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Synopsis:

No large city ever confronted the challenge Scottsdale, Arizona, faced on Nov. 13, 2003. 

The city’s long-time, privately-contracted fire department, Rural Metro Corp.,  suddenly announced it was ending service to this city of more than 220,000 and 185 square miles.  The announcement came only months after a citizens’ panel had made recommendations to upgrade fire services and citizens had voted decisively against a switch to a city-operated department.  

Scottsdale had 19 months to make the transition to a new city department, hire more than 250 personnel, bring its operations and equipment up to higher standards, determine how to dispatch the newly-formed department and, most important, win the confidence of its citizens.

Fire Chief William McDonald, who came from the Fremont, Calif. Fire Department to lead the Scottsdale transition, will lead this presentation.  Brad Hartig, Scottsdale’s general manager for Information Systems, will be available to cover the technical aspects of the transition – from the deployment of state-of-the-art mapping systems to the installation of a new radio system.  

Nearly every department of Scottsdale’s government was affected by the transition in some way.  For example, Human Resources had to gear up to hire and train hundreds of new personnel, the Purchasing Division hurried to procure new equipment, Financial Services handled budgeting and accounting details and the City Attorney’s Office handled complex new intergovernmental agreements and contracts.  Scottsdale’s City Council supported the effort from the beginning and helped ease any public concerns about the process.

On midnight on July 1, 2005, Scottsdale took direct control of its fire and emergency medical response services for the first time in its 54-year history.  Everything worked!

In the end, Scottsdale learned an immensely valuable lesson about cooperation, collaboration and organizational transformation.  Launching a new fire department under deadline pressure gave Scottsdale a renewed appreciation for the power of teamwork.

Components of the Presentation

The following narrative answers most of the questions posed in the application and provides a sample of the issues covered in the presentation.

No large city ever confronted the challenge Scottsdale, Arizona, faced on Nov. 13, 2003. 

The city’s contract fire department suddenly announced it was ending service – six months after an election where voters supported a continuation of the contract service.

The Rural/Metro Corp. was more than just a fire service in Scottsdale -- it was a local institution. The firm had grown up with the former farming hamlet, serving it years before incorporation in 1951.  Since that time, Scottsdale has matured into one of the nation’s most desired places to live and vacation and Rural/Metro has evolved from a single truck to a multinational corporation.

But after weathering the election, Rural/Metro officials refocused the company away from fire service toward its ambulance business. 

City officials would have 19 months to staff, train and equip a city-operated department to serve the needs of 220,000 residents and more than 7 million visitors a year. Fire services calls averaged 60 a day in 2004 and the city’s annual fire budget was $24 million.

It would take an investment of more than $6 million to make the transition and additional investments to upgrade systems to provide state-of-the-art fire and other emergency services.

An entirely new communications network was needed to serve a community sprawling across 185 square miles of both city streets and rugged desert terrain. A cadre of human services staff had to develop a process to recruit, test and hire more than hundreds of skilled professionals. The list of “to dos” literally stretched longer than the city’s north-south borders – six miles of fire hose had to be installed on dozens of vehicles and more than 36 miles of communications cable had to be strung through the new department’s headquarters and other facilities.

And the new department needed a chief.

William McDonald, 48, had not sought this challenge. He was happy with his previous job as fire chief of Fremont, Calif.  Scottsdale City Manager Jan. Dolan had worked with McDonald in California and contacted him for advice on forming Scottsdale’s department.  The next thing he knew, she was offering him the job.

The opportunity to build a new department from the ground up was too good to pass up.

McDonald had the vision … and the clock was ticking.

“The community had come to expect excellence,” he said. “Assisting the city of Scottsdale in creating our own fire department presented the opportunity to build a world class service organization and a once-in-a lifetime experience.”

Scottsdale didn’t exactly start from scratch. The city had, through the years, acquired the fire stations and the large “rolling stock” of engines and other vehicles operated by Rural/Metro. Those would form the foundation of the Scottsdale Fire Department.

But who would man those trucks and how they would communicate were huge questions. Mediocrity was not an option, said McDonald. He was determined to make the Scottsdale Fire Department a model for others to emulate.

He devised a series of physical and practical skill tests to ensure the men and women who donned the department’s uniform were top-notch. Before making a hire, McDonald interviewed each applicant to ensure they shared his vision of fire service and fit the culture of the Scottsdale organization. 

Most of Scottsdale’s firefighters transferred directly from Rural/Metro, where they had spent years serving and learning the community. But dozens of others were drawn from departments as far away as Florida and New York. All understood and embraced this unique opportunity and challenge.

“I grew up in Scottsdale, and now I’m raising my own family here,” says Firefighter Jeff Abts.  “I served the community for 28 years as a firefighter with Rural Metro.  I was thrilled when the city brought in a well-respected chief to lead the department, and especially enjoyed the opportunity to interview with him as part of the hiring process.  Because of his leadership, there has been a major improvement in the quality of service that we are providing to our customers.”

Filling the ranks with qualified firefighters wasn’t McDonald’s only challenge during the months leading up to July 1. Under Rural/Metro, Scottsdale did not participate in an automatic mutual aid system or a regional dispatch center shared by most Phoenix metro fire departments.

McDonald forged the relationships with other departments and shepherded the mutual aid and communication contracts through the city’s approval process. Scottsdale became a member of the regional team. 

Meanwhile, McDonald was working with the city’s IT staff to upgrade the fire department’s communications system to accommodate GPS mapping and other state-of-the-art technology.

That required new infrastructure -- from engine laptops and radios to communication towers to be built within Scottsdale’s rugged desert wilderness.

Mother nature and Arizona’s wild past did not always cooperate.

 The department had to delay construction of a tower several months waiting for a family of owls to leave their nest.  A few weeks before the department’s launch, workers found a pile of live dynamite during installation of a tower. 

In all, six new towers, 130 portable radios and 70 vehicle radios had to be purchased and installed at a cost of $3.5 million.

The frenetic last days of the transition included a down-to-the-wire wait for “turnout” gear, the head to toe protective clothing firefighters wear when battling a blaze. The boots, coats and helmets arrived just in time -- firefighters were taking the gear out of boxes and trying it on for size the night before they went live.

Similar to a symphony, the eclectic moving parts came together in an emotional crescendo during a swearing-in ceremony on the evening of June 30. Decked out in their new navy blue Class C uniforms, firefighters marched on stage to shake McDonald’s hand, receive their badge and become a part of Scottsdale’s family.

“It was so important to us to have a ceremony for the community, our families and friends and especially to have all department members there together to celebrate our history,” said McDonald. “That was made possible because of our automatic aid partners to whom we are forever grateful.”

Departments from Phoenix, Tempe and other Valley cities covered Scottsdale while its new firefighters were being sworn into service. Not everything went smoothly during those last hours of transition.

At midnight, as the news media camped out at stations and a community looked on, firefighters at stations across Scottsdale took off their Rural/Metro T-shirts and donned the more formal Scottsdale Fire Department uniform.

They didn’t have to wait long for action. At 12:15 a.m. on July 1st, a call came in to station 601 from the regional dispatch center. A Scottsdale resident was having difficulty breathing.

An engine responded and rendered aid. The Scottsdale Fire Department was born.     

To commemorate the occasion, Scottsdale held community open houses at all 13 of its fire stations on Saturday, July 2. It was an opportunity for citizens to meet their firefighters, tour the stations and receive information on drowning and fire prevention, plus other safety issues.

There were temporary tattoos and fire hats for the kids, free cookies and bottled water. Several hundred residents braved the desert heat for a peak at the nation’s newest fire department.

A lot had changed in 19 months – but not the community’s faith in its fire service. As America prepared to celebrate its birthday, Scottsdale was looking to the future and the start of a new tradition.

