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On March 2, 2021, Lexipol hosted a webinar, “Confronting Racial Inequity in the Fire Service.” Driven largely by 
audience questions, the webinar covered topics such as the difference between racism and racial inequity, 
how to start a conversation about race in your department, whether changing employment requirements to 
allow for more diverse candidates constitutes a “lowering of standards,” how to navigate divisiveness at the 
firehouse kitchen table, and more. 

In addition, each presenter provided two or three strategies derived from their personal experience that 
attendees can implement to develop their personal understanding of how racial inequities play out in the 
fire service and to start advocating for change in their departments and communities. Following are these 
strategies. Note: For additional information, see the recommended reading/viewing list.

ESTABLISH A RACE AND SOCIAL JUSTICE CHANGE TEAM 

The purpose of this group is to review policies, practices and procedures to understand if they have had any 
inequitable impacts. At the Seattle Fire Department, this team is one of our standing committees with guidance 
by policy (see an overview here and policies and guidelines here). 

The Race and Social Justice (RSJ) Change Team makes recommendations on issues that impact civilian 
and uniformed members and on the services the department provides to the community, in furtherance of 
the mission and vision of the city’s Race and Social Justice Initiative. The RSJ Change Team is comprised 
of two Change Team Leads, including the EEO/Strategic Advisor and a person selected by the Change Team 
Members, as well as representatives from all divisions. 
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ESTABLISH A DIVERSITY, EQUITY AND INCLUSION COMMITTEE IN YOUR COUNTY FIRE
CHIEFS ASSOCIATION 

Our committee educates, does outreach and provides public messages on behalf of the King County Fire 
Chiefs Association (view a quick informational video). Following the in-custody death of George Floyd, our 
committee started an effort we called “Honest Conversations on Race.” Every two weeks, a member of the 
King County Fire Chiefs Association shared a few articles, videos and books to build a shared foundation of 
education for the members. This was followed by a half-day meeting, which served as a safe space for the 
members to ask questions, increase their awareness and challenge themselves to make change. (Download a 
copy of the Honest Conversations recommended reading/viewing list.)

BE WILLING TO BE UNCOMFORTABLE

Change requires establishing a different perspective, which at first may seem uncomfortable or even 
threatening. But the time is now. In many cities, firefighters have been attacked because citizens see them as 
part of an establishment that isn’t working for people of color. The fire service is one conversation away from 
being where law enforcement is right now. It’s up to you to be willing to commit to learning something new and 
to engage with groups you might normally not, such as your local Black firefighters’ association, chamber of 
commerce, churches and community groups. Consider hosting a Town Hall on racial equity. Be ready for tough 
questions—but if you come with an open mind, people will see that and appreciate it. 

MAKE DIVERSITY, EQUITY AND INCLUSION (DEI) A PRIORITY

This can only happen by the chief of department consistently reiterating that DEI within the organization is a 
strength and not a weakness. The chief cannot just send out one email or memo committing to embracing DEI 
principles; he or she must be it, live it, and require it from everyone, every day. The most effective way to ensure 
that DEI is a permanent focus of the organization is to include DEI concepts in organizational statements, 
standard operating procedures and rules/regulations. Partnering with labor—whether or not there is a 
recognized collective bargaining agreement—is also crucial to garnering wider buy-in from the membership. 
Also consider holding or at least offering regularly scheduled meetings with the elected leaders of affinity 
groups. This allows fire department leadership to learn about DEI-related concerns and successes.  

REMEMBER: YOU DON’T HAVE TO DO IT BY YOURSELF—SO STOP TRYING TO

In the fire service, we get buy-in through empowerment. Ask for input. Ask for feedback. Ask for members of 
the team to serve on a DEI committee or at the minimum, share their unique perspective, with hopes it will be 
the catalyst to structural change within the organization. At the minimum, these actions will foster and support 
“critical conversations” within the department. Internal department committees are productive; however, 
initiatives led by the city are preferable. For example, in Hartford, the following city committees are in place or 
are in the process of being established at the request of my office:

A. Women’s Commission: In 2019 the city established a women’s commission to address disparity throughout all 
city departments. This commission has representation from every city department that meets on a monthly 
basis. The mission of the commission is to address problems before they become a crisis and ensure every 
workplace within the city is truly equitable for all members of the organization regardless of gender. 

Reginald D. Freeman 
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B. LGBTQ+ Commission: People who identify as LGBTQ+ are present within our ranks and within our 
community. I saw a need for our organization to introduce training to help all members better understand 
the perspective of the LGBTQ+ community. The proposal was supported by city leadership and the citywide 
committee is currently being established. Every member deserves a workplace supportive of who they are, 
regardless of race, religion, gender identification, creed, sexual orientation or age. It’s not only the law—it is 
simply the right thing to do.  

START A FIRE CHIEF’S EQUITY AND INCLUSION COUNCIL 
Fairfax County’s Fire Chief’s Equity and Inclusion Council (FCEIC) was established in May 2019 to identify 
concerns, issues and recommendations that affect the department and to promote a diverse and inclusive 
workplace. Members of the Council are appointed by the fire chief and represent groups such as Progressive 
Firefighters of Fairfax County, LGBTQ firefighters, Fairfax County Women Firefighters Association, and 
firefighters of various ethnic and racial groups. The Council meets quarterly and works on initiatives such as 
recruitment and retention, mentoring, reviewing policies and operational guidelines to ensure they support 
diversity and inclusiveness, identifying obstacles in achieving inclusivity and recommending professional 
development activities. Access an informational bulletin about the Council here. 

START A FIRE CHIEF’S OFFICER COUNCIL 

Our Fire Chief’s Officer Council (FCOC) was started in March 2020 with the purpose of establishing a 
structured discussion where lieutenants and captains can share ideas, perspectives and feedback on 
important topics and initiatives. The meetings start at 8:00 am with a designated facilitator and notetaker, 
who assist with gaining consensus on a list of agreed-upon topics from the personnel present at the meeting. 
My staff and I typically arrive about 8:30 am, so the overall dialogue is about 60 minutes. Attendance and 
participation is voluntary.  

OFFER NEW PERSONNEL A VOLUNTARY PRE-HIRE ORIENTATION PROGRAM 

The Fairfax County Fire and Rescue Department has recently started a new program called Voluntary Pre-
Hire Orientation Program (VPOP). After being selected for a recruit class, but prior to starting employment, 
incoming recruits are given the opportunity to attend this program, which provides guided tours of:

• The Fire and Rescue Academy to learn what a typical day there is like

• A fire station

• The Wellness Fitness Center, where they participate in a Well-Fit workout and get an overview of healthy 
lifestyle choices for a successful career in the fire service

This program was first offered to members of recruit classes in early 2020. Following strong attendance and 
positive feedback, it has been continued with each new recruit class.  

Please also see this short video where Chief Butler reflects on his journey to and in the fire service in honor of 
Black History Month.

John Butler 
Fire Chief/Fire and Rescue Department 
Fairfax County, VA
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