
Citizen Comment to BoCC – Sept 20th, 2011 
Off-agenda Item: Rural Fire Departments and County Emergency Management 

 
Speaker 1: Tish Galu (Firefighter safety is a priority core service) 
 
I came to the work session last week because firefighters are essential to the safety of all in our community, but their 
safety is just as important. My father was a paid firefighter for 30 years. He risked his life everyday because he was 
willing to go where others would not. He was trained and skilled in his work. Our family was proud of his work and 
commitment to our community.  It is inconceivable that our local officials would knowingly place him or any other fire 
fighter in danger because of equipment failure – which is addition to the dangers he faced every time he was on duty.  
 
As I listened to the leaders of the rural and Chapel Hill fire departments speak about 8-26 second radio outages, I found 
myself in tears.  Then angry.  
 
Just Imagine:   Mayday! Mayday! Please Help! 
 
WAIT 26 seconds 
 
That’s 26 seconds.  Imagine if we were in a burning building? Hurt or bleeding? or worse?    
 
Please show us your commitment to the safety of the citizens of Orange County and the committed volunteers and 
professionals who keep us safe.  The Fire Chiefs have fully explained the problems, it is now up to the county to have a 
plan to fix the EMS call center and dispatch system and viper communication – and while you’re working on it, please 
go find the money to fund it.  
 
Please don’t confuse this with the many topics on your plate.  Please don’t include this in your advocacy for more 
taxes or confuse it with other priorities for economic development or schools.    Please place this at the top of your list 
of basic, critical services that every citizen assumes that the county is providing. Unlike parks, recycling, and county 
buildings and other important things that you manage – this time it is a matter of life or death.  
 
Handout the N&O article 
 
Speaker 2: Stan Cheren (JoMac Road Experience) 
 
I’m Stan Cheren – Tonight I’m speaking for the Jo Mac Road community – which is one of the communities that’s been 
affected by the change in insurance guidelines.  This year, many of my neighbors faced large increases in their 
homeowner’s insurance premiums.  Apparently there are new insurance rating practices which place more weight on 
the ISO fire insurance categories.  Many of us are in a category 10 – which means “no coverage” because our homes are 
more than 6 miles from the primary fire station.      
 
As you might imagine, people panicked.    Our first reaction was to switch to the Carrboro Fire Dept –which is four 
miles away.  We assumed a small increase in the fire tax was trivial compared to the large increase in our insurance 
premiums.   Of course we knew nothing about fire coverage – and quickly learned that we – like every home in the 
county – are under a mutual aid agreement – and in case of fire, Orange Grove, White Cross and Carrboro would all 
both be dispatched - But under the new guidelines, Department of Insurance only recognizes our primary fire 
department which is Orange Grove.  
 
Orange County Voice put us in contact with the Orange Grove Fire Department.   Chief Holmes and Mr. Waddell 
responded immediately. They initially tried to fix our insurance rating by placing us in the Carrboro insurance district.  
Given the mutual aid agreement, it wouldn’t impact service.  Carrboro refused to switch insurance districts without 
changing the tax districts.    
 
Orange Grove now has plans to build a new fire substation to fix the problem.  Assuming you approve it, they will 
complete it within 12 months.  This will place our community within the 6 mile limit with an insurance classification of 
9s.   
 
Thank you for listening –  I hope you’ll take away several key messages.  

 
• First, special thanks to Chief Holmes and Mr Waddell for responding quickly and decisively to our issue.   The 

new substation is the right fix and will help most of the neighbors in the east end of their insurance district.  
We hope that the North Chatham Fire Department will find a similar solution for the areas south of Chapel Hill 
which are also classified as category 10 



 
• Second, please ask the county planning department to expedite the permitting of the new substations for the 

Orange Grove Fire Department 
 

• Third, please ask Carrboro for a temporary switch in insurance classification.  If you raise it in your October 
meeting.  Because of mutual aid, it should not cost Carrboro anything and it will save us a lot of money in the 
next year.   You can revert to the original classification as soon as our substation is built.   

 
Thank you 
 
Speaker 3: Steve Graf  (update UDO for Fire dept review) 
 
As you heard last week, it appears that our fire departments are not consulted in new development whether it’s 
individual properties or major new development projects.   
 
To assure fire protection for a home or community, our rural fire departments need to know about water sources, 
private roads and signage, and other things that are critical to service delivery.  If a new development is built,  the 
developer should bear some responsibility to assure that the new community can be protected from fire and medical 
emergencies.  
 
With the Department of Insurance’s rules on insurance coverage and distance from the fire station, it’s critical that our 
fire departments know where to put future stations and substations.  
As we all now know, under the DOI’s new rules, large sections of the county are now in category 10 -“not covered”.  
Our rural fire departments appear to be working to make the improvements needed to get everyone covered.  
 
What we are asking from the county and your board is to help our fire departments plan for the future.  
 
This one’s easy and doesn’t cost much.  Please ask the planning department to review the county’s new Unified 
Development Ordinance and propose language to assure that every new development is reviewed and formally signed 
off by the fire department who will be responsible for protecting it.   Hopefully the review from the fire departments 
can be performed in parallel to other reviews and not bog down the permitting process.    
 
As part of the review ask the fire department to provide comment on whether new facilities or equipment will be 
needed to cover the development.   You can ask developers to fund all or part of the costs as part of your “conditional 
approval”. 
 
We believe that you fully understand this issue and hopefully agree with our suggestion.  Please take this action so that 
the UDO changes can be proposed during the next quarterly public hearing.  
 
Thank you.  
 
Speaker 4: Marilee McTigue (Fix the Emergency Services department as a county priority)    
  
My name is Marilee McTigue and I’m a long-time resident of rural Orange County.  
 
Last week’s work session was a wakeup call for many of us about the state of emergency services in Orange County.   
We hope you agree that there are two important, but separate, parts of this function:  
 

• First, the county’s Emergency Services Department 
 
• Secondly, the eight rural fire departments and others that service the unincorporated parts of the community 

under contract with the county.  
 
It became abundantly clear in last week’s meeting that two of the county’s emergency services - VIPER and 911 
dispatching - are dangerously broken and this impacts the delivery of mission critical, core public safety services 
throughout the county.   Complex and expensive fixes will be needed to correct VIPER radio outages and new 
capabilities will be required to improve a cumbersome card dispatch system.   As you know, the problems the county is 
facing with VIPER are being experienced by many other communities across the country so it is important to note that 
we are not trying to blame anyone for the past.  We are where we are, and now we must move forward to correct the 
situation expeditiously.   
 



We left last week’s work session uncertain about the county’s next steps and we will feel more comfortable if you 
would immediately take the following actions: 
 
1.  Direct the county staff to urgently develop a plan – including costs, phasing and milestones - to correct the VIPER 
system and improve the dispatch systems.  In the interest of communication, please invite the other community 
stakeholders to review and approve the plan as a prerequisite to your signoff.   
 
2.  Secondly, while the county staff is working on the plan, please work urgently, in parallel, to find the capital 
necessary to fund it.  This is not about preparing for the 2012/2013 budget year – this is about finding the necessary 
capital right now!  Here are some ideas for you to consider: 
 

• Delay the planned improvements to the solid waste convenience centers, the recycling programs, and the 
geothermal upgrades to the county’s buildings.  While potentially worthy programs – do they rise to the level of 
core, mission critical, public safety needs?  I don’t think so. 

 
• Also, since the selection of a site for the Southwest library has been delayed, consider reallocating this year’s 

capital budget to emergency services.   
 
• Next, take a hard, comprehensive look at the county’s real estate portfolio – and sell unutilized or 

underutilized real estate.  We’re not talking about the lands legacy program’s parcels – but rather parcels that 
are vacant or are not used for county business.   

 
• And, please reconsider before you allow the county to put pressure on the towns for more tax money.  Town 

residents already pay county taxes - just as rural residents do.   We’d hate to see Chapel Hill and Carrboro shift 
to the UNC 911 call center as a knee-jerk reaction to increased costs.   

 
We understand that the county’s operating budget is extremely tight and that difficult decisions have been made.  
However, these improvements are, for the most part, capital budget items, and there is money available in the current 
capital plan for them.   And please don’t turn this into a tax increase argument.  By reprioritizing the capital plan you 
can fund these urgently needed public safety projects without increasing taxes.  
 
We need your laser focus on Emergency Services – right now – as a critical priority. It’s a matter of life and death – for 
both county residents and the emergency personnel who put their lives on the line daily to ensure our safety. 
 
Thank you 
 
Speaker 5:  Bonnie Hauser (Work on the County’s relationships with the fire departments) 
 
Thank you for giving our fire departments a voice last week.  It was a good first step in rebuilding the county’s 
relationship with these outstanding, community-based organizations.      
 
As a next step, please give the fire chiefs some breathing room so that they can develop their strategic plan working 
with UNC.  Their systems work well today and, as you now know, they are effectively preparing for the challenges of 
the future.  Unlike the critical issues affecting your call centers, the fire chiefs are dealing with routine issues such as 
insurance ratings and standards of service.   They also plan to look at their own organizations and options to 
standardize the fire tax rate.     
 
Last week, you heard that trusts have been violated and, unfortunately, gestures from the county are now met with 
suspicion.   If you truly want to rebuild these relationships, we encourage you to work with the fire departments at 
arm’s length – similarly to the way you work with the school boards, or towns or other organizations that you do not 
directly control.  
 
Certainly, if you have questions, ask them.  If you’d like a progress report, ask for one.  If you want help with your own 
planning, invite them.  Open communications would be a welcome change from the rumors that are now swirling about 
the county’s hidden agendas.   
 
There is no indication that the rural fire departments are broken – but if you have concerns or questions, please raise 
them.  Our chiefs need to hear from you.  
  
You can also help by referring citizen comments or complaints to the fire chiefs.  Make it county policy.  Put contact 
information for the fire departments on your website.   
 



That way, the chiefs can properly explain service, safety and other matters -- and how they relate to the fire tax and 
insurance premiums.  They will certainly mention hundreds of selfless, well trained volunteers plus the land, water and 
other assets that have been generously donated to secure our communities and keep costs in check.  Every community 
is different – but with the proper explanation, citizens will realize that their fire tax is a bargain.   
 
We realize that our fire departments are not perfect – but they are effective guardians of our communities.  They 
exemplify dedication and service that money can’t buy.   
 
We are honored to stand with our fire departments.  Please stand with us and add rebuilding the county’s relationships 
with the fire departments to your list of priorities.   Please start with “thank you” and “how can we help?”    

Thank you 

Statement on Ambulances Purchases: Consent Agenda Item 5H 
Bonnie Hauser, Orange County Voice, October 4th, 2011 

 
Thank you for acting quickly to replace the county’s ambulances.  Tonight – we ask that you not approve the purchase 
of new ambulances, until you have had a chance to fully examine whether these are the right vehicles for Orange 
County.    

You may know that the Excellence ambulances are relatively new for Orange County and many are questioning whether 
they are a good fit.  They are impressive, state of the art vehicles that work well in town – but they are large and 
cumbersome on the narrow gravel roads and driveways that can be found throughout the county.  We’re told that they 
are much more expensive and there’s little evidence that the benefits outweigh the costs.   

There are instances where ambulances can’t reach the patient.  First responders have to transport paramedics from 
ambulances to the patient and/or transport the patient to the ambulance.  Plus we’re told that the Excellence 
ambulances are harder to drive at highway speeds and are more likely to roll than smaller ambulances. The heavy duty 
chassis and brakes are a big plus – but they are available in smaller vehicles 

The county is not alone here.  Please appreciate that some of our rural fire departments are having similar difficulties 
with large fire trucks and are planning to purchase smaller vehicles in the future.   

It’s unclear whether they are related – but about the time the Excellence ambulances showed up, the county 
terminated its award winning Quick Response Vehicle program.  In addition to using smaller ambulances – the county 
operated 4 vans equipped with medical equipment, and driven by a paramedic with credentials to provide on site 
medical care.  The QRVs were much faster than ambulances and could arrive early to triage the patient while they 
waited for an ambulance. The paramedics were also deployed to less serious emergencies.  The vans doubled the size 
of the county’s emergency response fleet and when they were in operation, the average ambulance response time was 
under 10 minutes.   Field professionals liked the program –and many believe that eliminating the program has adversely 
impacted response times and service levels.  We’re told that Wake County now operates a QRV program – and is 
winning the awards.  

Here’s what happened last week.  A diabetic emergency occurred on a long gravel road off Dodson Crossroads. The first 
responders waited for an ambulance carrying a paramedic who had the credentials to start an IV and administer 
dextrose.  The ambulance didn’t fit on the narrow driveway.   So in the precious moments between life and death – the 
first responders quickly relayed the paramedic from the ambulance to the home- barely in time to save the patient’s 
life.  The ambulance was never used.     

So please – do not approve the purchase of three new Excellence ambulances, until you’ve had a chance to ask 
important questions about whether the county’s new service model is working – specifically whether the county is using 
the right ambulances and whether we the QRV program should be reinstated.  

We realize that there many factors to consider –  now is the time to ask questions.  Thank you 

 

 

 

 


