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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In a special election set for May 20, 2003, Scottsdale voters will determine whether the city should create a
publicly run, municipal fire department or continue its contract with Rural/Metro Corporation, the private
company that has provided Scottsdale's fire services since 1951.

Critics of Rural/Metro argue that the company has not provided adequately for the safety of either Scottsdale
residents or its fire crews. Critics argue further that a municipal fire department could provide fire services for less
money than Rural/Metro, could enroll in the Automatic Aid system used by 19 other valley cities, and make
firefighters eligible for state and federal pension systems. In response, Rural/Metro argues that voters are being
misled about its performance and the purported advantages of a city fire department.

In reviewing the facts of the controversy, this report finds that Rural/Metro has provided high-quality fire
services equal to or better than Scottsdale's service expectations. There is no reason to believe a city department
could do the job more effectively or less expensively. Combined first-year operating and transition costs for a city
department are estimated to exceed those of Rural/Metro by $2 million to $7 million.

By voting for a city department, Scottsdale would risk creating a permanent government monopoly not
subject to periodic review, as is Rural/Metro. Creating a city department would preclude Scottsdale from
establishing a competitive bidding process.

This report urges Scottsdale voters to retain the services of Rural/Metro for the present. Likewise, Scottsdale's
mayor and city council should make careful decisions about adopting any service changes from the
recommendations of the Scottsdale Fire and Emergency Medical Services Committee. The City of Scottsdale
should also establish a competitive bidding process to determine which entity can provide the desired fire services
at the lowest cost. The bidding should be open to backers of a city department, Rural/Metro, and other qualified
private fire companies.
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In general, the
Maximus report gives a
very favorable
assessment of

Rural/Metro's fire
services in Scottsdale.

A Test of Fire: Rural/Metro and the Future of Fire Services in

Scottsdale

by David Dodenhoff, Ph.D., Adjunct Fellow, Hudson Institute

The Source of the Controversy:
The Maximus Report

Maximus, Inc., provides program
and information management services,
evaluation research, and consulting
services to all levels of government. In
March 2002, Maximus released a
detailed report on Rural/Metro
Corporation's provision of fire services
in Scottsdale. The report, which the
Scottsdale  City  Council  had
commissioned as part of a periodic
review of Rural/Metro's performance, is
titled "Analysis of Fire Services: City of
Scottsdale, Arizona."™

In general, the Maximus report
ives a very favorable assessment of
g y

Rural/Metro's  fire

Scottsdale, as seen in the following

services 1n

excerpts:

e "The City of Scottsdale and
Rural/Metro provide high levels of
service throughout the City."

® "The project team's review of the
fire  service  provided by
Rural/Metro in the City of
Scottsdale has revealed many
features and aspects of the fire
service, its systems and structures,
which are highly effective and
unique."

e "Current service delivery by
Rural/Metro meets or exceeds most
of the best management practices
identified by the project team. This

indicates that the City is receiving a
generally high level of service."

In his testimony before the Scottsdale
City Council, the chief author of the
Maximus report, Richard Brady,

described Rural/Metro's
"effective, efficient, and high-quality."

service as

The Maximus report, which expressly
addresses the question of whether
Scottsdale would be better off with a
municipal fire department, concludes,
"Maximus does not recommend that the
City of Scottsdale move to take over the
delivery of fire services from Rural/Metro
at this time."® Brady based this conclu-
sion on three findings:

® Rural/Metro provides a generally
high level of service.

e Rural/Metro  could fix any
shortcomings in its service, rendering
the creation of a city fire department
unnecessary.

e Including transition costs, the first
year of city service would cost
between $3 million and $7 million
more than Rural/Metro's service
(though costs would be expected to
equalize over time). In his testimony
before the Scottsdale City Council,
Brady reinforced this point: "You
don't just flick on a switch and all of
a sudden have a municipal fire
department. It will cost an awful lot
of money, with I'm not sure
demonstrated results."”



In summary, though Maximus
identifies opportunities for improve-
ment in Rural/Metro's service, especially
in the area of training, its assessment is
very positive overall. At the time
Maximus released the report, an East

Valley ~ Tribune  headline  read,
"Rural/Metro's ~ Scottsdale  Service
Lauded." Marc Eisen, emergency

services director for the City of
Scottsdale, responded: "I didn't see any
surprises here. We thought we were
getting good service, and the consultants
have told us we are."®

Despite the favorable audit of
Rural/Metro's performance, critics of
the company used the report to fuel the
drive for a city department. They seized
findings to argue that
Rural/Metro does not provide the city
with adequate service:

on two

® A computer simulation run by
Maximus showed that Rural/Metro
could reach only 52 percent of the
city in four minutes or less.’

® Rural/Metro's fire trucks normally
arrive at a fire scene with only three
(and occasionally two) firefighters
on board."

Critics argued that the inability to
respond to half the city in four minutes
or less, and the staffing of trucks with
three firefighters while other valley cities
use at least four, pose a direct threat to
firefighter and citizen safety. Rich
Woerth, a Tempe fire captain, said this
was grounds for a change to a municipal
fire department: "What we want to do is
for the safety of Scottsdale. We want to
get adequate staffing that we have in

(surrounding) cities."" Steve Spring-
born, a firefighter with Rural/Metro and
president of the Scottsdale firefighters'
union, said, "We're talking about lives
and we're talking safety, and we can't do
with less.""2

If additional resources are required,
why not simply provide them to
Rural/Metro and have the company
adopt necessary changes? Ruthanne
Gilbert, a spokeswoman for Rural/
Metro, said the company is open to this
option: "Our goal is to provide the
service that the citizens of Scottsdale
want. Tell us what you want. We will be
happy to do it. Whatever the citizens
want, we want to give them that. We still
think we provide the best service.""

Rich  Woerth,
captain, responded, "We can do so much
more for the same price." In other
words, Woerth claimed that a city
department could stretch dollars further,
remedying existing service deficiencies
without breaking the city's bank." How
would this be possible? "I don't have to
factor in a profit margin," said Bob
Edwards, who opponents of Rural/
Metro hired to estimate the costs of a
city-run department.”

the Tempe fire

Soon after release of the Maximus
report, Rural/Metro's critics formed the
Committee to Protect Scottsdale and
Our Firefighters. The committee
launched a petition drive that ultimately
succeeded in putting on the May 2003
ballot the question of a municipal fire
department. The committee is now
working toward passage of the measure,
arguing that a city department would
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Despite the favorable
audit of
Rural/Metro's
performance, critics of
the company used the
report to fuel the
drive for a city
department.



GOLDWATER INSTITUTE | policy report

10 stipulate that a
municipal fire
department can devote
greater resources to
actual firefighting than
can a for-profit
company is conjecture
at best.

achieve the following:

® Devotion to a service mission
rather than a profit mission

e Faster fire response times

® Increased fire incident staffing

e Participation in a valley-wide
automatic aid system

® Establishment of defined-benefit
firefighter pensions and death/
disability benefits

® [ ower costs

The Arguments: A Public Fire

Service or a Private One?

This section presents and assesses
the main arguments in support of and
in opposition to creation of a municipal
fire department in Scottsdale.'

Should the Mission of Fire Protection
Be Service or Profit?

Advocates of a municipal fire
department argue that Rural/Metro
Corporation, as a for-profit company,
must serve two masters in its provision
of fire services: shareholders on the one
hand, and stakeholders in its fire
services on the other. A municipal
department, it is argued, could devote
itself to serving the needs of the
community and its firefighters.
Accordingly, a municipal department is
believed to have lower costs.

The profit vs. service argument is
typical anti-privatization rhetoric, with
little to no theoretical or empirical

support.” First, government services
involve costs that private-sector services
do not, such as the costs associated with
these items: the civil service and union
protections of public employees, the
laborious processes for procurement and
hiring, the overhead associated with thick
layers of middle management, and the
premium charged by political overseers
who seek public support through pork-
barrel spending.

Those costs may well add up to more,
perhaps much more, than what a private
agency devotes to profit and corporate
taxes. Were this not the case, private
bidders would never beat out government
agencies to provide services at the federal,
state, and local levels, yet they do so
regularly, in this country and many
others. To stipulate that a municipal fire
department can devote greater resources
to actual firefighting than can a for-profit
company is conjecture at best.

Second, profits serve an indispensable
social function, by allowing entre-
preneurs to allocate resources efficiently
and to maximize productivity within the
constraints imposed on them by market
conditions. In the words of Austrian
economist Ludwig von Mises:

The  specific  entrepreneurial
function consists in determining the
employment of the factors of
production. The entrepreneur is the
man who dedicates them to special
purposes. In doing so he is driven
solely by the selfish interest in
making profits and acquiring
wealth. But he cannot evade the law



of the market. He can succeed only
by best serving the consumers. His
profit depends on the approval of
his conduct by the consumers.'®

Without the possibility of profits, the
sustained, efficient management of an
enterprise is highly unlikely.

Finally, contrary to the claims of
critics, elements of a service mission are
incorporated in the Rural/Metro
contract. After all, Rural/Metro does not
choose the goals it pursues and the
performance benchmarks it must meet.
The City of Scottsdale chooses those
goals and benchmarks.

Another anti-privatization argument
holds that fire services are different from
other market-provided services because
they involve the health and safety of
both firefighters and the members of the
community they serve. If a private waste
management company cuts cOrners to
boost profits, it is argued, perhaps refuse
stays on streets a day or two longer than
desirable. But if a private fire company
cuts corners, property can be lost, and in
extreme  cases firefighters  and
community members can be injured or
die. According to this argument, only a
government-run fire department can
ensure that all available resources are
devoted to firefighting rather than to
profits.
employees of many
industries face hazards equal to or
greater than those faced by firefighters
(timber cutting, commercial fishing,

However,

commercial air  travel, mining,

construction, etc.), and the products and
services of many industries have an
impact on consumer health and safety
equal to or greater than fire services
(hospital and pharmaceutical industries,
ambulance services, health insurance
provision, weapons manufacturing,
etc.). Companies in those industries do
exactly what critics of privatization say
cannot be done: earn a reasonable profit
and protect the interests of their

employees and consumers.

Absent a monopoly, a company that
disregards the health and safety of its
employees or customers, or that reduces
quality in pursuit of higher profits, ends
up with only a fleeting financial
advantage. In time, employees quit and
consumers stop buying its products and

services. It most likely  faces
overwhelming costs in terms of
government regulation, employee

turnover, and litigation — not the best
way to boost share price. Exceptions to
these generalizations undoubtedly exist,
but such examples attract attention for
the very reason they are exceptional.

A final theoretical criticism of
Rural/Metro is that its contract is a
government-created,  tax-supported
monopoly, not the result of competitive
marketplace dynamics. That is indeed
the case, but Rural/Metro is awarded
only a temporary monopoly and is
forced to undergo periodic performance
reviews by the city, such as that
conducted by Maximus. Rural/Metro's
contract can be terminated by City
Council action at any time, or by citizen
action through referendum, should its
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Without the
possibility of profits,
the sustained,
efficient management
of an enterprise is
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The citizens of
Scottsdale are served by
a private fire company
that is simultaneously
able to earn a profit,
ensure safety, and
provide top-notch
service to consumers.

performance or stewardship of public
resources fall short. It is absurd to argue
that performance would be better and
costs would be under a
permanent tax-supported monopoly
beholden to union and bureaucratic
imperatives.

lower

The citizens of Scottsdale are served
by a private fire company that is
simultaneously able to earn a profit,
ensure safety, and provide top-notch
service to consumers. The burden of
proof rests with those who claim a
permanent monopoly

would do better.

government

Fire Response Times

To understand the controversy over
Rural/Metro's response times, one
needs to be familiar with NFPA 1710,
which is a fire response deployment
standard issued by the National Fire
Protection Association, a sort of
firefighting think tank that offers
"scientifically based consensus codes
and standards, research, training and
education."” While NFPA standards
have no binding authority on fire
service providers, they
benchmarks for communities to set

s€rve as

performance expectations for their own
fire services.

In brief, NFPA 1710 sets two main
standards for fire and emergency
medical service response times:

® In at least 90 percent of incidents,
the first unit should arrive on the
scene within four minutes of the

time it is dispatched. The four-
minute clock starts when the unit
leaves the fire station. It does not
include dispatch time, nor does it
include "turnout" time once the fire
station receives a call. (Turnout time
is assumed to be one minute.)

e In at least 90 percent of incidents,
the full
additional equipment and firefighters
required after initial response -
should arrive on the scene within
eight minutes of dispatch (again, not
including turnout time).

response — meaning

The expectation is that, in general, a fire
service should attempt to meet both the
four-minute and the eight-minute
response time standards of NFPA 1710.
However, a fire service that meets only
the eight-minute response time is still in
compliance with NFPA 1710, while a
service that meets only the four-minute
response time is not in compliance.”

The Maximus report did not examine
Rural/Metro's service in terms of
compliance with NFPA standards.
Maximus used two different response
time measures:

® Average Rural/Metro response
times for different areas of the city
and for the city as a whole. This
measure was based on actual response
time data for Rural/Metro, but it
provided only average response times,
not the percentage of incidents
Rural/Metro was able to reach with
an initial response in four minutes
and a full response in eight minutes.
® Percentage of the city that



Rural/Metro could be expected to
reach from existing fire stations over
existing roads in fixed increments of
time. This measure was based on a
computer simulation model known
as FLAME, which measured the
time needed to travel between
existing fire stations and different
parts of the city using existing
response vehicles. The results would
have been the same no matter who
was responsible for Scottsdale's fire
services.”!

On the first measure, Maximus
reported an average Rural/Metro resp-
onse time of four minutes, nine seconds,
very close to the NFPA standard of a
four-minute response.”? Unfortunately,
as noted, the average response time
indicates nothing about the percentage
of incidents in which Rural/Metro
reaches the scene in four minutes and in
eight minutes. Still, the Maximus report
declared the 4:09 average response time
"quite  good,"* and  critics of
Rural/Metro's service generally have said
little about this finding.

Findings on the second measure,
however, created some controversy. The
Maximus computer simulation found
that from existing fire stations and over
existing roads, Rural/Metro (or any
other service provider) could reach only
52 percent of the city with an initial
response in four minutes, and only 49
percent of the city with a full response in
eight minutes.* "Percentage of the city,"
of course, is not the same as "percentage
of incidents," but this did not stop
Rural/Metro's critics from arguing that

the company fails to meet the NFPA
1710 response standards.

The Maximus report acknowledges
that analysis of response times for
percentage of the city and percentage of
incidents would produce different
results: "Comparison of these two
analyses shows the weakness of FLAME
as a tool — that the software does not
take into account the concentration of
calls for service when making its analysis
— it simply shows where a unit can get to
in a predetermined period of time."

So if, for example, 90 percent of
Rural/Metro's calls were concentrated in
parts of the city that the FLAME tool
indicated are reachable within four
minutes, the company would be
meeting that NFPA 1710 standard. The
Maximus report does not provide precise
figures on this score, but it acknowledges
that most of Rural/Metro's calls come
from the areas it can reach most quickly:
"...the majority of incidents take place
in those areas of dense population and
development — those areas where the fire
service is best-equipped to respond
rapidly from its station
network."”

current

In realityy, NFPA 1710 is not so
stringent. In its Decision Guide for local
communities seeking to implement
NFPA 1710, the International Assoc-
iation of Fire Chiefs explains the
freedom with which communities can
make their own standards:

Q: I know 1710 is a consensus
document, but I still disagree with
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In its Decision Guide
for local communities
secking to implement
NFPA 1710, the
International Assoc-
iation of Fire Chiefs
explains the freedom
with which
communities can
make their own
standards.
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Scottsdale's alternate
[irst-unit response time
targets are consistent
with best practices. The
same conclusion holds
for full response time
targets.

it. Can my community develop its
own equivalent standard?

A: Your community can develop
its own standard. Such a standard
could, for example, distinguish
between response staffing for a
report of a fire in a sprinklered
building and a report of fire in a
non-sprinklered building. (NFPA

1710 does not draw this
distinction.) To be legally
defensible, any community

standard should itself be based on
reasonable and rational principles
— principles that could be
explained satisfactorily to a jury.®

The City of Scottsdale, in fact,
developed its own standard. The
Rural/Metro contract with the city sets
initial response times the company
must meet in different parts of the city.
At the time of the audit report, the
times varied from four minutes to seven
minutes. The Maximus report notes,
"In every case, the fire service is being
provided in a time less than that
required by the contract."” In other
words, even if one assumes that
Rural/Metro does not meet the NFPA
1710 response time standards, the
company does meet alternate
requirements set by the City of
Scottsdale, which NFPA 1710 itself

allows.

Why did Scottsdale adopt a
different standard than NFPA 17102
Scottsdale  has an  aggressive,
internationally renowned sprinkler
ordinance that considerably mitigates
the risk of fire damage. This allows for

more lenient response times than NFPA
recommends. The Maximus report notes
that although its computer simulation
showed Scottsdale lacks comprehensive
city coverage in four and in eight
minutes:

In general, considering built-in
protection in the more newly
developed areas, current [response
time] targets are consistent with
national standards and research
results involving efficacy of fire
and fire suppression
capabilities of first-in units.?

response

In other words, Scottsdale's alternate
first-unit response time targets are
consistent with best practices. The same
conclusion holds for full response time
targets:

Units are currently staffed,
deployed, and dispatched to
provide a response capability consis-
tent with...industry standards/best
practices.”

The Maximus report recommends,
however, that the city reduce some of its
targeted response times in the more
densely populated areas south of Frank
Lloyd Wright Boulevard. Specifically, the
consultants recommend that five-minute
response time areas be reduced to four
minutes. At the time of the audit,
Rural/Metro's average initial response
time at these stations was already less than
four minutes.*

In summary, the Maximus report fails
to provide definitive data on whether
Rural/Metro's fire service is compliant



with the NFPA 1710 response time
standard. Even so, Maximus found that
Scottsdale's alternate response standard
was consistent with best practices, given
the city's sprinkler coverage. It also
found that Rural/Metro was in every
compliant  with ~ Scottsdale's
response time demands.”

case

Fire Staffing Issues

Part of NFPA 1710 is a standard for
the number of firefighters who respond
to an incident. Initial response requires a
minimum of four firefighters, but the
Maximus report notes that
Rural/Metro fire units respond with
only three firefighters, some with only
two.? This is one report finding that led
critics to claim Rural/Metro is more
interested in the bottom line than in
safe, successful firefighting.

many

The NFPA 1710 standard does not,
however, require that each rig carry at
least four firefighters. It requires that
each fire company dispatched to the
scene comprise at least four members. A
company may comprise multiple
vehicles if they "are dispatched and
arrive together, continuously operate
together, and are managed by a single
company officer."” Thus, the four-
person recommendation can be met
with staff on multiple vehicles.

This is, in fact, how Rural/Metro
meets the four-person standard: with a
fire unit carrying at least three
firefighters, and a separate ambulance
unit with two crew members fully
trained as firefighters. Rural/Metro's

critics say that its deployments do not
meet the NFPA 1710 definition of
"company,” that the ambulance and the
fire rig do not always arrive at the scene
together, because they are sometimes
dispatched from separate locations.
Rural/Metro acknowledges that this
happens on occasion, and that on those
occasions the company is out of
compliance with NFPA 1710.

Rural/Metro also notes, however,
that it has been staffing fire response this
way — with trained firefighters arriving
on both a fire rig and in an ambulance —
since 1992, while NFPA 1710 has been
in effect only since August 2001. Thus,
a relatively recent standard now conflicts
with a response model agreed on by
Scottsdale and Rural/Metro for more
than 10 years. The city and the company
need to decide whether coming into
compliance with the NFPA 1710
staffing standard makes sense, for that
would mean paying for at least one
additional  firefighter ~on  each
Rural/Metro fire rig.

If the city decides against meeting
the NFPA 1710 staffing standard, it will
hardly be alone. The standard was not
popular among mayors, city managers,
and city councils when it was first
released in draft form. The National
League of Cities, the U.S. Conference of
Mayors, the National Association of
Counties, the International City/
County Management Association, a
number of other professional asso-
ciations, and assorted municipal leagues
representing more than 15,000 cities
nationwide all filed an appeal to request
that NFPA not issue 1710 in final form.

March 31, 2003

Rural/Metro meets
the four-person
standard with a fire
unit carrying at least
three firefighters, and
a separate ambulance
unit with two crew

members fully trained
as firefighters.
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The International
Association of
Firefighters (the union)
estimates that two-
thirds of U.S. cities do
not meet the NFPA
staffing standard.

The groups argued that the NFPA
1710 staffing standard was not
scientifically based, was a one-size-fits-
all mandate suited to the
extraordinary diversity of American
cities, and was of dubious cost-
effectiveness in reducing loss of life and
property.* Though the groups did not
succeed in their appeal, most of their
member cities have not come into
compliance with the standard. The
International Association of Firefighters
(the union) estimates that two-thirds of
U.S. cities do not meet the NFPA
staffing standard.”

not

The Maximus report duly notes
that Scottsdale is one of the cities not
meeting the standard, at least in certain
instances. Even so, Maximus declared
that  Rural/Metro's  staffing s
"consistent with staffing levels found in
many urban/suburban protection areas
— particularly in areas with the degree of
sprinkler utilization as
Scottsdale."* More important, the
report notes that the city's fire staffing
standards "are generally consistent with
industry standards/best practices."” In
other words, the city and Rural/Metro
have adopted generally appropriate
staffing for the particular circumstances
in Scottsdale.

seen in

The one staffing change the
Maximus report recommends is that
the small number of Rural/Metro
engines staffed with two firefighters be
staffed with a minimum of three. That
change has been made since the issue of
the report, and now all Rural/Metro
fire engines carry at least three

firefighters.

10

Participation in the Automatic Aid
System

Scottsdale is the only valley city of
significant size that does not participate
in what is known as the Automatic Aid
system. Under this system, a central
dispatch center covering 19 valley
(excluding  Scottsdale)
determines which city's units are closest
to a particular incident and sends those
units on their way. If a fire breaks out in
Glendale, for example, but fire units from
Phoenix are closest, they respond to the
fire.

communities

Advocates of a municipal fire
department argue that joining the
Automatic  Aid
provide at least two significant advantages
to Scottsdale:

consortium would

® Resource sharing through the
consortium would save the city on
costs of redundant systems. Separate
dispatch systems for Scottsdale would
no longer be necessary, for example.
e Fire response times would improve
as the closest unit is dispatched,
regardless of city, rather than simply
the closest Scottsdale unit.*®

If the City of Scottsdale wants to
participate in the Automatic Aid
consortium, however, it need not create a
municipal fire department. A department
run by Rural/Metro (or other private
contractor) could join the consortium if
the company adopts four-per-engine
staffing and upgrades its communications
technology to be compatible with that
used by neighboring fire departments.
The same requirements would apply to a



municipal department. The costs of
meeting the requirements would be in
the multimillions of dollars, though they
could be spread over a number of years.
Again, the city would incur those costs
no matter who provides its fire services,
a private contractor or a
department.

city

Thus far, the mayor and city council
have not decided whether they want to
make the necessary investments to join
Automatic Aid. A citizen committee
studying Scottsdale fire services recom-
mended against such a move in the near
term, because the costs of meeting the
Automatic Aid requirements are greater
than the projected benefits. The
commission recommended,
however, that the city consider joining
Automatic Aid in the future if the city
meets the requirements of the system.”

also

Firefighter Pensions and Death/

Disability Benefits

As employees of a private company,
Rural/Metro firefighters do not qualify
for the same pension benefits as other
valley firefighters. If Scottsdale fire
services were administered by a city
department, firefighters could be
covered under the Arizona Public Safety
Personnel Retirement System.

The Arizona Public Safety Personnel
Retirement System is a defined benefit
plan. On retirement, participants in the
plan are guaranteed a fixed pension
calibrated to their years of service and
their highest rate of pay while working.
In contrast, Rural/Metro offers its

11

firefighters a defined contribution plan,
specifically a 401(k). There are no
assurances of any specific benefit level
upon retirement. Conceivably, a 401 (k)
plan could provide higher benefits, but
it could also provide lower benefits. That
is determined by the individual's
investment choices and the performance
of those investments.

Because they work for a private
company, Rural/Metro firefighters are
also ineligible to participate in the fed-
eral Public Safety Officers' Benefit Pro-
gram. Under that program, when a pub-
licly employed firefighter dies or beco-
mes permanently disabled as a result of
injuries sustained in the line of duty, the
family receives a one-time benefit of
$262,100. The benefit is not subject to
federal income or estate taxes.®

Costs of a City Fire Department vs.
Rural/Metro

The City of Scottsdale's current one-
year cost for fire services, including
Rural/Metro's contract, is $17,916,459.
One of the most appealing claims of the
advocates of a city department is that
they can provide the same services
Rural/Metro does — and buy their fire-
fighters into the state's public safety
officer pension system and qualify them
for the federal death/disability benefit —
for no more money than the City of
Scottsdale pays now.

The Committee to  Protect
Scottsdale and Our Firefighters, which
supports "municipalization," hired Bob
Edwards, a former top official with
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A citizen committee
studying Scottsdale
[fire services recom-
mended against
Joining Automatic
Aid in the near term,
because the costs of
meeting the
requirements are
greater than the
projected benefits.
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In total, Craig Clifford
estimates that a city
department would cost
about $7 million more
in its first year of
operation than
Rural/Metro's service.

Rural/Metro, to estimate the cost of
running a city department. His initial
estimate put the cost at $17,966,843,
only about $50,000 more than the city
is currently paying. That estimate did
not include one-time transition costs,
which Edwards estimated at no more
than $2 million.*

The Maximus report is not as
sanguine as Edwards about the cost-
effectiveness of a city department. The
report's authors estimated that in the
first year a city department would cost
anywhere from $580,000 to $3.1
million more to operate than
Rural/Metro's service. Factoring in
transition costs raises the first-year
difference to between $3 million and
$7 million.”? Maximus estimated that
transition costs alone might ultimately
add up to $6 million or $7 million.®

Craig Clifford, Scottsdale's finan-
cial services general manager, also
prepared cost estimates as part of a
contingency plan for transition to a
municipal department. His most recent
estimates, released January 7, 2003,
show that city operating costs would
exceed those of Rural/Metro by $3
million in the first year. On top of that,
he added one-time transition costs of
$4 million. In total, Clifford estimates
that a city department would cost
about $7 million more in its first year
of operation than Rural/Metro's
service.*
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Conclusions and
Recommendations

In May, Scottsdale voters will have
the choice to end the city's 50-year
relationship with Rural/Metro Corpor-
ation and replace the company with a
municipal fire department. Voters should
reject the creation of a municipal
department and retain Rural/Metro as
their fire services provider for the present
time.

Proponents of a municipal fire
department have failed to show that
Rural/Metro's performance is lacking or
that a city fire department would lead to
improvements in performance or cost.
Maximus, the independent auditor the
city hired to assess its fire services,
delivered a favorable report on Rural/
Metro and explicitly recommended
against the
department.

transition to a city

The City of Scottsdale continually
shows fire property losses below national
and regional averages, and its resident
surveys indicate high levels of satisfaction
with Rural/Metro.® Further, there is no
reason to believe a city department could
do the job more effectively or less
expensively. Combined first-year oper-
ating and transition costs for a city
department are estimated to exceed those
of Rural/Metro by $2 million to $7
million.



At the same time, Scottsdale has
begun rethinking the kind of fire
services it wants in the future. After
release of the Maximus report, a citizen
committee was convened to "offer
specific recommendations to the
Scottsdale City Council on desired
[fire/emergency medical] service levels
relative  to  cost."* Among the
committee's recommendations:

® The city should adopt the NFPA
1710 standard of a four-minute
initial response and an eight-minute
full response for at least 90 percent
of calls.

® The city should transition to
staffing all of its engines with a
minimum of four firefighters, and
staffing a full response with a
minimum of 14 personnel rather
than 12.

e Firefighter training should be task-
oriented rather than oriented toward
completion of a specified number of
hours.

® The city may eventually want to
consider joining the Automatic Aid
consortium.

The mayor and city council need to
decide which, if any, of the recom-
mendations they want to adopt. If the
city were to adopt all of them, and insist
on a higher level of retirement and
death/disability  coverage for its
firefighters, fire service in Scottsdale
would look considerably different than
it does today.

Rural/Metro claims it would be
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willing and able to deliver the level and
quality of service the city decides it
wants. There is no reason to doubt that.
At the same time, there is no reason to
believe that Rural/Metro is the only
entity capable of delivering an enhanced
level of fire service.

To obtain the best service at the
lowest cost, the City of Scottsdale
should establish the level and quality of
service it wants and then open the
process to competitive bid by any
interested and qualified public or private
bidder. Rural/Metro would be free to
bid to keep the business, but other
private companies would be invited to
join the competition. The firefighters'
union could also prepare a bid for
delivery of fire services through creation
of a city department, though it would be
best for the city not to award any entity
a permanent monopoly on fire services.

Such a competitive bidding system
would be good for all concerned:

e Scottsdale would be ensured of
receiving the best service at the
lowest cost.

® Rural/Metro would have a chance
to quiet its critics and rethink its
service delivery to achieve even
greater efficiency and effectiveness.

® The backers of a city department
would have a chance to compete for
the business on an equal footing
with Rural/Metro, on the basis of
cost and performance, and outside
the context of a highly emotional
political campaign.”

March 31, 2003

The City of Scottsdale
should establish the
level and quality of
service it wants and
then open the process
to competitive bid by
any interested and
qualified public or
private bidder.
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