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Date: May 26, 2015 

   

To:  Mayor and City Council  

From:  Dennis J. Downs, Interim Fire Chief 

Subject: Rescue Ambulance Pilot Program Deployment Status 

 

Introduction 

On January 27, 2015 Council approved adding 6.0 Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) 

firefighter paramedic positions to the Fire Department’s Suppression and Rescue 

Division.  The additional FTEs were added to allow for full-time staffing of one rescue 

ambulance (RA) with 2 paramedics, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week as a pilot program 

projected to be implemented in July 2015.  Due to staffing shortages within the Fire 

Department, implementation of the pilot program will not begin until fall 2015.     

 

Background  

Over the past two years, the Fire Department’s organizational framework and 

deployment protocols have been under review to assess the ongoing effectiveness of 

the existing response model against a number of emerging challenges, including the 

arrival of light rail, increased traffic congestion and a steady rise in call volume. In 2014, 

the SMFD was dispatched to 14,207 calls for service, nearly 80% of which were related 

to Emergency Medical Services (EMS). This represents an increase of 7.6% in EMS 

and 5.8% in total call volume over the previous year. The trend is illustrative of a 

gradual increase over the past decade, while staffing levels have remained relatively the 

same. 

 

While fire and medical response remains at the core of the Department’s mission, 

consideration was also given to the City’s ability to provide other essential services such 
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as fire inspections, pre-fire plans, and maintaining an environment that promotes 

ongoing training and professional development for all Department personnel.  

 

As part of the review, a number of staffing and response options were considered using 

available call data, local demographics, contemporary trends, industry standards and 

other models used by comparable departments. The result of the assessment 

concluded that additional sworn and civilian personnel were needed.  

 

On January 27, 2015 Council approved adding a total of 7.75 FTE positions to the Fire 

Department.  As noted, the Suppression and Rescue Division received 6.0 FTE 

firefighters for full-time staffing of one RA with two firefighter paramedics, 24 hours a 

day, 7 days a week. This additional resource augments the current delivery system and 

deployment model and works towards reducing response times, improving customer 

satisfaction, and increasing unit response reliability.   

 

Discussion 

Pilot Deployment 

Under the Pilot Program, the rescue ambulance will only respond to emergency (lights 

and sirens) medical incidents within Engine 2’s response district (roughly south of 

Olympic and west of 14th Street). In the event that an assessment indicates a need for 

only Basic Life Support (BLS), Engine 2 will be placed back in service, leaving patient 

care to the rescue ambulance. In a like manner, if the rescue ambulance arrives on 

scene first and determines that an engine company is not needed, RA personnel can 

elect to cancel the engine company’s response. Given its ability to maneuver through 

congested areas, in addition to Engine 2’s response district, the rescue ambulance will 

also be added to all calls on the Pier. While each unit is similarly staffed with two 

paramedics, the pilot program will leave the engine in service a greater percentage of 

time and available to respond to other calls.  
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Delay in Deployment  

The pilot RA program was scheduled to begin with the new fiscal year in July 2015; 

however, due to staffing shortages within the Department it is not anticipated to be 

operational until fall 2015.  Just last month, the Fire Department graduated six new 

firefighters from the training academy that filled six existing vacancies in the 

Suppression and Rescue Division. Additionally, the Department has six firefighters 

currently attending paramedic school for the required nine months of intensive training 

that has limited the ability to staff the new RA.      

 

A new academy with an additional six recruits is scheduled to begin on August 3, 2015; 

these new recruits will be in the training academy until October 24, 2015.  Once the 

recruits have graduated the academy, the department will have the sufficient number of 

trained personnel to allow for the deployment of the RA.  Additionally, the Department is 

in the process of acquiring the equipment necessary for deployment. 

 

Performance measures that include unit availability, unit response times, and number of 

concurrent calls will be used to regularly evaluate the effectiveness of the RA pilot 

program. By establishing a benchmark for response with a single ALS unit as it is 

currently configured, the pilot will provide experience and data to make better informed 

management decisions on how best to deploy additional staffing resources. 

 

Prepared By: Terese Toomey, Principal Administrative Analyst  

 

  


