
BOARD OF FIRE COMMISSIONERS’
SPECIAL MEETING
September 30, 2004

ATTENDEES: Comm.  Elizabeth Bomba - Chairperson
Comm.  Ralph Chiumento (arrived at 7:10 pm.)
Comm.  Karen Pells
Comm.  Patrick Rose (absent)
Comm.  Norman Comerford 

Attorney: Gerard Comatos (absent)
Treasurer: James Passikoff
Secretary: Renée O’Neill

Chairperson Bomba opened the meeting of the Arlington Fire District Board of Fire Commissioners’
Special Meeting, which was held at Red Oaks Mill Fire Company at 7:00 p.m.

A motion was made by Comm.  Pells and seconded by Comm.  Comerford to table the
approval of the minutes from September 29th’s Board of Fire Commissioners Meeting until the
next Board Meeting.  

- Motion Carried. 

Comm.  Bomba stated that the purpose of this meeting was to gather input relating to the inception of a
Career Chief; what you think we need in a Chief, how best to implement a comfortable transition plan,
if in fact, the Board votes to go with a paid Chief.  Input from the members will help them put forward a
plan to bring to the public hearing on October 12th.  A plan in a transition period, in her opinion, offers
too many ramifications to too many people to be developed without the input of the people that are
involved.  She doesn’t think it would be fair of the Board to assume that responsibility without working
with the people who would be subject to this plan, all though they could’ve done just that. 

Comm.  Comerford:
Paid Chief may be more appropriate due to the growth in the District.  His major concern is what effect
it will have on volunteerism. May be the right decision, but possibly the wrong time. Sees a decline in
volunteers now, and setting up programs to retain and attract volunteers. Best way to handle the issues
in the District is the idea of a Paid Chief.  This is a long term solution.  Doesn’t see this as a critical
problem.  Should consider it now, maybe implementation in 2- 3 years, unless something happens in the
mean time. 
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Comm.  Pells:
This subject has been looked at for over 15 years, when she was first on the Board of Fire
Commissioners.  Its nothing new, not something that has been decided in the past few months.  Wants a
full time paid Chief running the $10 million budget.  It will be a taxpayers benefit to be run by a full time
Paid Chief.

Comm.  Bomba:
With the residential growth alone, seen increase in burdens and responsibility.  The volunteers are
dwindling.  This problem is not unique.  It is the Board’s responsibility, as well as the members too
provide protection to the community.  We need to look at the future.  Electing a Chief each year,
disrupts the work flow, changes in policies, procedures and goals, mainly personalities changes from
Chief to Chief , i.e. style of leadership, big difference in goals, and how we go about obtaining them.
Realistically we have a part time Chief doing full time work.

Comm.  Chiumento:
His biggest fear is the loss of volunteers, in staggering numbers.  Loss of volunteers would raise taxes
probably 80% if staffed solely with career staff, if we had no volunteers.  A risk for the taxpayer. 
Doesn’t see a big crisis now as people portray.  Response times are good, rigs are getting out now. 
Flip side, Volunteer Chief and Career Deputy Chief, almost identical turnover in the two positions,
which doesn’t necessarily reduce with career.  Someone to run the business.  Doesn’t see where we
are going to get additional help running the business, just a different title running the business.  We  have
support mechanisms now, i.e. office manager, support staff who are paid to assure the District runs
well.  Huge risk switching titles, because the volunteers has no body at the top to make the final
decision.  It will hurt the volunteers. Sees a financial hardship in 2 - 3 years.  Doesn’t see a reward but
a huge risk on going to a paid Chief. 

Chief Richardson:
Hard to discuss this without a plan set forth by the Board, will reserve comments at the public hearing. 
Would like to see, instead of pursuing and rushing into it, he agrees with Comm.  Comerford, at some
point the volunteer line is going to dwindle, and will need a paid Chief.  The Fire District needs to put
out a mission statement stating who we are, and  this is what we’re out to do for the public, put out a
plan for 2, 5, 10, and 15 years down the road.  To be reviewed at Board meetings to evaluate where
we are going and the transition from a volunteer Chief to a Paid Chief.  The work is inevitable, and
wouldn’t be able to do it without the Deputy Chief and career firefighters.  We are a combination fire
department.  

Deputy Chief Pells:
Volunteers has shrunk, nobody’s fault, its society.  This is a $9 million dollar business, appropriate to
have a Paid Chief to make decisions on a day to day basis.  Doesn’t understand why the change of
position to a Paid Chief will affect the volunteers. The Board of Fire Commissioners can dismiss the
volunteers, not the Chief.  He just enforces the rules of the Board.  He can’t be interfered on the
fireground.  Its two different realms.  He thinks that a paid Chief is a necessity.  It is a changing
environment and will have growing pains if they do it or not.  Shouldn’t be an impact on anybody. He
has the biggest chance losing something on this whole issue more than anybody else, but thinks it is the
right thing to do.
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Assistant Chief Phillips: - No Comment.

Assistant Chief Roberts:
Considers us one department, not a combination department.  Thinks we should put a committee
together consisting of the Chiefs, Commissioners and Career Staff to look at how we can structure the
fire department with a paid Chief and make the transition correctly.  Makes no difference, paid Chief or
not.  The difference is if we can work as a team.  We strongly need a united front and not take two
polarized views as to whats going on with the position. 
Assistant Chief Alongi: - No Comment. 

Local 2393 President Chip Grundon:
This is a broken record, we’ve discussed this over and over since the 80's.  Committees, studies and
plans have been done, just repeating itself.

Bob Wagler, member of Croft Corners Fire Company:
We are one unit, need to work together.  Important issue, don’t have feelings whether its plus or minus.
Has not seen data from the Board, i.e. qualifications, time line, how it will be filled, etc.  The Board is
divided on whether we should go forward.  Wants to see a plan, set by the Board, which actually
identifies what we’re looking for, who we’re looking for, what the qualifications are and when it should
take place. This is something to bring us together, not divide us.  

Steve Graff, member of Red Oaks Mill Fire Company:
Asked the Board if they met with the Chief’s Council on input? 

Comm.  Bomba stated that she wants get input from the membership, tweak it down to
something solid, then meet with the Chief’s Council.  Comm.  Comerford stated the he thinks its wrong
to develop a plan without the input from the members. 

Tom O’Gorman - former AFD Chief and Commissioner:
Career Chief would bring continuity, which is a major building block with planning.  Will bring
availability.  Around the country, volunteer Chiefs are leaving after years of service so there’s no
leadership, and their plans are going down the tubes.  A career Chief doesn’t end the volunteers leave. 
The Board dismisses them.  Volunteers have nothing to fear with a paid Chief.  Wants a Career Chief
and a volunteer Deputy Chief. 

    With no further business to conduct, a motion was made by Comm.  Pells and seconded      by
Comm.  Chiumento that we adjourn at 7:55 p.m.

-     Motion Carried.
Respectfully Submitted,

                     Renée O’Neill
District Secretary 


