Fire alarm: Building boom

Despite tax increases and service cuts forced on nearly every level of government, the
super sizing of LI firehouses has continued unabated
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The Jericho Fire Department was chronically short of firefighters -- so short, it had to elect a chief who lived in
a different community, stretched its membership rules to take 17-year-olds and send its building custodians out
orr fire-and rescue calls.

The solution? Build a new 33,200-squareffobt headquarters with a gym, sun deck, sauna and library that
commissioners hope will attract new volunteers and entice more of the members to hang around the firehouse
for calls.

The $11 million, three-story building now is going up on Route 106/107, across the street from the current
24,000-square-foot headquarters, which, while it could use a new roof and fixtures, also has a spacious bar and
recreation room, meeting hall large enough to host hundreds of guests, and four truck bays filled with state-of-
the-art equipment.

"The board is hopeful that these improvements will translate into improved response times," according to a
statement by Jericho's elected commissioners when the building was approved. The old one will serve as a
maintenance butlding.

Many neighborhood residents say the new building is too tall and too big for the lot, and records show that if it
were-not a firehoase, it would violate town zoning taws. Fheresidents say that the district made it diffrcatt for -
them to gather details about the new building.

"I'm the first to say, 'Go for it," if it is going to save lives," said Doreen Leibowitz, whose backyard abuts the
site. "But why does it lfave to be this-frumongous thing?™ - ~ = -

Building boom

For more than 15 years - in Jericho, Hicksville, Coram, Miller Place and dozens of communities in between - a
building boom has-swept Eong Istmd fireagencies. Whetherin good ecomomic tinres or bad; the-supersizimg of -
Long Island firehouses has continued unabated.

Since 1995, new headquarters have been built in at least 10 Long Island oommunitie.s. Fire headquarters have
undergone dramatic expansions i at least 46 other phaces; frequently donbting thesize of the-buitdings.

Medford replaced its 8,000-square-foot headquarters with one that has more than 30,000 square feet; North
Patchogue traded up from 9,000 to more than 26,000; and Garden City Park is now replacing its 6,500-square-
foot it firefouse withrone trarmeasures 26,5007



At least a dozen new substations and 15 buildings for administration, training, dispatch and other functions have
been built. Another 18 substation expansions are under way or recently completed, and dozens of other building
projects are in the planning stages.

There are now 386 firestations-and 164 other fire-related buitdimgs on FomgFshand. -
And the cost of projects is rising quickly.

The $3.8 million borrowed by the Greenlawn Fire District in 1994 to rebuild its headquarters was then the
Targest bond-floated by any fire-district inr the state: Thursdary, Setauket fire offictals are asking voters to- sepport-
a $17.5 million bond issue to replace their 14,436-square-foot headquarters with a new one that will be more
than twice as big at 38,000 square feet. ‘\
"The general rule of anything in the fire service is that things tend to get bigger over time," said Charles
Jenmiings, a former vohmteer firefighter wito teaches fire-science at John Fay Coltege-of Crimimat Fustice: "Fhere
is some uniqueness to Long Island in terms of the sheer scope and magnitude and size of the facilities.
Everything is a little bigger on Long Island." “

Newer firehouses often come with hotel-sized kitchens \’rvith walk-in refrigerators, gyms, locker rooms and oak-
paneted fotmges with open-tap bars; big-screen tefevisions, pool tables, pmbati machines amd-video games. e

Some fire officials acknowledge they are using the one resource they have plenty of -- money -- to keep their
members happy at the firehouse and to bring in new volli‘nteers.

"If you want to take a horse and carriage, you've got to feed the horse a little something," said Hicksville
Commissioner Robert Dwyer; explainig to residents in 2665 why his district wants to expand-ormre substatror’s
bar area, gym and meeting rooms at a cost now estimated at $5.2 million. He said it didn't measure up to the
district's other substations. ‘

*Actually, Prirembarrassed;™ Ire sard: "We think the Rbmfﬁ‘ﬁvame statiorr shoutd fook as mice as theothers.™ -

Supersizing skepticism ‘
Jennings is skeptical of the-valte-of buildimngs irt recraitingand retaiming nrembers.

"Has anybody done any study to show that if we build a Trump Tower and call it a fire station headquarters, that
it's going to suddenly attract 25 reliable members?” Jennings asked. " ... I think the answer isno."” o

Since the late 1980s, fire officials have also generally cited tougher occupational and safety standards, fire-truck
safety mandates, physicat fitness requirerments and-evern the Americans with Disabilities Act as justifications for
new building projects. : '

By last fall, Dwyer's explanation of the need for the substation project had shifted after angry resigepts ousted an
incumbent commissiorer.” : :

"It has to be renovated. Federal law states you have to have a safe environment to work in," Dwyer told a civic
association meeting last year. "Fortunately, we have not been cited by OSHA. No one has dropped a din_le to
say, 'Come down here and look.' Because anybody knows if you work in an industry and OSHA comes in,

you're mandated to correct those problems.™ e |

But a closer look at such mandates makes clear that none require building projects on the scale Long Island
agencies have chosen. The Occupational Safety and Health Administration has no rules for the space between
trucks, and the disabilities act only requires that handicapped-access improvements are necessary when
buildings-are-already being renovated for otlter reasoms, accordimg to federat offrciats. '



When Dwyer was contacted after the public meeting, he wasn't able to point to any violations.

Fire officials most often point to a 1987 national safety standard requiring firefighters to ride in enclosed cabs,
which they say has forced them to buy a new generation of trucks too big to fit in the old firechouses.

"Now, most trucks have to be able to carry 10 men in a cab," Frank Relf, a leading Long Island firehouse
architect, told-West Iskip residents at one-public meeting. " fadder track by the-time-it's domewilt fitoutat 127 -
feet, 6 inches high unless it's custom-designed.”

Most Long Estand fire tracks, thougl, are aiready custom-desigmed.

Babylon's new aerial platform ladder, the biggest type of fire truck, is just 10 feet high because the village issued
bidding specifications requiring that it be able to back into the 79-year-old firehouse bay at village halt "without —
~any modifications to thebuilding's structare.”

"There are many different models you can pick from," one national sales representative said. "The long and
short of it is, we build custom fire apparatus to fit in your garage and to fit your needs:” -~ —— -~ © -

And the 10-person cabs Relf mentioned are not mandated: —

"The only time I see 10 guys in a cab is at a parade o if the alarm rings during a department meeting," said
Robert Galione, a New York City firefighter and former Lakeland commissioner. -

' Awful lot of flufl”

When buildings are expanded to accommodate larger trucks, fire districts also often add meeting and
recreational space on floors above the bays. And in at least 38 communities, members may use those facifities  — -

- for private parties, buf residents niay not.

West Islip's failed attempt at a $6 million expansion in 2003 was spurred by complaints from firefighters about
overcrowding and-exhaust fmes around thte-trucks. By the-time plams were firratized; an entire second foor, -
complete with offices, training rooms and a new gym, was on the drawing board.

"There's an awful lot of fluff in this proposal,” said Ronald Bova, former chairman of the West Islip school
board and ar anti-tax activist. i i '

Fire commission Chairman Kevin Shaughnessy conceded that the district hadn't pressed for cheaper alternatives,
but said the amount of money the building would cost taxpayers was insignificant compared with recent local —
- schiool and tibrary bonds:- ’

"Most volunteer firemen aren't the best business people, and we're not usually the smartest people on the
planet," hie saitk "But we-do it for free.™ : i I -

Residents who oppose building projects face a daunting task.

Fire commissioners have considerable legal powers -- they can raise taxes and take property through

* condemnation. Eaws.and focat zoming practices give residents Hitle vofee i construction decistons. Andthe
obscurity of the fire districts themselves, as well as the arcane rules that govern them, keep opponents in the
dark about building plans and what they can do to fight them.

Benefit of the doubt

Since 1988, state courts ruled that local governments should balance a fire district's right to immunity from
zoming laws witlr a project’s impact om residents. Bat towrs routinely give fire agencies the bemefit of the-doubt.
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District Secretary Marge Blais said the district had always been forthright and open in dealing with residents and
thieir requests for information. She-said the onty tinme the district ltad batked-at ternimg over records waswhenr
residents had asked for costly duplication of architectural drawings and weren't willing to pay the full cost of
copying.









