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Almost two years ago, W3
fire departments serving

three small California towns- ‘

authority. The result has
been better service,
reduced costs, and lower

By Tracy Salcedo L
Staff Assistant/Public Information
Officer =~ "0

Ross Valley Fire Departrent
San Anselmo, California

The communities of Sag Anselmo,
Fairfax, and Sleepy Hollow nestle in
the grassy hills of the upper Boss
Valley in Muarin County, just noerth

and for Fairfex}.-Oo—July 1, 1382, -

these two departments merged to be-
come the Ross Valley Fire Authority.

The old San Anselmo Fire Depart-
ment protected the town of San An-
selmo and contracted service to the
Sleepy Hollow Fire Protection Dis-
trict, an unincorporated community
bordeting Saa Anselmo. The depart-
rent consisted of two chief officers,
& staff assistant, 18 paid Grefighters,
and 18 volunteers working out of two
stations. The response area covered
45 squwe miles and consisted of
commercial and residential property
23 well as wildland.

The Fuairfax Fire Department was
responsible for 25 square miles of
similar terrain immediately to the
west of San Anselmo. It operated a

. single fire station ‘with a totsl of six
paid firefichters, 15 volunteers, a fire
muarshal, and a fire chief,

Since the incorporation of both
towns in the eardy 1900s, fire service
has been provided in this manner.
Beginning in January 1981, at the re-
qQuest of the Faurfax-San Anselmo
Council-Administrative Committee,
which consists of one council mem-
berfromeldltownp{mthetw
town sdministrators, the fire chiefs

>

merged into one overall fire

arranTraetrro-wet Fairfax began to
“Teview ways to cooperatively provide
fire protection to the two towns,
Although the formal request to
evaluate alternstive concepts of fire

© service delivery eventually came

777 spomse to the stated desires

from administration, the members of

" the two fire departments had been

considering merger before that. ‘Dur-
ing the latter part of 1980, in re-
of fire
department persoane!, Fairfax Chief

:-fGeorgeHctumA,Sanmdmo&icf

Bob Beedls, and San Ansdmo's As-
sistant Chief Rick Mollenkopt began

- expanding the limited automatic re-

sponse procedures of the two  fire
departmeuts.. i

As & way of compiling the data re-
‘quested by the council-edministrative
committee, the chicfc initiated a for-
mal joint response to afl reported
fires {structural and

duct joint training cessions (indluding

Tamiliarization drills) and joint
staff/personnel meetings, During
these meetings, they discussed and
evaluated policies, procedures,
methods, and concerns in implement-
ing a cooperative fire protection
effort,

Based on the results of this experi-
mcntinjointnspons-elndtmmng' ing,
both the fire sdministrators and the
firefighters concluded that merger of
the two departments would be the
most productive and acceptable
means of providing fire tervice.

"One of the major reasons the
wrerger of the two departments has
been 80 successful is because the per-
sonnel of both departments wanted
to combine forces. Without this
agreement from within, the merger
.never would have worked. As it is,

the firefighters—paid and volun- -

teer—do not consider themselves
merely colleagues; their working con-

- ditions and the proximity of the ju-

risdictions have inspired a rea! cama-
raderie. They have become friends,
both on and off _duty. While the

- chiefs were exploring other avenues

" of providing comprehensive fire pro-

Fric (’/““fj Mol o

tection, as requested by the council-
inistrative committee, the fire-
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fighters wanted

p\’t’p&.l’td

merger mod were
to work toward that end.

chiefs were to ex.
plore other altermatives for increassd
protection, indluding: . .

O The iﬂmﬁoﬂ of the two dep&rt_
menty into one cohenive umit

O Full automatic aid/joint

by two teparate departments {bath
departmments would initially respond
to all reported fires)

O Modified or limited wutomatic ajd

(joint response restricted to selected
buildings end wildland situations
that presented & significant fire
potential)
© Mutual aid only (resporae provid-
ed ouly on request of the Jurisdiction
m which the incident ocourred)
During the tria] period begun in
February 1981, it became even more
spparent to members of the two fire
departments that the first alternative
w21 the most economically and func.
tionally feasible. It was also recognir-
ed that a complete justification
would have to be provided to the re.
spective town councils to back up
this belief that full merger was the
best way to go. )
the two chiefs prepared docauznents
and made presentations elaborating
on the practical advantages of merg-
er. They cted the § ding retire-
ment of Fairfax Chief George Hette-
ma, which .meant that duplicative
sdministrative functions would be
eliminated through attriion, with a
commenserate savings in xalary.

Munagement responsibilities coudd be - -

adequately handled by Beedle and
Molleakopt, .

They also cited the increased Level
of service to both towns. For & com-
parsble cost, engine response o &
fire in San Anselmo would incresse
from two to three apparatus, and in
Fairfax, from one to three. They
pomted out that a larger department
would realize cavings because it
could purchese in quantity, thereby
achieving economy of scale.

For the chiefs, this economy of
scale, reductivn in -administrative
staff, and increased protection, cou-

« pled with a gusrantee from the In-
© surance Services Office that the in-
Z surance rating for San Anselmo
. Yould be reduced from 4 to 3 and for

Fairfax, from § to 3°(with commensu-

rate savings to business and propesty -

owners), was nfficient justification
for the respective town councils.
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E{nw could they poemibly tumn down
.. :tcommcndxtmﬂ that would pro-

'_ ‘vide better service for the same or
" léxs cost?

Surprisingly—or maybe not—there
was oppositioa to the plan. A couple
of members of the Fairfax Town

Coundl felt that the individuality of

their town would be lost by assimila-
tion into the larger community of
San Anselmo. They did ot want to
fose autonomy or sovercignty for ei-
ther Fexrfax or Saen Anselmo. Fairfax
Mayor Frank Egger epestheaded an
antimerger (mmpaign that attacked
every aspect of the propossl, from
the “alleged™ monetary savings to
the loss of the Fairfar fire chief posi-
tioq, which theyxaid woald be detri-
mental not only to the fire service
but to-the “total town operation.” . -

The fire- ‘chiefs- were prepared to

Tebat these charges Their documen- -

tation clearly-showed that what. the
ctivens of both commumities wanted
was improvement in the fire service,
whether there were concomitant fis-
cal savings or pot. .

In the -end,-the citizens of Fairfax,
after hearing the chiefs discuss the
positive aspects and Mayor Egger
the negative ramifications of merger,
decided they wanted three-engine re-
sponses, reduced costs, and the lower.
1SO reting. Support for the merger
st numerous public hearings was en-
thusiastic. The small group of dissen-
ters was rebuffed, end council ap-
proval was granted. There never was
any opposition in San Anselmo,
whose town coundl readily granted
approvel.

A fire board consisting of two
members from the San Aanselmo
Town Council, two members from
the Fairfex Town Council, and one
member from the Sleepy Hollow Fire

Protection "District  wes established -

to dversee the operations of the new
Ross Valley Authority.

A few problems and disagreements
surfaced within and between depart-
ments, such as what color the new
fire apparatus should be painted, and
what color uniforms firefighters
should wear on duty. But the per-
sonnel exhibited di and good
taste in deciding the outoome of such
migor skirmishes, which mnever
threatened the impending merger.

So on July 1, 1982, without fanfare
but for a comment from the staffoas-
sistant that che would have to start
using the new lettetheads, the Ross
Valley Fire Authority went into serv-
ice. The department looks forward to
many years of service as an innova-
tive fire department in Mazin Coun-
ty and in the state of California, &
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