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INTRODUCTION
Despite the ever-changing nature of the industry, one thing has remained the same: the tradition, 
pride, and public value our volunteer firefighters provide. In contrast to the historical functions of 
volunteer fire service, increased demand for diversification has led to volunteers providing more 
than fire suppression. Our volunteers now offer services such as response to an expansive range of 
emergencies, fire prevention education, and community outreach.

This toolkit was developed for Allegheny County fire service providers to assist them in showcasing 
their value and building relationship with elected officials and the community. Intended to be 
adaptable to the distinctive attributes of each fire department while remaining targeted toward the 
region, three templates have been developed to simplify the outreach process.

Three templates are included in this toolkit:

• Introductory email to elected officials 

• PowerPoint slide deck for presentations to elected officials

• Flyer for open house

Photo by Matt Chesin on Unsplash
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breaking the ice
Reaching Out to Your Elected Off icials

Municipal Responsibility for Emergency Services 
in pennsylvania

Acts 7, 8, 9, and 31 of 2007/8 codified the duty to provide 
emergency services for boroughs, first and second class 
townships, and third class cities.

“(a)  The [municipality] shall be responsible for ensuring that 
f ire and emergency medical services are provided within the 
[municipality] by the means and to the extent determined by 
the [municipality], including the appropriate f inancial and 
administrative assistance for these services.

(b)  The [municipality] shall consult with f ire and emergency 
medical services providers to discuss the emergency services 
needs of the township.

(c)  The [municipality] shall require any emergency services 
organizations receiving [municipality] funds to provide to 
the township an annual itemized listing of all expenditures of 
these funds before the [municipality] may consider budgeting 
additional funding to the organization.”

Historically, volunteer fire departments have operated independently of municipal government, in 
spite of the municipality’s duty (See Municipal Responsibility for Emergency Services). With an 
increased emphasis on accountability and a more engaged electorate, elected officials have often 
opted to abdicate their responsibility for fire service provision.
 
Unlike many of the other services provided to the community at the municipal level, volunteer fire 
departments have served as an alternative provider of this essential service. Volunteers donate their 

time to not only provide fire 
protection to their community, 
but also to raise funds to support 
their operations. Thanks to 
the service of volunteers in the 
region, elected officials have been 
able to devote their time, effort, 
and funds to different priorities. 

However, the volunteer fire 
service has changed along 
with society. Volunteerism is 
decreasing across America and 
the rise of dual incomes has 
limited the volunteer pool. The 
demand for diversification has 
expanded training requirements, 
growing the time commitment 
for volunteers. Equipment and 
apparatus needs have shifted to 
accommodate the new services 
areas and costs continue to 
increase.

Proactive engagement with 
elected officials accomplishes 
three goals: education, support, 
and relationship-building. 

Education
For many elected officials, volunteer fire companies appear to be self-sufficient. Volunteers arrive to 
provide fire suppression when called upon. When an emergency occurs inside their municipality, a 
volunteer fire company responds. Elected officials patronize fish fries and bingo nights in support of 
the volunteers. Until they understand the threats facing the volunteer fire industry, elected officials 
are less willing to provide necessary support.
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Support
Elected officials with positive impressions of their volunteer fire departments may be more 
receptive to requests for financial and administrative assistance. Showcasing the public value 
provided by volunteer fire in the community can bolster requests and highlight the cost savings 
provided by a volunteer service provision model.

Relationship-Building
Many volunteer fire companies report a strained relationship with their municipality.  Elected 
officials are averse to take on the additional financial and administrative burden of fire services 
and may communicate reactively rather than proactively. Engaging with elected officials early 
on in their tenure allows fire companies to open up lines of communication that build strong 
relationships.

Template: Introductory Email to Elected Officials
To begin the dialogue, reach out to your elected official with an email to begin the process. This 
email template can serve as an introduction or an opportunity to reignite conversations.

An editable version of the email template can be accessed via this link:  Introductory Email

breaking the ice
Reaching Out to Your Elected Off icials

Dear [Elected Official]:

My name is [Name] and I am the Chief of [Department] in [Municipality]. As your fire chief, I am 
concerned over the challenges facing fire departments in our region. I would like to set up a meet-
ing to discuss the future of fire services in our municipality.

I received a report from the Congress of Neighboring Communities that outlined the problems 
facing fire companies in Allegheny County. Fragmentation in our region has caused a number of 
challenges for the 180+ fire departments, and solving them will require us to work more closely 
together. Our ability to be effective stewards of public safety rests on us making tough decisions 
about the future of our services. Our constituents depend on the effectiveness of our services.

I believe we can find a mutually beneficial solution to these problems, and work together to im-
prove our fire department’s services, improve our working partnership between the municipality 
and our department, and ultimately improve how we help our residents.

Please let me know if you have any thoughts or questions. Thank you for your time and I look 
forward to hearing from you.

[Name]

http://pitt.box.com/s/8kf6xc9qk0y2q80gh7nc6i4g2vv9i2dj
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making the case
Establishing Value

After a connection has been made with elected officials, volunteer fire companies can seize the 
opportunity to open up a dialogue regarding fire services. Elected officials may not be familiar 
with their fire department’s service catalog. They may not be aware of the costs of fire services or 
understand their responsibility to provide service to the community. 

Engaging with elected officials provides a chance for fire departments to not only showcase their 
public value, but also an opportunity to underscore the complementary relationship between fire 
service providers and elected officials. Effective communication will establish value and provide a 
guide for elected officials to play an active role in service provision in their community.

Negotiating Agreement
When working with elected officials, keep these points from Fisher & Fry’s Getting to Yes1 in 
mind:

• Remember to separate the people from the problem. Like volunteer firefighters, elected 
officials aim to serve their communities. Both sides have a similar goal of building a better 
municipality, even though they may not always agree on the path forward. Try to understand 
why an elected official might hold a particular point of view and recognize that their opinions 
and decisions are not personal.

• Focus on each side’s interests rather than positions. Ask the elected officials about their 
positions and why they hold that point of view. Be ready and willing to offer your own 
interests and explain your underlying reasons. Starting a dialogue on each other’s interests 
will direct the conversation toward a solution and can form the basis for a mutually beneficial 
result.

• Be open to collective problem-solving. While you can come prepared with proposals, 
working with your elected officials to develop new ideas allows both sides to play an active 
role.  Brainstorming together reduces the potential for all-or-nothing positions and can 
generate solutions that are compatible and complementary.

• Keep to the facts. When facing a difficult conversation, use objective criteria to keep the 
discussion grounded. Using national standards from the NFPA or the ISO as a framework can 
ensure both parties are evaluating fire services with the same criteria. 

Following Up
After the first meeting, reach out again in two to three weeks to continue building the 
relationship. Elected officials may be more receptive to requests when you’ve kept in contact 
even without an ask on the table. Sending monthly reports or personal invitations for events can 
strengthen your relationship and can provide an opening to discuss concerns as they arise.

1 Ury, W., & Fisher, R. (1991). Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In (2nd ed.). Penguin Books.
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making the case
Establishing Value

Template: powerpoint slide deck for presentation to elected officials
For an introductory meeting, the conversation should revolve around three topics: education, action 
items, and communication. This PowerPoint presentation is tailored address the three main themes.
 

TOPIC Goal Slides
Education Review your department, the 

state of fire service in the region, 
service components and costs, 
and threats and opportunities for 
volunteer fire service

• Department Overview
• Fire Service in Allegheny County
• Service Components
• Service Costs
• Opportunities and Threats

Action Items Discuss expectations for volunteer 
fire command staff and elected 
officials, reiterate accountability

• Fire Departments and Elected 
Officials: A Partnership

• Accountability to the Community

Communication Provide email, phone, and social 
media links to allow elected 
official to keep in touch

• Contact Information

The PowerPoint presentation can be accessed at this link:  Presentation to Elected Officials

http://pitt.box.com/s/o5mq4euwxy797si5s5t3unohx78iv3bt
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getting the word out
Connecting with the Community

Fire departments are inherently public-facing. When community members call 911, firefighters 
play an important role as first responders. In addition to providing fire suppression and emergency 
response, they provide support to people experiencing a traumatic life event. 

On-scene support is far from the only interaction firefighters have with the public. Volunteer fire 
companies have always been community-focused organizations. From fish fries to parades, our 
region has come to value and rely on the events hosted by our volunteer fire companies.

There’s a reason that events like bingo and pancake breakfasts are the go-to fundraisers for 
volunteer fire companies: they are moneymakers. However, they can also serve as a venue 
for educating the community on the public services provided by volunteer departments and 
highlighting the public value of volunteer firefighters.

TEMPLATE: Flyer for aN OPen 
HousE
For many communities, the annual open 
house held by their volunteer department 
is a much-anticipated event. While 
the food and fun are the draw, open 
houses allow fire departments to show 
the community more about their work. 
Equipment demonstrations allow the 
public to get hands-on experience, while 
firefighters can provide information on 
the costs, maintenance, and training that 
is required to purchase and operate the 
tools. Kids can gear up in turnout gear as 
firefighters talk about the weight of the 
gear and how each component protects 
them in a fire. 

Open houses can also serve as a recruiting 
event—make sure to have paper 
applications or a computer for electronic 
applications set up for interested guests. 
Photos and videos captured during open 
houses can be used for future recruiting or 
fundraising communications.

This template can be accessed at this link: 
Open House Flyer 

 

 

 

METROPOLIS VOLUNTEER FIRE DEPARTMENT’S 

SATURDAY, JUNE 12 | 1:00-5:00PM | 1234 MAIN STREET, METROPOLIS, PA 15555 

You’re invited to a fun-filled event for the whole family to learn 
more about the Metropolis Volunteer Fire Department! 
 
• Meet your volunteer firefighters  
• Tour the fire station 
• Discover volunteer opportunities 
• See equipment demonstrations 
• Learn about fire safety 
• And much more! 

 

(412) 555-5555 | METROPOLISVFD.COM |  METROVFD  

http://pitt.box.com/s/3d2qlpmiv939xle7pkgvsm7r6qnbj4en
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putting it together
The Good Governance Trifecta

Improving fire services in Allegheny County will take a collaborative effort. This toolkit is aimed 
at the volunteer firefighters who have been driving the conversation, but elected officials and the 
community also play a role in determining the future of fire service delivery in the region.

Through education, communication, and outreach, volunteer fire departments can proactively engage 
with elected officials and the community. These efforts can spur conversations that turn into actions. 

The Good Governance Trifecta
Governance is the act of public decision-making.2 No longer exclusive to politicians and public 
administrators, all members of a community can be active participants in making decisions that 
impact their municipality. The traditional government has historically operated independently 

of its constituents and of the 
organizations that support it. 
In recent years, an increased 
emphasis on accountability, 
transparency, and efficiency 
has prompted the public to be 
proactive in working alongside 
their elected officials to improve 
their community. However, 
many citizens are still removed 
from all levels of governments. 
Civic engagement should be 
encouraged by service providers, 
elected officials, and all levels of 
government to make certain that 
the public is represented in public 
decision-making.

Public safety is an issue that 
concerns all of us. As individuals, 
we may not call for fire services on 
a daily basis. But as a community, 
fire service is a daily necessity. 
We all want reassurance that 
there are first responders like our 
volunteer firefighters on the other 

end of dispatch to help anyone in need. It is a base-level service that we all count on to ensure a safe, 
livable community. Through outreach, volunteer fire departments can invite their elected officials 
and citizens to join them in moving toward a fire service delivery system that is more efficient, cost, 
equitable, and sustainable.
2 Miller, D. Y., & Cox II, R. W. (2014). Governing the Metropolitan Region: America’s New Frontier (1st ed.). Routledge.

The Good Governance Trifecta 

Citizens

Fire Service 
Providers

Elected 
Officials

Good 
Governance
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“It has to be a collaboration between 
the fire departments, the elected 

officials, and the community itself.”
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