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Town workforces in Monroe County overwhelmingly white
Written by Sean Dobbin Staff writer
February 12, 2012
The 10 most populous towns in Monroe County have a combined 1,349 full-time employees: police officers and librarians, clerks and street sweepers.

All but 35 of them are white.

An analysis of town employee data shows that none of Monroe County's largest towns have full-time workforces that reflect their own populations. Monroe County's suburbs are becoming more diverse every year, with recently released census data showing that minorities make up between 8 percent and 22 percent of the population in the county's 10 largest towns.

But the data collected by the Democrat and Chronicle show that all but one town have full-time staffs that consist of fewer than 4 percent minorities, and three of the 10 towns have only a single minority employee on their full-time payrolls.

Town supervisors say that civil service law hamstrings attempts to diversify their workforces.

But advocacy groups say that in most cases, towns just aren't trying hard enough to advertise for the civil service test or their open positions.

"When it comes to the suburbs, it's a little small paragraph where they know the majority of people aren't going to see it," said Edward Goolsby, president of the local chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

Efforts to diversify

For the vast majority of their vacancies, municipalities must hire their new employees from the civil service list — a list of candidates who have passed the civil service exam for that particular occupation. Municipalities are then required to pick from the three top scorers, and supervisors from several towns said that those candidates are almost always white.

The structure of civil service law doesn't protect a municipality from charges of discrimination, however. Locally, the city of Rochester was sued in the 1970s over the makeup of its police force, and a federal court decision requiring the city to increase its minority hires followed.

And while towns with racial disparities cannot be directly punished by any overseeing government entity, data showing employment inequality could be used as evidence in a discrimination lawsuit, said a spokesperson from the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.

But several local efforts show that targeted recruitment strategies can have an effect on the makeup of a town's workforce.

When Sheila Gaddis was elected to the Brighton Town Board in 2007, she began a program to increase the number of minorities in Brighton's workforce.

Rather than just posting the job listing online and on boards in the Town Hall, Brighton tried to expand its reach, said Gaddis, advertising its openings in targeted publications and connecting with minority groups that could push their members to take the exam.

"We spoke to groups like (Rochester Black Bar Association) so that we can get the word out to various churches and church affiliations, and to the Hispanic and Asian community," said Gaddis, who is African-American.

Gaddis said former Supervisor Sandra Frankel supported the initiative, and while both no longer serve in Brighton — Frankel stepped down to run for county executive and Gaddis opted not to seek re-election in November — efforts have continued.

Bill Moehle, who served as town attorney before being elected supervisor in November, said that Brighton has continued to post openings in places such as the Urban League of Rochester, and as a result, 8 percent of Brighton's full-time workers are minorities, more than double the second-closest town.

"One person cannot do this. It has to be the supervisor and your human resource and personnel director who are all committed," said Gaddis. "Yes, it's something I was very much committed to and was very verbal about, but I had the support of all those people."

Similar efforts elsewhere in the county have also met with some success.

While the city of Rochester continues to struggle with diversity in its police force, the city's full-time workforce as a whole — which consists of 39 percent minorities, compared with 62 percent minority residents — is relatively closer to mirroring its residential makeup than the surrounding towns.

"When you talk about savings, improving technology, when you talk about the different things you're trying to do, you have to have different people with different mindsets, different creativities, different innovations," said Tassie Demps, director of the city's Bureau of Human Resource Management. "To be a top-notch employer, I want to get the most diverse workforce possible."

Many municipalities have, like businesses, realized the importance of maintaining a workforce that reflects the diversity of the communities they serve. The value of such diversity is obvious in local governments.

"Having that diversity in the workplace brings the diversity of ideas, knowledge, and creativity, because you're not just getting information to one segregated area, and we can better serve the community that we're getting these taxpayer dollars from," she said.

One particularly bright spot has been the city's efforts to recruit minority firefighters. After the 2003 firefighter recruitment class consisted of only 25 percent minorities, the city stepped up its outreach, connecting with colleges, churches, and recreation centers in the hopes of getting more people to take the test.

In 2007, the minority portion of the class had climbed to 40 percent. And of the 722 people remaining in this year's candidate pool, 55 percent are minorities, Demps said.

Henrietta has also met with religious leaders in the hopes of disseminating information on job openings to more minorities, said town Supervisor Michael Yudelson in an email, and today, Henrietta's part-time staff closely mirrors its residents.

The town has struggled to make strides with its full-time workforce, however. Yudelson said that's largely because Henrietta, working on a tight budget in recent years, has made hardly any full-time hires lately, a predicament that was echoed by leaders in Gates and Irondequoit.

But while town leaders uniformly acknowledged the benefits of a diverse workforce, a majority of those surveyed said they were not doing anything extra to get more minorities to take the civil service test or apply for open positions.

"The town should openly, fairly, and as publicly as possible, advertise for their positions," said Gates Supervisor Mark Assini. "The politically correct thing is to say we're going to be diverse, and I will tell you that I'm not opposed to that, if those individuals happen to be the best qualified individuals for the job."

Elected officials

Monroe County, which employs nearly 4,000 people full time, has also had more relative success than the towns in regard to mirroring its workforce to its residents. Twenty-one percent of county full-time workers are minorities, compared with 27 percent of residents.

While the county doesn't do any targeted advertising, it does emphasize anti-discrimination training, which has helped retain minority employees, said county spokesperson Noah Lebowitz.

The county and the city also possess something that none of the towns do, which may be having an effect on their workforces: minority elected officials.

Several minority members sit on the Monroe County Legislature, and five of the nine members of Rochester City Council — including council President Lovely Warren — represent minorities.

By contrast, every single town elected official in Monroe County is white, something that may weigh on the minds of job-seeking minorities.

"When you have a town or even a company that's all white, blacks feel like they have no chance to be hired in a situation like that," said Goolsby, the local NAACP president.

Gaddis, who was the only minority town elected official in the county prior to stepping down last year, said it was astonishing that today, there isn't a single elected official in the towns who is nonwhite.

"I don't think it's because (minorities) don't have the interest. I think people are interested in public service," said Gaddis. "But I think it's also very helpful to look at someone who looks like you and is part of your culture and background, holding those positions."

Gaddis credited support and encouragement from the Democratic Party and her mentor, state Assemblyman David Gantt, D-Rochester, as one of the main reasons she decided to run for office. She also said that running in Brighton, which has been predominantly controlled by Democrats in recent years, helped as well.

Police challenges

Smaller towns have a particularly tough time finding minority police officers.

When making a new hire, police departments also have to hire off the civil service list. But Rochester, as part of the federal court order that followed the 1970s lawsuit, is allowed to hire police officers off a second civil service list made up entirely of minorities.

That leaves few minority candidates remaining in the main pool, and the candidates who score well — and ostensibly have their choice of any number of departments — also often choose the city because of the opportunity for advancement.

"We've got six sergeants, two lieutenants and a chief, and that limits promotions here," said Gates Police Chief David DiCaro, who does not have any minority officers in his department. "The city has hundreds of promotional positions."

Several departments have made strides in recent years, however, and those that have had relative success have done so largely through transfer hires.

When an officer comes from a different police department, they are hired through a more conventional process: they come in for an interview, present their qualifications, and then are hired at the discretion of the department.

Without the confines of the civil service list, police chiefs looking to emphasize diversity can target minority transfer candidates.

These candidates can also be sought after, but Greece and Brighton have both had relative success in recruiting, with four minority police officers each among their ranks. In 1998, Greece had zero minorities out of 90 total officers.

"I became the chief in 2009, and before that I was a captain that worked in recruitment," said Brighton Police Chief Mark Henderson. "Having a diversified workforce has always been a goal and should be a goal of any police chief."

Henderson and Greece Police Chief Todd Baxter both credited their towns' salary and benefits packages as among the main reasons they've been successful in their efforts to bring in minority officers.

Baxter also said that he had 23 sergeants — nearly four times as many as Gates — allowing for more opportunity for promotions.

Residents are more likely to interact one-on-one with a police officer than they are with most town employees, and sometimes those encounters can occur in tense situations.

Studies have shown that people are more likely to feel anxious when interacting with an officer of a different race, and like the town supervisors, area police chiefs all acknowledged the value of a diverse workforce that mirrors a town's population.

Of that, there seems to be little debate. But results haven't followed.

Said Gaddis: "You have to recognize that diversity brings value and then talk about how you can achieve it."
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