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WASHINGTON COUNTY FIRE CHIEF’S ASSOCIATION 
PROPOSAL ON OPERATIONS 

OVERVIEW 

Being volunteers in the Volunteer State is something that brings us immense pride at each of our fire 
stations, and we are proud to be able to submit this operations proposal to continue to provide the citizens 
of Washington County with enhanced public safety in a cost-effective and sustainable manner while 
leveraging the strengths unique and specific to the volunteer system, especially the way it has served the 
county to this point.  

The Objective  
65% of firefighters in the United States are volunteers. This number decreases every year, while call 
volumes continue to rise. Thus, there is a need to balance the needs of communities (high-quality, 
dependable service) with the needs of a fire department (well-trained, dependable personnel). 
Nevertheless, with responsible care and focused effort, the advantages of volunteer departments that 
stand apart from combination or paid departments can be leveraged correctly to achieve these goals.  
  

• Need #1: Respond to emergency calls per national standards  

• Need #2: Maintain well-trained and certified volunteer personnel to support responses  

• Need #3: Meet budgetary guidelines and maximize the efficiency of available funding  

The Opportunity  
According to the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA), volunteer fire departments save the nation 
almost $47 billion annually, because for many communities, having a fully paid department is not fiscally 
possible. Indeed, research by Independent Sector estimates the value of one hour of volunteer time at 
$25.43 for 2018. Therefore, the volunteer system, and variations of it, are critical to recognizing this cost 
savings. We have the opportunity to leverage these strengths in our favor and need to do so immediately 
in order to support the fire service of Washington County.  
  

• Goal #1: Have fire stations staffed with properly trained personnel to effectively mitigate emergencies  

• Goal #2: Recruit and retain volunteer staffing to ensure safe operations per NFPA guidelines  

• Goal #3: Leverage cost-savings through this initiative to expand the capabilities of our fire departments  

The Solution  
We already have a system in place that integrates paid staff and volunteers at Fall Branch Volunteer Fire 
Department. However, it works specifically because of the autonomy they have to staff the truck with 
people they know and trust, beyond simple certifications or letters of recommendation.  
  

• Recommendation #1: Use the Washington County Fire Chief’s Association to “employ” 2 paid 
firefighters (This will satisfy the requirements of the Fair Labor Standards Act, and assist in meeting 
NFPA standards).  

• Recommendation #2: Support fire department leadership’s internal decisions on personnel to staff 
these positions  

• Recommendation #3: Provide legal oversight to verify efficacy of the model  
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OUR PROPOSAL  

Fire and rescue services for the citizens of Washington County used to be completely handled by 
volunteers. This changed when WC/JC EMS began staffing rescue stations with personnel, with the 
intention of delivering patient care more quickly to citizens. We do not wish to minimize the positive effect 
this has had on patient care in the county, but do wish to highlight the negative effect this has had on 
volunteerism. To be direct: there are no longer any volunteer rescue squads in Washington County. 
  
Research and professionals agree that of the many things that cause volunteers to quit, the most powerful 
are feeling unappreciated and having limited opportunities for growth. These two factors played in largely 
when WC/JC EMS took over rescue services for the county. Why should volunteers with the same (or 
more) training continue to give of their time and skills for free when others are getting paid to do the same 
things? More directly, who are these new people in the organization, and why were volunteers not given 
the opportunity to fill these positions? Over time, volunteers left the volunteer rescue squads, and the need 
arose to supplement the lack of staffing with more paid positions.  
  
With the same concern for citizens of the county in mind, WC/JC EMS is beginning to support volunteer 
fire departments in the county by using their on-duty rescue staff to deploy fire department vehicles to 
emergency calls. Again, while we do not wish to minimize the positive effects this can have, we do wish to 
express great concern about the safety and legal issues that this creates, which greatly outweigh potential 
benefits.   
  
First, rescue personnel are typically deployed to fire incidents to provide medical services first to citizens 
as needed, but then to firefighters and other emergency personnel on scene. When rescue personnel are 
tasked with driving fire department vehicles, they cannot perform this critical task because of the 
responsibilities they must undertake in driving and operating fire equipment.  
  
Secondly, the NFPA has published standards to assist in the overall operations of every fire department 
in the United States. While these standards are not law, they are upheld in court with the same weight 
because of the research that has gone into developing them. One of these standards – NFPA 1720 – 
directly addresses response times and personnel needs when responding to emergency calls as a fire 
department. To touch on it briefly (greater detail follows below), this method of responding does not meet 
the minimum national standards expected of fire departments and creates the potential for adverse legal 
action against all parties involved: WC/JC EMS, the associated fire departments, and Washington County 
itself.  
  
Taking all of this into account, and with the goals of enhanced safety for responders and the public, as well 
as being more in line with NFPA standards, we propose that the Washington County Fire Chief’s 
Association be provided funding to staff 2 paid firefighter positions per station, with full oversight in 
choosing incumbents to the positions. Following is the research and rationale supporting this proposal.  

Rationale  
1. As mentioned, the quickest way to lose volunteers is to replace them with paid personnel without the 

opportunity to fill these positions themselves. A compounding issue is the interpersonal conflict that 
arises in having to work in high-stress situations with people you do not know, and do not yet fully trust. 
This can undermine not only the safety of the public, but also of responders. Any attention not focused 
on the mission at hand is time lost, and time lost can quickly add up to the loss of life.   

  
 This is why it is critical to allow department leadership to choose the personnel to fill these paid 

positions: it not only gives volunteers a goal and highlights growth opportunities, it also shows 
appreciation for those that already go above and beyond the call of duty by giving them greater 
responsibility and rewards.  
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2. NFPA 1720 places both minimum staffing as well as response time limits on fire departments engaged 

in structural firefighting activities based on the number of residents in each fire department’s zone, or 
primary response area, as shown below:  

  

  
According to the most current census data (~126,500 residents and 326.4 mi2), Washington County’s 
demand zone is rural, with ~388 people/mi2. Therefore, a minimum of 6 fire personnel are expected to be 
on scene of a reported structure fire within 14 minutes.  

 The current mutual aid agreement in Washington County requires 3 fire departments to be 
dispatched to a reported structure fire, with the goal of meeting both time and personnel 
requirements. The plan in use by WC/JC EMS will meet the time requirement, but will not meet 
the minimum staffing requirement.   

o Meeting this requirement would require having two firefighters at the station, because 
– again – rescue personnel must be available to provide medical treatment as needed 
at emergency scenes.   

o Nevertheless, these minimums do not always provide the total amount of personnel 
needed to mitigate emergencies, and would need to be supplemented by volunteers, 
which is why this proposal is designed to ensure the continued motivation and 
retention of volunteers. It is critical that they continue to support their fire departments, 
or they will fail.  

  

3. NFPA 1720 (4.3.3) also states that for staffed stations, turnout time (the time between being dispatched 
and being in route to an emergency) should not exceed 90 seconds.  

 Having a rescue truck at a volunteer fire station with personnel expected to respond on fire 
emergencies makes it considered to be staffed.  

o According to data published by the United States Fire Administration, between 2009 
and 2018, 41 firefighters in the US were killed in accidents involving driving/riding in 
personal vehicles. Almost 90% of these deaths (36) were volunteers. The current plan 
places our volunteers in increased danger of becoming one of these deaths. Thus, 
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giving volunteers in each area the opportunity to already be in a position to be on a 
responding apparatus will minimize this.  

4. NFPA standard 1001 identifies the minimum job performance requirements (JPRs) for volunteer fire 
fighters whose duties are primarily structural firefighting. These requirements are met in the state of 
Tennessee by completing coursework through the Tennessee Fire and Codes Enforcement Academy 
to receive a national credential of Firefighter I and Firefighter II, with the latter taking a leadership role 
in fire emergencies.  

 Having personnel operating in capacities of this magnitude during emergencies without the 
requisite certifications places the fire department and Washington County in a vulnerable legal 
position. Simply completing the required training does not meet the national standard.  

Execution Strategy  
Given the information above, it is clear that an aggressive approach to both training and staffing is 
necessary to bridge the gaps that exist in our response system. It will include leveraging training, operating 
guidelines, and interdepartmental relationships to mitigate these issues as quickly and efficiently as 
possible. This would be managed from start to finish by a team of Tennessee Fire and Codes Enforcement 
Academy Credentialed Instructors, who are already volunteers throughout the county. They have years of 
knowledge and experience in firefighting, and bring different perspectives to the field, allowing them to 
deliver thorough and well-rounded training.  
.   

In the state of Tennessee, in order to be certified as Firefighter I/II, the following training is required:  
  

Course  Hours  

Introduction to Fire and Emergency Services  16  

Basic Firefighting  64  

Firefighter I/II Live Burn  16/8  

Hazardous Materials Awareness  16  

Hazardous Materials Operations  40  

Domestic Violence Awareness  2  

ICS-100/700  5.5  

CPR  3  

  
After completion of all required courses, a candidate must successfully pass both written and practical tests 
administered by the Tennessee Commission on Firefighting. Each level of certification builds on the 
previous. Because of this, the Firefighting Commission mandates a 30-day waiting period between 
progressive testing. Still, because these people will already be volunteers, the county will still be able to 
benefit from their training – free of charge - while waiting to complete courses and during waiting periods.  
  

All of the required courses, except for the last 3, are available through the Tennessee Fire and Codes  
Enforcement Academy (TFACA) or an Academy Credentialed Instructor (ACI). Throughout the county, we 
have at least one ACI for all the required courses for which this is available and can deliver training to meet 
certification requirements at a fraction of the cost of using TFACA instructors. This also allows us to tailor 
the information to the most local needs and can focus on training delivery that maximizes knowledge of 
training topics that are more important for volunteer firefighters in the region.  
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Timeline for Execution  
Key milestones from the time the project starts are outlined below. Domestic violence, CPR, and 
ICS100/700 courses are not listed in the timeline as these can be completed any time during the process, 
and are independent of the rest of the required material.  
  

Milestone  Start Time  Time Required  Total Time  

Intro to Fire and Emergency Services, 
Basic Firefighting, Live Fire Training  

Month 1  2 months  2 months  

Hazardous Materials 
Awareness/Operations  

Month 3  1 month  3 months  

Testing for HMA/HMO/FFI  

Testing for Firefighter II  Month 4  
1 month (waiting 

period)  
4 months  

Minimum Time Requirement   4 months   

  
This timeline assumes that candidates will be starting the process completely from scratch, with no fire 
training at all. However, in each fire department in the county, there are people who have finished at least 
some of the required training, and would be able to join in the process with any that start fresh, and would 
finish their required courses in 1 months’ time.  

EXPECTED RESULTS  

Again, because we would be leveraging the aforementioned expertise we have in the county, we expect 
our proposed solution to provide the following results:  

Financial Benefits  

• Result #1: Cost savings in pay, benefits, and training  

• Result #2: Increased retention, resulting in low turnover of both paid and volunteer staff  

• Result #3: Economies of scale would allow us to easily train multiple people at flexible times  

Technical Benefits  

• Result #1: Fully trained and capable personnel providing the same levels of service as paid 
departments at considerably lower costs  

• Result #2: Ability to provide more robust services to the county as capabilities increase  

Other Benefits  

• Result #1: Increased volunteerism  

• Result #2: Efficient, sustainable, scalable system to set the standard for east Tennessee  

• Result #3: Lays a foundation to jumpstart a career in the fire service  
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Operating Budgets (Fire Only) 

Current Funding Under Proposal 

Embreeville  $     130,000.00  Embreeville  $           180,000.00  

Fall Branch  $     130,000.00  Fall Branch  $           180,000.00  

Gray  $     130,000.00  Gray  $           180,000.00  

Jonesborough  $     130,000.00  Jonesborough  $           180,000.00  

Limestone  $     130,000.00  Limestone  $           180,000.00  

Nolichuckey  $     130,000.00  Nolichuckey  $           180,000.00  

Sulphur Springs  $     130,000.00  Sulphur Springs  $           180,000.00  

Piney Flats  $       11,000.00  Piney Flats  $             11,000.00  

Watauga  $       40,000.00  Watauga  $           100,000.00  

West Carter County  $       10,000.00  West Carter County  $             10,000.00  

Total  $    971,000.00    $       1,381,000.00  

    

Cost of 2 paid personnel in each station 

  $15/12h/5d Property Tax Revenue 

Embreeville  $             93,600.00  Revenue per cent ($0.01)  $           284,000.00  

Fall Branch  $             93,600.00   Total Plan Cost   $       2,136,200.00  

Gray  $             93,600.00  Tax Increase (cents)  $               0.07522  

Jonesborough  $             93,600.00    

Limestone  $             93,600.00    

Nolichuckey  $             93,600.00    

Sulphur Springs  $             93,600.00    

Total  $          655,200.00    

     

Including new operating costs:  $       2,036,200.00    

Estimated admin costs:  $           100,000.00    

Grant total:  $       2,136,200.00    
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CONCLUSION AND LOOKING FORWARD 

The first fire department in the United States was the Union Fire Company, founded in 
Philadelphia in 1736. It was a volunteer department. Volunteerism started the fire service, and 
today, it is still at the core of what we do, and what it means to live in the great state of Tennessee. 
We cannot and will not sit idly by and watch as this core value is slowly taken away from us and 
the citizens of Washington County.  
 
We understand that the information presented in this proposal is the first step in what can be a 
complicated process, but we also know that the rewards for our neighbors as well as the potential 
to set the standard for the volunteer fire service in Northeast Tennessee cannot simply be 
quantified by dollars and cents. There is no doubt that the cost of this proposal seems high, 
especially considering we are asking for double the money that we are currently operating on. 
Nevertheless, the potential for growth and sustainability of this plan is huge: 

 

 Most departments have a vehicle that is beyond or nearing the age of replacement under 
NFPA standards. Again, while these standards may not be law, we can still be held 
responsible for any injury or loss of life during incidents where we do not meet national 
standards. To continue to have vehicles and equipment that are in compliance with 
national standards to maximize safety for responders and the public, they need to be 
replaced as soon as possible. Reallocating at least a portion of the funds that are currently 
earmarked for operations into a dedicated vehicle fund would go a long way in 
accomplishing this. 

 Delivering the Basic Firefighting course to high school students would be an investment 
in each department’s future. Not only would we increase the number of volunteers 
throughout the county, we would also create a sustainable resource to fill the paid 
positions throughout the county, and they can use this as a stepping stone into a career 
in firefighting. Our experience shows us that these firefighters stay loyal to the 
departments where they started. 

 There are a number of advanced certifications available through the state fire academy 
and other organizations that would increase the versatility of the paid members that they, 
in turn, could take back to their volunteer departments. This could translate to increased 
mutual aid deployments throughout the state as well as into other states in the event of 
large emergencies. This kind of increased visibility will not only garner increased public 
support, but also lead to increased membership. 

 
Fortunately, the Fair Labor Standards Act provides considerable guidance on our next steps, 
including on the selection, compensation, and retention of these firefighters, and we have a very 
capable and willing candidate pool from which to choose. We look forward to hashing out these 
details together as we pave the way to keep volunteerism and public safety alive and strong in 
Washington County. 
 


