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Introduction

Nearly 300 million people live in the United States today and the number keeps growing. Many areas of
the country that traditionally have relied on citizen volunteers to provide fire protection and emergency
medical services are finding fewer people available or willing to carry on the honorable tradition. The
demand for service grows and the number of providers declines. How are communities’ needs to be
met? Finding the answer to that question is one of the most daunting challenges facing local
governments and fire service leaders all across the country. What is the appropriate level and menu of
emergency services to be offered in the community? How do we assure that those services are delivered
reliably? If not by volunteers, then by whom?

It's an issue of considerable national and local importance. As the March 2004 Blue Ribbon Report by
the Volunteer and Combination Officers Section of the International Association of Fire Chiefs noted, of
the 26,354 fire departments in the country, about three-quarters of them that serve 19,224
communities are staffed by volunteers. The balance—and these numbers have been rising as more
departments are unable to provide adequate services using only volunteers—includes 4,892
departments that operate with a combination of compensated and volunteer staffing and 2,238 that are
fully staffed by paid personnel. The 800,000 volunteer firefighters who today protect large areas of
America number ten percent fewer than 20 years ago. Why the decline?

The answer lies in a combination of factors that reflect our society’s evolution. The growth in population
has meant an increase in the numbers of calls for service just about everywhere in the country, putting
added pressure on the volunteer staffing component and systems. There’s the matter of rising
expectations by citizens in most communities that have led to demands for increasingly sophisticated
services. External drivers, such as legislative mandates, legal considerations, and the need to deal with
the potential threats of terrorism, have all had an impact on volunteers. So have family considerations:
two-job parents, two-earner households, and more competition for personal and family time...they all
factor into the decline in the number of volunteers on the front lines. What does this mean for fire
service and community leaders?

The fire service is evolving as well; in fact, it always has been. As demand for services outstrips resources,
there has been in many areas of the country a natural progression from departments fully staffed by
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volunteers, to some form of combination system, to a fully paid service. The pace of that change is
different from place to place, as are the problems encountered along the way. It depends largely on how
successfully deficiencies, at all levels in organizations, are identified and resolved by the chief officers
and the extent to which appropriate services are delivered successfully.

An evolving and progressive volunteer fire department will encounter a number of service delivery
options before actually migrating into the combination fire service arena. This evolution process, if
managed, can be systematic and prolonged. There is no cookie-cutter approach to staffing an evolving
department, but there are a variety of approaches that have been successful in many communities. This
report will share several of those successful models. As the accompanying chart illustrates, there is a
progression from a purely volunteer-staffed organization to one that is primarily staffed by paid
personnel.
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Volunteer Dominance Paid Dominance

The goal of the fire service is to protect life and property by delivering the highest possible level of
service consistent with need at the lowest possible cost consistent with safety. The goal of this
report is to call attention to some of the strategies and options available to fire service and
community leaders who are looking to do just that.
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Signals of Change

Longtime volunteers often look back on the “way it used to be.” They recall a time when training was
much less demanding and time consuming and the local fire department had fewer responsibilities.
Fires and accidents were pretty much the game. Attendance and training standards were achievable.
There were fewer calls but each was an event that required the assistance of neighbors, who took great
pride in their membership in the local department. The community appreciated their neighbors’ help,
local businesses supported the volunteer fire department, and the call volume was small enough so as
not to interfere with the requirements of the members’ jobs. The system was manageable, the emergen-
cies were mitigated, and it was fun to be a member.

The reality today is that in many communities, to be a contributing, effective firefighter, a person has to
meet significantly higher standards physically, in terms of training, and in terms of time “on the job”
gaining experience. Not everyone has the luxury of time, or in some cases the inclination, to meet those
requirements in today’s hectic environment. Anymore, the fire department is not just a group of people
trained to suppress fire and render first aid. It has become the premiere provider of choice for different
levels of emergency medical services and in many cases transportation, as well as the provider of just
about every other service that is not provided by the police department—hazardous materials response,
high-rise and below-grade rescue, inspections, prevention and education, and community emergency
planning and management, to name a few.

This is not to say that volunteers can’t handle the job, for their abilities and successes are demonstrated
daily in many places from coast to coast and border to border. But where they can not, community and
fire leaders are challenged to meet their community’s needs. In some cases, they will find ways to
reinvigorate the volunteer members of their departments and improve their performance. In others,
they will recognize the need for another type of change, moving to some form of partial or fully paid
department, and they will set out to make it happen.

Indicators for change

A natural evolution for a volunteer department is the growth in services and added responsibilities as the
demographics of the community change. When the system develops problems, people generally know
about them long before they are willing to admit that they need serious attention. For fire department
managers and local government leaders, it is critical that they recognize the signs of problems ahead and
prepare for change before it is forced on them by external circumstances. It is helpful when they
recognize these pointers to change:

Community Growth. Emergency services are directly impacted by community growth—more people,
more businesses, more emergencies. The larger a community, the higher level of service people expect.
In many areas people moving to “suburbs” assume wrongly that emergency services are delivered in the
same way they are provided in the more established cities and towns. A history of community growth
and projected increases in demand can help managers forecast and plan for changes in the delivery of
emergency services. In some cases, population growth projections might even help a department
determine to limit its services based on available staffing.

Community Aging. A fire department’s ability to recruit new members in part depends on the supply of
new, younger people who can be tapped for service. A community’s age profile can be an indicator of
problems ahead. The age factor in your community is revealed by data showing who are moving in and
moving out. If the younger people are moving away, or if schools are showing or expecting declining
enrollment, the fire department may have a difficult time maintaining appropriate levels of service in the
future.

Missed Calls. When an emergency call goes unanswered—a “scratch” on the East Coast or in other
communities a “did not respond”— the fire department has a serious problem, not just because life and
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property are at stake, but also because it is a failure highly visible to the public. Equally serious is a
department’s over-reliance on mutual aid for coverage and the lack of adequate personnel to handle
subsequent calls when primary units are on an assignment

Extended Response Times. When units regularly fail to get out of the fire station in a timely manner
because of inadequate staffing resources, the community is endangered and fire department managers
have a reliability problem. Response time is a critical factor for any fire department determined to
provide appropriate service to the public. It is especially critical for medical calls when the first-due
company fails to respond for whatever reason and an EMS unit responds but fails to meet the
response-time standard, a common occurrence even when mutual aid is not involved.

Reduced Staffing. Units responding with fewer than the required number of people needed to perform
that unit’s functions pose a serious problem for the safety of citizens and the responders. This is another
indicator of reduced service capability.

All of these situations indicate an inconsistency in a department’s ability to provide necessary service,
though not all are necessarily caused by a shortage of volunteer members. Staffing deficits can be related
to other factors, such as changes in local business and industry policies regarding employees leaving the
workplace, the number of volunteers who are employed outside their response areas, a lack of
understanding on the part of new corporate managers of the community’s needs, a tight labor market
driven by rapid community growth, or even members’ apathy. Where workforce restrictions are at play
in the community, they typically lead to daytime response shortages and a significant challenge for the
department.

Other Considerations. While employment issues tend to be the major factor in volunteer staffing
shortages, other factors also contribute. Decreased interest among members who fail to participate
could be the result of unreasonable community expectations, some problem with the fire department’s
internal requirements, or other organizational issues, such as:

B Responsibilities outpace capabilities. Mandated and selected responsibilities and response
commitments exceed the department’s capability to manage outcomes properly. Mandated
responsibilities may have their basis in state statutes or local resolutions, proclamations and
ordinances. Selected responsibilities are response categories that result from self-imposed
obligations to provide a service.

B Inability to raise funds. Growth in the department as it faces new demands outpaces the
volunteers’ ability to raise capital and operational funds.

B Waning political support. A once-supportive political climate begins to falter and less emphasis is
placed on the volunteer-staffed fire company. This becomes noticeable when apparatus is not
replaced, new purchases are postponed, or local government wants the volunteer company to
operate less expensively. The volunteer-staffed fire company needs to be a vital, supportive and
healthy part of the local governmental infrastructure.

B Internal conflict. A department has internal struggles over its mission in the community and that
conflict involves the preservation of the system as a fraternal organization rather than a
service-delivery system.

B Officers filling lower operational positions. Staffing shortages that result in the fire chief driving the
fire truck or fulfilling the responsibilities of other line firefighters is another sign of a serious staffing
problem.

W Mission creep. When first-responder programs that once managed to provide essential services
and also extra staffing for critical events and rescues become subject to all kinds of other
assignments: or to policies that dictate that fire units respond every time an ambulance is
dispatched, chronic staffing shortages can be a problem.

M Controversy. When internal controversy becomes the focal point and public image of the
department, its effectiveness is impaired. Controversy can be inflamed by a poorly managed
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emergency, an event that exceeds the capabilities of the volunteers, or public criticism that home
response is no longer adequate for the number of emergency calls handled by the department.
The problems are exacerbated when the volunteers are unable to reorganize and meet the
increased demands, or when the news begins to publicly question the effectiveness of the service.
Few volunteers join the department to fail or be exposed to a community philosophy that “they
tried hard, but they are just volunteers.”

B Too many jobs, too little time. Another indicator: The department cannot provide fire prevention,
public education or inspection responsibilities because of training and response demands occupy
the time volunteers have to commit.

B Kingdoms come first. Some jurisdictions consider their response areas their “kingdoms.”
Boundary disputes can occur when department leaders fail to understand that the public does not
care what color or name is on the fire truck. The “kingdom” attitude also leads to contentious
working environments with neighboring agencies.

B Lack of budget support. Failure by elected officials to approve budgets that include capital
expenditures for the department is an ominous sign.

B Missed deadlines. When critical administrative deadlines, such as daily response reports, training
records, and legally required documentation are not completed or budget deadlines are not met,
the department’s effectiveness is compromised.

B Catastrophic losses. Catastrophic events, such as the loss of a firefighter or a civilian fatality, focus
great attention on the department, and perhaps its problems and deficits, which can discourage
members.

M Volunteers priced out of the community. In many communities the price of homes and property
taxes makes it difficult for the children of current volunteers or others who have time to volunteer
to live in the community, thus reducing the pool of potential members.

B Demographic Changes. Shifts in the community that drive decisions by current members to
purchase homes outside the fire district are a detriment to member retention.

When the time for change has come

Once a department recognizes there is a need for change, it must examine carefully both the
organization and the options available to it. It is essential that all members of the organization identify
the department’s mission and core values. Whether in the end the change is a revitalized volunteer
organization or a move to some type of paid or part-paid organization, a careful articulation of core
values is critical to the success of the organization. Those core values must be incorporated and
reinforced as employee strategies in new career positions and the core values must be carried
throughout the evolution process. If the members expect the organization to be a mirror of what it once
was, everyone must believe in and apply its core values. If you expect to maintain big city services with
small town pride, the organization must maintain the focus on their core values and reinforce those
values at every opportunity.

Once it is clear that change is necessary to preserve the department’s ability to engage in its core
mission, creating a paid staff is not necessarily the first option to consider. Having the answers to a
number of key questions may help resolve a department’s staffing issues.

Does the department have the right leadership? An initial examination of problems should always
include a review of the fire department’s leadership. The lack of dynamic, adequately prepared leaders
has long been identified as a significant issue for the volunteer fire service. Poor leadership has a
significant impact on the retention rate of volunteers, on a department’s desire and ability to meet new
levels of service demand, and on the quality of the service provided.

Does the department offer benefits and incentives? Benefits are safeguards provided by the community
or the department to protect firefighters and their families against unexpected financial strain should the
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firefighter be injured, disabled or killed while on the job. As demands for service increase, so do the
chances that firefighters will be injured or worse at the emergency scene. Departments need to provide
protection—such as insurance and retirement or wage supplement plans—to ensure that the health,
welfare and financial stability of firefighters and their families are protected. Such benefits are essential
to assure that members are treated as valuable assets.

Incentives can provide motivation for members to improve personal performance and participation.
These are defined by personal or team recognition programs or awards. Young people today, the future
lifeblood of all fire departments, are interested in immediate feedback and that includes benefits and
incentives. It is more cost-effective to pay for benefits than it is to pay people.

It is imperative that the community be involved in determining the level of support for volunteer or
part-time firefighters. How willingly the community provides benefits for them now may help
department leaders gauge its willingness to sustain a combination system, if one is needed.

Are department membership standards appropriate?  Fire department leaders should review
membership standards to ensure that they are appropriate for the services provided. Do you need to
increase requirements to ensure that volunteers have adequate skills to deal with the dominant types of
calls to which the department responds? Does the department really need a requirement that all
members have the expertise and the responsibility to respond to all types of calls?

Can you use diversification strategies? It is critical for department leaders to understand that not
everyone is equal in skills or abilities. Diversification strategies—essentially, not everyone in the
department has to be proficient in all the jobs in the department—can be helpful in attracting new
members. Diversification strategies are fairly simple. Recruit subject-matter experts for the different
disciplines within the department. You can take advantage of that to attract new members and take
pressure off of a small group of dedicated responders. For example, you might recruit from a number of
professions within the community that deal with hazardous materials. Attract and train those individuals
as volunteers and use them when chemical emergencies are dispatched. By implementing
diversification strategies, you may actually improve your volunteer base by reducing the demand on all
your members and enhancing their subject-matter expertise.

Trim the non-essentials. Review your organization’s mission and values and identify the essential
functions and services it is required to deliver. A review can, in some cases, lead to reducing or
eliminating nonessential services. Remember, you can’t be all things to all people.

Transitioning from the present system—alternative delivery systems

When it is clear that the present system is not working well, departments can follow a progressive path
that leads from a completely volunteer-staffed organization to one that is staffed by some combination
of volunteer and paid personnel. A department can stop anywhere along the path when that step leads
to a satisfactory resolution of the community’s fire department problem. The stop may be transitory or it
could be permanent. The incremental approach helps a community achieve the best possible resolution
of its issues at the lowest cost. Here are steps along the progressive path:

B Divide volunteer members into on-call duty shifts to ensure adequate coverage.

B Develop a program for volunteers to provide 24 hour coverage. Shift coverage needs to be
flexible to accommodate individual commitments of 4, 6, 8 or 24 hours. Allow flexibility of start
times and lengths of shifts to accomplish the coverage.

B Convert all-volunteer members to pay-per-call members, financially rewarding their participation.

M Implement regional response coverage and develop station-specific expertise.

B Develop Standard Operating Procedures or Standard Operating Guidelines.
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M Establish a paid-on-call system, allowing the chief the flexibility to actually schedule shift coverage
with financial compensation, essentially setting up part-time employee contracts with the
volunteers.

Create paid-on-call positions for specific job functions such as training, public education,
inspections or administrative duties.

Consider part-time employees specifically hired to provide coverage for inconsistent and sporadic
volunteer coverage.

Establish full-time career positions for daily shift coverage and completing administrative duties
while supporting and maintaining a predominantly volunteer system.

Convert a predominantly volunteer department to a 50/50 split, or predominantly career
department where volunteers assume the supportive role.

Any of these solutions requires a new level of commitment, planning and consideration.

Typically, paid personnel are brought in to take on administrative duties or provide coverage for
specialty services such as hazardous materials or technical rescue at a county or regional level, freeing
volunteer firefighters to provide core services. (When an organization begins to pay personnel an hourly
wage, they are subject to the Fair Labor Standards Act.) Doing so also sets the stage for more cooperative
efforts on a regional basis. Regionalization of services clearly has a future in the volunteer fire service,
providing economic relief and maximizing, not competing for, available volunteers.

Transitioning to a combination system

Communities need to understand the forces that drive departments to consider transitioning, which
may include hiring paid firefighters. Doing so is critical to a successful transition. The community’s
expectations about services and what they should include must guide how the fire department deploys
and seeks additional resources. Such expectations are best identified in the local government by finding
the balance between expectations of service and what the available funding is will support. These
expectations can be expressed in the form of response goals that provide the fire department a
benchmark for success. It is important that goals are not set internally. Sometimes the fire service
choose what they “think” is right and move forward with the goal. Community feedback is essential to
determining the correct path to the future.

Sample performance goals include:

Average time from dispatch to response.

Average time from response to arrival.

Average time on scene with basic or advanced life support.

Number of certified/qualified firefighters assembled on scene within a defined time period (NFPA
1720).

Generation of proper fire flow (as defined by locality / ISO expectations) within a defined time

period.

Such data can provide “dashboards” (analogous to the array of gauges in a car) for the fire department
and the local government to use in determining how the department’s performance measures up to
community expectations. Organizational dashboards provide a way to monitor in real time compliance
with organizational goals. Translated to the fire service, the department can monitor response goals in
real time and adjust response strategies accordingly. The system will be performing efficiently when the
organization is in full compliance with the goals and expectations set by the community. When goals
and expectations are not being met, the department needs to re-evaluate how it operates.
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In volunteer and combination systems other dashboards may be used to monitor performance and
progress in other areas besides response. Other benchmarks include:

B Average volunteer retention rate.

B Average annual recruitment and associated demographics.

B Average call per volunteer.

M Various fund-raising data.

M Less government taxing support.

B Controlling the cost of recruiting, hiring and training new personnel.

Such information can be used to monitor the health of the organization based on what is deemed
important by the stakeholders, but it isn’t determined in a vacuum. It takes a plan.

Strategic Planning

What is a Strategic Plan?

The development of a strategic plan is an important aspect of the evolution process. Fire executives who
adopt a strategic plan for transition are better able to predict and manage change successfully. Strategic
planning for an evolving department requires a commitment from the department’s leadership and
members and also from elected officials and other leaders in the community. Developing a strategic
plan without involving community partners and stakeholders lessens chances for success.

Fire chiefs, presidents, and elected officials are often so preoccupied with immediate issues that they
lose sight of their ultimate goals. That’s why a preparation of a strategic plan is a necessity. A plan is not a
recipe for sure success, but without it a fire department is much more likely to fail. A sound plan should:

B Serve as a framework for decisions or for securing support/approval.

B Provide a basis for more detailed planning.

B Incorporate detailed plans that include timelines, assignments and evaluations.

B Explain the services provided to others in order to inform, motivate and involve.

B Assist bench marking and performance monitoring.

M Stimulate change and become the building block for next plan within established timelines.

Preparing a strategic plan involves a multi-step process addressing vision, mission, objectives, values,
strategies, goals and programs. When you develop a strategic plan, you must involve all the stakeholders
if you hope to be successful.

The Vision

Your first step is to develop a realistic Vision for the department. Present it as a picture of the community
and the department in three or more years’ time, stated in terms of the department’s likely growth and
development.

The Mission

Describe the nature of a fire department in terms of its Mission, which indicates the purpose. Some
people confuse mission statements with value statements (see chart on next page)—the former should
be very hard-nosed, while the latter can deal with “softer” issues surrounding the business.

The Values

This element expresses the Values governing the operation of the department and its conduct or
relationships with society at large, employees, local community and other stakeholders.
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The Objectives

It is essential that you state the fire department’s business Objectives in terms of the results it needs or
wants to achieve in the medium and/or long terms. Objectives should relate to the expectations and
requirements of all the major stakeholders, including employees, and should reflect the underlying
reasons for operating the department.

The Strategies

Strategies reflect the roles and guidelines by which the mission, objectives and the like may be
achieved. They can be developed using a SWOT analysis to identify strengths, identify and resolve
weaknesses, identify and exploit opportunities, and identify and avoid threats.

The Goals

Goals are specific interim or ultimate time-based measurements to be achieved by implementing
strategies in pursuit of the objectives. Goals should be quantifiable, consistent, realistic and achievable.

The Programs

The final elements are the Programs that set out the implementation plans for the key strategies. These
should cover resources, objectives, timescales, deadlines, budgets and performance targets.

(Had ___Soft

What business is / does Reason for existence

Primary products / services Competitive advantages

Key processes and technologies Unique / distinctive features
Main customer groups Important philosophical / social
Primary markets / segments issues

Principal channels / outlets Image, quality, style standards

Stakeholder concerns

Designing a Combination System

The transition from an all-volunteer department to a combination system works best when the system is
developing through detailed communication and strategic planning, rather than blind evolution. Many
departments have evolved into an awkward conglomerate of resources with little thought given to
system design and functionality and the long-term effects such a transition may have on the future of the
organization. In many cases the evolution process is made more difficult by a lack of stable leadership.
The revolving door process for selecting leaders within the volunteer fire service creates a difficult
structure to overcome in developing long-range plans. In addition, the election of officers requires a
constant political campaign, creating a significant strain on the organization’s ability to evolve. This
paper strongly recommends that the officers” selection process eliminates elections and focuses on
credentialing with performance factors.

Casualties of Transition

As departments approach the task of transitioning from an all-volunteer organization to another form of
deployment, they need to be aware of a variety of pitfalls. It is common for such transitions to be
emotionally charged events for those closely involved, and emotions often lead to serious mistakes.
When emotions are allowed to overtake rationality, departments should expect some limited attrition of

VOLUNTEER AND COMBINATION OFFICERS SECTION =]



volunteers. Casualties could be significant but the vast majority of the volunteer members, even though
some may be skeptical and cautious, will be willing to work through the issues and contribute
meaningfully to improve the department. The same dangers apply to paid personnel. Those who are
unable to integrate effectively with volunteer firefighters will quickly become a liability to the system.
They seldom last if the department leadership recognizes and addresses the issues.

Another common casualty of transition results from avoiding sensitive issues and dodging conflict. Some
departments may deem themselves “combination” simply because they utilize both career and
volunteer personnel, but closer examination may show they are organizations in which paid firefighters
are segregated from volunteer firefighters and there is little cooperation and integration between the
two. This type of system is best described as “dual” rather than combination. While some dual
departments function successfully in the short term, their division makes issues between the two groups
stand out even more, and they miss out on many of the advantages a combination system brings. Poorly
managed “dual” systems often become “duel” systems that are destined to fail.

Some indicators of a dual system include:

I Volunteers operating in different quarters than paid staff.

B Volunteers riding on separate apparatus than paid staff.

I Separate rules and regulations used.

B One group receiving better equipment and apparatus than the other.
B Rank structures and supervision not integrated.

B No opportunity for social interaction.

Departments should work to ensure system fairness for all parties. Integrating personnel fosters
relationships that help to sustain the system.

An effective indicator of transition casualties is the retention rate of the minority component of the
organization. If the paid component of the organization is in the minority and the retention rates are less
than two vyears, it is likely that issues exist that are driving these firefighters away. Likewise, if the
volunteers serve as the minority and retention rates are declining, it is likely issues are present that have
negative impacts on the organization. The key to avoiding these issues is to ensure that everyone fully
understands the core values of the organization and is committed to its mission.

Basic Design Models

Part-Time Power
Paid On Call Shift
Staffing Occurs
Options

Conflict
Starts

Population Growth
Population Growth

Population

Emergency Responses
Emergency Responses
Emergency Responses

Volunteers/
Benefits

Volunteers
Volunteers
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A department should conduct a cost/benefit analysis during system design to determine which model
will function most efficiently for its locality. System design needs to recognize that
volunteer/paid-on-call personnel are paid only for work performed. Career firefighters are paid for the
POTENTIAL to be used. This does not mean that one is better than the other but it implies that
department managers need to clearly understand the differences between the two as they relate to cost.

Some of the benefits/risks of the common system designs include:
All-Volunteer System

M Reduced labor costs.

B High-volume staffing during major emergencies such as natural disasters. Such influxes of
manpower may be contingent on employers allowing volunteer employees to leave work during
such events.

Volunteers are willing or able to take off work to assist.

Salary cost avoidance, which can be diverted to essential equipment and apparatus.
Unpredictable response from volunteer staff.

Volunteer systems can be more challenging to coordinate because of intermittent or sporadic
participation from various members.

Can rely on individual response rather than system response to meet call load, thus resulting in
unpredictable service levels.

Combination System

B Can consist of any combination of career, volunteer, paid-on-call and part-time personnel.

M Enhanced staffing deployment as combination systems can capitalize on both the stability of a
paid system and the manpower of the volunteer system during a major emergency, providing
greater depth for staffing.

B Salary cost avoidance, which can free funds for essential equipment and apparatus.

M True integration of available resources and distribution of talent resulting in greater efficiency.

All-Paid System

M Consistent staffing providing predictable service level.

B Expensive due to increased salary and benefits requirements.

M Can lack depth during major emergencies because once multiple shifts have been deployed in a
major incident, few resources are left to cover other service demands.

Another vital consideration when designing a combination system is identification of the stakeholders in
the department. These stakeholders may include volunteers, employees, the fire department’s
management, local government interests, citizens and even the news media. A group of stakeholders
should be convened early in the process to identify the obstacles to change and the processes to be used
for over coming them. The creation of a combination system can be challenging by its very nature and
great care should be used to facilitate the change process.

Establishing Authority

One of the most controversial aspects of designing a combination system is establishing a clear line of
authority and chain of command. Avoiding this challenge will breed animosity and mistrust over time, so
it is critical that the lines be drawn early in the process. No matter if the chief will be paid or volunteer,
the local government must empower the chief officer to lead the system as a whole. The local
government — the “boss” — should be prepared to stand behind the chief as the transition progresses,
even when political battles ensue, as they most likely will. Establishing local ordinances, resolutions or
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regulations that clearly define the authority of the fire chief and empower the position holder to
effectively lead the organization is vital to success in the combination system.

Selecting a chief to lead a combination system is a delicate task. Leading a combination system should
be approached as a specialty, and care should be taken to seek out candidates that have experience in
this field. A qualified candidate should possess experience in dealing with both volunteer and paid
personnel and have a leadership style that is conducive to conflict resolution and facilitation. Failure to
select a candidate for chief with the appropriate experience and background can challenge the ability of
the combination system to be successful. There is nothing that requires a chief in a combination system
to be paid. The selection process for a chief in a combination system should not include term limits or an
election, but should be based on common hiring practices. Equally dangerous is the philosophy that a
chief from a fully career department automatically has the ability to motivate and supervise volunteers.

Subordinate officer selection can also be challenging. The selection of Assistant Chiefs and Deputy
Chiefs should follow the same model outlined for the selection of the Chief. As captains, engine
company officers, and other supervisory positions are created and people selected, the system’s success
is very much dependant on their enthusiasm and commitment to a combination system. They have to
recognize and support the overall philosophy of a combination system and clearly understand their role
in making it productive and successful. A promotional process should be in place that takes into account
experience, education, service, testing and evaluation. Detrimental to this philosophy would be a
career officer’s inflated sense of rank based merely on wage compensation. Conversely, a volunteer
officer’s assumptions that the majority of “mopping up” duties are to be left to paid personnel defeats
the cooperative nature essential to the mission of the department.

Substantial benefits can be derived from educating all the department members on the strengths and
weaknesses of the system and clearly outlining the expectations of all the firefighters. It is important to
ensure that career staff members understand they become informal leaders regardless of their rank
because of their frequent exposure to emergency calls and the expertise they develop. Thus, every
career firefighter is potentially a mentor who is expected to help others, including volunteers, capitalize
on opportunities to improve, excel, and build confidence.

Local officials who believe that a system can always operate more cheaply have affected more than one
well-organized and productive combination fire system. Sometimes their lack of knowledge about your
department’s history, the significant events that have formed it, its struggle for change, and the
acceptance of its services by the public seem inconsequential when the time comes to balance budgets.
Combination systems have a difficult challenge showing their cost effectiveness because there is no
rebate of the monies saved or refund being returned to the funding entities.

It is imperative that local officials understand their obligation in this kind of system. Reducing the need
for career positions saves the community substantial amounts of money that can be reinvested in other
critical infrastructure. It is their responsibility to ensure that all firefighters have good equipment,
apparatus, sufficient funds for overtime pay to allow career and volunteer members to train together,
and capital to invest in new technology. Those issues make the system complete and they ensure that all
the stakeholders have a vested interest in success.

Communication & Policy Development

Communication is essential in a successful combination system. The fire department leadership should
constantly facilitate communication between paid and volunteer personnel and work tirelessly to
manage information and dispel rumors. Leadership must constantly maintain open communications
with elected officials and government authorities. Including stakeholders in the development of policies
and procedures will help to develop ownership in the combination system and create transparency that
will help avoid unnecessary conflicts. Both volunteer and paid members of the organization have special
considerations that should be taken into account when developing policies. Time is often a major issue
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with volunteers who must juggle other jobs and family obligations, while paid members may be more
interested in working conditions and wages. Each perspective should be considered valid and
accommodations reached that allow both groups to succeed within their own abilities.

Job Descriptions and Expectations

It is imperative that all members of the organization understand their responsibilities and expectations.
People often join an organization expecting one thing and then experience something quite different
and over time they develop negative attitudes.

The job description must identify the specific roles and responsibilities of each member of the
organization. Remember, paid personnel are being compensated for the work they do, but this does not
mean that any less is expected from the volunteers.

The expectations of leadership are the same whether career or volunteer members hold top positions.
These expectations are the same for firefighters as well. Being trained and competent is not determined
by a paycheck but by the level of commitment. Everyone should be expected to be trained and
competent; a paycheck or lack of one is not an excuse for incompetence.

Focus is important to any organization. If leaders fail to provide a focus, the members will develop their
own, and their focus most likely will be centered on themselves and not the organization. Job
descriptions and expectations help keep the members focused.

One specific responsibility of the career firefighter should be to help mentor the volunteers. The
mentoring process should be spelled out in the Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) manual. This helps
the volunteers grow and develop in their abilities and skills. Ultimately the volunteers will be able to
function at a much higher level as a result of mentoring.

In addition, the career firefighter should help identify and correct problems within the fire department.
It is no longer someone else’s responsibility to solve problems.

Well thought out job descriptions and expectations can do much to keep the organization running
smoothly. They help all members stay on the same page.

Clearly defined expectations, along with an evaluation system, will provide an excellent tool for
managing the transition. The expectation model must include an analysis and evaluation of each
individual’s ability to function as a team member. Department leaders must enforce the model once it is
set, but they should modify it when circumstances invalidate expectations. Maintaining expectations
that no longer apply to the organizational structure can lead to conflict. The change model can be
learned and implemented as long as management continues to understand that change is inevitable and
most likely will produce improved service levels.

Sustaining a Combination System

Ensuring that a combination system stays focused requires constant maintenance and leadership. Local
government and fire department leaders must embrace the combination philosophy and be prepared to
endure intense scrutiny and political pressure. Leaders within the local government and fire department
must regularly recommit to the combination mission and keep both paid and volunteer firefighters
focused on service delivery.

The underlying philosophy of a combination system is improved service at a reduced cost. A
combination department needs to be recognized for its value as a cost avoidance tool that reduces the
need for employing full time career firefighters. Local officials should support the department with
adequate funds committed to maintaining modern apparatus, protective gear and other equipment,
and investment in improved technology.
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Adequate allowance for overtime pay is necessary to ensure that all firefighters can train together, most
likely on a schedule that ensures maximum participation by volunteers.

Monitoring the retention rate and/or general treatment of the minority group becomes a good indicator
of how the combination system is performing and provides a mechanism for making internal changes.

Tactical Equality

One of the secrets of successful combination fire departments is full integration of career and volunteer
firefighters at a tactical level. The concept is simple although it can be challenging to implement if you
are already a combination department that is not so integrated. Tactical integration pays big dividends
for the department and the community by improving emergency scene operations and increasing
volunteer longevity.

Tactical equality recognizes that all positions, from firefighter through senior fire officer, require formal
training and education to meet the expected performance level. Members of an evolving system must
understand the complex issues facing the department and community and the serious nature of the
service.

Officer promotions should be based on certification, tenure, experience and proficiencies in technical
skills as well as soft skills, such as interpersonal communication.

Tactical equality is achievable if your department provides performance-based, certifiable training and
the opportunity for the volunteer and career firefighters to train at the same time. This establishes a
respect for the rank and the achievement to obtain the position and less emphasis on whether it is filled
by a volunteer or career member. Position and rank are not affected by time of day or the day of the
week. The attitude toward rank for everyone should be, “You earned it, you own it.”

The importance of joint training and interaction means that it should be supported by adequate overtime
funds to ensure training with the volunteers is a formal expectation of the job for the career employee.

One obstacle to tactical equality can be a requirement that volunteers meet training standards that are
common in paid settings. The time commitment required to complete the training is an issue with many
volunteers. Fire service professional standards and accreditation organizations should develop ways to
incorporate performance-based training concepts into certification courses that allow students to gain
qualification based on actual abilities rather than classroom hours.

Implementing this philosophy while the department is still a volunteer-staffed organization can improve
the quality of officers available for promotion. Of equal importance, it fosters a cultural change that will
dictate the value and respect that are placed on volunteer personnel long after career firefighters are
incorporated into the system.

Resource Deployment Options

When looking at resource deployment of your department make sure that you consider all the options,
thinking outside the framework of normal deployment systems and keeping all your search avenues open.
It is imperative that leadership does not compare and try to create a system emulating large departments.
Focus on what your department should be and create a model that is effective and efficient for your
community.

Deployment can be a very simple or an extensive and costly process. As we look at the objectives of
deployment (NFPA 1710/1720) we need to take into consideration items such as:

B Proper number of personnel.
M Time for response & delivery.
M Apparatus.
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Deployment should take into account a means of getting the proper staffing, needed tools, and required
resources to a predetermined location to effectively and efficiently mitigate the emergency. There
should never be a differential between adequate “hardware” resources and payroll.

Some personnel deployment options include paging by radio, pager, or cell phone. Other items to
consider are duty assignments allowing for the best utilization of staff, or working out a system that will
provide required staffing without the traditional “everyone respond” or the use of several pieces of
apparatus just to gain necessary staffing.

The fire service often utilizes apparatus as “expensive” taxis to bring together numbers of personnel
rather than calling the proper apparatus for the performance needed. Departments should identify the
required level of apparatus and staffing based on type of call, and then look at alternate means of
transporting personnel, such as utility vehicles or command vehicles. It is not always prudent to buy
bigger apparatus just to carry personnel. Another option is to manage personal vehicle deployment, but
this method requires significant discipline to assure accountability and safety considerations.

Departments should have a method of monitoring the number of personnel responding to incidents so
management can determine if sufficient staffing is going to be available to deliver the required service.

Staffing management is key to assuring the proper number of personnel on an incident scene.
Assignment of duty hours or days or shifts can ensure proper staffing and help avoid overstaffing. Having
each member assigned a time slot and/or a service function can regulate the number of members who
respond to a call type so that the result is needed deployment but not overdeployment. This may also
provide a more reliable time commitment for the volunteer.

Note: When attempting to define the timing element of your deployment system, you must consider the
time for a response and the actual time required for the delivery of the service, which could be vastly
different. A good reference for assistance in determining response and delivery times is NFPA 1720:
Standard for the Organization and the Deployment, or a copy of the Fire Service Standards of Cover.

Looking at some nontraditional means of deployment could help solve overstaffing or understaffing
concerns that often burden your department’s service deployment. Reviewing all deployment
opportunities will save the embarrassment of lack of proper resource development during the time of
need.

Regional Response and Mutual Aid

It may be time to ask, “Can we be all things to all people?” Can two or three departments provide the
needed services for the community versus parallel systems for each department?

The concept of regional response can help reduce the service-delivery burden felt by many fire
departments today. Using this concept, fire departments can stop duplicating resources and services.
This saves both time and money for the local community and addresses gaps in specialized response.

A relevant question is, “Do each of two fire departments that are located three miles from each other
need two tankers and an aerial? Isn’t it possible for one department to have two tankers and the other
department an aerial?” Look at the possible savings that an agreement like this could mean for both
communities. Although 1SO ratings may affect these considerations, the fire service leaders must
determine the best deal for the dollar and the best way to provide service to the community. Never
allow ISO to be the driving factor. If your system is effective, your ISO rating will improve.

During the day two departments have a total of five people on staff. There are two people at one
department and three in another. Could we place all five in one station to enhance the staffing? Now the
first responding truck has a total of five instead of the possibility of only two. However resources are
deployed, a minimum of four people per apparatus dispatched should be assembled on the fire ground.
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With the needs of the community as the primary driver, fire department leaders can develop many
possible solutions. Never design a system to handle the worst-case scenario. Design it to properly
address the vast majority of your responses. It may be that one department will no longer be the expert
in all areas. Instead, each department in an area may have a specialty and its services can be offered to
the region in exchange for specialized services from other departments. Regionalization of services can
reduce the burden on many of the nation’s fire departments.

The concept of mutual aid is sometimes abused. Departments that are unable to answer an initial call
will rely on mutual aid to cover the alarm. This increases the burden on the other department. True
mutual aid should be utilized when back-to-back calls are received, or when an incident is bigger than
the resources that are on hand and additional people or equipment is needed.

The Impact of Emergency Medical Services (EMS)

EMS calls have created a strain for many fire/EMS systems as a result of increases in call volume. It is
much easier to get people to volunteer for 150 fire calls than it is for 400 calls. The higher the call
volume, the more strain that is placed on the personnel.

Even departments that don’t provide EMS patient transports but only first response care are feeling the
impact of higher run volumes due primarily to national issues related to health care conditions. To
compound this, many stand-alone EMS systems are expecting and relying on fire departments to assist
them on various EMS calls. In addition, EMS certifications have become a significant burden for
volunteer and career members that results in additional costs and time commitments.

The EMS system benefits from this arrangement with the fire department’s first responders in several
ways. First, they can reduce the number of EMS units needed to cover a specific area. Fire departments
are usually strategically located throughout the community. This allows for quick response and timely
coverage, so in many cases the fire department will be on-scene before the EMS unit.

Some EMS systems will rely on the first responder to assist with lifting, CPR and other labor-intensive
tasks. By doing this the EMS system reduces its cost of doing business, since the fire department is doing
what additional EMS personnel would normally do, thus increasing the run volume.

Another aspect to consider is that some fire departments have consolidated fire and EMS operations.
Although run volumes are increased substantially, additional revenue can be generated through EMS
billing and additional services are provided for the community.

This additional service is good for the public image of the department and the additional revenue can
provide money to help support a part-time, paid-on-call or combination system.

EMS can create many challenges for the local fire department. New methods for dealing with the
challenges of EMS growth must be identified for the specific community. How the department deals
with the EMS issue will ultimately determine its success. People expect to summon an ambulance for
any reason at any time and be confident that someone will show up in a short period of time to transport
them where they need to go. This public expectation becomes a huge burden when you staff with
volunteers via home response. Even in a combination system this can create situations where
nonessential EMS calls are taking up so much of the paid staff’s time that other duties are not being
completed. Most volunteers join for the excitement and the thrill associated with saving lives, but most
EMS calls are not full of excitement and thrills. If peoples’” expectations for service are to be met, they
need to be aware that there are costs associated with it delivery. The cost of providing ambulance
service in most cases must include career/part-time paid staffing.

Part-time Staffing as an Alternative

There are alternatives to operating a combination department. One is transitioning from an
all-volunteer system to one of all part-time firefighters. The part-time employee program can be
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designed around the specific needs of the department. It is dynamic in nature and can grow as the needs
of the department change.

Under this system the volunteers are hired as part-time employees. Stations are staffed with part-time
members around the clock or during peak call times. This allows for staffing that is comparable to that of
the career department at a fraction of the cost to the community.

The administrators of the department can decide, based on run volume, the number of staff members
needed on each shift. Shifts can vary in any degree of time blocks. Members can work their normal
full-time job and sign up for shifts when they are available. Managers must be capable of making creative
shift assignments. If a call requires more personnel than are on duty, members responding from home or
work are paid from the time the call comes in until they are placed back in service and all equipment is
made ready for the next run.

The pay scale for this system can be flexible. One example would be to pay those who are trained as
firefighters in one pay range while paying basic EMTs and paramedics another range. This makes sense
especially in those departments with high EMS call volumes.

EXAMPLE:

FIREFIGHTER ONLY $ 7.00 per hour
FIREFIGHTER/EMT $ 10.00 per hour
FIREFIGHTER/PARAMEDIC $ 13.00 per hour

Under this system the members are paid more for education. A firefighter wanting to earn more money
can return to train for a higher paying position and be paid at the level upon achieving certification. In
addition to education, this system pays for performance compensating employees for what they do.

Scheduling must be monitored to prevent overtime and creating Fair Labor Standards issues.

The cost of the part-time system compared to the full-time system is greatly reduced. The need for many
benefits is reduced when part-time employees are working full time at another career. For example, a
department with 50 part-time members would save nearly $400,000 by not providing healthcare
benefits. (50 employees X $8,000 per employee = $400,000)

There are intrinsic benefits to this system as well. The volunteer is now a paid employee. This can
increase pride and he or she may feel more valued by the organization.

Leadership Selection

To ensure a healthy organization, it is imperative that strong leaders are selected for officer positions.
Just because an individual is a good firefighter does not guarantee that he or she will perform well as an
officer. Sometimes, technical skills are confused with leadership skills. Both are important but
remember you are selecting a leader, not a “head firefighter.” This means that special considerations
must be taken in selecting those who have the ability to lead.

Leadership is a skill that can be learned and developed, but the leader must also have certain
characteristics to ensure success. First, integrity gives the officer credibility. If the officer compromises his
integrity, credibility is lost, and when credibility is lost his effectiveness is lost as well.

Leaders cannot lead where they cannot see. Therefore the officer must have a clear and distinct vision.
Where does he see the organization moving? What will the organization look like in the future? Even a
frontline officer must be able to see where he would like the people under his command to move. Once
this vision is created, the officer must communicate it to the people and get them excited about it.
People must buy into it if the vision is to become reality.
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The officer must maintain integrity even when it hurts. In other words, the officer chooses to do what is
best for the people and the organization even when another choice would benefit the officer.

Ask employees what they want from their bosses, and most often the answer is character and fairness.
People want to be led by someone they can trust. And when trust is high, overall performance will
increase.

Next, the officer must have a good attitude, be optimistic about the future, and focus on the positive
more than the negative without avoiding problems.

An effective officer will also demonstrate a caring attitude for the firefighters, the organization and the
community in which he serves. To put it bluntly, “If you don’t care, then get out of the organization or at
a minimum, get out of the position of leadership and influence.” The officer sets the tone for the
organization. If he is negative and constantly complaining, he creates a negative work environment that
acts as a cancer spreading throughout the department. If an officer has a “no” attitude, or a “we cannot
do that” attitude, the members will adopt the same philosophy. Eventually this will head into a
downward spiral of defeat.

The officer must have self-discipline. Self-discipline is defined as “knowing what | need to do, not
wanting to do it, but doing it anyway.” Self-discipline demonstrates the officer’s ability to stay cool under
pressure. He tends to do what is right for the organization instead of what is popular.

Courage is an important trait for any officer at any level. Courage allows the officer to make tough
decisions even when he knows he will be challenged. Courage allows the officer to show a healthy
confidence in doing the job.

Another characteristic important to the officer is humility. A good officer is not driven by ego but by a
value system that recognizes right from wrong. The humble leader will admit when he is wrong instead
of pointing the blame elsewhere (self-esteem is managed internally) and will work to correct mistakes.
Humble leaders are in their positions for the right reasons. They are transparent with nothing to hide and
nothing to prove. They are there to serve the people they lead.

Effective officers seek excellence in all that they do. They constantly look for better ways of doing things.
They learn from their mistakes and educate themselves on a continual basis. They strive to do the best
they can in all situations. At the same time, successful officers understand that decision-making is a
constant process of assessing risk versus gain or cost. So they incorporate into their decision process a
“real