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Introduction

Imagine the people of a small town who
appreciate their Emergency Service Organization
so much that:

* bond issues benefiting the department
routinely pass with 70 percent of the vote.

¢ the department has no trouble recruiting
volunteers who are dedicated, physically
fit and well suited for the demands of
volunteer firefighting.

¢ they invite firefighters to help address all
of the problems of the community—
virtually everything from teen pregnancy
to traffic accidents.

* civic clubs, Eagle Scouts, senior citizens
centers, schools and charities are actively
involved in fire and injury prevention
activities.

¢ local newspaper reporters help evaluate
candidates for fire officer.

¢ relations with the local police department
are so good that a community relations
officer for the police department shares fire
department offices.

¢ fire inspections are welcomed by most
local businesses.

¢ when the department planned an
“earthquake survival” course for 150
people, 450 showed up.

The residents of Woodinville, Washington, feel
that way about their fire department. And they
should. Over the past decade, the department
has worked hard to build strong, positive work-
ing relationships with the families, businesses
and institutions in this Seattle suburb of about
46,000 people.

Woodinville Fire Department is a combination
department. About two-thirds of the depart-
ment’s 92 slots are filled with union personnel,
and the remainder are volunteer positions. All
tirefighters are expected to meet the same high
standards. There is a waiting list to fill both
career and volunteer jobs in the department.

People just want to be a part of the
Woodinville Fire Department. Woodinville fire-
fighters conduct their daily fitness training with
school children, install smoke detectors (donated
by a local charity) in senior citizens” homes,
develop fire prevention messages with high
school drama classes, and regularly consult a
citizen advisory committee to make sure that
safety and health needs are being met. If some-
thing needs to be done, firefighters pitch in.

Chief Jim Davis says it took about eight years
to make the transition to a department that takes
its “customers” (that’s what he calls the public)
seriously.

Is the Chief satisfied? No. Recently, the depart-
ment commissioned a survey of its firefighters
and identified some internal communications
problems that needed to be resolved. The depart-
ment then surveyed the community to identify
issues in need of attention.

Your department’s situation may differ
greatly from Woodinville’s. And what that
department has accomplished may be “pie in the
sky” for some other departments. But develop-
ing an effective community relations program is
not as hard as you might think at first. In fact, it
is easier than it looks.

There are some 36,000 counties, cities, towns,
villages and townships in the United States, and
about as many Emergency  Service
Organizations. Each one is different, with its
own strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, prob-
lems and needs.

Not every department can or will achieve all
that has been accomplished in Woodinville. But
every department has reason to try.

Certainly, every department needs the
support of its community to protect lives and
property. But, even more fundamentally, every
department must figure out ways to survive: by
having enough people and enough money to
ensure public safety.

Chances are, about this point you are saying,
“The problem is, we have a unique situation here
... what they do not understand is ... the people
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here will never go for it ... we've tried all of that
and it didn’t work.”

Well, we heard those excuses and more from
departments in seven states that participated in a
test of this manual. Guess what? When emer-
gency service organizations tackle a job, the job
gets done. It was not easy. Not everything
worked. Not everyone in the community agreed
to help. But every department that made an hon-
est effort saw some real benefits.

You are reading this manual because you rec-
ognize the need to work more closely with your
community and are willing to make the effort to
do the job right.

With the help of this manual, members of your
department will learn how to plan and imple-
ment an effective community relations program
capable of tackling such challenges as:

¢ attracting financial support;

¢ enlisting the public in fire prevention
activities;

¢ increasing your department’s say in
government actions affecting the
department and life safety; and

¢ recruiting and retaining volunteers.
(This program does not deal specifically
with recruitment and retention problems.
However, many departments find that if
they do what it takes to improve their
image with the community, one result is an
increase in people who want to join such a
great organization. Another result is an
increase in morale and teamwork among
existing department members, leading to
higher retention rates.)

VFIS is providing these training materials as
its gift to the fire service. All we ask from you,
and your department, are two things in return:

First, know that if you try, you can succeed.
This manual does not do the work for you—but
it will help you develop the skills to do a great
job. And second, once your program is really
humming, we will want your help in teaching
other departments how it’s done.

If we can count on you to help a few depart-
ments, and then they each help a few, and then
each of them help a few, well, maybe some day
we will be able to help all of America’s volunteer
and combination emergency service organiza-
tions to maintain the support needed to stay in
businesses.

The Community Relations Team

Community relations is a big job; too big to
tackle by yourself. This section deals with the
jobs that need to be done, and choosing the peo-
ple you need to help make sure the jobs get done.

Of course, it starts with you. As project leader,
you are responsible for:

* recruiting people for your community
relations team;

e drafting and obtaining support for your
department’s first community relations
plan;

¢ coordinating training and assignments for
the team; and

e reporting to your department on the
program’s progress and needs.

Members of your team, including you, will be
responsible for:

* writing press releases, letters, speeches,
reports and other documents;

* conducting meetings with local business
leaders, politicians, journalists and others
in your community whose support is
essential;

* making speeches to community
groups; and

¢ planning and conducting special
department events.

You will need at least two other members of
your team to get started. You might find them
within the department itself. Look for people
who are willing to devote a few hours a week to
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community relations. Look for people whom
you trust to get the job done, who have the
enthusiasm and motivation to do a good job, and
who have the best interests of the department at
heart. Try to assemble a group that, as a team,
represents a range of talents and skills, such as
public speaking, writing, organizing, designing,
computer work, etc. No one person needs to be
able to do everything well, just one or two skills
each.

Also, do not necessarily limit yourself to peo-
ple within the department. Maybe someone out
there in the community does not want to fight
fires but would be willing to help as a writer, a
speaker or a typist. Look at stay-at-home moms
or dads who might have some time available to
volunteer; or a retired schoolteacher who has
good writing and thinking skills to contribute.
Perhaps a high school or college student can get
school credit for volunteering a few hours a
week to help the department.

Once you have assembled your basic team
(which, depending on the particular project you
are working on, you may want to augment with
other people later on), you are ready to get
started.

Getting Started

As you read through this manual, you and
your team will learn the basic skills you will
need to organize and run a great community
relations program for your department.

If you already have some of these skills, terrif-
ic. If you do not, don’t worry. Take it a chapter at
a time. Don't try to become a community rela-
tions expert all at once.

Each month or so, for the next several months,
read a new chapter and learn a new skill. Once
you have learned it, practice it. Incorporate the
skill into your department's community relations
program. Then work on the next skill. That way,
you can build your overall program a step at a
time.

For a rough idea of how it can work, see the
chart at the end of this chapter.

This manual follows a step-by-step plan that can be
read in the order the chapters appear or out of

sequence as a particular skill is needed.

First, you should read the chapter on
“Planning” to learn how to plan and keep track
of the overall community relations program.

As your next project, it may be useful to have
an information packet that describes things like
the services of the department, its history, how
the department is funded, what things cost, and
whom people can call for more information. The
elements of an information packet are covered in
the chapter called, quite appropriately, “Putting
Together a Emergency Service Organization
Information Packet.”

Then, you may want to learn how to write
press releases and discuss other ways of obtain-
ing good press coverage for your department.
For that, read the chapter called “Getting Good
Press Coverage.”

Next, you may wish to write and practice a
speech about your department for use with
groups like the local Rotary and Kiwanis clubs,
PTAs, or the Chamber of Commerce. Read the
chapter called “Making Presentations.”

Once you're comfortable with speech-writing,
you may want to plan a special event or two:
perhaps an open house for Fire Prevention Week
or a seminar for volunteer recruitment. That's
covered in the chapter called “Conducting
Special Events.”

Next, it may be time to work on buying that
new pumper or a fire safety trailer. Learn about
approaching local businesses to contribute
money and other resources to the department in
the chapter called “Obtaining Resources.”

Are the local political campaigns starting up?
You may want to look over the chapter on
“Becoming Politically Active.”

Eventually, you'll cover all the skills. The
order may vary depending on what your depart-
ment needs most, or must respond to, at any
given time.

Keeping “The Family” Informed

Anytime you embark on a new program or
effort, and especially a community relations pro-
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gram, it is important to make sure that the
Emergency Service Organization “family” is
kept informed and involved from the very
beginning.

So, before you take your message out to the
community, and periodically after that, talk
about what you are doing with department
members, officers and your board of trustees or
commissioners, if you have one. Ask them for
advice. Ask them if they would like to help out
with the program. Ask them for feedback on pre-
sentations and materials.

Make it clear that those members of the
department, who are not directly active in com-
munity relations activities, will still be expected
to be supportive of the effort, and to do their part
to represent the department as professionally as
possible. Members should also be encouraged to
accept those people into their department who
have volunteered to help out with the program
in ways that do not involve emergency response.
The attitude that “you're not a member of this
department unless you are fighting fires,” has no
place in any department with a community rela-
tions program Chief Larry Cochran of the St.
Rose Volunteer Fire Department in Louisiana
puts it well when he says, “We welcome with
open arms anybody who has anything to con-
tribute to our department, and we will find a role
for them no matter what they are capable of
doing.”

Ultimately, the more the department “family”
knows about what is going on, the more interest-
ed and supportive they will be of the effort,
especially when the positive press, contributions
and new members start coming in as a result.
Good community relations does wonders for
department morale.

Downsides? Not Necessarily

Sound like a lot of work? It depends on you
and your community relations team. Doing a lit-
tle is better than doing nothing at all. The more
you put into this program, the more you and
your department, and ultimately your communi-
ty, will benefit.

On occasion, some of the departments that
participated in the pilot program for this project

discovered that undertaking a department com-
munity relations program did not always result
in immediate positive results. In fact, at times the
interim results were what some might consider
downright undesirable, though you should look
for these possibilities. Also, be aware of how
to turn the “downsides” into “upsides.” For
example:

= Resentment from neighboring
departments. If your department begins to
improve its own image and standing
within the community, neighboring
departments could perceive what you are
doing as showing off, or one-upmanship.

Fire chiefs who have encountered this situa-
tion tell us they are often successful in improving
their relationship with neighboring departments
by working together on some projects, and
teaching them community relations skills so that
they can be successful also. The eight volunteer
Emergency Service Organizations that make up
the Upper Adams County Chiefs Association in
Pennsylvania, decided that none of them could
succeed individually unless they worked as a
team, to tell their story to the community.
Emergency Service Organizations that are gener-
ous in sharing their knowledge with neighboring
departments find that resentment eventually
turns into respect.

= Being in a fishbowl. If you are seeking
more media coverage, or asking the
community to become more aware of the
department, you open yourself up to the
possibility that some of the attention you
get will be negative.

But don't kid yourself into thinking that a
negative story in the paper or a town council
member who is critical of the department hap-
pened because of your community relations
efforts. Good community relations cannot entirely
make up for poor management, illegal behaviors
or unsafe behaviors on the fireground.

Your new community relations activities,
however, will have increased your chances of
being in a much better position to respond to
negative events because you will have devel-
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oped alliances with reporters, business people,
residents and other groups that could come to
your rescue if needed.

= Doing community relations right could
mean more work for some people. Accept
the fact that, especially in the early going,
you and your community relations team
will have to spend some time on planning
and carrying out your program. It won't
happen without that effort.

The key is to make sure that the activities to
which you are devoting the time and effort are
helping to fulfill the mission of your department.
If it doesn’t make sense, don't waste your time
on it. If it does make sense, give it all you've got.
Once some projects are up and running, they
may take a lot less time to maintain.

Given these so-called “downsides,” none of
the pilot departments regretted making the effort
to improve their image within their community.
The “upsides,” as you will find when you do it
yourself, will tip the scale overwhelmingly to the
positive results. Go for it!
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A Sample Month-by-Month Plan

In these months, you |[So that you can build your department’s
will learn ... community relations program by ...

| 1]2]3]4]5]6]7]8[o]0 u]2

Writing a community
relations plan.

Keeping track of what and how you are doing.

Writing press releases,

. Getting good press coverage.
talking to reporters. 80P &

Writing & making

o Telling your neighbors what it means to be an emergency responder.
presentations.

Organizing & running

X Showing your neighbors what it means to be a
special events.

volunteer firefighter.

Becoming politically | Keeping key elected and appointed officials informed

active. of and involved in department activities.
Obtaining funding Encouraging your neighbors to support
and other resources your department.
from local
businesses.




1. Planning

One way or another, everyone plans. Some
plans are informal and pretty sketchy. Others are
formal and detailed.

The more people you have doing the same
thing, especially if that thing is important, the
more you need a good written plan.

Gather together your core community rela-
tions team to put together the basic plan. Also,
involve those individuals, such as department
officers, who you think should be involved in the
planning process.

Here is a question with no clear answer:
Should you involve people who are critical of
your department? If someone is critical but con-
structive, the answer is yes. Listen with an open
mind and heart. But do not include those who
are simply bitter and destructive. They have no
incentive to help you do better, life is too short,
and nothing you do or say will change their
mind.

A Few Basic Questions

Every plan needs to answer a few questions:

1. What is going on now between your
community and the department?

This is your starting point and it will take
some time, and many of the right people, to take
a long, hard, honest look at this question.
Businesses sometimes call this the “situational
analysis.”

At the end of this chapter is a list of questions
we asked the departments in our pilot program.
Rarely did we get through all of them, but we
always found a few important facts that told us
what needed the most attention and which situ-
ations presented the greatest opportunities.

In some cases, the answers were obvious. For
example, in two of our pilot departments,
volunteers knew they had to overcome questions
about how prior chiefs had spent money. Both
departments had to regain voter support of their
budgets. In other departments, the big question

was attracting volunteers. In yet others, the
pressing challenge was letting the community
know the department’s story because, until that
was done, fundraising was impossible.

During the situational analysis, one pilot
department learned that one of its members
lived next door to the editor of the local paper.
Another realized that the local teachers associa-
tion was dealing with similar budget issues and
might be open to some joint projects. Maybe it's
the senior citizens who need to be reached most
in your community, or perhaps the neighbor-
hood associations can be educated.

2. What do you hope to achieve as a result of all
your hard work?

Call it an objective, a goal or a mission—it
does not really matter, except that it is easier if
everyone agrees on a word. You need to write
down a few sentences that describe what you
want to achieve.

It only makes sense that each sentence, we will
call them goals, describes something that is desir-
able, achievable and measurable (which means that
you will know when you have achieved it).

Sometimes people write goals like this:
Newspaper coverage of the department in February.

Sorry, no good.

Newspaper coverage may be achievable and it
certainly is measurable, but there is a chance it
will not be desirable. A goal has to describe some-
thing that will benefit you.

Remember the old saying, “Be careful what
you pray for.” Planning begins with knowing
what you want.

Here are some examples of goals:
¢ 10 new volunteer recruits in 1995.

¢ $5,000 raised from local businesses in
November.

* 500 school children reached with fire safety
messages per month.
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No one ever won a 100-yard dash in 50 yards,
but runners always check their times at various
points of a race. Set benchmarks along the way:.

If you have a goal of $5,000 by November, you
may want to set a benchmark of $1,000 by
March, $2,000 by June, and $4,000 by September.
Benchmarks help keep you focused and let you
know how you are doing along the way.

3. How are you going to do it?

We can call these statements—strategies. They
describe generally what you plan to do or say.
Often they explain why you intend to do some-
thing. You need at least one strategy for every
goal, but since there is usually more than one
way to skin a cat, one goal may have several cor-
responding strategies.

Here are some strategies:

¢ Conduct open houses so that we can
demonstrate home fire safety techniques.

* Meet with the editors of the local
newspaper to help them understand why
we need a new pumper.

¢ Emphasize the many ways people can help
the department.

* Note that these strategies begin with a
verb, because they are the actions you will
take to achieve your goals.

4. Then ... who is going to do what, and when
are they going to do it?

You know what you want to achieve and you
have said roughly how you are going to do it.
Now for the nuts and bolts.

Let us say that your goal is to obtain favorable
press coverage of the many ways your depart-
ment serves your community, and your strategy
is to communicate regularly with local reporters
to get the message across.

You do not want to put all of your eggs in one
basket, so you write down several ways you plan
to reach reporters. Each separate approach is a
tactic. Some examples:

¢ Schedule monthly briefings of reporters by
the chief. Each briefing should cover a
different department service.

¢ Invite reporters to undergo limited training
at the fire school.

* Distribute monthly press releases.

¢ After major incidents, brief reporters on
how each department service contributed
to public safety.

Tactics usually contain more detail than goals
and strategies. For each tactic you must answer
three questions: What needs to be done? Who is
going to do it? When are they going to do it?

Firefighters always hope for the best, but plan
for the worst. In making assignments, make sure
you have enough people helping and absolutely
avoid the situation where “good old Marty, who
always does everything,” ends up with all of the
work again. Not fair. No good.

Chief Bill Bondshu of the Mariposa Public
Utility District Fire Department in California
knew he did not have enough personnel to run
his program, so he asked for help from the local
retired senior citizen community. He sent out the
following ad with the town's water bill one
month:
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How To Fight Fires With A Pen

(... or a computer, or a camera ...)

It takes all kinds of people doing all
kinds of things to prevent and fight fires.

Your fire department, the Mariposa
Public Utility District Fire Department,
needs volunteers to help with our new com-
munity relations program.

e If you know how, or would like to
learn how, to write press releases,
create and give speeches, organize
special events, take photos, design,
draw, run a computer, or put any skill
you may have to good use ...

< If you are a teacher, journalist, artist,
secretary, student or salesperson ...

e Whether you are retired, a student,
or working full-time ...

= Whether you have a few hours a day or
a few hours a month ...

We need your help to let our community
know more about our department, about
fire prevention and about volunteering.
Your participation will help you earn
Associate Member status in our Emergency
Service Organization.

CALL TODAY FOR MORE INFORMA-
TION!

Chief Bill Bondshu

Mariposa Public Utility District
Fire Department

(Phone number)

Your Planning Checklist

¢ Do you know what is going on between
your department and your community?

* Do you know which of your challenges
is most in need of a solution? What is
your goal? Is it something you truly
want? Can you achieve it? Will you
know when you do achieve it?

* Do you know what you need to do to
get the job done? Do you have
strategies?

* Do you know how you are going to do
it? Do you know who is going to do
what, when they are going to do it and

Twelve people, many of them with the skills
Chief Bondshu needed, responded. The response
was so unexpected, he had a hard time finding
jobs for them all, at first! Surely it is a problem
more fire chiefs would like to have.

As your program starts to move, be flexible.
You would not dream of having just one way to
fight a fire. Same here. As you get into the pro-
ject, new facts and ideas will emerge. Stay
focused on your goal, but stay fresh to new
thinking.

A few months into the process, actively look
for new ideas. Several of our pilot departments
went to local business leaders and asked for
independent assessments of how the program
was going. Not only did they get some good
thoughts, but they involved new and talented
people.

The Planning Check List in this chapter can
help you decide what needs to be done and
when. It also contains a few friendly tips for get-
ting the job done.

Check out the chart on the next page. It shows
you one way to write it all down in an organized
way.

Finally, check out the sample “Community
Relations Planner” at the end of this chapter. It
summarizes an entire years worth of activities
and may even give you some ideas for your
program.
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Who does what and when do they do it?
One Way of writing it all down ..

Write down major March 3 Complete.

points for press

release.

Pull together statistics | Susan and Ted March 9 Mostly done. Don’t

to support each point. have good numbers
to support point two.
Need to drop it.

Draft press release. Bob March 12

Get the Chief’s okay. Bob, Lt. Franks and March 13
Chief Smith

Mail the release to all Ted March 14
local press.

Some Planning Tips

1. Don’t get carried away. Plan what you
can do—nothing more.

2. Keep your eye on the ball. If some
activity doesn’t help you achieve your
goal, should you be doing it?

3. Involve your team when you write your
plan. People are more willing to help if
they’ve had a say in the assignments.

Photocopy, cut out and
stick it on your wall.
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Planning Needs Assessment

One of the first steps in planning a emergency
service organization community relations
program is to take a good, hard look at current
and future needs and situations that affect
department  operations. Though every
department's situation is different, we have
found that the areas where fire departments, and
volunteer fire department in particular, tend to
have the most community relations-type prob-
lems are in the areas of, to put it bluntly, money
and people.

Following is a series of questions to provide
guidance about the types of issues your commu-
nity relations team should ask themselves as a
way to start defining the challenges and oppor-
tunities the community relations program
should address. The questions are grouped into
three categories: 1) availability of resources, 2)
internal department relationships and needs,
and 3) external department relationships. If it
helps, write the answers down. Spend more time
exploring those areas that present the greatest
challenges or opportunities for your department.
Finally, do not hesitate to come up with addi-
tional questions or topic areas that may get at
situations specific to your department.

Availability of Resources—financial and other:

* Where does the department's budget come
from? Break out the different sources
(taxes, fees for service, donations,
grants, etc.)

* What is the process for getting your budget
approved? Have you had problems getting
approval? If so, do you know why?

¢ If you receive grants—from where? For
what purpose? Who writes the
applications? Are you satisfied with the
amount of grant money you are getting?

* Do you have organized fund drives? Do
you conduct them by yourself or with
other groups? Do you mail out
solicitations, go door-to-door, make phone
calls? Have your efforts been successful, in
your view, or have they been more effort
than they are worth?

e Do you have a program—an organized set
of activities managed by an accountable
person—for seeking resources? If so, does
it seem to work? More specifically: what
is done, by whom, how often, when, with
what results? How long has it been in
operation?

¢ If you do not have a program: How does
the department go after resources? Who
decides when, whom to approach, where,
how much/what to ask for?

¢ How much funding is needed by the
department this year to do everything
you need/want to do? How about next
year? Do you have an itemized budget
request, with justifications?

* Does written justification exist for each
new, major expenditure?

* Consider people and organizations in the
community who have contributed to the
department. How much do they give?
How often do they give? Why do
they give?

¢ Consider people and organizations in the
community who say “no” to your requests
for funding or resources. Why did they say
no? Did they contribute in the past? If so,
why did they stop?

* Consider others in the community who
also raise money. Are they competitors for
the same money and other resources as
you? What do they do to raise their
money? When do they do it? Are they
successful?

* Consider those who may control or
regulate department fund-raising, such as
the City Council, City Manager, Mayor or
Department Board. Are they supportive of
your efforts? If not, why not? What laws
and regulations apply to department fund-
raising or use of contributions? Are there
any other policies or guidelines you are
required or urged to follow?

* Consider those who may oppose
department seeking additional resources,
e.g., taxpayer groups, former disgruntled
firefighters, other local government
officials who may compete for local dollars.
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Do these exist? If so, who are they and
why do they oppose your efforts? How
effective are they? Are there particular
issues or personalities in need of attention?
Are their criticisms valid? If so, how? Are
they just poorly informed?

Internal department relationships and needs—
including recruiting and retention:

¢ How many volunteers are needed for you
to be effective as a department? How

many new volunteers are needed to replace

the typical loss of volunteers in a year?
What is the turnover rate of the
department?

* How many volunteers will you need to
accommodate community growth next
year? How about five years from now?

* Does the department have any policies,
guidelines, standards or other rules which,
in any way, exclude persons from
volunteering?

¢ Is there a seasonal join/drop-out pattern?

¢ Consider your newest recruits. How old
are they? What is their family background
(for example, are they children of fire
fighters? Victims of fires?) What education
levels and occupations do they have? Did
they join with friends? If so, who and
how many?

* Have you asked why they joined? If so,
what did they say? Was there anything
that almost discouraged them from
joining? What do they expect to get out of
the experience of being a member of the
department? What concerns them most
about volunteering—danger, amount
of time?

* Do they participate in other community
groups? If so, which ones and for
how long?

¢ Are they new to the community, or have
they been around awhile?

¢ Consider people who recently left the
department. Who are they—age,
occupation, family background—are they
new to the community?

* How long did they serve?

* Did you ask them why they left the
department? If so, why? If their leaving
was related to time commitments, which
department activities competed the most
with their other responsibilities? Which
activities were the least satisfying and
interesting? Which activities will they
miss most?

* When they joined, did they join as part of a
group? If so, did others in the group drop
out at about the same time? If not, was the
individual ever accepted by others in the
department? Does the department have
“cliques” or other mechanisms that tend to
exclude some people?

* Where do drop-outs go afterward? Do they
stay in the area? Do they remain in the fire
service somewhere else?

* Does the department have a recruiting
program—an organized set of activities
managed by an accountable person? If so,
does it seem to work? More specifically:
what is done, by whom, how often, when,
with what results? How long has it been
in operation?

* What do you say to potential volunteers?
What is your “hook” for getting them in
the door, getting them to sign up?

e If you do not have a formal recruiting
program: How does the department go
after volunteers? Who decides when,
whom to approach, where to advertise,
how many are needed?

* Which kinds of people do you regard as
your best prospects? What kind of people
do you want most? Want least ?

* What is the reputation of the department,
both within the department and within the
community?

* Are there negative factions within the
department that undermine unity among
department members? If so, what kinds of
things are being said and done?
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Relationships with others in the community:

Following is a list of different groups within
a typical community. For each, describe what
kind of relationship, if any, you (as department
members) have:

¢ journalists, e.g., newspaper, radio, TV
reporters, editors, owners;

¢ businesses and local business groups, e.g.,
Chamber of Commerce, Rotary, Kiwanis,
Jaycees, etc.;

* elected officials;
¢ other politicians, e.g., party workers;

* appointed government officials, e.g., town
clerk, police chief, etc.;

¢ school officials, teachers;
* neighborhood associations;

¢ ex-firefighters;

tirefighters from other communities who
live in your community;

¢ firefighters in your department.

Then ... for each of the above groups for which

you have some relationship:

1. What was your best recent (within the last

two years) experience?
2. What was your worst recent experience?

3. To whom, in the group, would you
turn to first if you had a problem they
might help you with? Why?

4. Whom would you never ask for help?
Why?

5. Has the department recently provided
emergency services to any of them?

Measuring Results

An effective plan will help you measure
results. But planning itself needs to be evaluated
from time to time.

Ask yourself:
¢ Were your starting assumptions correct?

* Were your goals realistic? Were they too
hard or too easy to achieve?

* Was the plan logical and realistic? Did you
write down the right steps in the right
sequence? Did you forget some steps? Did
you leave enough time for each step?

* Did people understand and pay attention
to the plan once it was written? Did your
team consult the plan regularly or did it sit
on a shelf collecting dust?

* Did it work? Did you get what you
wanted?
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Sample Program
Community Relations Planner

January

New Year’s
resolution—
be a volunteer.

Feature on a
volunteer:
describes role,
training,
responsibility and
importance.

Volunteer
recruitment open
house.

Briefings of five
local business
leaders on why it is
important to allow
employees to
volunteer.

February

We are watching
over your loved
ones.

The importance of
smoke detectors.

Encourage “special
smoke detector
sale” by local
retailers.

Visit homes of
senior and disabled
citizens to install
free detectors.

March All of the roles Presentation on Interviews with
Lots of ways to volunteers can play | various volunteer prospective
fight fires in the department; department roles to | volunteer recruits.
and specific needs local civic clubs.
within the
department.
April What it would cost | Launch annual Briefings of local
Volunteer to replace the fund drive. elected and
tirefighters—the volunteer business officials
great tax. department. on thg 1qurtance
of maintaining the
May Checklist for safer Offer of free home golun:eer .
Spring cleaning. homes. fire safety epartment.
inspections by
volunteers.
June The need for more Volunteer Meetings with
Graduate to volunteers. recruitment open prospects.
volunteering. house.
July and August none none none

(continued on the next page)
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Fire Prevention
Month.

data for the first
nine months of the
year.

2. Focus on Fire
Prevention theme
from NFPA.

September Feature on Dinner at the fire

Our heroes. businesses that house for local
support the business leaders.
department.

October 1. Fire incident Presentations to

local schools and
senior centers.

One-on-one
meetings with
business leaders
not yet involved.

November and
December
Volunteering;:
Our gift to the
community.

Year-end review of
the Volunteer
department’s
contributions to the
community.

Department
Holiday Party with
supporters invited.

Install free smoke
detectors in senior
citizens” homes.

17

BUILDING BLocks: BUILDING COMMUNITY SUPPORT FOR EMERGENCY SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS




BUILDING BLocks: BUILDING COMMUNITY SUPPORT FOR EMERGENCY SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS
18



2. Putting Together a Fire

Department Information Packet

Firefighters and EMS personnel know the
importance of having the right tools for the job,
and they know the importance of completing
every job they tackle.

When it comes to tackling the job of commu-
nity relations, an information packet about the
Emergency Service Organization is nothing less
than the right tool for the job. It is essential in
completing the community relations job.

What Is an Information Packet?

Over the following pages we will show you
what an information packet is. It contains well-
organized, easy-to-understand, short answers to
the questions people are likely to ask about your
department (and the kind of information you'd
like them to know): What do you do? Who are
you? What do you cost me? What is that stuff
you wear? Do you need all of those emergency
vehicles? How do you know what to do? How
can I help?

We want you to answer those kinds of ques-
tions in speeches, meetings and in the local news
media. But even your most interested audience
will forget details, and that is where information
packets come in.

An information packet is something you
hand to people after you have told them your
story. It is something they can refer to, it is some-
thing they can share with others, it is something
that may encourage them to call you with more
questions or an offer of help. It is a reminder and
a reference source.

Who appreciates them?

Let us start with journalists. Picture, and it
shouldn’t be hard, a major house fire in the mid-
dle of the night. A reporter shows up late, gets
the basic facts from you and has to run back to
their office to write the story for the morning’s

paper. The reporter’s editor wants the reporter to
write three pages and they badly need more
information. So, they turn to the information
packet you provided them a month ago and is
able to tell the readers about the equipment that
responded and the number of fires you fought
last year. Not only did you help by anticipating
the reporter’s need, but they didn’t wake you up
at 4 a.m. to ask more questions.

Another example: You've just met with the
vice president of the local department store, who
seemed impressed by your presentation. You
have asked for a contribution and left an infor-
mation packet behind. The next afternoon, the
vice president meets with the store’s president,
recommends a contribution and is asked a few
tough questions. To convince the boss, the vice
president needs more information. Where does
the vice president turn?

The packet has the facts the boss needs.

Want more examples? Easy. How about local
officials arguing over competing budget needs?
How about local civic club members deciding
which service project to select? How about
homeowners who have just suffered a fire and
are genuinely interested in knowing more about
you? How about potential new recruits? How
about new residents to the community (in one of
our pilot communities, the Welcome Wagon gave
out Emergency Service Organization informa-
tion)? How about members of your own depart-
ment, who themselves may not have the “big
picture” view of all that the department is and
does?

Look at an information packet as the exclama-
tion point at the end of a sentence. It makes
you think about the sentence and says “this is
important.”

We do not recommend that you mail an infor-
mation packet to every resident in your town.
That would be like putting the exclamation point
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at the beginning of the sentence before you've
said anything; a waste of money.

But you will find that packets are the right tool
for many of the community relations jobs you
will tackle. Collect the pages together into a
folder with pockets, and put a copy, in fact, put
50 copies, in your tool box. You will use them.

What to Include in an Information
Packet

The following pages provide examples of the
kind of things that can be included in a
Emergency Service Organization information
packet. Each fact sheet should be only a page or
two long. Feel free to add to or subtract from this
list to meet your own needs:

= A letter from the chief (or collectively,
from the members of the Emergency Service
Organization) to the reader. Print it out on
department letterhead (if you don't have
official department letterhead, perhaps you
can make up something attractive on the
computer).

= A history of the department. Try to show
in what ways the department has
developed from and is a part of the
community. Show how the department
grew as the town grew.

= “Who we are” a page that describes in
general terms who the members of the
department are and what they do both for
the department and when they are not
on duty.

When describing what you do, show how a
volunteer’s average week breaks out: eat,
sleep, family activities, job training,
respond to emergencies, fill out paperwork,
call bingo, maintain apparatus and
equipment. You may scare some folks away
from volunteering, but people need to
know how very much you contribute, and
that it is more than just responding to calls.

= “What we do” describes the services of the
department. People often are not aware
that many fire departments not only
respond to fires, but also provide

emergency medical and rescue services,
not to mention other non-traditional
services like youth counseling and
recreation programs.

Also, think about including information
that shows how all responses, or certain
types of responses, have increased over the
last few years. This helps you to make a
case about the department's need for
additional resources to keep pace with
increased need.

“How we know what to do” deals with
the training that is required of every
emergency responder. Few people know
how much and how often firefighters train,
and the different skills that must be
learned. You also may want to mention
costs associated with training, including
charges for course materials, as well as for
tuition, travel and lodging.

“How we get to the scene” deals with
response times and the different vehicles
used by the department to respond based
on the kind of incident. When it comes to
talking about response times, use an
average rather than specifics (so that
nobody tries to hold you to an exact time
for arriving at Hollywood and Vine during
rush hour!).

When explaining how you get to
emergencies, you may want to explain, if
this is the case, that the department allows
firefighters to go to the scene directly from
home or work and how this policy helps
response times. Your neighbors will
appreciate the details.

Most important, emphasize the concept of
arriving at the scene safely. Especially in
an emergency, people value safety, and
firefighters must set the right example.

“What we wear to work™ gives the details
about personal protective clothing and
equipment. Do not pass up the opportunity
to tell people how much each item costs,
and provide the total cost for outfitting a
tirefighter. Consider adding a drawing or
photograph of a firefighter in full turnout
gear, with the parts labeled.
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= “Money: what we spend it on, where we
get it” provides key information about the
emergency service organization's budget
and expenses. Tables, charts and graphs
can be very useful tools when presenting
this information. The key is not to provide
pages of numbers, but rather to present the
facts in a way that the average person can
relate to them. Comparing a fire depart
ment's annual budget to a typical house
hold budget for your area is one way to
do this.

If your department has saved money for
the community, by entering into group
purchasing agreements or equipment
sharing (auto-aid) arrangements, by pur-
chasing used equipment and apparatus, or
by building the new station with donated
labor and materials, make special note of
it on this fact sheet.

Another idea is to break down annual fire
department operations into a cost-per-
person or per-household within your
service area. Again, this helps put the cost
of running the department into perspective
and helps people to see what a bargain
they are getting. Compare the per-
household cost of running the fire
department (for example, $8 per household
per month) to the cost of a common
entertainment item—such as cable TV, a
movie, a large pizza.

If you want to make a dramatic statement
about the savings of a volunteer or
combination department to a community,
compare it to what it would cost for an
all-career department providing the same
level of protection. Show people how their
taxes would increase if they had to support
a career department.

= “How you can help” is a key piece that
describes the many ways in which people
can help the department. If your
department provides benefits, such as
member status, pension, length-of-service
awards or workers' compensation,
mention these things as well.

Also, encourage people to call the
department if they want to contribute a

talent or skill not listed on the fact sheet,
as long as someone has something to
contribute, you can figure out a way to
use them.

= “How you can get more information
about us” provides the list of key contact
people and their phone numbers. We
suggest organizing it by the kind of
questions people might have about the
department (regarding a specific fire, how
to join the department, fire prevention,
fundraising, etc.). Notes on when each
contact person is easiest to reach is a nice
touch and especially useful if they are
volunteers and not always reachable at
the station.

On that note, it might be useful to invest in
an answering machine for the non-
emergency number of the department,
especially if there are times when nobody
is around to answer the phone. Also, put a
telephone message pad next to the phone,
and dedicate a section of a bulletin board
for posting phone messages. Even more
frustrating than not being able to leave a
message for someone is leaving a message
that does not get delivered. Do not let it
happen!

Final Thoughts about Information
Packets

We have provided the following samples to
help you create your own information packet
and, we hope, improve on our examples. When
you produce your own packet, keep it direct,
simple and free of fire service jargon. Make it
easy to use and presentable. Nothing says more
about your department than clean, accurate
work.

Where possible, use illustrations, photos,
charts and graphs to make the point. Show a fire
fighter in turnout gear. Show the apparatus you
run. Make a piechart to show how a firefighter
spends a typical day. Create a bar chart to show
the increase in emergency medical calls over the
last five years. It is worth learning how to make
charts and graphs on the computer, or finding
someone who knows how. You know what they

BUILDING BLocks: BUILDING COMMUNITY SUPPORT FOR EMERGENCY SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS

21



say—a picture can be worth a thousand words.

Make it as easy as possible for people to get
more information. At the bottom of each page of
the packet, put a phone number for people to call
for more information. List digital pager numbers
if you have them.

Wherever appropriate, explain that govern-
ment agencies and insurance companies require
that you do and buy certain things. For example,
insurance rating bureaus require departments to
have certain pieces of apparatus and to meet
certain standards. Complying with these
requirements allow a department to keep the
community's insurance rating down, which
saves residents and businesses money on insur-
ance premiums.

You may want to tailor the contents or presen-
tation of the information packet depending on
your audience. For example, business leaders
may require more information about the finan-
cial aspects of the department than the average
homeowner would.

Finally, more and more Emergency Service
Organizations are developing “home pages” on
the Internet. Consider using the information
packet material in your home page—and vice
versa.

* See Appendix for example of Fire
Department Information Packet.
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3. Getting Good Media Coverage

Media coverage is a two-edged sword. It can
build public support or destroy the reputation of
your department. Fire officials often complain
that the press “only wants to know who got hurt
in the fire,” or gives the department coverage
“only when we screw up.”Or they have a prob-
lem with the unhappy department member who
complains “off the record” to reporters about
how an incident was covered, only to find that
his “off the record” comments were quoted in
the papers the next day. Sound familiar?

As a fire official, you do not have much choice
but to deal with the media. Face it, what you do
is newsworthy, that is, the public wants to know
what the Emergency Service Organization is up
to, and reporters intend to find out.

In other words, you are going to get press
coverage anyway, so you may as well do what
you can to help ensure that the things you want
covered, are covered, in the positive way that
you want them to be covered. This section of
your manual provides guidance on dealing with
representatives of the media, reporters, editors
and columnists employed by newspapers, mag-
azines, radio and television stations.

Preparing to Deal with the Media

You already may be dealing with the media in
your community. But even if you are, you may
want to take a step back and prepare to deal with
them on your terms.

1. Have a formal policy for dealing with the
media.

Every department should have a policy about
who may represent the department in dealings
with the news media, and when and where they
may do it. In some departments, only the chief is
allowed to deal with reporters. In others, it is the
highest ranking official at the scene when there is
an incident, and the chief at all other times. Some
departments have a designated public informa-
tion officer whose main responsibility is to deal
with members of the media, convey all official

department communications and try to get posi-
tive press for the department.

Though one spokesperson per department
is best to avoid confusion, you may want to
consider assigning separate spokespersons for
the fireground and administrative aspects of
department operations. For example, the chief
may be the main spokesperson for the fire-
ground operations, but a separate public
information officer can work through the admin-
istrative president of the department and deal
with department community activities such as
spaghetti dinners and open houses.

Whatever you decide your policy is, it is
important that the department speak with a
consistent voice. All individuals who have
responsibilities as a department spokesperson
should communicate with one another frequent-
ly and coordinate their messages. And anyone in
the department who deals with the media
should be prepared with some basic skills for
being interviewed, covered later in this chapter
of the manual.

Let the other members of the department
know who is authorized to speak officially for
the department. If non-authorized department
members are contacted by the media, they
should be instructed to refer the call to the
department spokesperson.

2. Put together a Emergency Service
Organization information packet.

We deal with how to put together a
Emergency Service Organization information
packet in the chapter called, appropriately,

“Putting Together a
Emergency Service Organization Information
Packet.” An

information packet can help reporters to better
understand the Emergency Service
Organization, and demonstrates that the
Emergency Service Organization wants to make
their job easier.

Imagine: a reporter is sitting at her computer
at 2 am., trying to meet a 2:30 deadline. She
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needs to fill a column of space on “local news.”
It is too late to call anyone for an interview, and
she is getting desperate. Wait! She remembers,
there is an information packet on the Emergency
Service Organization in her file. Retrieving it, she
finds a page that talks about how much it costs
to outfit a firefighter with protective clothing.
Perfect. In it goes, almost word-for-word.

Look at how many purposes were served by
that information packet: First, the article in the
paper later that day educates the public about
how their contributions or tax dollars are help-
ing to keep firefighters safe. Second, the
Emergency Service Organization had total con-
trol over the positive publicity it received. Third,
the reporter was grateful to the department for
having given her that packet the month before. A
win-win-win situation!

That information packet will come in handy to
reporters again and again, not just when they are
looking to fill space in the paper, but also when
they are thinking about topics for their next big
story, when they are doing research before a vote
on the department's budget, and when they
want to write a companion story to go along
with their coverage of your latest response. So do
not pass up the opportunity to give them this
information before they really need it.

Getting to Know the Media, and
Getting Them to Know You

As fire officials, you certainly have every
opportunity to get to know the news media.
Taking the time to get to know reporters, editors,
columnists and other members of the media who
cover your activities can have a two-fold benefit:

* You will be more likely to get positive
coverage, because you will be creating
more opportunities to convey positive
messages about the department; and

¢ Even if an uncomplimentary story is about
to hit the papers, a reporter may be more
likely to ask for your side of the story, or
even hold up the story for an extra day to
allow you to provide more information.

If you have never tried to build relationships
with the media before, or if you would like to get
to know them better, here are a few tips.

First, find out which reporters cover the
department. If you do not know from the bylines
on the newspaper articles, call the paper to find
out which reporters cover local community news
and events. Depending on the size of the paper
and whether it is produced weekly or daily, the
reporter assigned to cover your activities might
be covering everything else for the paper too, or
might cover just fire and police activities. One
reporter might cover your department respons-
es, while a different reporter for the same paper
might cover your community relations events.

At a radio station, you will want to locate the
news director or the public affairs director. At a
TV station (don't forget the local cable TV sta-
tion), the news editor or assignment editor
would be the ones to call.

Once you have identified the name and
number of the person who covers emergency
service organization stories, give the reporter a
call to introduce yourself (ask if it is a good time
to talk, when reporters are “on deadline” they
can not be interrupted, and so they may ask you
to call back later). Invite him or her to the station
to share your information packet and begin the
education and relationship-building process.

It can be as easy as it sounds. Commissioner
Lew Conley of the Town Bank Volunteer Fire
Company in Lower Township, New Jersey, had a
great deal of success in increasing positive media
coverage for the department simply by asking
local reporters to work with the fire department
as it embarked on its new community relations
program.

Educating reporters is a continuing process:
there is often a lot of turnover on newspaper
staffs, and reporters get reassigned to different
“beats.” So be prepared to educate new reporters
often.

Here are some additional ideas for reaching out
to and educating the media:

* Hold a Press Day, in which reporters are
invited to a training session. Put them in
turnout gear and (closely supervised)
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guide them in putting out a fire—or
explain to them what is going on as they
observe firefighters putting out fires. Not
only will the reporters gain understanding
that will help them to cover incidents in the
future; they might even write an article
about their own training experience.

¢ If you have an extra pager to spare, lend it
to a reporter who is assigned to cover
department responses. That way, the
reporter will know about the call as soon as
you do, and will get a good head start on
the story.

¢ Is your local cable TV station looking for
interesting programming? Can you get
local college students to help with video
projects for free or at cost? The Fire Chiefs
Association of Jefferson County, Kentucky,
works with its local cable station and
skilled volunteers (including a local TV
news personality) to produce a one-hour
program that interviews the chiefs on
public safety topics of local interest. Every
time a new episode is produced, the station
shows it on the air several times—and it is
one of the highest-rated programs on
the station.

¢ Invite reporters into the fire station to show
them what a “day in the life” of a
tirefighter is like. If you do this, make sure
that department members are doing the
kind of things you would want a reporter
to write about. For example, if the alarm
does not ring, are department members
keeping busy cleaning the station,
maintaining equipment, conducting
inspections and filling out reports? Or are
they sitting around watching TV and
eating?

¢ If your attempts to develop a relationship
with a reporter do not result in good press,
do not be discouraged. There tends to be
high turnover among reporters, and the
nemesis reporter may get reassigned.
Be patient.

Being Interviewed

Whether at the scene of a fire or in your office,

the following “interview rules of the road”
should keep you on course.

1. Make reporters aware of the names and
phone numbers of the designated spokesper-
son(s) for the department.

Give the reporters and other media represen-
tatives who cover department activities a list of
names and phone numbers for the chief and any
other people who are authorized to speak for the
department.

Include the Emergency Service Organization
number, day and evening phone numbers and
pager numbers, if possible. Someone who is
authorized to speak for the department should
be accessible at all times. Encourage reporters to
call whenever they have a question or need
information.

Find out how you can contact the reporters by
phone, fax and electronic mail, as well as how to
reach them quickly in an emergency, especially
before and after regular business hours.

When a reporter calls you, try to return the call
as soon as possible. A reporter “on deadline”
does not have much time to complete a story.
And a reporter may not be inclined to give the
department positive coverage if you consistently
do not return phone calls.

2. Be prepared.

Know what it is you want to say about your
department and write down your main mes-
sages to help you remember them. If possible,
put some statistics and anecdotes down on paper
to back up your message.

Look proactively at everything about an inci-
dent or a situation that could prompt tough
questions by a reporter. Think about what you
would say to a reporter if asked those questions.
Being prepared with good answers in advance
will help prevent your being put on the spot by
a reporter later.

How are you supposed to know what ques-
tions will be asked at a fire? Think back. For the
most part, reporters ask virtually the same ques-
tions, fire after fire.

If a reporter calls for an appointment, ask
what the subject of the interview will be. That is
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all you are likely to learn. Most reporters will not
share actual questions in advance. And don't
even bother asking to see a copy of the article
before it goes to print.

If you request the interview, have your key
points written down even before you call for an
appointment.

3. Approach the interview with the right
attitude.

Do not assume that the reporter is going to be
hostile or that he or she will confuse the facts. If
you know that the interview will be hostile, ask
yourself a simple question. “Must I do it?” You
may have no choice, but there is no law that says
you have to talk to reporters.

4. Present your story from the public's view-
point, not your own. Keep your story human
and personal.

You are in the business of protecting the peo-
ple of your community. Try to tell your story
from the perspective of the people who rely on
you. For example, rather than talking about how
many features the department's new aerial truck
has, talk instead about how having this new aer-
ial truck will help rescue residents from the
senior citizens' housing complex. And talk about
how purchasing the aerial truck enabled the
department to improve its insurance rating by a
point—thus decreasing insurance rates for
homeowners and businesses in town.

5. If you don't want a statement quoted, don't
make the statement.

What about “off-the-record” comments? Most
reporters will honor “off-the-record” comments
if the restriction is clear before the statement is
made. But many people who deal with the
media believe that there is really no such thing as
an “off-the-record” comment. The safest bet is to
keep your private thoughts to yourself.

6. Keep it simple and concise.

Begin with your most important point. Stick to
your key arguments. Do not have too many key

arguments—limit yourself to two or three at the
most.

Also, remember your audience—avoid using
technical jargon.

7. Make sure you understand the question
being asked.

If you think you have been asked a “trick”
question, repeat it in different words until you
know precisely what is being asked. If you
choose not to answer it, simply say so. If the
reporter persists with the same question, end the
interview.

8. Do not argue with a reporter or become
angry.

Reporters use a range of techniques to obtain
the best possible story from you. Some will

attempt to anger you, to “loosen you up.” Do not
fall for it. Keep your cool.

9. If a question contains offensive language or
words you do not like, do not repeat
them—even to deny them.

And be on the lookout for reporters who try to
put words in your mouth. Reporters have been
known to toss out an unsubstantiated charge,
and then print your denial: For example, the
President of Shell Oil was once asked if his prof-
its were a “bonanza.” He denied the charge
angrily. The next day's headlines quoted him
accurately enough: “Oil Profits No Bonanza,
Executive Says.”

10. If a reporter asks a direct question, provide
a direct answer.

Evasive answers to direct questions often
result in tougher, more direct questions, and
make a reporter skeptical.

11. If you do not know the answer to a question,
do not fake it. Offer to find out.

It is better to appear ignorant than dishonest.
Again, do not fake it. Once you have the answer
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to the question, be sure to follow up with the
reporter. If you are unable to find the answer in
time for the reporter to meet a deadline, call back
anyway and explain what steps you took to try
to get the answer.

If you are asked a question you cannot answer,
say so. Along these lines, think twice before
answering a question about a victim. If you want
to protect the privacy of victims and their fami-
lies, explain this to the reporter.

12. Tell the truth, even if it hurts.

You make a choice to be interviewed and so
you assume the risk. If you think the risk is too
great, don't do the interview. Lies are the fuel for
big, ugly embarrassing stories.

13. Don't exaggerate.

To a reporter, an exaggeration is a lie and the
lie may just become the story. Do not do it. Life
is too short.

Reacting to Bad Press

If you or someone else in the department is
misquoted, or if a news item appears that you
believe is unfair or misrepresents a situation
involving the department, you will need to
decide whether to respond and, if so, how best to
respond.

Sometimes, doing nothing is best. Though it is
hard to accept at the time, you should think
about whether by protesting the negative
coverage, you are turning the issue from a one-
day story into a story that drags out for days or
even weeks.

You also should evaluate whether the misin-
formation is something that can be corrected by
educating the reporter. Try calling the reporter
directly, and politely request a correction. If that
does not work, try talking to the reporter's editor
or news director. If all else fails, point out the
error in a letter to the editor or station manager.
Then, be satisfied that you did everything you
could to try to correct the mistake.

If legitimate points were not made in the story,
try writing a letter to the editor for publication
that does not criticize the original story, but
rather adds your points in a positive way.

Consider that perhaps the department itself
is not the best organization to respond. Will
the mayor or another elected official come
to your defense? Is a citizen willing to publicly
call or write to the reporter to correct the
misinformation?

If the media outlet consistently misrepresents
department news, consider getting your position
out to the public in some other way. Several of
our pilot departments found that a series of pre-
sentations about the needs of the department,
given to influential groups of citizens over sever-
al months, was a more effective way to reach
people with a message that the department was
better able to control and target.

An easy way to report a response: the faxable
report form.

Reporters do not always have the time to
attend every fire. Recognizing this, Chief Bill
Bondshu of the Mariposa Public Utility District
Fire Department in California developed an
easy-to-complete form on his computer to report
fires via the fax machine to local media outlets. It
has a fill-in-the-blank format that gives the
details of the fire, and provides a contact name
and number for the reporter to call for more
information.

The completed form (a copy of which is repro-
duced at the end of this chapter) is then used by
reporters to write an article. In this way, the
reporters' lives are made easier, the department
is not burdened with having to write its own
articles on each response, and the result is an
increase in media coverage for the department.

If you decide to use a fax cover page to report
department responses, make sure you call the
media outlet first to see that it is OK to do so.
Some reporters do not like to receive unsolicited
faxes. Also, get the name of the person to whom
the fax should be directed, sometimes, a fax that
is not addressed to any particular person doesn’t
get delivered anywhere, it just gets thrown out.

Sometimes you will want to do more than
report a response. If you have some news about
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the department you would like to share, or want
to get the word out about an upcoming event, a
press release is a better way to go.

Writing Press Releases

Press releases are a basic tool for letting
publications know what is going on with your
department. Maybe you've obtained a new piece
of apparatus or initiated a cutting-edge training
program. Perhaps you're planning an open
house, a fundraising drive or a smoke detector
giveaway. It is worth learning how to write
about these events so that they are more likely to
be used by the media: all you need is a little
training, common sense, elbow grease and
practice.

There are two basic kinds of press releases: the
news release and the feature release.

The news release generally tells people some-
thing brand new and important—much like the
news you find on the front page of your local
paper. The feature release provides background,
like the stories you read in the “Home” or
“Style” sections of your local paper.

Both kinds of releases answer seven basic
questions:

* Who did it?

¢ What did they do?

* When did they do it?

* Where did they do it?

* Why did they do it?

¢ How did they do it?

* Who cares that they did it?

The News Release

As the story goes: Back in the days of the tele-
graph, Morse Code operators learned to put all
of the important facts in the first paragraph of
thei