
 
                    TRUCKEE MEADOWS FIRE PROTECTION DISTRICT 

SIERRA FIRE PROTECTION DISTRICT 
   

 

AGENDA ITEM # 5, 6 & 7 

 

 

STAFF REPORT 

Board Meeting Date: May 26, 2015 

 
 

DATE: May 21, 2015 

TO: Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District Board of Fire Commissioners 

 Sierra Fire Protection District Board of Fire commissioners  

FROM: Charles A. Moore, Fire Chief 

 Phone:  (775) 328-6123 Email: cmoore@tmfpd.us 

SUBJECT: Presentation, discussion and possible direction to staff regarding Agenda Item #5. - 

Overview of Current Fire Department Organization, Governance, Funding and 

Operation; Agenda Item #6. - Automatic Aid Overview: Opportunities and Challenges; 

and Agenda Item #7. -  Overview of Regional Fire Services. (All Commission Districts) 

 

SUMMARY 

These items are for presentation, discussion and possible direction to staff regarding: 

Agenda Item #5. - Overview of Current Fire Department Organization, Governance, Funding 

and Operation  

Agenda Item #6. - Automatic Aid Overview: Opportunities and Challenges 

Agenda Item #7. -  Overview of Regional Fire Services. 

Strategic Objective supported by this item: Safe, secure and healthy communities 

PREVIOUS ACTION 

On June 28, 2011, the Board of Fire Commissioners gave notice of non-renewal of the Interlocal 

Agreement with the City of Reno for fire service.  The contract period ran from July 1, 2000 to June 31, 

2012 

 

On March 27, 2012, the Board of Fire Commissioners approved an Interlocal Agreement for fire 

services between Sierra Fire Protection District (SFPD) and Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District 

(TMFPD), which provided for the administrative and operational consolidation for the two fire Districts. 

 

On July 1, 2012, Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District initiated services. 

 

On May 13, 2014 the Board of Fire Commissioners accepted a report from the Blue Ribbon Committee 

on Regional Fire Service. 

 

On June 24, 2014, the Board of Fire Commissioner acknowledged receipt of the TMFPD Audit Report 

from the Washoe County Internal Audit Division. 

 

On March 24, 2015 the Board of Fire Commissioners heard a supplemental report of the Blue Ribbon 

mailto:cmoore@tmfpd.us
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Committee for Regional Fire Service, presented by the Blue Ribbon Committee Chair, Sarah Chvilicek. 

The findings of the Blue Ribbon Committee were recapped. 

 

On May 19, 2015 the Board of Fire Commissioners approved a concurrent meeting with the City of 

Reno to discuss regional fire services. 

 

BACKGROUND 

Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District Board contracted with the City of Reno for fire services from 

the period of 2000 to 2012. 

 

Following the housing price collapse of mid-2007, the recession that followed caused a severe strain on 

local governments. Truckee Meadows Protection District and Sierra Fire Protection District saw 

revenues fall over 25%. As a result, strong measures to align revenues and expenditures and still meet 

service expectations were necessary. Negotiations to balance revenues and expenditures to service levels 

failed, and TMFPD was stood up to provide services under direct control of the Board. 

 

1.  Governance, Funding and Operations 

 

The property tax rate for the TMFPD is at $0.5400 per $100 of assessed value. 

 

The Board of Fire Commissioners approved a tax rate increase for TMFPD from $0.4713 to $0.5400 in 

2012.  This action did not result in an aggregate tax increase.  The total amount of property tax revenue 

collected is estimated in FY 15/16 to be $10,911,909 which is $773,811 or 7% below the property tax 

collected in FY 09/10 of $11,685,720 at the $0.4713 tax rate. 

 

Therefore, even though the tax rate was increased in 2012, the average TMFPD taxpayer is paying  

7% less in property taxes than they paid in FY 09/10 due to the decline in assessed values. 

 

Fiscal year Property Tax Revenue Increase / Decrease 

2004/05 $9,023,069  4.1% 

2005/06 $9,503,292  5.3% 

2006/07 $10,269,661  8.1% 

2007/08 $10,849,464  5.6% 

2008/09 $11,547,973  6.4% 

2009/10 $11,685,720  1.2% 

2010/11 $9,888,546  -15.4% 

2011/12 $8,727,789  -11.7% 

2012/13 $9,606,010  10.1% 

2013/14 $9,816,203  2.2% 

2014/15 $10,150,166  3.4% 

2015/16 $10,911,909  7.5% 

 

Similar revenue challenges existed during the same time frame for Sierra Fire Protection District 

(SFPD). 
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In 2012, the Board of Fire Commissioners approved an Interlocal Agreement between Sierra Fire 

Protection District and Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District that administratively and operationally 

combined both Districts.  Sierra Fire Protection District funds its own capital, insurance, audit and 

emergency fire fund. 

 

For FY 15/16, the Sierra Fire Protection District and Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District 

consolidated budget has a $23.3 million operating budget that includes 124 full time employees 

supplemented by 144 volunteers.  The District operates 11 career fire stations and 8 volunteer 

Departments to include volunteer stations and manages 2 additional volunteer stations for the County 

North of Township 22. 

 

 Property tax revenues are generated from ad-valorem taxes on real property 

within the boundaries of the Districts.  Property tax revenue is an estimated 65% 

of total revenues, and consolidated taxes are approximately 28% of total revenues. 

 All stations are 100% staffed at all times, and have been since July 1, 2012. 

 The Districts project an ending fund balance for TMFPD of 25% at the end of FY 

15/16 and 16% for SFPD. 

 At all times, all fire engines are staffed with at least one (1) Advanced Life 

Support Paramedic. 

 Engines are staffed with three career fire personnel and are supplemented with a 

reserve firefighter at various times during the month. 

 Volunteers are used as peak activity units and force multipliers during 

extraordinary weather events and large incidents, particularly for lighting storms 

and wildfires. 

 TMFPD and SFPD do not have any debt. 

 The District has opened one new station in Hidden Valley, and has constructed 

two additional stations to replace old and outdated stations.  These stations are 

located in Mogul and Arrowcreek. 

 TMFPD has replaced aging equipment with the acquisition of six Type 1 

Structural engines, three Type III Brush engines, a Hazardous Materials trailer, 

and two water tenders are in process of specification and bidding.  A majority of 

the mobile and hand held radios have been upgraded to the new P25 compliance 

standard.  

 The Board of Fire Commissioners is expected to dissolve Sierra Fire Protection 

District by the end of FY 15/16.  Following the dissolution, Truckee Meadows 

Fire Protection District will be operating the entire service area as one taxing and 

fire protection district. 

 Citizens calling 911 for emergency assistance are far more likely to need TMFPD 

for acute and traumatic medical emergencies. Many parts of our District fall 
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within the REMSA best effort zone and therefore, wait times for an ALS 

ambulance can be extended. 

 66% acute and traumatic emergency medical calls. 

 All fires including brush, structure, vehicle and other fires account for 

2.79 % of fire response. Structure fires represent only 0.5% of the total 

fire responses and less than 0.25% of the total are responses to 

structure fire requiring 2 in and 2 out. 

 The District has recorded many life saving interventions in the last 

three years through the application of advanced life support therapies 

both in advance of REMSA's arrival and in conjunction with REMSA 

transports. 

 

 For calendar year 2014 - response percentages were as follows. 

 

Type Total Percent 

EMS 5606 66.30% 

False 321 3.80% 

Good Intent 1649 19.50% 

Fire 236 2.79% 

Haz-Mat 152 1.80% 

Pub Asst 453 5.36% 

Other 5 0.06% 

Explosion 14 0.17% 

Weather 20 0.24% 

Grand Total 8456 100.00% 
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2.  Automatic Aid Overview. Challenges and Opportunities.  

 

The concept of automatic aid is to send the closest emergency vehicle to an incident regardless of 

jurisdiction.  An automatic aid response could be for any type of emergency and automatic and mutual 

aid which is a common industry practice.  

 

Prior to July 2012, automatic aid between Sierra Fire Protection District and the City of Reno was 

standard practice.  Existing agreements were cancelled by the City upon the deconsolidation on July 1, 

2012, however a new contract for mutual aid only was agreed upon between the City of Reno and 

Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District in June 2012. 

 

Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District and the City of Sparks provide automatic aid to each other on 

a daily basis.  The Board of Fire Commissioners supports the concept of automatic aid.  On June 18, 

2014, a trial basis was offered by TMFPD for automatic aid and the offer was declined by the City of 

Reno. 

 

For both the City and the Districts, there are opportunities to provide a "closest unit response" in many 

communities and geographical areas. Please see correspondence and maps attached to the June 18, 2014 

letter. (Attachment 1A and 1B) 

 

TMFPD District staff prepared a GIS analysis of the effect of SB185 (structure fire only) on each 

jurisdiction.  In a study period of two years (2013 and 2014) the analysis showed that reported structure 

fires would have impacted each jurisdiction as follows: 

 

 TM was dispatched to 260 reported structure fires. 228 were closest to a TM station and 32 were 

closest to a Reno station.  

 Reno was dispatched to 568 reported structure fires. 493 were closest to a Reno station and 75 

were closest to a TM station.  

 

Approximately 1/3 of all reported structure fires were found to be actual structure fires.  The other 2/3 of 

the responses were classified as reports of smoke, false alarms, or conditions that were not structure 

fires. 

 

(Attachment 1A - GIS Analysis of the Effect of Structure Fire Auto Aid).  

(Attachment 1B - June 18, 2014 Correspondence)  

 

3.  Overview of Regional Fire Services.  

 

In 2013, the Board of County Commissioners and Board of Fire Commissioners directed a Citizens 

Committee to study regional fire from a neutral point of view.  The purpose of the study was to find 

opportunities for regionalization of fire and identify challenges to moving forward with regional fire 

services. 
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The study process was facilitated by ESCI.  Key findings of the Blue Ribbon Committee were: 

 

 Fire jurisdictional boundaries are inefficient 

 Fiscal constraints impact service  

 Staffing and risk/cost are disconnected 

 Non-standardized response protocols lead to greater expense 

 Efficiency and effectiveness are sacrificed for local control  

 Volunteer agencies should not be separate and autonomous 

 Personnel and labor agreements can negate potential efficiencies 

 Grants are necessary but an unreliable revenue stream  

 A number of system improvements are available  

 

(Attachment 2A - Blue Ribbon Committee Report on Regional Fire Service)  

(Attachment 2B - Station Location Map)  

 

FISCAL IMPACT 

For purposes of discussion, there is no fiscal impact. A fiscal impact for regional fire consolidation for 

all fire based services is not known.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 

There are no recommendations from staff.  

 

POSSIBLE MOTION 

A possible motion may include direction to staff.   
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Emergency Services Consulting International (ESCI) was engaged by the Washoe County Board of 

Commissioners and the Board of Fire Commissioners of Truckee Meadows to facilitate a Blue Ribbon 

Committee (BRC), which was convened to evaluate the potential for regional fire services in Washoe 

County. The BRC was made up of eleven citizens selected by Washoe County who began meeting 

monthly on July 24, 2013. The purpose of the BRC was to recommend the most efficient and effective 

regional delivery of Fire, EMS, and Patient Transport services to all communities in Washoe County 

possible. This report is the culmination of nine months of work gathering data, interpreting information, 

discussing the results, and coming to certain conclusions as a committee. 

Washoe County spans 6,302 square miles in the northwestern edge of Nevada along the eastern slope 

of the Sierra Nevada Mountains. It is home to approximately 421,000 residents and numerous visitors. It 

is an expansive region with high urban densities, suburban developments and rural areas, all surrounded 

by wilderness areas prone to wildfires. The fire departments and fire districts serving these areas are 

equally diverse, from fully career-staffed, to career staffed with volunteer augmentation, to purely 

volunteer. There are five government agencies and thirteen volunteer fire departments serving the 

region. The challenges these agencies face are a reflection of the demographics and geography of their 

jurisdictions.  

Key Findings 

 Fire jurisdictional boundaries are Inefficient – While the agency boundaries may have been logical 
and provided for efficient response in their initial formation, annexation has rendered them 
inefficient in many cases. Numerous examples exist where the closest fire station to residents and 
businesses is in a neighboring jurisdiction or the nearest station is a long distance from a large 
development. The jurisdictional boundaries are unnecessary limitations to service delivery, often 
slowing response from the closest unit. And, the neighboring agency unit which is physically closest 
is often not dispatched due to limitations in automatic and mutual aid agreements. The BRC believes 
the community expectation is to send the closest resource regardless of jurisdiction. 

 Fiscal constraints impact service – Some of the fire agencies in the region are financially challenged 
in terms of sustainability. Commensurate with revenue constraints, service levels vary widely among 
agencies. Some agencies have a difficult time assembling an effective response force without 
reliance upon their neighboring agencies. Oftentimes, defined risks exceed the response capability 
of local responders.  

 Staffing and risk/cost are disconnected – Staffing levels do not comply with national consensus 
standards (NFPA 1710) and/or are not sustainable. There is a lack of balance between “acceptable 
level of risk” and an “acceptable cost of protection,” and the community is not adequately educated 
to make an informed decision about striking that balance on a community-by-community basis or 
regionally. 

 Non-standardized response protocols lead to greater expense – There is not a standardized 
response protocol (approach) by geographic type (urban, suburban, rural, wilderness) throughout 
the region, leading to inefficient resource acquisition and deployment. Each agency attempts to  
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equip and respond to all risks in their jurisdiction even if the risk is minimal or the frequency of 
demand miniscule. The regional hazardous materials team is a successful example of what is 
possible with regionalization. 

 Efficiency and effectiveness are sacrificed for local control – Redundancy and duplication are 
evident with each agency maintaining its own administrative and support infrastructure.  

 Volunteers should not be separate and autonomous – Volunteers are a key component of 
emergency services in several areas where insufficient tax base exists to support career staff. That 
will continue to be true in a regional model as well. However, volunteer organizations in Washoe 
County are fragmented and inefficient on many levels and are in need of reform. Response, training 
and activity records, and other critical documentation are either missing or inadequate. A problem 
of span of control exists in the current system and some volunteers do not live within a reasonable 
distance of their stations. These issues were also raised in the Standard of Cover published in 2011. 

 Personnel and labor agreements can negate efficiencies – Some current collective bargaining 
agreements have language compelling the employer to negotiate any impacts or effects of 
consolidation, merger or contracts for service. This positions the bargaining units to “cherry-pick” 
the best components from each collective bargaining agreement in an integration initiative, 
potentially offsetting efficiencies gained in other areas or rendering the resulting regional agency 
unsustainable.  

 Grants are necessary but unreliable revenue stream – Given the limitations of property and other 
taxes and fees collected by local governments for the services the fire department provides, other 
revenue sources must be sought. Grants are pursued aggressively. If the sources of these grants dry 
up, agencies that relied upon the additional revenues to maintain ongoing services will be 
compelled to reduce core services to their constituents. 

 Numerous system improvements available – Response data standardization, fractile response time 
tracking, capturing 9-1-1 caller information prior to hand-off to REMSA, simultaneous dispatch of 
emergency resources, consideration of pre-alerts to reduce time lags, implementation or 
standardization of emergency medical dispatch protocols, synchronization of dispatch clocks to 
standardize response times, and implementation of flexibly deployed and staffed units during 
periods of peak activity are all examples of improvement which can be made to the existing system 
but have not been made. 

 Miscellaneous Issues – Several smaller but important issues were also identified by the BRC. They 
include: 

 Multiple dispatch centers fragment information and data, and cause redundant investment 
in technology. Often the centers cannot communicate with one another. 

 The fire service is a key resource in providing emergency medical services to the region, but 
is not consulted prior to franchise agreement modification with Regional Ambulance 
Services, Inc. (RASI), the regional ambulance agency with exclusive transport authority.  

 RASI is the emergency medical transportation agency for the vast majority of Washoe 
County. The fire service is not relied upon to provide surge capacity for the system in when 
RASI resources are depleted or the unlikely event of a default by RASI. 
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 Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI) area fuel management is inadequate and inconsistent 
throughout the region. 

 Encouraging use of built-in fire protection features to reinforce remote areas hard-pressed 
to receive an adequate physical fire department response is an effective strategy. 

 While some improvement in standardization of code enforcement has occurred, continuing 
to align codes to a standardized approach should be the goal in each code adoption cycle in 
the region.  

Opportunities 

The citizens of Washoe County can be actively engaged in protecting and defending themselves from 

wildfire and natural disaster in ways such as becoming Fire Adapted Communities. This program forms a 

partnership between property owners, neighbors, firefighters, and civic leaders to create a well-

coordinated defense in advance of a wildfire’s occurrence. The program requires education, 

commitment, and follow-through. There are numerous examples of this program’s successful 

implementation throughout the United States.  

In addition, maintained enhancement of code enforcement efforts in defensible spaces within the 

interface areas can reduce the occurrence of devastating wildfires within the region. Utilization of built-

in fire protection features, especially in those areas unable to receive an adequate effective response 

force, can reduce system costs while increasing the protection available to more remote portions of the 

region. 

Borderless responses (otherwise known as automatic aid or closest unit response) can provide efficient 

and effective emergency response by disregarding inefficient jurisdictional boundaries. The issue of 

subsidy can be addressed by annual true-ups of any disparity which exists between agencies. 

A public-private partnership with REMSA could provide for better coordinated utilization of advanced 

life support resources throughout the region. By coordinating, fewer REMSA units are distributed 

strategically where advanced life support assets are not available within a reasonable response time, 

reducing system expense. The addition of a fire agency representative on the all-volunteer board of 

directors would provide greater opportunity for coordination and collaboration. 

Standardized response protocols between agencies allows for redistribution of assets based on risk. This 

facilitates redeployment of busier emergency vehicles to slower station areas to extend the useful life of 

the vehicles which reduces system costs. 

Challenges 

Labor costs and contracts create different fiscal impacts to each of the agencies. Aligning these under a 

single agreement can become exceedingly difficult and can result in “cherry-picking” the best 

components of the various agreements, increasing overall costs for a single, integrated system. 

Each agency has various facilities and equipment, each with varying degrees of maintenance programs 

and apparatus/facilities replacement schedules. To the extent that maintenance has been deferred, a 
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single integrated agency may cause some agencies to subsidize others. This also includes funded versus 

unfunded post-employment benefits provided to retirees. 

Equalization of taxes can shift costs from one area to another, increasing taxes in one area and 

decreasing taxes in another. Absent a legislative solution to the statutory property tax cap, some 

agencies do not have room to increase their taxes. 

Finally, the three most common obstacles to regionalization or integration are turf, power, and politics. 

It will take substantial political will to overcome these three obstacles. If these obstacles are overcome, 

there are well-proven solutions to the remaining challenges to regionalization available. 

Regional Options & Recommendations 

While there are numerous permutations to regionalization or integration, there are four basic regional 

options: enhanced mutual aid/automatic aid agreements; consolidation through interlocal agreement; 

consolidation through one taxing district; or consolidation through a Joint Powers Agreement (JPA).  

With the JPA, there are two types; an interlocal agreement with equitable shared governance of the 

entire fire department, and an interlocal agreement with equitable shared governance and 

management only. In the first JPA, “cherry-picking” continues to be a potential problem, but tax 

equalization is not an issue.  

In the second, each agency would continue to define their own service level, retain facilities and 

equipment, manage their own budget, and be responsible for their own unfunded liabilities. Closest unit 

response, as in automatic aid agreements, could be implemented in this concept. Some efficiency would 

be lost in this form of a JPA, but much of the benefit can be retained. 

Given all of the foregoing, the BRC recommends the following: 

 The BRC strongly believes that an independent regional fire department governed by an 
autonomous board, free of political grandstanding and in-fighting is the ultimate answer and 
therefore the ultimate goal. The county should lead the way of regional collaboration by starting 
small and working toward larger collaboration efforts with other agencies.  

 Pursue legislative remedies to Nevada Revised Statutes 318 and 474, allowing general 
improvement districts to exceed the current statutory tax cap, and allowing county fire districts 
to overlay cities, respectively.  

 Use Peak Activity Units (PAUs, units placed in service above the normal deployment model only 
for short periods of time during anticipated peak demand) when and where demand is 
predictable and where resource concentration needs to be bolstered temporarily as determined 
by demand data. 

 Standardize response performance data, including quantifiable definitions of the components 
contained within the fire and EMS response cascade of events. Transparency of this data would 
help educate communities about the quality of the service they receive. 

 Synchronize dispatch center clocks for all emergency services dispatch agencies in the county. 
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 Assimilate all volunteer fire departments into Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District. 

 Implement borderless response (automatic aid) agreements among all agencies in Washoe 
County. 

 Educate the community about the details of the emergency response system within the county. 

 Educate the community about their responsibility to prepare and protect themselves in the 
event of an emergency. 

 Enforce existing codes requiring the creation and maintenance of defensible spaces. 

 Establish Washoe County as a Fire Adapted Community (see University of Nevada Cooperative 
Extension website for model – http://www.livingwithfire.info/). 

 Create incentives to install built-in fire protection systems in rural and interface areas, in 
particular in Gerlach and Red Rock. 

 Create a public-private partnership with REMSA, coordinating emergency resources for more 
efficient utilization. 

 Should the formation of any specific regional agencies be pursued, a committee be formed to 
evaluate the details of that partnership. 
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CHARGE TO THE COMMITTEE 

On February 26, 2013, the Board of Fire Commissioners began the process of developing a Blue Ribbon 

Committee to evaluate the potential for regional fire services.1 The Blue Ribbon Committee (BRC) was 

charged with the following: 

1. Prepare a comprehensive written report that assesses the current systems and identifies 

opportunities and challenges for improvements, effectiveness, efficiency, and innovation. 

2. Prepare and present findings to members of the public, elected leaders, and local fire service that is 

easy to understand, both by the technologically-educated professional and the lay-person. 

3. Invite and involve participation from stakeholders including fire service professionals, volunteers 

and leaders, labor, and elected officials including those that are innovative and in touch with the 

latest and most advanced trends within the fire service. Participation by any and all agencies or 

representatives should be voluntary but encouraged. It should be emphasized that any member, 

representative, or agency who participates in the fact-finding process shall not be expected to 

commit to the plan as described in the written or presentation findings report. 

4. Convene as soon as possible, establish an aggressive meeting schedule, and provide a preliminary 

report of findings to the Washoe County Commission, Cities of Reno and Sparks, the regional fire 

districts, and other cooperating agencies. 

The BRC was formed and met for the first time on July 24, 2013. Invitations were extended to the Reno 

Fire Department and the Sparks Fire Department to participate, but Reno failed to respond and Sparks 

declined. Neither agency participated. 

PURPOSE 

At its core, the purpose of this effort is to recommend the most efficient and effective delivery of fire, 

EMS, and transport services to all communities in Washoe County possible. The BRC has concluded that 

a regional approach to emergency services delivery would create economies of scale in operations, 

support services, and administration. The BRC believes these economies and efficiencies can be found 

in: 

 Costs associated with inefficient geographic overlap of service deployment. 

 Costs associated with redundant administrations. 

 Costs associated with fixed post positions. 

                                                           

1
 The Blue Ribbon Committee interprets the term “fire service” broadly to be all-inclusive of the services provided 

by a fire agency, such as emergency medical services, rescue services, fire prevention services, public education 
services, and all of the internal support services. Throughout this report, wherever the term “fire service” is used, it 
is meant in the broader context. 
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 Critical assets could be strategically deployed throughout the service area, increasing efficient 

utilization and decreasing redundancy. 

 Response time enhancement by eliminating jurisdictional boundaries. 

 More effective training of first responders. 

 Expanded opportunities for volunteers. 

 More effective planning for future delivery of these critical services. 

BACKGROUND  

The entire area known as Washoe County is home to almost a half million residents who inhabit $11 

billion of taxable structural value and three million acres of open space for recreation. It relies on the 

Truckee River, the Sierra Snow Pack, and the region’s pleasant climate as natural resources to sustain 

life. It also relies on critical infrastructure such as freeways, highways, railways, airports, power plants, 

and utility transmission lines to support its economy and its tax base. This place we call home is filled 

with peace, beauty, and happiness intermixed with risks, mishaps, and disasters. To maintain a 

comfortable balance, the people of Washoe County rely heavily on public safety services dedicated to 

respond quickly to disasters and daily emergency incidents, assigned with the mission to protect life and 

property from further harm and destruction. One such service is fire protection.  

It could be argued that many autonomous agencies with authority for fire protection require more 

coordination, thereby limiting efficiency. Communities within Washoe County have expanded over time 

– both in land area and population – to a point that boundaries that were once easily identifiable have 

blended together into inefficient service territories that can impact cost, response times, and service 

levels. Technological and/or political solutions that see no jurisdictional boundary have been 

implemented with success in other jurisdictions. Our region has history and continued potential for 

incidents that can easily overrun and overwhelm the sole responding agency. It seems obvious that 

finding a balance between the cost to provide resources and the duty to protect the community from 

risks is no longer an issue that can be ignored.  

Financial exigencies and competition for resources from other deserving public service functions dictate 

that we apply resources for fire and emergency response in the most efficient, responsive, and highest 

quality manner.  

The Washoe County region has received fire and emergency medical services (EMS) by as many as five 

local government agencies and thirteen (13) volunteer departments, plus various federal and state 

agencies. As of the 2010 census, the region is home to 421,407 people inhabiting 6,302 square miles. 

The county has highly urban centers surrounded by suburban communities which transition into rural 

areas, and significant wildland areas. Using U.S. Census definitions, urban is an area with a density of 

greater than 1,000 population per square mile, suburban is an area with a density of between 500 and 

1,000 population per square mile, and rural is an area with a density of less than 500 population per  
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square mile. Wildland is defined as an area in which development is essentially non-existent, except for 

roads, railroads, power lines, and similar transportation facilities. Structures, if any, are widely 

scattered.2 

Urban centers have spread by population and land area, but not efficiently. The boundaries between 

communities were once clearly defined and logical, but expansion has all but obliterated visible signs of 

community separation, leaving very inefficient service areas and unique emergency services challenges. 

In numerous cases, the fire service infrastructure (fire stations) is no longer strategically placed to serve 

its own constituents when strictly adhering to jurisdictional boundaries.  

Consolidation/Deconsolidation 

Efforts to consolidate and then deconsolidate appear to have a central theme – financial sustainability. 

The focus on financial sustainability is critical, but if emphasized to the exclusion of other factors such as 

the impact on services provided, the safety of the citizens, or the safety of first responders, the fire 

department falls short of its mission.  

In the late 1990’s, Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District provided direct service to its constituents 

around the City of Reno and operated as an independent fire service provider. In 1998, Reno annexed a 

portion of Truckee Meadows which reduced the districts’ revenues by $700,000. With the prospect of 

additional planned annexations by Reno into Truckee Meadows, the combined potential loss of revenue 

would render the district financially unsustainable. Options for Truckee Meadows included service 

reductions, tax increases, or consolidation with Reno. After two years of negotiating, Truckee Meadows 

and Reno agreed to consolidate agencies in 2000. 

As the lead agency, Reno had exclusive authority to make expenditure decisions and negotiate with 

labor. The consolidation worked well financially until 2008-2009 when the Great Recession hit. Reno 

closed 4 of 14 stations, 2 additional were frequently browned-out (unstaffed for periods of time), one 

unit was decommissioned, and another was unstaffed. The city renegotiated the contract with Truckee 

Meadows, but did not renegotiate staffing levels for fire units as Truckee Meadows requested. In 2010, 

Truckee Meadows notified Reno that it was having difficulty financially due to the recession and needed 

further adjustments to the agreement to continue to be sustainable. Truckee Meadows requested a 

reduction to three person companies as part of the strategy to reverse the economic losses. Reno 

provided $450,000 of relief, but far below the expenditure reductions requested and did not reduce 

Truckee Meadows crews to three person companies. By fiscal year 2012, Truckee Meadows had lost 

$4.1 million in revenue. Sierra Fire, while not part of the consolidation, lost an additional $2.2 million. 

Sierra was created out of the Nevada Division of Forestry in 2006, and operated as a stand-alone entity 

until the consolidation with Truckee Meadows in April, 2012.  

In 2011, Reno notified Truckee Meadows that indirect charges will be increased to $912,017; almost 

triple the previous years’ indirect charge. After further negotiation, Reno made a final fire services offer 

                                                           

2
 Wildland Fire Coordinating Group, Glossary of Wildland Fire Terminology, July, 2012, page 185. 
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to Truckee Meadows which eliminated annexation credit and resulted in increased financial instability. 

Eleven days later, the Truckee Meadows Board of Commissioners approved a notice of termination of 

the interlocal agreement with Reno, opting to reconstitute its own independent fire service agency with 

three-person companies as its only financially viable option.  

While Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District is operating successfully since the deconsolidation, it is 

clear to the Board of Commissioners that greater efficiency can be gained by a regional approach to 

delivery of fire services. For these reasons, the Board of County Commissioners have sought to convene 

a non-partisan citizen committee to; a) evaluate the fire and emergency services system and issues; b) 

establish findings regarding existing and possible new service models; and c) provide for a flexible but 

permanent plan for managing fire services within Washoe County at a regional level. 

The Board of County Commissioners approved a scope of work document that outlines the direction for 

the formation of a Blue Ribbon Committee on February 26, 2013. The committee itself convened on July 

24, 2013 to kick off the process. Within a short period of time, the committee had developed a work 

plan to systematically evaluate each facet of emergency service delivery in Washoe County to the extent 

information was available or agencies were willing to participate. 

For these reasons, the Board of County Commissioners and Board of Fire Commissioners convened a 

Blue Ribbon Committee of significant citizens tasked to study the issues from a non-partisan 

perspective.  

OVERVIEW OF CURRENT SERVICE PROVIDERS: 

North Lake Tahoe Fire Protection District  

Contact: Michael Brown, Fire Chief 

Demographics: 8,777 population and 16 square miles served 

Fire Stations: 3  

Response Capability: Structure fire, wildland fire, motor vehicle collisions, EMS transport at the ALS 
level, desert search and rescue, lake response, rescue and recovery  

Challenges: Fuels management in the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) surrounding Incline Village and 
Crystal Bay, and funding 

EMS Transport: Provided internally 

Pyramid Lake Fire Rescue 

Contact: Donald J. Pelt, Emergency Response Coordinator 

Demographics: 2,253 population (approximate) and 497 square miles served in Washoe County 

Fire Stations: 2  

Response Capability: Structure fire, wildland fire, motor vehicle collisions, EMS at the BLS level, desert 
search and rescue, lake response, rescue and recovery 

Challenges: Volunteer training, retention of volunteers, and shrinking budgets 

EMS Transport: Currently seeking to provide EMS transport services (via the permit process) 
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Storey County Fire Protection District 

Contact: Battalion Chief DuFresne 

Demographics: 4,010 population and 262 square miles served 

Fire Stations: 5 

Response Capability: Structure fire, wildland fire, motor vehicle collisions, EMS at the ALS level, desert 
search and rescue, technical rescue (in partner with Central and North Lyon), hazardous materials (in 
partner with Central and North Lyon), dozer initial response, ice rescue 

Challenges: Communication, unfunded mandates, funding, staffing, long responses across district, long 
transports, which create resource shortages 

EMS Transport: Provided internally  

Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District 

Contact: Charles Moore, Fire Chief 

Demographics: 94,200 population (combined service area) and 970 square miles combined service area 
(238.1 square miles in Sierra Fire District and 731.9 square miles in Truckee Meadows Fire District) 

Fire Stations: 11 career staffed, 14 volunteer staffed 

Response Capability: Structure fire, wildland fire, motor vehicle collisions, EMS at the ALS level, desert 
search and rescue, technical rescue, hazardous materials, swift water rescue 

Challenges: Span of control with current volunteer departments not manageable, annexations erode tax 
base, future I-80 corridor growth will increase demand on already taxed resources  

EMS Transport: Currently received through REMSA (see below) 

Regional Emergency Medical Services Authority (REMSA) 

Contact: Mitch Nowicki 

Demographics: 421,407population and 6,302 square miles served 

Fire Stations: Not fixed post – 42 ambulances and 4 helicopters in the fleet, one of which is assigned to 
Washoe County 

Response Capability: All priority 1, 2 and 3 calls, tactical EMS, subscription service offered (including 
aero-medical) 

Challenges: None were submitted to the BRC 

EMS Transport: Primary mission 

North Lyon County Fire Protection District 

Contact: Chief Cleveland 

Demographics: Approximately 20,000 population and 164 square miles served 

Fire Stations: 2  

Response Capability: Structure fire, wildland fire, motor vehicle collisions, EMS at the ALS level with 
transport capability, desert search and rescue 

Challenges: Low tax base, low funding, low staffing, extreme risk through industrial and transportation 
growth and development 

EMS Transport: Provided internally  
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Reno Fire Department – Did not participate 

Contact:  

Demographics:  

Fire Stations: 

Response Capability: 

Challenges: 

EMS Transport: 

Sparks Fire Department – Did not participate 

Contact:  

Demographics:  

Fire Stations: 

Response Capability: 

Challenges: 

EMS Transport: 

Airport – Did not participate 

Contact:  

Demographics:  

Fire Stations: 

Response Capability: 

Challenges: 

EMS Transport: 
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METHODOLOGY 

The BRC convened, developed, and approved a work plan for a six month series of meetings, inviting 

experts in their field to present information pertinent to its deliberation and consideration of regional 

fire service delivery. The following people and/or agencies presented information to the BRC and made 

themselves available to answer questions posed by the committee: 

 Chief Moore and Division Chief Leighton, Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District 

(terminology, mutual and automatic aid) 

 Chief Cleveland, North Lyon County Fire Protection District (agency specific information) 

 Emergency Response Coordinator Pelt, Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe (agency specific information) 

 Battalion Chief DuFresne, Storey County Fire Protection District (agency specific information) 

 Chief Brown and Battalion Chief Magenheimer, North Lake Tahoe Fire Protection District 

(agency specific information and emergency communications) 

 Mitch Nowicki, Regional Emergency Medical Services Authority (agency specific information) 

 Aaron Kenneston, Washoe County Emergency Manager (agency specific information) 

 Blaine Cartlidge, Deputy District Attorney, Washoe County (on statutes related to regional fire 

services) 

 Don Bivins, Emergency Services Consulting International (industry best practices, EMS trends, 

and fiscal challenges/fire service Innovation) 

 Mary Walker, Walker & Associates (fiscal and governance overview) 

SERVICES CONSIDERED 

It is important to define the broader term, “emergency services” in the context of this report. 

Specifically, the services the BRC considered in this report are: 

 Fire and rescue services 

 Emergency medical care (first responder ALS and BLS) 

 Ambulance transport (ALS and BLS) 

 Fire prevention 

 Fire investigation 

 Building plan review 

 Community education (what services are available currently, what citizens can do to protect 

themselves, fire prevention, crisis communication, and social media) 

 Emergency management 

 Support services (fleet and facility maintenance, finance, human resources) 

 Aero-medical resources 

 Tactical response with service-law enforcement 

 Volunteers 
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LEVELS OF SERVICE 

While most fire and emergency services agencies provide most or all of the services listed above, the 

levels of service vary from agency to agency. It is important to evaluate the need for these services 

based on the emergency response demand (call volume) and the risk the community faces which would 

require these services. Once it is determined that an area has a clearly defined risk and a demonstrated 

demand for the services, the quantity of resources and capacity of the agency providing the service must 

be evaluated. This is referred to as an effective response force. An effective response force is the 

number and type of resources arriving within a predetermined period of time (usually ten minutes) to 

effectively manage an incident.  

In April 2011, ESCI completed and published a Regional Standards of Cover document, assessing and 

recommending service level standards and system improvements for Reno Fire Department, Washoe 

County Fire Suppression Program, Sierra Fire Protection District, and Truckee Meadows Fire Protection 

District. Recommendations from that report included: 

 Improve call processing time at ECOMM (Reno’s Emergency Communications Division), which 
currently exceeds national standards by more than one minute. 

 Improve turnout time for emergency responses for all agencies, which currently exceeds 
national standards by more than one minute. 

 Use built-in fire protection systems (i.e., residential sprinklers) to reduce effective response 
force needs in Gerlach and Red Rock. 

 Standardize existing independent volunteer fire departments by assimilating them into existing 
fire protection districts. 

 Improve systems for record-keeping, data compilation, and analysis. 

 Establish minimum performance standards for volunteers. 

Since that report was published, some improvements have been made in call processing time and 

turnout time, but work still needs to be done in the Gerlach and Red Rock areas, as well as assimilation 

of independent volunteer fire departments into existing fire districts. Further, the Regional Standards of 

Cover document did not include key agencies, such as Sparks and REMSA. Some key data tracking and 

analysis components are not standardized throughout the county or are missing, making effective 

management decisions on sound data difficult. Simple infrastructure coordination such as synchronized 

dispatch times would improve data reporting and analysis. True response time comparisons are made 

more difficult when separate dispatch centers handle the same calls for service, dispatch different 

resources to the same event, and use non-synchronized clocks to track all of the elements which make 

up a total response time. 

Staffing Levels 

The staffing levels of the fire agencies reviewed vary in number and qualifications. In Reno, unit staffing 

is typically four firefighters and some units operate at the intermediate life support level, while others 

operate at the basic life support level. In Truckee Meadows, unit staffing is a minimum of three, one of 
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which is an advanced life support paramedic. In Sparks, unit staffing is three or four and operate at the 

intermediate life support level. The more rural agencies have widely varying staffing levels and medical 

certifications. 

National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) established a consensus standard titled “Standard for the 

Organization and Deployment of Fire Suppression Operations, Emergency Medical Operations, and 

Special Operations to the Public by Career Fire Departments.” Referred to as NFPA 1710, the document 

outlines engine and truck company staffing levels at four for career fire departments. Reno is the only 

agency in Washoe County to achieve this staffing standard. A great many fire departments nationally do 

not meet this standard as it is exceedingly difficult to afford. 

A safety standard for structural firefighting also exists, commonly called “two-in, two-out.” This requires 

offensive interior attacks on a structure fire to be performed in teams of two (minimum), with a 

minimum of two additional crew members outside of the structure prepared to rescue the two attacking 

the fire should that become necessary. If there are not sufficient personnel to meet this standard for 

offensive operation, personnel must not enter the structure until sufficient personnel arrive to meet the 

standard. Thus, a four person unit can initiate offensive interior operations. Units staffed with fewer 

must wait for additional personnel. The only exception to this limitation is if there is an immediate 

threat of life loss, in which case three personnel are allowed to operate in the interior to effect rescue of 

trapped occupants. 

There is much debate in the fire service about staffing levels and the cost of the various staffing 

configurations. In dense urban areas, risks are typically higher, especially with high rise occupancies, and 

thus larger numbers of firefighters must arrive quickly to limit the spread of fire and rescue trapped 

occupants. In more suburban and rural areas, the risk is not quite as built up, but exists nonetheless. 

Large concentrations of firefighters are not typically needed or expected in as short a period of time. In 

these suburban and rural areas where risk is separated, units are typically deployed further apart than 

their urban counterparts. Thus, second or subsequent units are further away and will arrive much later 

than their urban counterparts. While the risk is not as high, the “two-in, two-out” rule still applies. If the 

first arriving unit has less than four firefighters aboard, they tend to wait longer for a fourth firefighter 

to arrive to meet the standard and conduct offensive interior operations. 

The debate in the fire service is this:  

 Is it more advantageous to have four person companies in the dense urban core where higher 
concentrations of risk are located but where high concentrations of resources are also likely to 
arrive almost simultaneously with the first unit?  

Or, 

 Is it more advantageous to have four person companies in the suburban and rural areas where 
the risk is more separated, but the crew size facilitates an offensive interior attack without 
having to wait for an additional crew?  
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Of course, four-person staffing regardless of density resolves all of the regulatory safety issues. It also 

ignores the cost of providing this service, the frequency of which has been steadily declining in most of 

the United States to become a fairly infrequent occurrence. 

Communities and policy-makers can respond to this conundrum by educating the community about the 

risks and the costs, striking a balance between “acceptable level of risk” and an “acceptable cost of 

protection.” Once this is performed, the fire department can develop a deployment plan accordingly. 

Flexibility Based On Peak Demand 

One of the keys to the success of an effective response force is the distribution and concentration of 

resources. In most communities throughout the United States, fire departments build “fixed post” 

locations (fire stations) based on the current demand in place at the time of construction. While many 

communities look into long range planning and attempt to forecast growth patterns for the future of 

their community and place fire stations in positions for future benefit as well, many communities grow 

in unforeseeable patterns (such as annexation). A dynamic way to address these cycles is to flexibly 

deploy some resources based on peak demands for service.  

Resources deployed in a dynamic manner based on peak demand are often referred to as “Peak Activity 

Units” or PAUs. These units are added to a system during times of predictably higher demand than 

normal or in a geographically diverse manner. For example, activity in part of a community may face 

significant demand during typical commute times (rush hour), making response to the downtown area 

difficult. A PAU may be deployed during those times to temporarily add concentration of resources to 

that area. If that demand drops off significantly once commuters have arrived at their destination, the 

PAU may be redeployed to another area of the community where statistically high call volume occurs, or 

the unit may be deactivated, reducing system costs. Figure 1 illustrates typical activity by time of day in 

many communities. 

Figure 1: Example of Peak Demand by Time of Day 
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Maintain or Enhance ISO Rating 

The Insurance Services Organization (ISO) is a national insurance industry organization that evaluates 

fire protection for communities across the country. A jurisdiction’s ISO rating is an important factor 

when considering fire station and apparatus distribution; since it can affect the cost of fire insurance for 

individuals and businesses. For ISO purposes, response areas are measured at 1.5 miles of travel 

distance for each engine company; and 2.5 miles for a ladder company (aerial apparatus) on existing 

roadways. For a structure to be in a protected rating for insurance purposes, it must be within five miles 

of a fire station. Maintenance or enhancement of the ISO ratings is an important consideration in 

evaluating the potential for regional service delivery, since only partial credit for response capability is 

given when provided by neighboring agencies, but full credit is given when provided by the evaluated 

department. 

Standardized Response Protocols 

Standardized response protocols by demographic subset (i.e., urban, suburban, rural) are easier to 

manage when there is significant depth of resources, such as in a regional service delivery system. Risk 

management planning and decisions can be made based on the density of the risk and the concentration 

of resources required managing such risks. Those densities and risks lend themselves to be managed 

well by using critical task analyses to guide resource deployment. For example, rural and some suburban 

densities are more likely to require water delivery by water tenders to the scene of a fire. The personnel 

and equipment needs for these types of incidents vary significantly from urban densities which rely on 

fixed water distribution systems or fire hydrants.  

By standardizing response protocols (the level and type of response a given emergency requires), 

equipment can be distributed based on risk, and staffing can be deployed based on the critical task 

analysis for the given risk. These distinctions allow for more efficient assignment of resources, providing 

greater concentrations where density and life risk is high, and comparatively fewer resources (but the 

right type of resources) where density and risk are low. Utilizing dynamic deployment concepts allows 

for a “power shift” of resources where seasonal or event driven risks grow for a predictable period of 

time. An example includes greater risk in the rural areas during wildland fire season.  

ADMINISTRATION AND GOVERNANCE OF SERVICES 

The numerous fire departments serving the Washoe County area have various administrative and 

governance structures. While an argument can be made for the advantages of local control, it is often at 

the expense of opportunities for greater efficiency and effectiveness. The simple example of duplication 

of fire chiefs illustrates this tradeoff. A balance must be established to maintain some form of local 

control while leveraging the efficiencies possible with regional collaboration. 

Direct local control and focused service delivery can be obtained by a single purpose government 

structure. A portion of the disconnect or dysfunction with the current array of structures in the reviewed 

fire service agencies is the competition for funding with other government services. This is the difficulty 

of a general purpose government model, i.e. a city or county. The BRC believes that the fire service is a 

critical public safety function, and as such, should be managed with an independently elected board.  
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Incremental steps can be taken to accomplish this. The county can start small and work toward a fully 

regional system over time.  

Shared Administrative Services Expense 

In typical regional collaboration for fire services, administrative duplication could be eliminated to 

increase efficiency. It is important to recognize that the five years of budget cutting has reduced some of 

the opportunity for that efficiency, however, there are still more fire chiefs than necessary within the 

region if those agencies were to operate as a single entity. 

VOLUNTEERS 

Economics, risk, incident activity, and demographics are all factors that influence the need for and 

support the utilization of volunteer fire departments in Washoe County.  

There are numerous volunteer organizations serving communities in Washoe County, and the 

surrounding Counties of Storey and Lyon. Volunteer service is not limited to firefighting. Washoe County 

Sheriff’s Office sponsors Search and Rescue and Citizen Emergency Response Team Volunteers.  

As it pertains to fire response, more traditional volunteer agencies currently service communities in 

Washoe County and should continue to be active in any regional fire service configuration. These 

volunteer agencies are non-typical from other communities in that they are separate organizations from 

Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District (TMFPD), and operate their organizations with separate 

Boards of Directors, by-laws and personnel. Truckee Meadows provides management oversight of 

processing new members, training, competency, funds for operations, protective clothing and 

equipment, and rolling stock. Two volunteer agencies are affiliated with Washoe County. These agencies 

lie north of Township 22 and are outside of the TMFPD. TMFPD provides oversight of these agencies by 

way of an interlocal agreement. 

TMFPD has recently begun a new reserve program intended for career minded volunteers who wish to 

gain more immersion in emergency response. This program augments career staff at stations with a 

Firefighter I qualified firefighter.  

However, the current system of separate and autonomous volunteer organizations is fragmented and 

inefficient on many levels and is in need of reform. Response, training and activity records, and other 

critical documentation is either missing or inadequate. A problem of span of control exists in the current 

system and some volunteers do not live within a reasonable distance of their stations.  

A regionalized and centralized management of volunteer service would provide: 

 Enhanced oversight and management 

 Increased accountability 

 Longer term retention and more efficient recruitment 

 Standardized training and competencies 

 Implementation of performance standards 
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The use of volunteers provides a force multiplier, providing a resource by which career resources can 

minimize their commitment on incidents with extended operational periods and free those career 

resources for subsequent calls. A consolidation of the relationships and organizational structure 

between TMFPD and the voluntary fire departments will improve the overall system including enhanced 

reliability and performance. It is the BRC’s position that the volunteer fire departments should be fully 

assimilated into whatever regional agency provides service. 

PERSONNEL AND LABOR AGREEMENTS 

A key component of any effective regional fire services plan must include personnel analysis and labor 

agreements impacting costs for services. Typical cost drivers must be evaluated, such as wages, benefits, 

leave, and work practices. Beyond these cost drivers, the issues impacting staffing levels by unit and by 

risk model (urban, suburban, rural) must also be evaluated, which have a cost and service impact.  

The current collective bargaining agreements have language compelling the employer to negotiate any 

impacts or effects of consolidation, merger, or contracts for service. This positions the bargaining units 

to “cherry-pick” the best components from each collective bargaining agreement, potentially driving the 

costs to unsustainable levels. Since personnel costs (wages, benefits, and Other Post-Employment 

Benefits – OPEBs) within a career-staffed fire agency typically range between 75-90% of the operating 

budget, this can quickly negate any other gains in efficiencies or effectiveness if it renders the resulting 

agency insolvent. 

FACILITIES AND EQUIPMENT 

The physical assets required to provide effective fire services, specifically fire stations and apparatus, 

must be assessed for their serviceability. 

Facilities 

Fire stations must be designed to house the appropriate number and types of response apparatus and 

the crews who operate them. The stations must also be positioned to provide a travel time which 

coincides with the response standards for the jurisdiction. To determine appropriate location, an 

analysis of current and future population densities, construction types (multi-family residential, high 

rise, warehouse, industry, etc.), transportation infrastructure, traffic patterns, and projected growth 

patterns must be undertaken. It is important to site fire stations with future growth identified, since 

many fire stations are constructed as a fifty (50)-year investment.  

Apparatus 

Fire apparatus must also be positioned appropriate to the risk they are to mitigate. The apparatus must 

perform their primary functions with zero failure rate, as the consequences of failure are extremely 

high. Apparatus must be replaced in a systematic manner, with the replacement costs identified and 

funds required for their eventual replacement secured. The expense of these specialized pieces of 

equipment do not usually lend themselves to be absorbed within an annual operating budget, but 

programmed as many as twelve to fifteen years ahead. Apparatus should have minimum maintenance 

standards which comply with NFPA 1911.  
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FUNDING  

Each public agency primarily relies upon the revenues from either property taxes for fire districts or a 

combination of taxes and fees collected by a municipality for the provision of services through the city 

general fund. In today’s fiscal environment, more must be done to enhance revenues, including reliance 

upon grants and user fees. While grants can be a two-edged sword, it can be a short-term solution to a 

fixed-cost problem, such as purchasing equipment, building facilities, or implementing a pilot program. 

Grants used to fund an ongoing expense with a short-term revenue stream is dangerous, but can be 

used to fill a gap in anticipation of a more permanent, sustainable revenue stream occurring at the end 

of the life of the grant. 

SYSTEM IMPROVEMENTS 

Opportunities abound for enhancement of the existing services, even if regional fire services are not 

pursued. Many agencies in Washoe County do not track standardized data in a manner that meaningful 

decisions can be made. If, for example, each agency defined response time differently, there is no 

effective means of measuring a standardized service across the region. There must be uniform standards 

for data reporting by all regional agencies, public or private. Fractile response time tracking is a standard 

in the fire service industry, yet that data is not collected in many cases. This has been a problem noted 

as far back as 2009 in the Diamante Report.3  

Not only does data collection need to be standardized, but the time intervals must also be standardized. 

Synchronization of dispatch clocks for all dispatch centers in the county, including REMSA, helps ensure 

an “apples to apples” comparison of response performance, which is a key ingredient to quality 

assurance and quality improvement.  

Emergency medical services can be handled in a much more expedient manner by eliminating the 

immediate hand-off by the Public Safety Answering Point (PSAP – 9-1-1 call-takers) to REMSA without 

first determining the location/jurisdiction of the call, the nature of the call, and notification to the 

appropriate unit(s). All resources required to respond to an emergency should be dispatched 

simultaneously. If this is a process which takes time to implement, pre-alerts for those units closest to 

the incident should be implemented as an interim step. Implementation of emergency medical dispatch 

protocols provide pre-arrival instructions for responding personnel, helping ensure the right resources 

arrive prepared to mitigate whichever emergency they face. These protocols should be immediately 

implemented at the dispatch centers in Washoe County where they do not currently exist. If different 

protocols are in place, they should be standardized. 

The BRC endorses a single, centralized dispatch center which drives standardization, increases efficiency 

and cost effectiveness, and maximizes technology investments to the benefit of all citizens of Washoe 

County. 

                                                           

3
 Diamante Public Sector Group, 101 Parkshore Drive, Suite 100, Folsom, California, page 11. 
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There must be recognition that Regional Ambulance Services, Inc. (RASI) is the emergency medical 

transportation agency for the vast majority of Washoe County. It is possible for the organization to 

default as a franchisee. While there is no indication of an impending default, such defaults are not 

unheard of by other nationally recognized ambulance companies. It is important, therefore, that the fire 

service is poised to provide assistance during such an event, as well as for surge capacity. The fire service 

should be included and consulted in future franchise agreement discussions because of their system 

expertise. 

The August 2012 TriData report, Emergency Medical Services Systems Analysis — Final Report 

summarizes well the opinions of many on the BRC. “We are very concerned about the status of the 

REMSA Franchise Agreement. Since 1990, most of the negotiated changes have clearly favored REMSA, 

limiting the District Board of Health oversight authority. The EMS system is supposed to resemble a PUM 

[Public Utility Model] with an independent oversight organization (REMSA), and an independent 

contractor, [Regional Ambulance Services, Inc.] RASI. In practice, it is difficult to tell the difference 

between organizations, with REMSA functioning as a private EMS contractor.”4 

Where resources are less readily available, typically in the rural areas where wildland interface risks are 

high, the county should establish a fuels management program to mitigate ladder fuels. Enforcement of 

existing ordinances requiring defensible spaces should be a high priority. Further, there should be 

incentives created for homeowners to install built-in fire protection, such as residential sprinkler 

systems, particularly in the Gerlach and Red Rock areas of the county.  

Uniformity of fire codes is absent throughout the county. Standardization of fire codes and code 

enforcement should be a goal of all regulatory and enforcement agencies in the county. Strong 

consideration should be given to requiring residential sprinkler systems throughout the county. This 

lifesaving measure not only improves survivability of a residential fire, it reduces the demand and 

burden placed upon the fire department by extinguishing fire while still small, reducing the resources 

required to respond to these types of incidents.  

OPPORTUNITIES 

There are numerous opportunities for enhancement of services through a regional fire services system. 

It starts with providing public education to the citizens served about how they must take responsibility 

for protecting and defending themselves, such as becoming Fire Adapted Communities. A Fire Adapted 

Community means that homeowners, firefighters, land managers, and civic leaders have done their part 

to prepare for the next wildfire. 

Code modification to help manage risk can be implemented, such as rigid enforcement of defensible 

space regulations in the wildfire interface areas, or implementation of incentives for property owners to 

install built-in fire protection systems in their occupied spaces. This also helps reduce demand and shore 

up the cost effectiveness of fire protection in the Gerlach and Red Rock areas.  

                                                           

4
 Emergency Medical Services Systems Analysis – Final Report, page 4. Washoe County, Nevada, August 2012. 

TriData Division, System Planning Corporation, 3601 Wilson Boulevard. Arlington, VA 22201. Philip Schaenman. 
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All agencies can benefit from the establishment of so-called “borderless response areas” where 

automatic aid agreements are in place. The issue of subsidy can be addressed with annual activity true-

up language. However, if all agencies participate in a closest unit response system, even those agencies 

who are net exporters of service have their stations and constituents covered by move-up agreements 

from their neighboring agencies. 

The BRC had divergent opinions on the EMS component of this evaluation. The recent approval of a new 

franchise agreement with REMSA initiated some debate among committee members about whether it 

was good or bad for the communities, or whether the committee had sufficient information to form an 

opinion. Ultimately, the BRC agreed that it should endorse a higher role for the fire service in EMS.  

Fire-based Advanced Life Support (ALS) first response services can be provided, reducing the amount of 

time a patient waits to receive definitive medical care in a medical emergency. This program of sending 

fire crews to medical emergencies (which they are already responding to anyway) is enhanced by 

ensuring that one of the crew members is certified as a paramedic. This program could be further 

expanded to incorporate a fire-based ALS transport service. 

An EMS public-private partnership with REMSA could be forged. In this case, coordination of resources 

creates system efficiencies. If fire-based ALS services are provided, response times for the transport 

agency, whether REMSA or a fire-based system, could be slowed since definitive care is already being 

provided by the fire-based ALS first response system providers. This results in fewer posting locations 

and potentially fewer units in the system, reducing system costs for the consumers. This public-private 

partnership can include expansion of the REMSA Board of Directors to include one fire agency 

representative. 

Establishing a set of uniform performance standards by population density (urban, suburban, rural, and 

wilderness) allows for regional redeployment of appropriate resources based on risk and the effective 

response force required. This may simultaneously improve services to the fringe areas as well as 

concentrate resources in the urban core. If outlying areas no longer need to provide for technical rescue 

or hazardous materials services because these services are provided in the urban core, those outlying 

areas can concentrate more sharply on their core risks; structure fires, wildland fires, and emergency 

medical services.  

As emergency vehicles and equipment wear down due to use in high demand areas, these expensive 

assets can be redeployed to less active areas, extending the useful life of that equipment. Apparatus 

replacement schedules can reflect a longer life by the active redeployment of equipment which might 

otherwise be replaced while possessing some remaining useful life.  

Some fire stations are not currently well positioned to provide optimum service to its jurisdictional 

constituents today due to shifting boundaries. If those boundaries were invisible to a deployment and 

coverage plan, some currently inefficient stations become immediately more efficient through cross- 
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jurisdictional utilization. The same optimization can occur in emergency management and preparedness 

planning, public education, and fire prevention activities, including active vegetation management 

within wildland interface areas. 

CHALLENGES 

While there are ample opportunities to gain efficiency with a regional approach to service delivery, 

there are also numerous difficulties and obstacles which can preclude a successful, effective regional 

system. 

One of the factors which led to the deconsolidation between Reno and Truckee Meadows – labor costs – 

remains a very thorny subject. Existing collective bargaining agreements in place require bargaining over 

the impacts or effects of a consolidation, merger, or contract for services. This could lead to “cherry-

picking,” which takes the highest union-valued articles of any of the contracts in play, driving the costs 

for services much higher than any one existing contract calls for. 

Facilities and equipment condition can complicate a regional approach to delivering services. If an 

existing agency were to have extensive deferred maintenance of existing fire apparatus, regionalizing 

those assets shifts some of the cost of that deferred maintenance to the other partner agencies. The 

same thing is true for deferred maintenance of facilities. If some agencies have a funded capital 

improvement plan and others do not, this can further complicate replacement plans, schedules, and 

funding. This can be somewhat offset by a redeployment of existing resources based on risk. 

Redeployment allows for extensively used apparatus to be dispatched to more rural, lower call volume 

areas, thus obtaining additional life than would otherwise be the case. 

Unfunded liabilities can create a disparity between partner agencies in some regional service delivery 

models. Some agencies may have a funded Other Post-Employment Benefits (OPEB) Trust, whereas 

other agencies may not have OPEBs such as funded retiree health insurance. Regionalizing these 

agencies can cause a shift in this unfunded liability across all of the partner agencies. 

Shifts in resources and service levels can cause an inadvertent decrease in services to a portion of the 

region. Careful planning and benchmarking of existing services must be performed to ensure such an 

outcome is not an unintentional consequence of regionalizing services. 

Equalization of taxation can increase taxes to some taxpayers and decrease costs to others. A study was 

performed in 2002 by Walker & Associates for a regional fire service encompassing the entire county 

and found at that time that Reno’s taxes would increase $.03 per hundred dollars, Sparks’ taxes would 

increase $.01 per hundred dollars, Truckee Meadows’ taxes would decrease $.12 per hundred dollars, 

and Sierra’s taxes would decrease $.24 per hundred dollars. Given the state’s property tax cap, neither 

Reno nor Sparks could raise their taxes. Blending the tax rates would cause some agencies to subsidize 

others; this can be remedied via legislative change.  

While there are numerous challenges to regionalizing services, perhaps none of the challenges are as 

daunting and formidable as the political will that will be required to make regionalization of services 

occur. It is well established that turf, power, and politics are the three most common reasons for a 
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regional service effort to fail. If service to the people is the driving force behind the effort to regionalize 

services, the other challenges can be overcome. The BRC believes that citizens are not concerned about 

these three factors; only about protection and response. 

REGIONAL OPTIONS 

There are four primary ways in which agencies can collaborate to provide regional services. They are 

each discussed as follows. 

Mutual Aid/Automatic Aid Agreements  

Current mutual aid agreements exist between the agencies. Mutual aid is a term used to describe a 

request for resources outside of the jurisdiction making the request. This requires a specific request by 

the “host” agency. Some limitations on the mutual aid agreements, such as requiring a command officer 

to be on scene and reasonably exhausting the host agencies resources before mutual aid can be 

requested, has caused some negative outcomes on incidents. A recent incident highlighted this 

limitation, causing Reno and Truckee Meadows to revise the mutual aid agreement, striking these 

limitations. 

Automatic aid agreements take the cooperation between agencies to a higher level. Automatic aid is a 

term used to describe neighboring resources being dispatched immediately, along with host agency 

resources, not relying upon a specific request. The decision to provide automatic aid resources to a 

given building or area is made by the participating agencies well in advance of a specific incident via a 

written agreement, when agency balance, response time, critical tasks, and other factors can be 

thoughtfully considered. These automatic aid resources are then preprogrammed into the resource 

dispatch protocols. This approach may also be referred to as borderless response or closest unit 

response when describing an automatic aid area. 

Consolidation through Interlocal Agreement 

This model is the one used by Truckee Meadows and Reno in 2000, which ultimately led to 

deconsolidation due to the economic downturn. The unique features of this model are as follows: 

 It requires one or more parties to relinquish authority over expenditures. 

 One agency conducts all labor negotiations on behalf of the other agencies. 

 “Cherry-picking” labor-beneficial articles from among the collective bargaining unit agreements. 

 Subsidy if one or more agencies is not financially sustainable or has unfunded liabilities.  

 Tax equalization is not a factor in this model. 

Consolidation through One Taxing District 

This option is not likely feasible due to the tax equalization requirement and/or possibly exceeding the 

statutory $3.64 cap. However, this impediment can be remedied legislatively. 

Consolidation through Joint Powers Agreement 

There are two types of Joint Powers Agreements (JPAs). The first is similar to an interlocal agreement 

except that governance is shared among the agencies. This process eliminates the complications of 
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relinquishing authority over expenditures and limiting agency involvement in labor negotiations. The 

problems associated with “cherry-picking” and potential subsidy still remain. Tax equalization is not a 

factor in this model. 

The second JPA is a fire department consolidation of government and management, but not line staff. 

This would eliminate the issue of “cherry-picking,” and each agency would continue to define their own 

service level through their own budget, leaving the other agencies unaffected if one agency fails to 

sustain itself. Equipment and facilities would remain with the originating agency, eliminating any subsidy 

concerns. Unfunded liabilities remain with the agency, eliminating subsidy from the other agencies. 

Closest unit response, as in automatic aid agreements, would be implemented in this concept. Some 

efficiency would also be lost in this form of a JPA, but much can be retained. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 The county should model regional collaboration by starting small and working toward larger 
collaboration efforts with other agencies.  

 Pursue legislative remedies to Nevada Revised Statute 318, allowing general improvement 
districts to exceed the current statutory tax cap. 

 Pursue legislative remedies to Nevada Revised Statute 474, allowing county fire districts to 
overlay cities.  

 Peak Activity Units (PAUs) should be used where demand is predictable and where resource 
concentration needs to be bolstered for a period of time as determined by demand data. 

 Standardize response performance data, including quantifiable definitions of the components 
contained within the fire and EMS response cascade of events. 

 Synchronize dispatch center clocks for all emergency services dispatch agencies in the county. 

 Assimilate all volunteer fire departments into Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District. 

 Implement borderless response (automatic aid) agreements between all agencies in Washoe 
County. 

 Educate the community about the details of the emergency response system within the county. 

 Educate the community about their responsibility to prepare and protect themselves in the 
event of an emergency. 

 Enforce existing codes requiring the creation and maintenance of defensible spaces. 

 Establish Washoe County as a Fire Adapted Community (see University of Nevada Cooperative 
Extension website for model – http://www.livingwithfire.info/). 

 Create incentives to install built-in fire protection systems in rural and interface areas, in 
particular in Gerlach and Red Rock. 

 Create a public-private partnership with REMSA, coordinating emergency resources for more 
efficient utilization. 

 Should any questions arise about the formation of a specific regional agency, the BRC 
recommends another committee be formed to evaluate the details of that partnership. 
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