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Report Suggests Strategies for Maximizing Resident  

Participation on City-Funded Projects     

Existing program's hiring goals being met but career paths may be lacking 

 

  

A report released today by the Milwaukee-based Public Policy Forum finds that the City of 

Milwaukee's Residents Preference Program (RPP) is largely meeting its goal of employing substantial 

percentages of residents on construction projects backed by City tax dollars. The report also 

suggests, however, that improvements should be considered to ensure that the program is better 

aligned with the larger workforce development system and is opening the door to long-term career 

opportunities. 

  

"While the RPP is doing an effective job ensuring that city residents are being hired to work on City-

funded construction projects, we find that it is not necessarily providing long-term career paths for 

those individuals," says Joe Peterangelo, a Senior Researcher for the Forum and the report's co-

author. "For example, apprenticeships are the primary means of building a career in the construction 

trades, yet less than 5% of RPP workers who were active on public works projects and City-supported 

private development projects since 2010 were employed as apprentices." 

 

The Forum’s analysis of the RPP seeks to shed light on whether – in light of an unprecedented surge 

in downtown Milwaukee development – the City has the right policies and programs in place to 

translate such investment into substantial and meaningful job opportunities for low-income 

Milwaukee residents. In addition to examining the RPP’s programmatic performance and its 
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alignment with its stated policy objectives, the report explores best practices from other “targeted 

hiring” programs in the region and across the country and their potential applicability to Milwaukee. 

  

The RPP was created in 1991 for City-supported public works projects with a primary goal of 

increasing employment opportunities for unemployed and underemployed individuals living in 

distressed neighborhoods. Significant changes were adopted in 2009, including an increase in the 

resident participation requirement to 40%, broadening of the eligibility criteria to encompass workers 

residing anywhere within the city, and adoption of a companion measure that expands the program 

to private development projects that receive at least $1 million in direct financial support from the 

City.  

 

A positive finding is that for all public works contracts closed from 2010-2015 that included RPP 

requirements, RPP workers accounted for 48% of the 335,732 hours worked, exceeding the 40% 

requirement. There were 1,426 RPP workers active on public works projects between 2010 and 

2015, and 411 RPP workers active on City-supported private development projects in 2014 (the 

latest year for which data are available). 

 

“We find that the demographic breakdown of participants is now similar to that of the city as a 

whole,” says Peterangelo. “That’s not surprising given the 2009 decision to open the program to 

unemployed or underemployed individuals residing anywhere within the city, but it also shows that 

the program is not specifically targeting minority unemployment, which some continue to believe is 

and should be a primary objective.” 

 

The report suggests that the effort to connect RPP-certified workers to construction jobs would 

benefit from better integration between the RPP and Milwaukee's larger workforce development 

system.  

 

“Even when local governments establish targeted hiring requirements or goals, contractors and 

union halls retain their central roles for doing the hiring,” says Peterangelo. “Consequently, there 

should be an institutional structure – which we lack here in Milwaukee – to integrate the 

recruitment, screening, and referral of targeted workers into established hiring procedures, 

especially when those targeted are from underrepresented groups that historically have not had easy 

access or experience in construction work.” 

 



 

 

The report concludes with several policy recommendations, including the following: 

 

 Establish participation requirements or goals for more than one target population, such as by 

adding participation goals for minority groups or residents from distressed zip codes.  

 Expand the RPP to cover more development projects, such as by reducing the $1 million 

threshold.  

 Strengthen the role of the RPP in expanding access to apprenticeships and long-term career 

opportunities in the construction trades.  

 Align the RPP more closely with the broader workforce development and placement system, 

perhaps by fully implementing a “first source” recruitment, screening, and referral process. 

 Establish a public-private stakeholder advisory committee to guide the RPP.  

 

The report – which was supported by grant funding from the Greater Milwaukee Foundation and 

Bader Philanthropies – can be accessed at the Forum’s website: www.publicpolicyforum.org.  

 

Milwaukee-based Public Policy Forum, established in 1913 as a local government watchdog, is a 

nonpartisan, nonprofit organization dedicated to enhancing the effectiveness of government and the 

development of southeastern Wisconsin through objective research of public policy issues. 
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