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The information provided below is the result of best practices research that was conducted as part of Berkshire Advisors’ 2007 management assessment of the Dallas, Texas Fire-Rescue Department.  The first section describes the process that was used to conduct this research.  The second section presents the best practice findings.

A – PROCESS

A questionnaire was distributed to 50 fire chiefs across the country asking them (or members of their staff) to identify departments, other than their own, which demonstrate best practices in a number of categories.  These departments were then contacted and an effort was made to understand why their peers recognize them as employing best practices.

Nominees from 25 fire departments in 15 areas were identified and selected:

· Airport protection (Charlotte, North Carolina; Chicago, Illinois; Denver, Colorado; Phoenix, Arizona)

· EMS response (Jacksonville, Florida; King County, Washington; Orlando, Florida; Phoenix, Arizona; St. Louis, Missouri)

· Employee performance management (Carrollton, Texas; Pembroke, Florida)

· Fire prevention education (Colorado Springs, Colorado; Las Vegas, Nevada; Long Beach, California; Miami, Florida; Orange County, Florida)

· Fire suppression (Coral Gables, Florida; Phoenix, Arizona)

· Fleet management (Ft. Worth, Texas; Las Vegas, Nevada; Los Angeles, California; Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; Orange County, Florida; Phoenix, Arizona; San Antonio, Texas)

· Hazardous materials response (Irving, Texas; Phoenix, Arizona)

· High rise response (Irving, Texas; Los Angeles, California)

· Use of in-service crews (Coral Gables, Florida; Irving, Texas)

· Inspections (Austin, Texas; Charlotte, North Carolina; Coral Gables, Florida; Denver, Colorado; Orange County, Florida; Memphis, Tennessee; Phoenix, Arizona; San Antonio, Texas)

· Recouping costs through fees and charges (Coral Gables, Florida; Fairfax County, Virginia; Las Vegas, Nevada; Orlando, Florida; Phoenix, Arizona; St. Louis, Missouri)

· Special operations (Fairfax County, Virginia; Irving, Texas; Los Angeles County, California; Orange County, Florida)

· Strategic planning (Fairfax County, Virginia; Las Vegas, Nevada; San Antonio, Texas)

· Technology (Fairfax County, Virginia; Orange County, Florida; Phoenix, Arizona)

· Training (Austin, Texas; Fairfax County, Virginia; Pembroke, Florida)

B – BEST PRACTICE FINDINGS

As stated above, best practice findings are presented for the following areas: airport protection; EMS response; employee performance management; fire prevention education; fire suppression; fleet management; hazardous materials response; use of in-service crews; inspections; recouping costs through fees and charges; special operations; strategic planning; technology; and training.

Airport Protection

Fire departments that have established exemplary airport related services.

All of the departments provide dedicated, around-the-clock fire and emergency medical services at their respective airports.  Job requirements include being EMT and defibrillator certified.  Dispatch comes directly from the airport tower to the airport’s fire station.  If additional fire companies are needed they are typically dispatched from the city’s next closest station.  It is interesting that for one department if a plane crashes three miles short of the airport the city responds and the airport units provide back-up.  One department responds to between 300 and 350 Alert 1 calls a year, not including medical calls, yet the county provides ambulance transportation and, by mutual agreement, all other local counties are available for additional support.  Other departments maintain contracts with several private ambulance companies or use transport services from the local hospital.  

One department maintains 17 firefighters at one airport and 43 firefighters at the second, including six crash trucks (with two staff), two non-paramedic engines (five staff), one aerial, three ambulances (paramedic equipped), and a mutual aid heavy rescue squad.  Training for all staff includes mandated 100 classroom hours.  Another department deploys 30 staff per shift (25 firefighters with five for relief), 16 pieces of emergency apparatus, and 11 support vehicles.  A taxiway response entails seven front line pieces of apparatus with two firefighters each, one engine with four firefighters, and one truck with six staff.  In addition, this airport also deploys an on-site hazardous materials strike team funded through a homeland security grant.  If a call is dispatched requiring a haz-mat response, six staff is assigned to the haz-mat truck in addition to the four staff on the engine.  All firefighters in Charlotte, Chicago, and Denver are EMT certified.

EMS Response

Fire departments that provide rapid, high, quality, and compassionate emergency medical services.

Some departments require EMT certification as a hiring prerequisite; in other departments recruits are required to gain EMT certification as a prerequisite for graduating from recruit training.

Staffing on EMS units varies from at least one paramedic to one EMT and one paramedic to two paramedics and two EMTs to three EMTs.  Departments with at least one paramedic on a unit feel this is a more efficient response protocol because of the higher level of medical service provided by paramedics.  If paramedic-level service is required two units can end up being dispatched to the same call.  

Phoenix, Arizona, dispatches the closest available unit regardless of that unit’s capability.  Jacksonville employs the same standard response (one engine and one rescue) regardless of the type of call.

Departments are attempting different strategies to maintain a consistent level of service and response time to medical calls.  The issue is not necessarily a shortage of staff or apparatus but rather the increasingly high number of medical calls.  In some departments EMS calls account for greater than 75 percent of all calls-for-service.  Based on data analysis of response time and number of requests, departments use overtime for extra coverage, deploy additional units during peak times, or strategically move units to targeted geographic areas.  Departments recognize that these approaches may be temporary and must continuously analyze call data as areas of their cities become more developed and demographics change.

Another issue departments are trying to address is paramedic burnout.  Approaches include flooding high call areas with paramedics in Chevy trucks who will call for an ambulance only if they determine one is needed (this also addresses the issue of citizens using the ambulance service as a free taxi service to the hospital); providing employee training in stress management and offering in-house counseling; mandating critical incident debriefing; teaming; keeping overtime to a minimum by deploying EMS supervisors on ambulances; peak period staffing and deployment; maintaining minimum staffing levels; offering a work hiatus to the more serious cases; rotating staff to other assignments; and employee assistance and wellness plans. Two other approaches are continued OSHA and HIPPA staff training especially focusing on preventing infectious diseases and proper use of equipment, and public education training (a fair amount of burnout is contributable to the public’s lack of courteousness and cooperation and, in some cases, displays of physical hostility).  One department asserts its 25-year mandatory retirement plan has all but eliminated paramedic burnout but this seems to be an exception.

Employee Performance Management

Fire departments that have established employee performance management that support the successful development of individual employees and the dismissal of employees who consistently fail to meet expectations.

The performance management process should begin with a review of the department’s strategic and annual operational plans, discussion of how and where the employee fits into the plans, and identification of those specific performance measures which most affect department- and unit-wide objectives.  As part of the process, employees should also have the opportunity to identify and try to achieve personal goals.  This overall approach assures individual goals are aligned with department/unit goals and helps employees understand that, no matter what position they hold, their individual performance is valued and contributes to the department’s success.  

The best way for supervisors to help employees achieve their goals is constant communication/ feedback and monitoring.  Routine quarterly meetings and a tracking checklist are one way to ensure communication but employees should also be encouraged to seek their supervisors out especially if they are having problems keeping on track or are uncertain about their performance.  Little can be done about problems that are not brought to light until the end of the performance period.  Additional individual training may address quantitative performance objectives such as time required to hook up and drag a hose or keeping equipment in good repair and ready.  Other measures (e.g., number of inspections completed or engine company response time) may need to be addressed on a unit-wide basis.

A progressive discipline system can be used during the course of the performance period.  This is especially helpful when performance is lacking and at various checkpoints has not improved.  The discipline system can progress as follows: coach and counsel, oral reminder, written reminder, leave without pay or demotion, and termination.  The immediate supervisor should have the skill and authority to handle the first two levels of discipline.  At the third level – written reminder – the assistant chief or head of personnel should become involved, either supporting the immediate supervisor or directly being responsible for the action.  

The employee and supervisor should complete an annual evaluation form at the end of the performance period that becomes part of the employee’s permanent record.  

Fire Prevention Education

Departments that promote efficient and effective approaches to communicating fire prevention strategies and providing tailored services to the community.

A well-informed public is a key to fire prevention, citizen safety, and support and appreciation for the services provided by department employees.  Accordingly, departments provide citizens with a wealth of information, hands-on training opportunities, and fire safety programs.  School-aged children and teens are targeted through safety trailers and safety houses with computerized simulators, on-line games and videos, Risk Watch injury prevention curriculum, and firefighters serving as mentors and scoutmasters.  Older citizens can take advantage of CPR and first aid classes, fire extinguisher training, citizen academies and CERT classes, and public relations events.

Free smoke alarm and battery distribution programs, home safety surveys and evacuation planning, and special life safety training for hospital, day-care, and hotel workers help citizens focus on fire prevention and safety issues.

The Elderlinks program provides training to firefighters on how to spot abuse or self-neglect of the elderly and how to handle the situation. If abuse or neglect is suspected, the firefighter completes an online report of what has been seen and Elderlinks staff opens a case report, contacts the firefighter for additional information, and follows up with the citizen and referral agency (for example, hospice or meals on wheels).  All referrals are followed up on to ensure needs have been met; however, it is important to realize that not everyone wants help or realizes that they may need help.  Fire setter intervention/prevention programs educate children on the dangers of playing with matches and targets at-risk children through referrals from the courts, school staff, family members, law enforcement officials, and social service providers.

Programs are evaluated less on quantitative success and more on qualitative factors.  The number of participants and requests for support is a good indicator of a program’s success.  To ascertain citizen satisfaction questionnaires distributed after workshops and classes or citizen surveys may be used.  
To help address cost issues several departments no longer take fire engines and apparatus to schools because of the high cost of fuel and another department funds staff through a public safety sales tax.

Fire Suppression

Fire departments that implement innovative and cost-effective approaches to minimizing fire loss and response time, and ensuring firefighter safety.

Resources permitting, departments try to meet ISO staffing recommendations.  At a minimum however, departments staff engines with three personnel, ambulances with two, and aerials with three.  Apparatus staffing is consistent regardless of in which part of the city services are provided or time of day and on occasion overtime is needed to meet minimum requirements.  Departments that do not assign a driver to the battalion commanders cite manpower shortage as the reason.

Fleet Management

Departments that have developed and implemented fleet maintenance and repair procedures and replacement cycles that help ensure the availability of safe, well-maintained vehicles and apparatus.

Several departments are in the process of addressing two main issues:  how to replace and how to finance an aging fleet.  For the most part replacement cycles are based on age and mileage, although mileage is less of a factor because fire vehicles may not travel many miles during the course of a year.  Replacement cycles are as follows:  pumper/engine – 10 to 20 years and/or 100,000 to 125,000 miles; aerial truck – 10 to 20 years and/or 90,000 to 125,000 miles; brush truck – 10 to 15 years and/or 100,000 miles; heavy rescue – 10 years and/or 125,000 miles; haz-mat vehicle – 12 years; helicopters – 18 years; EMS unit – three to seven years and/or 90,000-150,000 miles.  Boats is the one category that seems to not have a set replacement cycle (one recently replaced boat was purchased in 1923).  In an attempt to better maintain their fleet additional replacement determinants may be used (e.g., when a vehicle reaches 80 percent of the replacement cost to maintain).

Vehicle replacement is important for a number of reasons:  newer units are more sophisticated in terms of safety and technology, when possible reserve vehicles should be as good as front line vehicles, and maintenance and labor costs decrease for new vehicles (one department saw a 5.6 percent decrease in labor costs in one year as a result of its fleet replacement plan).

To get a better handle on the actual usage of fire vehicles one department is in the process of installing hour meters on new vehicles and will monitor the number of hours the vehicle is in operation rather than the number of miles driven (one hour of operation will be equivalent to 45 miles over the road).  Other departments either have installed or are in the process of installing computerized fleet management systems to better track actual maintenance and repair costs and downtime.

To extend the life of their aerial trucks one department has purchased ladder tenders, which are dispatched to non-structure fires, for example EMS calls-for-service.  This approach also provides a cost saving as a new aerial costs $600,000 and a ladder tender costs between $100,000 and $300,000.  Other approaches include tracking vehicles by station usage and rotating them to even out wear and tear, and assigning vehicles based on location terrain, horsepower, and population density.

In addition to general funds, replacement vehicles are funded from a variety of sources:  revenue from investments, federal grants for some specialty vehicles, leasing the vehicles from the city and paying for them on a monthly basis, bond financing, and public safety sales tax.  One department has worked out an agreement with its vehicle manufacturer to trade the old units back to the manufacturer and get back half the cost toward the new replacement.  Another department places all new vehicles into the city’s vehicle fund then begins making monthly contributions to the fund based on the vehicle’s life expectancy and projected replacement cost.  When vehicles are ready for replacement the necessary funds have already accrued.  Another strategy is to set aside funds for new apparatus during the fiscal years when that apparatus does not need to be replaced.  Again, when the vehicle is ready for replacement the money is available.

When asking the public for vehicle replacement funds departments have found it prudent to have developed a long-range plan (e.g., five years) with specific vehicle numbers, (e.g., an aerial a year for five years, or seven new engines/pumpers a year).  In addition, inflation costs need to be considered.

Hazardous Materials Response

Departments that do an exemplary job of responding to incidents involving hazardous materials.

Departments tend to have a dedicated haz-mat response team, supplemented by department-wide haz-mat responders, typically an engine company with less training (basic firefighting haz-mat training rather than more intensive, state-certified technician training) and slightly different equipment (e.g., B entry clothing rather than the full complement; less detection and quantification apparatus).  If the dedicated team is on another call, the supplemental unit is the first responding unit and will conduct an assessment to decide if the dedicated haz-mat team needs to respond.  

Phoenix, Arizona, established a special hazards unit to monitor facilities that store and handle hazardous materials.  These businesses are required to pay a fee based on the type and quantity of the materials being stored.  Facilities that may cause a significant tactical response problem are noted in the computer; when a response is required at one of these facilities a red flag comes up in the computer and the response team is alerted.

High Rise Response

Departments that exhibit exemplary emergency response to fires in high rise buildings.

Response to high rise emergencies varied.  In one department the initial response was 34 persons deployed as follows:

· Two six-person aerials

· Three four-person engines

· Two two-person EMS units

· One four-person haz-mat squad

· One chief officer

· One staff assistant

If a second alarm goes out the first unit determines, based on time of day, smoke situation, weather conditions, what additional equipment and resources are needed, and may include a full second complement same as the initial response units, a life force squad, or high-angle rescue team.

.

Another department deploys 18 staff as the first response to a high rise emergency as follows:

· Two three-person aerials

· Three three-person engines

· One two-person EMS unit

· One battalion chief

If smoke is showing or detected a second response of one three-person aerial, three three-person engines, one battalion chief, and two assistant chiefs is deployed.

In-Service Crews

Departments that make effective use of in-service crews to perform duties such as inspections, pre-fire planning, and training.

Ample time is devoted to training because it is the most important non-firefighting activity crews perform.  To allow time for other activities, a master calendar can be circulated via e-mail and hard copy, for the upcoming week and month.  Where firefighters conduct inspections the battalion commander receives a monthly list of inspections, makes assignments accordingly, and updates the calendar.  It is the responsibility of the station captain to monitor the records and make sure the inspections actually took place.  The key reason for firefighters to conduct inspections is not only to support fire prevention units which all seem to lack the necessary resources to keep up with their inspections (see the inspections section below) but to visit buildings for the purpose of pre-fire planning.  To avoid an inordinate amount of interference with calls-for- service and because firefighters do not have building code expertise, the types of inspections they conduct should be limited.  Likewise, they should only be assigned inspections of limited duration.

Inspections

Departments that ensure timely and thorough required inspections of facilities by implementing workload and resource allocation strategies that help enforce building regulations, standards, and codes and use these codes to reduce fire risks.

Departments manage to keep up with state-mandated annual and hazard materials permit inspections but, with so much new construction throughout the country, there can be as much as a two to three year gap between other types of inspections, not including re-inspections which are typically worked into the regular inspection cycle.  To help ensure more efficient processes and in an effort to stay on top of the workload, inspection units are staffed with generalists and specialists.  Specialists are typically assigned to schools, hospitals, fire hydrants, day care and group homes, haz-mat materials and flammables.  In Austin, all inspectors are ranked lieutenant; in Charlotte, inspectors are civilians, although previously the requirement had been promotion from firefighter.

Incentives include $150 to maintain state certification, 105% of first grade pay rate, and a two pay grade increase from inspector I to inspector II.

Some departments assign inspectors a specific number of inspections per day although because the time required to conduct an inspection can vary from one hour to several weeks, it is difficult to manage performance expectations.  Other departments assign a set number of hours, for example, two hours a day devoted to administrative activities and eight hours devoted to performing inspections.  

To help bring newly hired inspectors up to speed, a mentoring program can be implemented, teaming a new inspector to work with a more senior inspector.  The ideal situation is to hire experienced inspectors from other jurisdictions who then need to be brought up to speed on the respective fire codes in the city.

Departments recognize the importance of trying to reduce risk, especially by staying on top of abandoned buildings but staffing shortages preclude much focus on this; however if homeless people are noticed around a building firefighters can issue a referral to the inspectors.  Other approaches include bringing buildings up to code if they have been vacant for a year, bringing buildings up to code if the type of occupancy is being changed, bringing buildings up to code before they can be sold, boarding up and securing abandoned buildings as required by state law in some jurisdictions, and working cooperatively with the appropriate city/county departments.

Memphis, Tennessee, employs anti-neglect technicians responsible for enforcing the city’s dangerous and derelict structure ordinances, the purpose of which is to get these buildings demolished or fixed.  These technicians either go door-to-door for systematic inspections or act upon referrals.  Owners are given the chance to renovate or demolish the property and can be taken to court for failure to comply.  Fees support 80 percent of the unit’s operating costs.

For the most part, inspection reports are handwritten by the inspectors in the field, and then entered into the computer system at the office.  If funding becomes available departments would like to see PDAs or other on-site means of data entry made available, although one department has gone back to computer entry after experiencing many glitches with the PDAs.  In San Antonio, inspectors take a cell phone and laptop into the field that they use to access their daily work assignments and enter their daily reports, reducing travel time to and from the office.  It is expected that the laptops will allow each inspector to conduct one more inspection per day.  A three percent surcharge was added to all inspections to pay for the computers. 

Denver, Colorado, has streamlined its inspections process in two ways:  all high rise buildings use the same emergency evacuation plan template and a check-list form is faxed to the facility before the inspector arrives so all documentation and certificates are ready for review and problems can be corrected ahead of time.

Phoenix, Arizona, established a facilities permit program to simplify the permitting and inspection process.  For an annual $300 fee, the fire department assigns a multidisciplinary team of plan reviewers, inspectors, and fire prevention specialists.  Not only is the contractor able to bypass the regular scheduling process by dealing directly with the assigned team but also inspections are completed in less time because each discipline coordinates their inspection activities.  

Recouping Costs Through Fees And Charges

Departments that aggressively yet fairly assess fees to recoup some of the costs of department services and do a good job of collecting these fees.

Although fire departments that provide medical service transportation have established fees and bill patients accordingly, only two departments aggressively try to collect these fees.  The remaining departments prefer a policy of “compassionate billing.” In the first department, a billing company is used to send out the initial invoice and if the bill is not paid within a year, it is turned over to a collection agency (false alarm and permit fees, which are easier to collect, are billed in-house).  The second department bills directly and then turns the case over to a collection agency.  Collection rates range from 50 percent to 69 percent.  Uncollected fees are not reflected in the department budgets, however the budgets do reflect what is expected to be collected.

Transport fees range from $300 to $375 for basic life support and $400 to $550 for advanced life support.  In addition, departments charge $7.50 to $7.75 per mile from the scene to the hospital.  All departments maintain they charge less than what the local private providers charge.  For insured patients, the insurance is accepted in full and co-pays and deductibles are waived for residents.  For uninsured patients, it is possible to get a hardship waiver. If the responders deem transportation is needed but the patient refuses, $100 to $125 plus the cost of medicine is charged.  Departments that do not transport patients either use other government agencies (i.e., the county) or have contracts with private providers.  In either case, the agency providing the transportation bills for and collects the fee.

Phoenix, Arizona has established two cost-recovery units:  the access section responsible for facilitating emergency access to properties and the special hazards unit (SHU) for facilities storing and handling hazardous materials.  When, after the first several years, it was determined that the SHU fees were not enough to cover the unit’s costs, the fees were raised significantly (from three fee categories of $100, $300, and $500 to the current five category rate structure of $400, $800, $1,250, $1,650, and a fee for the number of hazardous materials storage tanks).  The collection process includes sending 30-, 60-, and 90-day invoices, making follow up phone calls, sending out an inspector, and in some cases, taking legal action.

Special Operations

Departments that have established exemplary special operations capabilities.

Special operations teams are staffed voluntarily and no department currently has a shortage of volunteers.  To help determine the need for additional capacity departments analyze the percentage of incidents that require special operations response.  Less important is the response time because special operation rescues sporadically overlap.  One approach is to place the rescue team and apparatus in strategic locations during and after heavy rainfalls, for example.

Swiftwater rescue.  This unit is dispatched if witness confirmation is received or if the first responding unit decides water rescue may be needed.  A team typically includes a captain, lieutenant, diver, lifeguards, and firefighters and may be supported by other firefighters who have been trained by the swiftwater staff.  Several team members are placed in helicopters and ground vehicles and are equipped with wet suites, flotation devices, and water rescue devices. 

Urban search and rescue.  There are 28 FEMA-certified urban and search and rescue (US&R) task force teams authorized to conduct missions within the continental U.S. and its territories. Several of these teams are also authorized to conduct international missions.  US&R teams should be able to be deployed within two hours for local and regional rescues and within 72 hours for national and international rescues.  Localized teams (staff located in the same department or county) are more efficient than regional or statewide teams.  At the scene, teams must be self-sufficient for a minimum of 10 days and preferably for 14 days.

US&R teams are comprised of rescue staff (firefighters and canine handlers), recovery staff (technical searchers), structural engineers, medical staff (doctors and EMTs), and logistical specialists.  To help ensure a full complement of doctors and engineers (non-fire department employees) it is important to maintain a pool of trained workers.

Fairfax County, Virginia, the oldest US&R team in the country and one of a select number of WMD-certified teams in the world), provides a three step training process.  The first step is firefighter recruit training.  After a minimum of two years, a county firefighter can apply for the department’s technical rescue operations team (TROT), which provides local mutual aid services.  TROT members receive six months of NFPA training (swift water, trench rescue, building collapse).  After the six-month training period TROT members are designated as rescue specialists.  After a minimum of two years, TROT rescue specialists can apply for the US&R team.  US&R team members submit a resume and are interviewed and chosen by a selection board.  Continuous education training for TROT and US&R is monthly for all team members.

Because of cooperative work agreements, Fairfax County operations are funded through several sources depending on the expenditure.  For example, the county funds training, physicals/immunization, and CPR costs, federal dollars are used for most equipment purchases, and foreign disaster assistance is financed through grant dollars. 

Other US&R teams comprise five to six technicians on a US&R squad or engine company.  These units support the swiftwater rescue team as well as respond to confined space incidents, major vehicle accidents with trapped passengers, and structure fires.

Strategic Planning

Fire departments that do an excellent job of developing strategic plans and use these plans to improve department or division performance and increase accountability.

The most important elements of developing a strategic plan are that it needs to be reasonable, practical, and feasible.  It should also be developed using a blank sheet of paper and then tailored to meet the department’s actual circumstances.  Ideally all divisions within the department will be included in developing the strategic plan and will identify specific reference points or benchmarks. 

Because strategic plans tend to cover three to five years, departments supplement them by developing yearly operational plans with goals and objectives linked to the strategic plan.  It is interesting that departments that had developed 10-year or even 20-year plans in the past find this is no longer feasible because of their city’s rapid growth, changing demographics, or fiscal considerations.  Goals are divided into short-term – critical for the next fiscal year; long-term – funding needs to be identified and put into place; and further analysis goals.  Projected dollar amounts should be allocated over the life of the plan including one-time and recurring costs.

One department developed its strategic plan by convening a full-day, off-site planning retreat with senior-level staff from all employee groups.  The operational plan was developed after that.  Operational plan accountability should be monitored and tracked weekly or monthly, typically during senior staff meetings. The process works best when someone is assigned responsibility to send out weekly reminder notices, to collect progress updates, and to apply pressure, as needed, to remain on track.  

The strategic plan should include analysis of the region’s projected population growth and density, changes in the tax base, residential and commercial structure development, and potential annexation plans.  It is important that the strategic plan be linked as much as possible to the city/county’s strategic plan.  Not only does this help when funds need to be allocated (or reallocated) but also keeps all interested parties on the same page and with the same priorities.  

The strategic planning process should be used to allocate staff and financial resources and not the other way around.  It is the responsibility of the fire chief and division commanders to ensure that budget requests are aligned with specific goals and objectives and that budget requests are only made for items included in the plan.  Because most strategic plans assign short- and long-term timelines to objectives and action steps, it is best to move unfunded projects to the longer term rather than scrap them altogether.  Of course this assumes that the plan was well conceived to begin with.  One department is considering a performance-based strategic plan that will use specific performance measures to justify initial and future budget requests.  

Technology

Fire departments that use technology as a tool for monitoring and achieving department goals and objectives.

Several departments are in the process of upgrading their technology systems with the intent either of reducing the amount of paperwork or enabling department staff to perform their jobs more efficiently.  Recent enhancements include the following:

· Dispatch technology.  This includes cellular digital packet data laptops that provide a direct link to the CAD system, in-vehicle mapping capability, and server and pre-plan file access; Automatic Vehicle Location capability to identify the unit closest to the scene of the call and allow firefighters to receive instantaneous incident updates from dispatch; and an upgraded 911 system to more accurately plot the location of a caller using a wireless phone.
· Firefighting operations.  This includes field/vehicle repeaters that supplement radio communications and boost radio signals in high rise buildings; thermal imaging cameras to help locate victims in smoke-filled areas; intercoms integrated with SCBAs; and enhanced personal protective equipment tracking systems.

· Training technology.  This includes live stream video feeds providing the opportunity for on-duty training directly at the fire stations; command school computer simulators; and distance learning paramedic training.

.
Other enhancements include on-line inventory databases to better track older equipment and bar coding scanners for EMS drugs and supplies; quick attack monitors on engines designed to decrease flow times; expedition of patient billing by uploading EMS transport data directly into the vendor’s system; upgraded MDTs in EMS vehicles (a saving of more than 50 percent over the older system’s original cost); computerized inspection system (expected to increase inspector workload by 16 percent).
Training

Departments that have developed cost-effective, systemic approaches to identifying training needs and developed programs that address those needs.

All departments follow state mandates and NFPA and ISO guidelines supplemented with additional training tailored to individual needs.  Supplemental training includes a team leader program where firefighters are re-assigned to the academy to mentor recruits, identify problem areas, document and monitor positive and negative behaviors, and provide extra help for struggling recruits; the firepower program to help recruits pass the CPAT (since the program’s inception in 2001, the percentage of women passing the CPAT has increased from 12 percent to 79 percent); operational training for newly acquired equipment; and cultural diversity training.  In Austin, Texas, and Fairfax County, Virginia, training staff respond to fire and rescue calls to observe, document, and record actual field tactics.

Because of the expense and amount of time required departments conduct as much training as possible in-house with department staff.  The accessibility of distance learning options has greatly increased the ability of departments to provide affordable, consistent, and efficient training.

The best approach to supervisory/command officer training is strict adherence to a professional development curriculum that ensures staff is properly trained and have the skills and knowledge needed to perform the job before being promoted to the job.  Included are mentoring, commanding and mitigating emergency incidents, and general leadership skills.  The Fairfax County officer development program is mandatory for the top fifteen people on the promotion’s list.  After their training they have the opportunity to ride as the officer in the unit and get additional on the job training.  The program is for one full week each trimester and includes police crime scene preservation, terrorism, two days of incident command application, and presentations from all fire department divisions.
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