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Santa Monica 
 

 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to address these very important inquiries relating to Santa 
Monica’s fire and EMS response capability.  

The Santa Monica Fire Department (SMFD) is a progressive, well-staffed and equipped 
organization that, according to the Insurance Services Organization (ISO), is ranked among the 
top 1% of all fire departments nationwide. Due to gradual increases in annual call volume, the 
department has been actively engaged in a process of evaluating existing resources, creating 
efficiencies, and integrating new technology.  

These efforts have resulted in a considerable number of capital purchases of equipment and 
apparatus and have culminated in a plan that, if approved, will result in the addition of SMFD 
full-time employees. The final staffing recommendations will be provided to the City Manager in 
time for presentation to Council during the mid-year budget process in January of 2015. While 
there will be significant costs associated with these recommendations, the results are rooted in 
a data-driven staffing analysis. It should be clear that there are absolutely no plans to cut 
service levels. 

Decisions on budget, deployment, technology, innovation, and accountability are actively 
measured against the Santa Monica Fire Department’s Mission, Vision, and Values.   

Mission 

The Santa Monica Fire Department is dedicated to preventing the loss of life, property, and the 
environment from fire, medical, and other natural or man-made disasters through aggressive 
prevention, training, public education, and emergency response. 

Vision 

To become the Standard from which other progressive fire departments are measured. 

 Develop an identity that embraces continuous improvement 

 The process must be sustainable 

 Not dependent on any single person 

Values 

 Integrity 

 Leadership 

 Courage 

 Loyalty 

 Compassion 

 Stewardship 

 Accountability 

These tenets represent our organization’s best effort to maintain a healthy balance between 
tradition, innovation, productivity, safety, budget, and organizational efficiency.  
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As Fire Chief it is my responsibility to embrace an atmosphere where all perspectives are 
considered. This requires that stakeholders regularly measure emerging trends and industry 
best practices against our department’s existing standards of operation.  

Before specifically addressing each question, please consider the following: 

 In 2013, the SMFD was dispatched to 13,431 calls for service. In 2010, EMS calls for 
eservice increased by 1,035 (10%) and fire increased by in 41 (18%). The trend is 
illustrative of an increase of calls for service over the past several years (1980: 5,000; 
1990: 7,500; and 2000: 9,500), while staffing levels have remained relatively the same.  

 The SMFD operates within a constant staffing model.  This means that 24 hours a day, 7 
days a week, 365 days a year the SMFD staffs 31 crew members on duty. Firefighters 
operate on a 24-hour rotating schedule (24-on; 24-off; 24-on; 24-off; 24-on; 96 hours-
off). 

 The SMFD was awarded an Insurance Services Office (ISO) Class 1 rating in 2012. On 
a 1 to 10 scale, this is the best score available; a distinction afforded to only 60 of the 
nearly 30,000 (≤1%) fire departments nationwide. The ratings process involves an 
objective, detailed analysis of all fire department operations, city water systems, and 
emergency 9-1-1 communications center.  

The ISO score is used by many property insurance companies as a gauge of the 
likelihood of loss due to fire and policy rates are often set accordingly. Hence, those 
communities with the best ISO ratings enjoy the lowest fire insurance rates as they are 
judged the safest.   

 The SMFD responds from four fire stations strategically located throughout the City. 
Frontline apparatus include 6-engines, 1-ladder truck, 1-air/light rescue, 1-command 
vehicle, 1-urban search and rescue unit and 1-hazardous materials unit, and 1-aircraft 
fire fighting rescue (ARFF) unit. 

 Each fire engine is staffed with 1-captain, 1-engineer, and two firefighters; at least two 
members of the crew are certified as paramedics. A ladder company is made up of both 
a tiller truck staffed with 1-captain, 1-engineer, and 1-tiller operator, and an air & light 
rescue unit staffed with two firefighters; all are Basic Life Support (BLS) certified.  

 AmeriCare Ambulance Company is contracted by the City to provide EMS transportation 
services with a minimum of five dedicated units staffed with two Emergency Medical 
Technicians (EMT) 24-hours a day, 7-days per week. In tandem with SMFD paramedic 
units, at least one ambulance responds to every medical call for service, regardless of 
the nature of injury or illness.    

 Santa Monica’s nighttime population is estimated at 91,040 and daytime population 
exceeds 250,000, resulting in significant fluctuations in response patterns.  

 As was recently featured on the NBC Nightly News, What Slows Down Emergency 
Responders When every Second Counts, traffic congestion and a steady increase in call 
volume are beginning to have an impact on response times nationwide. While additional 
technology is currently being installed to aid in capturing this data, it has become 
apparent that the SMFD must incorporate some new strategies to deal with these 
challenges. 

 In 2013/2014, The SMFD-Fire Prevention and Suppression Divisions inspected over 
9,600 occupancies, reviewed 1,296 plans, and issued over 1100 permits.   

http://americare.org/
http://www.nbcnews.com/nightly-news/what-slows-down-emergency-responders-when-every-second-counts-n194126
http://www.nbcnews.com/nightly-news/what-slows-down-emergency-responders-when-every-second-counts-n194126
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 Through the City’s Capital Improvement Program (CIP), the fire department continues to 
receive top-of-the-line fire apparatus. Over the next 2-year cycle, this will include two 
new fire engines, a ladder truck, an air & light rescue, and an urban search and rescue 
(USAR) unit totaling $5,550,000.  

 The CIP process also netted $1,233,000 to improve mobile data technology and 
software systems intended to assist in the gathering and analysis of critical response 
data. The allocation also included additional safety equipment totaling $700,000.  

 Over the past eight years, the SMFD has received over $2.9-million in Federal 
Homeland Security funds, thereby offsetting expenditures that otherwise would have 
been drawn from the City’s General Fund.  Awards have included enhancements in 
technology, communications, and special operations training overtime, props, and 
equipment. An additional $2.9-million in grant funds has been awarded in 2014 to fund 
interoperability communication projects.     

 As the result of a seismic and American with Disabilities Act (ADA) safety evaluation, the 
City is finalizing an acquisition of land and expects to provide a $37-million state-of-the-
art replacement of Fire Station 1 (headquarters). The building design and structure is 
expected to serve the community for the next 50-years.  Station 3 ($1.5-million) is also 
scheduled for a complete seismic upgrade, and the City has committed to providing a 
new training facility at the Corporation Yards ($1.5-million).   

 The Department’s internal governance is managed through city policy and regulations, 
civil service rules, department standard operating procedures (SOPs), and six collective 
bargaining agreements (CBAs)—including three for staff (ATA, STA, and MEA), two for 
chief officers, and the last (Local 1109) through the International Association of 
Firefighters (IAFF). 

 Among a number of other favorable outcomes, Santa Monica Local 1109 has just signed 
a labor contract that maintains a compensation rate that places them atop all their 
comparable cities. 

 The Department recently added two additional civilian support personnel; one dedicated 
to the Training Division, and a second to analyze department data and industry best 
practices in order to make informed budget and deployment decisions. 

Question #1 - Seemingly inadequate Fire Department staff and equipment 

It has been said that necessity is the mother of innovation. The recent downturn in the economy 
and subsequent fiscal challenges facing local governments have forced communities to take a 
fresh look at a number of different staffing and response options. For many fire departments, 
this has meant civilianizing positions that do not require Suppression expertise, improved cost 
and resource sharing, and the consideration of response models that make use of peak-hour 
deployment and alternate response vehicles. Many of these methodologies have now become 
industry best practices, improving on service delivery, efficiency, and response times. 

In December of 2012 a cross-section of SMFD representatives held a two-day Operations 
retreat to discuss the fire department budget, deployment, and the impact of a number of 
immerging trends in healthcare reform. From this, a standing Deployment Committee was 
formed, a mission identified, and a charter drafted in order to set a number of clearly defined 
goals and objectives.  

 
 
 

http://santamonicafire.org/Content.aspx?id=11236
http://santamonicafire.org/Content.aspx?id=11305
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Deployment Committee Mission 

The mission of the Deployment Committee is to provide the best possible service to the citizens 
of Santa Monica through the evaluation of our current data and deployment and match the 
available resources with the current and expected call load. 

Goals and Objectives 

 Evaluate historical call data and response patterns to clearly identify where our 
resources need to be placed.  This will be achieved by reviewing Emergency 
Management-Based Reporting System (EMBRS) and FireMed Pro data as well as the 
use of automated Computer-Aided Dispatch (CAD) analyst tools. 

 Evaluate similar sized agencies to determine industry best practices that may assist 
SMFD in the decision making process.  This may include site visits, meetings and 
external contacts. 

 Utilizing the available personnel resource pool, determine the type and amount of 
resources that will best meet the current and predicted demand for service.  This will 
include a risk analysis if the model shifts from what is currently being utilized. 

 Analyze the feasibility of placing “peak demand” resources in the system to meet 
predicted call volume needs.  This will include the impacts of known and potential 
impacts to the street network that includes traffic volume and light rail. 

 Evaluate the option of engaging in a two tiered dispatch system that segregates 
Advanced Life Support (ALS) versus Basic Life Support (BLS) calls and sends an 
alternative resource based on the need.  This includes evaluating the risk versus benefit 
of such a program and the overall effect on response times. 

Using national standards and best practices as a guide, committee members were asked to 
examine a number of staffing and response models; options for consideration have included: 

1. Coordinating with City Public Works to consider altering the type of speed bumps used 
in some communities to make them more emergency response friendly. 

2. Hiring additional civilian Fire Code Enforcement Officer (*$116,092/fully-burdened rate) 
to manage the residential inspection program, thereby freeing firefighters to complete 
their industry training and pre-fire programs.  

3. Moving two sworn administrative captains (*$275,000/fully-burdened rate/captain) to 
Suppression and replacing one or more with civilian subject matter experts (*$157,833/ 
fully-burdened rate).  

4. Moving existing resources to alternate stations to accommodate those shifting response 
patterns associated with the emergence of light rail. 

5. Altering future apparatus build specifications, allowing for additional response flexibility. 

6. Triaging 911 medical calls (tiered dispatch) using a standard protocol to determine the 
most appropriate resource to send.  

7. Adding one or more 24-hour, 4-person ALS engine companies (*$2,477,942/fully-
burdened rate/unit) or ALS rescue ambulances (*$1,340,802/fully-burdened rate/rescue 
ambulance). 

8. Add one or more paramedic-staffed rescue ambulances (*$431,335/ fully-burdened rate/ 
40-hr week) to be deployed on low acuity calls during 12 largest peak-hours of operation.  

*Note: These costs are annual, fully burdened rates that include salary, benefits and specialty pay. 

 

http://www.pssi.com/fire3_embrsrms.html
http://www.firemedpro.com/datamanagement.htm
http://www.911dispatch.com/computer-aided-dispatch-resources/


5 
 

Note: The following chart illustrates the hours of day over the course of an entire year when the 
most 9-1-1 calls for service were made (red-fire & service and blue-EMS). Thus, based on this 
data, a 12-hour peak unit would be deployed from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. 

 
9.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To date, the committee’s efforts have manifested in better preparation and response to several 
planned events; the most notable of which includes the Los Angeles Marathon, Glow, and 
Twilight Concert Series.  Here, the SMFD secured grant funding to purchase two medical carts 
(MedCarts) that are regularly staffed with an EMT and paramedic and deployed during those 
peak-hours when traditional engine companies could not reach key areas of the pier and 
beaches in a timely manner. Staffing for these events has been subsidized through the Beach 
fund, thus minimizing the impact on the tax payers while still providing a non-traditional, yet very 
effective medical resource.  

MedCarts extend ALS services from pavement to the waterline and allow for easy access to 
patients. This response model has proven to be extremely effective in decreasing medical 
response times during special events and on busy weekends. 

Having incorporated a number of these innovative efficiencies, the committee’s next 
recommendation has been to add staffing. While this would be an enhancement and would 
require an increase in personnel cost, the fire department is committed to submitting an 
operational model that is both fiscally sound and functionally appropriate for the unique nature 
of our community. 

While staffing adjustments are traditionally made at the beginning of a two-year budget cycle 
(begins July 1, 2015), the City Manager has agreed to recommend a significant increase in the 
fire department’s minimum daily staffing, with a commitment to consider future response data 
that may lead to additional enhancements in service levels. The City Manager is scheduled to 
receive the SMFD’s final recommendation in time for Council’s mid-year budget review in 
January of 2015.  

Community Comparisons  

The question relating to differences in the percentage of the budget allocated to the SMFD as 
compared to the Berkeley, Redondo Beach, or Santa Barbara Fire Departments is misleading.  
Agency deployment models are not driven by the size of a city’s general fund; there are too 
many differentiating factors, including community demographics, resources, and fluctuations in 
population. Santa Monica’s wide breadth of services distinctly sets it apart from other 
communities. Geography is another factor: SMFD response resources are compacted within an 
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8.3 square mile urban setting; Santa Barbara is nestled between the ocean and a mountain 
range and is more than five times our size (41.97 square miles).  

Fire department budgets are primarily driven by the number and cost of stations, apparatus, and 
personnel (labor contracts) necessary to meet adopted response standards. As an example, the 
Berkeley Fire Department responds with three firefighters on each engine and truck; due to the 
density within its jurisdiction, the SMFD has adopted a model that incorporates 4-person 
engines and 5-person trucks.   

Los Angeles and Orange County Comparable Agencies 

The following chart depicts a number of jurisdictional differences between the SMFD and other 
12 comparable agencies.  

 The SMFD has the fourth highest annual calls for service  

 The SMFD has the seventh highest daily constant staffing 

 With Beverly Hills, the SMFD has the highest number of engines per square mile 

 Garden Grove and the SMFD are the only other response agencies that do not employ a 
rescue ambulance in some form of response configuration 

 Garden Grove (7:1) and the SMFD (6:1) have the largest engine to truck ratios  

 Of those agencies that have Hazardous Materials teams, only the SMFD supports a 
dedicated, full-time employee assigned to the unit. 

 Beverly Hills and Santa Monica are the only departments that staff five on a truck 
company; all others staff with four. 

Agency 
Annual 
Calls  

Daily 
Staffing 

Engine/ 
Truck 

HazMat 
Driver 

Rescue 
Ambulance 

Engines/ 
Sq. Mile 

Residential 
Population 

Santa Monica 13,431 31 6/1 Yes-1 0 .72 93,040 

Culver City 4,671 18 3/1 No 2 .57 39,165 

Beverly Hills 6,632 27 4/1 No 3 .73 34,358 

Burbank 9,600 36 6/2 Yes-0 3 ALS .34 108,000 

Compton 10,661 26 4/1 No 3 ALS .40 97,156 

Downey 8,900 21 3/1 No 1 BLS .24 112,584 

Garden Grove 11,966 29 7/1 No 0 .39 173,470 

Glendale 17,215 50 9/3 Yes-0 6 BLS .29 200,000 

Huntington Beach 16,430 41 8/2 Yes-0 4 BLS .25 192,888 

Newport Beach 10,000 39 8/2 No 3 .34 86,484 

Pasadena 16,846 51 8/2 No 5 .35 138,101 

Torrance 12,808 46 7/2 Yes-0 2  .34 146,860 

Mutual Aid 

Out of necessity, mutual aid has become the absolute standard in the industry. In emergency 
services, mutual aid is a common agreement among emergency responders to lend assistance 
across jurisdictional boundaries. This may occur due to a need that exceeds local resources, 
such as a mass-casualty, natural disaster, or a multiple-alarm fire. Mutual aid may be ad hoc, 
requested only when such an emergency occurs. Or, as is the case between Santa Monica and 
our surrounding communities, it may also be a formal standing agreement for cooperative 
support on a continuing basis, such as ensuring that resources are dispatched from the nearest 
fire station, regardless of which side of the jurisdictional boundary the incident occurs.  
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Contextually, it may help to understand that a full single-alarm, room and contents structure fire 
requires over 60% of all the available SMFD units to respond. If the fire grows to the point when 
a second alarm (roughly twice the number of apparatus) is necessary, or there are a number of 
medical calls occurring simultaneously within our jurisdiction, a call for assistance is initiated. 
Neighboring agencies then provide support by responding to the incident, or covering other fire 
and medical calls so that local resources may concentrate on mitigating the emergency.  

Nearly all jurisdictions, regardless of their size or complexity make some use of this form of 
agreement.  On a grand scale, the State of California also employs a unified mutual aid system 
that has been adopted by most cities and all 58 counties.  

Auto and Mutual aid is commonly exchanged between the SMFD, and the Los Angeles, Beverly 
Hills, and Culver City Fire Departments. And while responses to these jurisdictions are often 
cancelled (77%), Santa Monica has benefited from this agreement on a number of incidents 
such as the June 7, 2013 Santa Monica College shooting, and events like the Marathon, 
Twilight Concert Series, and GLOW.  

Question #2 - The recommendation to switch to tiered dispatch 

Right Resource with the Right Staffing to the Right Call at the Right Time 

A number of EMS systems throughout the industrialized world have adopted a method of pre-
screening medical calls in order that most highly trained personnel on advanced life support 
(ALS) units remain available for critical life-saving emergencies. Tiered emergency medical 
dispatch (EMD) is a system of rapid telephone assessment from which skilled call takers direct 
EMS response units to where they are most appropriately most needed. 

Generalized "lights-and-sirens" responses by EMS units to all medical aid calls places both the 
public and respondents at risk as units speed through crowded streets (link). In urban areas of 
the United States, it has been estimated that up to 30% of requests for emergency medical 
ambulance aid are for non-emergency, BLS conditions.  

SMFD’s existing response model sends a fire engine staffed with a captain, engineer, and two 
paramedics, and a privately contracted ambulance staffed with two emergency medical 
technicians (EMT) to every medical call, regardless of the nature of the request. Without a tiered 
system there is a reasonable chance that our highest medically trained personnel may be out of 
service on a scrape or sprained ankle when a more critical 9-1-1 call for assistance is received 
within their first-due district.  

There are no recommendations currently being entertained that would entail decommissioning 
an existing ALS engine or BLS truck company in favor of employing rescue ambulances. 
Instead, discussions have focused on enhancing the existing response model by adding one or 
more paramedic-staffed rescue ambulances. Using a conservative tiering EMS protocol, these 
units would be deployed to lower acuity, BLS calls for service. This increases the chances that 
the most highly trained and equipped personnel (ALS engines) remain in service for more 
critical calls.  With the addition of light rail, leaving these heavy resources in-service on each 
side of the tracks becomes strategically important.  

To better understand the context and potential value that a tiered system provides, it helps to 
understand that the most appropriate standardized measure for assessing an EMS system is 
survival from cardiac arrest. The distinct nature of a cardiac arrest makes it easily identifiable 
and measurable, and thus clearly comparable.  

http://www.emergencydispatch.org/articles/triage1.htm
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A chart published in 2009 illustrates the differences between EMS response systems. While it is 
true that CPR education programs, public access defibrillators, and differences in protocol likely 
play a significant role with the dramatic differences between response systems, it seems safe to 
say that an integrated tiered dispatch system has not hindered King County’s claim to have the 
“highest cardiac survival rate in the 
world” (King County Public Health May 
19, 2014). 

It should be noted that King County’s 
survival rate has risen from 46% to 
62% since this exhibit was developed. 
Of the top seven cities with the highest 
cardiac survival rates, Seattle, 
Houston, Miami, and Milwaukee 
County Fire Departments employ 
some form of tiered dispatching. 
Paramedic services in Fresno, 
Rochester, and Minneapolis are 
provided by private agencies.  

A number of Los Angeles County Fire Departments also engage in tiered dispatching, including 
the cities of Long Beach, Pasadena and most recently Downey. When the Downey Fire Chief 
was asked to share his regional dispatch center’s data related to the accuracy of the new 
dispatch triaging efforts, he provided the following response statistics for Downey, Vernon, La 
Habra Heights, Santa Fe Springs, and Compton (6-3-13 thru 8-7-14):   

During this time the dispatch center had 24,588 EMS calls.  Of those, 755 calls were 
coded (BLS) by dispatch under the tiered code (3%).  Of that total number, there were 
only 7 “upgrades” which required an ALS unit to be sent after the initial tiered 
dispatch.  Those individual calls are reviewed by the dispatch supervisor and our nurse 
educator for quality assurance purposes.  All were attributed to Captains who were 
initially uncomfortable with the implementation of the tiered program.     
        – Fire Chief Mark Gillaspie 

It should be reiterated that, while a number of these agencies, have successfully used a full 
tiering system that responds BLS resources to low acuity calls, discussions in Santa Monica 
have focused on a more conservative approach - all calls, regardless of their nature, would 
receive at least 1 BLS ambulance and one ALS rescue ambulance staffed with two paramedics 
(4 total personnel).  

Cathy Chidester, RN, MSN, and Bill Koenig MD FACEP (Medical Director), of the Los Angeles 
County EMS Agency shared the following opinion on the subject: 

The EMS Agency is supportive of tiered dispatch and encourages such reasonable use 
of resources, so long as the program is implemented in an intelligent and safe 
manner.  The use of a robust data system and staff to be able to consistently monitor the 
outcome and performance of the tiered system is critical to a successful program.  

I see tiered dispatch as not only cost effective for the department but the 
consumer.  Tiered dispatch has been proven to be safe and reliable for the patient and 
improved safety for the first responder and community by limiting the number of vehicles 
on the streets traveling code 3.  With the reduction in ALS responses, the agency is able 
to be more efficient in terms of the number of ALS personnel and vehicles.   

-Cathy Chidester 
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Question #3 - Hiring and promotional practices involving Fire Department and Human 
Resource Department 

The City of Santa Monica Human Resources Department is responsible for the coordination of 
identifying qualified candidate pools for a variety of positions throughout the City. In some 
instances the City utilizes the services of a recruiter for high-level executive positions. Adding to 
this transparency, the SMFD affords a representative of the Fire Association the opportunity to 
sit in on all final interviews. 

Terry Garrison 

The City utilized the services of an executive recruiting firm for the search to replace the retired 
Fire Chief in 2010. The recruiter arranged for all advertising, targeted outreach for potential 
applicants and conducted all screening of the candidates. Mr. Garrison was among the 
applicants presented to the City as potential candidates for the Fire Chief position. To protect 
their privacy, it is not the City’s practice to disclose reasons why individuals are included or not 
included in the recruitment process. However, we can confirm that Mr. Garrison was not 
included in the final interviews that were conducted by the City. No further information can be 
provided. 

Trend to hire from the outside 

Out of the last 26 examinations, the SMFD has hired just two personnel (Fire Chief and Deputy 
Operations Chief) from outside the department, and has committed to recruiting internally for the 
next Deputy Chief vacancy expected in December of 2014. This represents a long history of 
recruiting internally for positions solely from within the department. All promotional opportunities 
are managed exclusively from within the City. Conversely, open, competitive examinations allow 
for both internal employees, as well as those who do not currently work for the City of Santa 
Monica to apply.   

Training of evaluators 

Regarding the evaluation of candidates by outside raters, all individuals who assist the City of 
Santa Monica on interview panels are subject matter experts in their respective fields. Each time 
a panel of subject matter experts is convened they receive a briefing before they begin the 
rating process. Human Resources provides panels with instructions on interviewing best 
practices. This includes asking questions only in identified areas to be evaluated that relate 
specifically to the requisite skills, knowledge and abilities necessary to perform the duties of the 
position.  

The customized rating sheets are reviewed by Human Resources staff to ensure that they are 
completed properly and are kept confidential.  Candidates may request that Human Resources 
staff provide an overview of the raters’ comments for purposes of improving on any future 
examination processes. Additionally, while it is the policy of the City to keep this information 
confidential, the assertions made within your comments related to the scoring of the candidate 
in question, are inaccurate.  

Departure of staff 

Finally, in the last several years a large number of City of Santa Monica employees of the baby 
boomer generation have reached retirement age. This has provided them the opportunity to 
retire following long careers with the City.  The Fire Department is no exception. In fact this is 
happening in Fire Departments all over the country creating vacancies in a variety of positions.  
Staff in the Santa Monica Fire Department is taking advantage of promotional opportunities to 
advance their careers, not only within the City, but in other agencies as well.  
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The technology employee referenced is assigned to the SMFD; however he works for the 
Information Systems Department and is on medical leave. The civilian Fire Communications 
Supervisor recently accepted a job as the Manager of Security Operations with the Port of Long 
Beach. The package included more responsibility, compensation, and opportunity for 
advancement.  

The SMFD has an excellent record of employee retention. There has only been one sworn 
firefighter in the past 9-years leave for employment in another agency; he accepted a position 
as a fire chief in another state.   
       – Donna Peter, Human Resource Director 

Administrative Captain  

It should be understood that the Captain in question is one of the more valued members in our 
department. He has earned the respect and admiration of his peers, supervisors, and chief 
officers through his tremendous work ethic, wealth of experience, advocacy, and genuine love 
for this organization.  

The Captain is compensated as a Suppression fire officer, and provided a bonus for working a 
40-hour shift (*$275,000 fully burdened/year). He does not work Suppression overtime on 
weekends or special events, nor participate in any regular officer development programs.  

The position’s responsibilities are such that it prevents the Captain from generating any 
maintenance reports or planning documents. Furthermore, the department is regularly faced 
with situations when he, a Deputy Chief, or a firefighter on overtime is asked to perform a 
number of small tasks or shuttle apparatus. Though the Captain’s experience and knowledge is 
greatly valued, the workload is simply too great for any single person to manage, and our 
department has not had the funds to regularly augment the division with additional staff.  

Recommendations will include offsetting some of the proposed staffing additions by moving the 
Captain back to Suppression and hiring an experienced civilian facilities and equipment 
supervisor (*$157,833 fully burdened/year). Additionally, in order to manage some of the more 
basic responsibilities, one or more part-time employees ($25,000) may be hired for support.  

While in the short term there would be a loss of institutional knowledge, this move would provide 
additional leadership to Suppression and cost effectiveness and efficiency to logistics.  

Question #4 - An investigation regarding aged discrimination within the Fire Department 

Due to privacy rights, the City of Santa Monica cannot discuss individual personnel 
complaints.  We can share that a well-respected, neutral outside investigator was hired to 
look into allegations of age discrimination and harassment in the Fire Department.  After a 
comprehensive and thorough review of documents and number of interviews, the 
investigator concluded there was no discrimination or harassment based on age.   

In addition, please understand that any action taken with employees in this or other similar 
circumstances cannot be discussed due to privacy rights.  However, it should be noted that 
some statements quoted in your email were taken out of context and not entirely accurate. 
       – Donna Peter, Human Resource Director 

Question #5 - The possible downside of combining Police and Fire Dispatch 

The purpose of consolidating the Santa Monica Police and Fire 9-1-1 dispatch centers is to 
speed the provision of accurate information to first responders to improve outcomes.  

In the current configuration, when a person calls 9-1-1, a police dispatcher will answer to inquire 
about the nature of the emergency. If the need is determined to be law enforcement related, the 
call is directly entered into the computer aided dispatch (CAD) system. However, if it turns out to 

*Note: These costs are annual, fully burdened rates that include salary, benefits and specialty pay. 
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be a fire or medical emergency, a caller is transferred to a fire department call taker who begins 
taking information while simultaneously forwarding the address to a second dispatcher who 
would then deploy the necessary resources. The proposed consolidation would eliminate one 
step within the call transfer process, thereby saving precious time needed to extinguish a fire or 
provide life-saving care to a patient.  

A second benefit would arise during a period of particularly high call volume or a major incident 
when resources are stretched to their maximum. As designed, the adopted model would allow 
for more effective communication from dispatcher to dispatcher and a level of cross-training that 
would permit each discipline to provide the other with support. Cross-training also provides for 
increased staffing and scheduling flexibility. 

These enhancements will cost more money. However, the final consolidation model is expected 
to result in more, well-trained dispatchers, supervision, and technology, as well as better career 
paths to aid in retention. Most importantly, the new 9-1-1 consolidated system will focus on the 
safe and expedient response needs of the community.  

Consultant Report 

In November of 2013, Barry Luke of LDR Government Solutions, LLC was engaged as a 
consultant to review existing public safety communications consolidation work plans and 
reports, interview key stakeholders, and provide the City of Santa Monica with a written report 
on existing conditions, recommendations, and best practices.  

The following was captured from his Executive Summary: 

In conclusion, the City has selected a viable and appropriate course of action for 
consolidation of the public safety communications function. If the project is 
implemented based on best practices and accepted standards the City should see a 
significant increase in the level of efficiency and coordination with its public safety 
agencies and first responder partners.  

Questions #6 - Failure to staff the specialized aircraft rig near Santa Monica airport 24/7 

As noted within the question, the Santa Monica Airport is not an indexed, Part 139 airport that 
requires specific aircraft rescue or firefighting equipment. However, the SMFD currently 
maintains one primary and one reserve Aircraft Rescue Fire Fighting (ARFF) crash unit for 
response to the airport and surrounding properties. The apparatus is cross-staffed with 
personnel from Fire Station #5. The ARFF equipment and training is funded through the City’s 
General Fund.  

When the specialized unit was first placed in service in 1989, it was determined that the risk, call 
volume, and relative location to other response vehicles did not warrant a full-time, dedicated 
firefighter to staff the ARFF (AR5). While this remains the case today, some consideration has 
been given to moving the hazardous materials driver and apparatus from Station 3 to Station 5, 
allowing for a more dedicated training and response effort. 

 AR5 Unit Activity Report (1-1-2013 to 6-23-2014) 

o Of the 29 calls for service, one resulted in an aircraft related accident 
o On September 29, 2013, a twin-engine Cessna Citation business jet that had just 

landed veered off the runway and crashed into a hangar, causing the hangar to 
collapse. SMFD response time: 2 minutes, 5 seconds (far below the NFPA 1710 
response guidelines) 

o Response personnel made a remarkable fire stop, but were unable to save the 
four passengers  

http://santamonicafire.org/Content.aspx?id=11306
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 On August 29, 2011, a student pilot operating a small plane crashed into a home at 21st 
Street and Navy Street after take-off. SMFD response time: 4 minutes, 50 seconds 
(within NFPA 1710 response guidelines) 

In Summary 

 The Santa Monica Fire Department (SMFD) is a progressive, well-staffed and equipped 
organization that, according to the Insurance Services Organization (ISO), is ranked 
among the top 1% of all fire departments nationwide.  

 Due to gradual increases in annual call volume the department has been actively 
engaged in a process of evaluating existing resources, creating efficiencies, and 
integrating new technology. 

 These efforts have resulted in a considerable number of capital purchases in equipment 
and apparatus and have culminated in a plan that, if approved, will result in the addition 
of a number of SMFD full-time employees.  

 There are absolutely no plans to cut service levels. 

 Tiered dispatch (using a conservative EMS dispatch protocol) is being considered as 
part of an effort to add additional resources to our existing response model. This, to 
ensure that the right response personnel are dispatched on the right call, on the most 
appropriate response vehicle. 

 Promotions are managed from inside the City and hiring from the outside is the 
exception not the rule.  

 Due to privacy rights, the City of Santa Monica cannot discuss individual personnel 
complaints. However, it should be clear that no harassment or ageism was found as a 
result of the investigation.  

 The Santa Monica Airport is not an indexed, Part 139 Airport requiring special aircraft 
rescue or firefighting equipment. While the SMFD has two specialized crash rescue 
apparatus, response times have remained within industry standards, and the department 
has chosen not to staff them 24-hours a day a dedicated firefighter. 

 The final staffing recommendations will be provided to the City Manager in time for 
presentation to Council during the mid-year budget process in January of 2015.  

Final Thought 

In closing, members of the SMFD are fortunate to have had the continued support of both City 
Staff and Council. As Fire Chief, I believe that maintaining that trust is dependent on an ability 
and willingness to develop our members, remain good stewards, and ultimately provide the best 
possible customer service to our citizens and guests.  

Such a commitment necessitates that this organization do more than simply measure itself 
against the best our profession has to offer; it requires that we continually scan the landscape of 
business and industry in order to find those nuggets that reinforce our desire to be the best. This 
will require proper inclusion, discernment, and at times, courage, for change can be difficult.  

With that said, I would place the passion and dedication of our Santa Monica Firefighters 
against any other agency in the country – period. Their actions are unquestionably driven by a 
sincere desire to serve our community well.  

Once again, thank you for the opportunity to respond to these very important inquiries; I am 
available by phone or email if there are any additional questions. 
 

 Scott Ferguson, Fire Chief 
Santa Monica Fire Department 
Scott.ferguson@smgov.net 
310-458-8661 


