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Introduction 
 In July 2013, the Richfield Human Rights Commission conducted its first Community 
Conversation, asking community members what “welcome” means to them, and how welcome 
they felt in Richfield. Like many commissions, the RHRC has struggled to build and maintain 
diversity of its membership. In 2014, the RHRC began planning for a more targeted 
conversation, specifically to ask about whether the diversity of Richfield’s boards and 
commissions adequately reflected the diversity of the community. We conducted two meetings 
and collected information about the makeup of the boards as of fall 2014. 

Planning for this event and report was conducted by a subcommittee of the RHRC, 
including Debbie Eng, Sean Hayford Oleary, Todd Chase, Katie Eagle, and Jeff Wright. Youth 
representative Judith Dominguez also participated, and assisted in interpreting the community 
conversation in Spanish. 

Background and Statistics 
In lieu of official statistics of the make-up of boards and commissions, board chairs were 

asked to provide their impressions of their board’s demographic background. This is not an 
exact measure, but provides a general idea of the make-up of our boards and commissions. Six 
of seven commission chairs participated in this survey. The general impressions of the chairs 
were: 

1. The whole of all boards and commissions is much more balanced than individual boards 
may be. For example, the distribution of all men and women was near 50/50, but the 
Transportation Commission was 88% men, and the Advisory Board of Health was 82% 
women. 

2. Only two boards included LGBT persons, and only one included someone who spoke 
English as a second language. 

3. More than 50% of board and commission members were over the age of 50. By 
comparison, only 32% of Richfield’s population is over 50.  1

 “Profile of General Population and Housing Characteristics: 2010  more information 2010 Demographic 1

Profile Data.” US Census Bureau.  http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/
productview.xhtml?src=bkmk

http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk


4. 85% of the commissioners were white. Only 69% of Richfield is white.1 

5. Less than 20% had children under the age of 12 (young enough to require childcare 
during meetings).  2

The full results of chair-reported demographics are shown in figure 1. The RHRC also mapped 
home addresses of board and commission members using public data available on the City’s 
website. Similar to the overall demographic trend, the city was relatively well-represented as a 
whole, but individual commissions trended toward one area. In general, the area east of 
Portland Avenue had fewer representatives, and the area west of 35W had more. The map can 
be seen at http://bit.ly/1CtsNCf or in figure 2. 

Board Chairs’ Meeting 
 The Board Chairs’ Meeting was held on November 13, 2014. The chairs of Human 
Rights, Planning, Friendship City, Advisory Board of Health, and a liaison for the Transportation 
chair all participated. Two other RHRC members involved in this project also participated. 
 Board chairs noted that the commission appointment process could be intimidating and 
was not adequately understood by the community. Even within the meeting, there was a 
misunderstanding regarding how often appointments are made (at least one participant 
assumed January was the only appointment time during the year). Chairs noted that the boards 
were not readily understood to those not active in the City, and the brief explanations provided 
on the application was not adequate. However, the recently created video introductions were a 
good start to making the boards more understood. 
 Detailed suggestions on how to improve demographic makeup were made, which are 
outlined later in this document, under Possible Improvements to Diversify Commissions. 

Community Meeting 
 The Community Meeting was held on January 17th at Augsburg Park Library. There 
were approximately 25 participants, and the conversation was organized into four tables. Two of 
the tables held the primary conversation in Spanish, and two held the primary conversation in 
English. The introduction and conclusion were in English, and interpreted in Spanish. The 
introduction discussed the demographic surveys and the general reasons for the meeting. The 
conclusion compared the discussions from each table and compiled the overall views of 
participants. 

 This may be in line with census data, as Richfield has a relatively high percentage of “non-family 2

households” and relatively few households with children under 18.

http://bit.ly/1CtsNCf


 As individual groups, the 
participants were asked to discuss the 
following: 

1. How connected do you feel to City 
of Richfield and decisions that are 
made regarding Richfield? 

2. Do you feel that you are aware of 
participation opportunities within 
Richfield’s city government and city 
activities? 

3. How does Richfield increase 
diversity and engage its citizens on 
boards and commissions?  What are barriers to getting involved? What helps to remove 
barriers? 

Several tables noted the value of being aware of community goings-on, especially via 
the Sun-Current. Others preferred online communication, and found some value in social media, 
but generally found the City’s web presence to be lacking. In general, participants who were 
already serving on boards and commissions felt much more aware of community decisions 
(even those unrelated to their particular board) than community members not formally engaged 
with the city. Spanish speakers felt particularly left out of City communications, as nearly all of 
the information is only available in English. 

Participants noted the value of having individual people to reach out to. More desire was 
expressed for Spanish-speaking city staff members. However, participants also noted the value 
of existing contacts, like the Police-Community Liaison, as well as private organizations such as 
MIRA and La Mission of Assumption Church. 

Participants pointed out that City residents generally engage with the City when they 
need something: a license or permit, for example, and that the City should find ways to connect 
with people as they seek those services. They also suggested that offering City-sponsored 
programs that attract participation of new residents (for example, an event on immigration) 
would be a way to introduce new City residents to a civic event and invite ongoing participation.  
In short, participants noted that in order to engage new communities in civic life, the traditional 
functions and offerings may need to be expanded. 

Toward the end of the meeting, it was noted by one participant that even this multi-
lingual event focused on diversity was held mainly in English, and the suggestion was made that 
some events in the future consider other languages as primary. Concern was also express 



about balancing representation of various groups with the risk of tokenization. One participant 
noted that, since moving to Richfield just a year ago, she had been asked to join various 
community and City boards, even those well outside her interest or expertise. She felt that 
people were mainly interested in having a Latina voice, and were not specifically interested in 
her contributions. 

Compared to the board chairs’ meeting, fewer details were offered on problems with the 
commission appointment process itself, as most participants had not gone through such a 
process. The overarching desire was for more awareness of opportunities to get involved, and 
better explanation of the processes to do so. 

Participants were also asked to complete demographic self-identification surveys, which 
are compiled in figure 3. 

Possible Improvements to Diversify Commissions 
From both meetings, the following suggestions are made to improve diversity of commissions: 

Demographic Self-Identification 
 Problem: One barrier in collecting initial information for the event was the lack of 
demographic self-identification information collected by the City. We do not know, in any official 
capacity, how diverse our commissions are. To get a general idea, we asked board chairs to tell 
us how they perceived their boards. However, this is extremely imperfect, and does not allow for 
an ongoing, comprehensive look at the composition of boards and commissions. 

 Solution: A voluntary self-identification form -- including age, race, gender, sexual 
orientation, and first language -- could be requested of each new board/commission member, 
and de-identified to maintain privacy. This information could be compiled by staff each year in 
consideration of future board appointments. 

Improving Clarity of Commission Appointment Process, Especially Online 
 Problem: Not all participants understood the appointment process. Many, including 
board chairs and RHRC members, assumed that the only time appointments could be done was 
in January, even if vacancies were available. Not all community members understood what 
commissions did what, or what pre-requisites or expectations there were for individual 
commissions. The website is particularly confusing, as the application forms do not list due 
dates, and there is limited explanation of each board. The application requires specific PDF 
software that not all computers are equipped with in order to save and email the application. 
 Solution: The Commission videos created in fall/winter 2014 are a great first step toward 



making commissions clearer. Still, an online portal that would present this and more clearly 
explain the commission appointment process would be beneficial to newcomers. Online 
applications — submitted via a web form — would be much easier for computer users. 
Designating one (preferably bilingual) staff member responsible for the interface of 
commissioners and appointments would simplify messages to current and prospective 
commission members. Offering a Spanish version of the application forms and additional board/
commission information should also be considered. 

Reducing Intimidation of Commission Interview 
 Problem: Among those who had been appointed to boards in the past, many felt that the 
Commission Interview with City Council was a difficult part of the process — especially for the 
first appointment, when individuals are not familiar with the process. 
 Solution: No obvious solutions were suggested, other than better explaining what the 
interview would involve, clarifying that it was more “to get to know” the applicant rather than 
being solely determinative. Changing the terminology from “interview” to “meeting” may also be 
beneficial. 

Translation Options 
 Problem: Not all persons interested in participating in City government have adequate 
English skills to understand staff reports and other documents necessary to fully participate on a 
board or commission. Even those not explicitly interested in a board/commission may not have 
access to basic information about City issues. 

Solution: Offer translated versions of materials for citizens who could understand 
another language better than English. Provide a language line (or use existing language line 
resource) for communication with City staff. 

Community Meetings Available in Languages Other Than English 
 Problem: Even with interpreters, the power dynamic of meetings tends to favor native 
English speakers. 
 Solution: Hold some public meetings (of all types -- road construction, etc) in other 
languages, especially Spanish, as a supplement to English meetings. Consider utilizing 
headphone systems that allow for simultaneous translation. 

Stipend and/or Childcare Reimbursement 
 Problem: A barrier that younger participants may have is caring for children at home. 
Although some commissions may tolerate bringing children to meetings, this is contingent on 



the meeting style of the commission and how patient/quiet the child is. During the Board Chairs’ 
meeting, one of the board chairs noted that she does not have a partner or family member 
available to watch her daughter; as such, simply participating in her community board costs her 
$30 each meeting. At best, this is a discouraging expense to participation; at worst, it’s an 
expense that just doesn’t make participation in commissions feasible. 
 Solution: One suggestion to alleviate this issue is to offer a flat stipend to all board and 
commission members for meetings attended, regardless of personal circumstance. This may 
also encourage participation on boards that suffer from low attendance. A less-expensive option 
that may still benefit those in need would be to offer a reimbursement by application to members 
who suffer a particular hardship by participating in meetings (e.g., childcare costs). 

Building Relationships 
Problem: Many Richfield citizens do not feel connected to city activities and city business 

affairs.  This is particularly true for community members of color. Oftentimes, participation by 
minority groups in well-advertised meetings and forums is minimal. Of those engaged citizens of 
color, it is reported that they are often asked to participate in a number of activities regardless of 
interest or expertise which can be construed as a form of tokenism.  

Solution: Richfield schools and churches are an integral segment of our community and 
serve families of all walks of life.  It is the intention of the Human Rights Commission to continue 
to build relationships with targeted churches and the Richfield School District.  Past partnering 
with these entities has shown a greater turnout at events. 



Fig. 1: HRC Demographic Survey results (2014 representation) 
 



Figure 2: Home location of 2014 commissioners 
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This can be seen at higher quality (with a legend indicating which colors belong to which 
commissions) at http://bit.ly/1CtsNCf. The highlighted area is Richfield’s Racially Concentrated 
Area of Poverty (RCAP), as identified by the Metropolitan Council. 

http://bit.ly/1CtsNCf


Fig. 3: Demographic surveys of participants in January 17, 2014 community conversation 
 




