri.iqm2.com/Citizens/Default.aspx
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 Over that period, Providence became more ethnically and racially diverse, as waves of 
African-Americans, Latinos and Asians moved in, and many Whites moved out to the suburbs.  
From 1970 to 1990 to 2010, the Hispanic population grew from 1,434 to 24,913 to 49,496, 
making it now the second-largest community in the City.  From 1950 to 2010, the Providence 
African-American community grew from barely 8,000 to almost 25,000 and the Asian 
community’s numbers increased from 249 to more than 11,000.  

 The growth of Providence’s Latino community is part of a larger movement, as 
documented in a report from the Latino Policy Institute.  The report notes that the Latino share of 
the State’s labor force jumped from 8.4% in 2004 to 11.6% a decade later.11  Unfortunately, this 
growing community has not gained an equitable share of quality jobs.  In Rhode Island in 2014, 
the Latino unemployment rate (16.2%) significantly exceeded both New England’s (11.4%) and 
the country’s (7.4%), while Latino median household income ($30,797) lagged the State’s 
overall average ($54,891).  Id  While City-specific data is not available, the City employment 
data presented below is consistent with the State-wide trends described in the Institute’s report.  

The age profiles of the City’s demographic communities vary considerably  For example, 
the Rhode Island Department of Education (RIDE)’s InfoWorks! website
(http://infoworks.ride.ri.gov/) displays the demographic composition of the Providence school 
district’s enrollment in this pie chart: 

11 “The State of Working Rhode Island: The Latino Labor Force”, viewable online at 
http://rwu.edu/sites/default/files/downloads/lpi/state_of_working_ri_latino_labor_force.pdf

http://rwu.edu/sites/default/files/downloads/lpi/state_of_working_ri_latino_labor_force.pdf
http://infoworks.ride.ri.gov/
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In other words, the City’s Latino population is relatively young, comprising 64% of the 
school district’s current enrollment, but 27.8% of the City’s overall population in 2010, while the 
White12 population is relatively old, comprising 9% of the school district’s current enrollment, 
but 49.8% of the City’s overall population in 2010.13

B. Staffing Levels at Major City Departments

The Commission’s study of four departments revealed information about their good faith 
efforts to maintain a qualified work force that keeps pace with the increasing diversity of the 
City’s overall population, but the existence of gaps that require further work. 

  1. Fire Department

 The current demographic composition of the Fire Department’s corps of sworn officers is 
as follows:  

Officer Minority Composition (7/1/2016) 

Male % Female % Total %
Black 30 8.77% 1 0.29% 31 9.06%
Hispanic 35 10.23% 0 -- 35 10.23%
Asian/PI 7 2.05% 0 -- 7 2.05%
Amer. Ind. 2 0.58% 0 -- 2 0.58%
White 256 74.85% 11 3.22% 267 78.07%
Total 330 96.49% 12 3.51% 342 100.00%

Total Minority w/o Females:    74 (21.64%)  Total Minority w/Females:       75 (21.93%) 
Total non-Minority w/Females:  267 (78.07%)  Total non-Minority w/o Females: 256 (74.85%) 

12 As discussed at n.10 above, all references to the term “White” in this Report, going 
forward, are to the population of non-Hispanic Whites. 

13 These two data sets are not completely aligned, as they measure populations in two 
different years (2010 vs. 2016), and the Providence School District’s population does not 
include Providence children enrolled in charter schools or non-public schools.  Also, the 
RIDE data has a separate category for mixed-race students, which the Census does not 
have.  Adjusting for these differences likely would reduce the magnitude of the age gap 
between the City’s Latino and White populations, but a significant gap would remain.
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Gender of Fire Dept. Officers   Race/Ethnicity of Fire Dept. Officers

See also Appendix, Exhibit 2.  On its face, gender presents the largest disparity, as only 
3.51% of officers are female.  The City’s imbalance matches a national trend, as reflected in a 
2012 study of the National Fire Protection Association, which found that 3.4% of firefighters 
nationwide were female. With regard to race and ethnicity, the largest gap is with the Hispanic 
population. While roughly two-fifths of Providence is comprised of Hispanic or Latino residents, 
only one in ten Providence firefighters is Hispanic or Latino.14

The Fire Department provided data for senior positions that revealed greater disparities. 
Of the 29 officers with the rank of Captain or higher, all are White and only one is female. Of the 
75 officers who are not White, 59 (79%) have the rank of Firefighter, the lowest rank in the 
department.  See Exhibit 2. 

  2. Police Department

 As was true for the Fire Department, the Police Department’s employment data present, 
on their face, significant disparities when compared with the City’s residents:

14 As noted at pp. 5-6, above, the City’s Latino population is relatively young, so the 
Commission recommends further work to consider the composition of the qualified work 
force when developing hiring goals.

Male
96.49%

Female
3.51%

Black
9.06% Hisp.

10.23%

Asian/PI
2.05%

Amer. 
Ind.

0.58%
White

78.07%
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Police Officer Minority Composition (5/3/16) 

Male % Female % Total %
Black 34 8.35% 1 0.25% 35 8.60%
Hispanic 47 11.55% 3 0.74% 50 12.29%
Asian/PI 9 2.21% 1 0.25% 10 2.46%
Amer. Ind. 2 0.25% 0 -- 1 0.25%
White 284 69.78% 27 6.63% 311 76.41%
Total 375 92.14% 32 7.86% 407 100.00%
Total Minority w/o Females:       96 (23.59%)  Total Minority w/Females:     123 (30.22%) 
Total non-Minority w/o Females: 311 (76.41%)  Total non-Minority w/o Females: 284 (69.78%) 

Gender of Police Dept. Officers   Race/Ethnicity of Police Dept. Officers

See Exhibit 3. Women comprise fewer than 8% of sworn officers.  In contrast to the Fire 
Department, this gender gap is larger than national averages.  According the federal Bureau of 
Justice Statistics, as of 2007, an estimated 12% of local police officers are female.  Also, Whites 
are over-represented and all minority populations significantly under-represented. The proportion 
of African-Americans is roughly half of what one would expect given the demographics of 
Providence, while Hispanics and Asians are three to four times less likely to be police officers 
than the demographics of the city would suggest. 

 The Police Department has made significant efforts to increase the diversity of the 
applicant pool, as noted at Section III(B) (pp. 16-18) below.  Those efforts have generated 
important gains, but the rate of progress has not been sufficient.  At the Commission’s hearings, 
Police Department representatives observed the impacts of stable or declining force size, which 
have delayed the Department’s ability to align its staffing levels with the shifts in the City’s 
population, leaving the Department “a generation behind.” A comparison of the 1990 Census 
data for Providence and the current demographics of Providence police officers lends some 

Male
92.14%

Female
7.86% Black

8.60% Hisp.
12.29%Asian/PI

2.46%

Amer. 
Ind.

0.25%White 
76.41%
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credence to this view. For example, the figure for White sworn officers today (76%) is far closer 
to that community’s proportion of the City’s population in 1990 (69.9%) than it is to the 2010 
estimates (49.8%). The Hispanic proportion of police officers today (12.29%) is similarly much 
closer to the Hispanic population of Providence in 1990 (15.5%) than it is to the same figures 
from 2010 (38.1%). However, there this “generation behind” theory does not seem to hold true 
for African-Americans or Asians, who are considerably under-represented in the Police 
Department compared to both 2010 and 1990 figures.  As Commissioner Jennings noted, the 
Police Department needs more bilingual officers to serve the City’s population, providing an 
example of how greater diversity can support higher-quality City services. 

 From the standpoint of diversity, the Police Department has even more ground to cover 
with regard to the composition of its senior officers and leadership positions.  As presented in 
Exhibit 3, there are 79 Police Department members who hold the rank of Sergeant or higher, and 
62 of them are White males.15  Of the 29 top officers (those above the rank of Sergeant), there 
are 21 White males, four women, four Latino men and no African-American men. 

 The Police Department also provided data concerning its civilian personnel.  See Exhibit 
4.  As the table below indicates, the civilian personnel are more gender-diverse than the sworn 
officers, but have more work ahead in terms of increasing levels of African-American, Latino 
and Asian employees.  

Males % Females % Total %
Black 3 3.63% 10 10.10% 13 13.13%

Hispanic 6 6.06% 10 10.10% 16 16.16%
Asian PI 0 0% 0 0% 0 0%

White 19 19.19% 51 51.52% 70 70.71%
Totals 28 28.28% 71 71.72% 99 100%

  3. School Department

 The Commission began its review of the School Department by examining the 
demographic composition of the student population it serves. Those students are predominantly 
from minority backgrounds. Today, nearly two-thirds of public school students in Providence are 
Hispanic, roughly one-fifth is African-American, and fewer than 10% are White overall. See

15 The seventeen other police officers holding the rank of Sergeant or higher include five  
White women, three African-American men, eight Latino men and one Asian/Pacific 
Islands man. 
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chart on p. 5.16  In contrast to the City’s overall population, the Providence Public Schools 
enrollment has relatively few White students, and relatively more Latino and African-American 
students.17

 As presented in the pie charts below, the data revealed a disproportionately large number 
of White employees, nearly 80%, compared to the overall population and significant under-
representation of racial and ethnic minorities. These disparities grow even larger when compared 
to the student population of the schools. For example there are nearly as many White teachers as 
there are White students, yet there are roughly 83 Hispanic students for every Hispanic teacher.  
At the May 23 hearing, Joseph DiPina, the School Department’s Director of Administration 
noted the District’s efforts to keep up with a growing population of students who are English 
language learners (ELL).  While diversity is not a direct proxy for dual language skills, there is 
the possibility that pursuing one of these workforce goals will help advance the other one. 

Gender of PPS Students (2015-2016)  Race/Ethnicity of PPS Students (2015-2016)

16 The current data for student demographics contain a single category for all “Asian” 
students.  This year, the General Assembly debated the All Students Count Act of 2016 
(S-2090, H-7235), which would require that data concerning Asian students be 
disaggregated by country of origin.  Commissioner Harris introduced a resolution to the 
City Council in support of the State legislation. 

17 As described at n. 12, above, the two comparison populations are not exactly congruent, 
but this general view like will still apply after making appropriate adjustments. 
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Gender of Faculty (2015-2016)  Race/Ethnicity of Faculty (2015-2016)

The success of Providence’s education program depends critically upon its ability to 
increase the diversity of its faculty.  According to a report from the Latino Policy Institute at 
Roger Williams University, teacher diversity brings benefits that go far beyond a particular 
group of teachers or students.  On the one hand, “[a] wide body of research suggests that 
effective teachers of color provide academic, social, and emotional benefits to students of color,” 
while on the other hand “[l]earning from a diversity of perspectives and experiences, including 
those provided by teachers of color, benefits students in all schools.” 18   The report also notes 
that diversity will expand the pool of teachers who can reach students in their native language, as 
Providence has a shortage of qualified teachers for bilingual education and/or instruction of 
children learning the English language.  Id.

Looking at gender, it is worth noting that nearly three-quarters of all teachers are female, 
a considerable over-representation in the opposite direction from what was seen in the Police and 
Fire Departments. Moreover, when one looks beyond faculty to all School Department 
employees, the proportion of females actually increases slightly. This is driven by the 91% of 
administrative support positions held by women, but shows the strong representation of women 
in the Department on the whole. About 65% of manager/administrator positions are held by 
women and nearly 70% of all positions categorized as “professionals” are held by women, as 
well (see Exhibit 5 for more information). 

18 “Teacher Diversity in Rhode Island”, viewable online at 
http://rwu.edu/sites/default/files/downloads/lpi/f01lpi_tchrdvrstybfld.pdf

Male
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http://rwu.edu/sites/default/files/downloads/lpi/f01lpi_tchrdvrstybfld.pdf
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The data for administrators revealed diversity gaps, particularly with under-representation 
of Hispanics and over-representation of White administrators; however, these disparities were 
smaller than among faculty. Moreover, the numbers of both African-American and Asian 
administrators were roughly proportional to those of the overall population of Providence.  

Gender of School Administrators (2015-16) Race/Ethnicity of School Administrators (2015-16)

4. Department of Planning and Development

 The Commission also reviewed demographic data for the City’s Department of Planning 
and Development. Compared to the other departments analyzed, Planning is considerably 
smaller, with only 42 current employees. Moreover, as Planning is not required to track the same 
type of data as the Fire, Police, and School Departments are, less information was readily 
available. However, the Director of the Planning Department did provide valuable figures and 
information to the Commission. 

 The Planning Department is more gender-balanced than the other departments analyzed 
in this report, with women holding nearly half of the department’s positions. However, like the 
other departments, Planning’s employees are disproportionately White compared to the city’s 
population. While specific data for each racial and ethnic minority group was not available, 15 
out of the department’s 42 employees (35.71%) were identified as “non-White” by the Director. 
Additionally, the Director noted that women and minorities were “evenly distributed” throughout 
the salary range and are well represented among the leadership of the department. 

The Planning Department’s history also provides an example of how the goals of 
diversity can be advanced through commitment and hard work.  At the June 27 hearing, 
Commissioner Van Leesten related how, when he was Director of the Department of Planning, 
he took responsibility for building a quality workforce that was more diverse, increasing the 
number of minority employees in the 60-member department from 0% to 10%.   

Male
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Gender of Planning Dept. Employees   Race/Ethnicity of Planning Dept. Employees

C. Residency

 While not part of the Commission’s formal charge, the issue of employee residence came 
up in discussions that noted the disparities in the makeup of City employees versus the City’s 
resident population.  Utilizing payroll data, the Commission reviewed the residence of City 
employees (in the School Department and in all other City Departments).  See Exhibit 6.  The 
composition of the total workforce is displayed in this pie chart: 
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 Nearly two-thirds (64.8%) of all City employees live outside of Providence, however, 
Providence houses a plurality of City employees, and more than 96% of City employees are 
Rhode Island residents. Besides Providence, the urban ring communities of Cranston, Warwick, 
North Providence, and Johnston house the largest numbers of Providence employees. 

 The residence of School Department employees is similar to those working in other 
departments, with 35.6% of School employees reside in Providence, compared to 34.5% of non-
School employees, and 35.2% overall. Similarly, Cranston, Warwick, North Providence, and 
Johnston remained the most common locations for employees to reside outside of Providence 
(see Exhibit 6 for more information). 

 Providence used to have a residency requirement for City employees, but State law 
removed it.  When the Providence adopted the Home Rule Charter of 1981, it required that all 
City employees hired after January 1st, 1983 to reside in Providence. In 1986, the Rhode Island 
Supreme Court upheld this residency requirement.19  In 1990, residents voted to eliminate the 
requirement, but it was reinstated just two years later in 1992, over opposition from most of the 
City’s labor unions.  In 2000-04, the General Assembly overruled the City with general 
legislation ending local residency requirements State-wide.20

While State law prohibits residency requirements, it may permit residency preferences.  
At one Commission hearing, the Police Department representatives indicated that they have a 
residency preference during the recruitment process.  Also, while he was a candidate, Mayor 
Elorza expressed interest in a residency incentive for police officers.21

III.  Current Efforts to Increase Diversity and Equity 

 During their presentations to the Commission, representatives of the City’s major 
departments described various outreach, recruitment and other efforts to promote diversity and 
equity while maintaining a quality workforce.  While each department employed different 
methods, the Commission observed common themes.  Also, the presentations revealed several 
challenges and barriers to diversity and equity in City employment. 

19 See Local No. 799, Intern. Ass'n of Firefighters AFL-CIO v. Napolitano, 516 A.2d 1347 
(R.I. 1986). 

20 See WPRI.com, “83% of Providence police employees don’t live in the city”, August 21, 
2014, viewable at http://wpri.com/2014/08/21/17-of-providence-police-employees-live-
in-the-city/. 

21 See n.20, above.

http://wpri.com/2014/08/21/17-of-providence-police-employees-live-in-the-city/
http://wpri.com/2014/08/21/17-of-providence-police-employees-live-in-the-city/
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 These departments targeted advertising in community-based publications, such as 
Providence en Español (which is no longer in print circulation but is available online), and The 
Providence American, which covers local news from the perspective of the African-American 
community. While the departments did not track the results of these efforts, they saw this type of 
advertising as an example of ways to reach our specifically to a diverse applicant pool.   

 Individual department recruitment efforts include the following: 

 A. Fire Department

 The Fire Department provided the Commission with demographic data on its most recent 
class of applicants to the fire academy. See Exhibit 7.  The Department conducted extensive 
outreach; however, racial and ethnic minorities, as well as women, were underrepresented, with 
women making up 9% of applicants, and all racial and ethnic minorities combined representing 
approximately 23% of all applicants. It was also noted that 18% of applicants were Providence 
residents and only 10% of applicants were minorities who reside in Providence. 

Gender of Fire Dept. Applicants  Race/Ethnicity of Fire Dept. Applicants

 At the hearing, Commissioner Van Leesten asked Commissioner Pare about the Public 
Safety Department’s outreach efforts to Providence high school students interested in public 
safety careers.  Commissioner Pare noted that other communities sponsor EMT training 
programs that eventually could lead to a public safety career, but Providence has not invested in 
such a “feeder program” to date.  Commissioner Cano-Morales noted that Central Falls is 
supporting a similar program through the State’s Advanced Course Network, and that a larger 
State investment could benefit Providence and other cities and towns. 

Male
93%

Female
7%

Black
8%

Hispanic
12%

Asian/PI
1%

Amer. 
Ind.
0%

White 
75%

No 
Answer

4%
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 B. Police Department

 The Police Department has made significant investments in the recruitment of a diverse 
police force.  The data of the recruiting classes (Exhibit 9) reflect an applicant pool that is much 
more representative of the City’s diversity than the composition of Police Department veterans.   

 This increasing diversity of the academy classes is the result of hard work by the Police 
Department.  At the May 9 meeting, Sergeants Granata and Barros described a multi-pronged 
effort, including targeted advertising, involvement in community events, partnerships with 
community groups, involvement of current officers of color and personalized recruiting.   

With this extensive effort, police applicants in 2013 and 2015 were considerably more 
diverse and somewhat more gender-balanced than the current employment of the Police 
Department, but there is more work to do. The largest disparity was among Hispanics, who 
represented only roughly one fifth of applicants in both 2013 and 2015, despite being roughly 
two fifths of the population of Providence.  

The Commissioner of Public Safety supplied figures on those individuals selected for the 
67th Police Recruit Academy (following the 2013 round of applications), see Exhibit 8, which 
again reflect a department that is steadily becoming more diverse but still under-represents racial 
and ethnic minorities compared to the population of city they serve. Nearly 70% of selected 
applicants were White, compared to less than half of the overall population and less than 60% of 
total applicants. Some progress was made in terms of gender balance, with seven women among 
the 53 selected recruits (13.21%), which brings the Providence Police closer to the national 
average.  The Police Department also provided data concerning the composition of the applicant 
pool that passed the written examination in 2013 and 2015, indicating an increase in diversity.  
See Exhibit 10. 

Gender of 2014 Selected Police Recruits Race/Ethnicity of 2014 Selected Police Recruits

Male
86.79%

Female
13.21%

Black
11.32%

Hispanic
16.98%

Asian/PI
1.89%

White
69.81%
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Gender of 2015 Police Applicants   Race/Ethnicity of 2015 Police Applicants

 At the Commission hearing, the Police Department noted how its high school-based 
feeder program helps potential recruits understand the requirements of being a police officer and 
better prepares them for the rigors of the job. They found the program succeeded both in 
boosting minority recruitment and in improving the quality of the applicant pool.  In a similar 
way, the State Police introduced a “diversity academy” program this summer, designed to help 
applicants from diverse backgrounds learn about police careers generally and the State Police 
Academy in particular. Recent state police academies had large proportions of recruits drop out 
because they struggled to meet the initial qualification standards.  With this in mind, the State 
Police designed the diversity academy to prepare potential candidates, particularly minorities, for 
success at the academy and as troopers. 

With regard to access to senior leadership positions, the Police Department’s promotion 
practices are regulated by specific processes set forth in Section 3 of the parties’ collective 
bargaining agreement (CBA).  In addition to specifying minimum years of service, the CBA 
specifies the percentage weight assigned to the written examination (85% for sergeant, lieutenant 
and detective, 35% for captain), the minimum passing score, the amount of additional points 
awarded for education degrees and seniority, and the number of “service points” awarded in the 
chief’s discretion.

For example, the Police Department issued a March 15, 2015 Memorandum (see Exhibit 
11) that describes the formation of a promotion list for the rank of Sergeant.  Each candidate is 
given a score based on a written examination (100 points), formal education and seniority (up to 
10 points) and up to 5 service points awarded in the Chief’s discretion. Id.

 In prior years, minority candidates have complained that the written examination 
produces an unfair disparate impact.  In response to a 2015 lawsuit, the City published tables 
comparing the Sergeant’s exam results for White, African-American and Latino candidates: 

Male
84.34%

Female
15.66%

Black
12.95%

Hispanic
22.52%

Asian/PI
2.71%

Amer. 
Ind.

0.50%

White 
58.66%

No 
answer
2.66%
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Exam Date African-American Candidates White Candidates
Candidates Passers Pass Rate Candidates Passers Pass Rate

11/19/2005 5 0 0% 42 9 21.43%
5/24/2008 5 1 20% 8 30 26.67%
10/30/2010 6 1 16.67% 57 9 15.79%
6/23/2012 3 1 33.33% 50 8 16%

Exam Date Hispanic/Latino Candidates White Candidates
Candidates Passers Pass Rate Candidates Passers Pass Rate

10/30/2010 10 0 0% 57 9 15.79%
6/23/2012 9 1 11.1% 50 8 16%

See Exhibit 12.  While the lawsuit ultimately was dismissed, the tables indicate the 
limitations that the current written examination has in terms of producing a corps of senior 
officers that matches the composition of the police force as a whole, never mind the composition 
of the citizens they serve.  Commissioner Pare acknowledged this limitation at the July 11 
hearing. 

 There are different ways that the promotion process could be revised to encourage the 
development of a diverse, well-qualified force.  For example, Central Falls enacted an ordinance 
(§22-20(g)(4)) for new hires that awards extra points for a year of City residence, military 
service and fluency in a second language spoken by at least 10% of the City’s residents.  Also at 
the July 11 hearing, Commissioner Pare stated that other police departments have used 
“assessment centers” as an alternative procedure.  Assessment centers can include oral 
examinations and role-playing exercises in which candidates are presented with situations and 
asked to respond to them.  In order to be fair to all candidates (and to responsive to any 
challenges by unsuccessful ones), these alternative programs have to be rigorously developed 
and administered, which in turn requires a greater expense than a simple written examination. 

 C. School Department and Planning Department

 The School and Planning Departments also mentioned less concrete, but still noteworthy, 
steps that they have taken to make their workforces more diverse and representative. Planning 
focused on its continued efforts to professionalize the department to meet the needs of residents, 
which includes such factors as ensuring that the staff speaks the many languages spoken in 
Providence. The School Department emphasized the willingness of PPSD leadership to look 
outside the standard education policy circles for employees with more diverse skills and 
backgrounds, especially among the main office staff. 

 Despite the many efforts of the various City departments, the Commission recognizes 
that many challenges and barriers remain.  As previously noted, the pool of qualified applicants 
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may not resemble the City’s population, which makes it more difficult to hire a sufficiently 
diverse workforce using equitable procedures.  

IV. Conclusions and Recommendations

 Having completed an initial review of equity and diversity in City government, the 
Commission has the following recommendations: 

1. Within six (6) months, the administration should develop and begin to implement 
a plan to collect demographic data of City employees in a standard format. 

2. Prior to entering into any future collective bargaining agreements, the 
administration should review their provisions concerning recruitment and 
promotion to develop a plan for increasing equity and diversity among each 
affected segment of the City’s workforce.

3. Within twelve (12) months, the administration should prepare an enhanced 
baseline data study describing the City government’s work force, by department, 
and measured against appropriate benchmarks, accompanied by an initial plan for 
increasing equity and diversity in City government. 

4. After preparing the initial report described in Paragraph 3, the administration 
should prepare annual reports describing the City’s implementation of its plan, 
and changes to the plan as appropriate. 

5. The City Council should organize a facilitated retreat devoted to the issue of 
developing a sustainable culture of diversity and equity in City government. 

The Commission’s basis for these recommendations is as follows: 

 A. Data Collection (Recommendation 1) 

The Commission appreciates the support and assistance it received from the City’s 
departments in preparing this initial study.  With that said, some departments currently lack the 
capability to collect data in sufficient detail.  In those departments, new employees are not 
required to fill out surveys on their ethnicity or racial background, and there is no process in 
place by which employees can provide that information voluntarily. Unless and until the City 
creates a process for collecting that information, it is not possible to conduct the kind of citywide 
workforce analysis conducted in cities such as Boston or Seattle.  The City’s Affirmative Action 
Officer (see Section 906 of the Home Rule Charter) can take the lead in this effort. 

 In addition, the Commission recommends developing a uniform standard for how this 
information is collected or presentation by the different departments. For example, while the 
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Police and Fire Departments are able to disaggregate their data by rank, and the School 
Department by leadership positions, other departments weren’t able to provide information at all. 
Moreover, it is unclear if the various demographic categories were explained to respondents the 
same way across each department or if those descriptions aligned with how the Census Bureau 
defines each category.  Given the important and at times sensitive nature of these data, it is 
important to develop consistent and precise ways to describe and review them.  

 The City also can collect additional qualitative data to advance the goals of diversity and 
equity.  In some cases, information concerning climate and culture within a department may help 
identify new opportunities to increase diversity and equity.  Also, applicants may have useful 
information to help understand why some communities are represented in greater proportions 
than others within a given applicant pool for new City positions or promotions.  Departments 
may benefit from exit interviews with departing employees learn more about workplace climate 
and culture, and its impact on diversity and equity. 

B. Recruiting and Promotion (Recommendation 2) 

 The Commission recommends that City departments develop recruiting and promotion 
plans that include an analysis of the department’s current level of equity and diversity, the levels 
of diversity in the qualified applicant pool, goals for improvement and action plans for achieving 
those goals. 

 For those departments with recruitment and/or promotional practices regulated by 
collective bargaining agreements, the Commission recommends the administration review the 
current provisions, consider amendments to improve equity and diversity, and propose those as 
part of negotiations.22  Alternatively, the City Council has the authority to codify recruiting and 
promotional standards into ordinances that will apply on a prospective basis to all future 
collective bargaining agreements. 

 In two cases, the timing for this opportunity is propitious.  The current collective 
bargaining agreements with the Fire and Police Departments are set to expire on June 30, 2017.  

 C.  Planning and Oversight (Recommendations 3, 4, 5) 

 The Commission also recommends strategic planning and oversight to advance the goals 
of diversity and equity across all City departments.  As noted above, larger cities have developed 
comprehensive baseline studies based upon rigorous data collection.  Once completed, the 
baseline studies provide a foundation for setting ambitious goals, and developing strategic plans 
to attain those goals through concrete and realistic action steps.  As noted above (see p.2, n.9, 

22 For example, Article  X, §3 of the CBA between the City and Local 1033 (most City 
workers other than the School Department and sworn public safety officers) calls for 
seniority to be used as a tie-breaker for equally qualified candidates.  If it is demonstrated 
that this tie-breaker is affecting diversity, perhaps an alternative can be negotiated.
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above), Seattle has organized a Race and Social Justice Initiative to guide its planning and 
programs.  The City of New Haven also has an ongoing planning process.23  The plans also 
provide a basis for oversight to ensure they are successfully implemented.  The Commission 
members hope that this initial report will provide a catalyst for this more extensive and important 
work. 

As February’s display at the Providence Public Library reminded us, our country has a 
long history of unequal opportunity, which we began to address during the civil rights era of fifty 
years ago.  While the progress from those years still inspires, we have not sustained it in recent 
years at a national or local level.  During the same half century, Providence has changed as a city 
with waves of new residents who are not adequately represented in our City’s civil service.  The 
Commission hopes this Report will provide some ideas to regain the momentum of the past and 
help the City advance towards a brighter future. 

 The members of the Commission thank the City Council for providing this opportunity to 
examine a set of issues that are critically important to the City’s success, and look forward to 
being of further assistance in promoting and advancing equity and diversity in City government. 

23 New Haven has a written affirmative action plan it updates regularly.  See  
http://cityofnewhaven.com/HumanResources/pdfs/Affirmative%20Action%20Plan.pdf

http://cityofnewhaven.com/HumanResources/pdfs/Affirmative%20Action%20Plan.pdf
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4   Police Department Civilian Minority Breakdown    A-4 
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