The Impetus for change
By: Azarang (Ozzie) Mirkhah, P.E., EFO, CBO

In the October 6, 2006, Department of Homeland Security (DHS) press release titled “America’s Firefighters to Receive $485 Million in Grants” it was indicated that through their Fiscal Year 2006 Assistance to Firefighters Grant (AFG), a total of $485 million will be awarded to nearly 5,000 fire-related organizations nationwide.  It was also mentioned that “Since 2001, the AFG has provided $2.4 billion in grants to fire departments and first responder organizations for response equipment, personal protective equipment, vehicles, and fire prevention activities. DHS received more than 18,000 applications for nearly $2.5 billion in grant requests in FY 2006.”

Needless to say continuation of the federal fire grants is indeed great news for us in the fire service.  I believe that it is of utmost importance for us to realize that many of our brightest, determined, and most dedicated fire service leaders, fought tirelessly for very many years, to establish the federal fire grant program.  And their efforts should be applauded even more, once we recognize that, year after year, they still step up to the plate for us, and fend off the very many opponents that seek elimination of the federal fire grant program.  Although, federal fire grants are a far cry from the systematic sustained funding, that fire service needs to improve our service delivery; still, we do definitely need this continued governmental support to be able to better protect our local communities. 
There is also a world of information in these few simple sentences that I believe deserve our serious attention and require further analysis.  With the very first glance, this shows that the fire service in our country is so desperately under-resourced at the local levels that we need to rely so heavily on the federal government subsidies to provide for the sorely needed local resources. 
Last year alone, we requested $2.5 billion which was a tad more than the total of $2.4 billion that we received for all of the previous years since 2001 combined.  Also, this year’s $485 million grant will only provide for about 20% of the total $2.5 billion we have requested in our fire grant applications.  And only 5,000 fire related organizations out of the total of 18,000 fire grant applicants (only about 28%) would be receiving this year’s fire grants.
It is said that “don’t look a gift horse in the mouth” or “don’t bite the hand that feeds you”.  And one might say that we should still be appreciative of what we get, even though insufficient to provide for the most.  But then, we have been deprived of our most essential needs for so long, that only sustained, systematic, long-term funding at the federal level could assist us in addressing our deficiencies.  Reality is, that lack of sustained systematic funding by the local governments, and the inadequacy of resources available to us at the local level, are the main reasons for the 18,000 fire grant applications seeking the $2.5 billion last year.

But, rather than focusing on the dim view, let’s view this positively, and look at it from the good old fashion American entrepreneurial point of view.  What this press release also shows, is that the demand far exceeds the supply.  From that market driven perspective, the magnitude of the demand, also shows that the market is indeed ready and willing to pay the set price to obtain the much desired product.  That of course, is good news to the suppliers, and signals an important message to them, opportunity.
What opportunities do we have here?  Opportunities for enhancements, improvements and change.  The federal government holds the purse, thus we are all ears.  Through their grants, federal government has an excellent opportunity to be the impetus for change and help the fire service in the long-run.
The federal government has an opportunity to take an in-depth look at the short-comings in the local governments’ planning, service delivery, funding mechanisms, and their emergency response resource management; and through their fire grants, the federal government can indirectly cause positive changes and improvement in the long-run.  After all, the local governments tend to listen to the federal government a tad more attentively; than they would to the emergency response resource planning and funding requests of their own fire chiefs.
This of course, is by no means a new concept.  And using their grants to hold the local governments accountable for implementing improvements, is what the federal government has done quite well through many of their national agencies, such as the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the Federal Highway Administration (FHA), and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), just to name a few.

So if it works well for others, then why not for us?  We should first realize that not only is change not bad; it is absolutely necessary for us.  It is obvious from the above mentioned statistics that the fire service is starved for resources and it’s chronically deprived at the local level.  Thus changing that deficiency could only be good.
It is said, if you really want to help then “don’t give them a fish, but teach them how to fish”.  Yet, we in the fire service may have our eyes on the federal fire grants and hope that the fish keeps on coming year after year.  Some say that “a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush”; and we should be grateful and happy with what little we get; and by all means we should not rock the boat.  I am an optimist in heart, but if history has anything to teach us, unfortunately sooner or later this well could also gradually run dry.  And then what?
Just like the rest of you, I want my federal government to provide their heroes with the much deserved and sorely needed resources.  I am in complete agreement with the Under Secretary for Preparedness, George Foresman’s statement in that press release that “Firefighters are among those on the front lines of our homeland security.  This program gets critically important resources for equipment and training to America’s first responders and supports their continued service to our country.”  But, I also expect the federal government to take us fishing and teach us how to fish, so that we can learn to better provide for our needs at the local level.  That way, if or when the next drought comes, we are better prepared.

I believe that the federal government should assist, yet take appropriate measures, to hold local governments accountable for identifying their local communities’ risks, prepare a comprehensive risk management plan, and provide adequate resources to their local fire departments to mitigate those risks.
This is not a “pie in the sky” concept.  As a matter of fact, this is not a new concept at all.  This concept has its roots in the well-known America Burning report, released back in 1973.  We all need to read that report once more, to refresh our memories.  Chapter 4 of the report is titled “Planning for Fire Protection”, and on page 31, it is stated “we recognize that many local and county governments are financially strapped; they are hard put to provide adequate service for today, much less to plan for better service tomorrow.  They will need help tomorrow to improve fire protection, but they need help today to determine what those improvements should be.”
The 1973 America Burning report talked about the concept of the “Fire Loss Management Plan”.   The report explains:
“Every system has advantages and disadvantages.  No one is motivated to change a system or pattern of behavior when the advantages seem to lie with the status quo and the disadvantages with the contemplated change.  Change toward fire loss management will be attractive only if the rewards of the proposed practices and the penalties of existing practices are seen to outweigh the rewards for existing practices and the penalties associated with change.  If the opposite holds true, then there will be little impetus to move in the direction of loss management.  One of the jobs of the U.S. Fire Administration will be to persuade local governments that the rewards lie in a change toward fire loss management, penalties in the status quo…
The planning we have called for does more than place fire department activities on a rational footing; it requires fire departments to consider means of reducing fire losses beyond mere fire suppression.  It calls for a broader approach, which may require changes in laws and codes as well as increased emphasis on fire prevention and fire safety education by fire departments…
The Commission recommends that the proposed United States Fire Administration provide grants to local fire jurisdictions for developing master plans for fire protection.  Further, the proposed U.S. Fire Administration should provide technical advice and qualified personnel to local fire jurisdictions to help them develop master plans.”

Then the question is, why not use our current federal fire grant mechanism to implement the “Fire Loss Management Plan” that was first talked about back in 1973?  What better way for the federal government to be the impetus for change at the local level, than to use the current federal fire grants that are subsidizing the short-comings of the local government?
Your local bank won’t even lend you a small business loan without a detailed business plan.  Then, strictly from a business point of view, why shouldn’t the federal government expect a business plan of sort, identifying the community’s risk assessment, detailed planning, and enhanced funding mechanism and service delivery, from all the local governments filling for the federal fire grant?  Wouldn’t a detailed “Fire Loss Management Plan” included with the applicants’ federal fire grant applications, be indicative of the local governments’ level of commitment, and an appropriate accountability measure for the federal government?
No, I am not trying to make it more difficult for us all, to receive the much needed federal assistance.  But, just to point out that our deficiencies are at the local levels, and the federal government could be an impetus for change and help us address that deficiency in the long-run.  It is tough love, but love regardless.  And I believe that the federal government’s more stringent requirements could actually help our local governments to be more accountable and better address our needs at the local level.
I am not advocating that the federal government should cut and run and leave us at the poor house again.  We have been there.  And that was the main force behind our long-term fight to establish the federal fire grants in the first place.  All I am saying is that the federal fire grants can be the impetus, for the change at the local levels.  Webster defines impetus as “stimulation or encouragement resulting in increased activity”.   And I believe that through their current fire grant program, the federal government has an opportunity to “stimulate” and “encourage” the local governments to better provide for the majority of the fire departments that don’t receive the much needed federal grants.
Some might say that this measure would be a deterrent, preventing many local jurisdictions in dire need of assistance from even filing their fire grant application.  That might indeed be true in some cases, but we should not generalize.
Fact of the matter is that currently 72% of the applicants are not getting any funding at all.  And big and small, career or volunteer, we all could use that federal assistance.  Thus, with the more stringent requirements, the statistical rejection rates might not change by much.  But then, those  statistical minority of the fire departments, fortunate to receive the federal fire grants, would at least have a better game plan in hand, to enhance their local service delivery and better protecting their public.  And that could encourage the others to aim higher and follow that same success pattern to have a better chance in future.
Then why wouldn’t we in the fire service benefit from having a “Fire Loss Management Plan” in our own local jurisdictions?  Our daily plights of dealing with inadequate resources, and our annual budget battles in our local jurisdictions, attest to the fact that we in the fire service could all benefit from our own local governments being accountable for the long-range planning and providing for our required resources.

On January 9, 2006, International Association of Fire Chiefs (IAFC) released the results of their November 2005 national survey.  The results were listed, and the top three challenges for the fire chiefs were; staffing - 61%; funding - 51%; and increased demand for service - 23%.  These major challenges outlined in the survey, are all the essential elements of each jurisdiction’s risk assessment and comprehensive planning.  These are the types of challenges and long-range planning that must be addressed in the jurisdictions’ “Fire Loss Management Plan”.
The 1973 Commission’s statement “persuade local governments that the rewards lie in a change toward fire loss management, penalties in the status quo “is indicative that the Commission recognized that even if the fire chiefs could come up with the best of game plans, at the end of the day, they are at the mercy of their local politicians and administrative decision makers.  And I believe that was the reason for the 1973 Commission’s statement holding the local government responsible.
The concept of the “Fire Loss Management Plan” back in 1973, was viewed both from improvements in the fire suppression side of our operations, and also, and even more importantly the fire prevention side. As a matter of fact, the jest 1973 America Burning report was that fire service in our country should view fire prevention as a high priority and be proactive rather than reactive.

Today, by requiring the local governments to provide a “Fire Loss Management Plan” with their grant applications, the federal government could have a positive impact and the much needed improvements, on both the fire suppression side and the fire prevention of our operations, all across the country.  How?
First, a quick glance at the fire suppression side of the issue.  A few years back, on June 4, 2003, in his testimony to the U.S. House of Representatives’ Committee on Science, NFPA’s President Jim Shannon stated “our research found that the areas of greatest concern are a shortage of fire stations to provide emergency response times that meet the guidelines of the Insurance Services Office (ISO) and NFPA 1710 and insufficient staffing on responding fire apparatus for safe and effective firefighting inside a building, in accordance with NFPA Standards 1710 and 1720.  Simply stated, at least 65% of our nation's cities and towns don't have enough fire stations to achieve the widely recognized ISO response time guidelines.  Those guidelines recommend that first-call companies in "built upon" areas of the city be located to ensure travel distances within 1½ miles. That guidance is consistent with the requirements of NFPA 1710 that firefighters respond within four minutes, 90% of the time.  However, arriving on scene in time isn't enough if you arrive without the necessary resources to make a difference“. 
The fire service leadership and the federal government are aware that inadequate number of fire stations and insufficient staffing levels does have direct impact on our response times, and significantly increases the total fire fatalities and property loss.  Then, for the sole purpose of reducing our country’s total annual fire loss and fatalities, wouldn’t it make sense for our federal government to require inclusion of the “Fire Loss Management Plan” as a mandatory requirement for all local governments seeking federal fire grants?
Why not have a provision in that “Fire Loss Management Plan” then that would require the local governments applying for the federal fire grant, to implement staffing levels similar to the levels outlined in the NFPA 1710/1720 guidelines, within a certain period of time, let’s say five years for example (similar to the timelines in the SAFER grants), after receiving the federal fire grants?  Wouldn’t that increase the accountability of the local governments in providing for the needs of their own fire departments?
Worst is, that the other 65% fire departments that currently don’t have enough resources to meet the nationally established response time guidelines, would at least have a better chance of holding their own local governments more accountable to meet those national guidelines.  Besides using the fire grants as leverage, how else could the federal government make the local governments more accountable for compliance with the nationally established guidelines?  What would the local fire departments have to lose in having a stronger degree of accountability for their local governments?
We all know that there are a few progressive fire departments and local governments across the country that have already developed a community protection planning process and have a “Fire Loss Management Plan” of sort.  But then the majority of the local governments don’t.  And here is where the federal government could be the impetus for change, and encourage the rest of the local governments and fire departments, to aim higher and develop their jurisdictions’ “Fire Loss management Plan”.

Now, let’s focus on the fire prevention side, which I believe is still the most underappreciated priority for us in the fire service; and where we could have the most significant impact in reducing our fire fatalities and loses.  I believe that similar to the above mentioned example, the federal government could have a provision in their “Fire Loss Management Plan” requirement that would encourage the local governments applying for the fire grants, to adopt a residential fire sprinkler ordinance, within for example five years of receiving the grant, requiring installation of residential fire sprinkler system in all newly constructed houses.

Why not? How else could we take a significant step in reducing our fire fatalities?  In the September 2006 issue of the NFPA Journal, in an article titled “Fire Loss in the United States During 2005”, it is mentioned that “with home fire deaths still accounting for 3,030 fire deaths or 82% of all civilian deaths, fire safety initiatives targeted at the home remain the key to any reductions in the overall fire death toll”.  Also, Home Fire Sprinkler Coalition (HFSC) claims that “installing both smoke alarms and a fire sprinkler system reduces the risk of death in a fire home by 82% relative to having neither”.  Eureka, we have the target in sight.
We should have a provision in the “Fire Loss Management Plan” that would require residential fire sprinkler system in new homes.  Why?  Because, in the long-run that could reduce 80% of our fire fatalities, and also decrease our fire losses.  Currently only 2% of homes in America are protected by residential fire sprinkler systems.  I tend to believe that once the local governments begin developing their local “Fire loss Management Plan”, our batting average could be much better than the current 2%.
It has taken more than 20 years to get the residential fire sprinklers in only 2% of the homes in our country.  Thus, at this rate, without incentives from the federal government, mathematically speaking, we could be well into the next millennium before all the homes in our country are protected by residential fire sprinkler systems.  I believe that if the local governments were at the receiving end of a federal grant for adopting a residential fire sprinkler ordinance, then they won’t as easily capitulate to the pressures from their local home builders associations that oppose residential fire sprinkler systems.
Again, this is not a new concept.  Most of us know about Scottsdale, and their 1984 residential fire sprinkler ordinance.  But since then, there have been many more jurisdictions that have adopted a residential fire sprinkler ordinance.  And there are many more that are currently pursuing such adoptions.  Doesn’t it make good sense for the federal government to encourage the rest of the local governments to step up to the plate and follow the lead of the few progressive jurisdictions that have recognized the importance of fire sprinklers in reducing their fire fatalities?  Remember, that fire sprinklers save firefighters’ lives too.  So, what better way to use federal fire grants, than to save the lives of not only the citizens, but also our own brother and sisters?
The 1973 Commission was fully aware that the main obstacles were at the local government levels.  They knew that they needed strong incentives to leverage change, and that was clear from their statement “change toward fire loss management will be attractive only if the rewards of the proposed practices and the penalties of existing practices are seen to outweigh the rewards for existing practices and the penalties associated with change.  If the opposite holds true, then there will be little impetus to move in the direction of loss management.”
Undoubtedly, the 1973 America Burning report was a major step forward for the fire service to address the fire problem in our country.  The America Burning report led to the Federal Fire Prevention and Control Act of 1974, and to the establishment of the United States Fire Administration.
The 1987 America Burning Revisited report, published almost twenty years ago, indicated that the concept of “Fire Loss Management Plan” never materialized, because “the legislation (PL 93-498) did not provide for grants to fire departments for master planning.”  And even more disappointing, is the statement in the America Burning Recommissioned, 2000 report titled “America at Risk”, indicating “more than one-third of the America Burning’s recommendations have not been implemented and more than half were only partially implemented.  During the intervening 28 years there was no systematic effort to track the implementation of these recommendations.”  They say history is a good teacher.  But then, based on our report cards, we could not really brag about being a bright student, could we?

Just a few months back, on April 21, 2006, Washington Times published an article titled “Homeland Security grants spent on clowns and gym”.  That article was rather misguided and inaccurate in parts, but the reporter was questioning how wisely we have spent our federal fire grants.  Now, if ten years from now we are confronted by other such reporters asking us similar questions, how are we going to answer them?  What do we have to show, if they ask what does America have to show for the billions of dollars that were poured into the federal fire grants?  What are we going to say when asked, why these billions of dollars have not had a small dent on reducing our country’s annual fire fatalities and our total fire property loss?  What tangible results do we have to show for those billions that we have received?  That could happen you know.
Our mission is quite simple, protecting lives and preventing loss.   When asked such questions in future, if we could have solid statistical data that attest to the success of the federal fire grants in assisting us accomplishing our general mission, then we have fended off those misguided attacks.  Statistics such as for example doubling the number of homes with residential fire sprinklers from the current 2% to 4%; reducing the current 3,925 annual civilian fire fatalities by for example 5%; reducing the current 87 annual firefighter fatalities by for example 25%; decreasing the current total annual fire property loss of $14.5 billion by for example 5%.  We could indeed use such statistics to easily silence any critiques, couldn’t we?
Such statistics would prove that the federal fire grant program has indeed been a major success.  It would prove that the annual savings from the decrease of the total annual fire property loss alone would be more than the annual cost of the federal fire grant program.  Do the math, and you will see that even a mere 5% reduction in our current annual total fire property loss of $14.5 billion, would be $725 million, which is more than the $485 million currently allocated for the fire grants.
That would be a good rate of return on the federal fire grants investment, won’t you say?  What better way to insure the continuity of the federal fire grants program, than to have such statistics highlighting our accomplishments, proving that the program is paying for itself?  We need a road map and a game plan of sort to get there though.  And I believe that is how the “Fire Loss Management Plan” could help us at the national level. 
Our own history in the fire service provides us with a wealth of knowledge, and we must use it to address our country’s current fire problem.  In 1973, the Commission was tasked to identify “how should responsibilities for reducing fire losses be distributed among Federal, State and local governments?”  And in their America Burning report, they believed that the “Fire loss Management Plan” could be an answer to our country’s fire problem.  Back in 1973, they had the vision, but not the money to implement those positive changes.  The important question to answer is, now that we have the money in the form of the current federal fire grants, do we have the vision and the will to be the impetus for change?
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