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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Fire and ambulance services in central Iowa are facing a crossroads. Since their creation, these 

vital public services have operated independently of each other, meeting the needs and desires of 

their communities based upon the parameters and funding set by local government.  They 

interact with each other as peers with very few formal requirements to plan for, or share system 

development initiatives. This research project is intended for use by leaders, managers, and 

advocates who are working to create new and innovative models for implementing fire and 

ambulance service delivery. This project identified system weaknesses associated with delivery 

models that are completely tied to municipal boundaries. We also outlined existing and 

forthcoming financial impacts that will affect the delivery of Fire and EMS in our region. After 

identifying the problems, we break out several solutions that revolve around shared services and 

more efficient delivery practices. We have come to feel strongly that an effective firehouse is an 

important component to a successful community, but these firehouses cannot stand alone or be 

isolated within the boundaries of our community. If our public safety programs are going to be 

successful they need to integrate and work together seamlessly as a part of a greater system.   
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Introduction 
 

Central Iowa has a vibrant and robust fire service that, since its inception, has gone 

through significant evolutions and changes. As it has evolved, each community within the metro 

has established its own priorities associated with public safety. According to Chief Holt of 

Urbandale and Chief TeKippe of Des Moines, these service delivery models have evolved from a 

single career department surrounded by volunteer services to that of a truly combination system 

relying on everything from municipal career staff, part time staff, paid on call staff, and true 

volunteers. To meet the demands on our current system we even see a reliance on private sector 

Emergency Medical Services companies integrating with public sector models. Even though this 

ever-changing model of service delivery has not suffered glaring public failures, this research has 

identified concerns and opportunities to provide more consistent delivery to our communities. 

Defining the parameters to study this topic has been challenging. This working group 

began with the idea of the “Greater Des Moines Metro”, but the Metropolitan area around the 

city of Des Moines has expanded and includes some very densely populated communities at its 

core, and it reaches out to cover what have traditionally been rural communities. When 

discussing the fire service population, density matters because different response time standards 

are established for a community depending on how many people are living in each square mile 

(National Fire Protection Association (NFPA), 2010). For the purposes of this research we are 

considering the majority of members of the Polk County Fire Chief’s Association as our focus. 

These chiefs have self-identified as a trade organization who currently engage in mutual aid 

initiatives and service delivery initiatives. We have chosen to narrow our scope somewhat, but 

the bulk of these departments are represented in this paper.  
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As we dove into the background and research of this project, we identified that the 

current public safety delivery model is directly related to these specific communities and their 

corporate boundaries. The city that ones lives in or own property in has elected officials who 

decide on the level of protection and the service that will be delivered. This model allows some 

communities to be very proud of their low-taxing models while other cities are proud of their 

high level of service. Communities embrace these identities and build to meet their needs. This 

model works very well when it comes to water parks and other amenities, but it leaves gaps and 

inconsistencies with public safety delivery. One example of this conflicting approach lies with 

other city-run services. The residents of Johnston do not have a public water park/pool 

complex—this community prides itself on low taxes and its citizens accept the level of service 

that is provided. Johnston has attempted to pass bond referendum for water parks, but those votes 

have failed. We interpret this vote to mean that the citizens of Johnston do not want to pay for a 

water park. Even though citizens do not want to levy a tax to fund this amenity, the system does 

not preclude them from enjoying neighboring water parks. Johnston’s residents simply head over 

to Clive or Ankeny where they pay a guest fee to use that city’s infrastructure.   

Unfortunately, not all of our municipal services operate well under this model. Today our 

populations are mobile and transient. The US census bureau reports that the mean Iowan travels 

18 minutes as a part of a daily commute, showing that our citizens do not live and work in the 

same communities. In addition, we shop in other communities, and we recreate in even more 

communities. This transitional nature means that the decisions our elected officials make for 

citizens affect not only our immediate residents, but also nearly all of the 588,000 people who 

live and work in our metro (US Census, 2012). What is unfortunate about this dynamic is that 

fire service and ambulance delivery are very different from water parks. We do not get to choose 
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what community we have our emergency in, and we do not get the chance to opt in, or opt out of 

the services that are available or missing in those communities. And, we clearly do not get to pay 

a guest fee when the fire department comes to our emergency when we are in a neighboring 

community.   

After having researched the existing public safety system, and by conducting interviews 

with leaders in the industry, our team was shocked to find that our public safety system is less a 

system, and more an independently evolving conglomerate of standalone departments. Each of 

our cities has developed strengths and weaknesses, and at the end of the day, we found that, 

unless you are in the center of your city, there is little guarantee that the people who respond to 

your emergency are coming from the closest available fire station or in the closest available type 

of apparatus that is needed. When these systems do come together they may not be coming with 

a standard level of training certification, or equipment. As we move forward, our group will 

identify the evident funding shortfalls that are facing our current Fire and EMS system. We will 

also identify recent and historic consolidation attempts that affect public safety as well as 

opportunities for our communities to share improvements and best practices. Finally, we will 

review the system options and propose some system-wide models for consideration in improving 

service delivery across the Des Moines metro.   

 
Economic Demands and Potential Failures 

Cities are corporate bodies of state government; thus, state law primarily determines local 

revenue sources. In the state of Iowa, the main sources of city revenue include: property taxes; 

operating grants and contributions; charges for services; capital grants and contributions; and 

franchise fees. In Iowa, property tax is the mainstay of local government revenue, and the 

collapse of an eight-trillion housing bubble and accompanying financial crisis, known as the 
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Great Recession, which officially lasted from December 20007 through June 2009, caused the 

largest collapse in state revenues on record (Oliff, Mai, & Palacios, 2012). As of the first quarter 

of 2012, state revenues (nation-wide) remained 5.5% below precession levels (Oliff, et al. 2012), 

and revenues are not increasing fast enough to recovery in the near future. The housing market 

has been slow to recover, which has depressed property tax revenue, the primarily funding 

revenue for cities and schools (Olif, et al. 2012). Furthermore, tax collections were 3.5% lower in 

the 12-month period ending in December 2011 than the prior 12-month period. The strain this 

places on local government budgets makes it more likely that they will turn to state governments 

to assist them with funding for local services, specifically education and police and fire 

protection (Oliff, et al. 2012). Other impacts of the Great Recession including reduced 

consumerism and unemployment or underemployment, meaning that states will likely be unable 

to fill the need for funding, due to a loss of sales and income tax revenue. 

In cities with populations larger than 5,000, the top ranked largest budgeted cost is the 

police department; followed by roads, bridges, and sidewalks, with the fire department ranked 

third. From 2007 through 2012, the fastest increasing costs to cities were: roads, bridges, and 

sidewalks at 66%; health care premiums at 33%; police department at 31%, and fire department 

at 28%. For the following five years, the anticipated fastest increasing costs to cities coincided 

with the aforementioned; however, in populations in excess of 5,000, the police department 

ranked first, followed by the fire department second (Mullinex, Carlucci, & Harder, 2012). 

In Iowa, commercial property tax accounts for approximately 26% of all property tax 

revenues. Iowa taxes four other classes of real property: residential at approximately 43%, 

agricultural at approximately 23%, industrial at 5%, and utilities, including railroads, at 

approximately 3% (House Democratic Research Staff, Conference Committee Summary, 
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Commercial Property Tax Reform SF 295, 2013). According to the Office of the Governor 

(2013), on June 12, 2013, Iowa Governor Terry Branstad signed into law Senate File (SF) 295, a 

historic bill providing property tax relief to all classes of Iowa property. The Iowa League of 

Cities (Iowa LOC, 2013) reported that the SF295 Property Tax Reform makes various changes to 

Iowa’s property tax system including, the residential and agricultural assessment limitation and 

commercial and industrial rollback (Division II of SF295), and the creation of a multi-residential 

property tax class (Division III of SF295). Specifically, regarding Division II, for each 

assessment year beginning January 1, 2013, and, thereafter, the amount of taxable valuation 

growth is reduced from 4% to 3% on residential and agricultural property. Additionally, for 

valuations established during the assessment year beginning January 1, 2013, commercial, 

industrial, and railway property is rolled back to 95%, and 90% the following years. SF 295 

creates a standing General Fund appropriation, beginning in FY2015, to reimburse local 

governments for the property tax reductions resulting from the new rollback for commercial and 

industrial properties; however, beginning in FY2018, the appropriation is capped at the actual 

FY2017 appropriation amount (Iowa LOC, 2013). Division III of SF295 created a multi-

residential property tax class, which will be rolled back to residential levels by January 1, 2022, 

without backfill to local governments. Over an eight-year period, beginning in assessment year 

2015, the rollback percentages will be phased in at the following percentages: 86.25% in 2015, 

82.5% in 2016, 78.75% in 2017, 75% in 2018, 71.25% in 2019, 67.5% in 2020, 63.75% in 2021, 

and the same percentage as residential property in 2022 (Iowa LOC, 2013). 

The Iowa LOC created a tool known as the property tax model, to demonstrate the 

potential fiscal impact some of the changes resulting from SF295 will have on municipalities. 

The model utilizes the following assumptions: includes revaluation growth rates; city revaluation 
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growth based on Iowa average; includes new construction estimates (except cost attributable to 

additional services associated with new construction are not included); growth rate capped at 3% 

percent for residential and agricultural property classes; three percentage cap assumed on 

residential and agricultural properties; city levy rates held constant at FY2013 rates; and 

commercial, industrial, and railroad properties rolled back to 90% and phased in at 5% per year 

over two years (Iowa LOC, 2013). According to Erin Mullenix, Research and Fiscal Analyst for 

Iowa LOC, the property tax model is based on a very conservative approach (Mullenix, personal 

communication, November 13, 2013). 

Based on Iowa LOC’s property tax model, over the next ten years, municipalities in the 

Des Moines, Iowa, metro will potentially face the following reductions in property tax revenue: 

Fiscal Year Clive Des Moines Johnston Urbandale West Des 
Moines 

2014/2015 $163 $13,462 $0 $221 $1,462 
2015/2016 $75,439 $735,081 $92,769 $158,284 $256,353 
2016/2017 $161,793 $1,549,102 $199,423 $339,750 $547,700 
2017/2018 $270,815 $2,581,299 $325,480 $560,779 $938,069 
2018/2019 $415,349 $3,943,189 $484,595 $846,563 $1,483,033 
2019/2020 $548,166 $5,199,652 $638,481 $1,116,147 $1,958,195 
2020/2021 $723,344 $6,849,463 $832,058 $1,463,210 $2,616,955 
2021/2022 $887,227 $8,398,354 $1,021,948 $1,795,892 $3,203,994 
2022/2023 $1,101,387 $10,414,102 $1,259,077 $2,220,649 $4,008,533 
2023/2024 $1,300,632 $12,296,465 $1,491,333 $2,626,417 $4,718,453 

 
(Additional information is available in Appendix B.) 

The city of Cedar Falls, Iowa, provides one example of how this loss of revenue may 

impact public safety services to citizens. Mike Anderson (2013) reported that, due to the property 

tax reform, the city of Cedar Falls, Iowa, is facing a $2.7 million total budget reduction to cut 

across all city departments. The city formed a budget task force, which has proposed cutting 

$582,000 from the fire department and $975,000 from the police department over the next ten 

years. The city’s fire chief and police chief advised that the reductions could only come in the 



CONSOLIDATION OF FIRE AND EMS: STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS 11	  

form of personnel and services. Anderson (2013) reported that Cedar Falls fire department 

employs 32 full-time firefighters across three shifts. Two shifts are staffed with nine firefighters 

and the third shift is staffed with ten. Seven firefighters is the minimum staffing level. The 

budget cuts to the fire department potentially endangers the incident commander position, which, 

according to the fire chief, causes a “distinct lack of control on the ground of a fire.” As of 

November 2013, the fire department received 2,200 calls and, over the prior three years, the 

number of fires increased by 9.9%; however, the amount of property damage decreased by 

39.5% (Anderson, 2013). The fire chief contributed these outcomes to 31% faster response time. 

A decrease in the number of firefighters may impact the response time and amount of property 

damage. 

Another illustration of the potential impacts of the property tax reform’s fiscal impact on 

municipalities is how it will affect public services in West Des Moines, Iowa. Timothy Meinch 

(2013) of the Des Moines Register reported that West Des Moines is one of a few cities in the 

nation with national accreditation for all three major public safety departments: police, fire, and 

emergency medical services.  According to Meinch, the public safety sector of West Des Moines 

receives 47% of the city’s annual budget. The city of West Des Moines continues to grow and 

needs to address how to provide continuing public safety services to its citizens, with a 

potentially $4.7 million loss in property tax revenue over the next ten years. Several candidates 

for the West Des Moines city council were interviewed and asked about any potentially 

problematic areas for the future of public safety. Candidate Ted Ohmart stated, “We will 

continue to look for alternative revenue sources and ways to share services with other 

communities to cut costs. Candidate Kevin Trevillyan relayed, “What I envision is that we will 

have all four fire stations staffed to at least a minimum level. We already know that we will need 
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a fire station south of the river to serve the areas that are already in our corporate limits as well as 

any future areas that will be annexed. Candidate Rick Messerschmidt stated, “As the costs for 

public safety continue to increase for all municipalities, sharing services with other communities 

should continue to be considered. We are currently doing such with the city of Clive for the fire 

station located at 1801 68th Street . . . as well as the Westcom Communication Emergency 

Dispatch Service, which is shared with the cities of Clive and Urbandale” (Meinch, 2013). 

The United States Department of Labor (DOL) opened an investigation into the Johnston, 

Iowa, and Grimes, Iowa, fire departments. The Johnston and Grimes fire departments have a 

cooperative agreement, which allows the cities to share a fire chief. Firefighters from both cities 

staff a joint fire station that responds to calls in both communities (U.S. Labor Department 

Investigations Johnson, Grimes fire departments, n.d.). To date, the specifics of the investigation 

are unknown; however, it appears to pertain to firefighters who work full-time jobs with one 

department and also paid on-call shifts with the other department. Investigators asked questions 

indicating that the DOL will consider whether the two departments are a single employer or two 

separate employers (U.S. Labor Department Investigations Johnson, Grimes fire departments, 

n.d.). The impact of this investigation is unknown; however, a further consolidation of services 

in the Des Moines metro area may alleviate any problems identified in this investigation and 

provide sufficient, if not greater, service to citizens. 

Pursuant to the November 1, 2011 Des Moines Airport Authority Rules & Regulations, 

through a written agreement with the United States Air Force, the State of Iowa Air National 

Guard, provided aircraft rescue and firefighting services (ARFF) at the airport. ARFF provides 

primary response to aircraft emergencies with support from the Des Moines fire department 

(DMFD). The DMFD provides the primary response to structural fires, medical emergencies, 
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and hazardous material incidents at the airport with support from the ARFF (Des Moines Airport 

Authority Rules & Regulations , 2011). However, on September 30, 2014, the Iowa Air National 

Guard ceased providing firefighter services to the Des Moines International Airport. 

Consequently, the Des Moines Metro area has a current deficiency in its fire service coverage. 

The Des Moines Airport Authority has requested proposals for a service agreement with a 

provider to ARFF services at the Des Moines International Airport. The Service Agreement 

states that the provider of ARFF will furnish first responder emergency medical services at the 

airport and will be required to follow the procedures set forth in all agreements held by the 

airport with the DMFD for mutual aid (Aircraft Rescue & Firefighting Service Request for 

Proposal, 2013). Additionally, the accepted provider will be required to provide management 

services, equipment, and personnel necessary to efficiently provide ARFF services at the airport 

meeting Federal Aviation Regulation Part 139 requirements on a 24-hour basis. This situation 

may present a prime opportunity for Des Moines metro fire departments to collaborate and/or 

consolidate fire coverage service. 

The Capital Crossroads Strategic Plan is yet another opportunity to pursue consolidation; 

it is guided by three principles: Opportunity, Talent, and Sustainability (Strategic Plan, 2011). In 

regards to sustainability, Capital Crossroads recognizes that growth must be sustainable, which 

involves regional collaboration, consolidation, and smart planning to maximum fiscal and human 

resources. One area of sustainability is governance capital. Capital Crossroads recognizes that 

society is in an era of perpetually constrained local budgets and rising costs for personnel, 

services, and infrastructure (Strategic Plan, 2011). In order for local Iowa governments to 

manage sustainable growth without sacrificing essential services, efforts should be made to 

ensure structured, mutually-supportive inter-jurisdictional regulations (including unified city 



CONSOLIDATION OF FIRE AND EMS: STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS 14	  

building and fire codes) with a common adoption and amendment schedule. Such regulations 

could greatly enhance efforts to plan effectively, optimize land uses, and measure growth 

outcomes (Strategic Plan, 2011). For example, local development should comply with a set of 

minimum adoptive standards and work within approved regional permitting and inspection 

systems. Investors and developers would then not be inclined to follow a “path of least 

resistance” resulting in piecemeal development and hindrance of smart, managed regional 

growth (Strategic Plan, 2011). During the fourth quarter of 2012, area city/county managers and 

fire/EMS directors met and identified specific collaboration opportunities: (1) joint training, (2) 

equipment optimization, and (3) uniform fire code (Quarterly Report, 2013). 

 A multitude of circumstances have presented themselves to the Des Moines metro area 

potentially marking a critical point for determining its future path and success. The Great 

Recession and recent property tax reform have created a substantial decrease in city revenues. 

The Iowa Air National Guard ceasing to provide fire service protection at the Des Moines 

Airport is another lost resource. All municipalities within the Des Moines area are going to face 

grave financial futures over the next several years. Cities, now more than ever, need to be 

creative and innovative in the manner in which they conduct business and maintain expected 

levels of services to their respective citizens. The Des Moines metro area is fortunate to have the 

Capital Crossroads initiative, which potentially provides a wealth of resources, albeit not dollars, 

for region to tap into. The combination of the present timing and opportunities may lend 

themselves to the “perfect” time to consolidate fire and EMS service with the Des Moines metro 

area. 
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Laws Affecting Structure of Fire Protection 

The state of Iowa has few laws mandating that a municipality establish a fire department. 

First, “[a] city may. . .exercise any power and perform any function it deems appropriate to 

protect and preserve the rights, privileges, and property of the city or of its residents, and to 

preserve and improve the peace, safety, health, welfare, comfort, and convenience of its 

residents” (Iowa Code § 364.1, 2013). Secondly, “[e]ach city shall provide for the protection of 

life and property against fire and may establish, house, equip, staff, uniform, and maintain a fire 

department” (Iowa Code § 364.16, 2013). In addition to cities, Iowa has townships that, 

according to the Iowa Civic Analysis Network (I-CAN, 2006), provide governmental functions 

outside the realm of birth county and municipal authority. Iowa townships have three main 

functions: fire protection, cemetery management, and fence maintenance and boundary dispute 

resolution within the township (I-CAN, 2006). Pursuant to Iowa Code § 359.42 (2013), “the 

trustees of each township shall provide fire protection services for the township, exclusive of any 

part of the township within a benefitted fire district and may provide emergency medical service 

. . . [t]he trustees may contract with a public or private agency under Chapter 28E for the purpose 

of providing any service or system required or authorized under this section.”  It should be noted 

that the references in this section are specific to a communities mandate to provide Fire 

assistance. There is no requirement in the Iowa code for a community to provide Emergency 

Medical Services or ambulance support. Many believe that this lack of regulation provides EMS 

with the best opportunity to pursue alternative models and consolidation options.   

Iowa Code 28E(2013) permits state and local governments to collaborate, through 

agreement, and provide joint services or facilities. The intent is for governments to make 

efficient use of their powers and cooperate with other entities through a mutual advantage. Iowa 
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cities and townships often use 28E agreements to formalize and provide fire protection service to 

their citizens. Vick (2006) reported that 98% of fire departments in the state of Iowa have mutual 

aid agreements (formal or informal) for firefighting with at least one and often multiple 

departments (Comito 1996, p. 35). In accordance with Iowa Code 28E.41, a fire district which 

has areas within its boundaries that overlap within the boundaries of another fire district, may 

execute an agreement for the construction or acquisition, furnishing, operation, and maintenance 

of a public building or buildings for their common use. Furthermore, cities located in contiguous 

counties, may also execute such agreement. Iowa law provides that a city and/or fire district may 

expend funds or issue general obligation bonds for the payment of its share of the cost of the 

joint public building (Iowa Code 28E.41(3)(a), 2013).  This review of rules and laws indicates 

that any number of consolidation initiatives is possible and that very few modifications to rule or 

law would need to take place in order to implement a consolidation.  

 
History of Consolidation Efforts 

There have been numerous consolidation attempts nationwide. Some consolidations have 

been successful and some have failed; this section will focus on the benefits of consolidation, 

negative aspects that coincide with consolidation, and a few examples of both nationwide and 

local approaches. Please note that there have been hundreds of consolidation proposals with 

projected savings, numbers, service improvements and more; however, after a successful 

consolidation or failed consolidation, little statistical follow up data has been provided for study 

and research purposes.  

General reasons for consolidation vary across the country, and can include a number of 

reasons. In regards to service, many times consolidation can improve response time, and place 

more resources on the fire ground, a vital interest in the fire protection environment and 
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standardize procedures for operation and training. There can also be a large community impact; 

consolidation has the ability to decrease the community’s insurance premiums based on 

improvements in the insurance rating; have savings for the taxpayers, and be able to provide 

consistent service to the community. On the inside, consolidation can maximize purchasing 

power, open up an availability of career and volunteer opportunities, centralize fire department 

management and reduce administrative costs, centralize dispatching and communication 

networks and other fire department support systems, and standardize procedures for operation 

and training. Consolidation can improve fleet management, such as having one central repair and 

maintenance facility for vehicles and apparatus. 

From another perspective, there are also negative aspects of consolidation, such as cost. 

Many advocates for consolidation claim that communities will realize a significant cost savings. 

Unfortunately, some cities may not actually save money from a consolidation. In a recent 

University of Iowa study, the cost of consolidation was described as having a U shape on a 

graph. Often, short-term cost savings were realized, but as the new system grew larger, initiatives 

were undertaken and expanded deliverables were realized causing an increase in budget and cost.  

Other possible negative aspects of consolidation are a perceived loss of local control. Conflicts 

emerge with differences in union contracts such as wages, retirement systems, and benefits. 

Consolidation may reduce the number of Fire Chiefs and present a perception that more positions 

may be eliminated; volunteer membership may also diminish. In addition, communities may 

experience what is deemed as “turf wars”, where Customers/Citizens experience confusion of 

where the service is coming from, and a fear that autonomy would be completely eliminated. 

With consolidation, the loss of independence is possible and could potentially threaten the 
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identity of the fire station. In addition to potential negative possibilities, political problems are 

bound to arise.  

While many consolidation attempts examine and work from future and projected results, 

Contra Costa County, California shows a real successful consolidation which is said to have 

resulted in a measurable, almost immediate reduction in the tax burden, including a reported 50% 

decrease in the training budget. With local growth also contributing to the reduction, the tax rate 

dropped from $.872 to $.725 in the first five years, and a 10% capital improvement program was 

instituted. In addition, a proven successful consolidation of Tualatin Valley, Oregon, saw a 

reduction in its tax rate from more than $3.00 (per $1000) to $1.64 in just four years (Campbell, 

1994).  

In contrast, examples of failed consolidation efforts rest with the city of Fitchburg, 

Verona, village of Oregon, and the Town of Madison, Wisconsin. A simulation of the social 

costs and benefits of full consolidation suggests that consolidation would yield positive net social 

benefits in most scenarios, but at significant fiscal cost. The cities were not able to go through 

the process even with a positive service outcome, because unfortunately, funds were simply not 

available for the project. However, the simulation did suggest that consolidation may be 

considered by category on the cost/benefit side. The division of categories for cost/benefit may 

be helpful for guiding policymakers, as they may decide to make incremental steps toward 

consolidation or seek joint agreements to realize some of these benefits (Biddick, 2012). While a 

full consolidation did not prove to be logical from a financial standpoint, certain categories could 

see positive financial benefits on an individual basis.  

Locally, there have been proposals to consolidate throughout the years both county-wide 

and in the metro. Although a full consolidation has never been attempted, there have been some 
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steps taken divisionally. Currently, the metro does have a shared fire station between Clive and 

West Des Moines; Grimes and Johnston have a shared Chief and one shared station. There has 

been an attempted east side ambulance consolidation with Pleasant Hill and Altoona; West Des 

Moines’ EMS merged with Unity Point Health., and Des Moines’s northern suburbs have  

consolidated into Polk City. One local specific example of consolidation is the metro suburbs of 

Clive, West Des Moines, and Urbandale at the end of 1990’s. Neither of the suburbs had the 

resources for replacement of the dispatch radio system. After the cities worked together and 

collaborated, a solution was achieved that benefited each community. The solution came from 

the use of West Des Moines’ currently used trunked 800 MHz radio system; it became clear that 

the radio could cover the other two cities. This opportunity to share costs and use technology 

cooperatively resulted in and improved communication between all public safety agencies (City 

of Des Moines, 2013). 

From models that have been shown above, it is evident that efforts towards consolidation 

continue to be brought forward and that consolidation can be successful. For some cities, 

consolidation is more economical, efficient, and doesn’t affect the image or identity of the fire 

station. It has the opportunity to provide citizens with consistent and potentially lower costing 

service and taxes. In addition, it is logical for some cities to merge their fire and EMS services. 

Before cities decide to undergo this task, careful study and evaluations would be recommended 

to see what benefits consolidation could bring. In theory, if a newly populated area emerged, 

growing at an accelerated rate, it would be rational to consolidate to make a universal and 

consistent service, as each fire house/EMS is in the process of getting started. However, when 

multiple fire houses/EMS have already been established for long periods of times, it creates 

difficulty.  
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 While a whole consolidation may not be feasible, consolidation of certain services within 

fire and EMS should be considered. Trends show that even though there may be no financial 

benefit for consolidation, almost in every case there is a service improvement for the community. 

A full consolidation is not necessary for both consolidating parties to realize its benefits. 

Consolidation has the opportunity to be broken down and sectionalized; creating multiple options 

for cities and partners, and should not be dismissed if there are no evident cost benefits. 

 
Closest Unit Dispatching 

 
An issue that exists within the Des Moines metro is that the closest fire apparatus does 

not always respond to an emergency call. Even though many fire chiefs in our community utilize 

closest unit models within each city, there are instances where jurisdictional boundaries get in 

the way and the closest unit ends up being in a different city, not having authority to serve 

locations and citizens outside of it’s jurisdictional boundaries.   

A hypothetical fire at the Perkins restaurant off of Merle Hay Road illustrates an example 

of this issue. That Perkins location can be seen in Image 1 and is in the Des Moines jurisdiction.  

Des Moines Fire Station No. 9 would ideally service this location unless that station is already 

covering another area. NFPA 1710, which provides standards for the organization and 

deployment of fire suppression operations, says that any urban area greater than 1000 people per 

square mile should have a minimum staff of 15 firefighters with a response time of eight minutes 

or less (NFPA, 2010). The current system would have all responding firefighters come from Des 

Moines stations when Johnston, Urbandale, and Windsor Heights are all closer. If we compare 

the eight minute drive time maps that are included as attachments we see that not only are the 

Johnston and Urbandale stations closer, but that no other Des Moines stations can even get to the 

scene within the eight minute benchmark. This level of analysis should be undertaken by each 
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component of our system to ensure that city and jurisdictional boundaries don’t interfere with our 

ability to provide adequate response times to our system.   

Image 1:  Station Locations 

 

 

A set of maps available for reference in Appendix A show areas that can be covered 

within eight minutes of each station. Looking at the overlay of all of the eight-minute maps, it is 

evident that the metro is not lacking in number of fire stations. Des Moines fire Station 5 located 

at 42nd and I-235 is an interesting study when we look at response times. Within 8 minutes, this 

station can cover a very large portion of the county. However, jurisdictional boundaries get in the 

way as much of station 5’s response capability lies in neighboring communities where it does not 

respond. The autonomy of each city has created jurisdictional boundaries and a system that does 

not provide the greatest amount of efficiency.   

Employing a closest unit dispatching system would allow the opportunity to increase 

response times and also reduce the collective fleet of vehicles, apparatus, and equipment in the 

region. Currently, some service sharing does take place within the Des Moines metro. Many fire 

departments have mutual or automatic aid agreements. These agreements can help improve 
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response times to fire emergencies. Automatic aid can provide benefits in the form of a wider 

variety of equipment options, increased staffing, and faster response times at a lower cost (Roe, 

2001). Some cities also use shared facilities, such as the joint Clive/West Des Moines station 

located at 1801 68th St. in West Des Moines. The risk associated with sharing facilities is that 

one city may encounter a delay if that facility is already responding to another emergency in the 

other city (Roe, 2001). Although there is a degree of service sharing, it does not directly solve 

the problem of failing to utilize the closest resources throughout the region.  

 In Illinois, the fire departments have an effective method of mutual aid called the Mutual 

Aid Box Alarm System (MABAS). MABAS was created in the late 1960s and has been 

established as a statewide mutual aid response system for fire, EMS, and specialized incident 

operation teams. MABAS currently includes approximately 1,000 of the states 1,200 fire 

departments in Illinois (Reardon, 2009). All of the MABAS agencies are able to work together 

seamlessly on any emergency scene. They operate on the same radio frequency (IFERN) and are 

able to provide mutual aid station coverage when a community’s fire/EMS resources are already 

committed to an incident (Reardon, 2009). MABAS is broken up into 67 different divisions, and 

division three found that employing a closest unit dispatching system reduced their response 

times by 25 percent on average (“MABAS division three”, 2004). A single written agreement 

guides the MABAS operations and protocols. The protocols include: incident command, minimal 

equipment staffing, safety, and on-scene terminology (Reardon, 2009). The MABAS has an 

executive board that meets quarterly to oversee its actions and to vote on new requests for 

inclusion.   

The Polk County Fire Chief’s Association has adopted many components of MABAS.  

They have implemented a system called the Tiered Emergency Asset Management System 
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(TEAMS). This system incorporates MABAS’s box alarm system, but it does not appear to have 

the larger scale system management principles that MABAS has created.   

 The Des Moines metro could benefit from a regional fire authority or fire protection 

district, one that could operate under contractual consolidation efforts. A committee could be 

formed with representatives from each jurisdiction to review and make suggestions for operating 

procedures. Each city has a responsibility towards their taxpayers to provide the most effective 

and efficient fire and EMS service delivery. During an emergency, citizens do not care what fire 

departments shows up at the door. They want the unit that can arrive in the shortest amount of 

time with the most adequate staffing. Closest unit dispatching would improve overall service to 

taxpayers.  

 One issue that affects the feasibility of closest unit dispatching is communication. For the 

approach to work seamlessly, all departments would benefit from being on the same radio 

platform.  Currently, West Des Moines, Clive, and Urbandale are all on the Westcom system, 

while other cities throughout the metro are on the MICS or RACOM systems. The various 

systems used throughout the metro continue to evolve independently, leaving firefighters unable 

to talk across boundaries without elaborate bridge systems being set up on the scene. Instead of 

spending money creating and upgrading multiple systems, it would be more effective to invest in 

a single system that all cities could use. Another operational issue would be the need for 

consistency of standard operating procedures, which would include standardized training 

procedures and equipment compatibility. Lastly, an obstacle that affects implementation of 

closest unit dispatching is tradition and unwillingness to change. A survey conducted by the 

Washington Fire Chief’s and Washington State Council of Fire Fighters found that the majority 
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of their respondents stated that tradition, inability, or unwillingness to change was the primary 

impediment to the implementation of closest unit response in their jurisdiction (2009).  

 

Community Growth and Station Location 

Community growth and development are factors that contribute to the problem of 

emergencies not receiving the closest available response unit. As illustrated in Table 2, many of 

the Des Moines metro cities have grown and developed substantially over the last twelve years.  

As boundaries expand, the ability of fire departments to promptly arrive at fire and medical 

emergencies in their newly expanded response areas will diminish. As metro cities continue to 

grow, future challenges of facilities, staffing, and equipment will rise. Also, as cities develop it is 

important that they begin to budget and plan for growth. Cities will need to add more stations, 

and it will be even more important that they work together across jurisdictional boundaries to 

work towards the common goal of optimizing service to citizens.   

Table 2:  Census by Number 

City 
2000 

population 

2012 

population 

Ankeny 27,117 49,080 

Clive 12,855 16,220 

Des Moines 198,682 206,688 

Johnston 8,649 18,728 

Norwalk 6,884 9,411 

Pleasant Hill 5,070 9,009 

Urbandale 29,072 41,020 
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Waukee 5,126 15,931 

West Des 

Moines 

46,403 59,296 

(U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau [Online], 2013)         . 

The proximity of fire/EMS stations is key to service delivery. It is more logical and 

effective to place resources strategically throughout the metro, rather than in a specific 

jurisdiction. One benefit of removing jurisdictional boundaries is that many property owners’ fire 

insurance rates may be decreased. Fire service response time is an Insurance Services Office 

(ISO) rating factor, along with equipment carried on apparatus, pumping capacity, reserve 

apparatus, company personnel, and training (International Service Office, Inc., 2013). 

Deciding where to locate stations can be a confusing and daunting task. One option is for 

departments to hire an outside organization that specializes in geographic information system 

technology to provide the service.  This may be the most expensive option, but carries a benefit 

of having an outside or third person perspective. A second option would be to hire a consultant.  

This option would be less expensive, but may not provide the technological advantages of the 

first option. A third option would be to do the analysis in-house. The International City 

Management Association states the most important question to look at during an analysis of 

station locations is what combination of staffing levels and response times will provide the 

greatest suppression benefit at the lowest-cost. The aim of a department’s analysis should be to 

attain a quick initial attack by sufficient staffing, while still being cost effective (Ayres et al., 

1988).  
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Human Resources Issues 
 

There is a significant inconsistency between fire departments in regards to hiring 

processes, training of new staff, and continuing training opportunities for existing staff. 

Jurisdictions often have different requirements for training and certification, as well as different 

level of access to training facilities. However, it is sensible to consolidate training programs if 

skills needed to perform duties are the same, as is the case in the Des Moines metro area. There 

isn’t much inconsistency between the metro communities’ geography, or the makeup of the fires 

that are fought. More high rises exist in Des Moines than Johnston, and rural communities have 

more farmland and acreage properties, but for the most part, officials agree that the fire service 

community is consistent throughout the metro. Consistent training and hiring become critical 

when one takes into account mutual aid and consolidation of services through closest unit 

dispatching across city boundaries. Our citizens deserve a universal standard of service, those 

applying for jobs deserve to be held to an equal standard, and our city officials deserve to have a 

common framework to build from  

 

The Candidate Physical Ability Test (CPAT) 

Consistent fire service needs to begin with consistent hiring and testing of new 

employees. The Candidate Physical Ability Test (CPAT) is a program developed by the 

International Association of Fire Fighters that aims to measure the critical skills of fire fighter 

candidates with a goal of developing a fair and valid evaluation tool in the selection of fire 

fighters to ensure that all fire fighter candidates possess the physical ability to complete critical 

tasks effectively and safely (IAFF, 2013). According to the International Association of Fire 

Fighters (2013), which is the entity who owns and holds rights to produce the test, the full CPAT 
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license is granted only upon the express conditions that the licensee must use the CPAT in whole 

and only for the purpose of candidate testing. This includes, but is not necessarily limited to, 

recruiting, mentoring, preparatory programs, orientation programs, and proper program 

administration including using specified equipment, test parameters, qualified proctors and test 

personnel. Any attempt by the licensee to use only a portion of the CPAT or to use the CPAT for 

testing incumbents is inconsistent with the scope of this license, and is therefore prohibited.  

The licensee is only authorized to make use of the CPAT in accordance with the terms and 

conditions of the CPAT manual. Full CPAT Licenses are only issued to fire departments for the 

purposes of candidate preparation and physical ability testing of career fire fighters (IAFF, 

2013). 

Des Moines and West Des Moines both have full CPAT licenses, which are only issued 

to fire departments that hire career fire fighters and implement the program in its entirety. 

Limited licenses are also available for third-party, non-fire department organizations such as 

government agencies, fire academies, colleges / universities and other pre-employment testing 

organizations who wish to only use the physical test portion of the program. However, limited 

licensees may only administer the CPAT for a fire department that already possesses a complete 

and valid license from the IAFF. The annual cost of the limited license is five thousand dollars 

($5,000), making it a significant investment for those departments that have smaller budgets. 

International Association of Fire Fighters uses this fee to complete on site reviews and audits of 

the fire department of training facility to include verification of written agreements with fire 

departments, administration procedures, and facility inspection in accordance to CPAT 

requirements, equipment and course layout (IAFF, 2013). Limited licensees may administer the 
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physical testing portion of the CPAT but must obtain written agreement from the fire department 

where the candidate is applying.  

Very specific guidelines and regulations, as well as the cost, make it difficult for 

departments to implement the CPAT and standardize the hiring process. With Des Moines and 

West Des Moines having a full license, the smaller departments in the metro with both career 

and volunteer fire fighters have relied on their own training standards and physical ability tests. 

Chief Mundt of Ankeny agrees that the CPAT is a great tool for departments, but with the high 

cost of implementing and maintain the program, it is hard for one department to sustain it by 

itself. He stated that if other departments would be willing to create a shared facility with 

Ankeny, he would be in support of using it (Mundt, 2013). Offering universal CPAT to the metro 

area departments would take a monetary and administrative commitment from each department, 

as well as an investment in a training facility that the community could use collectively to 

administer the program. By making such an investment, departments could ensure that each fire 

fighter is tested equally for their ability to do the job safely and effectively. A universal testing 

center would require less staff and administration costs as each department could contribute a set 

fee to maintain the building, pay staff, and ensure that procedures are up-to-date, as the CPAT 

license requires. Today’s ad-Hoc approach in the metro is inconsistent and, as shown by recent 

news stories from Channel 13, those inconsistencies can cause problems for our communities.   

 

Training and Continuing Education 

The Fire Service Training Bureau is Iowa’s designated state fire academy, training 

Iowa’s firefighters since 1923. The Bureau provides quality training and education for Iowa’s 

fire and emergency services, under the direction of Bureau Chief Randal E. Novak. The Fire 



CONSOLIDATION OF FIRE AND EMS: STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS 29	  

Service Training provides up-to-date, recognized training, partnerships with the community 

college districts, as well as in-house training opportunities. The Field Programs section of the 

Fire Service Training Bureau delivers hundreds of courses to Iowa Fire Departments each year. 

Participants choose course topics ranging from basic fire fighting skills to advanced fire 

strategies and tactics. Only qualified instructors teach these programs to assure the fire service 

receives the best instruction available. The majority of courses can be delivered directly to the 

requesting fire departments and regional fire schools through Mobile Training Units, and In-

House Training kits, but "on-site" training is available at the Fire Service Training Bureau as 

well (Iowa Department of Public Safety, 2013).   

In addition to this state-wide approach, many local departments are putting effort into 

building local training programs. Fire departments may also have training officers on site who 

coordinate continued training efforts and provide courses in specific fire fighting techniques or 

fire and rescue courses. Ankeny Fire department employs both career and paid on call (POC) fire 

fighters who are required to complete the same training. In the past, Ankeny has shared a training 

officer with Polk city and still continues to hold classes and training sessions jointly (Mundt, 

2013).  In addition, Clive, Windsor Heights, and Urbandale share a training tower between the 

three departments in an effort to maximize resources and reduce costs. According to Chief Holt, 

Urbandale is a fiscally conservative community that aims to reduce costs as much as possible 

and its fire department also participates in these training opportunities with Clive and Windsor 

Heights (Holt, 2013). 

The State Fire Service and Emergency Response Council recognizes the need to establish 

a minimum training standard that will provide a means to prevent occupational accidents, 

injuries, illnesses, and deaths.  The intent of this Minimum Training Standard is not to restrict 
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any fire department from exceeding this standard, but to serve as a guide for departments as they 

hire fighters and maintain training procedures (Iowa Department of Public Safety, 2006).  The 

Minimum Training Standard, as adopted in the Iowa Administrative Code (Section 661, Chapter 

251), states that any fire fighter engaging in structural fire fighting must complete training 

requirements identified as necessary for fire fighter I classification prior to participating in 

structural fire fighting. The Council does not require that a fire fighter is certified to meet this 

requirement, and can receive this training at any training facility such as community college, 

training bureau or local fire department. In addition, according to code 661—251.102(100B), any 

fire fighter engaging in other types of duties at an emergency incident must receive proper 

training in those duties. Fire fighters are also required to complete at least 24 hours of continuing 

training each year pursuant to code 661—251.103(100B). Continuing training can be completed 

in a number of areas including, forcible entry, ventilation, search and rescue, EMS, ground 

ladders, and others. Also departments are encouraged to train fire fighters in areas that are unique 

and pertinent to the community that they serve (IDP, 2006). The metro communities could use 

the previously proposed training and hiring center to hold continuing education training for staff 

in specific areas, or in ways that uniquely serve their individual communities. 

Ankeny career fire fighters are required to complete fire fighter 1 training prior to 

employment, but paid on call personnel do not need any specific training prior to hire, only 

aptitude and physical ability for the job (Mundt, 2013). They complete the necessary training 

upon being hired at the department. Ankeny had one full time training officer, but with economic 

decline and budget cuts, that person is now employed on a part-time basis. As Ankeny does not 

participate in the CPAT program, it has its own hiring and training program that they believe is a 

fair and measurable assessment of the applicant’s ability to perform effectively and safely. While 
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metro fire departments do share some training operations and facilities with one another, it is 

often inconsistent. One way to decrease cost and ensure greater uniformity would be to invest in 

a facility for training and hiring by all local departments so the officers who were hired received 

the same level of instruction. In addition, officers would be trained equally and be able to serve 

consistently across departments when there is a call for mutual aid or in cases of emergency 

when multiple departments have to work together. Joint training facilities and staff would 

improve camaraderie among fire departments and communities and enable the fire fighters to 

better respond to fires and disasters in partnership. 

One training consolidation model the Des Moines metro departments could examine is 

the Northeastern Illinois Public Safety Training Academy (NIPSTA). This training academy is 

an intergovernmental agency comprised of municipalities, fire protection districts, and other 

agencies that have combined resources to create a regional state-of-the-art training facility 

(NIPSTA, 2013). The organization’s mission is “to develop and provide high quality, cost-

efficient educational programs that address the training requirements of fire, police, EMS, public 

works, hazardous material, and disaster response personnel”, and it has pooled resources to 

create a curriculum that meets the highest standards of both government and industry. After 

completing an in-depth study, the organization produced a 250-page master plan and design for a 

twenty-acre training complex. The participating government entities share a commitment to 

regional cooperation and economic efficiency (NIPSTA, 2013). The Master Plan is a multi-year, 

multi-million dollar project that is comprehensive and includes both indoor and outdoor training 

facilities, as well as an educational center with classrooms and opportunities for hand-on training 

exercises.  

While the Chicago area is much larger than the Des Moines metro, if our departments 
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work together, the communities in central Iowa could create a similar training center that would 

fit to scale. Similar to that of Illinois, central Iowa’s training academy could include fire, EMS, 

and other public safety training courses and facilities. This would require a significant 

investment from each community and a commitment to continually contribute to the 

maintenance of the facility. In the long term, a facility such as that of NIPSTA would bring 

uniformity and efficiency to public service training in central Iowa. Both fire and police officers 

would receive consistent training across municipalities, while departments would be able to 

minimize costs of running individual training centers and paying staff at each location. 

 
Maintenance & Equipment: Keeping the Fleet on the Street 

The Real Cost of Maintenance 

Most would not dispute the simple fact that preventative maintenance for fire equipment 

is imperative and ultimately saves lives. However, to what extent do we place importance on 

maintenance? Consider the tragic accident of Boston Fire Department in January 2009. This 

preventable accident resulted in the death of a 30-year veteran supervisor and injured multiple 

others when the brakes of the ladder truck returning from a medical call failed to engage causing 

the truck to smash into a high-rise apartment building. Investigative reports indicated the Boston 

Fire Department did not have a professional fleet manager, professional apparatus maintenance 

technicians, defined preventive maintenance program for fire apparatus, and documentation for 

required annual inspections or preventative maintenance actions being completed (Wilmoth, 

2009). This particular ladder truck’s brakes hadn’t been serviced in over 10 months, despite 

manufacturer recommendations of doing so every three months. The department did have an 

apparatus maintenance division of 12 uniformed firefighters who were responsible for minor 
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maintenance such as rotating tires and repairing broken lights, but it was noted they were not 

licensed mechanics (Fire Chief, 2009). 

The Boston Fire Department isn’t the only department experiencing Line of Duty 

fatalities and injuries due to maintenance shortfalls. While it is quite astonishing that a 

department the size of the Boston Fire Department lacked multiple elements of an effective 

maintenance program, this high-profile equipment failure fatality only accentuated the struggles 

many fire departments encounter to fund and uphold preventative maintenance programs. A 

study conducted for the International Association of Fire Fighters and published in August 2008, 

concluded an average of 15% of Line of Duty injuries occurred due to equipment failure (Moore-

Merrel, McDonald-Vale, & Zhou, 2008). Preventative and recurring maintenance programs are 

one of the most vital functions within a fire department, yet are typically one of the least funded 

and managed components. 

Liability considerations alone should serve as a catalyst for effective preventative and 

routine maintenance programs. In the case of the Boston Fire Department accident of 2009, 

consider if a private citizen had been killed verses a city employee. The city could have been 

confronted with a potential liability in the millions of dollars. A certified technician would most 

definitely generate less scrutiny in a court of law as there is perceived expertise when someone 

holds a certification. A certification denotes that someone has the necessary knowledge and 

experience to perform maintenance and repairs effectively, efficiently, and to standards. Most 

other industries require a minimum certification of some sort; for example, automobile 

manufacturing, real estate agents, even nail salon technicians are required to hold certifications 

or licenses to perform their assigned duties. Often times however, general maintenance and 

repairs are handled by a firefighter within the department that has been assigned the additional 
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duty of mechanic. Any task requiring a higher level of maintenance is evacuated to a third party 

service provider, causing longer turn-around times and inevitably, less service requests when 

actually necessary. Certification programs are primarily established in order to ensure competent 

technicians, which ultimately result in increased dependability, reduced maintenance costs, 

lessened apparatus downtime, minimizes lost crew hours, and potentially reduced liability 

(Koop, Fire Apparatus Magazine, 2013). In essence, there is a great deal of liability in 

preventative maintenance programs or the lack thereof, and administrators must remain vigilant. 

Since the Boston Fire Department tragedy, national attention has been directed towards 

apparatus accidents and equipment failures. Not only does such an event result in lowered 

morale within the fire unit, but it can also significantly damage a department’s reputation 

amongst the surrounding communities. These types of scenarios can be avoided with proper 

people and procedures in place. Professional Emergency Vehicle Technicians (EVT) and 

maintenance supervisors are specifically educated to enforce standards and ask prudent questions 

when potentially problematic maintenance situations arise. Therefore, national standards should 

be considered in regards to both the actual maintenance programs as well as who is performing 

such tasks. 

 

National Standards to Consider 

National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) 1911 Inspection, Maintenance, Testing, and 

Retirement of In-Service Automotive Fire Apparatus standard requires a minimum amount of 

cyclical (daily/weekly/quarterly/annual) inspections, preventative maintenance, and annual 

testing of each fire apparatus. A significant change occurred with the release of the 2007 edition, 

which combined multiple NFPA standards (1911, 1914, & 1915) in attempt to create one user-
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friendly reference document for fire departments to evaluate the status of in-service fire 

apparatus by conducting inspections and performance tests (Petrillo, 2013). This comprehensive 

standard covers virtually all aspects of apparatus maintenance: 

• Standards for qualified technicians 

• Performance testing 

• Required cyclical inspections (daily/weekly/quarterly/annual) 

• Inspection and testing forms 

• Front-line and reserve apparatus maintenance 

• Out-of-service criteria 

• Apparatus retirement criteria 

• Annex material on how to establish a preventative maintenance program 

Both NFPA 1911 and NFPA 1071 Emergency Vehicle Technician Professional 

Qualifications state the requirement for departments to have qualified EVTs to perform the 

maintenance work. NFPA 1071 standard outlines the job performance skills required for EVTs 

and contains the EVT and ASE certifications. 

Steve Wilde, president of the Emergency Vehicle Technician Certification Commission 

stated the following: 

NFPA 1911 requires that any defect or deficiency be repaired 
before the unit is returned to service. By making repairs in a timely 
fashion, small issues are less likely to become big issues. As the 
apparatus becomes older and you start to review whether or when 
it should be replaced, you certainly will look at the costs that were 
incurred over the life of the vehicle. If the apparatus constantly is 
in the shop, those costs are going to be significantly higher than for 
an apparatus that is not broken down all the time. Because the 
preventive maintenance inspection will catch problems prior to 
breakdowns, which will enable you to repair them before they 
worsen, the lifetime costs that apparatus should be less. Plus, crews 
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always have more confidence in units that don’t spend all their 
time at the repair shop (Wilde, 2011). 
 

In most cases, compliance with NFPA standards is voluntary and not required in every state; 

essentially, NFPA standards in the states that don’t require adherence are merely 

recommendations. There are rare instances in which Occupational Safety and Health 

Administration (OSHA) has integrated verbiage from NFPA standards into regulations in which 

case these instances would be mandatory compliance (Alabama Municiple Insurance 

Corporation, Municipal Workers Compensation Fund, Inc., n.d). Overall, departments can 

simply elect not to adopt NFPA standards due to initial budget constraints. Yet, the bottom line is 

that adherence to NFPA 1911 and 1071 would actually cost less money, expand the life of 

equipment, and potentially lessen the exposure of legal burdens. 

 

Consolidated Logistical & Maintenance Support: Good, Bad & Ugly 

As municipalities continue to experience serious budget constraints as a result of the 

current economic environment and recent regulatory requirements, it is imperative for 

administrators to consider alternatives to current operations in order to enhance efficiencies and 

overall service capabilities. A major consideration should include the consolidation of logistical 

and/or maintenance support under one department for not only individual towns but possibly 

within a metropolitan area or even on a county-wide basis. 

The City of Columbus, Ohio (almost three times the population of Des Moines, Iowa) 

elected to consolidate its fleet management and realized this plan in 2008. Kelly Reagan, the 

fleet administrator for the city, recalls this decision to be excruciating at first but over time, “It 

was worth it” (Reagan, 2010). Regan explained the operational facilities pre-consolidation were 

undersized, inefficient, and extremely out of date. The new 150,000 square foot facility 
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contained the most state of the art technology; however, there was great resistance to the ideas of 

loss of perceived control and increased travel times to the centralized facility. The real 

challenges began once the consolidated facility opened for business. Work orders flooded the 

facility at amounts far greater than the average downed units resulting in an overly tasked 

system. It took almost nine months to reduce the work order backlog. Regan partly contributed 

this phenomenon to those who resisted the change testing the newly established facility (Reagan, 

2010). 

Today, Regan affirms the consolidation of maintenance facilities in Columbus, Ohio to 

be that of overall positive outcomes. Workloads have evened out, training levels of qualified 

EVTs have increased, and safety compliance has improved resulting in dramatically decreased 

injury severity and an 88% decrease in medical cost payout. The facility offers 24-hour 

operations and can even be utilized as a Homeland Security support site (Reagan, 2010). The 

City of Columbus is now the largest city in the nation to receive Automotive Service Excellence 

(ASE) Blue Seal certification. 

Additional factors that departments should consider when contemplating consolidated 

logistics and maintenance support include the following: 

• Elimination of redundant processes and functions 

• Increased financial stability 

• Implementation of standard, streamlined “best practice” policies and procedures 

• Possible improved turn-around times 

• Increased efficiency and sustainability 

• Enhanced safety 

• Larger pool of qualified EVTs 
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• Centralized preventative maintenance management 

• Centralized purchasing and warranty contracts 

• Lean budgets, clean shops, green practices! 

 

A Radical Concept in Fire Service Maintenance 

 While it is widely understood routine and complex maintenance are distinctly different, 

currently there is no formal differentiation throughout the maintenance process of fire service. 

The majority of fire departments utilize internal staff for routine maintenance functions and 

private service providers for more complex tasks. Exploration for cost savings benefits could be 

realized through the introduction of a formal maintenance level program. The objective would be 

to standardize the maintenance process resulting in effective preventative maintenance programs 

and more responsive maintenance system overall.  

The U.S. military operated in a five-level maintenance system for upwards of sixty years 

until a recent redesign that enacted a two-level maintenance system whereby reducing duplicate 

efforts and reducing the logistical footprint. The fundamentals of the two-level concept are: Field 

Maintenance in which parts are replaced and Sustainment Maintenance in which components are 

repaired. Essentially, the same model could be applied in the fire service as well in efforts to 

predict, prevent, and correct equipment failures. 

 
Power in Numbers: Purchasing Strength of Consolidated Support 
 

When it comes to procurement, whether it is of an entire apparatus or of maintenance 

parts and services, it is safe to assume affordability is the leading component in most decisions 

made by policy makers. Since the economic meltdown in recent years, municipalities are 

expected to do more with shrinking resources; supply and maintenance functions in the fire 
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service industry are no exception to the new public norm. According to the International 

Association of Fire Chiefs (IAFC) Executive Director Mark Light, 45% of fire departments were 

forced to cut budgets and another 25% relied quite extensively on federal grants in order to fund 

staffing and services. (Allegretti, 2013)  

It is understood that a fire apparatus essentially has three lives: a service life, a 

technological life and an economic life. Service life is described as the amount of time the 

apparatus is capable of operational performance; technological life is the comparative 

productivity decline of the apparatus to newer vehicles; and economic life represents the total 

cost associated with the apparatus over a period of time. (Brown & Craven, 2010) All things 

considered, the economic life is fundamentally the most vital factor. There is typically a direct 

correlation between the age of the apparatus and the associated maintenance costs; therefore, a 

time may come in which it is more effective to replace the vehicle in its entirety in order to 

reduce operational costs.  

However, replacement costs have significantly increased in recent years. An average of 

$5,000 to $15,000 of additional cost for a new apparatus can be attributed to the introduction of 

new Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) standards regarding emissions that resulted in 

manufactures having to reengineer component designs. (Peters, 2010) In addition, NFPA 1901 

Standard for Automotive Fire Apparatus was modified in the 2009 edition and required further 

safety enhancements to mechanisms such as seat-belt monitoring, vehicle monitoring system and 

roll stability system which ultimately increased the cost of apparatus replacement. Therefore, the 

possibility of acquiring through consolidated efforts or through entities such as Group 

Purchasing Organizations (GPO) should definitely be considered as a significant cost saving 

measure.  
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 Group Purchasing Organizations can be described as an assembly of like organizations to 

maximize financial leverage by obtaining favorable pricing from preferred vendors based on 

collective buying power. The concept of GPOs originated in the healthcare industry but has since 

been adopted by other trades to include fire service. There are some who oppose the use of GPOs 

claiming pressure to buy only through GPO-contracted vendors. It is also believed by some that 

GPOs separate the companies that have contracts from the competition allowing for processing 

fees and other added costs that would not otherwise be prevalent in a non-GPO market.  

However, many others credit the practice of purchasing through GPOs as a major 

facilitator in prudent and responsible procurement. Departments throughout the state of 

Pennsylvania have adopted the practice of procuring new equipment and parts through a GPO; 

resulting in an average savings of 17% by doing so. (Allegretti, 2013) The Carson City Fire 

Department in Minnesota reported a savings of $110,000 on the purchase of 60 air packs, 120 

bottles, 73 masks and 3 Rapid Intervention Team (RIT) Kits; which was the department’s first 

experience with a group purchasing organization. (Chames, 2012) The Ketchikan Fire 

Department (Ketchikan, Alaska) reported an estimated savings of $84,000 on 35 Self Contained 

Breathing Apparatus (SCBA) packs, 80 bottles and 35 masks. Jim Hill, Chief of the Ketchikan 

Fire Department, expressed his satisfaction with the GPO process crediting it as a single source 

of information, which provided quality service, and ultimately saved the public money. (Mund & 

Busch, 2011) 

  
Solution Models 

 
As was demonstrated in this project, the current public safety system contains a large 

number of opportunities for system improvements. The final section of the paper identifies 

service delivery structures that have been implemented in other parts of the country. Each of 
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these models takes a different approach to the problems that we have worked through and will 

offer some unique solutions to our system delivery problems. The current public safety system is 

managed by 28E agreements, hand-shake agreements between communities, and dispatch 

protocols developed by individual chiefs. The problem with this approach is that each of these 

solutions is tied to geographic municipal boundaries. Each community manages independently of 

the other, and asks for assistance without a greater management philosophy in place.   

During our research we have identified several system models that may help address 

these deficits, and will break down the barriers that inhibit truly affective delivery of service.  

These approaches will each address many of the problems and concerns that have been 

previously identified in this paper. These models were derived in part from a report based on a 

consolidation effort that took place in Camden county Georgia in 2013. The models are: 

1. Full Consolidation 

2. Operational Consolidation  

3. Umbrella Consolidation 

4. Logistical Consolidation 

 

Full Consolidation 

The first and most all-encompassing model is the “Full Consolidation” model.  Under this 

model all of the fire departments in the region would fold together into one structure. There are 

several advantages to this idea. Under Full consolidation there is one organizational structure 

ensuring unity of command through out the organization. There would also be one single hiring 

and disciplinary procedure. We would have a unified operational model, which would maximize 
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the use of our existing infrastructure and staff. Finally, this model would establish an economy of 

scale, which would minimize cost impact of purchasing and maintaining equipment.   

One successful example of full consolidation lies with the City of Indianapolis. In 2005, 

the Indiana state legislature changed its laws to allow for individual township governments to 

consolidate their fire protection together. Under this model, the Indianapolis fire department 

becomes the host, or absorbing department. Surrounding communities then choose to consolidate 

becoming absorbed into this larger existing system. Indianapolis has gradually added 

communities as their systems have grown to the point of requiring full time career staff and their 

tax base has equalized to the point so that the service delivery makes sense for those 

communities. One requirement that this consolidation model imposed upon itself was a 

requirement for transparency in the form of an annual report. This report indicates that the model 

is cost effective and is showing cost savings for those communities who participate in the 

consolidation.   

Even though this model offers many solutions to the issues that have been identified, it 

also faces some hurdles to adoption. The idea of full consolidation may not be palatable to our 

communities. Losing our local fire chief, and not having our city’s name on the fire truck are 

very emotional issues as identified by the fire chiefs during the interviews. There are also 

comparisons to the failed consolidation attempt in 2004 when Polk County attempted to 

consolidate levels of government. The failure of that initiative shows that there are still strong 

identities tied to our local cities and their infrastructure. Additionally, another hurdle to the 

creation of a single fully consolidated fire department lies in the different staffing models that 

exist in this area. In Indianapolis, all of the staff are career full-time union firefighters.  This 

single structure model does not provide a lot of flexibility for multiple staffing models.   
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Operational Consolidation 

An alternative to full consolidation is the idea of Operational Consolidation. This model 

is a strong step towards resolving the operational concerns that have been identified, but it does 

not address the fiscal or administrative concerns that have been put forward. Under the 

Operational Consolidation model, all of the governance and structure continues to be managed at 

the local level, but strong simultaneous aid agreements ensure that there is consistency with 

response delivery. This model is in place in Clark County Nevada, which is the home of the City 

of Las Vegas, North Las Vegas, and a few other smaller communities. In a 2012 report from the 

Center for Public Safety Management, he City of Las Vegas responded to 7,062 automatic aid 

calls into Clark County, 2,389 calls into North Las Vegas, and 34 calls to other mutual aid 

districts that year. On an average day Las Vegas responded to 258.8 calls of which 25.9 are 

automatic aid. They are able to implement this level of shared service by implementing 

centralized dispatch centers that share CAD information to create seamless dispatch models. On 

top of this integration each of the communities managed by this system has adopted the same fire 

code with the same enhancements. This could easily be accomplished in our metro by working 

closer together and holding our individual departments accountable for working within the larger 

system.  The formalization of the current “Box Alarm” structure, along with expanded and 

standardized response modeling, guarantees that resources meeting the existing industry 

standards respond as needed regardless of municipal boundaries.   

 

Umbrella Models 

A third consolidation model is best described as an umbrella approach. This model is 

found with the communities surrounding Washington D.C., which has created a system of 
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coordinated government in which county and city based fire departments work together 

seamlessly across boundaries. After learning valuable lessons from the crash of Air Florida in 

1982, the Terrorist attacks of 9/11 and the DC sniper case, mutual aid departments created a 

formal organizational structure that each independent entity is accountable to.   

We could apply this model to our communities by creating a county fire board. This board could 

be elected and levy a tax to fund a larger more consistent system. Under this model a community 

could opt to maintain its own fire department with its own staff, funding and purchasing 

authority, but key functions are managed at the county level. We have previously identified fleet 

maintenance, training, hiring, Human resources, SOG development and other services that could 

be affectively managed at the county level freeing up cities to manager their own tax base, or 

system standards to offer a higher level of service if their communities demand it. This model 

could be grown to meet the needs of the system at the time. Another option for a consolidated 

umbrella approach to fire management would be to have all career firefighters employed by the 

county and housed in individual city stations. This would allow flexibility to move staff, or 

assign staff based upon the needs of the system, rather than the isolation that occurs today. 

 

Logistical Consolidation 

The Last Consolidation model that our working group has proposed is the idea of a 

logistical consolidation. Under this approach, all purchased or maintained items could be 

contracted together as one single entity. Our research indicates that one of the only true cost 

savings associated with consolidation of services comes from the ability to write contracts as a 

larger entity. As was previously identified, everything in our system today is individual to the 

specific department or station. Even our biggest cities do not have leverage as a significant 
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buying power as much as our system could have if we pulled this power together.  Under this 

approach all departments would order the same medications, tools, helmets, and personal 

protective equipment. They would standardize and share as needed. Inventory and supplies could 

be tracked centrally and we could optimize our capabilities while limiting our fiscal impact.   

 

Elected Boards 

 Many of the solutions presented in this section require the levy of a tax, or a funding 

stream to manage these multi jurisdictional projects. They also require a larger system to hold 

individual components accountable and to keep participating entities from pulling out of the 

program. In many parts of the county elected fire boards manage and oversee larger systems. As 

we previously mentioned, Iowa law allows for the creation of special taxing districts, boards and 

other systems. One example of an existing system that could be modified to support these larger 

programs lies with our county emergency managers. Under Iowa code chapter 29C,each county 

maintains an emergency management commission, which are made up of appointed officials 

who represent each municipality as well as the county government itself. The Commission 

currently appoints the county emergency manager and oversees that program, but they could be 

expanded to manage consolidated public safety delivery programs too. Changing the 

Commission from an appointed position to an elected board that represents each jurisdiction 

would allow both programs to improve because they would draw people who are passionate 

about emergency services. They could create and utilize common funding streams while 

supporting a greater response system.   
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Conclusion 

 As this paper comes to its end, we want to take a moment to reinforce our belief that our 

fire and EMS services are comprised of dedicated professionals who work hard in difficult 

conditions to support the citizens that they serve. These dedicated public servants work within 

the structures that have been created for them. Our research, and the paper that goes along with 

it, has shown us that even though these systems have been in place for years, there are a few key 

of areas for improvement. It is our hope that the elected and appointed officials who oversee 

these systems use this paper to help break down the political barriers that we have identified. We 

also hope that once identified, the improvements are implemented to advance our service 

delivery. The most significant improvements that we hope have been identified are the adoption 

of a response system that takes closest station and closest unit dispatching into consideration 

when we build our response models, as well as working more closely towards improvements to 

our human resource and training practices by adopting common standards, testing requirements, 

and hiring procedures. Lastly, we foresee fiscal and management improvements by building a 

logistics and equipment system that leverages the economy of scale that exists within our ever-

growing community.   
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Appendix A 

The following maps are based upon an eight-minute drive time radius from each of the fire 

stations listed. Eight minutes was the time used because it is the threshold for NFPA 1710 for an 

entire assignment of 15 fire fighters to arrive on the scene of the incident. These radius maps are 

simply drive time—they do not include time for the 911 center to receive and dispatch a call. 

They also do not include time for responders to get their vehicle and go in route to the call. With 

these limitations in mind, the circles are best-case distances and should be considered beyond a 

maximum range that a station can respond in a given location. 
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Altoona 
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Ankeny Fire Station #1 
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Ankeny Fire Station #2 
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Bondurant 
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Carlisle 
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Clive Fire Station #1 
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Clive Fire Station #2 
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Colfax 
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Dallas Center 
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Delaware Township 
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Des Moines Fire Station #1 
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Des Moines Fire Station #2 
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Des Moines Fire Station #3 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



CONSOLIDATION OF FIRE AND EMS: STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS 68	  

Des Moines Fire Station #4 
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Des Moines Fire Station #5 
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Des Moines Fire Station #6 
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Des Moines Fire Station #7 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



CONSOLIDATION OF FIRE AND EMS: STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS 72	  

Des Moines Fire Station #8 
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Des Moines Fire Station #9 
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Des Moines Fire Station #10 
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Elkhart 
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Granger 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



CONSOLIDATION OF FIRE AND EMS: STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS 77	  

Grimes 
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Johnston Fire Station #1 
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Johnston Fire Station #2 
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Mitchellville 
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Northern Warren County Fire Department 
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Norwalk 
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Pleasant Hill 
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Polk City 
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Runnells 
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Saylor 
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Urbandale Fire Station #1 
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Urbandale Fire Station #2 
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Waukee 
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West Des Moines Station 17 
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West Des Moines Station: 5025 Grand 
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West Des Moines Station: Ashworth 
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Windsor Heights 
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Appendix B 

Iowa League of Cities Property Tax Model 
 

CLIVE 

City Impact   
3% Cap on 

Growth     
Div II Property Tax Impact of SF295        

            
          

Fiscal 
Year Previous Law SF 295 Backfill 

SF 295 + 
Backfill Difference 

2014-15 $13,227,628 $12,934,368  $293,097  $13,227,465  ($163) 
2015-16 $13,811,892 $13,135,111  $601,342  $13,736,453  ($75,439) 
2016-17 $14,536,891 $13,748,044  $627,054  $14,375,098  ($161,793) 
2017-18 $15,202,181 $14,304,312  $627,054  $14,931,366  ($270,815) 
2018-19 $16,105,853 $15,063,449  $627,054  $15,690,503  ($415,349) 
2019-20 $16,864,238 $15,689,018  $627,054  $16,316,072  ($548,166) 
2020-21 $17,922,710 $16,572,311  $627,054  $17,199,365  ($723,344) 
2021-22 $18,826,632 $17,312,350  $627,054  $17,939,404  ($887,227) 
2022-23 $20,075,472 $18,347,031  $627,054  $18,974,085  ($1,101,387) 
2023-24 $21,121,888 $19,194,202  $627,054  $19,821,256  ($1,300,632) 

            
 

DES MOINES 

City Impact   
3% Cap on 

Growth     
Div II Property Tax Impact of SF295        

            
          

Fiscal 
Year Previous Law SF 295 Backfill 

SF 295 + 
Backfill Difference 

2014-15 $124,937,873 $122,155,742  $2,768,670  $124,924,411  ($13,462) 
2015-16 $130,491,174 $124,071,949  $5,684,145  $129,756,093  ($735,081) 
2016-17 $137,349,463 $129,872,003  $5,928,358  $135,800,361  ($1,549,102) 
2017-18 $143,672,026 $135,162,370  $5,928,358  $141,090,728  ($2,581,299) 
2018-19 $152,192,715 $142,321,168  $5,928,358  $148,249,526  ($3,943,189) 
2019-20 $159,394,547 $148,266,537  $5,928,358  $154,194,895  ($5,199,652) 
2020-21 $169,367,221 $156,589,400  $5,928,358  $162,517,758  ($6,849,463) 
2021-22 $177,939,173 $163,612,461  $5,928,358  $169,540,819  ($8,398,354) 
2022-23 $189,694,070 $173,351,611  $5,928,358  $179,279,969  ($10,414,102) 
2023-24 $199,613,623 $181,388,800  $5,928,358  $187,317,158  ($12,296,465) 
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JOHNSTON 

City Impact   
3% Cap on 

Growth     
Div II Property Tax Impact of SF295        

            
          

Fiscal 
Year Previous Law SF 295 Backfill 

SF 295 + 
Backfill Difference 

2014-15 $13,356,374 $13,143,304  $213,070  $13,356,374  $0  
2015-16 $13,997,820 $13,468,209  $436,842  $13,905,052  ($92,769) 
2016-17 $14,761,396 $14,106,550  $455,424  $14,561,973  ($199,423) 
2017-18 $15,497,041 $14,716,138  $455,424  $15,171,562  ($325,480) 
2018-19 $16,419,057 $15,479,038  $455,424  $15,934,462  ($484,595) 
2019-20 $17,254,049 $16,160,145  $455,424  $16,615,569  ($638,481) 
2020-21 $18,333,357 $17,045,875  $455,424  $17,501,299  ($832,058) 
2021-22 $19,324,411 $17,847,039  $455,424  $18,302,463  ($1,021,948) 
2022-23 $20,592,861 $18,878,361  $455,424  $19,333,785  ($1,259,077) 
2023-24 $21,746,767 $19,800,010  $455,424  $20,255,434  ($1,491,333) 

            
 

URBANDALE 

City Impact   
3% Cap on 

Growth     
Div II Property Tax Impact of SF295        

            
          

Fiscal 
Year Previous Law SF 295 Backfill 

SF 295 + 
Backfill Difference 

2014-15 $25,035,554 $24,557,404  $477,929  $25,035,333  ($221) 
2015-16 $26,188,140 $25,049,679  $980,177  $26,029,856  ($158,284) 
2016-17 $27,589,185 $26,227,467  $1,021,968  $27,249,435  ($339,750) 
2017-18 $28,906,469 $27,323,722  $1,021,968  $28,345,690  ($560,779) 
2018-19 $30,625,951 $28,757,420  $1,021,968  $29,779,388  ($846,563) 
2019-20 $32,124,369 $29,986,253  $1,021,968  $31,008,221  ($1,116,147) 
2020-21 $34,137,963 $31,652,786  $1,021,968  $32,674,753  ($1,463,210) 
2021-22 $35,920,336 $33,102,476  $1,021,968  $34,124,444  ($1,795,892) 
2022-23 $38,291,738 $35,049,121  $1,021,968  $36,071,089  ($2,220,649) 
2023-24 $40,361,274 $36,712,889  $1,021,968  $37,734,857  ($2,626,417) 
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WEST DES MOINES 

City Impact   
3% Cap on 

Growth     
Div II Property Tax Impact of SF295        

            
          

Fiscal 
Year Previous Law SF 295 Backfill 

SF 295 + 
Backfill Difference 

2014-15 $53,334,750 $51,909,590  $1,423,697  $53,333,288  ($1,462) 
2015-16 $55,517,809 $52,341,812  $2,919,644  $55,261,457  ($256,353) 
2016-17 $58,340,987 $54,749,223  $3,044,064  $57,793,287  ($547,700) 
2017-18 $60,811,516 $56,829,383  $3,044,064  $59,873,447  ($938,069) 
2018-19 $64,434,244 $59,907,146  $3,044,064  $62,951,211  ($1,483,033) 
2019-20 $67,264,133 $62,261,873  $3,044,064  $65,305,938  ($1,958,195) 
2020-21 $71,513,381 $65,852,362  $3,044,064  $68,896,426  ($2,616,955) 
2021-22 $74,905,113 $68,657,055  $3,044,064  $71,701,119  ($3,203,994) 
2022-23 $79,939,493 $72,886,895  $3,044,064  $75,930,960  ($4,008,533) 
2023-24 $83,847,968 $76,085,450  $3,044,064  $79,129,515  ($4,718,453) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


