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Recommendation for a two-point strategy to improve our organization:

INTRODUCTION:

As part of our ongoing efforts to improve our fire company, the Membership Committee has met and created a strategy to restructure and revitalize our organization.

The strategy includes a two-prong approach that addresses both recruitment and retention. The plan is to “plan for volunteers.” Planning for volunteers is necessary regardless of whether we don’t have enough – or if we have too many (more than we can feed/clothe/accommodate). The strategy’s two main parts include a reorganization of our active members into platoons, and a focus on recruiting new members to bolster our associate membership – or FIREcorps program.

As we begin to roll out the elements of our recruitment and retention program supported by our recently awarded FEMA SAFER grant, we are reminded of the results of a similar large scale effort executed by our fire company in 1990. The results were that we doubled our membership from 45 to 90 members in four (4) months time. Ten years later, none of the 45 members recruited during the 1990 blitz remained as members of our fire department.

While no one could have predicted the enormous success that program brought us, we recognize now that we focused too much on quantity and not enough on quality. We were unprepared to feed and clothe twice as many members.

The other factor contributing to our ultimate failure was the lack of management structure in place to handle the sudden influx of new members. Our membership doubled in four months but our management team did not grow accordingly, specifically our middle management.

We allowed our organizational structure to get out of balance with too many people at the bottom of the pyramid and not enough leadership at the mid and upper levels to effectively manage the bottom line. We let our span of control get out of control.

Simply put, we failed to plan for volunteers - for recruitment success. Hindsight being 20-20, we plan to learn from these mistakes and not repeat them.

That being said, our strategy is to bolster our current middle management. Let’s look at how our chain-of-command is currently structured:

The chief oversees two assistants; the captain reports to the two assistants and supervises one lieutenant. But, the problem is that the lieutenant has responsibility for some 30+ firefighters and first responders. 

Our span of control is out of control.


OBJECTIVE 1: A PLATOON SYSTEM –

To remedy this situation, we are recommending the implementation of a platoon system. Breaking our response personnel into smaller, more manageable teams with lower level leadership provides many benefits.


Now, the lieutenant’s span of control is reduced from 30+ firefighters to five (5), depending on the number of platoons needed. The 30+ firefighters are organized into teams of 7-8 each. With a platoon leader in place, their span of control is now 6-7 each.

The purpose of this program goes well beyond span of control and the benefits reach further. The platoon program does not circumvent the chain-of-command or directly affect the on-scene operations of the department. The intent of the program is to more efficiently organize our manpower around the station.

Here’s a look at some of the program basics and benefits:

Platoon Leadership:

· The officers will select platoon leaders initially. Each platoon will have the opportunity to appoint a new platoon leader, if they so desire, at the end of each quarter and with the approval of the officers. Platoon leaders may be re-assigned by the officers at any time. The officers will communicate such changes to the platoon.

· Platoon leaders will be given responsibility, accountability and most importantly, the authority to act within their scope of assignment.

· Platoon leaders will report directly to the lieutenant(s) or captain.

· We will prepare platoon leaders with a job description, clearly outlining their responsibilities and limits of authority.

· We will provide platoon leaders with introductory leadership training, hopefully prior to implementation of the platoon system. Officer development training will be encouraged as the program develops.

Platoon Assignments:

· Each platoon will be comprised of older and younger members with varying levels of experience and knowledge. The platoons will be relatively balanced with probationary members.

· Each platoon will be assigned to a piece of apparatus and a section of the station to care for, maintain and inventory.

· The apparatus and station assignments will be rotated on a quarterly basis.

· Rotating assignments will allow enough time for each platoon to be come intimately familiar with each piece of apparatus and its equipment while cross-training everyone on each piece every quarter.

· Platoons may elect to participate in a periodic bunk-in program as suggested some months ago to fulfill their assignments and further the objectives of the program.

· Platoons may be given other rotating assignments such as planning and/or delivering training sessions, or taking a leadership role in executing fund-raising, membership or family events. The other platoons may be given assignments such as set-up or teardown that support these events.

· The program will remain flexible enough to allow for platoon member re-assignments as necessary or may include a wholesale shuffling of platoon members after a given period of time.

Benefits:

Organized and balanced properly, the platoon system:

· Offers all of our members the opportunity to work more closely with each other, to get to know each other better and to create better working relationships and closer friendships.

· Improves communications between team members

· Builds teamwork, pride and camaraderie

· Instills discipline and tradition

· Establishes accountability/ownership for the assigned apparatus, station and equipment

· Creates friendly, healthy competition between platoons (esprit de corps)

· Offers company officers the opportunity to evaluate other platoon leaders for future leadership roles

· Offers members the opportunity to learn and demonstrate their leadership skills

· Builds an atmosphere suitable for mentoring by platoon leaders and senior members

· Improves span-of-control and reduces the risk of officer burn-out

· Provides more frequent feedback and member recognition, better satisfying the needs of our members

We would be naïve to think that there aren’t risks involved in establishing a program of this nature. What none of us can afford is for cliques to form within or between platoons. Cliques or special interest groups have the tendency to divide departments – not bring them closer together.

The other inherent risk to any program is the lack of commitment to the program, follow-up and follow-through. While we must always adapt to the needs of our customers and the organization as a whole, we also recognize that a program like this requires a long-term commitment to achieve long-term results. 

Nonetheless, as the bottom line of our organization grows, we have little choice but to re-structure our organization in such a way as to maximize our effectiveness and efficiency.

Currently 57% of our membership has less than 5 years of experience. The platoon program affords us the opportunity to grow and develop our officers as our membership expands, resulting from the planned success of our recruitment and retention efforts.

As platoon leaders gain valuable knowledge and experience, we will have a larger cadre of candidates to promote to lieutenant and beyond. We’re confident that the timing is right for us to restructure our organization into a platoon system.

OBJECTIVE 2: FIREcorps –

As stated in the first objective of our two-point strategy, planning for volunteers is necessary regardless of whether we don’t have enough – or if we have too many (more than we can feed/clothe/accommodate). In applying for our SAFER grant, we established a goal of recruiting 12 new members each year of the grant’s four-year performance period.

We are concerned that if, as in 1990, we realize unexpected success, we are ill prepared to accommodate a large and sudden influx of new firefighter recruits.

Thus, our plan is to focus the emphasis of our initial recruitment efforts towards building our FIREcorps support team while gradually building up our operations team.

FIREcorps is the name given to the national initiative to create locally driven programs that allows community members to offer their time and talents to their local fire departments. Simply put, FIREcorps is a new name for the Associate Membership program we started in 1990 under the title of “Corporate” members.

Evans Center has employed 'corporate' or 'associate' members for almost 15 years with great success. Our Associate Members perform non-emergency duties and are an integral part of our organization. 

According to our by-laws, they must actively serve on a committee and/or hold an elected administrative office at all times.

FIREcorps serves as a gateway to information for and about fire department programs and meets a citizen's desire to serve as well as a department's need for support.

Citizen advocates allow fire departments to focus on providing fire and rescue services by providing supplemental and/or support services, such as administrative assistance.

Investing in FIREcorps can help our staff fulfill their primary functions and provide services that may not otherwise be offered. It allows our members the opportunity to specialize, to be good at a few things instead of fair at a lot.

Many of our active members are wearing multiple hats, holding important offices while chairing or actively serving on several key committees or projects. FIREcorps members have the potential to relieve these members of 50% or more of their workload.

Our recommendation to the active members is that they give 25% of that new-found free time back to their family, and reinvest the other 25% in what they signed up for – fire/rescue operations. Besides, we all know that peace at home = peace at the firehouse.

Along with our Ladies Auxiliary, FIREcorps members are an important part of our support team. There's plenty to do on, and behind the scenes and through FIREcorps, we can offer opportunities for everyone to contribute.

With the motto: “Firefighting is not for everyone... but Volunteering Can Be!” we hope to attract new members to support our organization.

The list of non-operational tasks is endless and only limited by our imagination and our willingness to let others help.

· Administrative Functions

· Life Safety Education

· Fund Raising

· Explorer Advisor

· Data Entry/Documentation/ Records Management

· Bookkeeping

· Public Relations

· Pre-Plan Research

· Department Historian

· Apparatus, Equipment and Facility Maintenance

· Special Events Coordinator

· Grant Writer
· IT Specialist

· Newsletter Editor

· Office Assistant

· Photographer/Videographer

· Fire Prevention Coordinator/ Fire Safety Education

· Community Relations

· Food Unit (Canteen) Services
· Radio Operator 

· Department Librarian

· E-Learning Specialist

· Training Materials Publisher

· Chair or serve on membership, ways and means, budget and other committees
· Organize SOGs, By-Laws and member support materials
The financial return on investment of a citizen advocate program can be substantial, amounting to hundreds of thousands of dollars. As our FIREcorps builds, we will have more manpower to execute more fundraising efforts. With more fundraising efforts come more funds to feed/clothe/accommodate more active fire/rescue members.

However, as history has shown us, a successful associate membership program requires effective management from someone dedicated to the organization, this program and our progress. We suggest this person come from senior level position in our administration. It requires a person with good organizational skills, an outgoing and friendly personality, and the ability to manage, monitor and motivate non-emergency personnel.
Without close supervision and clear direction, FIREcorps members, like their firefighter counterparts, will become lost in the mix, wander from their original mission and ultimately will leave the organization without meaningful work to keep them occupied and organized.

Increasing our FIREcorps presence can open the door to accept more operational members, allowing us to achieve our goal of providing the most qualified and affordable care and protection our customers deserve.

With everyone’s commitment, training, leadership and communications – we can and will succeed in furthering our organization’s reputation as a leader in our industry and community.

We strongly feel that this proposed plan is in the best interest of the organization.

Please do not hesitate to contact the chairman or a committee member should you have any questions or require further information. Thank you in advance for your consideration.

Respectfully Submitted:

Tiger Schmittendorf
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