
Transmittal Memorandum 
 

Date:  September 7, 2012 

Subject:  Fire Service Delivery Analysis Report 

From:  Vancouver Fire Service Delivery Community Resource Team 

To:  Eric Holmes, Vancouver City Manager 

 

 

The Vancouver Fire Service Delivery Community Resource Team (CRT) is providing you with 

the Fire Service Delivery Analysis Report for your review and consideration. The report reflects 

the efforts made by members of the CRT over the past 4 months to analyze the current situation 

faced by the City of Vancouver’s Fire Department (VFD) and to help evaluate potential 

opportunities to help stabilize the department’s funding and identify efficiencies within the 

department. This report provides a citizen’s perspective and an independent evaluation of the 

proposed ideas aimed at redesigning how fire services are delivered.  

The members of the CRT thank City and Fire Department staff for giving a citizen group the 

opportunity to participate in this process and we want to express our commitment to being a 

positive voice and providing leadership within the community as the City and the Fire 

Department take the next steps in this difficult, but vitally important process. 

Report Highlights and Conclusions 

 First and foremost, the CRT wants to convey a sense of urgency. Judging from the data 

reviewed during the process, actions are needed now, because whether they are changes 

in practice or new funding sources, applying them requires lengthy lead times. 

 The CRT is convinced that no matter which data set you look at, the fire department is 

staffed at significantly lower levels than the departments in many comparable 

communities. The CRT does not support any changes that would result in decreased 

levels of staffing in the fire department. 

 The CRT reviewed the financial projections as part of a presentation by the City’s budget 

office and it was clear that the financial challenges are only going to worsen over the 

next six years. This will require either cuts in funding to other City departments and/or 

cuts to the fire department which could lead to reduced service levels and dramatically 

increase risk to the community. Action will need to be taken to stabilize the 

department’s funding. 

 Lastly, the CRT felt strongly that information needs to be effectively communicated to 

members of the community. The citizens do not understand the current and projected 

status of the fire department. It will be a worthwhile investment of City resources to 

ensure that the citizens have a clear understanding of the increased risks that will 

accompany any decreases in funding or staffing levels within the fire department. 
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SIGNATURE PAGE 
We, the below signed members of the Fire Service Delivery Community Resource Team,  
do hereby endorse this report to the Vancouver City Manager. 

CRT Member Signature 

Sharif Burdzik  
Vice President,  
Riverview Community Bank 

 

Scott Deutsch 
Risk Manager,  
Evergreen School District 

 

Mary Elkin 
Neighborhood Representative, 
Image Neighborhood 

 

Jim Faull  
Neighborhood Representative, 
Marrion Neighborhood 

 

Jennifer Gray 
Union Insurance Representative, 
BCTGM Local 114 

 

Franklin Johnson 
Neighborhood Representative, 
Bennington Neighborhood 

 

Ross Montgomery 
Neighborhood Representative, 
Airport Green Neighborhood 

 

Dr. Lisa Morrison 
Retired Pediatrician,  
Columbia United Providers 
Medical Director 

 

Larry Paulson 
Retired Executive Director,  
Port of Vancouver 

 

Randy Scheel 
Co-Owner,  
Fort Vancouver Convalescent 

 

Elson Strahan 
President/CEO,  
Fort Vancouver National Trust 
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Signatures are on the last page of the report.
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INTRODUCTION 
Like many of its counterparts nationwide, the City 
of Vancouver’s fire department (VFD) has been 
caught between increasing costs and static or 
reduced revenues. Obviously, fire protection and 
emergency medical response are not discretionary 
services of local government, so this financial 
squeeze has created a dilemma that threatens the 
very premise of the commitment between the 
department and the community it serves: Are 
increased risks through lower service standards 
acceptable and, if not, is it possible to contain risks 
within a sustainable financial model? 

In March of 2012, a process was initiated by the 
City Manager of Vancouver in partnership with 
the management of the VFD and the bargaining 
units representing fire employees to explore the 
question posed above. To broaden the discussion, 
the Manager elected to involve a citizens group, 
known as the Community Resource Team (CRT), 
which was tasked with providing an independent 
evaluation of ideas aimed at redesigning how fire 
services are delivered. It is fair to say that the 
members of the CRT see their effort as the 
beginning of a long-term process that over time 
will provide opportunities to improve efficiencies 
within the department. 

The CRT fully recognizes the challenge that the 
City as a whole faces as it tries to allocate limited 
dollars among many worthwhile services and 
programs. At some point, however, the 
recognition of the priority of life safety services 
over others must be acknowledged. The CRT is 
clear in its understanding that finding sustainable 
financing is not only about revenue. While cost 
containment measures have been ongoing within 
the department over the last few years, greater 
savings through efficiencies and improved 
practices are necessary. We are pleased to note that 
both bargaining units repeatedly expressed their 
willingness to participate in an open dialog around 
these issues. 

This report represents the CRT’s assessment of 
the department’s current situation and the CRT’s 
identification of opportunities to help stabilize the 
department’s funding. In short, no silver bullet will 
resolve this dilemma. This is a very complex model 
with many moving parts. The VFD is steeped in 
tradition and culture, making significant change 
more challenging, but not impossible. 
Notwithstanding that reality, the CRT believes that 
both cost reduction (through changes in practice 
and efficiencies) and increased levels of dedicated 
funding play a role in creating a sustainable model. 
The City Manager’s job will be to work with the 
department to assess the likelihood of increased 
risk as changes in practice are explored. 

In addition to the specific issues the CRT reviewed 
and provides recommendations for, there are 
longer-term ideas which we believe warrant further 
analysis. The viability of those ideas simply could 
not be definitively answered within the lifespan of 
the CRT. 

The CRT hopes this report conveys a sense of 
urgency. Judging from the data we have reviewed, 
actions are needed now, because whether they are 
changes in practice or new funding sources, 
applying them requires lengthy lead times. 

The report that follows includes the following: 

 a background section describing the process 
used and listing the participants;  

 a set of observations that the CRT offers, all of 
which are material to addressing the issue;  

 a description of a set of creative initiatives 
which, when implemented, the CRT believes 
will offer cost reductions, potentially significant 
over time; and  

 a list of longer term initiatives that should be 
studied further with the hope that they will 
offer additional savings.  

Early in our process, the CRT created a set of 
guiding principles (see page 4) which are designed 
to describe the characteristics of the right 
solutions. At the end of this report, the CRT 
provides an assessment as to how well this set of 
recommendations fulfills those guiding principles. 
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BACKGROUND 
As noted above, as part of the fire service delivery analysis project, the City Manager elected to involve a 
citizens group, referred to as the Community Resource Team (CRT), in the process. The development of the 
CRT began with the identification of potential members from the community who represent a diverse range 
of backgrounds and experience. Prospective CRT members were further evaluated based on their knowledge 
of community issues, their critical thinking skills, their diversity of thought, and their access to both formal 
and informal stakeholder communication networks. The eleven community members who served on the CRT 
are listed below. 

 

CRT MEMBER TITLE AND/OR GROUP REPRESENTATION
Sharif Burdzik  Vice President, Riverview Community Bank
Scott Deutsch Risk Manager, Evergreen School District
Mary Elkin Neighborhood representative, Image Neighborhood
Jim Faull  Neighborhood representative, Marrion Neighborhood
Jennifer Gray Union Insurance representative, BCTGM Local 114
Franklin Johnson Neighborhood representative, Bennington Neighborhood
Ross Montgomery Neighborhood representative, Airport Green Neighborhood
Dr. Lisa Morrison Retired pediatrician, Columbia United Providers Medical Director 
Larry Paulson Retired Executive Director, Port of Vancouver
Randy Scheel Co-Owner, Fort Vancouver Convalescent
Elson Strahan President/CEO, Fort Vancouver National Trust
 

The CRT’s primary role was to act both in an advisory and critiquing capacity and provide an independent 
evaluation of ideas aimed at redesigning how fire services are delivered. The CRT members met eight times 
over the course of 4 months. The meetings were facilitated by an impartial professional facilitator who led the 
sessions and coordinated with the Technical Resource Team (TRT) and City staff to support the meeting 
agendas and presentations.  

The primary role of the TRT and City staff during the meetings was to provide background information and 
data regarding the current situation and to predict future conditions the VFD will face. Fire management staff 
within the TRT developed and presented to the CRT proposed initiatives they felt would improve fire service 
delivery as well as potentially reduce costs. The TRT and City staff also responded to inquiries from CRT 
members and provided additional information when requested to help the CRT with their analysis. TRT 
members and City staff involved in the process are listed below. 

 

TRT MEMBER   TITLE 
Jay Getsfrid (Fire) EMS Officer 
Kevin Griffee (Fire) Battalion Chief
Rick Huffman (Fire) Battalion Chief, Fire Command Officers Local 4378
Mark Johnston (Fire) Fire Fighter, Fire Fighters Local 452
Ward Knable (Fire) Division Chief 
Joe Molina (Fire) Fire Chief 
Dan Olson (Fire) Deputy Fire Chief
Julie Patterson (Fire) Administrative Assistant
Heidi Scarpelli (Fire) Fire Marshal 
Barbara Ayers (City) Communications Manager
Jan Bader (City) Program & Policy Development Manager
Tim Haldeman (City) Director of General Services
Natasha Ramras (City) Budget & Planning Manager
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This report is the result of the various ideas and 
potential solutions raised over the course of the 
eight CRT meetings. A summary of topics 
discussed during each of the meetings follows. 

1st Meeting 
Self-introductions (CRT and TRT members), 
overview of process and schedule, CRT charter 
and operating framework, Part 1 Vancouver Fire 
101 presentation 

2nd Meeting 
Station tour (stations 1 and 2), Part 2 Vancouver 
Fire 101 presentation, process overview, problem 
statement, overview of schedule 

3rd Meeting 
Overview of May 21 Who Song and Larry’s 
Restaurant fire deployment, station tour (Station 
5), development of CRT purpose statement and 
guiding principles 

4th Meeting 
Station tour (Station 10), presentation of creative 
initiatives 

5th Meeting 
Continued discussion of creative initiatives, union 
position discussion, open discussion by CRT 
members, and list of action items for final 
meetings 

6th Meeting 
Presentation by staff of Fire Marshal’s office, 
presentation on elimination of impacts to Rescue 
3, presentation of budget forecast review for fire 
and regional fire authority (RFA), RFA and Fire 
District 5 annexation pros/cons, and overview of 
next steps of the process  

7th Meeting 
Report on use of equipment funds for personnel, 
fire department ALS transport, road test of 
proposed initiatives (comparing proposed 
initiatives to past data), discussion of CRT report 
outline and content 

8th Meeting  
Review of draft report (meeting of CRT members 
only) 

Final Meeting 
CRT presentation of final report to City Manager 

In creating this report, the CRT followed the 
framework and operating principles laid out in the 
Community Resource Team charter (created on 
April 19, 2012) that identified the purpose of the 
CRT and its roles and responsibilities (see Exhibit 
A). In addition to the charter, the CRT referred to 
the guiding principles it had developed during its 
second and third meetings; these principles 
provided guidance for analyzing proposed 
solutions and ideas discussed during the process. 
The following are the guiding principles as 
approved by the CRT. 

The workable solution… 
 Is financially sustainable, driven by creativity, 

for the long term. 
 Balances the community’s appropriate level of 

service and fire personnel safety while aspiring 
to industry standards. 

The solution shall… 
 Respect the integrity of existing labor 

agreements. 
 Provide equitable service delivery. 
 Reach conclusions driven by data to the extent 

possible. 
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OBSERVATIONS 
For purposes of this report, observations are 
defined as those facts, processes, and practices that 
shape how fire services have historically been and 
are now delivered. Observations serve as 
important underpinnings to being able to 
realistically evaluate opportunities for change. 
Some may be obvious to casual observers, but 
many likely are not. They are offered here as 
background for our recommendations.  

Community Risk Conundrum 
At its heart, this is an issue of balancing risk with 
levels of fire protection service. Further service 
reductions at some point increase risk. What is not 
known in this equation is the community’s 
willingness to accept increased risks as a tradeoff 
for providing increased revenues. That “tipping 
point” of risk tolerance is not likely to be 
manifested until some crisis occurs – for instance, 
a fire fatality where more investment that could 
have reduced response time would have made a 
clear difference in the outcome. As noted below, 
compared to like-sized communities, Vancouver 
already falls well below many of the accepted 
industry standards and staffing levels. So in that 
respect, the community is already exposed to a 
higher level of risk than some other communities. 
But is that higher level unacceptable? While the 
CRT is not optimistic that service levels will meet 
the standards common elsewhere, the CRT is of 
the belief that the further erosion of service levels 
– including response times and staffing levels – 
goes beyond the limits of acceptable risk. The 
CRT believes there are limited areas where 
decreased service levels are appropriate (non-
emergency medical calls, for example). Otherwise, 
the CRT is firm in its belief that increased risks to 
life and property should not be tolerated.  

Staffing Levels 
The CRT is convinced that no matter which data 
set you look at, the Vancouver Fire Department is 
staffed at significantly lower levels than the 
departments in many comparable communities as 
shown in the table below. While we heard that, in 

the opinion of the professionals involved these 
levels do not create a situation where the 
department cannot provide adequate service, they 
do stress the system and employees - stress that 
increases when a company is on a call and other 
stations begin to backfill. This process – while 
necessary – creates thinner coverage elsewhere in 
the community. The hope is that another serious 
call does not occur simultaneously because at that 
point, the thinness of the staffing levels would be 
exposed. 

COMPARATIVE STAFFING LEVELS 
Location Population On-Duty FF/1000
National Average   .48
Vancouver 248,651 40 .16
Snohomish 1 225,000 44 .19
Tacoma 220,861 74 .33
Spokane 206,900 58 .28
Pierce 6 203,000 57 .28
Bellevue 144,308 48 .33
King 39 142,859 25 .17
Kent 140,000 29 .20
King 10 117,426 28 .23
Spokane 1 113,715 36 .31

Expanded Mission  
One of the questions asked most frequently early 
on in this process was, “Why does a big fire engine 
show up for a minor medical event?” Although the 
answer stems from a notion of first responder 
responsibility, the real answer is that the mission of 
the department – and most in the nation – has 
evolved from a fire-centric focus to a broader one, 
including providing trained EMTs and paramedics 
in response to even minor medical events. Of a 
total of just over 23,000 calls (2010 data – see 
Figure 1), the percentage of calls responded to by 
the Vancouver Fire Department that are fire-
related is 2.84%. Conversely, calls for medical 
assistance account for 74%. With no responsibility 
or capability to transport patients, fire personnel 
can provide aid to stabilize and, if necessary, 
rescue patients. A central question that the CRT 
looked at is whether this broad medical response is 
the best use of the resources of the department.  
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Figure 1: Incidents by Type 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part of a Larger System 
The time it takes to respond to an emergency correlates directly with reductions in injuries and fatalities. 
Arriving at the scene of a structure fire with adequate personnel before flashover makes what is literally a life 
or death difference (see Figure 2). However, response time to an event by the department is part of a larger 
sequence of events, some of which the department has little ability to influence. From the moment an event 
occurs, the department cannot respond until a call comes into 9-1-1, the dispatcher collects the necessary 
information, the call is triaged appropriately, and the dispatch is made. At that point, the department must 
turn out the appropriate crew and travel to the scene. While the turnout time is nominal, the travel time – 
despite sirens and lights – is a function of traffic conditions and the proximity of the responding crew to the 
scene. Communication breakdowns or delays in any part of that sequence create longer response times. The 
CRT is aware of the current parallel process of studying the CRESA system. As noted later, the CRT strongly 
believes that improvements within the Vancouver Fire Department system must be coordinated carefully with 
that effort. 

Figure 2: Flashover  
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Structure Fire Personnel and Access 
When called to a structure fire, often the first 
arriving apparatus is a three-man engine company. 
Unless there is a clear case of a human life at risk, 
standard practice dictates that no one from that 
crew can enter the structure until at least one more 
firefighter has arrived on the scene. This is known 
as the “two in / two out” practice, which ensures 
that at least two firefighters are outside the 
building as two enter it. That practice means that 
at least one more apparatus must arrive on scene 
before entrance to the structure is allowed. These 
practices are crucial to our later recommendations 
regarding dynamic staffing and scheduling. 

Fire District 5 Contract 
When created in 1994, the contract between the 
City and Fire District 5 (FD5) was intended to 
provide more cost-effective and homogenous fire 
protection throughout the Vancouver urban area. 
While it has largely achieved those objectives, the 
current level of FD5 funding into the partnership 
(currently a property tax rate of approximately 
$1.34/$1000 Assessed Value [AV]) is lower than 
the City resident’s rate (a property tax rate of 
approximately $1.61/$1000 AV). The CRT is 
concerned that this differential in rates could be 
seen as an inequitably high contribution by City 
residents that, in effect, subsidizes FD5 residents. 
This led the CRT to pose the question of whether 
de-coupling the two agencies would improve the 
fiscal well-being of the Vancouver Fire 
Department. 

Facilities 
As part of its process, the CRT toured and met in 
four Vancouver Fire Department stations. Even 
to the casual observer, it is evident that, in many 
ways, its older facilities are inadequate and likely 
to fail in a major earthquake. Further, they are a 
hazard to the personnel who occupy them. The 
irony is that in a major earthquake the 
department, as a designated first responder, is a 
critical part of an emergency response effort. If 
some stations collapse around them, the ability of 
the City’s firefighters to perform that function is 

clearly made more difficult if not impossible. Of 
even greater concern is that the personnel are put 
at risk.  

A parallel but independent study is being 
conducted to look at the condition of department 
facilities and develop cost estimates for bringing 
them up to a structurally competent condition (or 
replacing them if they are unsalvageable). Based on 
information the CRT received, seven of the City’s 
ten stations require seismic upgrades, ranging from 
moderate to major as shown in the table below. 
That means that – assuming no new investment – 
in the event of a major earthquake, it is possible 
that 70% of the City’s fire facilities would be 
damaged to the point where they would not be 
capable of providing response. A reinvestment in 
or replacement of those facilities clearly needs to 
be an important capital priority. 

SEISMIC UPGRADE COSTS 
Station Costs

1 $1,607,665
2 $620,875
3 $604,018
4 $592,423
5 $1,871,998
6 $425,915
7 $710,015
8 $710,015

Total $6,432,909
*Estimated cost includes sales tax, 30% A/E, and contingency. 

Fire Insurance 
Every community is given a fire insurance rating 
by an independent bureau based on the 
community’s ability to provide fire protection 
services to its citizens. They are rated on a scale of 
1 – 10, with 1 reflecting the highest level of fire 
protection service. Vancouver currently is rated as 
a 4. When service levels decline as a result of 
staffing cutbacks or station closures, insurance 
rates are likely to increase. This is a concern for all 
property owners, but rising rates are likely to 
impact business and commercial properties more 
dramatically. This increases the cost of doing 
business in Vancouver and makes recruiting and 
retaining employers more challenging, something 
the community can ill afford. 
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Non-Fire Services 
As noted above, the CRT became aware of the high volume of medical calls to which the department 
responds. But it also provides a host of other lesser-known services, including regional hazardous materials 
response, regional technical rescue, regional marine response, disaster preparedness, and mutual aid response, 
including to Portland. It is likely that the public for the most part is unaware of these additional duties and 
their importance. While essential, these services create additional financial burden on the department in the 
form of training, equipment, and attracting and retaining qualified personnel. 

Increasing Deficits and Unsustainable Financials 
The CRT received a presentation from the City’s budget office (see Figure 3) outlining the likely financial 
scenario over the next 6 years. Any hope one might have held that the current financial challenges are short-
term evaporated with that presentation. With a set of reasonable assumptions, the deficits involved in the 
provision of fire services by the Vancouver Fire Department are projected to increase from $1.65 million in 
2013 to $4.69 million in 2018 out of the City’s overall predicted deficit of approximately $10 million. This 
stark reality is part of the reason for the sense of urgency the CRT wants to convey. Even if new funding 
sources are identified, getting them into the cash stream takes a year or more. Left unattended, this situation 
will give the City little option but to either 1) cut funding to the fire department, reducing staffing and service 
levels and dramatically increasing risk, or 2) cut funding from other City departments, reducing their service 
or staffing levels. 

 
Figure 3: Fire Department Financial Forecast 
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CREATIVE INITIATIVES 
As part of this process, the CRT asked all of the 
participants (fire management and bargaining 
units) to bring forward initiatives that hold the 
promise of realizing cost reductions through 
innovative changes in practice or management. 
Fire management brought forward three (see 
Exhibit B), and through additional discussion with 
the CRT and analysis, four others emerged. 

In this context, we encourage the City to 
reconsider a policy which we believe does not 
reinforce the implementation of creative initiatives. 
On one hand, we are attempting to incentivize the 
department to be more efficient, innovative and 
frugal. We are advised, however, that under 
current City policy, any savings they might realize 
through this process do not necessarily accrue to 
the department but to the general fund. We do not 
believe this appropriately rewards any success the 
department achieves. The policy should be 
amended. 

Initiative 1: Use non-firefighting vehicles for 
emergency medical calls 
This initiative would utilize an SUV-type vehicle 
with a crew of one or two paramedics to respond 
to medical calls. The use of this vehicle would 
replace an engine or ladder truck and its 
commensurate three- or four-man crew that are 
currently sent on EMS calls. As noted earlier, 
nearly three in four of all calls to the VFD are 
medical calls. Since the operating cost of the 
proposed smaller vehicle would be about 18% of 
the cost of the engine and crew (including labor, 
parts, fuel, and depreciation see table below) this 
initiative could be a common-sense solution to the 
more expensive (engine company) response as 
shown in the table below. Responding with a 
smaller vehicle and appropriate personnel also 
could reduce response times. 

This initiative could impact the ability of the 
Vancouver Fire Department to maintain necessary 
training and qualifications and may require 
adjusting the existing training model. This is likely 
a bargaining issue as well. 

CRT Recommendation: 
Implement this as a pilot project by the end of 
2012 as recommended by the department. 
 

ENGINE CAPITALIZED COST PER MILE 
*Labor $21,233.00 
*Parts $15,431.00 
*Fuel $13,041.00 
*Depreciation $45,000.00 
Total $94,705.00 
Engine Miles 12,679 
Cost per Mile $7.47 

 

SUV CAPITALIZED COST PER MILE 
*Labor $2,475.00 
*Parts $2,050.00 
*Fuel $4,475.00 
*Depreciation $11,500.00 
Total $20,500.00 
Engine Miles 15,342 
Cost per Mile $1.34 

*Compiled by Equipment Services Superintendent Barbara Basnett 
from data taken and averaged for a 12 month period over 2011 and 
2012. 

Initiatives 2 & 3: Create dynamic staffing 
strategies and create dynamic scheduling 
strategies 
These initiatives are integrally related and so are 
presented together. 

The Vancouver Fire Department is able to access a 
wealth of historical data. The benefit of the data 
available is that the department knows historically 
what types of calls are likely to come in and at 
what time. This presents an opportunity to match 
critical resources with times of predictably higher 
call volumes. In theory, it would provide higher 
levels of service during peak demand by increasing 
available staff. Conversely (and potentially at 
increased risk), it would reduce service levels 
during off-peak times unless additional investment 
was forthcoming. This effort is aimed at a smarter 
allocation of available resources, not a reduction in 
staffing. 
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These initiatives could impact the department’s ability 
to maintain necessary training and qualifications and 
may require adjusting the existing training model. This 
is likely a bargaining issue as well. 

CRT Recommendation: 
Implement this as a pilot project by the end of 
2012 as recommended by the department. 

Initiative 4: Reduce obligation to respond to 
less serious medical calls 
The dispatch protocol categorizes medical calls 
into six classes (one being the most critical, six 
being the least). As an example, a class one would 
include severe trauma while class six would include 
a sprained ankle. In 2008, the department elected 
to no longer respond to category five and six calls. 
This resulted in approximately 4,000 fewer medical 
dispatches from previous years. There appears to 
be room in the system for further reduction in the 
response level, particularly with improved triage by 
the dispatch system. Combined with a more 
appropriate response vehicle (Initiative 1), this 
change offers potential additional savings in 
medical response. 

CRT Recommendation: 
Implement immediately while carefully tracking 
the results. 

Initiative 5: Relocate stations 
With two of Vancouver’s oldest and most 
structurally vulnerable stations (1 and 2) serving 
Vancouver’s city center, combining those facilities 
at a more strategic location seems to be an 
opportunity for consolidation and cost savings. We 
conclude this based on the estimates of the 
facilities study which highlighted the fact that the 
City could invest money on seismic upgrades and 
still be left with a station that, while structurally 
sound, is unsuited to the department’s needs. 
Please note under our longer term 
recommendations, we suggest a more thorough 
study of the appropriateness of locations of all 
existing stations in an effort to be more strategic in 
the deployment of resources. 

CRT Recommendation: 
Accelerate the study of consolidation of stations 1 
and 2 and include an evaluation of whether cost 
savings could be realized. 

Initiative 6: Transfer equipment savings to 
personnel 
Given that Initiative 1 could result in some 
equipment operating cost savings, the CRT was 
curious as to whether those savings, if realized, 
would be eligible to be transferred into personnel 
expenditures. A rough analysis prepared by the 
department shows that in operating costs ($7.47 
per mile for an engine compared to $1.34 per mile 
for an SUV), there could be as much as about 
$51,000 in annual savings per vehicle 
implemented. This is enough to fund about 0.5 full 
time equivalent employees. As noted earlier, the 
CRT recognizes that transferring these funds from 
an equipment account to a personnel account may 
necessitate a change in the City’s internal policy. 
We believe that change should be strongly 
considered. No analysis was provided relative to 
savings on equipment replacement (i.e., deferred 
cost of engine replacement due to decreased use), 
but the CRT believes that cost should be 
calculated as well. 

CRT Recommendation: 
This analysis should be completed and savings in 
equipment should be focused on strategically 
increasing personnel. 

Initiative 7: Educate the public  
The best fire prevention is to never have a fire to 
start with. Most of us remember when the 
firefighters showed up in our grade school class to 
teach us the importance of fire prevention. Public 
education is the role of the Vancouver Fire 
Department and the Vancouver Fire Marshal’s 
office. Unfortunately, budgets to provide public 
education have been reduced. Between 2008 and 
2012, for instance, personnel levels in the Fire 
Marshal’s office were reduced from 14.5 FTE to 8 
FTE. As a result, the office has reduced staff in 
building plans review, fire arson investigation, 
public outreach, and fire code inspections. The 
CRT believes fire prevention and education to be 
perhaps the cheapest way to address long-term 
growth in the demand for fire services and believes 
dollars invested in education will pay off, although 
over a longer period. 

We have also concluded that far too little of the 
department’s current status – stretched resources, 
stressed staff – is known to the public. We believe 
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that if they knew, for instance, how staffing levels 
in Vancouver compare to like-sized communities 
elsewhere in the state they may begin to rethink 
the level of risk they are willing to accept and agree 
to provide additional funding. A solid campaign 
that gives the citizens the unvarnished truth would 
be a worthwhile investment of the City’s resources. 

CRT Recommendation: 
Investigate opportunities to expand public 
education and fire code enforcement aimed at 
prevention, possibly with increased numbers of 
volunteers (Fire Corps, etc.). 

LONGER TERM CONSIDERATIONS 
Clearly, a 4-month engagement by the CRT is 
insufficient to vet fully all conceivable options for 
improving the fire service delivery system. As a 
result, we offer the following as initiatives that we 
believe should be more fully investigated and 
which we believe might hold promise for creating 
cost reductions and / or efficiencies. 

Creating an independent source of fire 
protection funding 
As noted earlier, to have the Vancouver Fire 
Department competing with other City 
departments for limited general fund dollars is a 
no-win proposition. Serious investigation should 
be given to exploring options to create an 
independent source of funding fire protection. We 
know from history that taxpayers are more likely 
to support new or increased taxes if they know the 
specific use of the money. However, convincing 
voters to tax themselves when the destination of 
those dollars is vague is a much more difficult 
proposition. The CRT looked at the Regional Fire 
Authority model, annexation of the City’s fire 
authority by FD5, and operating levies as 
alternatives. None seems to solve the problem for 
the long term, at least at this point in time and as 
currently conceived. Again, given the limited time 
available, the CRT was unable to find a taxing or 
governance solution that made real progress 
toward a sustainable funding scenario. Perhaps one 
does not exist; perhaps new legislation is warranted 
to create a funding model that is dedicated and 
sustainable. Whatever the final answer, we believe 

that additional investigation should be undertaken 
in the near term. 

Terminating contract with Fire District 5 
As noted above, the contractual relationship 
between the City and FD5 was an appropriate 
action at the time it was put into effect. We did 
consider the possibility of the district assuming 
governance control over the department. The CRT 
believes that given the passage of time and the 
increased financial stress on the system, it is 
appropriate to re-examine this partnership and 
assess the relative value to each of the parties. The 
CRT has no reason to believe the partnership is 
any less valuable than the day it was signed; 
however, we do believe that, like all long-term 
agreements, a candid evaluation is due. 

Implementing user fees 
Currently, the department is able to impose user 
fees on businesses that house or handle hazardous 
materials. Broadening this concept should be 
explored. There likely are circumstances that could 
and should be supported by auxiliary funding 
applied directly to the user. We believe 
investigation of this concept would be worthwhile. 

Relocating/consolidating/closing stations  
Because the physical condition of many of the 
department’s stations is suspect and will require an 
injection of new capital, there is an opportunity to 
look more globally at this issue. We pose this 
question: If we were starting with a mostly clean 
slate (i.e., a built community with only our most 
structurally sound stations remaining), given the 
population densities and fire risks in our 
community, where would we build fire stations? 
And what would those stations look like? As an 
example, could we meet our current response 
times if we had three fewer stations but the 
remaining stations were located more strategically 
relative to the risk areas? 
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Providing medical transport 
As noted above, the Vancouver Fire Department 
is frequently the first responder to a medical call 
but is not equipped to transport the patient to an 
emergency care facility. As indicated by initial 
information presented to the CRT, transport may 
be an option that could make sense for the 
department. Unfortunately, significant 
uncontrollable risks are associated with such a 
venture, not the least of which is the reliability of 
federal funding for Medicaid and Medicare. 
Further, the current system of transport covers not 
only the City of Vancouver but also much of the 
rest of Clark County. How that system gets 
bifurcated would be problematic. VFD 
management admits that providing this service is 
unlikely to create additional net revenue; but, 
having the staff associated with the service would 
provide more flexibility to the department in terms 
of allocating resources. Based on that, the CRT 
believes that additional analysis of the 
opportunities of such a system should be explored. 

Studying EMS/CRESA  
The hand in glove relationship between the 
Vancouver Fire Department and those responsible 
for dispatching its crews is critical. Looking for 
improvements that result in increased efficiencies 
and stronger communications is an effort that 
deserves the attention of City officials. 

Monitoring opportunities for technological 
advancement 
Firefighting is a science. Technology has improved 
the department’s ability to respond to a wide 
variety of events. The CRT believes that as 
technology advances, innovative (but not bleeding 
edge) techniques should be pursued, including 
advances in robotics. 

GUIDING PRINCIPLE ASSESSMENT 
As noted above, when undertaking this process the 
CRT developed a set of guiding principles. These 
principles were designed to avoid the temptation 
of the group to focus immediately on solutions but 
rather to assist the CRT in first identifying the 
characteristics of the most workable solutions. They 
now provide a filter through which to look at the 
solutions and assess their consistency with the 
guiding principles. The following are the principles 
as originally approved by the CRT. 

The workable solution… 
 Is financially sustainable, driven by creativity, 

for the long term. 
 Balances the community’s appropriate level of 

service and fire personnel safety while aspiring 
to industry standards. 

These principles were further refined by these 
premises. 

The solution shall… 
 Respect the integrity of existing labor 

agreements. 
 Provide equitable service delivery. 
 Reach conclusions driven by data to the extent 

possible. 

The CRT believes that, taken as a whole, our 
recommendations do in fact meet the guiding 
principles. If successfully implemented, the 
initiatives will build a foundation for a fiscally 
sustainable department that can provide an 
appropriate level of service. Over time, we would 
hope that these initiatives will help the VFD move 
closer to the industry standard in staffing.  
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CONCLUSION 
As noted, this is a complex issue. Even with the willing cooperation of VFD management and bargaining 
units, the best combination of sustainable solutions will be difficult to implement. But the CRT is of the mind 
that without initiating changes – even relatively minor ones – our future is one of reduced capacity resulting in 
increased risk. We implore the City Manager and City Council to set the tone of change by supporting the 
initiatives cited in this report and aggressively pursuing the longer term ideas we see as important. While we 
understand that many of our suggestions could involve adjustments to current contracts, we implore VFD 
management and bargaining unit professionals to give these changes a fair chance and do everything you can 
to constructively implement them. What we can say with certainty is this: As painful as it might be to admit it, 
the old model is broken and the sooner we admit it the better off we will be. If we fail to start making smart 
changes in the system immediately, the department’s commitment to protect the community consistent with 
their professional standards will be at even greater risk. 
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City of Vancouver 

Fire Service Delivery 
Community Resource Team 

 Charter 
April 19, 2012 

 

 
Community Resource Team Purpose 
 

 The City of Vancouver, Washington has established this Community Resource 

Team (CRT) in order to get input from a diverse range of community interests on 

fire service delivery. 

 CRT members have been selected for their knowledge of community interests, 

their critical thinking skills, their diversity of thought and access to both formal 

and informal stakeholder communication networks. 

 The CRT advises the City of Vancouver. The final decision on any revisions to 

the service delivery model, and subsequent actions to implement the model, will 

be made by the City of Vancouver City Council.  

 CRT members, as a group, will work with the technical resource team and the 

meeting facilitator to give input on alternative models for fire service delivery in 

Vancouver. 

 
Role and Responsibilities 
 

Community Resource Team 

 CRT members will be expected to attend all committee meetings to share their 

community knowledge and insights with the technical resource team. 

 CRT members are asked to review pertinent background data and ask any and 

all questions that help shed light on opportunities to improve the fire service 

delivery system. 
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 CRT members are encouraged to interact directly with the community and their 

stakeholder constituencies, provide information, and bring questions and 

comments back to the CRT meetings for discussion.  

 CRT members will be invited to attend and provide project insight at public 

meetings and other occasions, such as City Council work sessions and hearings. 

 

Technical Resource Team 

 Necessary fire and city staff will attend each CRT meeting.  Independent 

technical consultants may be called in on an as needed basis. 

 The technical resource team, made up of City administration staff and Fire 

Department administration and union staff, will provide the CRT with 

information as needed and requested. 

 City will arrange for note taking of each meeting and post meeting summaries on 

the city’s website. 

 

Operating Procedures  
 

 The CRT is scheduled to meet approximately 7 times during the course of the 

project. The first, two‐hour meeting will provide background and a framework 

for how we will operate. Subsequent meetings will engage the CRT in problem 

solving and exploration regarding fire service delivery.  

 CRT members also will be invited to attend one City Council meeting where the 

City Council will discuss the feasibility of regional fire authority. 

 CRT members should plan on attending all CRT meetings.  

 Since the CRT is advisory, members will be asked to provide their input, with no 

elected chair or other officers. An impartial professional facilitator will lead the 

sessions and work with the technical resource team to support meeting 

arrangements, agenda development, project update presentations, and meeting 

notes. 

 CRT meetings will be summarized and provided to the group for review and 

approval as to their accuracy.  
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 All meetings will be announced to the public in advance and will be open to 

public attendance.  However, no public testimony will be taken. 

 The CRT will dissolve at the close of the process. 

 The point of contact for inquiries from officials or the media is Barbara Ayers at 

(360) 487‐8614 and Barbara.ayers@cityofvancouver.us. If CRT members are 

approached by the media, it would be the preference of the city that they refer 

the inquiry to Barbara Ayers. If members of the CRT communicate with the 

media, it is respectfully requested that CRT members clarify their opinion as 

their own and not representative of the City of Vancouver or the CRT. CRT 

members may not represent the entire CRT group without prior agreement by 

the CRT. 

 

Contact information for the facilitation team: 

 

John D. White 

360.823.6116 direct 

360.607.0444 cell 

john.white@abam.com 

 

Jennifer Chariarse 

360.823.6135 

jennifer.chariarse@abam.com 
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