When the Whining and the Wish List 
No Longer Work,
Try a real Strategic Management Plan
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The City of Yuma Fire Department has used strategic planning for years; however, the plans created in the past were little more than “wish lists.”   Select staff came together once every five years to represent their disciples and areas of interests.  The gloves usually came off about halfway through the process as each fought over a piece of the organizational pie.  The loudest voices usually prevailed and a fat document was created full of new and wonderful stuff to purchase.   The book was printed, bundled, and delivered to each fire station where it was ceremonially placed on a high shelf and never a page was turned.  

At the start of our latest planning process, Fire Officials realized that what occurred in the past was not Strategic Planning at all.  While the Fire Department boasted of a good cross section of the rank and file represented, in the end, only a few voices were actually heard.  In the past, what was addressed were only the issues that needed to grow the individual divisions within the department in size and number to keep up with the ever growing city but seldom a thought beyond the division level and the next budget year.  

Fire officials needed to focus less on material resources and more on our human resources.  This new plan would shift the focus to our most critical resources, our people, using the tools learned from De Bono: Directed Attention and Lateral Thinking.
The Fire Department, with the help of a moderator, narrowed the Strategic Focus Points down from a list of over one hundred elements to just four: 

· Succession Planning:  The work needed to prepare our staff to take on the leadership of the organization.

· Service Delivery:  The continuous improvement of the Fire Department’s ability to respond to emergencies effectively and prevent the loss of life and property.

· Culture:  The maintenance and improvement of strong ties to the community and an ongoing commitment to the core values of the department.

· Excellence:  A commitment to continual process improvement of the organization through the use of quality indicators and continued participation with the accreditation process.

A simple format was used in the development of the plan.  The team simply listed “What Success Looks Like” and “What Gets Measured.”   A separate spreadsheet assigns and tracks the responsible individual for each element with expected target dates along with additional direction.  There can be no success without personal responsibility.

This new Strategic Plan has been embraced by the rank and file, as it focused on what is important.  The organization agreed that the following should not only be printed in the document but made a part of the culture as well

· Customer Service:  This is a commitment that required more than just an honorable mention but would be proven by a standard of measurement.  
· Risk Management: The risks we are sometimes required to take required a serious and difficult conversation. It was decided that we will calculate the risk against two measuring factors:  Is there a reasonable chance of success? And, is what we are trying to save worth the risk we are taking? 
· Responsibility:  Those that are put in charge of our most precious resources, our people, are held to the highest standard of excellence.  It is their responsibility to develop subordinates for both the jobs they are assigned as well as the jobs to which they will be promoted.  Most importantly, superiors are responsible for the safety of the individuals under their leadership.

· Organizational Discipline:  We do dangerous work.  The organization has a structure designed to do this work safely and effectively.  Everyone must recognize and respect this structure.  It is further understood that those in positions of authority will use it solely to protect those in their charge.
· The Basics:  Success depends on how practiced and prepared we are.

· Having Fun:  The job is full of stress.  Our members are called to help people who might be having the worst day of their lives.  We see the worst of the worst, pain and suffering, human tragedy beyond explanation.  It is important to enjoy the good times and to support each other during the bad. 

The City of Yuma Fire Department, due to the remote location of community, is a “stand alone” fire and emergency service provider.  The next major city, capable of providing assistance, is more than an hour away.  This fact alone requires fire officials to plan in great detail for every possible emergency.  Not unlike most cities, Yuma has commercial rail, Interstate highways, and two major military bases with one of the countries longest military runways.  What is unique is our proximity to a porous border with Mexico.   This causes Yuma to strategically plan for a host of other calls for our service to include health concerns as well as national security threats.  While Yuma is off the beaten path, it is a model community exercising extraordinary planning.
The coming together of performance measurement, strategic planning and Dr. DeBono’s thinking innovations is what got us to look beyond the wish list and create a plan that anchors our department in the few essential focuses we need to move forward. 
Components of Your Presentation

Innovation/Creativity:  
1. How did you encourage creativity in order to generate solution? 
2. How did your program/concept stretch or improve the boundaries or ordinary government operations?  
3. 
From the very beginning of the planning process it was discussed by the team that the previous strategic plans and the models used were too rigid and could be accused of following a “chain of command” in the development of the issues.  It was decided to incorporate the de Bono Thinking Systems™ to assist in the development and the shaping of a strategy.  The thinking tools created an open and honest atmosphere where ideas could be freely expressed and explored. The system kept the multi-rank group on track and allowed for creativity and freedom of expression.
The use of the de Bono Thinking System™ created a team without the traditional boundary of rank.  There was an empowerment from the beginning that the solutions for many of the problems were best found at the lowest positional level of the organization.  

4. Were new technologies necessary and what methods and/or applications did you incorporate?  
While many budgets in government are now overrun with technology, this project was considered a “Technology Free Zone.”  An old fashioned expression of ideas and consensus around a conference table was the method used. If innovative thinking methods can be thought of as technology we can say that we used this technology of a modern thinking system to create our plan. 
5. Was an outside consultant used?

An outside graphic artist and printer were used for the final product.

Citizen Outcomes:  
1. What customer needs and expectations were identified and fulfilled?  
2. How did your initiative improve access to your government?  
3. How has the health of your community improved as a result?

Each identified Strategic Focus in the Strategic Plan centers on a spirit and commitment to “Excellent Customer Service.”   As one would expect in the business of providing emergency services to the public, customer focus is paramount.  The team discussed at great length the standards that our customers measure us against:  Did we get there quickly?  Did we care about their problem?   From there it was decided that we measure ourselves by asking:  Were we prepared?  Did we do our best?  

As a result of creating this organizational discipline, our customers enjoy an improved level of service and access to local government.

Applicable Results and Real World Advice:  
1. What are the applications you could share that would be of value to another local government?  
2. What are the results/outcomes?  
Each of the four Strategic Focus areas has celebrated positive outcomes since the inception of the plan.  Succession Planning has met its initial goal through the successful completion of professional development academies.  The Engineers academy will, this month, graduate a dozen qualified driver/operators to fill the cadre list and prepare for the next promotion.  A fire Captains academy graduated this year six qualified company officer candidates and three personnel graduated from Texas A&M’s Battalion Chief Academy.

In the area of Service Deliver Yuma Fire has the State of Arizona’s highest save ratio in witnessed heart attacks.  Yuma’s numbers are twice that of the rest of the state.  In fact, if your heart stops beating in the City of Yuma, you have twice the chance of survival as anywhere else in the State.

As a result of our attention to Culture Yuma Fire has become more involved with community service organizations providing a hands-on approach meeting the community needs while working with Habitat for Humanity, the Red Cross, and the Salvation Army bringing provisions for the most vulnerable among us, the very old and the very young.

Our best measure for a positive result in Excellence is the fact that the City of Yuma Fire Department, as of August 2008, has been re-accredited for the next five years by the Commission on Fire Accreditation International.  A prize enjoyed by only 130 fire departments world wide.

3. If performance measures were used, please describe those results.
The plan is rooted in a simple and powerful use of performance measures. Each strategic focus is clarified by a list of no more than seven quantifiable goals. The goals are communicated to the organization by first letting everyone know what success looks like and second what gets measured. These have turned out to be very effective ways of letting everyone in our organization know what our plan is and how we will define progress. 










