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Seeing red over the big rig bid process
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When Long Island fire officials go shopping for new trucks, New York's bidding laws are supposed to make
sure that taxpayers pay the lowest price possible by encouraging competition among manufacturers.

But a Newsday review of bid documents in a sample of 26 Long Island fire truck purchases over the past 10

years found that's not how the- system works: hrat feast 2T of thre-tramsactiors; bid specifications-appearedto -~ —
have been written by the company that later won the contract. In 15 of the 26 sales, only one company submitted

a bid, and in the remaining 11 deals, eight went to someone other than the low bidder. -

This is no coincidence, several Long Island dealers and fire officials said. Volunteers and commissioners

. m&wmmwm&@ymmfwﬁmmm- -

"If the customer likes your truck, they're going to let you write the spec for them, and realistically, nobody else

should bid," said Earl Robinson, a dealer for American LaFrance who has sold fire trucks on Long Island for i
more than 30 years. "In layman's terms, if you like a Mercury Sable, there's no sense in going to the Honda

dealer.”

'Already been sold' S —

For example, the Bellmore Fire District's 67-page specifications for a 1,500-gallon-per-minute custom pumper,
issued ir 2660 spelied out dimensiors; materials; make-md-moder of every part-amnd-assembly, dowrrto-bright — -
nut covers and hubcaps on the Alcoa polished aluminum wheels. The lone bidder was R.D. Murray, whose

winning bid of $398,860 mirrored Bellmore's specifications almost exactly in wording, typeface and layout.

"They sit down with the committee ... and the spec gets written based around what you're looking for," said the
district's facitity manager; Joint Fabian" ... Is been tirat way for years." —— e T - e

Similarly, when the Syosset Fire District bought a pumper in 1999, the only bidder was Pierce Fire Apparatus
Co., which won the $308,900 contract. Commissioner Peter Morley told his board, according to meeting
minutes, that when he asked another salesman why he hadn't bid, the salesman replied that it wasn't worth the

timre: "Fhey felt it was someone-else’sspec.” I e = == s T T S
That, dealers say, is the key to selling trucks.
"By the time the spec's written, the truck's already been sold," said one dealer who has participated in hundreds

* of Long Iskand truck bids but asked not to be identified-for fear of harming his busimess. "Hrdederknows ——
there's no other bidders, the truck costs $500,000 but he knows they have a budget of $750,000 -- hey, this is
New York."

Five companies bid on the East Northport Fire District's "eight-man custom pumper" in 1995, but it awarded the

"'~ contract to Pierce for $238;460;, everr though two-bids Irad-comme i fower: €ommmissioners defended-theaward, - —

saying the lower bids had differed from the specifications in several areas.



Dealer balks at process:

Their decision drew a bitter letter of protest from KME dealer James B. Duncan, who had bid $229,340 and said

he'd met every key requirement. He said KME: provided more heat inrthe cab-and more-totat battery power than
the specifications called for but configured in a different way.

"The specifications published were 100 percent Pierce specifications, totally proprietary, where only one (1)
bidder could bid; Mmmvmwmmmwm%m ERa
When contacted last week, he said he had nothing to add to what was in the letter.

_ The district's counsel wrote back directing Duncan not to communicate further with commissioners, and Pierce's
dealer defivered the truck.” e ST : i o - IR

Michael Hanratty, president of Firematic Supply Co. of Bohemia, the only dealer for Pierce trucks on Long
Island, said in an interview that while he writes specifications for fire agencies to use, officials are free to mix
sections he's written with those written by other dealers. Most truck components are available through other

manufacturers, he explained, making competition possible-even wherr rparticutar deater writes the  — —— ———

specifications.

In several of the cases reviewed by Newsday, the eventual winner of the bid had been working with fire officials
- mmﬁsmﬁmmwm“ Ty T e e

When the Smithtown Fire District opened bids for a ladder truck in 1999, there was just one bidder: the Sutphen
Corp., which had met with the board and the "Hook and Ladder Truck Committee" nearly a year earlier.

"It's almost like a catch-22 here because you're looking for a specific vehicle that's going to service your needs
andthen ymputoﬂtobi&an&a&ngefbackkﬁ:mmﬁsﬁhmsm Smithtowr's district = ——
secretary. "So, we've done everything above board and legitimately here."

When Babylon Village was looking for a 95-foot aerial platform ladder truck six years ago, only one company
advance of the village publishing the bid notice," according to a department letter.

Babyon Mayor Ralph Scordino said he wasn't in office when the ladder truck was purchased, and the village
recently threw out z bid foran ambutarce becanse there was-onty onebidder. —— - e

—_

State law requires bidders on all purchases over $10,000 to sign a "non-collusion" statement certifying that they
have not attempted to discourage others from bidding.

"Although the fact that specifications are drafted by a potential bidder does not necessarily mean that the
specifications wiil be tattored for that firm to- the-exclusiomof others, ... such specifications might at feastbe
considered suspect,” the state comptroller's office has warned in several opinions issued since 1980.

‘Somie firedistricts appearto strive foramopenprocess. 7\

Board minutes show that when the St. James Fire District was shopping for a ladder truck in 1997, it amended
its specifications that appeared to be written by Pierce so another company could bid. Pierce submitted the low

bid and womanyway. = —
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It can carry four firefighters 95 feet into the air to pluck people from multistory buildings, and collapse
cinder-block walls with the force of its 2,000-gallon-per-minute stream of water.

"Desireto-serve," reads the decatomrthe door

But in four years, Yaphank's 30-ton, 45-foot-long Pierce aerial platform ladder truck hasn't gotten
much use. [ c

Since its delivery in the-spring of 2001, thre $706:006-truck has foaght onty twor frres —ome-irrr prte-of—
discarded wooden pallets this summer and the other at a junkyard in neighboring Medford two months
ago. At the six house fires it has responded to, the truck stood with its 500-horsepower motor idling as

firefighters went about their work by takimg the-stairs or clirmbirg: breamd-reders: =

"Knock on wood, but we haven't really needed it," said Chief Robert Walther, who pointed out that the
truck is heavily loaded with hand ladders and lifesaving equipment that come in handy at an B
emergency. "If that truck is not there, I'm short-handed ... Fortunately, I haven't had to use it 100

percent every day foreverythingthratgoes on, bat withont i we'retost™ — ——

Long Island's 179 fire agencies have the best trucks money can buy, and plenty of them: more than
New York City and the city and county of Los Angeles put together, which protect almost three times
as rmuch land and six times as many people-and answer rrrore-threrr 2 tmesas ey eatis forbelps -

|

And because of Long Island's volunteer shortage, departments often have more tru#ks than they can
fill. ‘

Privately, some officials say that shortage, and the decline in serious fires, mean their costliest trucks

get more use- i the fire department parades that rott dowrr Vit Streetzhmostevery weekemd-frorr

spring to fall than they do in emergencies.

In any given year, most Long Island departments have more fire trucks than fires that need an engine
arrd hose to pat thenront, records show. S el o

The newest trucks are so large they sometimes don't fit in the departments' own firehouses or down
tight neighborhood streets.
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its plant in Wisconsin.

"There's §106;,606 trucks, there's $200;606-trucks, there's $360;000-trucks, - the safesman said; “and ——
then there's Long Island fire trucks." .

This appetite for premium apparatus goes a long way toward explaining surveys showing that Long
“Island's volanteer fire-departments eost threctimes as rruchrtoroperate-as treaverage-votmmtecer—
department in the Northeast.

Long Island's apparatus glut is an extreme example of a phenomenon common to volunteer fire

departments in afffaent suburbs across-the country: ¥
community level rather than by the town or county, duphcatlon of eqmpment oﬁen results, industry

experts say.
















