
To: Cape Elizabeth Town Council and Town Manager 

From: Peter Gleeson, Fire Chief 

Date: October 5, 2022 

 

Cape Elizabeth Fire Department Comparisons and follow up 

from June workshop 

 

When we met in June the members of the council asked many 

questions and I will do my best to answer them without going 

into too much detail. 

 

Over the past twenty years the fire department has 

transitioned from a department that relied on paid on call staff 

to handle all fire and EMS calls to one where the majority of 

calls are handled by the on duty per diem staff. Not only has 

our call volume increased they have become more complex.   

Twenty years ago we had 35 active volunteers on the fire 

department today we have only 15. EMS calls were taken care 

of by volunteers who responded from home to the calls. With 

the per diem staff responding to the EMS calls, most of the 

volunteers retired. The decline in volunteers is nationwide and 

our reduced numbers reflect this trend. The reasons for the 

decline are numerous and it’s an issue that will not be easily 

solved. 



 

EMS calls have become more complex which required the 

training requirements to increase to meet the challenges. 

Meeting the requirements proved very challenging to a unit 

that relied on volunteers. The majority of our EMS providers 

hold either paramedic or advanced EMT licenses. The 

paramedic license requires 18-24 months of training and the 

advanced EMT require 9 to 12 months. The positive side of 

having a paramedic on the ambulance for most shifts is that we 

don’t have to rely on mutual aid to cover our calls. 

 

The fire department has gone through a similar transition. 

Years ago, most of our calls were for fire emergencies such as 

grass and woods fires. Now the majority of our calls are for 

smoke detectors, CO detectors and residential fire alarm 

systems. The proliferation of these alarms has resulted in early 

detection of fires, which has saved lives and property. The fire 

department has become an all hazards department where we 

used to just deal with fires. We now have to know how to deal 

with complex calls such as battery powered vehicles fires and 

solar systems. 

 

Our current call volume has stayed steady over the last couple 

of years, we average between 1100 to 1200 calls a year. EMS 

services constitute the majority of our calls. Unless we have a 



significant increase in population or see the construction of 

additional assisted living facilities or a nursing home I would see 

our call volume increase around 100 calls a year. Fire 

departments that provide EMS transport service find that most 

of the calls they respond to are for EMS. In our region EMS is 

provided by the fire department. 

 

When we are compared to other departments around us the 

only service we don’t provide is being the primary responder to 

hazardous material incidents. We rely on our mutual partners 

to handle these calls. To be able to handle hazardous material 

calls personnel are required to have additional training and for 

the department to purchase expensive meters.  This type of call 

is very infrequent in Cape Elizabeth and to purchase the 

necessary gear and provide the training would not be cost 

effective. 

 We are the only department in the area that does not 

have full time personnel staffing our apparatus. Cumberland is 

a community with a similar call volume to ours and they have 

two full timers on each shift. They also have students from 

SMCC that live in their stations and respond to calls. 

 

The departments current staffing is 4 people per shift 24 hours 

a day. The day shift is 7am to 7pm and the night shift is 7pm to 

7am. We staff one ambulance with two people and one fire 



truck with two people. The people on the fire truck are 

expected to staff the other ambulance if a second EMS call 

occurs while the first ambulance is on a call.  

 

The majority of the per diem staff is cross-trained as firefighters 

and EMS providers. Because most of the per diems are 

advanced life support trained, we handle most of our EMS calls 

without mutual aid which was not the case in the past. We now 

provide more EMS coverage to our mutual aid partners than we 

receive. Occasionally we have staff working on the fire truck 

that do not have EMS licenses and we use mutual aid to cover 

the second call.  

  

Staffing of Town Center Station consists of four people per 

shift, which allows us to cover most of our calls short of a 

structure fire.  

 

The National Fire Protection Associations (NFPA) recommended 

minimum staffing for a structure fire is six people. The tasks for 

the six are broken out as follows, two on a hose line, two 

outside equipped to back the interior people, a pump operator 

and an incident commander. This is the minimum amount 

needed and does not allow for other tasks such as search and 

ventilation to be done. In having only 15 people on the call 

company we do not how many are going to be available to 



respond when a fire occurs. We are not allowed to initiate 

interior operations at a fire if we don’t have the six people 

there unless we can show that someone’s life is in jeopardy and 

then we can make an emergency rescue. If we have a structure 

fire we rely on South Portland and Portland to provide 

additional equipment and personnel to support us. Most of the 

communities our size in the area rely on their mutual aid 

partners to assist them at structure fires. Cape Elizabeth’s level 

of service is comparable to communities of our size in the area. 

We are the only community in the area that does not have full 

time staff on our trucks. The other departments in the area 

staff their trucks with a mix of full time, per diem and live in 

students from SMCC. 

 

Currently the department has two full time people, one being 

the fire chief the other is the department administrator. With 

the current staffing levels, both of us are very hands on with 

the operation, providing EMS care and operating vehicles when 

needed.  

 

The administrator does all the scheduling of the per diems, 

does the payroll for the per diems and call companies and 

orders all EMS supplies. The fire chief handles all the vehicle 

maintenance, ordering of all fire department equipment, 

paying of bills and completes all fire reports. The fire chief is on 

call 24/7 and responds to all significant calls.  



Given the size of the department, the fire chief’s job here is 

very hands on and I see it remaining so in the future. The 

departments around us are much larger and because of their 

size the chiefs are less hands on. 

 

Today the current chief and deputy chief live in town and one 

of us is usually available to respond to calls. I anticipate retiring 

in the first half of 2023 after 47 years on the department with 

the last 15 as chief. 

 

Under our current model, all of the per diems submit their 

availability for the next month by the 15th of the current month. 

The administrative assistant then creates a schedule based on 

this.  

 

Without any full time staff we lack the ability to force people to 

work any shifts that are left open. We have created an 

environment here that has given us a workforce that enjoys 

working here and they are great at covering most shifts. Most 

of our per diems work at other fire departments, and they are 

eligible to be forced at those departments, which creates open 

shifts here on short notice and we cannot always get someone 

to volunteer to cover the opening. Hiring at least one full time 

person per shift would allow us to have a paramedic on every 

shift, and that person could also serve as the shift supervisor. 



 

The manager and I have had discussions on the future plans for 

the department, and I will provide you an overview. I would 

recommend an increase in our staffing to six people per shift, 

and to begin hiring full time staff.  

 

Town Center Station has been in service for over twenty years. 

There are some issues with its systems and it is showing wear 

from the increased use. The bathrooms need new and bigger 

showers and the kitchen facilities need improvements to allow 

meals to be prepared here. We have several HVAC units that 

along with the part of the truck bay heating systems that no 

longer work and cannot be repaired as parts are no longer 

made for them. We would also need to add two additional 

bedrooms to allow the staffing to increase to six. I would 

recommend a facility study on the current station, resulting in  

a plan to address these issues and to plan for future growth. 

Daytime staffing can be increased at any time but we cannot 

move to a staff of six 24 hours a day until additional bedrooms 

are added. 

 

 

 

 



   

  


