Fire Service Management Letter Summary

The Town of New Gloucester contracted with Municipal Resources, Inc. (MRI) to develop a management letter that provides an overview and perspective on current issues impacting the New Gloucester Fire Department. The goal was to perform an analysis of the Department to identify current issues and challenges, as well as potential threats that could frustrate the Department’s success in years to come. 
As the report is written in the form of a management letter and includes issues related to the performance of staff members, it contains personnel information and cannot be released in its entirety to the public. 
Organizational Structure 
Recommendations:
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The Chief should schedule an officers meeting at least monthly and should use this meeting to discuss the direction of the Department, training, operational procedures and to work on issues and concerns of the officer core. This meeting should be held before any training sessions with the membership of the Department, so that the information can be properly disseminated down the ranks. 
· The Chief should schedule and facilitate a nominal group process to identify issues, collaborate on solution and set organizational priorities. 
· To stress the fact that the New Gloucester Fire Department remains primarily a call department, supplemented by a per diem staff, the Department’s second in command should be a call position with some administrative weekly responsibilities.  
· In addition to their normal emergency scene operational duties and station management responsibilities, all officers should have one or more administrative duties/responsibilities to assist the Fire Chief with the Department’s overall management. 
· Approve an organizational structure that meets the needs of the Department today and gives a clear chain of command for all staff to follow. 
· The Chief should enhance internal communication and send every member a weekly email that provides and updates department operation, changes, incident response, organizational policy and provides a platform to recognize department members. 
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Recommendations:
· The New Gloucester Fire Department should make it a priority to improve its first unit on scene response times, including the adoption of a standard of cover (SOC), for the Town. 
· With New Gloucester covering only 48.6 square miles, the Department should adopt standard of cover benchmarks, in order to have the first unit responding to emergency incidents within one minute of dispatch (staffed station), and have the first unit on the scene within eight minutes after responding to all types of calls, 90% of the time. 
· The New Gloucester Fire Department should work with the communities listed on each of the “Desk Box Assignments”, to assure the number and qualification of the staffing that they will be sending on the assignments. 
Staffing
Recommendations:
· Review the Department roster and look to the members with low participation and find out what can be done to increase their involvement. Work with these members to increase their participation within a pre-determined time frame. 
· The New Gloucester Fire Department should set a minimum criterion for members to remain in active status. This criteria should include both minimum training and response to incidents for a determined time period (one year). This criterion should also allow for members to go into an inactive status for a period of time due to approved circumstances. It would be important for an inactive status member to make up any important training prior to being put back on active status. 
· The Department should encourage basic training and certification. Members should be sponsored and supported in their efforts to attain firefighter ½ certification. 
· With the majority of the incidents being medical emergencies, the Department should look to increase the number of Paramedics to assure this level of service can be maintained 24 hours a day, seven days a week while reducing the number of shifts covered by the Chief. 
· Working with a training officer; more training should be planned and delivered. In an effort to keep members interested in training the Department should be creative and offer training that is outside the normal programs. 
Automatic and Mutual Aid Practices
Recommendations:
· In consultation and cooperation with its neighboring departments, the New Gloucester Fire Department should enter into formal automatic aid agreements that specify the number and types of resources that should be dispatched immediately to various types of reported emergencies, such as structure fires. These recommendations should be based upon a community-wide risk management process and/or pre-fire/incident plan.
· The New Gloucester Fire Department should consider the adoption of an SOC with the goal of attempting to have at least 16 personnel on the scene of any reported structure fire within 14 minutes. 
· The New Gloucester Fire Department should formalize short-term automatic/ mutual aid agreements that allow for qualified command staff to assume operation incident control of emergency incidents in New Gloucester, while reporting to the Fire Chief.  
Facility and Apparatus
Recommendations:
· The existing automatic fire alarm system should be upgraded to include appropriate heat and smoke detection devices throughout the entire station. This system should not only be equipped with both audible and visible warning devices, it should automatically transmit an alarm to either the police dispatch center, or an approved central monitoring station. The system should be tested and inspected on at least an annual basis. 
· Consideration should be given to equipping the station with carbon monoxide detectors that may be able to be tied to the fire alarm system. This is an important feature with staff now living in the building 24/7.
· Review and update the Capital Improvement Plan (CIP) with vehicles and equipment, as well as look to increase the annual Reserve appropriation amount over a period of time in order to cover the expenses. 
· Replacement of the Squad vehicle should take place as soon as possible. Consideration of a much smaller vehicle should be explored that will still allow for the mission of the vehicle. The Department should explore the purchase of a “mini pumper” in the future. This type of vehicle is now being utilized more and more in New England, with great success. 
· Many departments are utilizing the smaller pump to transport staff to medical emergencies and still have a smaller compliment of equipment, water, and hoses to safely respond to calls and are backed up with a normal response of full-size apparatus. The use of Compressed air foam makes this unit very effective in combating small fires.
· In order for the New Gloucester Fire Department to continue to be able to provide service to the community if there are simultaneous or overlapping incidents, multiple patients from a single incident, or when the ambulance is out of service for maintenance or repair, a second ambulance should be added to the fleet. With the current ambulance nearly five years old and still in good condition, MRI recommends that the Town include funding for the purchase of a new ambulance in the FY 2021 capital budget at town meeting. By the time this new ambulance is delivered, the current vehicle will be seven years old and can be moved back into the role of a reliable second unit. 
· The New Gloucester Fire Department should explore a multi-purpose four-wheel drive SUV type vehicle in the future. This vehicle should be equipped and used for day to day business use, equipped to respond to medical emergencies (especially in limited cleared streets or driveways during the winter months) as well at operate as a command post for multi alarms or any large-scale type incident.
Qualifications, Training, and Selection of Officers
Recommendations:
· The New Gloucester Fire Department, with the support of the Town of New Gloucester, should make it a priority to develop and implement a plan for providing and requiring that all fire personnel, both per diem and call, attend, and successfully complete, a state sponsored training program that will result in their achieving basic Firefighter I/II certification. 
· All officer positions, from lieutenant to fire chief, should be filled based upon the member’s firefighting/emergency services training, certifications, and experience, commensurate with the position being sought, along with successful completion of a formal, rank appropriate assessment process, and a basic practical skills evaluation. 
· The New Gloucester Fire Department should ensure that all department members are trained/certified to the minimal NIMS level required for their duties/responsibilities and ranks. In addition to the basic I-100/I-700 training mandated; it is MRI’s recommendation that all officers should be trained to the ICS-300 level. All chief level officers should be trained to the ICS-400 level. 
· The New Gloucester Fire Department should require its chief officers, and strongly encourage its call officers, to obtain a certain level of fire officer certification as a job requirement, such as Fire Officer I for lieutenant, Fire Officer III for deputy fire chief, and Fire Officer Level IV for Fire Chief. 
· The New Gloucester Fire Department should require that all officers be certified as Incident Safety Officers. Additional personnel who may be interested should be encouraged to take this training and obtain this important firefighter safety certification. 
· As part of the succession planning process, the next Fire Chief should work to implement a fire officer development program to ensure that all officers can perform their superior’s duties, as well as identify the core future leaders of the Department.
On-Call Personnel Recruitment and Retention
Recommendations:
· The Town of New Gloucester and the New Gloucester Fire Department should apply for a federal SAFER grant for on-call recruitment and retention. This grant should be utilized to develop a comprehensive marketing program to attract new members, and provide incentives for the retention of those personnel, such as tuition reimbursement, health care benefits, tax abatements, etc. This competitive grant requires a lot of time and dedication to write and to be successful to obtain. 
· The Town of New Gloucester should recognize that the only way to develop a more active and properly staffed fire department in the absence of hiring a larger force of career firefighters, is to determine what would motivate potential responders and develop a program of investment that meets these extrinsic and intrinsic needs. 
· The Town of New Gloucester should convene a focus group to determine what concepts and recruitment and retention strategies are feasible and most attractive to potential candidates. 



· The New Gloucester Fire Department should set a realistic goal of recruiting at least 10 to 15 new members over the next three years, and simultaneously set a goal of increasing the overall call member force to around 25 to 30 active personnel. These members should be required to be properly trained and certified to the Firefighter I/II level, and preferably to the EMT-basic level. 
· The New Gloucester Fire Department should make it a priority to develop an active on-call recruitment program led by the call Deputy Fire Chief. At a minimum, this program should consist of: 
· Developing a recruitment brochure and mailing it to all residents 
· Holding periodic open houses at the fire station 
· Performing public outreach through the local media 
· Contacting community and service groups 
· Developing an eye-catching banner on the Town and Fire department’s web sites 
· Placing signs recruiting call/volunteer personnel at the main entrances to town 
· Placing a temporary sign board at various locations within the community 
· Placing signs for call/recruiting volunteers in local businesses, particularly high-volume locations 
· Implementing a fire explorer program 
· Radio and media advertisements 
· Although time consuming, consideration should also be given to conducting a door-to-door recruitment campaign of every residence in the Town. 
· The proposed SAFER Grant could be utilized to cover many of the above expenses. 
· The Fire Rescue Chief should develop a social media presence and involve other members of the Department in this endeavor. The use of social media like Facebook and Twitter are what the younger generation use and a very active social media account has the opportunity to reach out to this group of people for hiring. 
· The Fire Rescue Chief should create a monthly “newsletter” that will highlight the positive things that the Department has done the prior month. This newsletter should be posted on the Town’s web page, shared in social media, given to the Town Administrator who in turn should share with the Board of Selectmen. It is important that the public is made aware of all of the great members and all the good things the Department does. 
· The Fire Rescue Chief should e-mail all personnel a brief weekly update on department news, significant incidents, changes in policy, organizational activities, events, and training. 
· The Fire Rescue Chief should personally recognize the top five on-call responders for each quarter. This information should be part of the monthly newsletter. 
· The Town of New Gloucester and the New Gloucester Fire Department should attempt to enter into partnerships with local businesses to allow their personnel to respond, when needed, to emergency incidents during working hours, without any financial penalty. 
· The Town of New Gloucester should explore the feasibility of utilizing, and in fact encouraging, town employees to perform “dual roles” by serving not only in their full-time positions, but also serving the Town as call firefighters and/or rescue personnel. Caution is needed here though as there are provisions of the Fair Labor Standards Act that would be applicable, particularly if these personnel respond to incidents during times when they are not working. 
· The New Gloucester Fire Department should develop a series of team-based activities that build involvement in the organization. 

· Visit the National Volunteer Fire Council web site for cooperative programs they have posted. One of the newer programs is looking to attract returning or former military personnel into the fire service. 
· Although the higher volume of calls is for EMS services, the call department in any community is a very valuable asset. With the EMS services in New Gloucester now being able to meet the needs, the call department should be focused on. The Chief Officers need to balance the needs of both groups. They need to work to keep the call staff that has the valuable institutional knowledge of the Town and the Department engaged. It is important that the call staff feel they have a value and a belonging, to the Department they helped bring to where it is today.

Conclusions and Implementing Change

Based upon the project team’s analysis of the current day operations of the New Gloucester Fire Department, MRI has found an organization that is currently running but with some contention amongst the call department staff. The Department has lacked singularly focused leadership for many years. This has led to a lack of focus, direction, and common vision within the Department. Having members leave the Department for a variety of reasons has caused the call department to have informal “camps” that is showing to be destructive to the Department. 
The Fire Chief brings a new level of energy and enthusiasm to the organization. The Chief has made many necessary and progressive operational changes to the Department over the past six months. The pace of the changes along with the lack of communication has created issue amongst the long-term membership of the Department. 

MRI recommends that the Chief focus on the following strategic actions in the next year:

• Slow the pace of change within the organization in an effort to provide some organizational stability. 
• Increase the level of communication throughout the organization. This must be accomplished in person by meeting with each member, through outreach at meetings and through the newsletter and e-mail mentioned in this document. 
• Clearly communicate that the on-call department is a valuable and needed component of the organization. 
• The Chief needs to become a champion of retaining and expanding the on-call force through clearly communicating the role and value that will continue into the future. 

Equally, the on-call and per diem members need to move beyond the past and work with the Chief to help to create a sense of common vision as well as solutions to the conflict that has developed. 

Having a sense of common vision is important in any organization to ensure that the organization and its personnel are moving in unison toward a common goal(s). Having a common vision is not only about making sure that all parties are aware that they are in the same boat and rowing, but even more importantly, that they are rowing in the same direction. The impact of not sharing a common vision will be very noticeable in the quality and quantity of work performed, but also with the spirit and passion that the work of the organization is accomplished. 

The Department needs to develop a formal communication platform so that all staff can clearly understand changes and when they become effective. This can be done as minimally as a written memo that can be posted and or emailed so all of the members can read. 

The Department lacks any type of long-range or strategic plan that charts its projected path to the future. To the best of the project team’s knowledge, the Department does not have a mission statement. A mission statement; if carefully developed and truly accurate, should provide the very foundation for the New Gloucester Fire Department and why it exists. The mission statement should be providing the broad direction, that everything else that the Fire Department does will be built upon. The Fire Department also does not currently have any formal vision statement, nor has it developed any core values that will help to drive the organization forward. 

The Department membership does not know of any rules and regulation, or Standard Operating Procedure Documents. These documents are critical to the operation of any department. They not only seta strict set of rules but also set how the Department operates during emergency and non-emergency events as well as daily operations of the Department. It is important that proper time is taken to draft, review, train and implement these. New Gloucester Fire Department should put together a team to review these on annual bases to be sure they reflect the current operation of the Department. 

The Town of New Gloucester receives some revenue from Ambulance Billing. The current rates seem to be in line for the services provided. It is unclear to the project team if there are written and approved policies on Ambulance billing. There should be a policy that reflects that all parties transported to the hospital are billed at the appropriate rate based on the level of service provided. There should further be a policy on “write-offs or waivers” and what to do with receivables from individuals that do not have the ability to pay for the services. 

Looking ahead, the Fire Department does possess some definitive positive attributes, most notably the dedication of its core membership group. The most recent ISO evaluation conducted earned a rating of 5/5Y which is commendable for a primarily call fire department in a small town, with a very limited water supply system. This shows there is a strong foundation upon which to build. 

However, the Department is also facing serious challenges both today, and looking toward the future. With volunteerism declining and the ranks of call emergency services personnel dwindling nationwide, the Town of New Gloucester faces the dual challenges of attempting to balance a credible emergency response system, staffed primarily with call members, supplemented by a small career staff, while simultaneously facing a slowly increasing number of requests for service, both emergency and non-emergency. 







The Fire Department has a solid working relationship with the Public Works Department and collaborates on a variety of activities including supporting fire responses as needed with road closures and detour signage, building maintenance/repairs and flood responses. Both Department Heads, Public Works and Fire, are working Directors and have little administrative support to process things like purchasing requests, budget monitoring, tracking employee evaluations and service requests. A future administrative assistant that could serve both Departments would go a long way toward addressing this gap and improving the responsiveness of both Department operations. To address this lack of capacity, the Town should consider funding a 30 hour per week administrative assistant to work half time (15 hrs.) with the Public Works Director and half time (15 hrs.) with the Fire Chief to provide administrative support to both Departments. This recommendation is also echoed in the New Gloucester Public Works Management Letter. 

In addition to the recommendations provided within this document, MRI proposes the following objectives as a roadmap for initiating the significant change and major rebuilding that need to be done to the Department. 

Recommendations: 
· The Town of New Gloucester should update and approve at Town Meeting, a Public Safety Ordinance that reflects the Department operations now and into the future. 
· The Fire Chief and the Town of New Gloucester should review and approve job descriptions for all ranks within the Fire Department. 
· The Fire Chief should form a membership/management committee as soon as possible. This committee is designed to enhance communication, construct more positive relationships, and provide a mechanism for members to have an active voice within the organization and begin setting the direction for the future. This committee should consist of as many stakeholders as wish to participate. The Chief should hold two meetings per month for the first six months to a year, and then meet monthly for the foreseeable future. Minutes of these meetings should be developed, shared with the Department, the Board of Selectmen, and the Town administrator, as an attachment to the Chief’s monthly report. If necessary, outside professional assistance is available to assist with facilitating this endeavor. 
· The Fire Chief should immediately begin providing a weekly e-mail update to all members of the New Gloucester Fire Department. This regular update, is designed to enhance communications and to help foster a more collaborative group of personnel. 
· The New Gloucester Fire Department should develop a mission statement, vision statement, and a list of core values that guide the Department’s overall mission and operations. 
· The New Gloucester Fire Department’s mission statement should be prominently displayed in the station, along with the vision statement and core values. 
· The Town of New Gloucester should complete driving records and background checks on all current members of the Fire Department to ensure that they are eligible to be firefighters. 
· Conduct a comprehensive review of existing training records. The Fire Chief should meet individually with each member to review the training file and develop a prescriptive training plan. 
· A concerted effort should be made to certify as many on-call members as possible to the level of Firefighter I/II. 

· The Fire Chief should begin to identify members of the Department who could possibly possess the skills to be developed into officers and begin to mentor them and provide appropriate additional training. Part of this development process could include the delegation of certain assignments to these personnel. 
· The Fire Chief should form a committee for the purpose of putting together an aggressive and wide-ranging program for recruitment and retention of call personnel. While a long-term strategy to address this issue needs to be developed, there are also short-term actions that can be taken to try to immediately recruit additional personnel. 
· The Fire Chief should work with the Town of New Gloucester to address deficiencies, particularly those associated with life safety. 
· The Town should consider funding a 30 hour per week administrative assistant to work half time (15 hrs.) with the Public Works Director and half time (15 hrs.) with the Fire Chief to provide administrative support to both Departments. 
· The Fire Chief should begin work, assisted by a committee of department stakeholders, to develop a comprehensive and up-to-date rules and regulations document. This document should then be submitted for approval by the board of selectmen. After approval, the document should then be distributed to, and signed for, by each member of the Department. It could then provide an orientation overview, and indoctrination to the Department’s behavioral expectations for new personnel. 
· The Fire Chief, assisted by a committee comprised of a cross-section of department stakeholders, should begin the creation of the Department’s standard operations procedures or guidelines (SOP/SOG) manual, starting with mission critical procedures such as; but not limited to, basic engine company and truck company operations, dwelling fires, commercial structures, rapid intervention team operations, personnel accountability, gas leaks, hazardous material incidents, ice rescue, vehicle extrication operations, thermal imaging camera use, and automatic external defibrillator use. The committee should be given whatever support is necessary to complete at least a basic manual within one year. 
· Based upon the foundation that currently exists and building upon the results of the recommendations contained in this letter, the Town of New Gloucester and the New Gloucester Fire Department should develop a formal process for implementing a long-term vision for the Department and developing a strategic plan. 
· New Gloucester should enter into discussions with the municipal administrations, and fire department leaderships of its adjacent communities, for the purposes of identifying possible opportunities for shared services, and to explore the long-term feasibility of a more regional approach to fire protection and EMS delivery systems. 
· The culture of the fire service is very resistant to change. This is not something new and certainly not just with the New Gloucester Fire Department. Whatever changes are made to the Department they need to be implemented at a reasonable pace and most importantly communicated to all members ahead of time. 





In conclusion, the missions performed by the Fire Department are some of the most basic and fundamental functions of government; to ensure the safety and protection of its residents and visitors. The real issue facing the New Gloucester Fire Department and the Town of New Gloucester, as it is for every community, is to determine an acceptable level of risk and then define an appropriate level of service for the community. It is the opinion of the project team that having a combination of a call department and a core group of per diem staff is appropriate for the number of incidents and type of calls they respond to. The per diem program will need to be evaluated for effectiveness on an annual basis for at least the first three years. 

There is no “right” amount of fire protection or EMS delivery in any community. It is a constantly changing level based upon the expressed needs of the community. Determining the appropriate level of service also involves deciding upon the municipalities’ fiscal ability, and willingness, to pay for the desired level of service. These are decisions that the citizens of the Town and the board of selectmen will ultimately need to make. 

It is important that the Town continue to support the Department and to help meet the needs in staffing and equipment so they may continue to protect and serve when they are called to do so. The Town of New Gloucester is very fortunate to have a great core of dedicated members in its Fire and EMS Department. With some strong work the Chief Officers can lead this group forward to a common set of goals, while letting the past be, the past. 
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