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President’s Message
By: James A. Gray, Jr.

Since 2004, there have been 473 civilian deaths and more than $1.8 billion in property 

damage resulting from fires in the Commonwealth of Virginia. This data, recently released 

by the Virginia Department of Fire Programs, puts into context the magnitude of the fire 

problem faced by Virginia firefighters. I say it is our problem because I think we have a 

fundamental responsibility to do something about it.  My City Manager recently asked me 

to define success for my department, and I can think of only one answer to that question—

reduce or eliminate deaths and property damage resulting from fire. As a matter of fact, that 

goal is stated in our strategic plan.  Based on statistics from the last 5 years, we face an uphill 

battle.

I always cringe when I hear firefighters use the term “aggressive” to describe their fire 

departments or fire companies. It conjures up images of unsafe practices that include rushing 

into burning structures without due regard for established safety practices or a thorough risk 

assessment. Members of my department used to call themselves aggressive firefighters until 

we capped the speeds of our engines and ambulances, instituted mandatory two-in two-out, 

and a 360° review of the structure before entering. I haven’t heard the term used lately, but I 

still think we are doing a pretty good job at extinguishing fires efficiently and effectively in 

our community, while doing it more safely.

I would rather hear the term “aggressive” used to describe our efforts to educate the public about fire safety. This includes 

aggressively educating children about the hazards associated with matches, lighters, and candles; aggressively educating adults about 

the hazards associated with unattended cooking and cigarette smoking; aggressively educating seniors about the importance of smoke 

detectors; and aggressively promoting sprinklers as a means of controlling residential fires in the incipient stage.

I believe the most effective way to attack the residential fire problem is to adopt building code regulations that require sprinklers 

in one- and two-family dwellings. Sprinklers are a proven method of detecting and extinguishing fires in the incipient stage, thereby 

reducing the risk of death and unnecessary property damage. The fire loss in residential occupancies in this country is alarming, and 

manual firefighting methods are not the answer. The way to attack the problem is to limit the fire growth where it occurs in dwellings, 

and we have the technology to do it.  Studies by the U.S. Fire Administration indicate that the installation of residential fire sprinkler 

systems can save thousands of lives, prevent a large portion of injuries, and eliminate hundreds of millions of dollars in property loss. 

The International Code Council agrees and made residential sprinklers mandatory in one- and two-family dwellings in the 2009 ICC 

Residential code.

Unfortunately, not everyone in Virginia agrees that a mandatory code requirement for residential sprinklers is the answer to the 

fire problem. The cost of installing sprinklers in new residential construction raises some concerns for homebuilders and developers. 

They feel a residential sprinkler mandate will increase the overall cost of a home, thereby rendering some segments of the population 

ineligible to qualify for loans and putting home ownership out of reach. Builders cited the potential for pipes installed in attics to 

freeze in colder climates. They also noted that sprinklers can be discharged accidentally, with damaging results. In areas served by 

wells or where water is scarce, the availability of an adequate water supply is another possible problem cited.

These concerns, real or perceived, must be addressed before Virginia can achieve the full benefit of the International Code 

Council’s decision to require residential sprinklers in the 2009 ICC Residential Code. The Virginia Fire Chiefs Association considers 

homebuilders and developers partners in our fight to prevent loss of life and property from the ravages of fires. We support the Virginia 

Residential Sprinkler Coalition’s effort to craft a compromise on this issue that will first and foremost enhance fire safety while giving 

consideration to the needs and concerns of all stakeholders.

In the meantime, let’s adopt an “aggressive” approach to reducing loss of life and property with the tools we have available. Our 

citizens deserve our best efforts to provide the highest level of fire protection today, while we craft new solutions for the future.

“Smoke detectors, paired with residential sprinklers, save lives”
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From The Editor

The October 2008 issue of Commonwealth Chief was the largest 
in VFCA’s 80-year history. It was a remarkable achievement if we 
do say so ourselves, but it's particularly exciting given the economy, 
which has left many magazines struggling. What our continued 
success tells me is that even in the toughest time’s, products can not 
only survive but also thrive-as long as they are useful and relevant. 
And these days, what could be more meaningful to Fire Chiefs and 
other fire department officer’s than a magazine that's all about the 
fire service and the many cutting edge issues facing each of you 
today. For the October 2009 edition we are thrilled to have so many 
pages to devote to the issues affecting every fire department across 
the Commonwealth.

If your organization is anything like most that I am familiar with, 
this is by far the busiest time of year - even more so than the end-of-
year holidays. In addition to the everyday issues we all face, most of 
you are in the first quarter of your new budget year which is always 
a busy time for everyone. Throughout this edition you will find 
cutting edge information regarding progress we are making with the 
residential sprinkler issue, information on lightweight construction 
when it meets up with fire, the added emphasis being placed 
on higher education these days and many more timely articles. 
Hopefully everyone will find this edition to be full of relevant 
information that will help you deal with the issues you face each day 
within your own organization.

If you have thoughts and ideas that you would like to see featured 
please fee free to let us know

Bill Smith, Editor
bsmith@vfca.us

Three Cheers…
Our Executive Director reports he has received several phone calls 
regarding our Commonwealth Chief  magazine.

• The first one was from Gary Briese, former IAFC Executive 
Director. He advised Jimmy that the magazine is getting better 
and better with each issue. He also reported that he took the 
April edition to the Colorado Fire Chiefs meeting and told 
them that the VFCA magazine was the benchmark for state fire 
chief’s magazines.

•      The second call was from a local business person that just 
happened to read the magazine on our website and called to 
comment on how professional it and the website was. She also 
indicated she was interested in advertising on the web as well 
as the magazine and possibly at the conference.

• Lastly, we received a call from a company in Vermont that was 
very impressed with our 2009 conference and the conference 
brochure. We had sent her a copy of the April edition of the CC 
and she immediately signed up to advertise in the magazine for 
one full year, starting with the July edition.

By The Numbers
5 – 20%
The percentage each year of 
Americans who get the flu

FALL FLU SEASON is just about upon us, and it’s complicated 
this year by the presence of a new concern - swine flu. This past 
June, the World Health Organization declared the swine flu outbreak 
a pandemic. As the virus - also called novel influenza A or H1N1 - 
spread throughout the world, the race began to develop a vaccine, 
which may be ready as early as late fall.

A presidential advisory panel recently reported that the H1N1 virus, 
could infect between 30 and 50% of the American population and 
could lead 90,000 deaths this fall and winter.  Is your organization 
prepared for an H1N1 Flu outbreak? 

So what’s your best course of action? Protect yourself from the 
seasonal flu by getting a regular vaccination as soon as it’s available, 
says Dr. Beth P. Bell, associate director for epidemiology science at 
the National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases. 
Also check with your doctor to see if a swine flu vaccine is available 
and if you are among those recommended to get one. 

Seasonal influenza alone causes widespread illness and, on average 
36,000 deaths a year. For the most current information about H1N1 
and seasonal flu, check out pandemicflu.gov and cdc.gov/flu.

To prevent spreading any type of flu: 

• Cover your mouth when you cough or sneeze.

• Wash your hands frequently with soap and water.

• Avoid touching your eyes, nose, or mouth whenever possible.

• Stay home if your child or you are sick to avoid spreading it to 
others.
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INFLUENZA FACTS
What is influenza?
Influenza is commonly referred to as “the flu.” It is a viral infection of 
the lungs. There are two main types of influenza virus, A and B. Each 
type includes many different strains that tend to change each year.

When does influenza occur?
Influenza occurs most often in the late fall and winter months.

Who gets influenza? How is it spread?
Anyone can get influenza, but it is most serious in the elderly, in people 
with chronic illnesses (such as lung disease, heart disease, cancer, or 
diabetes) or those with weak immune systems. Influenza spreads very 
easily, usually through contact with droplets from the nose and throat 
of an infected person during coughing and sneezing.

How soon after exposure do symptoms appear? What are the symptoms 
of influenza?
Symptoms usually appear 1 to 3 days after exposure. Influenza 
symptoms can include a sudden onset of headache, fever, chills, cough, 
sore throat and body aches. Diarrhea and vomiting are not common. 
Although most people are ill for less than a week, some people have 
complications and may need to be hospitalized.

How is influenza diagnosed and treated?
Some laboratory tests are available to diagnose influenza; however, 
doctors usually diagnose influenza from the person’s symptoms. 
Rest, liquids and over-the-counter medicine (e.g., acetaminophen 
[Tylenol]) are the usual treatments. Some prescription drugs may 
prevent or reduce the severity of influenza. Aspirin should not be 
given to children with influenza because of the possibility of causing a 
complication called Reye syndrome.

How long can a person spread influenza?
The contagious period varies, but probably begins the day before 
symptoms appear and extends for a week.

Does past infection with influenza make a person immune?
Generally, no. Influenza viruses change frequently, so people who 
have been infected or given a flu shot in previous years may become 
infected with a new strain. Therefore, people need to be vaccinated 
(with either a shot or a nasal-spray vaccine) against influenza every 
year.

What are the high risk groups? What should they do?
People at increased risk for illness from influenza and who should 
receive vaccine each year include:

• Adults 65 years of age and older;

• Residents of nursing homes and long-term care facilities;

• People who have long-term heart or lung problems, including asthma;

Commonwealth of Virginia Emergency Operations Plan Pandemic 
Influenza Plan Annex Volume VI
May 2009 Pandemic Influenza Plan Pan Flu - 79

COVEOP

   • People who have kidney disease, cystic fibrosis, diabetes,     anemia, 
cancer or weak immune systems, seizure disorder, or other medical 
conditions;

   • Children and adolescents (aged 6 months-18 years) on long-term 
aspirin therapy;

   • Women who will be pregnant during the influenza season; and,

   • All children aged 6-59 months.

In addition, to help prevent the spread of influenza to people in 
high risk groups, those who live with people in a high risk group and 
healthcare workers who provide care to high risk patients should also 
receive an annual influenza shot. Depending on vaccine availability, 
people aged 50-64 years, and any person (greater than or equal to 6 
months of age) who wishes to reduce the likelihood of becoming ill 
with influenza, should also receive vaccine each year.

What are other steps that can be taken to prevent the spread of flu?
Good health habits can help prevent the flu. These include covering 
your mouth and nose with a tissue when coughing or sneezing, 
washing your hands often to help protect yourself from germs, avoiding 
touching your eyes, nose or mouth, staying home from work, school, 
and errands when you are sick, and avoiding close contact with people 
who are sick. Antiviral medications may also be used to prevent or treat 
the flu – talk to your healthcare provider for more information.

Pandemic Influenza Plan has been added to the 
Commonwealth of Virginia Emergency Operations Plan
With the potential of a worse than usual flu season, VDEM has added a Pandemic Influenza Plan to Virginia’s Emergency Operations Plan. That 
plan can be found at the VDEM website: http://www.vdem.state.va.us/

Influenza Facts from that plan are shown below:
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Changing the Face of Virginia’s Fire Service:

Innovation, Teamwork and Dedication

For more information visit us online at:   www.vafire.com
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Residential Sprinkler 
Coalition Update
By: Robby Dawson
Battalion Chief/Fire Marshal, Chesterfield Fire and EMS
Chairman, VFCA Fire and Life Safety Committee

On July 27, the Board of Housing and Community 
Development adopted proposed regulations that included the 
Home Builders Association of Virginia’s proposal to remove 
the sprinkler provisions from the Uniform Statewide Building 
Code. Their success in this first step of the regulatory process 
has not slowed the efforts of the building and fire safety 
professionals that make up the Virginia Residential Sprinkler 
Coalition.

The Coalition will be submitting a code change package that 
includes required sprinklers in new townhomes, and provides 
for several design freedoms which will off-set the building and 
development costs associated with installing these systems. 
At the meeting of the Coalition on August 31st, the member 
organizations unanimously agreed to support the changes and 
submit them in the name of the Coalition and the member 
organizations, including the Virginia Fire Chiefs Association.

This alternative is not what members of the Coalition have 
been working toward, but with the action of the DHCD Board 
in July, this is the best opportunity to provide some level of 
protection while continuing the efforts to include sprinklers in 
single family homes. This will also provide our members with 
the opportunity to reach out to members of the construction, 
development, regulatory and various community organizations 
to educate them on the true cost and benefits of these systems. 

The next step in the process will be on-going during the 
fall of this year and will include further work group meetings, 
committee meetings of the board, and a second public hearing 
in January 2010. At that point, the Board of Housing will 
then adopt the final regulations which will become the new 
building code. 

In the mean time, the members of the Virginia Residential 
Sprinkler Coalition will continue to reach out to our 
communities, educate and inform at every opportunity. If you 
know of any opportunities where members of the Coalition can 
help your local departments or regional organizations get the 
message about residential sprinklers to any audience, please 
drop us a message through the web site at www.varsc.org. 

Fire Prevention Week – 
How Did We Get Here?
By: Robby Dawson
Battalion Chief/Fire Marshal, Chesterfield Fire and EMS
Chairman, VFCA Fire and Life Safety Committee

 On a warm October night in 1871 history was about to be 
made. It was the start of what would become a national tradition 
– Fire Prevention Week. It seems odd that the Great Chicago 
Fire which would burn for three days could go such a long way 
at providing us the means by which to educate the public about 
fire safety. The sad part may be that we don’t have this degree 
of focus on fire prevention during the other 51 weeks of the 
year. 

This year’s theme, “Stay Fire Smart – Don’t Get Burned” 
provides a broad based theme that local and regional fire service 
organizations can tailor to their specific fire problem. Each 
agency can use their own data and statistics to define their at risk 
populations in order to aim the fire safety message to a targeted 
group. In those localities where the elderly are a growing 
segment of the community, we should focus on teaching those 
citizens how to maintain their smoke alarms and making sure 
they can hear the alarms. Elderly who are hard of hearing will 
not be awakened by ordinary smoke alarms. Hearing impaired 
alarms provide louder than normal alarms, include bright strobe 
lights, and provide bed shaking devices as well. 

Educational efforts focused at younger bedroom communities 
should focus on home escape planning and drills. These are the 
homes with children and parents living in new or older homes. 
These drills teach children what a smoke alarm sounds like and 
what to do when the alarm sounds. It is also this population 
group who may be able to use fire extinguishers and fire 
blankets to extinguish the fire as well. All of these topics need 
to be addressed in our community programs. 

The jury is still out on the exact cause of the Great Chicago 
Fire. Mrs. O’Leary’s cow, Daniel “Pegleg” Sullivan, a meteor 
shower and a craps game all remain suspected causes of 
the great blaze in 1871. Today however in the United States 
someone is injured every 39 minutes and eight people die every 
day as a result of the same menace that was the inspiration for 
our National Fire Prevention Week. Celebrate Fire Prevention 
Week this year from October 4 – 10. Let us practice it for the 
other 51 weeks. 

State Fire Marshall Ed Altizer, center, and VFCA members listen during a public 
hearing held in Richmond in July before the Virginia Board of Housing and 

Community Development on a new IBC mandate that requires all new one- and 
two-family homes to have sprinkler systems.
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It’s Not Lightweight Construction,
It’s what haPPeNs wheN LIghtweIght CoNstruCtIoN Meets fIre

by alan r. earls

Two recent studies detail the relationship 
between fire and engineered wood 
construction assemblies—notably, that 
they burn quicker and fail faster than their 
dimensional lumber counterparts. What 
do the findings mean for the fire service, 
builders, consumers, and NFPA codes?
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Early in the afternoon of August 13, 2006, the fire department in Green Bay, Wisconsin, 
responded to a suspected residential basement fire. An engine company focused on the flames 
while a ladder company worked on ventilation. The department also had a report that someone 
was in the building and prepared to make an entry.

Firefighters Arnie Wolff and Jo Brinkley-Chaudoir arrived on the scene four minutes after the 
fire was reported. Approximately seven minutes later, at the request of the incident commander, 
they began a search of the home’s first floor. They took the precaution of crawling in and 
sounding the floor to ensure it could support them. The floor, made of concrete for a radiant 
heating system, seemed solid. Satisfied it would hold, the firefighters inched their way into the 
structure on their hands and knees as the fire roared beneath them in the basement.

Within moments, they heard a loud cracking sound. The floor gave way, plunging them into 
the fiery basement. Despite a fractured hip and ribs and first-degree burns on her back and 
upper arms, Brinkley-Chaudoir managed to escape by crawling through a basement window. 
Wolff fell into another part of the basement, separated from Brinkley-Chaudoir by a partial wall 
and blocked by floor debris. Wolff, a 17-year veteran of the department, perished in the fire, and 
his body was recovered the next day. Medical examiners determined that he had died of smoke 
inhalation and burns.

An after-report of the incident by the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
found that the concrete first floor had concealed the severity of the fire in the basement. The 
report highlighted the extreme speed with which lightweight wood I-joists, such as those used in 
the house that burned, can reach their failure point when exposed to fire.

The findings have become all too familiar for firefighters. In January 2007, Hamilton County, 
Tennessee, lost a “firefighter of the year” in another sudden structural collapse blamed on 
lightweight construction that failed in a fire. In April of that year, the failure of lightweight 
construction in a fire contributed to the death of a rookie firefighter in Prince William County, 
Maryland.

Such incidents have fueled a growing concern for the fire service and pose a significant 
challenge to the code community. In recent decades, an expanding range of construction 
methods and building products, particularly wooden truss roofing systems and wood I-joists that 
together are often termed “lightweight construction,” have been widely embraced by residential 
builders for their ability to deliver economy and functionality. Lightweight residential structures 
began to appear widely about 25 years ago, according to APA–The Engineered Wood Products 
Association (formerly the American Plywood Association), and have become increasingly popular 
ever since. From an engineering perspective, lightweight materials and construction techniques 
often out perform traditional dimensional lumber and assembly methods. Many recently built 
communities across the country are composed entirely of lightweight structures.

In separate studies by Underwriters Laboratories (UL) and the National Research Council 
of Canada (NRC), however, findings confirmed what firefighters have long suspected about 
what happens to lightweight construction when it is exposed to fire. In repeated tests by both 
groups, under carefully controlled conditions, lightweight structures were found to burn faster 
and lose their structural integrity quicker—in some cases much quicker—than those built with 
dimensional lumber, with obvious ramifications for the fire service and for anyone who lives in a 
residence constructed with lightweight materials.

For the fire service, the issues around fire and lightweight residential construction are immediate 
and often visceral. In Green Bay, Assistant Fire Chief Robert Goplin says the increased potential 
for sudden and catastrophic structural failure presented by lightweight construction is forcing his 
department to rethink many of its fire and rescue practices. “We are trying to drive home to the 
troops that this stuff is out there and it won’t go away,” says Goplin. “We have looked at those 
situations more closely and recognized that with floors failing faster, the occupant may not, in fact, 
be able to exit…We have reevaluated when we will make an entry and when we won’t.”

In response to this dilemma, new programs such as UL’s “Structural Stability of Engineered 
Lumber in Fire Conditions” online course offer fire departments better understanding of the 
challenges posed by lightweight construction. The interactive program offers an overview of 
some of the lightweight construction techniques, the advantages of such materials, and the 
potential risks associated with these materials during fires.

Anatomy of structural failure: The UL 
tests included two 300-lb mannequins to 
simulate a pair of firefighters in protective 
gear.  In this photo, the basement fire below 
is causing the supporting joists to weaken; 
note the bowing of the floor.

A mannequin crashes through the floor as 
the supporting joists fail.

The view from below after a test, with 
the center of an engineered I-joist almost 
completely burned away by fire. (Photos: 
Underwriters Laboratories)
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Issues around lightweight construction and fire raise code questions, too. 
Robert Solomon, a department manager for Building and Life Safety at NFPA, 
says there is no prohibition on the use of lightweight construction in any existing 
NFPA codes. In addition, NFPA codes, along with the International Residential 
Code® developed by the International Code Council (ICC), already include 
provisions, such as sprinklers, for protecting residences built with lightweight 
engineered materials. Even so, Solomon says, fire safety in this area needs to be 
reconsidered.

Solomon says he’s been aware of concerns around lightweight construction 
since the mid-1980s. In the past, he says, model building and residential code 
developers have not seen the need to specify structural fire resistance ratings or 
performance criteria in one- and two-family dwellings. “Although the warning 
flags have been raised on these construction types, there is always a reluctance 
to make changes to the codes until something more than anecdotal experience 
and subjective fixes are available,” explains Solomon. Fire safety advocates hope 
the UL study, which was championed by the Chicago Fire Department, has 
removed any remaining subjective elements from the lightweight construction 
discussion.

For Gary Keith, NFPA’s vice-president of Field Operations and Education 
and chair of the Home Fire Sprinkler Coalition Board of Directors, the most 
critical step for dealing with lightweight fire issues is pushing ahead with NFPA’s 
Fire Sprinkler Initiative, which encourages communities to adopt ordinances 
requiring sprinklers in all new one- and two-family homes.

“What is most disturbing to us now is the movement by states, influenced 
by the builder community, to actually prohibit counties and municipalities from 
adopting a sprinkler requirement,” says Keith. He says NFPA originally hoped to 
wage an offensive campaign that would rapidly push wider adoption of sprinklers. 
Instead, resistance from sprinkler opponents has the initiative, to some extent, on 
the defensive. Now, though, with the information provided by the UL report, 
Keith says he expects to see a return to a more aggressive approach by sprinkler 
advocates to get local ordinances adopted. “We now have a number of states 
actively considering the adoption of codes that retain the sprinkler language,” 
he says.

From anecdote to science: The UL report

The fire service and sprinkler advocates are quick to say the same thing: The 
problem isn’t lightweight construction. The problem is what happens when 
lightweight construction is exposed to fire.

Lightweight construction uses “engineered lumber,” a term generally used 
to describe a wood structural member that is fabricated through use of bonded 
fibers and materials and that is usually put together as a composite joist or beam. 
Engineered lumber offers a great structural platform for the support of floor 
and roof assemblies, says NFPA’s Solomon. Such composite beams and joists 
allow builders to implement the long spans and open rooms that are prevalent in 
modern-era home construction.

Borjen Yeh, director of the Technical Services Division for APA–The 
Engineered Wood Association, touts what he considers some of the key attributes 
of the products. “Engineered products are very efficient and green because they 
often can be manufactured from smaller logs and in shapes and designs that are 
tailored to their application,” he says. “That makes them more economical and a 
better use of resources.”

The performance of those engineered products under unmitigated fire 
conditions, however, is at the crux of the concern over lightweight construction. 
Sawn lumber, a staple in the home-building business for many years, has structural 
limitations that the engineered materials can surpass, but it has traditionally 
demonstrated better performance under fire conditions. Even relatively simple 

UL TEST HIGHLIGHTS
While most of the 100-plus page UL report on 
the testing of lightweight building components 
focused on engineering calculations, several key 
points emerged to clarify the fire performance of 
engineered wood components, including:

Deflection times
Although a computer model predicted that the 
test floor assembly using engineered I-joists would 
retain its strength longer during a fire than the 
traditional wood platform, the opposite was the 
case. Furthermore, the engineered wood supports 
began to fail and deflect almost from the start of the 
test and proceeded to degrade in stages, leading to 
floor vibration, noise, collapse, and burn-through.

Charring
The rate at which engineered wood and traditional 
wood chars is similar. However, because of the very 
thin cross section of the I-beams, the report found 
that this charring rate poses immediate dangers to 
the mechanical integrity of the structure.

Heat sensitivity
Oriented strand board beam sections exhibited 
initial charring at a much lower temperature than 
traditional wood, making it impossible to further 
test some properties of the material.

Heat conduction
Due to compressed plies and binding material, the 
engineered samples conducted heat faster than 
other wood samples.

Brittleness
Engineered wood product samples exhibited 
increased brittleness and loss of mechanical strength 
compared with traditional wood components when 
heated in an oven, even without being exposed 
to fire. Researchers suggested this was due to 
separation of the constituent compressed fibers 
under mechanical and heat stress.

RELATED INFORMATION
For the complete UL report on the burn tests conducted 
on lightweight engineered wood assemblies, and for more 
information on lightweight construction and fire, email 
Bob Backstrom at UL at Robert.G.Backstrom@us.ul.com.

For the National Research Council of Canada fire report, 
visit
irc.nrc-cnrc.gc.ca/fr/fph/index_e.html.

“Structural Stability of Engineered Lumber in Fire 
Conditions,” an online fire service training course based 
on the UL report, is available at www.ul.com/fireservice.

To read the full 1992 Fire Protection Research Foundation 
report, visit www.nfpa.org/lwc.
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solutions, such as attaching a 5/8-inch-thick Type X gypsum wall 
board to lightweight assemblies, can improve the fire performance 
characteristics of the engineered materials, says Solomon.

The UL study, Report on Structural Stability of Engineered 
Lumber in Fire Conditions, was funded by the Department of 
Homeland Security, with technical assistance provided by the 
Chicago Fire Department, the International Association of Fire 
Chiefs (IAFF), and Michigan State University. The study, released 
last December, was developed in response to a Federal Emergency 
Management Agency Fire Prevention and Safety Grant and focused 
on the use of wooden I-joists and truss systems as replacements for 
traditional 2- by 10-inch (5- by 25-centimeter) floor joists and 2- by 
6-inch (5- by 15-centimeter) roof joists.

Robert Backstrom, senior staff engineer with UL Research, 
notes that the study was especially timely since it was initiated just 
as the U.S. Fire Administration put a special focus on the dangers 
of engineered construction systems. “The tests conducted in this 
research effort were done in a systematic manner using standard 
protocols, and the results were largely in accord with what the fire 
service knew or suspected about lightweight,” says Backstrom. 
“The difference is that now, with this research, hard data exists to 
understand the magnitude of the problem.”

The tests conducted by UL involved exposure of components to 
fire in a large-scale horizontal furnace using the time-temperature 
curve of the American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM) 
E119 test. The study included nine fire tests, two of which 
focused on roof and ceiling systems while the rest looked at floor 
joists. Methodologically, the study aimed to provide “apples to 
apples” comparisons among assemblies and to show how different 
construction materials, including traditional lumber, fared in 
different types of fires. In floor tests, two 300-pound (136-kilogram) 
mannequins simulated a pair of firefighters, in addition to a 40 psi 
deadload along the perimeter of two edges of the floor.

The experiments documented striking differences between 
traditional and engineered systems. For example, a traditionally 
constructed floor system, without a drywall ceiling to protect its 
underside, withstood the test fire for 18 minutes. By comparison, a 
similar system using engineered wooden I-beams survived for about 
six minutes.

The report specifically noted the concern often expressed by 
firefighters regarding rapid structural collapse and added that 
“reviewing data from Test Nos. 1 and 2 support this observation.” 
UL also partnered with Michigan State University to develop data 
on the burning rates of dimensional wood and composite wood, such 
as oriented strand board, and found comparable burning rates.

Another part of the project extrapolated from the experimental 
data and known properties of engineered products using “finite 
element analysis” in an effort to model and predict more generally 

the behavior of engineered wood products in fires. However, while 
the authors made some progress toward this goal, they discovered that 
their models rarely matched the results in the actual experiments, 
which they attributed to the complexity of the relationship between 
the original fire, the combustion of the engineered wood, and the 
mechanical degradation of the wood products. The researchers’ 
stated expectation is that further efforts and standardized testing will 
gradually help to fill in the gaps, providing a more comprehensive 
understanding how exactly failures occur.

The NRC study, Fire Performance of Houses: Phase I Study of 
Unprotected Floor Assemblies in Basement Fire Scenarios, was 
also released last December and sought to establish the “typical 
sequence of events such as the smoke alarm activation, onset of 
untenable conditions, and structural failure of test assemblies” in a 
simulated two-story, single-family house with a basement. “With the 
relatively severe fire scenarios used in the experiments, the times 
to reach structural failure for the wood I-joist, steel C-joist, metal 
plate, and metal web wood truss assemblies were 35 to 60 percent 
shorter than that for the [traditional] solid wood joist assembly,” the 
study reported. In every instance, the floors failed, “characterized 
by a sharp increase in floor deflection and usually accompanied by 
heavy flame penetration through the test assemblies, as well as by 
a sharp increase in compartment temperature above the test floor 
assemblies.”

UL’s Backstrom says that, with such quantifiable information, 
the firefighting and code communities can now work from a shared 
reference point as they figure out how to proceed. While a variety of 
construction assemblies have been certified for one to two hours of 
fire resistance, it appears the fire service is asking for performance 
compatible with that of legacy construction, says Backstrom. “They 
are simply asking for a quantity of time that they have traditionally 
had, that they’ve based their tactics on for more than 100 years, and 
that they’re familiar with—approximately 30 minutes,” he says.

The importance of codes 

Reaching that 30-minute mark with lightweight construction 
would most likely mean some combination of expanded passive 
protection for wood components and active measures such as 
sprinklers, Backstrom says. So far, sprinklering has received the 
most attention through changes in relevant NFPA codes, such as 
NFPA 1, Fire Code™; NFPA 101®, Life Safety Code®; and NFPA 
5000®, Building Construction and Safety Code®, that date back to 
2006, as well as through more recent changes accepted by the ICC. 
In September 2008, the ICC passed its own residential sprinkler 
mandate for its International Residential Code®, which requires 
the installation of home fire sprinkler systems in all new one- and 
two-family dwellings effective January 1, 2011. “There is also a need 
for passive fire resistance by means of gypsum board, drop ceilings, 
or some of the spray- or brush-applied materials that have already 

Dangers for firefighters
According to NFPA Fire Analysis and Research 
Department statistics, 250 firefighters died of injuries 
suffered at structure fires from 1997 to 2006.

The rapid rise of engineered wood
The use of engineered wood products has grown 
significantly in recent decades.
See later in this article

SIDEBARS
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demonstrated performance under an appropriate test fire resistance 
protocol—ASTM E119 or UL 263—used with steel building 
materials,” Backstrom adds.

In fact, a 1992 NFPA report was an important step in assessing the 
impact of fire on lightweight construction and helped point the way to 
improvements such as better fastening for gusset plates used in truss 
systems. The National Engineered Lightweight Construction Fire 
Research Project–Technical Report: Literature Search & Technical 
Analysis, sponsored by the Fire Protection Research Foundation, 
offered a look at studies published over the previous 20 years relevant 
to fire safety analysis of lightweight wood construction. The report 
gathered and analyzed scores of existing studies and documents 
but found a paucity of useful information regarding the failure 
characteristics of lightweight components. The report suggested that 
“standardized test procedures and performance acceptance criteria 
must be developed, primarily to assist with determining modes of 
failure and warning signals prior to failure, and to support firefighting 
tactics.”

Similar improvements are likely in the near future, says Solomon. 
“I believe you will see some form of protection measures, such as 
attachment of Type X gypsum wall board, residential sprinklers, 
or both, becoming a caveat for use of lightweight residential 
construction,” he says.

Such steps tend to be unpopular with builders, however, because 
of what they describe as the cost and complexity of implementing 
them. Yeh, of APA–The Engineered Wood Association, also believes 
that the increased fire vulnerability of engineered products needs to 
be weighed fairly with all the risks faced by the fire service. “Any loss 
of a firefighter is unacceptable,” Yeh says, “but in fact lightweight 
construction is only a small contributor to the dangers faced by 
crews.”

NFPA codes include other construction-related requirements, 
and more could be added. NFPA 1, for example, discusses a Fire 
Fighter Safety Building Marking System that can be used by the 
jurisdiction to provide basic information about any structure. An 
information sign mounted at the front of the building captures 
basic data for firefighters, such as the nature and distribution of 
the building contents, as well as the type of building construction 
used. This concept is designed to let the incident commander make 
informed decisions about where and whether to deploy personnel.

The venues for debating any additional protection measures 
will take place in NFPA 5000®, Building Construction and 
Safety Code®, as well as in the Internal Residential Code and 
the International Building Code. Each of these codes has specific 
chapters and sections that focus on wood construction, so a change 
to mandate greater fire protection could potentially happen there, 
says Solomon.

Another initiative is reportedly in the works to raise the issue of 
passive protection of engineered components in a future ICC code-
development cycle. According to Sean DeCrane, a battalion chief 
for the City of Cleveland and an IAFF representative to the ICC, a 
proposal has been filed for consideration at the ICC’s October code 
hearings that would require light frame construction, as defined in 
the IRC, to be protected by 5/8-inch gypsum board. The exceptions 
would be crawl spaces less than three feet (1 meter) high, “or if 

residential sprinklers are installed,” explains DeCrane.

The proposal would also include an open-ended alternative 
allowing the use of any other covering that would provide a 30-minute 
fire rating. “We provided that option as an encouragement for the 
marketplace,” DeCrane adds.

Sprinklers: A key to the solution 

NFPA’s recently launched sprinkler advocacy effort, “Fire Sprinkler 
Initiative: Bringing Safety Home” (www.firesprinklerinitiative.org ), 
would also help limit the threat fire poses to lightweight residential 
construction. The initiative calls for requiring sprinklers in every new 
one- and two-family home in the United States, a goal supporters 
say can be achieved through codes, local mandates, and individual 
action.

Sprinkler advocates—with the fire service leading the charge—
argue that the cost of including sprinklers in new construction is 
minimal, with an enormous safety benefit. “The cost of sprinkler 
systems to the home builder, in dollars per sprinklered square foot, 
averages only $1.61,” says Lorraine Carli, NFPA’s vice-president 
for Communication. This figure includes all costs to the builder 
associated with the system, including design, installation, and other 
costs such as permits, additional equipment, and water meter fees.

Even so, there is market resistance. “People will consider 
spending a lot of money on a kitchen upgrade or other amenity 
enhancements,” says Solomon, “but they get really hung up on 
sprinklers.”

About 400 communities across the country, including Scottsdale, 
Arizona, currently have some kind of sprinkler ordinance, and major 
home insurers offer up to a 20 percent discount on policies for homes 
that are sprinklered. Jim Ford, assistant fire chief and fire marshal 
with the fire department in Scottsdale, is in an ideal position to judge 
the potential role sprinklers can play in minimizing the fire hazard 
of lightweight construction. “Here it’s pretty simple. We haven’t 
had any room-and-contents fires that extended into the attic, and no 
collapses, over the past 20 years,” he says.

That’s thanks to a pioneering sprinkler ordinance in Scottsdale 
that went into effect in the mid-1980s and has since protected a total 
of some 45,000 structures in the city. At the same time, says Ford, his 
department has encountered fires that began outside a home and, 
after entering attics and crawl spaces in lightweight structures—that 
is, bypassing the sprinkler system—quickly precipitated a collapse. 
“In two of the last three fires of that type, we were seeing collapses 
as we arrived,” he says.

Sprinkler advocates say that the increased presence of home fire 
sprinklers in NFPA codes and in other codes such as the Internal 
Residential Code, the code most states rely on for guidance in the 
residential construction, indicates that home fire sprinkler protection 
is becoming the national model. At the same time, though, they 
caution that widespread adoption will take time. Solomon says the 
code committees “know what people in the fire service are looking 
for.” At the same time, he says, patience is necessary. “With so much 
construction like this having taken place over the last 25 years,” he 
says, “there are no easy fixes.”

Alan R. Earls is a writer based in Franklin, Massachusetts. He 
specializes in technical and safety topics.
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Danger for Firefighters
According to NFPA Fire Analysis and Research 

Department statistics, 250 firefighters died of injuries 
suffered at structure fires from 1997 to 2006. Of those, 
44 were killed inside buildings as a result of structural 
collapses, and another nine were outside and struck 
when walls collapsed. Of the 44 killed inside, 24 were 
killed in roof collapses in 14 fires, 17 in floor collapses 
in 13 fires, two in a wall collapse in a fire, and one in a 
ceiling collapse.

Full details on construction are not available for 
many of the collapse incidents, but trusses were 
involved in the collapse in seven incidents. These 
seven incidents claimed 12 lives. Five firefighters died 
in two roof collapses where wood trusses, described 
as pre-engineered wood and lightweight wood, 
were involved. Three firefighters were killed in two 
collapses involving lightweight wood floor trusses. 
And another was killed in a floor collapse involving 
open manufactured wood I-beams.

The National Institute of Occupational Safety and 
Health (NIOSH) points out that carpet, ceramic tile, 
lightweight concrete, and similar floor coverings may 
increase the danger to firefighters because they add 
weight to the floor system and because the insulation 
these materials provide may cause the floor to not feel 
warm, despite the fire beneath it.

NIOSH also stresses that engineered wood I-joists 
represent a rising technology in the building sector, 
since it offers certain advantages over traditional 
construction methods. Changes in the building 
construction industry, driven by technological 
advancements and societal needs, suggest that the use 
of engineered wood products will continue to grow, 
according to NIOSH.

Here, there, everywhere

The rapid rise of engineered 
wood products.

The use of engineered wood products has grown 
significantly in recent decades. According to APA–The 
Engineered Wood Products Association, engineered 
wood components saw their first commercialization in 
the 1960s but didn’t enjoy widespread use until the 
1980s. Since then, production has increased more than 

ten-fold, with the U.S. and Canada combining for 1.28 
billion linear feet of engineered components in 2004, 
at the peak of the housing boom.

APA estimates that engineered I-joists (below) 
comprised 4 to 6 percent of the market in the 1980s. 
By 2002, surveys showed that I-joists had achieved 
44 percent of single-family floors. APA estimates 
that 58 percent of I-joists are used in new residential 
floors, 24 percent are used in nonresidential building 
construction, and 18 percent are used in repair and 
remodeling projects.

Surveys conducted by the National Association of 
Home Builders Research Center indicate that, not 
counting concrete floors, I-joists were used to build 48 
percent of the single-family floor area and 40 percent 
of the multifamily “raised” floor area in 2007. The 
remaining floors were built with lumber joists, lumber 
trusses, or steel joists.

SIDEBARS

Smith
Consulting
Services

Emergency Management
OSHA Standard
NFPA Standard

Joint Commission Standard

Jeffrey M. Smith, RN, PDS

757-675-5941
www.smithconsultingservices.net

Your guiding light in uncertain times

Reprinted with permission from NFPA Journal® (Vol. 103, #4) copyright © 
2009, National Fire Protection Association, Quincy, MA. All rights reserved.

NFPA Journal® is a registered trademark of the National Fire Protection 
Association, Quincy, MA 02169



Damage from

flooding, Storms, or fire?

Just one call to Paul Davis Restoration brings professional, expert disaster response 

every time. We’ll even work with insurance companies to make things easier for property 

owners. Our 40-year heritage of expertise and professionalism means we deliver on our 

promise of quality service and workmanship in everything we do.

· 24/7 emergency response
· Water cleanup & drying
· Fire & smoke damage
· Mold cleanup & prevention

· Reconstruction services
· Emergency board ups 
· Loss containment 
· Outstanding customer service

Make just one call:

1-888-473-7669
Serving all areas of Virginia

pdrestoration.com

Call Paul!

Call Paul!
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About Paul Davis 
Restoration
         We transform lives…

Paul Davis Restoration is one of the nation’s foremost 
restoration organizations with over 230 independently 
owned and operated franchises.  Since 1966, the Paul Davis 
Restoration network of contractors has provided property 
reconstruction and loss solutions that have redefined the 
industry.  We work across the United States serving our 
residential, institutional and commercial customers and clients.  
We have built our heritage one project at a time establishing a 
reputation for integrity, responsibility, knowledge, timeliness, 
and a compassionate response to the needs of our customers.

Paul Davis invented the category of Insurance Restoration 
Contractor.  Paul Davis was the first contractor company to 
use computerized estimating for its insurance restoration 
work.  Paul Davis was the first to introduce line item unit 
pricing, and Paul Davis, most proudly, was the first to partner 
with insurance carriers.  Paul Davis Restoration was the first 
company of its kind to offer a performance warranty.  

Paul Davis was the first full-service Insurance Restoration 
Company to have a national presence and the first to offer an 
integrated electronic solution claim package.  Paul Davis was 
the first national mitigation company to offer a ‘Dry in 3” days 
guarantee for water losses by utilizing the latest in technology.

Our heritage is one of imagination and of learning through 
experience and sharing this knowledge from one office to 
another.  There is seamless coverage of service throughout 
Virginia.  There are no jobs too large or small for us to handle, 
including simple board ups to large scale commercial rebuilds.

We believe that our company is built upon the value of 
delivering what is promised and that our resiliency is based 
on our unceasing quest for continuous improvement.  We are a 
company that turns crisis into calm.  

We provide emergency services 24 hours a day, 365 days a 
year.  Every phone call is returned in less than 30 minutes and 
someone will be onsite within one hour.  Our office staff and 
everyone who works in your home will be professional and 
courteous in managing every aspect of your loss from start to 
finish.  Superior customer service is a top priority.  Exceeding 
your expectations is our goal!

Paul Davis specializes in restoration services for properties 
and contents damaged by water, fire, smoke, hail, wind, 
ground settlement, freezing, and vandalism.  We do both 
residential and commercial restoration.  Paul Davis owners 
and technicians are certified by IICRC and are professionals 
in the mitigation and restoration field.

Our story is one of our people, our products, and most 
importantly, our customers.  We have no business, and no 

tomorrow, without our customers.  We work as a team to 
provide you with the best quality service available.  Customer 
satisfaction is our highest priority.

Our services include:

∙ Emergency Board ups and Tarping

∙ Structure Stabilization

∙ Water, Fire, and Wind damage repair

∙ Vandalism Services

∙ Structural  and Content Drying

∙ Black Water and Sewer Overflow Clean-up

∙ Mold remediation and prevention

∙ Clean up of Bacteria and Viruses (such as Swine Flu)

∙ Professional Cleaning

∙ Pack Out and Inventory

∙ Cleaning and Storage of Property Contents

VFCA and VFC Foundation 
receive clean financial 
reports

Chief James Johnson recently provided a report to the 
Executive Officer’s on the financial reviews that were 
performed by Daniel Hargrave, CPA. Both organizations 
received clean reports.

Chief Johnson further reported that the organizations fiscal 
year is at the half-way point and projections have been on 
target. Revenues are slightly down as expected, and after 
making some mid-year adjustments, expenses are expected to 
stay within budget. As fire departments enter a new fiscal year 
we are monitoring changes in their spending habits closely. 
We are cautiously optimistic with regards to the 2010 MAE&S 
registration, and are hoping for a great turnout.

Chief Johnson reminded the group that the VFCA and 
VFCF are each very (financially) healthy organizations, but 
that precautions need to be taken in order to avoid business 
challenges like most other business in America are facing. 
At times, significant decisions need to be made to remain on 
track with a sound financial year.

Members of the 2009 Virginia Fire Officer Academy held at the University of 
Richmond June 14 -19, 2009
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What’s Coming in 2010?
Professional Development Committee
By: Chairperson Nick Caputo

The Professional Development Committee has been very busy 
finalizing plans for the 2010 Conference. We highly encourage 
each of you to take advantage of these affordable and outstanding 
training opportunities by fiscally and administratively supporting the 
attendance of your department’s members at the 2010 Conference. 
While we all realize that times are tight and training budgets have 
been cut, we ask that you continue to support YOUR conference and 
ensure that YOUR personnel receive the training that they deserve, 
in an economical fashion. Neither you, nor they, will be disappointed 
in the quality of training and the overall “bang for the buck.”

Saturday’s opening general session will feature Chief Rick Lasky, 
author of the book, “Pride and Ownership.” Chief Lasky will deliver 
a powerful presentation entitled, “Surviving Life’s Fire: Managing 
Change.”  Chief Lasky will discuss topics such as understanding what 
change really is; dealing more effectively with change, learning how 
to make change work for you; balancing work and home; making a 
living as well as a life; and using change as an opportunity for success.  

Sunday’s closing general session will be two fold: (1) members 
of the Chesterfield Fire and EMS Department will present a case 
study on “The Village of Chester, Building Collapse” that killed 
one worker and tasked the entire Central Virginia Technical Rescue 
Team and (2) Chief Ron Kanterman presenting, “You Can’t Know 
Where You’re Going Until You Know Where You’ve Been.” Chief 
Kanterman has presented at FDIC, National Fire Academy, New 
Jersey College System, and throughout the Eastern Seaboard. 

The pre-conference will open on Thursday with the well-
known and established “Shaker’s Forum for Chief Officers.” Steve 
Westermann (Past President IAFC) and IAFC Executive Director 
Mark Light will once again host this session. If you have never 
attended a “Shaker’s” you are missing a great opportunity. 

The Professional Development Committee is excited about its 
4th Annual Company Officer and Chief Officer Symposiums. The 
Company Officer Symposium will include topics such as: the qualities 
of a good leader, legal aspects of management, the importance of 
understanding your younger workers, risk management for the 
successful fire ground operations, gaining and demonstrating the 
“right stuff” to become a battalion chief, leadership excellence and 
the FIRST EVER Company Officers Shaker’s Forum.  

The Chief Officer Symposium will include topics such as:  financial 
diversification, gaining financial efficiencies, coping with service 
reductions, dealing with the economic crisis, and the 2nd annual 
Chief Officers open forum discussion feature state and national fire 
service leaders. We strongly encourage all of you to attend these two 
high-powered symposiums.

Once again the VFCA has partnered with several State Agencies 
to bring stellar training programs to you. The Virginia Department of 
Fire Programs (VDFP) will be offering several outstanding courses:

∙ NFPA 1031 Recertification Hours (8 hours)

∙ NFPA 1033 Recertification Hours (8 hours)

∙ Flashover Simulator

∙ Emergency Driving Simulator

∙ Juvenile Firesetter Program

∙ Grant Writing

The Virginia Office of EMS (OEMS) will deliver: Recruiting and 
Retaining the Best of the Best, New Education Standards for EMS 
Instructors, Standards of Excellence, and EMS Leadership and 
Management Standards. The Virginia Department of Forestry will 
deliver: So you want to be a Wildland Firefighter, Wildfire Related 
Grant Opportunities for Your Department, and Case Studies related 
to Wildland Fire Injuries and Fatalities. Other state agencies will be 
providing training opportunities as well. 

The Department of Defense (DOD) will host its 7th Annual 
DoD Day as part of our 2010 Conference by presenting, “Firefighter 
Injury and LODD Team Investigations: The Nuts and Bolts, and 
Do’s and Don’ts of the First 72 Hours” by Richie Bowers, Fire Chief 
for Montgomery County (MD) Fire and Rescue, and Jennie Collins, 
Battalion Chief for Prince William County (VA) Fire and Rescue. As 
in the past, we are excited about our partnership, and look forward to 
another outstanding DoD Day. 

The VFCA and the Professional Development Committee would 
like to thank all of our state agency partners and the DoD for their 
continued support—together we continue to deliver quality training 
to you!

From a strategy and tactics, firefighter safety and health standpoint, 
the following courses will be offered:

∙ “Strategy and Tactics for the Initial Company Officer (STICO)” 
by Joe Bailey and William Burris.    

 Back by popular demand, this 2-day class will include the NFA 
portion of STICO, however it will also include: learning how to 
assign available/appropriate units to implement your selected 
tactics,   case studies and computer simulations to assist with 
obtaining a thorough understanding of the material, helpful hints 
for being successful when confronted with tactical scenarios 
during promotional processes.  NFA Certificate can be earned. 

∙ “NFA Incident Safety Officer” will be presented by NFA 
Instructors. NFA Certificate can be awarded.

∙ “Emergency Driving Simulator”—This newly acquired state 
training aid will be available during the entire conference and 
will provide a unique driver’s training opportunity for those up to 
the challenge. 

Other training opportunities will include: 

∙ “Leading Volunteers” by Chief Mike Dallessandro

∙ “Air Track Management” by Chief John Taylor

∙ “Strategic Planning for Volunteer Organizations” by Colin 
Whitmore

∙ “Pride and Ownership for Company Officers” by Chief Rick 
Lasky

∙ “Pride and Ownership for Chief Officers” by Chief Rick Lasky

∙ “Dealing with IRS Audits by Chief Jack Jones and Susan 
Crawford

∙ “Volunteer Combination Forum: What’s New in the Zoo” by 
Chief Jack Jones

∙ “Public Relations for the 21st Century by Colin Whitmore  

Mark your calendars for February 25-28, 2010.  
Please visit www.vfca.us for more details. See you at the Beach!

Did You Know… that only 5% of those 
eligible to make a blood donation 

actually do so?
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In this issue we will meet one of the many fire chiefs who will be 
spotlighted in the coming issues of Commonwealth Chief this year. Here 
we take a look at Chief Richard E. Burch from the Roanoke County Fire 
& Rescue Department.

Tenure in the Fire Service:  I have 44 years of experience in all 
facets of the fire and rescue service, including 32 years in leadership and 
management positions.  Even before I was old enough to volunteer, my 
family was active in the fire service and I had the desire to follow in their 
footsteps. Both my grandfather and my father were Captains with the 
Richmond Fire Bureau and my uncle was a firefighter. 

Career Journey:  I began volunteering at the Mechanicsville Volunteer 
Fire Department at the age of 14.  After graduating high school I served a tour 
in Vietnam. Following that, I continued to volunteer in Hanover County and 
began my professional firefighter career with Richmond Fire Bureau.  

After 5 years, I left Richmond to accept a position as Deputy Fire Chief 
of Hanover County, which was a predominantly volunteer system with a 
few career personnel.  I remained there until 1996 when I accepted my 
current position as Fire and Rescue Chief for the County of Roanoke.  This 
is a growing combination fire and rescue department that is staffed with 
both volunteer and career personnel.

Form of Government: Roanoke County was formed in 1838 and 
chartered by the Commonwealth of Virginia in 1986.  It is governed by a 
five-member Board of Supervisors and an appointed County Administrator.

Source of Funding for Jurisdiction: The funding for the County is 
generated primarily from tax dollars and fee for ambulance transport fees.  
Volunteer organizations continue to facilitate fundraisers.

Population Served: Roanoke County has grown to over 90,000 citizens.

Square Miles Covered: Roanoke County covers an area of 251 square 
miles.  We surround the independent cities of Roanoke and Salem in 
addition to the Town of Vinton.

Department Composition: We are a combination department with 
149 approved FTE’s and approximately 200 active volunteers.

Department Equipment: Our department is fortunate to have a wide 
variety of apparatus that enables us to respond to the various incident types 
which occur in our rural, urban, and suburban areas.  In addition to tankers, 
pumpers, and ladders, we have several brush units strategically placed 
throughout the County.  Recent grant funding and donations have also 
enabled us to purchase a heavy duty squad that is in service at a location 
along the I-81 corridor. EMS has become a large part of what we do, so we 
also have an aggressive ambulance replacement program to keep the fleet 
current.  Other specialty equipment includes a TRT truck and trailer that 
is ready for deployment by the Region 6 Technical Rescue Team.  A mass 
casualty trailer and collapse trailer also stand ready to be deployed should 
the need arise.

Call Summary: The department responded to 11,363 fire and rescue 
calls in 2008.

What is the most challenging issue facing your department today?  
Both volunteer and career staffing continue to be the most challenging 
issue.  With the current budget situations, it is becoming increasingly more 
difficult to maintain adequate volunteer and career staffing to facilitate 
the optimal response times to a citizen’s emergency.  Since safety to our 
citizens and ourselves is a priority, we will continue to push for recruitment 
and retention of volunteers and seek approval for career positions through 
our budget process.

Describe your management style:  First let me say that I believe if 
you have three things, Pride, Character, Teamwork, you will have a strong 
organization.  If you promote individual pride then that will result in 

organizational pride.  From that you build character which includes trust, 
honesty, and integrity.  Once we have developed character, then teamwork 
becomes a natural response and you have created a strong team that 
embraces the department vision, has a good morale, and the ability to work 
together to accept change.  

I also believe that you cannot motivate an individual but instead you 
have to create an organizational climate that allows the individual to excel 
if they so choose.  This works for 90-95% of individuals who embrace the 
opportunities offered to them.  With every management style there are 
disadvantages.  The disadvantage with this approach is that some will chose 
to simply come to work each day and not take advantage of the offered 
opportunities.  While that is unfortunate for the individual, the strong 
organization will allow for those few to do his/her job each day, adding 
nothing more to the organization.  This is where mutual respect becomes 
an important attribute.  You must practice mutual respect from the newest 
member to the seasoned veteran and all the way to the Chief.  This will 
carry you through the good and bad times that all organizations must face.

I utilize a participatory and engaged management style.  I have always 
felt that every member of an organization has something to contribute, from 
the newest member to the highest ranking management positions.  When 
developing a plan, I usually assign a committee that includes a variety of 
employee levels to ensure that all perspectives have a voice.  In addition, I 
have found that by involving a wide variety of individuals, the ownership in 
a project or plan serves to increase its acceptance.  

Additionally, I believe in being engaged in the department’s operations 
and decision making without becoming a micro manager.  It is important 
to me to go out into the field on a frequent basis to keep abreast of what is 
happening and to interact with the field personnel.  My theory is “a faceless 
leader is easily disliked”.

We have undergone a tremendous amount of change over the last 10 
years and as such we have been forced to revise our operating procedures 
and department structure to accommodate it.  While some decisions must 
be made at the leadership level, others can and should involve station 
personnel and volunteers to reach a conclusion that is a benefit to all.  

Does your department have a formal, long-range strategic plan? 
Yes, the County has always promoted business planning that incorporates 
short term and long term strategic goals and objectives.  Business planning 
is a critical part of our annual budget process.

How have current economic times impacted your department?  
The department’s budget incurred a 5% reduction during the last fiscal 
year and approved operating budgets were reduced by approximately 5% 
for the current fiscal year.   Even though economic times are difficult, our 
Board of Supervisors is committed to public safety.  Our previously approved 
new station project continued to move forward and the department will 
open it in October, hire 18 personnel, purchase a new fire truck and a new 
ambulance which will result in improved response times for the citizens 
we serve.

Are you doing things differently today because of the economy?  
Budget reductions have necessitated a different approach regarding 
training, travel, and operations that require additional overtime.  Our 
department remains vigilant and monitors our budget on a constant basis 
to allow for operational adjustments that conserve dollars.  In addition, 
technology is being used to facilitate some training on-line that might 
otherwise be taught in a classroom setting.  The department is also aware 
of outside funding sources (grants) and pursues funding through those 
avenues when applicable.  

What challenges do you see facing the fire service today?  
Recruitment and retention is a huge challenge for the fire service.  
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Specifically, maintaining enough personnel to ensure proper and safe 
staffing levels to meet the new demands and challenges.  Fire departments 
today are tasked with much more than just fighting fires and providing 
emergency medical services.  The list of emergency and non-emergency 
responsibilities continues to grow.  

As the world changes, the role of the fire department changes.  In 
recent years we have seen terrorism on United States soil, pandemic 
threats, environmental changes leading to more severe weather disasters, 
and increased citizen demands.  All of these have changed the role of 
the fire departments and future events will dictate even more changes.  
Departments must continue to prepare for and accept changes as they 
evolve.

What do you look for in a new recruit?  First and foremost, I look 
for someone who cares about the position they are about to undertake.  It 
is more than just a job it is a huge responsibility that may someday mean 
the difference between the life and death of a citizen or fellow firefighter.  
I look for someone who can embrace our organizational values and who has 
a good attitude.  I believe the position for which they are hired requires 
85% attitude and 15% knowledge.  We can teach the knowledge but it is 
difficult to change attitude.

How do you view training? Training is a critical component of any 
successful operation.  As departments are faced with budget cuts, it is 
sometimes the training area that is targeted.  While I believe it is admirable 
to utilize the new technology to facilitate on-line training and cut costs, I 
feel that there should be a balance between on-line training and training 
on basic skills with your counterparts.  We will lose something if we let this 
type of training go.  It is here that you learn to work side-by-side with your 
crew, learn to work as a team, and learn to depend on each other as you face 
unforeseen challenges.  These are not skills that can be learned by on-line 
training.

In keeping with this thought, a major emphasis in our department 
training is placed on not only classroom/on-line training but reality based 
participatory training.  This was demonstrated this week when we took our 
personnel to an abandoned warehouse and simulated a “Mayday” scenario 
in complete blackness.  Please go to the following link to see some of the 
local news coverage of this event.  

http://www2.wsls.com/sls/news/local/article/roanoke_co._firefighters_
go_through_training_drills/44413/   

In addition, we have found that “shock training” or unscheduled 
training is a valuable tool as it simulates the unknown factor that faces every 
responder when they leave for a call.  While it is time consuming to prepare 
for, some live training at selected sites is unannounced to the participants.  
They are simply instructed to go to a location and have no way of knowing 
what will be facing them.  In these situations, it quickly becomes apparent 
if all of the classroom and on-line instruction has remained with the 
individual and identifies areas to improve.  One day, this additional time 
spent preparing reality based scenarios may save the life of the individual 
or the citizen he or she is sent to help.  

Do you have a close working relationship with neighboring 
departments?  Roanoke County surrounds the cities of Roanoke and 
Salem and the Town of Vinton with mutual response and mutual aid 

agreements in place with these jurisdictions as well as adjoining Botetourt, 
Franklin, Montgomery and Floyd counties.  

In addition, we have worked together on several regional projects 
including the Roanoke Valley Regional Fire/EMS Training Center 
(RVRTC) which is operated with revenue from Roanoke County, Roanoke 
City, City of Salem, and the Town of Vinton.  This state-of-the-art facility 
includes personnel from all jurisdictions and in addition to regular training 
classes and seminars it also is an accredited EMTI training facility and hosts 
at least one multi-jurisdiction recruit academy each year.  Most recently, the 
participants in RVRTC were approved for a Department of Fire Programs 
grant to construct a new state-of-the-art burn building to replace the 
obsolete one currently on site.  This will again be a regional project that will 
include contributions from all four localities.

The County of Roanoke, Roanoke City, and City of Salem work together 
to form the Virginia Region 6 Technical Rescue Team.  Members from all 
three localities train to together to deploy within region 6 or statewide if 
needed.

For a number of years you have served as the VFCA representative 
to the Southeastern Association of Fire Chiefs (SEAFC). Please 
tell us a little about your role with that body and the benefits of 
belonging to SEAFC.  Early in my career I got involved with the VFCA.  
I served on various committees and eventually went through the chairs to 
serve as president in 1995.  

I was nominated to serve as the Virginia Director to the SEAFC, one 
of eight divisions of the IAFC.  After being involved at the division level, 
I became motivated and learned more about the organization on an 
international level. I served as president of the SEAFC in 2001 and was a 
candidate for IAFC 2nd vice president in 2004.  

I have supported and continue to support these organizations and what 
they stand for.  I sincerely believe that the organizations and the people 
who serve within them have had a profound impact on my career.  What 
I have learned by my interaction with the organizations, departments and 
individuals has allowed me to develop my abilities and serve well as a 
leader.  The knowledge you gain by participating in events and serving on 
committees keeps you up-to-date on the latest issues and you meet people 
from whom you learn through an environment of sharing and networking.  

I have served on the SEAFC board for over 10 years and was just re-
elected to a two-year term which will expire in June of 2011.  As much as I 
enjoy it, I feel it is time to find someone with the desire to participate as a 
leader in these organizations and work with them over the next two years 
to become my successor.  This is the right decision for the organization and 
it comes as I reach the right point in my own life and career.  I have been 
honored to serve.

What’s in the future for the fire service as you see it?  The fire 
service has historically been known as the “good guys”, the “heroes”.  I 
believe that the image of the fire service in the public’s eyes will remain 
the same. However, departments will have to prove diligent in their efforts 
to maintain their professionalism.  With the increased demands on the fire 
service for both emergency and non-emergency venues, departments will 
have to work hard to meet the public’s high-expectations, heroic image, 
and respect.

If you know someone who would be interesting to read about in this 
column, contact Bill Smith, Editor,  

Virginia Fire Chiefs Association (888) 818-0893 or bsmith@vfca.us
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New Job Demands, Fewer Tax Dollars and Higher Public 
Expectations Are Propelling Changes in the Northeast

 When Jim Clack decided it was time to change jobs, the former 
Minneapo¬lis, MN, fire chief applied to the Baltimore City, MD, Fire 
Department. He brought with him 22 years of experience - including 
being unified incident commander in 2007 of the I-35W bridge collapse 
that killed 13 people - and a bachelor’s degree. The applicant pool, for the 
most part, had the experience, but lacked Clack’s educational credentials. 
And for the first time in its ISO-year history, Bal-timore City hired a chief 
from outside the department.

“I’m sure I did well in the interview too,” Clack says. But in the past, 
the city had not perceived higher education as an important criterion 
for se¬lecting a chief. “It gave me the opportunity to lead this great 
department,”

Clack sees higher education as a vehicle for providing more mobility 
for individuals changing departments and seeking a better career outlook. 
“I’m a good example of that. That didn’t used to happen in the fire 
service,” he says. “Yet as the forces of supply and demand eventually even 
out those with degrees, is there any inclination that government hiring 
managers will aid in sustaining this growth? The evidence is anecdotal to 
some extent, depending with whom one speaks.”

I think you need more education as you go up in an organization:’ Clack 
says. “It’s as simple as being able to write well, a talent lacking in the fire 
service. Higher edu¬cation, for one thing, requires you to be able to write 
dearly. At a minimum, officers should have at least a two-year degree and 
chief officers need a bachelor’s degree. If a chief does not stay up with (his 
or her educational challenges), he risks his folks missing out.”

To debunk the notion that higher education is merely a tool of mobility 
and as evidence that it really is a movement anchored in the Baltimore 
City Fire Department, Clack is clear.

“I’m promoting higher education so I will be the last chief this 
department will hire from out¬side,” Clack say’s. “We are fully reimbursing 
tuition... aII the way down through the ranks. I’m re¬quiring all appointed 
chief officers to go to school - no matter what level of college they have. 
I’m telling them they have to take one course per semester. You have to 
be always learning, always involved in some form of education. So when I 
leave several years from now, there will be a number of people who will be 
qualified to lead this department,”

The city has had the means to send its members to college, but it had 
largely been ignored. “The tuition reimbursement program was in place 
before I got here; it just wasn’t being used,” Clack says. “It will be a 
challenge to find the money as people jump in. And there will always be a 

resistance to change (as we move toward higher education). Changing this 
will take a little time and trust.

Who Benefits
“The citizens are the end beneficiaries of higher education; Clack says. 

‘”All the other department heads in the city, on the mayor’s cabinet, are 
college educated. For me to come to the table without a degree puts me at 
a disadvantage among my peers ¬for things like budget - and being able to 
articulate the value of our service both verbally and in writing for decision 
makers. This is critical:”

In contrast, Boston, MA Fire Chief Ronald Keating says his department 
of 1,450 members does not have a program or incentives to enable 
employees to at¬tend college, nor is one envisioned. “The city had a plan 
for tuition reimbursement, but its budget is in dire straits,” he says.

“I would be in favor of the upper ranks going to the National Fire 
Academy and getting the EFO (Executive Fire Officer) designation,” says 
Keating, who was appointed as chief in March 2009. His depart¬ment does 
not require a degree to hold its top leadership posts. He explains that the 
Boston Fire Department has a history of promoting from within, and his 
recent ap¬pointment is no exception.

“I started out as a ‘probie’ and worked my way up,” he explains. “We’re 
sort of in the backwoods here when it comes to educating our people. I 
have a BS in fire science and have done three courses at the National Fire 
Academy. It’s always a bene¬fit to the individual and definitely a benefit 
to the organization, but I’m not sure there is a figure for taxpayers” for any 
benefit in higher education, he says. “If we do have an opportunity for 
local training, we send (our people). We encourage them to go forward but 
we don’t have any plans to (for higher education).”

Billy Shelton, executive director of the Virginia Department of 
Fire Pro¬grams, sees a recent leveling off in college interest among fire 
de¬partments nationally. His agency provides funding, training and 
educational programs to public safety personnel throughout Vir¬ginia. A 
former federal firefighter and fire chief at Fort Belvoir, an Army command 
headquarters, Shel¬ton agrees that attaining higher education should be a 
personal goal for firefighters of all ranks, and one that departments should 
foster. On many levels, he says, “we need to compete with the police chief, 
the pub¬lic works director and the city manager:” If we cannot compete, 
he says, the necessary budget dollars will go elsewhere. Further, “gone 
are the days where a chief can say that we have done things one way for 
40 years and there is no need for change. What happens when that chief 
retires? He has prepared no one to succeed him. And succession planning 
is one of the reasons higher education is so important:’ he says. “If you do 

HIGHER EDUCATION FOR THE FIRE SERVICE
By Paul Snodgrass
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On Adding a Degree to Your Resume
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not look to (subordinates), we are destined to fail. We must prepare people 
to succeed us,”

The agency recently obtained an ar¬ticulation agreement with the 
University of Phoenix. This arrangement allows those graduating with 
an associate’s degree to have their degrees accepted by the univer¬sity as 
they move into one of several bac¬calaureate programs it offers.

“We are looking to get our current fire officers into the 21st century; 
Shelton says, “This and another initiative driven by the department has 
succeeded in get¬ting course numbers and textbooks titles standardized 
for those seeking an associ-ate’s degree in the commonwealth.., We are 
all- hazard responders; we need to know. Completing a college degree is 
one of the best ways for someone to connect the dots as he or she moves 
from training into the real-life situations encountered daily by firefighters.

Big Departments, Little Interest
Higher education initiatives at de¬partments in the Northeast contrast 

with the area’s sheer number of firefighters and the some of the county’s 
largest de¬partments, Warren Campbell, a former field training specialist 
at U.S. Fire Ad¬ministration’s National Fire Academy, said he experienced 
a frustrating lack of interest as he took higher education courses on the 
road to various sections of the country. “We offer to hold three courses” 
free to all parties. In the North¬east, he explains, “we might fill two of the 
three courses.”

The Fire and Emergency Services Higher Education (FESHE) 
program is in 11th year, Campbell points out. “And the economy has 
not been bad through¬out that period. I don’t think it is mon¬etary. The 
economy is an easy target. The culture (of departments) is to blame,” he 
says. But that culture, which in some cases has ignored higher education, 
is changing he says.

“It’s already happening international¬ly. If you look at our military, says 
the 21-¬year military veteran - “which is arguably the best in the world - 
education plays a major role. Ninety-five percent of officers entered the 
service as an officer; not in an enlisted position,” The military is able to 
develop “a good officer corps with good training and education,” he says.

The FESHE program promotes high¬er education in the fire service 
through standardized undergraduate curriculum and seeks to stan¬dardize 
competency-based degrees. It is aiming to develop a decentralized 
organization that will allow community-based participants to evolve the 
mis¬sion of FESHE to fit their needs. Its paramount goal is to reduce life 
and property loss through higher education.

Vermont Technical College (VTC) is a recent example of FESHE’s 
versatility in helping a higher education program gain the consistency and 
provide a platform for its initiation.

“We just graduated our first class this spring” says Peter Maloska, 
program di¬rector and assistant professor at VTC. “We used the FESHE 
model as a starting point for curriculum. We also developed many 
partnerships and altered the program a little.”

As Vermont’s nascent program devel¬ops, Maloska and the college’s 
statewide six¬ member advisory board will evaluate and fine tune the 
curriculum and its delivery.

“The program goal is to have our students have the opportunity to 
obtain an associates degree. Vermont certification as Firefighter I, national 
EMT- B and be certified at the hazardous materials operations level.”

Cognizant of the need to present adult learners with useful on-the-job 
experience in its educational plans, Maloska empha¬sizes real-world fire 
service applications.

“For example;” he said. “In the Fire and Life Safety Educator course, 
we partner with the Vermont Division of Fire Safety to use a ‘safe 
house’ trailer. Students pre¬pare lesson plans, utili2e the ICS (Incident 
Command System) to prepare and conduct a fire prevention day. ICS is 
used anytime we conduct a program. We also partner with the Initiative 
for Rural Emer¬gency Medical Services at UVM to conduct our EMT-B 

program. The Vermont Fire Academy is our partner for the Firefighter 
1 pro¬gram. These examples illustrate the basic model and how we used 
content to balance the training and education components.”

Maloska is encouraged by the fire department support he has received 
for his program.  “The fire chiefs were instrumental in getting this program 
up and running,” he says. “Vermont did not have a higher education 
program in fire science prior to this...and the chiefs were strong advocates 
for its inception.”

Washington, DC, Fire Chief Dennis L Rubin explains his view of 
higher education in an historical context. “I have had a chance to go 
to work in our business since 1971,” he says. “I have seen nothing but 
ag¬gressive movement toward it becoming a true profession in our nation.  
As we con¬tinue down that path, the requirements placed upon us to have 
education at fairly high levels grow.”

Rubin runs a department that he says, “commands a $200 mil¬lion 
budget and 2,400 employees~ No small task, especially given the 
importance of some target occu¬pancies. “I feel pretty strongly that higher 
education is a must…I’m convinced that everyone associated with the 
delivery of our service benefits from advanced education... Our citizens… 
they expect us the make the best decisions and make the most of their 
hard-earned tax dollars:’

Rubin also agrees with other fire service leaders about the relative 
merit of a de¬gree. “The individual is able to play at a level where perhaps 
without an appropriate level of advanced education would not be able 
to do so.” he says. “For instance, if you’re in a meeting (where other 
staff members have college degrees) and the fire chief has a high school 
education...I think we will always be looked down upon. The need for us 
to play in an arena... where higher education is required has arrived:’

Rubin’s department offers assistance for those degree-seeking 
members. “We have a way of using the University of the District of 
Columbia for college classes... and members get tuition reimbursement:’ 
Rubin explains. The department also pro¬vides annual leave incentives 
for taking classes. “We believe candidates will be much more competitive 
in the written and oral as¬sessments (for promotion.) Higher educa-tion 
is highly encouraged in our systems. And I wish we could offer a pay 
premium for higher education, but it must go through a process… it is not 
as easy as chief’s decree. Rubin has associates and bachelor’s degrees and 
is working toward a masters degree at Oklahoma Slate University.

Baltimore’s Clack admits that the fire service lags behind other public 
sectors. “It goes beyond the bargain¬ing table… it has labor implications 
as well for comparable jobs in the city,” he says. “We are embarking on a 
program to set goals to require Fire Officer I for company officers and so 
forth for higher positions. We are trying to get caught up to our neighbors. 
We are fortu¬nate here in Baltimore City. We are sur¬rounded by good 
college programs. We are very close to the National Fire Acad¬emy, 
which I think is a great institution.” The veteran administrator holds a 
bach¬elor’s degree in fire administration and is a graduate of the Executive 
Fire Officer Pro¬gram at the National Fire Academy. He is pursuing a 
master’s degree from St. Mary’s University in Minnesota.

The realm of higher education in the fire service is changing along 
with the old guard. New job demands, fewer tax dol¬lars and a public that 
expects more from its public service sector are propelling these changes in 
the Northeast, as well as elsewhere.

PAUL SNODGRASS, A Firehouse® contribut¬ing editor, is a 
firefighter with the Sarasota County, FL, Fire Department and a former 
fire chief. He is on the faculty at the University of Florida and an adjunct 
fire science instruc¬tor at HilIsborough Community College in Tampa. 
FL and Cogswell Polytechnical Col¬lege in Sunnyvale. CA. Snodgrass 
holds a bachelor’s degree in political science from Augsburg College and a 
master’s degree in education from the University of Phoenix. He has been 
writing about, designing and teach¬ing online courses since 2005. He can 
be reached al e.educalional@gmail.com.
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28th National Fallen Firefighters 
Memorial Weekend to be Held 
October 2 - 4, 2009

 

The National Fallen Firefighters Foundation (NFFF) and the 
Department of Homeland Security's U.S. Fire Administration 
announce that the 28th annual National Fallen Firefighters Memorial 
Weekend will be held October 2-4, 2009. A plaque with the names of 
103 firefighters who died in the line of duty in 2008 will be added to 
the National Fallen Firefighters Memorial, located on the National 
Fire Academy campus. The names of 19 firefighters who died in 
previous years will also be added. The plaques surrounding the 
Memorial, which was established in 1981, will contain the names of 
more than 3,300 firefighters. 

Thirty-six states experienced line-of-duty deaths in 2008. Deaths 
resulted from many causes, including vehicle accidents while enroute 
to or returning from emergency calls, training incidents, building 
collapses, diving incidents, natural disaster response, being struck by 
objects (vehicles, trees, waterway from aerial devices, and gunshot 
wounds) at the incident scene, falls, heart attacks, helicopter/air tanker 
crashes, and burns. Five multiple fatality incidents accounted for 17 
deaths. Two multiple fatality incidents occurred at structural fires, 
one in an apparatus crash after a bridge collapse during heavy smoke 
conditions at a wildland fire, one helicopter crash during a wildland fire, 
and one air tanker that crashed on take-off. Wildland fires, controlled 
burns and training/certification for wildland protection resulted in 15 
fatalities. Oregon and North Carolina suffered the Nation's greatest 
number of line-of-duty firefighter deaths in 2008 with 9 in each state, 
while Pennsylvania and New York had 8, Missouri had 7, and California 
had 6. Virginia had 1, Cecilia R. Turnbough, from Dale City Volunteer 
Fire Department

Chief Dennis Compton, Chairman of the NFFF Board of Directors, 
stated: "Our country's firefighters make a commitment day in and 
day out to protect others from the ravages of fire and many other life 
threatening hazards. Each year we gather at the site of the National 
Fallen Firefighters Memorial in Emmitsburg, Maryland, to pay tribute 
to those firefighters who paid the ultimate price in the performance of 
their duties. The fire service is honored and humbled to memorialize 
these fallen heroes and show our sincere appreciation for the sacrifices 
made by those they left behind." 
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Atlanta Chief Kelvin Cochran 
confirmed as new U.S. Fire 
Administrator
Atlanta’s fire chief is leaving for a new job…

Introducing Kelvin Cochran, U.S. Fire 
Administrator. 

Cochran, 49, was President Barack Obama’s top 
pick for the post last month. Friday, August 7th, 

the U.S. Senate made it official.

“Chief Cochran brings extensive experience to a critical position within 
our Agency and the Department of Homeland Security,” FEMA 
Administrator Craig Fugate said in a statement.

Cochran has 28 years of experience in fire service. He previously worked 
as the fire chief in his hometown of Shreveport, La. At the time of his 
confirmation he was the Chief of Atlanta Fire-Rescue.

As U.S. Fire Administrator, Cochran will oversee, coordinate and direct 
national efforts to prevent fires and improve fire response.

He will also lead fire prevention and safety education programs and 
professional development opportunities for emergency responders.
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THE UN-COMFORT ZONE  
with Robert Wilson

The Main Ingredient…

In 1907, during a major league baseball game, second base 
was stolen 13 times by the winning team.  The catcher for 
the losing team, Branch Rickey, was unable to pick off even a 
single runner.  That record stands to this day.  It also spelled 
the end of Rickey’s career as a baseball player after just two 
short seasons.  With nothing else to do, he went to college and 
law school.  

Six years later, he returned to major league baseball.  This 
time as a manager – and what a manager he turned out to 
be!  He created the modern baseball farm system which 
enables major league teams to nurture and develop future 
stars through their minor league teams.  He was the first 
to establish a permanent spring training facility in Florida.  
He changed the way statistical analysis is used in baseball 
by proving that on-base percentage is more important than 
batting average.  Branch Rickey is best known, however, 
for breaking the color barrier by bringing African-American 
Jackie Robinson into the major leagues.  It earned him a spot 
in the Baseball Hall of Fame.

Rickey offers this as his recipe for success,  “Success is 
where preparation meets opportunity.”  A simple formula 
that reminds me of the old joke: “How do you get to Carnegie 
Hall?” The answer: “Practice. Practice. Practice.” Obviously, 
you can’t take advantage of an opportunity if you don’t have 
the skills.  It’s a good recipe for success, but it doesn’t reveal 
the secret main ingredient.

A funny old song from Frank Sinatra gets us little closer to 
the answer.  Do you remember these lyrics from High Hopes?

 Just what makes that little old ant 
 Think he’ll move that rubber tree plant 
 Anyone knows an ant, can’t 
 Move a rubber tree plant!

I love that song because a stanza later we learn the ant CAN:  
“Oops there goes another rubber tree plant.”  Is having “high 
hopes” the secret ingredient?  No, but it gets us closer to it.  
You see, the ant succeeds because he doesn’t know that he 
can fail.

Think about some of the people you know who are 
successful.  What is it that makes them big achievers?  What 
traits do you associate with them?  

When I ask this question of my audiences I frequently 
hear the following ingredients: Courage, Perseverance, 
Enthusiasm, Discipline, Confidence, Decisiveness, Self-
reliance, Responsibility, Focus, Ambition, and Optimism.

All of these are certainly traits of successful people, but 
which one is the overriding characteristic?  Which one is the 

main ingredient?

None of the above!

That’s right – none!  Yes, they are all important, but there 
is one ingredient that makes the cake, and that is simply your 
belief  that you will succeed.  It’s called Self-Efficacy.  Your 
belief in your ability to achieve what you seek is the biggest 
part of actually getting there.  The best part is that self-
efficacy is a trait that can be acquired at any age.

We acquire a sense self-efficacy in four ways.  The first 
way is cumulative.  With each success we achieve we add 
a new layer of confidence in ourselves. The second way is 
through observation.  When we see someone similar to 
ourselves succeed, we realize that we can too.  The third way 
is controlled by our attitude.  A positive attitude enhances our 
belief in our abilities whereas a negative one destroys it.  The 
fourth way is from the encouragement of others who believe 
in our ability to succeed.  This is where you as an effective 
manager can help your people succeed.  Tell them that you 
believe they can meet their goals and you will help them 
believe it too.

Robert Evans Wilson, Jr. is a motivational 
speaker and humorist.  He works with 
companies that want to be more competitive 
and with people who want to think like 
innovators.  For more information on 
Robert’s programs please visit www.
jumpstartyourmeeting.com.

Chief Steve Cover, Congressman Bobby Scott and VFCA President Chief 
Jimmy Gray (L to R) pose during the recent Hampton Roads Fire Chiefs 
Association Luncheon held in Hampton. The purpose of the meeting was 
to discuss issues facing the fire service in today’s economy. In addition to 

Scott, Congressman Glenn Nye and Del. Mary Pogge and Glenn Oder 
attended the session.

Photo: Lynn Cherry-Miller
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SolidBody™ Construction is what separates Braun Industries, Inc. 
from all other ambulance manufacturers. SolidBody™ 
construction is unique and every Braun ambulance is built as one 
integrated module from .125"  at sheet, marine grade aluminum. 

or restrict personnel from getting in or out of the module.

Key Features of the EZ Glide Door:

 Eliminates swinging door into traffic or in connned areas
 Improves safety by eliminating "blind spots" and line of sight obstacles
 Door is not affected by wind or traffic created gusts
 Provides easy in and out access with no protruding door to walk around
  Easy to open and close, both inside and out

100% solid state, multiplex system
Microprocessor driven and controlled
Eliminates electro-mechanical relays, breakers and solenoids
Color display screen for increased visibility
Warning message and audible alarm
Back lit control buttons
Climate control functionsClimate control functions

Doing Business as 
    High Performance Motors

The Rolls Royce 
    of Ambulances

Local Sales Rep: Mike Jones  mike@penncare.net  1-800-392-7233  www.penncare.net  Penn Care Inc. Doing Business as High Performance Motors

Safety and convenience are the key advantages to the Braun EZ 
Glide Door. By sliding the door out of the way, snug up against 
the module, the door does not open to traffic, create blind

The  oor, roof, sides and doors are all constructed from brake formed parts and 
assembled with full contact weld seams creating strength, more payload and 
longer life. Since there is no separate extruded frame, SolidBody™ reduces weight 
and adds strength, providing many signincant advantages.

The MasterTech system provides the advantages of multiplexing using 
strategically located nodes and operator interface modules, delivering 
signincant advantages over most other digital units on the market. It is 
programmed to control all electrical functions, system interlocks, load 
shedding and management with real time diagnostic monitoring and 
feedback that provides simple detection of open circuts or shorts. 
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Members on the Move
Deputy Fire Chief Scott Garber has been named chief of Staunton Fire 

Department. He assumed command of the department on July 5th. Garber 
has served as Deputy Chief since 2002. He follows in the footsteps of his father, 
long time Augusta County Fire Chief Ron Garber.

In addition to working with the department in several roles since 1995, 
Garber is a graduate of the National Fire Academy Executive Fire Officer 
Program, and is working to complete his master of business administration 
degree from Columbia Southern University.

Williamsburg Chief, T. K. “Buz” Weiler retired at the end of June. Weiler 
reported to work in 1967 and rose through the ranks to become chief.

In retirement, Weiler said he looks forward to weighing anchor on his 39-foot 
sailboat, which he keeps berthed in Gloucester. First stop: maybe Bermuda!!!

Deputy Chief William Patrick Dent has been tapped to fill Weiler's 
shoes. Dent, who came to the department from Newport News in February, 
was named interim chief June 30 pending completion of his bachelor's degree 
in science.

In early July, Pensacola, FL, Fire Chief Frank Edwards announced he 
would leave that department to become Escambia County’s fire chief and 
public safety bureau chief. Edwards has been Pensacola’s fire chief since 
December 2007. He came to Pensacola from the Chesterfield County, Va., Fire 
Department, where he retired as one of three deputy chiefs.

Chesapeake Fire Chief Steve Best, announced his retirement in mid-
August. He will retire as Fire Chief in December.  Deputy Chief Ed Elliott  
will replace Best in January. Over the years, Chief Best also served as the city’s 
fire marshal and assistant fire chief. He spent the past several years earning a 
law degree. For many years Best and Elliott have worked side by side.

David E. Layman has been named Caroline County’s first Fire-EMS 
chief. Chief Layman, 45, is a 29-year veteran of fire service and comes to 
Caroline from the City of Newport News where he has been employed 

since 1988, and most recently as an Assistant Fire Chief.  He began his new 
responsibilities in Caroline County on August 17th.

Layman holds an Associates of Applied Science in Fire Science from 
Tidewater Community College, a Bachelor of Science in Fire Administration 
from Hampton University, and a Master’s Degree in Public Administration from 
Troy State University. He is also a graduate of the National Fire Academy’s 
Executive Fire Officer Program. In 2005, Chief Layman received the 
designation of “Chief Fire Officer” by the Center of Public Safety Excellence.

Despite casting a nationwide net in their search for the county's first Chief 
of Fire and Emergency Medical Services, Powhatan officials ended up finding 
their perfect candidate close to home.

Powhatan resident Rick Bucher, who was selected from a pool of 60 
applicants for the position, will begin serving as Chief of Fire and Emergency 
Medical Services on September 8th.

He will be responsible for all fire and EMS operations in the county, currently 
provided by five volunteer fire departments and three Powhatan Volunteer 
Rescue Squads.

Bucher, a former volunteer firefighter with Bon Air VFD, currently serves as 
a Shift Commander with Chesterfield Fire and EMS.

He began his career with Chesterfield in 1973 just three months after 
graduating from Midlothian High School. He is a graduate of J. Sergeant 
Reynolds Community College (1977). The University of Maryland (1990) 
and holds a Masters Degree from the University of Richmond (2005). He is 
currently working on a Masters of Divinity degree at Virginia Union University. 
In addition to Emergency Operations, he served as Director of Training and 
Safety and he has worked extensively on hiring practices, promotion processes 
and is a proponent of higher education for members of the fire service. He is an 
Executive Fire Officer awarded by the National Fire Academy in Emmitsburg, 
Maryland. He also represents Powhatan Volunteer Rescue Squad on the 
Executive Board and serves as President of the Old Dominion EMS Alliance 
(ODEMSA). Bucher also serves as the part-time pastor of Thomas Chapel 
United Methodist Church near Cartersville.
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AN OPPORTUNITY FOR YOUR 
DEPARTMENT TO DISPLAY A PIECE 
OF WORLD TRADE CENTER STEEL

 As we approach 9/11/09, we have been asked to share this 
information with you. It is a rare opportunity to allow ALL fire 
departments, police departments, EMS agencies and related 
community based organizations to further insure their community 
never forgets 9/11-and do so not just in “words”- but in action.

The following message is from FDNY FF Lee Ielpi (Ret), the 
Father of FDNY FF Jonathan Ielpi who was murdered in the Line of 
Duty on 9/11/01.

The Port Authority of New York and New Jersey is accepting 
requests from organizations that would like to request a piece of World 
Trade Center steel.  The steel was recovered from the World Trade 
Center site after September 11, 2001 and secured at JFK Airport by 
The Port Authority of NY and NJ until now.   

The September 11th Families Association is proud to be part of this 
great effort to distribute steel to organizations interested in creating 
memorials.  The steel withstood the most horrific attack on 
American soil that took the lives of 2,973 innocent people - one 
of whom was my son Jonathan Ielpi a Firefighter with FDNY 
Squad 288.  This is an extraordinary opportunity to obtain a piece of 
World Trade Center steel.   

The steel MUST be used in a memorial open to the general 
public such as in parks, fire/EMS/police stations, emergency 
service training grounds for uniformed personnel or places of public 
assembly.  The steel is not intended for and may not be used in 

personal collections, sold or used for fundraising.  All requests for 
steel MUST be in writing on official letterhead from an officer of the 
requesting agency, or a not for profit organization and will be verified.  

This is a rare opportunity to create a lasting memorial IN YOUR 
COMMUNITY honoring the lives lost and educating future 
generations about the events of September 11, 2001.  Everyday, your 
service as a Firefighter, Police Officer, EMT or related emergency 
personnel demonstrates the power of good.  A public memorial in 
YOUR community to the victims and heroes of 9/11 is a powerful 
way to insure their memory lives on.  

READ CAREFULLY: INSTRUCTIONS HERE: http://
www.911families.org/WTC%20Steel%20Public%20Memorials.pdf

SAMPLE LETTER HERE: http://www.911families.org/
WTC%20Steel%20Sample%20Letter%20Form.pdf

As we are just days from 9/11/09-take the emotions and energies 
you feel and take advantage of this opportunity to honor those who 
gave their lives on 9/11/01-and remember WHY 9/11/01 must be 
remembered in every community, in every possible way. There are 
few better ways for your community members to connect to 9/11 than 
this. 

Frustrated that some have forgotten?  This will help your 
community ALWAYS REMEMBER.
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Nominations for Best 
Practices in Fire Service 
Health and Safety Awards
By: Fire Chief Stephen P. Kopczynski
Chairman, VFCA Health and Safety Committee

Health, safety and wellness within fire departments are 
top priorities throughout the Commonwealth and across 
the nation. In Virginia, most departments have developed 
extensive policies, practices and/or procedures to address this 
important issue and to ensure the health, safety and wellness 
of their members.  We all know that before we can care for 
the public, we must ensure that our personnel are trained, 
equipped, conditioned and capable of effectively performing 
the functions for which the public expects from us.  This means 
having fit personnel who know how to operate safely and who 
practice safety, health and wellness 24/7.  It means departments 
having those necessary guidelines, policies, procedures and/or 
practices in place so that our members know what is expected 
and it means ensuring that these expectations are followed 
from an individual perspective, from a crew/team/company/
unit/station/shift perspective and from an overall departmental 
perspective.  There are many excellent examples/models of 
health and safety practices that have been implemented by 
departments of all kinds (volunteer, combination and career) 
in the Commonwealth. Why not have your department 
nominated and recognized as an award-winning agency that 
is committed to the health, safety and wellness of the overall 
department and, in particular, its members.

Each year, the Virginia Fire Chiefs Association – Health 
and Safety Committee coordinates a “Best Practices in 
Health and Safety” awards program through the Virginia Fire 
Chiefs Foundation.  This program recognizes programs from 
volunteer, combination and career fire departments in the 
Commonwealth of Virginia annually during the VFCA Mid 
Atlantic Expo and Symposium in February. Three awards are 
given in each category and the winning department receives 
a $500 contribution.  During these austere economic times, 
wouldn’t it be nice for your department to receive $500 
to support its operations in some way and, probably more 
importantly, what a message to send to your members that their 
organization has been recognized for programs that show your 
commitment to health, safety and wellness.

Soon information will be available about the process by 
which a department and its health and safety program can 
be nominated for this prestigious recognition award.  This 
information will be available on the VFCA web site at: www.
vfca.us and widely distributed by other means throughout 
the Commonwealth.  Programs/practices, etc., implemented 
in calendar years 2009, 2008 or 2007 will be considered.  As 
selection and recognition for the latest awards will occur at the 
2010 VFCA Mid Atlantic Expo and Symposium in February at 
the Virginia Beach Convention Center---nominations will be 
due very early in January 2010.

A new publication “What You Should Know: A Guide to 
Developing a Hazardous Materials Training Program” is now 
available for download from the PHMSA webpage:  http://
www.phmsa.dot.gov/hazmat .

This guide explains the training requirements in the 
Hazardous Materials Regulations, identifies those employees 
who must be trained, and provides a tool to help hazmat 
employers determine what type of training and training 
environment may be best for their employees.  The guide 
was developed under a partnership agreement between the 
Dangerous Goods Advisory Council and the U.S. Department 
of Transportation, Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety 
Administration.

Help Save Lives In Your Community:
Remind Your Family, Friends 

And Neighbors To Adopt A Simple 
Lifesaving Change.

As the time change 
approaches on Sunday, 
November 1st, the Virginia 
Fire Chiefs Association 
wants to remind residents 
to make another change 
that could save their lives 
— changing the batteries 
in their smoke alarms and 
carbon monoxide detectors.

Communities nationwide witness tragic home fire 
deaths each year. An average of three children per day 
die in home fires and 80 percent of those occur in homes 
without working smoke alarms. Nonworking smoke 
alarms rob residents of the protective benefits home 
fire safety devices were designed to provide. The most 
commonly cited cause of nonworking smoke alarms: 
worn or missing batteries.

Changing smoke alarm batteries at least once a year 
is one of the simplest, most effective ways to reduce 
these tragic deaths and injuries. In fact, working smoke 
alarms nearly cut in half the risk of dying in a home fire. 
Additionally, the VFCA recommends replacing your 
smoke alarms every ten years.
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$cholarship Applications 
Now Being Accepted

The Virginia Fire Chiefs Foundation is once again offering 
annual scholarships for continuing education.  The scholarship 
program was established in 2002 in memory of Mr. Robert 
E. White, a citizen of the Commonwealth of Virginia who 
donated his money towards the betterment of the Fire Service 
throughout the state.  

The objective of the scholarship program is to assist 
individuals desiring to further their academic education through 
a variety of opportunities such as college classes, National 
Fire Academy classes, Virginia Fire Chiefs Association events 
(such as the Mid Atlantic Expo and Symposium), certificate 
programs and other Fire and EMS classes or conferences.  
Individual scholarship awards range from $250 to $1,000 and 
can be utilized for any direct expenses such as registration, 
tuition, books, meals, lodging or transportation.  

Applications for the Virginia Fire Chiefs Foundation Robert 
E. White Memorial Scholarship are currently being accepted. 
The application period will run from September 1st to 
December 1, 2009.   

Please go to the VFCA website located at www.vfca.us to 
obtain additional information and an application or stop by 
the VFCA booth at the Haz Mat Conference in October in 
Hampton or the EMS Symposium in November in Norfolk.  
Other questions may be directed to: Jimmy Carter, Executive 
Director (888) 818-0983.

VFCA Board Puts Out Call 
for Candidates

Once again it’s time to think about board seats and several 
committee positions that will come up for election and/or 
appointment in 2010. With that in mind, the board is announcing 
a call for candidates.  Any VFCA member in good standing (i.e., 
one who is current on dues) is eligible to apply for a committee 
or board-level position or nominate a fellow VFCA member 
to serve the organization in this capacity. If possible, board 
members should have previous committee level work prior to 
being nominated for a Board position. The term of service is 
one year, following the installation in February 2010. 

Current board members may declare their candidacy as well, 
and each will go through the same review process as other 
candidates. 

If you’re interested in applying yourself or nominating 
another VFCA member, please contact the Nominating 
Committee Chair, Charles Werner no later than COB, 
November 1, 2009.  You may reach him by telephone at (434) 
970-3323 or wernerc@charlottesville.org.

The nominating committee (appointed by President Jimmy 
Gray) will review all candidate nominations, narrow the field, 
and interview finalists. The nominating committee members 

will have diverse backgrounds and come from all across 
Virginia. They will possess a wealth of experience as it relates 
to this task.

The committee will select a slate of individuals that will 
be presented to the Board of Directors for approval at the 
December 2009 meeting. At that point, Board members will 
have an opportunity to participate in the election process by 
accepting or rejecting the slate. An option will also exist to 
withhold acceptance of one or more candidates on the slate.

Successful candidates will take their positions on the board 
following the Installation of Officer’s Ceremony on February 
27, 2010.

Did You Know…

…that every 2 seconds someone in 
the United States needs blood?

… that blood cannot be 
manufactured? Volunteer blood 

donors are the only means of 
keeping an adequate blood supply.

The first graduating class in 2007 of the Virginia Fire Officer Academy (VFOA) 
collected money amongst the students to purchase a gift as a thank you to the 

VFCA and the staff of the VFOA.

They decided to purchase a brick at the National Fallen Firefighters Memorial 
on the campus of the National Fire Academy in Emmitsburg, MD.
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An Invitation: Tribute 
WTC Visitor Center
by: Charles Werner

On August 4th of this year, I had the opportunity to visit 
the Tribute WTC Visitor Center in New York City.  While 
words cannot describe the depth of my personal visit, I will 
do my best to tell the story of this very remarkable place.  
Not knowing what to expect, I was very reserved and quiet 
as I entered.  As I arrived, I had the very special honor of 
meeting Firefighter Lee Ielpi (FDNY ret’d) who would be 
my personal guide.  In addition to serving as a firefighter 
in NYC and retired, Lee’s son Jonathan was also a member 
of FDNY Squad 288.  On that tragic day, Lee lost his son 
Jonathan.

While each tour is memorable and emotional, Lee’s stories 
and insights left and indelible imprint on me.  Lee guided 
me through the numerous exhibits and shared his personal 
loss with me.  We walked through the five galleries which 
share the personal stories and experiences from the WTC 
community.  Next, and very impactful, is an interactive 
timeline of September 11, 2001 which includes the attacks 
in DC and Pennsylvania. Then there are panoramic images, 
touching photos and heart wrenching films portraying the 
rescue and recovery efforts.  For me, I was brought to tears 
when Lee Ielpi showed me his son’s turnout gear recovered 
from the WTC site which is now on display.  For me, 
Jonathan’s turnout gear is a lasting tribute for the sacrifice 
that he and his brethen firefighters made on 9/11; it also 
serves as a reminder about the dangers that firefighters face 
every day.  Additionally, seeing the twisted steel artifacts 
demonstrated the magnitude of the destruction from the 
explosion and WTC collapse. 

A collage of photographs and symbolic objects that were 
left in memory of families and friends is on display.  The 
messages are heartfelt tributes to all those that were lost on 
9/11.

As Lee guided me outside to look over at the WTC 
Ground Zero, he pointed upward to a 50 story skyscraper 
which was well into the skyline; he said now realize that 
the WTC Twin Towers were over twice that height.  This 
was a truly overwhelming and life changing moment.  The 
Tribute WTC Visitor Center provides insights, it shares the 
deep emotion and it stands as a reminder that, “WE MUST 
NEVER FORGET!!!”

I was so moved that I am now working to be an ambassador 
for the Tribute WTC Visitor Center and I urge you to do the 
same.  Please accept this as a personal invitation to travel 
and visit.  The trip is easy and affordable.  Take the Amtrak 
from DC to NYC; the trip only takes a little over 3 hours.  I 
guarantee an unforgettable experience like no other.

For more information, visit their website at www.tributewtc.org

New MiFi Technology 
Implemented at CFD

The Charlottesville Fire 
Department (CFD) has just 
implemented one of the new 
MiFi technologies with Sprint. 
This technology is a credit card 
size device which enables CFD 
to establish a WiFi network while 
operating in the field and allows 
up to 5 simultaneous connections.  
This is the first MiFi deployed 
on the Sprint network in the 
Charlottesville region.

This is especially important 
where access to internet or other 
wireless services like geographic 
information systems.  This mobility 
solution can provide additional information in the form of 
maps, satellite imagery, hazmat information, etc.  While 
some emergency vehicles have computers/connections with 
the Regional 800 MHz Data System, those connections are 
dramatically slower.  This is an affordable and flexible solution 
that will enhance public safety operations in the field.  Its 
portability allows it to operate 4 hours on a rechargeable battery 
or be plugged in for continuous service.

Chief Werner stated, This new MiFi technology will 
continue to revolutionize how and where wireless services 
can be used and will be a great boost to CFD and other public 
safety/service organizations, especially those that cannot afford 
to build expensive broadband data networks.  The setup 
is extremely simple and it operates just like any other WiFi 
hotspot.

After additional testing, CFD will examine how and where 
these devices can be used the most effectively.

Riddle
This is an unusual paragraph. I’m curious as to just how 

quickly you can find out what is so unusual about it. It looks 
so ordinary and plain that you would think nothing was wrong 
with it. In fact, nothing is wrong with it! It is highly unusual 
though. Study it and think about it, but you still may not find 
anything odd. But if you work at it a bit, you might find out. 
Try to do so without any coaching! 

ANSWER

The letter e, which is the most common letter used in the 
English language, does not appear even once in the paragraph.
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