/'/ :

A

BY ELIZABETH MOORE /STAFF WRITER
November 20, 2005

When talk turns to changing the way Long Island's fire service protects its 2.7 million residents, the
debate is often cast in extremes: It's either keep the all-volunteer system just as it is, or replace the
whele thing-with paid, unionized firefighters and send-taxes through the reof.

But across the United States, places like Long Island have found ways to improve service and preserve
their traditions with less expensive steps.

In suburban Philadelphia, Whitpain Township hired four career firefighter/emergency medical

Outside of Bellingham, Wash., volunteers in Whatcom County Fire District No. 2 work shifts at the
firehouse on weekends and holidays to ensure engines leave within a minute of an alarm.

In the Washington, D.C., suburbs, 19 once-independent departments in Montgomery County, Md.,
" operate under a-county fire-chief who décides where firehouses should be built and how many trucks
are needed. When someone in Chevy Chase dials 911, a county dispatcher sends the nearest available
engine, staffed by paid and volunteer firefighters, regardless of which department's territory the fire is
m. :

All are attempts to cope with the relentless turnover, weekday shortages of emergency workers and

burgeoning ambulance-calls that have put pressure on volunteers everywhere.

"Much of the volunteer fire service across the United States is currently in crisis,” an International
Association of Fire Chiefs report concluded last year. " ... Many volunteer departments in more

pepulated-areas are-ina state-of erisis and faee-a deep-seated struggle to- provide adequate services."

Long Island is the last densely populated region in America served almost exclusively by volunteers,
but the system here is showing signs of strain.

Though they are among the best-funded, best-trained and best-equipped in the nation, fire departments
here-are falling prey to-many of the same problems that have plagued agencies nationwide.



"Was the volunteer fire service ever designed to do what Long Island fire departments are doing right
now? I don't think so," said Gil Hanse, Babylon Town's director of emergency preparedness and a
longtime volunteer.

"We're like a city. With the amount of people that we have and the service we're expected to provide,
has it become a burden? Yes:*

While almost three-quarters of country's fire departments are all-volunteer, they protect only 22.8
percent of the population because they are almost exclusively found in communities smaller than
25,000 people, according to a 2003 report by the National Fire Protection Association. More than a
thire of the nation's ﬁﬁpu}&irﬁn*m}uétnghﬂng Beachand-Garden City —is protected by
"combination" departments, staffed by a mix of paid and volunteer firefighters.

In its efforts to keep up, Long Island's more than $319 million-a-year volunteer system has become so
expensive -- three times per resident what it costs for other Northeastern volunteer systems -- that some
of its most loyal members and Seme loeal officials are-saying it's time to-take a hard look at where
things are headed.

"We know the volunteers are fantastic and we're grateful and value their service," said Nassau County
Exeeutive- Forr Suozzi. "We know there's a-problem-and there's no-propesed selution. ... We can't be -
afraid to talk about this stuff just because it's never been talked about before."

Nassau Assessor Harvey Levinson talks about changing state law to fund volunteer departments
threugh townwide taxes, whieh would even out tax rates and give towns some measure of supervision .
over fire spending.

"The-whele system is flawed and has to-be-changed; " he said:
Stewart Manor Mayor Joseph Troiano wonders whether it's time to consolidate some departments.

"Someone once told me in a budget hearing that you can't put a price on safety," he said. "I said,b 'You

have-to-put 2 price o everything. Nobody gets a blank check."

Melville commissioners are investigating adding paid firefighters, while Terryville has begun
calculating how much it might cost to "buddy up" with neighboring districts to hire fire crews. And the
Jeriche Fire Distriet has gone-so-far as-to-build sleeping quarters into-its newfirehouse: =
"Should Nassau County ever go paid," said Commissioner David Marmann, a New York City fire
lieutenant, "that would be a perfect location for a paid company to be."

Many of its most ardent supporters, though, say the volunteer system delivers quality service that
residents couldn't afford without volumteers* sacrifices:

"It's good for the community," said former New Hyde Park Commissioner Reid Sakowich, whose
family ties to his fire department encompass four generatlons "It's a good system and it works, and

when something works; you suppert it 100 percent."



The Firemen's Association of the State of New York, the volunteers' lobbying group, has been
circulating a report to state legislators -- sharply challenged by fire unions — that estimates that
replacing volunteers with paid firefighters would cost Long Island taxpayers $1.3 billion more a year
_than they pay today.

The report, which does not look at the cost of combination departments, assumes Long Island would
need almost as many paid firefighters as it now has volunteers -- that the tenth-of-a-square-mile village
of Stewart Manor, for example, would need 55 paid firefighters to replace its 45 volunteers. But

e standerds say-thit one paid freBehier does tho wvark of RantesEs.

For many advocates of change, "going paid" is the last thing they want to do to their fire departments.
They point instead to the example of the Washington, D.C., suburbs, especially Montgomery and
Prince Georges counties in Maryland, whose fire departments have experimented for decades with

It has been more than 25 years since Montgomery placed its departments under county control, a step
that volunteers had thwarted with a public referendum a decade before. Since then, the change has
been nearly constant.

Today, Montgomery has about 1,000 union firefighters and 1,000 volunteers, half of whom regularly
answer emergeney calls. They train side by side and fight fires as-equals under a-velunteer ehief. This
year, though, a new paid county chief has been given authority over fire policy and operations,
including equipment purchases and where firehouses are built.

"We're on -- hopefully -- the tail end of over 30 years of difficult transition," Tom Carr, the county's
new-chief, said: "... We'te becoming standardized in- everything we-do; and that's pewerful"

About a fourth of Montgomery volunteers commit to spend regular duty shifts at their firehouse to
assure a fully staffed engine is always available. :

The result is that residents there can count on getting an engine or ambulance within six minutes of
percent of the time last year. Fire engines here reached the scene in 6 minutes or less 44 percent of the
time.

At-about $166-a resident, Montgomery County's system-eosts more-than Eong Island's, which comes to-
$136 a resident when county and town emergency costs here are included. Without such costs, which
include independent ambulance companies, county fire academies and fire marshals, Long Islanders

pay $1E3 per resident for their votunteer departments. -

The combination system in Prince Georges County is less expensive than Long Island at about $83 per
ident-There, about-¥ 200 voluntcers divide fest Jiaties with just ever 700-paid-firefighters.

Paid crews cover most of the 44 firehouses in Prince Georges during the day and volunteers are in
charge nights and weekends. Volunteers are far more dominant there -- the original volunteer
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ambulances and paid firefighters and pays for maintenance, upkeep and administration.



neu woula reeze over quicker.”

Harold Schaitberger, president of the International Association of F irefighters, said he wasn't
imistic. abévtKis umion's 1 s of Janting Eeong Ishind volunteers.









