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Volunteer firefighters have chosen to perform one of the most dangerous jobs. Day or night, they take time away from family and work to protect their community from disaster — for very little compensation.

But when economic conditions plummet and unemployment rates soar, volunteer fire departments get put in a tight spot. Volunteers are forced to choose, stay at work and get paid or go to the emergency call.

“They get a little bit more loyal to their employer and a little more reluctant to leave work,” said Kevin Yoder, chief of the Newton Fire Department.

Some departments have had an easier time than others riding out the economic hardships brought on the departments.

“It’s like everything else, we’re going to feel the pains of the economy,” said Maiden Fire Chief Danny Hipps.

He said he’s noticed a change in volunteer response over the last few months as firefighters who used to work in the Maiden town limits have had leave the area in search of work. 

Finding people to respond during the daytime, when most volunteers are at work, is the biggest challenge, Hipps said.

The Maiden Fire Department has 35 volunteer firefighters who are each expected to respond to 25 percent of calls, which average 30 minutes to an hour for most fire departments.

He said the department has lost about five firefighters who used to be able to respond to daytime emergencies when they went to jobs outside the fire district. As a result, Hipps said the average number of firefighters responding to each call has dropped by five or six.

“I think they are a little more cautious about taking time away from their job,” he said. “They don’t want to push the envelope.”

At the same time, he said the department has other firefighters who have been laid off who have more time to contribute the fire department, which helps balance the numbers out to an extent.

Hipps said he can usually get 12 firefighters to show up at structure fires, the minimum number required by the North Carolina Department of Insurance. But it’s generally not hard to get firefighters to a structure fire. He said those calls raise eyebrows and firefighters understand the importance of being there to help fight the flames.

However, it’s a struggle to get volunteers to go to grass and woods fires and activated fire alarms, which generally turn out to be false alarms.

He said the department finds itself relying more on the mutual aid system than it ever did before.

The automatic mutual aid system brings in additional firefighters from neighboring departments when an emergency call requires more manpower than the first department has at the scene.

“Some days are  better than others,” Hipps said. “The biggest thing for me, as a leader, is to make sure we have the people.”

He said if the number of firefighters is low, they go ahead and call on another department for help.

“I think it’s going to be a while before it gets better,” Hipps said.

In Newton, volunteers supplement a roster of 25 full-time firefighters and 15 part-time firefighters. 

In the 2001-02 fiscal year, Newton had 40 volunteer firefighters. The department is now down to eight after restructuring the volunteer program, Yoder said.

Newton is the only fire department in Catawba County where the volunteers are reserve firefighters who come under the umbrella of city employees. As such, they are compensated better than the typical volunteers, with benefit packages and higher-than-average pay per call.

Yoder said they get paid $10.17 per hour, and receive two hours of pay automatically for each call they go to, even if it’s only a 15-minute call.

“Even at that rate, it becomes increasingly difficult to get them to respond,” he said.

The volunteers are important assets, especially when the department is down two full-time firefighters right now, Yoder said.

The Newton Fire Department placed a number of advertisements in local newspapers in hopes of recruiting more volunteer firefighters, with little luck. Yoder said the $1,000 plus campaign yielded two reserve officers.

Then it’s a matter of making sure the officers get the necessary training to respond to the calls.

“The difficulty is not getting the applications, it’s getting them to follow through,” Yoder said.

Other departments have seen little change since the economy slowed down.

The Propst Crossroads Volunteer Fire Department continues to have a large turnout of volunteers to most calls, said its chief, Mike Weaver.

“So far, we’ve had strong numbers. A lot of fire departments can’t say that,” Weaver said. “It’s all because of the members.”

The Propst department has a nearly full roster with 42 volunteers, which helps considerably in getting a good number to respond to calls. Weaver said the department also hasn’t lost any firefighters due to changing jobs or layoffs.

“The daytime is really our toughest time,” he said.

During the day, he said the number of volunteers responding to calls is noticeably less. Like Maiden, the department has to rely more on the mutual aid system.

“Not nearly as many employers allow their employees to leave,” Weaver said.

He said most people will not leave work for a traffic accident, but if the volunteers hear a second alarm, they know the emergency is serious and they start heading for the door. Once people are off work, the department usually has a higher turnout at calls, though Weaver didn’t have exact numbers available.

Propst volunteers are asked to run 10 percent of calls per month. If the firefighters double as medical first responders, they have to respond to 10 percent of medical and fire calls while the basic firefighters respond to 10 percent of fire calls.

Overall, Weaver said the strong volunteer base is helping the department manage the economic turmoil. He said the morale is good and the volunteers have an overwhelming sense of duty to their community that keeps them coming out to the calls.

Conover Fire Chief Mark Hinson said morale has helped keep a large number of firefighters responding to each of their fire calls, too.

“Our morale level is the highest it’s ever been in Conover,” he said.

Hinson said he hasn’t seen any fluctuation in the number of volunteers going to calls. He said he consistently gets 12 to 15. He said there are fewer who respond to traffic accidents, but they still get eight to 10 volunteers to show up.

“They care enough to go,” Hinson said.

