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POSITION PAPER 23 

 
Subject:   Board for Volunteer Firefighters and Reserve Officers 

Date:    August 11, 2008 

Amended: 

 

Background: 

 

The foregoing is stated against the backdrop of the 2004 Supreme Court decision 

(Schrom & Bloomfield v. Board for Volunteer Fire Fighters) which denied participation 

in the Pension Fund to all fire agency volunteers whose duties did not include fighting or 

preparing to fight fires.  At the heart of that case was the definition of “fire fighter”.   

While we maintain the modern day definition of fire fighter is much broader than one 

who simply extinguishes fires, the court adopted this common dictionary definition and 

excluded all others from coverage.   

 

We also note that in the past, your Board employed a much broader definition of this 

term.  In 1994, Commissioners Edward McFate and Roger Wiley from Kitsap County 

Fire Protection District No. 7 sought Pension Fund coverage.  Neither served as a combat 

fire fighter volunteer during the coverage years in question:  each represented the fire 

district at district functions and/or delivered fire vehicles to the district.  Nevertheless, 

you adopted a broad definition of fire fighter in that instance, and citing RCW 42.24.010, 

stated they should be afforded coverage because they met the test of RCW 42.24.010 

entitled “Performance of duty”, to wit, they performed (“any”) work for the district “at 

the direction ….. of the chief”.   

 

The litigation surrounding which fire department volunteers are entitled to Pension Fund 

coverage over the years, suggests at the very least that the statutory language intended to 

provide guidance is not clear.  Although the Supreme Court has now sought to settle this 

matter, we respectfully submit, that working together, we can do better.  Our reasons for 

saying this follow.   

 

 

Purpose Statement 

 

 

The purpose of the Pension Fund is to serve as an incentive to keep fire agency 

volunteers active long term, in order to aid and enhance the mission of their departments 



 
 

 

Page 2 of 4 

in providing the highest level of fire prevention and emergency medical services possible 

in the most economical manner.  That is also the purpose of Washington fire departments 

who recruit volunteers:  to use all means reasonably available to attract and keep fire 

department volunteers long term so each department may provide the highest level of 

service attainable at the lowest possible cost.  To do this, fire departments must attract not 

only combat firefighters, but also volunteers who do not directly fight fires, but whose 

contribution to their departments is no less vital.   Under your present coverage rules, 

also, volunteer fire fighters who seek to continue contributing to their departments, but 

are too old to engage in training and suppression activities, and those who have become 

disabled, are not eligible for coverage.   

 

With the increasing administrative and support complexities facing modern fire 

departments, the services they receive from non-combat volunteer members (including 

those who are past an age where they can fight fires or are disabled) are vital to their 

success.  These volunteers provide the means for combat fire fighters to work in the most 

efficient manner.  Extinguishing fires is the most publicized end result of what fire 

departments do.  To provide effective fire protection, however, takes not only combat fire 

fighters, but those who support and make possible their efforts, and those members who 

educate the public regarding fire safety.  

 

The common bond shared by combat and non-combat fire department volunteers is their 

passion to serve their departments and the public.  Each group sacrifices their time and 

energy to make our communities better places to live.  To say that one of these groups 

should be entitled to participate in the Pension program, with no entitlement bestowed 

upon the other group is unreasonable and unjustified.  It also serves to frustrate the ability 

of departments to recruit and maintain non-combat volunteers.  It is also a fact of life that 

with time passion fades and must be replaced with incentives to insure continued service.         

 

The arguments stated by your prior Executive Secretary, Joe Faubion, for not including 

non-combat fire fighters into the Pension Fund were two-fold:  an influx of new Pension 

Fund participants would overwhelm the system and jeopardize its solvency; and, only 

combat fire fighter and EMS volunteers should be entitled to participate in the Pension 

Fund because of the special services they provide.   

In answer to these concerns, we suggest the following.  Since the Pension Plan’s 

inception in 1935, the Board has continuously expanded those groups afforded coverage 

and the actual coverage provided: in 1993, coverage was added for EMS Districts; in 

1995, Reserve Law Enforcement Officers were allowed to join the Pension Plan; in 1998, 

a death benefit provision was made available for fire fighters and reserve officers; in 

1999, Reserve Law Enforcement officers were allowed coverage under the relief 

provisions of the act; in 2001, yearly cost of living adjustments were added to the 
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disability and survivor pensions; and in 2002, the restriction on the number of volunteer 

firefighters allowed in a fire department was lifted.  With each change, and the attendant 

coverage additions, the plan has remained viable.   

 

We agree that fire fighters and EMS volunteers provide very special services to our 

state’s citizens, but so do our non-combat fire volunteers.  Without the vital support 

provided by them, our combat fire fighters could not perform to the best efficiency levels 

reasonably attainable, and the cost of providing fire protection services by fire 

departments would substantially increase.  

 

A majority of our State’s fire departments rely heavily on the services provided by our 

volunteer members in order to function efficiently and in a cost effective manner.  Just as 

it is the Pension Plan’s goal to provide the prospect of pensions to combat fire fighters so 

they will remain volunteers for longer periods of time, it is the goal of fire departments to 

continually devise incentive plans in order to retain all their volunteer members for more 

than a few years.   

 

One significant way to aid fire departments in recruiting and keeping volunteers is to 

offer pension benefits to all volunteers who fulfill their fire department volunteer 

requirements and serve for the requisite period of time.  Also, with the recent tax increase 

restraints imposed on fire departments, one important way they are able to keep costs 

down is to recruit and keep volunteers.  Providing these volunteers with meaningful 

benefits is an excellent way to convince them to provide their services on a long term 

basis.  As you know, the cost for a department to maintain its volunteer members is far 

less than to maintain its paid staff; and in many respects, the competency level and 

dedication of the volunteer members equals that of the paid staff.  Following are a 

sampling of non-combat volunteers who provide critical services to their departments and 

for whom coverage should be afforded:  

 

Chaplains;  

Air Support Members; 

Clerical & Computer Support Members; 

Public Educators; 

Tender Operators; 

First Aid / CPR Instructors;  

Historians, Photographers & Videographers. 

 

The demand for services continue to require departments to analyze the need to hire paid 

staff, this is costly, and in many cases not possible due to budgetary constraints. 
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If we are able to offer the prospect of Pension Fund benefits to all volunteer members 

without jeopardizing the integrity of the Pension Fund, we should seek the means to do 

this.  Doing so will strengthen our ability to recruit and maintain our volunteer members 

on a long term basis.  Long term, if fire department volunteer programs are to succeed, all 

volunteers who make a meaningful contribution to a department’s mission of fighting and 

preventing fires, and providing emergency medical services, must be provided with 

benefits that will partially offset the sacrifices they make to serve.  The ultimate 

beneficiaries of this action will be the citizens of our state.    

 

 

Recommendation: 

 

We submit the overriding rule for coverage should be as follows: so long as a volunteer 

member provides a meaningful and ongoing contribution to his or her fire department 

that enhances its mission, as determined by his or her department, he or she should be 

afforded Pension Fund coverage.  The fact that a volunteer member is not a combat fire 

fighter should not logically affect the financial integrity of the Pension Fund.         

 

Initially, we ask you to join with us to study the implications of allowing all volunteer 

fire department members coverage in the Pension Fund.  This study could involve 

determining the anticipated new participants in the Pension Fund if all volunteer 

members are allowed to participate, minimum coverage qualification requirements, and 

what changes, if any, to the Pension Fund and member contributions would have to be 

made to allow it to remain solvent.  With added participation, a stronger Pension Fund 

could even result.  Once our joint study is completed, if it indicates no meaningful ill 

effect will likely result from making all volunteer members eligible for Pension Fund 

coverage, we could then determine what changes in the law, if any, would be necessary to 

allow coverage for all.    

 

We ask that you give this matter serious consideration at your next board meeting.  

Thereafter, if you agree to pursue a study of this matter with us, please contact me for 

discussion.  We could then establish a preliminary meeting with our respective 

representatives to discuss what goals and issues we would seek to develop and determine 

through our study, and a timetable for completing our work.   

 


