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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative exploratory study of volunteer firefighting was conducted in the 

grounded theory tradition. It is intended as a contribution to the sociological study of 

high risk volunteering, a form of serious leisure which has largely been overlooked by 

scholars. 

Over a period of three years, data were collected by participant observation, interviews 

and reviews of archival material. The routines of six Southern Alberta rural volunteer fire 

departments and the activities of their volunteers were studied and analyzed to identify 

dominant themes at the organizational and individuals levels of analysis. One of the 

aspects of volunteering that sets it apart from employment is structural uncertainty and 

ambiguity, which becomes evident in the examination of interorganizational relationships 

that variously constrain organizational effectiveness; the unusual legal relationship 

between these fire departments and their local governments, and the uneasy state of 

affairs that results; aspects of organizational culture including commitments to self-

sufficiency, philanthropy and competition, and finally in the presentation of self and 

construction of social identities. 

At the individual level of analysis, official records reveal the amount of time volunteers 

contribute to principal operational activities, but render invisible the hundreds of 

additional hours they may contribute to core support activities, philanthropic activities 

and volunteering for related organizations. Although society in general tends to cast 

firefighters in the role of "hero", the volunteers themselves are uncomfortable with this 

label and prefer to characterize themselves as helpers. Because of their specialized 

training, knowledge and trusted co-volunteers, volunteer firefighters do not view the risky 

part of their work in the same way non-firefighter do. The popular practice of reserving 

the term "career" or "professional" firefighter to describe people for whom firefighting is 

a full-time occupation is challenged and a sociological definition offered. 
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The minimal inquiry into this form of volunteering is ironic because over ninety percent 

of all fire protection in North America is provided by volunteers and volunteer fire 

departments are central features community life in the towns and villages of the 

countryside. This circumstance encourages the pursuit of further inquiry to elaborate the 

themes revealed by this study with the objective of cumulating them into an increasingly 

cohesive and comprehensive body of knowledge. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1 

This is a study of the volunteer firefighters who serve the citizens of several small towns 

in southwestern Alberta. It is the story of their organizations and their leisure lifestyles. 

They are a unique group of volunteers who routinely endure horrendous conditions to 

serve their communities, yet they have not been widely studied by scholars. Their 

organizations persist as part of an honoured North American tradition that began in 

colonial times; a tradition which has survived when other services to citizens have long 

ago passed from volunteer hands to the state. For such reasons, the study of them is 

compelling. 

As the story of my subjects unfolds in this exploratory study, readers will learn that a 

defining feature of their worlds is the uncertainty and ambiguity which differentiates not 

only volunteer firefighters, but volunteers in general, from others for whom the same set 

of tasks is a paid occupation. Pearce (1993:5) argues that volunteers differ from 

employees in such fundamental respects that theories and concepts explaining the 

organizational behaviour of employees cannot be assumed to reliably explain the 

organizational behaviour of volunteers. 

According to Stebbins (1979), part of the story told in an exploratory study is the story of 

how the researcher came to conduct the study. The story of my personal consciousness of 

volunteer fire departments traces back to 1976 when I moved to a small Alberta farming 

town of 1,400 people after living in large American and Canadian urban centres all of my 

adult life. Not long after my arrival I found a non-medical job at the local hospital. 

While at coffee with other staff members one afternoon, I heard what sounded like an air 

raid siren wail twice. After living 13 years in the U.S. tornado belt, my first reaction was 

to rush to the window to scan the sky for ominous flat bottomed gray-green clouds. In 

tornado country, such a sky and the siren mean that a tornado is nearby and it is time to 

head for the safety of the basement. As I was peering out the window at what proved to 
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be a bright blue and cloudless sky, one of my male co-workers bolted past the coffee 

room doorway in a great hurry. Perhaps amused by my puzzlement, another of my co

workers explained that he was a volunteer firefighter and that the siren was sounding to 

summon the volunteers to the fire hall. 

Later that day I got a second surprise when I learned that hospital personnel were 

responsible for operating the siren, which was perched on the fire hall rooftop several 

blocks away but triggered from a small instrument panel in the Admitting Office. It was 

a logical arrangement of course because somebody on the hospital staff was always 

available 24 hours a day to answer incoming telephone calls and dispatch the fire 

department. Several times during the five years I worked at the hospital I would be the 

one who took the telephone call from the fire chief and triggered the siren to call in his 

volunteers. The siren routine was simple but there was a certain skill to doing it correctly 

because the siren had to wail twice and we couldn't hear it from inside the hospital 

building: press the switch and hold it for 10 seconds to sound the siren the first time; 

release the switch for a count of 15 seconds to let the siren wind down; press the switch 

for a count of 10 seconds to sound it the second time. It was exciting to operate the siren 

but somewhat stressful too because it had to be done slowly enough for there to be two 

distinct wails. And if a strong west wind was blowing, which is not unusual in Southern 

Alberta, I worried about the volunteers being able to hear the siren. 

The volunteer firefighter who was my co-worker was an older fellow whose job it was to 

keep the 50-year old hospital's aging steam heating system running, make minor 

equipment repairs and do light carpentry. He certainly knew pumps inside and out, which 

is perhaps one of the reasons the fire chief assigned him to tend pumps and hoses at 

alarms. Water supply is usually a crucial variable in successful fire suppression, and a 

skilled pump operator is essential. More to the point however, it was by becoming aware 

of his hurried comings and goings from the hospital that I first gained a sense how others 

around the volunteer firefighter become drawn into his or her fire service duties when the 
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volunteer answers the sound of the fire siren. When our firefighter left the premises 

during working hours it might well be in the middle of a repair project and those of us left 

behind either had to attempt to finish the repair ourselves, carry on by some alternative 

means, or sometimes, suspend the project until he returned. Depending on the urgency 

and importance of the project, the impact of his absence might cause only a minor delay 

or it could precipitate an operational crisis. 

One day when I was off duty, I happened to be downtown when a major fire broke out in 

a local automotive garage. Walking towards the garage to reach the post office, I 

observed two men come running out of it, yelling "fire". Smoke was already pouring out 

the doors. Watching from half a block away, within seconds I could feel the radiant heat 

from the fire. Even though I was apprehensive about an explosion, I stood for two hours 

with other townspeople to watch the volunteer fire department in action. So familiar 

were they with who the local firefighters were that they could identify this firefighter or 

that one even though the distance it was impossible to see the names of the backs of the 

firefighters' turnout gear. "There's Randy on the pumps", one of the bystanders said as 

we watched one fellow deftly moving wheels and levers on the side of the pumper truck. 

"That's gotta be Frank", said another, as a somewhat portly figure stood silhouetted by 

the flames. 

One of the things that I noticed that day was that people I knew to be younger firefighters 

were in the thick of things doing the heavy firefighting: scrambling up ladders, directing 

the water streams, and using pike poles to open up smoking walls. On the fringes older 

firefighters were doing lighter tasks like tending the pumps on the fire engine and helping 

move hoses. This latter group included our hospital firefighter, who was probably in his 

late fifties at that time, and his physical strength and agility were beginning to decline by 

his own admission. I pondered for some time afterwards about this observation, 

wondering how tasks were assigned under such conditions. 
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I shall never forget one bitterly cold January night when the temperature was in the low -

30 °C. range and there was a considerable amount of snow on the ground. It was on that 

night that I first conjectured in more depth on what it means to be a volunteer firefighter. 

A friend who lived 15 miles east of town on a farm had just left after a social visit. At 

midnight, perhaps half an hour after he departed, I heard the fire siren wail twice and 

knew "the boys" as they were often called by the locals, would shortly be arriving at the 

fire hall, donning their gear and heading out into the inhospitable night. Since none of 

the fire vehicles drove past my house I had no idea of where they might be headed and 

turned my attention back to some paperwork I had started doing. 

At about 3:00AM the telephone rang, long after I had gone to bed. It was my farming 

friend, quite agitated, calling to tell to me about arriving home, looking across the farm 

yard and noticing a flickering light on the lower floor of an old bam used to house pigs. 

"It shouldn't have been a flickering light." he said to me, "it should have been steady." 

Running through the snow to the barn, he discovered a heat lamp used to keep newborn 

piglets warm had been left too close to their bedding straw and had set it alight. He 

telephoned the hospital to summon the fire department and began carrying five gallon 

pails of water from the house to pour on the flames because there was no water source at 

the barn, losing ground to the fire by the minute. 

Six volunteer firefighters arrived within 20 minutes, having driven their lumbering 

pumper out to the narrow, slippery and unlit road from town, no doubt faster than they 

should have given the conditions. Once at the farm, in order to reach the bam they had to 

manoeuvre the pumper through deeply drifted snow in the farm yard to get close to the 

bam and begin pumping water from the transport tank on the pumper. It was so cold that 

much of the water froze on whatever it touched - the pumper, the hoses, the firefighters' 

protective clothing, their faces, the ground and the bam door. Fortunately, the fire had 

been discovered early and the firefighters were able to contain it to one small area at the 
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front of the barn. Only one piglet perished, and then from pneumonia some days later, not 

the flames. My journal contains this entry: 

"What terrible conditions the firefighters had to work under. It's a good 
thing they had enough water with them because the dugout has ice on it 
probably a foot thick. No help there. Here I am in my warm house and 
there they are, out 15 miles in the country side, in the deep snow, in the 
middle of the night in sub-zero temperatures. Imagine volunteering for 
that!" 

Personal journal entry, January, 1979. 

In 1981 I moved to another Alberta town which although larger than the first, also has a 

volunteer fire department which operates the local ground ambulance. I continue to 

reside there today. As a small town resident I am much more aware of the fire 

department than I ever was as a city dweller because I am more likely to encounter it in 

some form as I go about my day-to-day activities. A volunteer firefighter who 

particularly favours emergency medical calls lives just across the street and whenever he 

drives off in a hurry, I know there is an alarm somewhere. Although I did not interview 

him for this research, I have observed evidence of his dedication. I have never seen him 

without his portable scanner attached to his belt, nor seen him leave his house to attend an 

alarm without wearing his ambulance uniform. 

The presence of our volunteer fire department is readily noted in other ways. When I 

walk my dog on warm Monday nights during the summer, at least three or four times a 

season I am likely to find the firefighters doing hose drills at the park about a half block 

from where I live. When I am at one of the downtown cafes and one of the patrons 

suddenly leaps up and sprints to his vehicle, if he is wearing one of the fire department's 

distinctive blue baseball caps I know he is on his way to the fire hall. Driving down main 

street in the general vicinity of the fire hall, more than once I have been caught in a flurry 

of rushing vehicles as the volunteers respond to the pager tones that summon them. And, 

by now well socialized to life in a small town, I always listen to the sirens, curious to find 
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out which direction the apparatus are going and how many vehicles have been rolled out. 

I could consult with the fire chief later to find out what went on of course, but I can more 

easily learn the details from a close friend who works with one of the volunteers, and 

always gets a good recap of events from him when he returns. 

One of the bigger community events of the year is the annual demolition derby which the 

department stages in July to raise money for its rescue fund and often, some other local 

organization. One can hardly be unaware of the event because posters are everywhere in 

town and the firefighters place their derby cars strategically along the most travelled 

public routes the day before. Fire Prevention Week in the Fall is always interesting, for at 

this time all local citizens are invited to the fire hall to view the highly polished lime 

green emergency vehicles, eat a free hot dog, tour the fire hall with its wall of dramatic 

photographs and display of complex technical devices and interact with the volunteers. 

FROM INFORMAL OBSERVATION TO SOCIOLOGICAL INQUIRY 

As an entering PhD student in sociology, I already had a general sense that I wanted to 

study volunteering done as an ongoing commitment in an organization; an interest 

coming from both managing volunteers as the paid executive officer of a well-known 

non-profit organization and from many years of being a volunteer on a continuing basis. 

In the enterprise of choosing a specific focus for my doctoral research, it occurred to me 

that I already had informal data with the potential to launch my research in an interesting 

direction. After living more than 20 years in towns protected by volunteer fire 

departments, my personal journals contain many observations and questions about 

volunteer firefighters; entries made both as a naive observer without university training 

(1976-1985), and entries made while pursuing undergraduate and post graduate degrees 

in sociology (1985 to the present). I could, as Marshall and Rossman (1989:21) suggest, 

"begin with an interesting phenomenon that the researcher observes, discovers or 



stumbles across and then in the best tradition of investigative reporting, seeks to explain, 

describe or explore." 

I started with a literature review which quickly revealed two things. First, in comparison 

to many other sociological topics, volunteerism has not been accorded much attention 

until recently and hence the body of work to be reviewed is somewhat limited. Second, 

most of the existing literature concentrates on volunteering in the social services, the arts 

and similar settings where there is little physical and psychological risk involved in the 

work. Studies of high risk volunteering are conspicuously few and, as Jones (1996) 

writes, such lacunae in an existing literature are inherently attractive to the qualitative 

researcher. My masters thesis was done in the qualitative paradigm and I wanted to 

polish existing skills and gain new ones in the tradition, hence narrowing my focus to 

high risk volunteering was inviting for that reason as well. 

My original intention in late 1992, after being officially admitted to the research stage of 

my degree, was to study high risk volunteering by investigating two groups of people 

engaged in this type of work: volunteers serving in mountain search and rescue units and 

volunteer fire departments. In the Spring of 1993,1 discovered that a student in a third 

year undergraduate course in a management course that I was teaching happened to be a 

mountain search and rescue volunteer. An interview with him revealed that rescue events 

are relatively infrequent and most take place in rugged and remote locations that can 

often be reached only by small aircraft, to which I am notoriously averse. Observation 

would have been extremely difficult under those circumstances. 

In that same course was another student, an older student pursuing his degree part-time. I 

casually mentioned in class one night that I was interested in volunteer firefighters and at 

the conclusion of the evening's activities he came forward and told me that until recently 

he had been the chief of a volunteer fire department in the local area. He offered to talk 

with me about his experiences and a week later came to my office before class so that I 
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could interview him. For over an hour, he related stories and observations about his 

work; about the frustrations and joys of volunteer firefighting and the problems of 

command. That conversation figuratively rang bells in my head, so strongly did it 

resonate with the concepts of motivation, job satisfaction and leadership that we were 

studying in the course. Only then did it occur to me to seriously think about focussing 

my research on a particular sub group of high risk volunteers: volunteer firefighters. 

Somewhat chagrined by this belated recognition of my local volunteer fire department as 

a superb source of data that I could observe nearby where I live and work, and do so 

without leaving terra firrna, I took stock of how much informally gathered data I had 

already collected on volunteer firefighters and finally realized how useful my personal 

experiences could be as a starting point to ask the general question "How do volunteer 

firefighters experience their work and view the lifestyle?" My interest in the micro-

interpretive sphere of sociology underlies this question both in terms of how I phrased it 

and how I approached it methodologically. 

Perhaps a year of thinking about data collecting strategies followed, during which time I 

started clipping newspaper articles from the local weekly, which also covers surrounding 

communities. In this way I began to learn things about the volunteer fire departments in 

other nearby towns and villages. My awareness of volunteer firefighting was growing, 

but never did it grow more dramatically than on June 28, 1993 when the CBC carried a 

news story about four Quebec volunteer firefighters killed by an exploding propane tank 

while fighting a dairy barn fire. There are few fire ground contingencies more serious in 

their potential consequences than a fire-compromised pressure vessel, which may fail and 

cause an event known in the fire service by the acronym "BLEVE" (boiling liquid 

expanding vapour explosion). Tragically, it was later revealed that the farmer who owned 

the barn had set it alight to collect insurance money, and that the volunteers were not told 

of the propane tank's existence nor could they have known it was there because it was not 

readily visible. 
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As my research progressed, I often heard fire service personnel observe that arson is on 

the increase across North America and has become a modern bane of the fire service. 

Indeed, a marker event for one of the fire departments that I studied was the day in 1979 

when a local youth set three major structure fires in the area within about a four-hour 

period, stretching the capabilities of the department to the limit. The first alarm was in 

the town limits, the second one some six miles distance at a grain elevator complex and 

the third was set back in town at a school. "We ran in circles almost literally" said the 

fire chief of that day. Ironically, my respondents told me that it may sometimes be a 

firefighter (occupational or volunteer) who sets the fire in order to create an interesting 

experience to participate in or observe. 

In 1994 I felt ready to begin the research in earnest. Summers, with lower professional 

work loads, better weather and longer daylight periods, were the best for actively 

collecting data by going into the field to observe and interview. Winter months were 

useful for passive data collection: background reading in fire service trade journals, 

clipping newspaper articles and viewing fire service video tapes and similar indoor 

activities that I could undertake at home. Over the next two years, this study, which 

would eventually come to be called Volunteer Firefighters: Our Silent Heroes, emerged. 

In the process of this research, I have developed a consuming interest in the fire service 

and come to view this study as the first step in a research agenda that will define my 

career as a sociologist. My objectives are to contribute to the sociology of serious leisure, 

of which formal volunteerism is a part, and to improving organizational practices as these 

apply to managing volunteers, and in particular this special group of volunteers for whom 

putting their lives on the line is a routine occurrence. 

THE FIRST FORMAL STEPS 

Sociological study traditionally begins with a review of the published literature on the 

subjects of interest to ascertain what inquiry has taken place. Where volunteerism and 
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the organized fire service are concerned, a review of the literature is relatively simple to 

the extent that neither has attracted extensive attention from social researchers. Therein 

lies the problem and the opportunity for this research and directs how it should be 

conducted. 

Volunteering. 

It is estimated that five million Canadians perform formal volunteer work - volunteer 

work that is recurring and contributed to a nonprofit organization - each year in Canada. 

Their service amounts to some 1 billion hours, which would be worth over 20 billion 

dollars to the Canadian economy if a minimum wage of $5.25 per hour were paid. 

Despite the economic significance of this work, it is less visible, less valued and less 

studied by scholars than other sectors of our economy (Ross, 1990). 

Ellis (1985) notes that voluntarism has attracted the attention of scholars since the time of 

de Tocqueville, but the regular unpaid labour of individuals in nonprofit organizations, 

which legally and socially defines the voluntary sector, has only been established as a 

legitimate subfield of inquiry for less than 20 years. Much of the work done has a clearly 

practical orientation and theoretical development of a perspective on formal volunteering 

as a social psychological phenomenon is very limited. Indeed, only Stebbins (1992) has 

attempted to build a theory explaining the personal leisure phenomenon which Ross 

(1990) describes as formal volunteering, and Pearce (1993) has been the first to attempt 

synthesizing an organizational behaviour of volunteers. 

One explanation for this situation is that volunteering in non-profit organizations is more-

or-less "invisible" because it is not remunerated and as such, less likely to be recorded in 

official statistics such as the Canadian Labour Force Survey and not recognized in 

government policy through such mechanisms as Canada Pension Plan or Employment 

Insurance. In this respect, formal volunteering bears some important similarities to 

womens' work in the home (Clark and Stephenson, 1986) and the work of women and 
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children on the farm (Smith, 1988). Perhaps a more persuasive argument for the lack of 

scholarly attention is because formal volunteering cannot be studied by using economic 

approaches, it is not an exchange of labour for money, and hence tends to be viewed as 

less important (Sills, 1968; Pearce, 1993). 

Volunteers, according to Smith (1982:25) are people who engage in behaviour that is not 

bio-socially determined such as eating and sleeping; economically necessitated as is paid 

work, housework and home repair; or socio-politically compelled as is paying taxes. 

People volunteer to help others and to help themselves; many people are simultaneously 

motivated by both altruistic and self-interested needs (Pearce, 1993). Volunteering and 

leisure are theoretically compatible because both share the key characteristic of being 

[relatively] freely chosen for the satisfying experiences they provide (Pearce, 1993; 

Stebbins, 1996). Volunteering done on a recurring basis and involving a clear obligation 

to perform certain functions in a certain place, is classified by Stebbins as serious leisure, 

in contrast to casual leisure which occurs on an ad hoc basis with no particular 

commitment to perform. Serving as the volunteer president of the local food bank would 

be an example of serious leisure, while television-watching would be casual leisure. Ross 

(1990) describes volunteering done as part of a longer-term commitment to an 

organization operating in the voluntary (non-profit) sector as formal volunteering. 

Several limitations in studies of volv.nteerism became evident as I reviewed the literature. 

First, more attention has been paid to volunteers in executive (board) positions than to 

volunteers in direct service positions. Second, more attention has been paid to 

volunteering in hospitals, the social services, recreation and arts and culture than other 

types of organizations. Third, and particularly telling for any study of volunteer 

firefighters, what these settings have in common is that for the most part, physical and 

psychological risk routinely associated with task performance is not a feature. Fourth, 

most of the studies have relied on descriptive data from surveys, leaving as Gibbins 
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(1986) notes, a vacuum of inquiry into voluntary activity through the eyes of those who 

contribute it to organizational life. 

Gibbins' (1986) observation about the state of inquiry into volunteerism is echoed by 

Pearce (1993:5-6), who observes that "While the work life of employees has been 

extensively studied, research and theory concentrating on the psychological and social 

experiences of volunteers in organizations has been modest and fragmented." Further, 

she notes that what social science has theorized about organizational workers who are 

employees cannot be assumed to be universal: that being a volunteer influences in 

important ways how organizational life is experienced. She also observes that although 

organizational volunteers are a force in their own right, most of the focus has been on 

quantifying their presence, leaving relatively unexplored, the interesting theoretical 

problem of the effects of the absence of pay for performing work combined with the need 

to behave in a disciplined manner. 

Gibbins (1986:1) poses a number of questions about volunteering that to date, only 

Pearce (1993) has begun to address in a comprehensive way. What do people expect to 

get out of voluntary activity and to what extent are those expectations met? What 

frustrations do people encounter in their volunteer activities? What system(s) of rewards 

do they respond to? How do volunteers juggle the conflicting demands of employment, 

family, recreation and education? Do volunteers see their unpaid labour as a form of 

work or a form of leisure? What connections may there be between their volunteer 

activities and paid employment: is the volunteer activity viewed as a stepping stone to 

paid employment, as an extension to paid employment or an alternative to it? 

As noted above, Pearce (1993) observes that much about organizational volunteers is a 

mystery to scholars, and she further argues that it is no less a mystery to volunteers, their 

organizations and their communities as well. The uncertainty and ambiguity which 

surrounds organizational work done by volunteers becomes its most defining quality, and 
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hence, the most compelling aspect to study. In her book Pearce engages is a wide-

ranging discussion of the effects of uncertainty and ambiguity although she defines 

neither concept directly. However, one gleans from her discussions that she seems to be 

referring to uncertainty as vagueness, confusion and skepticism, and ambiguity as 

obscurity of meaning or the situation in which conflicting understandings of something 

exist. 

Uncertainty begins with the uncertain place of the voluntary sector in society, Pearce 

(1993:4) writes; a condition analysed extensively by some of the most prominent scholars 

of voluntarism, including Van Til (1988), O'Neill (1989) and Hodgkinson and Lyman 

(1989). Much about the voluntary sector is "an enigma" according to O'Neill (1989), 

even though voluntary organizations have been an important feature of the North 

American social landscape for four centuries. Van Til (1988:ix-x) observes that 

voluntary associations have existed since pre-industrial times, but "putting your finger 

on" its effects has generally defied institutional definition. Hodgkinson and Lyman 

(1989) identify an ambivalence behind labelling the voluntary sector the "third sector", 

which implies that nonprofit organizations are somehow residual; subordinate to the for-

profit sector and government. 

Pearce (1993: ch. 1) argues that because the boundaries, organization and societal 

expectations of the voluntary sector are ill-defined at the macrostructural level, theory and 

practice at the meso and micro-interpretive levels are consequently problematic for 

practically everyone: scholars, managers of voluntary organizations, the state, the for-

profit sector, employees working beside volunteers on organizations, and of course, the 

volunteers themselves. Her major focus is how this generalized condition of structural 

uncertainty percolates down to volunteers and effects their experience, posing theoretical 

and practical problems. For instance, because volunteer organizational effort is not 

associated with the exchange of money for the tasks performed, volunteers are largely 

unconstrained by organizational objectives, rules and regulation, policies and similar 
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features which mediate and delimit the relationship between employees and their 

organizations. 

Volunteers' non-monetary relationships to their organizations, she writes (Pearce, 

1993:5), raises serious challenges to any assumption that an organizational behaviour 

deriving from a monetary exchange relationship between an organizational worker and 

his or her organization can legitimately be assumed to apply to volunteer organizational 

workers until sufficient theory elaboration and testing has taken place. Perhaps an 

organizational behaviour of unpaid workers will mirror the organizational behaviour of 

paid workers, and perhaps not. 

Organized Fire Protection. 

Organized fire protection exists in North America in three general classes: wildlands fire 

protection, municipal fire protection and a specialized category that includes at least three 

types of firefighting that occurs in limited venues. So far as I can tell, municipal fire 

departments, of which volunteer fire departments are one type, have been essentially the 

singular focus of the social scientific literature. Municipal fire departments are 

ubiquitous in community life, which may account for the greater attention paid to them 

by scholars than the other types. Still, compared to other areas of community life the 

attention paid to volunteer fire departments is extremely thin. 

Perkins (1997) is working on a study of wildlands firefighters in the U.S. that will be the 

first of its type. He notes that as urban development has encroached on wildlands 

because wooded building sites on the edge of forests arc very desirable, the phenomenon 

of wildlands fires destroying urban property and lives has increased. Pyne (1982, 1995) 

has written on wildlands and rural fires, blending cultural history with ecology. 

Municipal fire departments have been required to attend wildlands fires, for which they 

are often ill-equipped and trained because of the different nature of these fires. I 
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encountered no studies of industrial firefighters. However, because industrial fire 

departments may have mutual aid agreements with surrounding communities and thus 

interact with municipal departments, there is a sound case for widening inquiry to include 

or focus on industrial firefighters. 

The municipal volunteer firefighter is largely invisible in historical and more recent 

studies of small town community life done by social scientists. Jacobs (1976:198) notes 

for instance that the Lynds' classic study of MiddleTown (1929) makes no mention of 

volunteer firemen and that Vidich and Bensman devote only two paragraphs to volunteer 

fire departments (VFDs) and completely ignore as a source of influence and status, Sam 

Lee's role as chief of the local VFD in Small Town and Mass Society (1958). Lozier 

(1976) can cite only one other older holistic community study (Blumenthal, 1932) that 

gives information about volunteer fire departments, and both the Vidich and Bensman 

and Blumenthal studies treat VFDs as simply another variation of a social club. While 

Jacobs finds this neglect curious, Smith (1988) and Pearce (1993) point out that scholars 

have traditionally tended to overlook labour for which no remuneration is paid. 

There are fewer than a dozen published contemporary social scientific studies focussing 

specifically on municipal volunteer firefighters. Jacobs (1976) looked at the role of 

volunteer fire departments in the social life of non-urban communities; Lozier (1976) 

looked at volunteer fire departments and community mobilization; Perkins (1987, 1989, 

1990), clearly the major contributor to this small body of literature, has described 

organizational structures and processes in volunteer fire and rescue corporations; 

Simpson and Smith (1987) have written on the culture of the rural volunteer fire 

department; Thompson (1993) has looked at characteristics of volunteer firefighters and 

Thompson and Bono (1994) have done work on the motivations of volunteer firefighters. 

Pearce's study of volunteers (1993) is broader, and included a day care centre co

operative, a college newspaper, and all-volunteer symphony orchestra, a family planning 
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clinic, a volunteer-staff gift shop and a volunteer fire department. All of the studies 

cited, historical and contemporary, focus on American volunteer fire departments. 

The two published studies of Canadian municipal volunteer firefighters by Canadian 

scholars have come from McDavid (1986) who studied the cost and effectiveness of 

volunteer firefighters, and Benoit, who with Perkins wrote The Future of Volunteer Fire 

and Rescue Services: Taming the Dragons of Change in 1995. This text is written 

primarily for people in the fire service and is the only study in which comparisons 

between the American and Canadian institutional settings and fire services are attempted. 

Meanwhile, Baird (1986) has written a history of public fire protection in Canada, dating 

its origins to colonial times. 

In addition to formally disseminated articles and texts, I also located two unpublished 

graduate theses on volunteer firefighters, both American. Hildreth (1992) looked into 

occupational stress and volunteer firefighters, revealing that volunteer firefighters 

experience physiological and psychological stress in the conduct of their duties. Sargent 

(1992) examined length of service of volunteer firefighters. Her findings supported those 

of Perkins (1987, 1991) and Pearce (1993) with respect to long service being an outcome 

of intensive activity and strong organizational commitment. 

Rationale For This Study. 

It is safe to say then that there is a paucity of sociological investigation into volunteer 

firefighting and this situation provided me with a rationale for conducting my study as an 

exploratory inquiry to illuminate a subgroup of Canadian volunteers who are unique at 

least to the extent that they choose to contribute service to organizations charged with 

some of the most physically and emotionally demanding tasks in a community, 

performed under the least controllable of conditions. My interest in the individual's point 

of view and how that may be structured by everyday life propelled me towards qualitative 
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inquiry along the lines of Stebbins' 1979 study of amateurs and professionals, done in the 

grounded theory tradition. 

Something I discovered early in the study is that throughout the fire service the terms 

typically paired to describe volunteers and their paid counterparts are "volunteer 

firefighter" and "career firefighter" respectively. Furthermore, in two preliminary 

interviews with volunteers done well before the main body of research began, I noted a 

distinct antipathy by volunteers for another common pairing - "volunteer" and 

"professional". In a study such as this which inquires into how people define situations, 

it is necessary to consider the consequences of such labelling because of the obvious 

effects on peoples' perceptions. An early task was therefore to develop descriptive 

categories that are sociological; a job undertaken in the first months of the project and 

written up in the seventh chapter here. In this way I came to adopt the terms "volunteer" 

and" occupational" to distinguish firefighters who do this work for non-monetary rewards 

from those for whom it is salaried occupation. Compensation, in fact, is the most 

consequential of differences between employees and volunteers according to Pearce 

(1993), because it is a primary cause of the uncertainty and ambiguity which surrounds 

work done by volunteers. 

Perkins and Benoit (1995: 39-43) use the broader term "volunteer emergency 

organization" (VEO) to describe configurations of emergency services delivered in a 

community by volunteers. In their typology, fire-hall based volunteer emergency 

services provide fire protection or could also provide emergency medical services (EMS). 

The impetus for the inclusion of emergency medical services comes from a steady decline 

in the number of fires, asserted to be a result of effective fire prevention education. EMS 

takes up the slack as a source of revenue, provides another set of tasks to occupy the 

firefighters' freed-up time and can be seen as a logical extension of responsibilities, given 

that fire departments are first responders in most emergency settings. Departments 

delivering both sets of activities occur in both rural and urban settings. The activities and 
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organization of such a fire department may bifurcate along these lines of differently 

specialized tasks. And of course the inclusion of a non-fire set of activities has 

consequences for everyday life and therefore, for how volunteers experience and view 

their leisure lifestyle. 

Further, Perkins (1990:360) differentiates a department's fire protection activities from its 

rescue activities because each has its own particular cultural history. Rescue activities, 

which I propose in Chapter Two, link fire and EMS, seems to be indivisible from fire 

protection activities in the perceptions of informants in this study. In my sample, it is 

common for officials, townspeople and volunteers to use the term "[volunteer] fire 

department" even where rescue and emergency medical calls may represent the majority 

of a department's activities and may in fact be the title by which the department is 

formally known. In this study therefore, I use the term "volunteer fire department" 

because it is the conventional usage in a community, but with the caveat that what is 

being invoked in my sample is the fire hall based VEO; a more complicated concept. 

There are a number of reasons why volunteer fire departments and their corps of 

volunteer firefighters are of interest sociologically. Both are a remarkably enduring 

feature of our social landscape, which after emerging as a grassroots response to the 

challenges of frontier living, are today particularly notable because of the wide-spread 

persistence of volunteers in the service delivery system when the state has assumed 

responsibility for delivery of most other public goods from their founding voluntary 

associations. Volunteer fire departments are a focal point for local community culture; in 

addition to their essential services, they provide one of a community's most exciting 

leisure opportunities, they give to and receive from other volunteer groups in the 

community financially and they contribute significantly to local pride. For individuals, 

membership in the fire service is a source of social identity with its own particular reward 

system and demands, around which much of the rest of their lives usually becomes 

structured. Also, firefighting is unique among high risk task groups in that there are both 
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volunteer and occupational service providers who perform essentially the same tasks, the 

former as a leisure activity and the latter as employment. 

ORGANIZATION OF THIS WORK 

The overall plan for my research closely followed the structure of Stebbins' (1979) 

pioneering study of amateurs and professionals. Consequently, this document roughly 

follows the organizing scheme he used in Amateurs: On The Margin Between Work and 

Leisure. Much of Stebbins' descriptive content is written using language commonly 

found in the social worlds of the amateurs he studied. He uses this folksy approach to 

add a layer of authenticity to his observations and discussions. I follow the same practice 

on the premise that to change a context-specific term which has meaning to one's subjects 

to something more "scientific" risks losing potentially important data. Thus even though 

this is not a technical study of firefighting, some technical content is occasionally needed 

to faithfully describe a particular event. Notes at the end of chapters, if any, explain what 

the fire service terms used in that chapter mean and how they are used by informants. 

In order to preserve anonymity while reporting on real events and conversations, I 

incorporated the device of creating a fictitious setting to present my data. Starting in the 

next chapter (Study Methods) readers will encounter Crossroads Fire Department, or 

Crossroads FD, a fictitious volunteer fire department in the County of Crescent Ridge in 

Southern Alberta. Crossroads FD and its sister fire departments in the region, Drumlin, 

Esker, Kettle Moraine, Laurentide, Pingo, Prairie Mound, Roche Mountonee and Rogen, 

have some of the characteristics of each of the departments I studied and reflects their 

most common activities, relationships and other salient features. The town of 

Crossroads' history and geography, while made up, are rooted in the documented history 

of the region and in a geographically correct landscape. Care was taken to make 

Crossroad FD representative, rather than a larger-than-life fire department that is unlikely 

to exist in reality. 
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Chapter Two is a discussion of the origins of organized fire protection, how it is 

organized internally and what its core responsibilities are. Within the description of core 

responsibilities, some of the organizational complexity that is characteristic of the 

contemporary volunteer fire service becomes evident. Complexity is one of several 

sources of organizational change that Perkins and Benoit (1995) argue threatens the 

survival of today's volunteer fire departments. Chapter Three narrows the scope of 

inquiry to volunteers in the fire service as I observed them in this study. After 

introducing Crossroads FD and its setting, I describe its relationships with other 

organizations of various types to provide insights into the environment in which 

Crossroads FD exists. 

The style of the fourth, fifth and sixth chapters reflects Zeller's (1991) proposition that 

qualitative studies report "scenes" and need not be compiled into comprehensive accounts 

reporting all the data but instead serve as a corpus from which certain material is selected, 

transformed and interpreted. Qualitative field studies may resemble the nonfiction novel 

by rendering a set of field observations in a literary form. The challenge is to keep the 

report credible, which I attempt to do by including vignettes that are in effect transcripts 

of some of my observational data. The vignettes are presented as exhibits. Those of a 

page or less in length appear in the text and longer ones are placed at the end of the 

chapter with which they are associated. 

After the more broadly descriptive material in chapters Two and Three, Chapter Four the 

scope of discussion narrows further to the particular sets of activities that I observed 

Crossroads FD members to engage in. These include official activities we conventionally 

attribute to the business of fire protection, and a host of other activities which are part of 

the fire service subculture but "invisible" in the official records. Chapter Five focuses on 

how being a Crossroads FD volunteer firefighter affects other personal roles and owes 

much to Smith's (1987) sociology; the everyday life as problematic. It also takes the 

study into the microsociological end of the continuum with a discussion of how the 
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volunteers that I interviewed view the lifestyle and themselves in relation to it. Taken 

together, these two chapters provide the thick description of naturalistic inquiry. 

Although I write about the uncertainty and ambiguity which I discovered in the world of 

volunteer firefighters in earlier chapters, it is in the fifth and sixth chapters that 

uncertainty and ambiguity are most clearly revealed and become the overarching theme 

which ties together much of this research. Chapter Seven compares my findings with 

those of Stebbins on amateurs, Pearce on the organizational behaviour of volunteers, and 

Perkins and Benoit (1995) on organizational change in the fire service. By comparing my 

findings with the research done by these scholars, I establish certain consistencies 

between my findings and theirs, locate points of divergence for purposes of clarification, 

and where appropriate, elaborate. Consistency here implies a degree of validity, although 

Stebbins (1994) notes that the ultimate validity check is further research on the same 

research questions, done by myself or someone else, and through the process of 

concatenation, cumulated into increasingly more rigorous inquiry. I therefore conclude 

the main text by suggesting where future research opportunities for inquiry may lie. 

Finally, the title of this study - "Volunteer Firefighters: Our Silent Heroes" - has its roots 

in a conversation I had with a young family as we sat side-by-side on the curb on a hot 

Saturday morning in July, 1994 observing the Coaldale fire trucks pass by us at the head 

of the annual Coaldale Settler Day parade. The enormous yellow-green trucks passing by 

with their flashing lights, and the occasional sounding of a siren by their uniformed 

personnel, were obviously an impressive sight to the children in the family. When I 

asked the oldest child, a fourth grader, what he thought of the firefighters, he replied 

solemnly and without taking his eyes off the colourful spectacle, "They're heroes!" That 

they may sometimes do work which townspeople view as heroic, and indeed is heroic by 

the normal standards of our everyday lives, does not in fact reflect how the volunteers in 

my study tended to view themselves. To ensure this study remained authentic thus 
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remained authentic thus required the addition of the adjective "silent" to the title to reflect 

my subjects' reluctance to talk about themselves in larger-than-life terms. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

STUDY METHODS 

The information presented in this study comes from conclusions drawn from my own 

primary and secondary data collection and from the available published material, 

sociological theory and other relevant theoretical perspectives associated with volunteer 

fire departments, volunteerism and leisure. I begin this chapter with a general discussion 

of the reasons my research problem led to an exploratory qualitative project. In Part Two 

I write specifically about how I conducted the research according to the principles set out 

by Glaser and Strauss (1967) in their classic treatise on grounded theory. In Part Three, I 

highlight some of the challenges that one encounters in the course of doing qualitative 

research and how I resolved them. 

PART ONE 

STRATEGIC CHOICES IN RESEARCH DESIGN 

Theoretical Perspective. 

This study explores the experiences of volunteer firefighters with respect to their unpaid 

labour in firefighting organizations, how their organizational environment influences 

these experiences and how the volunteers describe the experience of being a volunteer 

firefighter. This is, therefore, a study done explicitly in the micro-interpretive tradition. 

Within the micro-interpretive tradition, symbolic interactionism is often claimed as the 

theoretical underpinning (for instance Berg, 1989; Denzin, 1989; Goldenberg, 1992; 

Silverman, 1993; Stebbins, 1992b). 

Even though I do occasionally refer to other literatures, this work assumes a sociological 

view of cause. Charon (1992) defines this as situating cause in the social environment, 

and contrasts it to situating cause in personality (the psychological view of cause) or 

freedom of choice (the nostalgic folk view of cause). Within the sociological view of 
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cause, the symbolic interactionist approach argues that action is caused by the decisions 

we make arising from how we define the situations in which we find ourselves. How we 

define situations impels our actions, and results from thinking and social interaction. 

However, people do not react to merely any object in their world but rather to specific 

objects at particular times and places. Human action is situated in, and cannot be 

comprehended apart from, the actual contexts in which it occurs (Hewitt, 1984, Charon, 

1992). 

As I relate the analyses of what I observed about volunteer firefighters in this document, 

references to the concepts and assumptions of symbolic interactionism will appear. 

Although one objective of this study is to contribute to our understanding of the 

organizational behaviour of volunteers, employing the theories and concepts of the extant 

organizational behaviour literature in a work focussing on volunteers, and a work done in 

the symbolic interaction tradition, is a problem for two reasons. 

First, I must take into account Pearce's (1993) claim that organizational behaviour as a 

field of study has inherent limitations in that its focus is the organizational behaviour of 

employees, and that as a result, we cannot legitimately assume that theories and concepts 

of this organizational behaviour transfer seamlessly to an organizational behaviour of 

volunteers. Thus, what is known about the organizational behaviour of people in high 

risk occupations or helping occupations such as the police service, prison security or 

disaster search and rescue must be approached with caution because these service 

providers are employees, and because they do not have volunteer counterparts regularly 

providing exactly the same services. There are volunteers associated with police work, 

but they perform different sets of duties (for example, victim counselling) or are severely 

constrained in what they can do (for instance, auxiliary constables in the RCMP cannot 

carry fire arms nor arrest people). 



25 

Second, at the individual level of analysis, organizational behaviour is preponderantly 

psychological social psychology, which again calls into question how much use of 

theories and concepts from this literature I am entitled to make legitimately, given that 

symbolic interactionism is sociological social psychology (Charon, 1992). I base my 

claim that organizational behaviour is strongly rooted in psychology by observing that a 

selection of articles texts with the words "organizational behaviour" prominently in the 

title all place emphasis on attitudes and perceptions as the starting point of analysis. I 

then considered Charon's (1992) analysis of the types of social psychology that exist 

within the social sciences. A focus on attitudes and perceptions is consistent with the 

psychological version. 

Expanding on the work of Rosenberg and Turner (1981), Charon (p. 21) identifies four 

differences between the sociological and psychological versions of social psychology. 

Sociological social psychology focusses on ongoing interaction rather than static 

concepts such as attitudes or perception (emphasis mine); it stresses the social situation -

how the individual changes in interaction over time; it places greater emphasis on real life 

events in which interaction takes place; and, it emphasizes socialization - how the 

individual takes on the views and rules of society. 

Within the sociological tradition, Charon (1992:23-24) maintains that symbolic 

interactionism has had the strongest influence on our understanding of interaction, 

socialization and the social nature of the human being. As a perspective it is especially 

relevant to the concerns of sociology because it focusses on the nature of social 

interaction and how the social situation shapes individual behaviour. Charon (1992) 

maps out key ideas in symbolic interactionism. First, people act in relation to other 

people in a situation; they take each others' actions into account. Second, people process 

what they observe cognitively to fashion a definition of the situation and this determines 

their choice of action. Third, the focus is on the present, not the past; people are oriented 

to what is happening at this moment in this place although they may recall what has 
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happened in the past and apply it to the present. Finally, people are unpredictable and 

active in their worlds; they direct themselves by assessing the actions of others, 

anticipating how their choices among of action may play out, and redirecting themselves. 

Justifying Fieldwork to Explore the Leisure World of Volunteer Firefighters. 

In the introduction, it was revealed that formal inquiry into volunteerism as a social 

phenomenon is in its infancy in comparison to many other areas of sociology. It was 

further noted that the slim extant literature tends to focus on low risk volunteering in the 

arts and social services, leaving relatively untouched those types of volunteering where 

routinely putting one's life "on the line" is a basic expectation of the lifestyle. Gibbins 

(1986) and Pearce (1993) observe that how volunteers experience their worlds has been a 

neglected enterprise. These factors taken into account, it is apparent that much about 

volunteer firefighters and how they experience their world is yet to be discovered. 

Knowledge that contains gaps, such as our knowledge of volunteer firefighters' 

organizational life and their perceptions of their leisure lifestyle justifies the choice of an 

exploratory approach rather than one based on explanation or prediction, which depends 

on progressively better developed concepts and theories than are available this instance. 

By developing an understanding of complex interactions, tacit social processes and often 

hidden beliefs and values, exploration serves to identify important variables for 

subsequent elaboration through explanatory or predictive research (Marshall and 

Rossman, 1989). Exploration is a starting place, although Shaffir and Stebbins (1991) 

point out that this is not synonymous with being merely "preliminary". Occasionally, 

exploratory studies such as Whyte's (1955) Street Corner Society and Goffman's (1959) 

The Presentation of Self in Everyday Society are so effective they have become classics in 

their own right. 

Exploration is typically, although not necessarily, paired with qualitative data collection 

and analysis. Quantitatively based exploration may be accomplished by applying 
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inferential statistical techniques to an existing data set. This assumes that the data set 

meets the criteria for inference, and that one is testing theoretically-driven new 

hypotheses versus engaging in "data dredging" (Wanner, 1991). In the case of volunteer 

firefighters, there is no micro-interpretive data set to reinterpret to my knowledge, based 

on my search of the literature and my conversations with the handful of social scientists 

with this interest. Moreover, the research design must be appropriate to the problem. In 

this case the problem is to inquire into aspects of the social and organizational worlds of 

volunteer firefighter, which to this point, have received minimal attention. Therefore, 

qualitative exploration is the most appropriate methodological approach. 

Where the focus is on individuals' interpretations of events and social processes, 

qualitative data collection and analysis are typical ( Marshall and Rossman, 1989; Miles 

and Huberman, 1994; Silverman, 1993; Stebbins, 1992b). Strauss and Corbin (1990:18-

20) note that there is confusion over the term "qualitative research" because there is more 

than one way in which the term is used: as a type of research strategy, as a purpose of 

research, or as an analytical approach. Denzin and Lincoln (1994:224), in their 

comparison of major types qualitative strategies, clarify this issue by associating 

sociology with data collection and analysis employing a more loosely structured, 

emergent and inductively grounded approach. This study was conducted within that 

general framework, which has been described as "naturalistic inquiry" by Glaser and 

Strauss (1967), Erlandson et .al. (1993) and others as a mode of learning about a social 

phenomenon accomplished by venturing into the participants' world and becoming an 

actor in it without making apriori assumptions about what will be found. 

Qualitative Exploration in Action in the Study of Local Heroes. 

Shaffir and Stebbins (1991) observe that the hallmark of exploratory research is that it is 

conducted in the field by researchers who have few preconceived notions about where to 

find the data, and are flexible in looking for them. That was surely my situation as I 

began this study - all I had were the few entries in my personal notes, begun nearly two 
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decades before I had the training to undertake systematic inquiry. As a consequence of 

having little knowledge of volunteer fire departments, I invested considerable time doing 

inquiry-by-wandering-around, so to speak. Here, I am deliberately paraphrasing Peters 

and Waterman (1982), who use the term "management by walking around" to describe 

the habits of company executives who come out from behind the safety of their desks and 

roam about their companies to observe what happens at the grassroots. In so doing they 

increase their understanding of how their organizations function. This, according to 

Peters and Waterman (1982) allows them to make better decisions because their direct 

data gathering provides them with less filtered information. 

By looking in obvious and not-so-obvious places for data and following every lead, no 

matter how small an increment it might add to my knowledge, I was eventually able to 

provide the thick description that appears later chapters. Thick description, a hallmark of 

exploratory qualitative research, gives context, intentions and meanings, and reveals 

experience as a process. Over a 40 month period spanning 1993 to 1996, I drove some 

12,000 kilometres to observe meetings and alarms, interview volunteers and public 

officials, attend special fire service events at the local, provincial and international levels 

and visit organizations which are suppliers of services and equipment to the fire service 

or which are beneficiaries of the fire service's philanthropic impulse. The database of 

material that results from nearly 1,600 hours of field work and data management contains 

over 600 entries ranging from newspaper clipping summaries, videotapes and 

photographs to extensive transcripts of observations and interviews. 

Given certain demand characteristics of both the research question and my personal 

situation, it made sense to design a study of a less structured type. First, although 

something is known conceptually about volunteer firefighting, I was not working with a 

host of well-delineated constructs, which made an emergent design appropriate. Second, 

the circumstance that I had to do the research as time permitted, pursuing it in 

conjunction with very flexible but nonetheless full-time employment, encouraged an open 
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mind with respect to time lines. This ultimately benefited the overall project because the 

freedom inherent in a loose framework encouraged me to be more receptive to local 

idiosyncrasies. Periods of time when I could not go into the field were invested in 

background study or doing a central canon of grounded theory method - rethinking and 

adjusting my approach to collecting data in subsequent episodes of data collection, based 

on the analysis of data collected during the last episode of fieldwork. 

Finally, the extension of the project over three years added a longitudinal dimension to it. 

A considerable portion of the interpersonal and group dynamic, which give this study 

much of its character, would never have been revealed by an approach of the "snap-shot" 

variety. For instance, the political drive towards regionalization of the fire service in the 

study area did not emerge until the second year of the research. Consequently, I had the 

opportunity to observe and document some of the effects of the proposed regionalization 

on the departments and the volunteers during the balance of my time in the field. 

PART TWO 

CREATING THE STUDY OF SILENT HEROES 

Erlandson and his colleagues (1993) point out that qualitative exploratory research, 

viewed as an alternative paradigm, is relatively underdeveloped and contains practical 

gaps which might become threats to legitimacy. Following the general principles 

established by leading scholars in a tradition is one way of managing this difficulty and 

bringing order to the research process. For these reasons I followed the principles 

proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) for conducting inquiry in the mode commonly 

referred to as "grounded theory". Therefore, it is useful to organize the description of my 

activities according to the subdivisions of practice that appear in their classic discussion. 
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Theoretical Sensitivity. 

The first task of pursuing grounded theory is to develop theoretical sensitivity - insights 

into what the data may hold - from general information-seeking about the phenomenon 

of interest. From this comes the ability to suspect what might go on in the data, to 

provisionally explain them and to guard against the unrealistic assumption that discovery 

is accidental (Strauss and Corbin, 1990:42-43). 

The beginning of this part of my inquiry was to conduct the literature review of volunteer 

firefighting which is part of the first section (Introduction). As noted in that section, this 

activity was accomplished fairly quickly because there are few entries in the literature. I 

then moved on to the enterprise of learning about firefighting as a specialized set of tasks, 

doing so in order to establish my credibility with informants and make it easier to build 

rapport with them. To accomplish this, I read over 150 issues of such trade journals as 

Canadian Emergency Services, Firefighting in Canada, Firehouse, Fire Command, 

Emergency, Fire Journal, Fire Engineering and the NFPA Journal (National Fire 

Protection Association). In this way I learned enough of the nomenclature associated 

with firefighting to understand better what I was observing at training events or hearing in 

department meetings and interviews. 

Further background material came from interviewing public officials involved in some 

way with the practice areas discussed in this study; monitoring firefighting-related 

material on the World Wide Web; visiting the Alberta Fire Training School (AFTS) in 

Vermilion, Alberta, a facility said to be one of the top fire training schools in North 

America; attending the 4th World Firefighter Games (1996) and the provincial hose 

laying competition (1996). Because distance and conflicting employment commitments 

militated against face-to-face interviews with some informants, usually officials, 

telephone interviews were occasionally necessary. Within the category of secondary 

data collection, I also included interviews with informants in an area of practice 
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mentioned only tangentially in this study, such as industrial firefighting, but which 

present an opportunity for concatenated research in the future. 

From the backgrounding enterprise I gained knowledge of the chemistry and physics of 

fire, the engineering dimension and other technical aspects of firefighting, rescue and 

emergency medical techniques and equipment usage. I also discovered the biological 

imagery of fire used by those in the fire service and acquired a sense of the history and 

traditions of the fire service from its origins in the seventeenth century. This mode of 

inquiry also revealed information on the organization of modern volunteer fire 

departments, the expansion of fire departments into other areas of practice, the 

relationship of volunteer firefighters to occupational firefighters, the extent and types of 

risk associated with emergency service (fire, rescue and medical), the different types of 

fire service and the different practices associated with each. Information on emergency 

services and the law, standards setting bodies, regulatory bodies, the philanthropic 

tradition of the fire service, public education in the fire service and contemporary 

challenges rounded out backgrounding data. It is self-evident however that the sources I 

consulted were nearly exclusively North American and my resulting understanding is 

thus limited to that arena. 

While much of the backgrounding for this study came at the front end, it is an activity 

that continues even as this section is being written. For instance, on September 9, 1996 

the Discovery Channel screened a one-hour film entitled "Fire" in which new techniques 

to deal with flash over and backdraft were demonstrated. The film, presented in a 

documentary format, is the story of the discovery by one firefighter that these related and 

extremely dangerous phenomena of structure fires should be attacked at the ceiling rather 

than the floor. The chemical and physical dimensions of these processes were thoroughly 

presented with simple graphics easily understood by the layperson. In the process of 

viewing this film my understanding of flash over and backdraft was substantially 
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increased, I also gleaned insights into the interactions of firefighters, their officers and 

firefighting training centres in Sweden and Britain. 

The transcription of the film is now part of my database, and my summary notes suggest 

that challenges to the conventional wisdom of firefighting as depicted in the documentary 

may be met with considerable resistance. Concatenation opportunities could extend to 

this aspect, and certainly the differences between national practices are of interest. 

Differences in national practices and their potential consequences for firefighters are 

already in my field notes from the 4th World Firefighter Games. This film is thus a 

second instance of data with a similar theme, which suggests that an opportunity for 

concatenated study in that direction exists. 

Theoretical Sampling. 

Theoretical sampling is the process of primary data collection, beginning with some 

initial decisions based on a general sociological perspective, and thereafter responding to 

the theory that begins to emerge as the research proceeds (Glaser and Strauss, 1967:45). 

Theoretical sampling involves the decisions made about which groups will be explored 

and how many different types will be included. The decision about which groups to 

compare for discovering theory is based on the theoretical relevance of each group to the 

problem. Studying only one substantive group is sufficient for description but not for 

theoretical analysis, hence comparing different groups that share basic conceptual 

categories is called for. Diversity in the groups investigated is sought, but without such 

tight control of inclusion and exclusion of groups that what results is a "purified" sample 

claiming to hold certain differences constant. Purification, Glaser and Strauss (1967:50) 

assert, is not really achievable because what is actually being held constant is unknown. 

In grounded theory one achieves control through selecting groups for their theoretical 

relevance. 
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The demands of family and profession dictated that most of my primary data were 

collected from volunteer fire departments within the Lethbridge trading region in which I 

live and work. Lethbridge has the only fully occupational fire service, thus all of the 

villages and towns in the region were potential sources of data on volunteer fire 

departments. The Lethbridge trading region spans a geographic area from about Vulcan 

on the north to the Canadian-American border on the south, and from the Crowsnest Pass 

on the west to about Bow Island on the east. The region covers roughly 220 kilometres 

along each axis, or nearly 50,000 square kilometres. To make this amount of territory 

more manageable with respect to collecting data by observation and interviews, I 

narrowed my scope to a group of towns and villages generally within a 60 minute one

way drive from Coaldale, my home community. 

Coaldale Emergency Services was an obvious choice to include in the sample because I 

reside there, and collecting data could be efficiently accomplished. Also, in terms of its 

population base, Coaldale is the second largest centre outside Lethbridge (Taber is larger) 

and has one of the most active volunteer-staffed departments in the territory within the 

driving time zone that I tried to abide by whenever possible. Because population has a 

positive relationship to a department's level of activity (see for instance, MacGillivray, 

1977), Coaldale could reasonably be expected to yield more data of the type I was 

interested in than departments in the smaller centres. 

Within an hour's driving time there are 15 municipalities with volunteer fire departments 

that represent potential sources of data. I chose Stirling, Barons, Nobleford and Picture 

Butte partly for administrative convenience; they are all easily accessible from Coaldale 

by good all-weather asphalt highways. And unless I chose to drive to these places by a 

less direct cross country route on paved or gravel secondary roads, I could travel to these 

places without transiting other communities, making road travel safer and faster. 
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Beyond their accessibility by good roads, I wanted to include sites that were different 

from Coaldale on the dimensions of population size, economic base and general character 

based on the assumption that such differences represent potential important additional 

data. The following table summarizes some of these differences: 

Table 1.1 
Broad Characteristics of the Sample Communities 

Site Population Municipal Economic Character 
Status Bases 

Coaldale 5600 Town Agricultural Urban fringe 
service centre 
Some light industry 
Commuter residential 
Eco-tourism 

Picture Butte 1500 Town Agricultural service centre 
Very limited light industry Rural 

Nobleford 600 Village Some agricultural services 
Very limited light industry Rural 

Barons 450 Village Some agricultural services Rural 
Stirling 500 Village Mainly residential Rural 

Cultural tourism 

This table does not reveal other differences in the communities that might provide 

opportunities for further inquiry. For instance, a municipality where one cultural group is 

dominant may have implications for the level of community cohesion or community-

mindedness with respect to its fire service. Stirling is one of several Mormon-founded 

communities in the region. In fact, during the period of this research, Stirling was 

declared a Canadian Heritage Community because of its origins. Community economic 

stability also varies in the sample. Coaldale enjoys a good growth rate as a result of its 

geographic proximity to Lethbridge; Picture Butte and Stirling are holding their own in 

terms of population, although probably for different reasons; Nobleford and Barons are in 

slow decline. 

Within the departments sampled, further primary data were collected from interviews 

with 20 firefighters. I pursued triangulation opportunities where possible by interviewing 
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the fire chief, a long-serving volunteer, a newer volunteer and a female volunteer not 

falling into either of the other three categories. I picked additional volunteers to 

interview using a criterion sampling technique. The criterion used was membership in a 

volunteer fire department. My field visits, the Sunny South News (our local weekly), the 

Lethbridge Herald, the Calgary Herald, public officials and even students in the classes I 

teach at the University of Lethbridge, yielded names of people meeting the criterion, 

whom I then contacted to ask for interviews. 

My inquiry was not limited only to the five fire departments in the sample. Opportunities 

to collect data occasionally cropped up as a result of travel associated with my work, 

pleasure travel or travel associated with this research, but not specifically to one of the 

departments in the sample. In this way I added data from observations and interviews 

with volunteer firefighters in the Fort Macleod, Olds, Turner Valley, Black Diamond, 

Raymond and Wetaskiwin fire departments. 

Data Collection. 

Entering the Setting. In the initial stages of gaining access to a department's social 

world, I usually contacted the fire chief and asked to attend a department meeting-

practice as an observer. Visits with the fire chief usually produced a roster of volunteers, 

an annual report of core activities and some historical data on the department that I could 

elaborate on by consulting the archives of the weekly newspaper or a local history book. 

The next step to easing into the volunteers' settings and announce my intentions was to 

do considerable "hanging out" at fire halls, fire department meetings-practices, skills 

competitions, community events put on by the volunteers and any type of activity 

involving the fire service in some way that I heard about through any of my research 

channels. "Hanging out" consists of unfocused initial activities to develop trust and 

promote the nonthreatening nature of the research (Becker and Geer, 1960; Hughes, 

1971; Whyte, 1955). Almost without exception, informants in the fire service (volunteer 
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and occupational) were pleased with the attention given to their work and I could discern 

no sense of threat in what I was attempting to do. 

Through periodic visitations to a particular department, I was often able to follow events 

in a sequence from early discussion through planning and execution. Following the 

evolution of a practice, scenario or community event in this way enabled me to 

understand the roles of the various volunteers, observe something about their behaviours 

in these settings and gain insights into how each of these activities related to the others. 

Primary data collection. Primary data collection, deemed here to be data collected 

directly from volunteer fire departments and volunteer firefighters, proceeded by 

observation and semi-structured interviews. To collect these data, I did fieldwork 

following the membership roles methodology of Adler and Adler (1987). They proposed 

membership roles as a category of involvement between researchers and their subjects 

running along the continuum of participant observation epistemologies, falling between 

the Chicago School and ethnomethodology. Given the limitations imposed by 

employment commitments and a chronically unstable left knee, I did not pursue basic 

firefighter training and hence by default was left with assuming the peripheral-member-

researcher role (PMR). In this role, the researcher is accepted as a wise and trustworthy 

individual, but one who refrains from becoming involved in the members' core activities. 

I was in a less peripheral position with respect to many non-core activities however. 

Occasionally I was enlisted as a "friend of the department" to contribute symbolically in 

terms of giving time and effort, and sometimes materially in terms of suppling something 

tangible to a fundraising initiative. In this way I came to occupy such diverse roles as 

"official" event recorder (shooting photographs or videotape), assistant child minder at 

fire service events, donor of clothing with the University of Lethbridge's logo (a popular 

auction item), purchaser of a department's baseball caps, sweatshirts and tee shirts and 

sometimes seller of tickets to an event (although I usually ended up purchasing the tickets 
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myself). My credibility increased by this route, sometimes significantly, and it was 

tacitly assumed by some members that it was proper for me to give something back to the 

department for the data I was collecting. 

I often checked the accuracy of my data with informants by requesting them to review my 

understanding of something in a roundabout way. For instance, by paraphrasing my 

understanding of an issue, concept or practice and putting it to an informant in the form 

of a question ("Did I get that right?"), I could perform the data check in the context of a 

normal conversation and make it seem like a natural activity. This was consistent with 

my desire to be a non-obvious researcher; as much "one of the guys" as was possible for 

an outsider who was indeed there to do research. 

Where an inconsistency between my understanding and that of informants was revealed, I 

addressed it by further consultation with the original informant, perhaps with an official 

and occasionally with another social researcher. For instance, upon consultation my early 

attempts at understanding the relationship of a volunteer fire department to its 

municipality were revealed to be inadequate. Pieces of the puzzle allowing me to arrive 

at a workable understanding later through additional querying came from two municipal 

officials, a fire chief, the provincial fire commissioner and a sociologist colleague who 

has done work on high risk volunteering. The process was similar as I strived to gain an 

understanding of regionalization to describe it reasonably adequately. While I cannot 

claim to have complete insider's knowledge of the volunteer fire service, I have probably 

acquired a better-than-average layperson's understanding of it. 

Fortunately, most of the inaccuracies in my data that were revealed by consultation were 

resolved more simply. For example one of the departments in this study purchased a 

particular type of nozzle which I assumed must be a good thing because it filled a need of 

the department and the members seemed quite pleased with the purchase. I later learned 

by consultation that the nozzle was probably not the best choice because, although it was 
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cheaper for the department to purchase, its components wear more quickly. This may 

seem like a banality, but in fact one of the fire departments in this study made an negative 

evaluative statement about another one based on the purchase of this particular item, thus 

providing data about the relationships between departments. 

Observations. My introduction to the members of a department usually came at a 

meeting-practice. After telling the audience that I live in Coaldale, which like their 

community is protected by a volunteer fire department, I would normally provide a very 

short verbal statement of intent about my research as "an effort to get to know about 

volunteer firefighters". There was perhaps some liability to admitting that Coaldale is my 

place of residence to the extent that the Coaldale department is perceived as being 

positively advantaged in terms of some of its resources. However, occasionally other 

departments were interested to know about what the Coaldale department was doing with 

respect to a particular issue, and when I knew the answer 1 contributed it to the discussion 

so long as it did not violate something told to me in confidence by the Coaldale members. 

Most of the time I was welcome to sit in on the meeting portion of the evening's meeting-

practice and take notes more-or-less in tandem with the regular fire association secretary. 

Once I was an established presence at subsequent meetings, I was sometimes handed a set 

of minutes from the previous meeting as if I were a member of the department. On 

occasion I was requested to consult my notes from a previous meeting to clarify what had 

been said. Any self-consciousness the members might have had at a civilian stranger's 

first appearance at a meeting seemed to have disappeared by the second and subsequent 

meetings that I attended. Indeed, I often got my share of kidding: "the professor's here 

again" somebody might say and role his eyes. Or, on the occasion when I drove some 

distance to a meeting to return a firefighting videotape, but arrived having forgotten the 

tape in Coaldale, it was suggested playfully that "You should go and analyse yourself 

!"for this shortcoming. 
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During the practice portions of an evening when I was observing, I had nearly complete 

freedom to walk around and through the action, so long as it was safe for me to do so. 

Sometimes the practice was such that I could observe most safely from my car or from a 

substantial distance, such as at a staged live burn. I was given leave by scene 

commanders to be an active observer to the extent of asking questions about what was 

going on, and I did this where it did not distract anyone, usually during a lull in the 

activity. On a couple of occasions where the practice involved learning and polishing 

first responder skills (basic emergency medical skills), I was enlisted to hold something 

or hand somebody an item but my participation in the actual activity was always very 

minor. 

I suspect that on some of my first visits to a department, the chief or training officer may 

have been making special efforts to ensure that I observed "action" practices rather than 

fire hall cleaning, perhaps on the assumption the latter would not be of interest to me. 

Indeed, when I would telephone to ask a contact about what was scheduled for particular 

evening, the response might be somewhat apologetic in tone if nothing involving flames, 

car busting or a mock disaster was planned. However, this effect abated once I 

demonstrated just as much interest in the mundane activities as in the action activities. 

Actually, the mundane activities often yielded considerably more data, because people 

were less intent on fire and rescue techniques and tended to reveal more of themselves as 

ordinary people when they were pushing brooms and coiling fire hose. In any case, 

reactivity in field research is to be embraced as an additional source of data rather than a 

contaminant to be eliminated (Shaffir and Stebbins, 1990). 

Once the evening's practice wound up, I was often invited back, or it was assumed that I 

would come back, to the fire hall with the others for the post-practice wind-up. This 

normally consisted of a review of the evening's practice, some general fire service 

conversation and the drinking of a canned soft drink or two before the members started to 

drift away. Now and then I was invited to a member's home for coffee after the wind-up 
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to discuss something to do with the fire service, regionalization often being the topic of 

conversation especially towards the latter part of the study. It was during the wind-up or 

at coffee later that I gained some of my most useful insights, perhaps because people 

seemed least aware that I was there as a researcher. Snippets of conversations that took 

place in less guarded moments were often more informative than interviews. 

I often pondered during the earlier stages of this research what it must be like for a 

volunteer firefighter to have of his/her life revolve around the sound of the pager tones 

but I could see no way of attending actual alarms because I am not a trained firefighter 

and perceived that I would be a potential hazard at the site of an alarm, where spectators 

are a bane of all firefighters. Therefore I restricted myself to observing only preplanned or 

staged events like practice burns or vehicle extrications where the pace is relatively 

leisurely and there is no sense of significant peril. However, as I grew more 

knowledgeable and because the departments were interested in what I was doing, it 

became clear that I was not regarded as a red light chaser and would be welcome as a 

"tag-along" at alarms just as a rookie is before he or she is trained. Practically however, 

observing working alarms was not particularly fruitful because I had to stay well clear of 

the action and in so doing, lost much of the visual and aural data that is the heart of thick 

description. 

In late summer, 1996 I purchased a portable electronic scanner with the intention of 

sharing at least to a degree, some of the experience of my informants surrounding the first 

phases of responding to alarms. With the scanner I was able to monitor Lethbridge Fire 

Control broadcasts so that I knew when Coaldale and Picture Butte were called out, what 

the nature of the alarm was and where it was situated. Carrying only a pager, one does 

not know such details about an alarm. The range and power of my scanner allowed me to 

monitor both the dispatch and response conversations of these two departments. In the 

case of alarms assigned to Coaldale I could drive to the fire hall and follow the apparatus, 

or sometimes I would go directly to the site. For Picture Butte alarms I simply monitored 
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the conversations because of the distances involved. It is a 35 kilometre drive to Picture 

Butte from Coaldale, and by the time I could probably get to the area, much of the action 

that I wanted to observe might already have taken place. 

To ensure a more authentic experience, for several weeks I kept the scanner where I could 

hear it at all times just as do volunteer firefighters who have them: I carried it in the car, 

took it with me to morning coffee at a local Coaldale cafe, kept it my home office during 

the day while I was writing or transcribing, plugged it in the living room during the 

evening and in the bedroom at night. As the following excerpt from my log illustrates, I 

very quickly started to gain a sense of how much the tones can affect a volunteer 

firefighter's life: 

Exhibit 1.1 

The First Night with the Scanner 

1640. We have been to Lethbridge, where I have bought a portable event scanner. 
Once we figure out how to program it, we set it to the Coaldale and Picture 
Butte frequencies. The scanner is absolutely silent and I wonder if it is working. 

2330. I take the scanner into the bedroom and plug it into the outlet at the foot of the 
bed. Hoping there will be a nigh time alarm, I set out clothing in the spare 
bedroom so that I can dress quickly. I back my car into the driveway so that it is 
nose-first toward the street, thus prepared for a fast get-away. 

0200. The scanner crackles. Shortly after, the two-note pager tones sound. I am 
instantly awakened....and so are my partner and the dog. I take the scanner into 
the spare bedroom and begin dressing as quickly as possible. 

0204 As I dress, listening to the scanner, Coaldale base replies to Lethbridge Fire 
Control, which reports a head-on collision at the intersection of two secondary 
roads to the south of town. I look out the window; the volunteer firefighter who 
lives across the street is already backing his car out. / resolve to ask him if he 
sleeps in his clothes! 

0206 I drive 2 kilometres to the scene, following behind the County pumper, the 
ambulance and the rescue van. RCMP officers are already on site. I park my 
car well off the road on the sloping shoulder, and walk towards the scene to 
watch the action unfolding. At this hour, there are no other observers but 
myself. // is quite chilly and it is also inky black so J have to watch my footing.. 

0230 One of the cars does not seem particularly badly damaged and its occupants are 
walking around. The other vehicle, a quarter-ton truck, is caved in on the 
driver's side. Two firefighters and the police officer are talking to the occupant, 
who is talking and coherent. He apparently has an injury to his upper body. 

0240 After a short consultation, the firefighters decide not to use the jaws of life. 
They remove a pry bar from the rescue van and are able to pop the truck's door 
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open. Leaving the driver in place, they put a cervical collar on him. Finally 
they extract the injured party from his vehicle, package him on the scoop and 
load him into the ambulance. The ambulance crew radios to Lethbridge Fire 
Control that they are transporting him to Lethbridge Regional Hospital. I decide 
not to follow because there is nothing more I can observe. 

0245 I return home and go back to bed, once again disturbing partner and pet. I plug 
the scanner back in to the outlet at the foot of the bed. 

0255 Coaldale Ambulance announces that it has reached Lethbridge Regional 
Hospital. 
0320 Coaldale Ambulance announces that it is leaving the hospital. 
0335 Coaldale Ambulance reports that it is "back at base and back in service". The 

volunteers have been out an hour and a half. 

1100 Lethbridge Fire Control is requesting Coaldale to respond to Indian Hills Golf 
Course, where there is apparently someone experiencing chest pains 

In the first 12 hours I monitor the scanner, there are two ambulance alarms. 
The same two ambulance volunteers respond both times, putting in nearly five 
hours each. 

Throughout the month of August, 1996 I followed other times on both fire and 

emergency medical alarms, although I stayed away from motor vehicle accidents, where 

my presence would likely have been much more problematic because of the inherent 

dangers of roadside alarms. In September, when I once again returned to working 

regular hours in Lethbridge, my ability to respond to daytime alarms was curtailed both 

by the extra distance from my place of work to Coaldale (12 kilometres) and by the 

demands of my job. I continued 24-hour monitoring of the scanner, however, noting 

that both Picture Butte and Coaldale go through periods of relative quiescence, which 

might extend for several days, and then experience periods of high activity. During the 

first weekend in October for instance, Coaldale took five calls in a 24-hour period. 

Thus, through the use of scanner technology during the final stages of this research, I 

gained a much stronger sense of what being a volunteer firefighter means in terms of 

disruptions to one's personal life, and to better appreciate most deeply the commitment 

of my informants as I mimicked turning out in the middle of the night as quietly as 

possible, trying not to awaken the household; suddenly left in the midst of entertaining 

friends from out of town, leaving my partner to cope on his own; or bolted off to follow 
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the apparatus with barely time to type a "save"command on my personal computer. 

New questions to ask in a future study have emerged from my brief encounter with this 

aspect of the fire service. In addition, I was able to verify something I had read about in 

the fire service trade literature and in the Perkins and Benoit (1995) study: that fire calls 

are declining and that emergency medical alarms are increasing. 

Many of my most interesting and fruitful observations came at non-core fire service 

events and it was at these when I was most likely to be treated as a member of the fire 

service family. At the 4th World Firefighter Games in Edmonton, probably because I 

was wearing my Stirling FD baseball cap, given for assistance rendered at a community 

event, it was assumed that I was just another fire service person among the 4,500 others. 

I wandered everywhere: event headquarters, the sports venues, the fire service 

competition events, the trade show, the truck rodeo, the beer garden, talking freely with 

firefighters from all over the world, largely on their assumption I was part of the peer 

group. Of course, by that time (Summer, 1996) it helped considerably that I could talk 

enough like an insider that I was not tagged as a civilian unless I revealed my true status. 

When I did reveal my status, I came away with invitations to visit fire departments in 

Australia, New Zealand, Sweden, British Columbia, Saskatchewan, Ontario and two 

American states. 

Interviews. A principal issue surrounding interviewing is the degree to which the 

questions to be asked should be standardized in terms of question content and order of 

presentation to the questioned person. In other words, how structured should the 

interview schedule be? Given that my research is intended as an exploratory study to 

generate substantive grounded theory, a case can be made for limiting the structure to a 

few orienting questions of an open-ended nature. Miles and Huberman (1994:36) refer 

to simple instrumentation as "rough and ready", which by virtue of its lack of structure is 

appealing for grounded theory because it can easily be revised as the research reveals 

new categories. 



44 

Interviews with firefighters were usually about 60-90 minutes in length, in a place of the 

interviewee's choice - usually his or her home but sometimes in the informant's place of 

employment or at the fire hall. When interviews were held in the informant's home, if 

the person had a permanent companion, the interview tended to become a family affair 

with the partner sitting in at my invitation. Because the mesh of family life with 

volunteer firefighting is of interest in this study, such occasions represented an 

opportunity to collect data on the partner's views and to observe the informants 

interacting. In contrast, when I interviewed a firefighter outside the home and asked for 

permission to interview the partner, I often perceived reticence such that pursuing this 

avenue of access might damage my rapport with the informant. In these cases I 

abandoned the strategy. 

Traditional interview questions soliciting opinions and evaluations may yield 

information of compromised quality where the item encourages the informant to manage 

his/her performance by answering questions according to perceptions of how a "good" 

informant might answer. This may be perceived to increase chances of being viewed 

favourably by the researcher. To control for this bias a more targeted type of question 

can be used which solicits the informant's report of his/her actual behaviour in a given 

situation. In the employment recruiting field, behaviourally-based questions have been 

found to have a salutary effect on the quality of information yielded by interviews (Janz, 

et al, 1986). In the absence of compelling evidence that other formats are less error-

prone, I incorporated several behaviourally-based items as can be seen from the 

interview schedule presented in Exhibit 1.2. Shaffir and Stebbins (1991:15) point out 

that all social science research has a concern with the demand characteristics of 

investigation, and, by attempting this approach, I sought to address that concern. 

A hallmark of a behaviourally-based item is the request to tell a story or some similar 

exhortation. Typically, the informant responds by describing the situation, describing 
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his or her actions and describing the outcomes. While it is not impossible to fake an 

answer, it is probably more difficult because of the level of complexity that most 

behavioural description answers entail. An interviewer can usually observe that the 

informant seems to be mentally replaying the incident as he or she is describing it; the 

informant often looks skyward, pauses to recall details, speaks with animation. Few, if 

any, non verbal behaviours that might indicate fakery are usually observed such as 

sudden fidgeting, looking away and down, or a sudden increase in verbiage. 

Exhibit 1.2 

Interview Schedule for 
Volunteer Firefighter Informants 

1. There are many opportunities to volunteer in a community. Tell me the 
story of how you became involved in the fire service. 

2. What's the most interesting thing you do as a volunteer firefighter? 
3. What makes interesting to you? 
4. Please describe a time when you felt particularly good about being a 

volunteer firefighter. 
7. What happens when you have something planned with the family and 

there is an alarm? 
8. If you are at work when there is an alarm, tell me what happens. 
9. Tell me the story of the riskiest thing you have ever done as a volunteer 

firefighter. 
10. What was the worst alarm you ever attended? 
11. What do you think makes a volunteer firefighter different than an 

occupational firefighter? 
12. Would you ever be an occupational firefighter if you had the chance? 
13. What do you like best about the fire service? 
14. What do you like least about the fire service? 
15. How do you think the community views what you do? 

Individual interviews utilizing the interview schedule were not the only way I gathered 

interview data however. There were many occasions when I could slip one or more of 

the interview schedule questions into my observation of the routine of a meeting-practice 

or perhaps a fire service event, essentially using the opportunity to approximate a partial 

focus group interview. In this way I was able to ask at one post-practice session back at 
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the fire hall what was the worst alarm the members had ever attended? This elicited 

several minutes of vivid description of a particular alarm and conversation between the 

members, all of which I wrote down my notebook. These data revealed something of 

the members' personal reactions to the alarm, their interactions with each other and their 

evaluations of their department's performance as well as the performance of another 

department that provided mutual aid. 

Data Management. 

Miles and Huberman (1994:45, 55) claim that data management issues are more pressing 

for qualitative researchers than for their quantitative counterparts because qualitative 

research proceeds with far less systematization. In quantitative data sets, one has code 

books, documentation of defined variables and records of analyses carried out, all of 

which contribute to orderly storage and retrieval of quantitative data. However, 

qualitative data tends to increase geometrically and needs to be rendered tractable 

because otherwise, data analysis may not proceed. This is easier said than done because 

at the beginning of a study it is unclear what is promising and what is not and there is a 

danger of data overload. 

A data management protocol contributes significantly to the challenge of data coming 

from several sources. Levine (1985) puts forth five principles of qualitative data 

management which I generally followed in this study: 

a. a file structure should be defined in advance; 
b. a cross-referencing system must be in place to link information 

between files and displays; 
c. coding (indexing) must proceed according to some system, emergent or 

prestructured; 
d. abstracting for data reduction must be linked to the longer files in the 

structure; 
e. unique locators should identify specific material in field notes, 

I captured data by way of taking photographs and occasionally videotapes; writing field 

notes and transcribing them into observation transcripts, preferably within 24 hours of 
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taking the notes to lessen memory decay; tape recording interviews done in person and 

transcribing them using a dictation scribing machine into interview transcripts; taking 

notes of interviews done over the telephone and transcribing them into interview 

transcripts; and summarizing archival material such as newspaper clippings, articles in 

trade journals, brochures picked up at trade shows and material sent to me by agencies 

related to this study. Using a numerical system, each item of data was assigned a unique 

major data category code and a subcode which differentiated that item from others in the 

category. 

I chose to transcribe the interview and observation data into written-up form myself in 

an attempt to control some of the transcription error potential. Poland (1995) points out 

however that at best, even assuming the transcript of a verbatim account is as faithful a 

reproduction of an aural record as possible, deterioration is unavoidable in the mere 

process of being converted from one medium to another. Even a videotape cannot 

capture action taking place outside its field of view. To a point, I was able to recapture 

part of the most easily lost material, such as context and some of the nonverbal 

behaviour and emotional content, because as I was transcribing I found myself mentally 

replaying the event or the interview and could add parenthetical notes (in italics). 

Nonetheless, as Poland notes, the write-up is unavoidably impoverished in comparison 

to the original. 

Doing my own transcriptions, while time consuming, also controlled some of the 

problems that arise when a second party is transcribing one's original data. The write-

up, which is already unavoidably filtered in the process of conversion, is filtered even 

more to the extent that the transcriber may have difficulty understanding a tape recording 

or handwriting of poor quality due to low audibility, the accent and speed with which an 

informant or the researcher speaks and lack of familiarity with the topic area. In these 

cases there is a temptation to insert what he/she thinks the research or the informant 

meant or said in a well-meaning attempt to tidy up the document. And of course the 
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second-party transcriber does not have the benefit of a mental replay to add another layer 

of shading to the write up. 

Data Analysis. 

Data analysis proceeded by coding of data after its transformation into some form of 

written material. The coding scheme that I used follows Strauss and Corbin (1990), who 

provide a plan using open, axial and selective coding. Each of these types of coding 

occurs throughout the research, although open coding is likely to occur more frequently 

in the early stages and selective coding increases towards the later stages. 

Open coding is the fracturing of data to identify categories, their properties and 

dimensional locations, achieved by comparing cases for similarities and differences. For 

example, the category "volunteers' perceptions of community support" emerged in this 

way. Axial coding involves specifying the conditions that produce the phenomenon, 

achieved by making connections between categories. For example, volunteers' 

perception of community support appear in this study to be related to the questions or 

jibbing from "civilians" that a volunteer may encounter and to civilians' visible support 

of department public information and fundraising events. Selective coding is choosing 

the core category and relating it to other categories, achieved by weaving the categories 

and their salient properties, dimensions and relationships into a story line; a general 

descriptive overview. In this study, the story of Crossroads FD and its volunteers 

provides this overview. 

Codes were discerned by examining the written-up data in chunks for constructs and 

themes. Since I wrote up the data in sentences which I grouped together because they 

had a common focus, the chunks tended to be multi-sentence units rather than 

paragraphs. Exhibit 1.3 gives an example of the typical structure of a write-up. Marginal 

notations were made, and eventually provisional codes for use on the next case emerged. 

Occasionally, a subsequent write-up clarified something in an earlier write-up, even 
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though it was not evident to me at the time that more data might be needed or 

forthcoming. In these cases it is not customary to re-code the earlier data, but to take the 

new information into account in future coding. 

Exhibit 1.3 

Sample of Wntten-up Data 

Ervin brings up the issue of keeping things looking professional. 
That includes putting equipment away properly after an alarm, dressing correctly 
on call outs and not taking turnout gear home. 
Leo tells a story about Prairie Mound, which apparently went to a grass fire but 
couldn't do anything because nobody refilled the pumper tanks after they had 
been drawn down at a previous alarm. 

The subject of a minimum level of training is raised. 
Merlin's opinion is that everybody should have at least Firefighter I, standard 
first aid and CPR. 
Trent brings up physical fitness as a qualification, which he thinks several other 
departments require. 
A discussion of such a requirement ensues, with some members expressing the 
concern that physical fitness becomes a requirement, volunteers may be 
discouraged. 

The July 18th Settler Days fundraising dance is discussed. 
Vince brings out a stack of tickets for members to sell and cajoles several people 
into taking them. The cost is $10 per person. 
Erin asks about the music for the dance. 
Smokey says he has booked the dee-jay from Crescent Ridge who did the 
Harvest Dance at Drumhn. 
Leo asks (wryly) whether the music will be for Smokey's age group or Trent's. 
Gil says the music Trent's generation likes isn't music, it's noise. 

Whenever analysing, I used descriptive codes which typically consisted of a few letters 

semantically close to the things they represented: for instance, sport-like competition 

became SPORTCom and altruistic motivation became ALMot. Following Lofland 

(1971), my intent was to capture phenomena in terms of acts, activities, meanings, 

involvement, interrelationships and settings. I coded each write-up data manually, 
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coding write-ups from interviews and observations as soon as possible and usually 

before collecting the next interview or observation in a particular category. 

Revisions to the coding scheme continued throughout the study, but were more frequent 

early in the research than later. As well, I tended to code everything in early write-ups 

and be more selective in later coding episodes. This is consistent with becoming more 

familiar, as time passed, with the routine of volunteer fire departments and actors in that 

setting. The field work became more meaningful and decipherable the longer I spent in 

the field. 

The coding history was captured in a coding log, which was in many ways similar to a 

ledger in which financial transactions are recorded, cross-referenced and otherwise 

accounted for in a systematic way. Since the coding scheme was revised because some 

codes did not work (for instance, the risk codes) and some codes flourished to the point 

of splitting into subcodes (for example the competition codes), these deaths and births 

formed an "audit trail" of sorts. Here I borrow from Erlandson et.al (1993) the 

application of a metaphor associated with financial accounting to naturalistic inquiry. In 

financial accounting, the audit trail becomes the basis for assessing the quality of 

financial record keeping and control, thus my coding log for this research is part of the 

audit trail for assessing the quality of data collection and analysis (Guba and Lincoln, 

1981: Halpern, 1983). Check-coding of my data set by another researcher would have 

enhanced clarity and reliability but because Silent Heroes is a dissertation, this was not 

appropriate. 

Constant Comparison. 

Constant comparison is an analytic procedure for inspecting the data by comparing each 

case to the one before it to determine differences and commonalities (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967). Data analysis began when I collected a second item in a particular category, for 

instance an interview with a firefighter or a meeting-practice observation. Through the 



52 

technique of constant comparison I compared the newest data to previously collected 

data to determine the presence or absence of a category or identify a new category; 

integrated categories and their properties; delimited the category to suggest the 

conditions under which it occurs, its dimensions and consequences; and wrote the 

category eventually into the Crossroads Fire Department scenarios. Both analytic 

induction and constant comparison should yield integrated theory, but Glaser and 

Strauss (1967:104-105) argue that constant comparison is superior because by not 

encompassing the objective of hypothesis testing, it does not demand generalizability. 

Therefore it remains more flexible and offers better potential for creative insights into 

the data. 

As continua and conflicts began to emerge, I rethought the category and subsequently 

introduced a new coding scheme to replace the previous one, taking into account the new 

insights. One of the examples of this is volunteers' perceptions of risk. I discovered that 

what is in reality highly risky business, both physically and emotionally, may not be so 

perceived by the volunteers by reason of their specialized knowledge, training and the 

team work involved in their task performance. It is not that the volunteers do not 

perceive the risk, which they do, but much of their concern is tempered by feelings of 

personal competency about how to control the risk to themselves and their colleagues. 

Some of my analysis was done as simple mathematical operations on certain data, 

principally summing frequencies. However, occasionally something more complex was 

introduced. The discussion in Chapter Six of ratios and their use to determine who are 

the more active, typically active and marginal members of the Crossroads Fire 

Department is an example of this. Stebbins' (1979) study of amateurs provided the 

model and rationale for using this technique and I adapt it to reveal the volunteers' 

propensity and ability to select some activities over others; one of the distinguishing 

features of volunteerism that distinguishes it from employment (Pearce, 1993). 
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Theoretical Saturation. 

The constant comparison of incidents is clearly a. process view of theory generation: "by 

comparing incidents, the analyst learns to see [his] categories in terms of both their 

internal development and their changing relations to other categories." (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967:114). Once the researcher is convinced that the point of theoretical 

saturation has been achieved - that the uniformities and differences which underlie the 

data have been sufficiently discovered - writing up the research report in either 

discussional or proportional format begins. 

The point at which I perceived that the study had reach theoretical saturation on a 

particular question varied considerably by the question involved. For instance, 

theoretical saturation was reached early for the question of why people choose this type 

of volunteering over other such opportunities in their community: they do it first because 

they want to give something back to the community, second because of the excitement 

that accompanies responding to alarms and third because perhaps in the future they may 

need to rely on the community for help. In contrast, the point at which theoretical 

saturation on the category "competitiveness" was achieved was much later because that 

category bifurcated into a sports-like dimension and a resource allocation dimension. 

A problem with a research venture that continues over a long period of time, Miles and 

Huberman (1994) note, is that theoretical saturation can become a vanishing horizon. 

There is always a temptation to make just one more field trip, and then another and 

another. I too experienced this phenomenon. The more I discovered about volunteer 

fire departments, the more I found mysteries and contradictions that I felt compelled to 

pursue and resolve with more field work. Only by beginning to think of these mysteries 

and contradictions as candidates for concatenated study was I able to begin achieving 

some closure to Silent Heroes. However, the presence of the Epilogue at the end of 

Chapter Four reveals that even a year into writing Silent Heroes, I was not able to 

completely extract myself from the field. Even after defending my dissertation, while 
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making the required methodological clarifications, there were two significant events that 

involved the firefighters in this study, and even though it would not have been legitimate 

to add this new data, the write-ups of these events would have made interesting and 

poignant vignettes. 

Even given my reluctance to leave the field, eventually the flow of new information with 

respect to a category began to decline, signalling theoretical saturation. At about the 

same time I arrived at the point where no new themes were emerging from the data 

either. The data itself thus signalled to me that it was time to leave the field for the last 

time and to begin writing the story of Silent Heroes. To properly execute what Glaser 

and Strauss (1967) conceive of as grounded theory research, it is not the prerogative of 

the researcher to decide not to include a theme, to concentrate on one theme at the 

expense of others, to select only one level of analysis to report or similar acts of editing 

one's data in any major way. The data "speak" and each theme must be given voice by 

way of being reported. Thus, to remain faithful to the principles of this style of inquiry, 

all of the themes which emerged are reported later in this document. 

PART THREE 

RESOLVING KEY ISSUES IN THE QUALITATIVE PARADIGM 

In this section I elaborate on how I resolved key issues in conducting this project in the 

exploratory qualitative tradition. My intention in doing so is to make more explicit the 

logic I used in constructing this inquiry rather than engaging in debating the merits of 

the qualitative paradigm against the quantitative paradigm. To be sure, recapitulating 

the critiques presented by noted qualitative scholars mentioned in the previous paragraph 

and such quantitative luminaries as Blalock (1989), Duncan (1984) and Gans (1989) 

would demonstrate my familiarity with what Baldus (1990) referred to at the 

methodological "difficulties" of sociology, and what Hunter (1985) labels "the 

epistemological divide" in the discipline. However, Stebbins (1993), in his critique of 
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my traditionally structured first draft of this chapter (long ago discarded), argued that 

such a discussion would distract, and perhaps detract, from what I set out to do: 

examine the life and experiences of volunteer firefighters in the Weber's (1949) 

verstehen tradition (Weber, 1949) and write much of my report in the style of Tally's 

Corner (Liebow, 1967). 

Using the Extant Literature. 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) imply that immersing oneself in the published scholarly 

literature on a subject prior to the beginning of a project makes it difficult for the 

researcher to conduct the project with no preconceptions about what will be uncovered. 

They note (1967:36-37) that if one monitors existing theory there may be a temptation to 

force categories to fit those already given names and boundaries. On the other hand, 

Emerson (1983) cautions that insistence on deriving concepts from data without 

reference to established concepts flirts with pure induction, which is not possible 

because field data are always products of interpretive and conceptual decisions made the 

their collector. My use of the extant scholar literature in this study attempts to strike a 

balance between these positions. 

Relationship of Extant Literature to My Research Design. 

Something that is likely to strike readers for whom explanation and prediction are their 

preferred research goals is that in this study, the literature review may seem limited. It is 

less formal, more brief and occurs in the context of the Introduction to the study rather 

than as a separate chapter, as would be found in a conventional dissertation done in the 

quantitative tradition. However, where the literature review is presented, as part of the 

Introduction or as a separate chapter, is less important than describing the screening 

process I used to select which entries to include. Erlandson et. al. (1993) argue that 

screening decisions about which documents should come into play are always necessary. 

One makes informed decisions about what to include because following every possible 

branch of an information stream would produce an unmanageable tangle of information. 



56 

Berg (1989:149) observes that literature reviews in dissertations and theses are expected 

to be lengthy to demonstrate an understanding of what the relevant literature contains; 

perhaps 10 or 20 pages. My overview of the literature on volunteer firefighters is on the 

low end of that continuum not because I choose to eliminate some of the material 

available, but because that is the extent of the material available. 

Choosing to limit my consideration to published literature on volunteer firefighters and 

volunteerism provided at least two important insights which were consequential for 

choosing the appropriate methodological approach. First, my discovery that there are 

only a handful of published articles on volunteer firefighters logically suggests that there 

is much left to be discovered about them as a social group. That there are not yet many 

empirical studies lends weight to using the exploratory approach. Second, the lack of 

micro-interpretive studies of volunteer firefighters and Gibbins' (1986) notation that the 

lack of micro-interpretive studies of volunteers is a general weakness of the emerging 

literature on volunteerism, logically suggests that inquiry should address this 

shortcoming. Micro-interpretive studies are amenable to qualitative research. In short, I 

used a review of the literature to inform me where the research might fruitfully focus and 

in what way it should be conducted: the underdeveloped state of inquiry impelled 

subsequent research design decisions towards exploratory, qualitative research. 

Berg (1989:148-149) states that the basic intention of a literature review is to give a 

review of previous works on the general and specific topics considered in the study. To 

an extent, the literature review foreshadows the researcher's study, which is what I 

described in the previous paragraph. For example, if the research's goal is to challenge 

previously accepted findings or ideas, the literature review is used to present competing 

conceptualizations and identify errors or fallacies. If the researcher is attempting to 

replicate previous studies and improve their use of theory or methods, it is necessary to 

illustrate in the literature review how these previous studies examined their subject 

matter. Or, the literature review may serve as a guide to the reader by listing other 
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studies about a given subject and demonstrate where the current study fits into the topic 

area. It is in this third way that the literature review in the Introduction was intended. 

Ethics, Morality and Politics in Qualitative Research Design. 

The subtitle is borrowed from Mason (1996), who states that intellectually coherent and 

compelling research rests on ethical inquiry. The ethics of observation, which is the data 

collection method that forms the backbone of this study, include how I built and 

maintained relationships in the field, what my role was in power dynamics, issues of 

informed consent and use of the data. As a practical approach to evaluating the ethics of 

inquiry, she poses certain questions. By responding to these questions here, I provide 

the opportunity for readers to evaluate how I responded to ethical challenges. 

What is the purpose of the research? The expected response is no doubt to contribute to 

the advancement of knowledge and understanding, but clearly I undertook this study just 

as much for the self-interested reason of completing the research component necessary 

to earn a Ph.D. for its career advancement potential, prestige and similar non-altruistic 

rewards. Further, once I recognized how underdeveloped the state of inquiry into 

volunteer firefighting actually is, the potential for publishing in journals in other relevant 

forums was attractive and reinforced my choice of topic. Self-interested behaviour is 

inherently political (Pfeffer, 1981). 

Nonetheless, I had no intention of championing the interests of volunteer firefighters in 

broader arenas, such as contacting public officials during the rancorous exchanges over 

regionalization. On more than one occasion during this period, I was actively solicited 

to write a letter, meet with an official or perform some act of advocacy, based on what 

my participants may have perceived was a certain amount of credibility associated with 

my position and education. On those occasions I politely demurred or steered the 

conversation in another direction in order to keep my role as peripheral member 

researcher intact. Such avoidance behaviour was always successful and did not interrupt 
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my rapport with participants. In any case, I was not enlisted to intervene as an agent in 

the sense that Liebow (1967) was when his participants sought his intervention in court 

proceedings against them, thus my role maintenance was relatively unproblematic. 

To ensure that I had a mechanism for making role maintenance decisions, I devised a 

test question for myself: "Am I being asked to contribute what any community member 

would be approached to give, or am I being asked to contribute something that would 

not be sought of most community members because of some special status I may hold in 

the eyes of the volunteers? In other words, was the request to provide an item to be 

auctioned at a fundraising event or to sell raffle tickets, or was my employment at the 

local university in an academic role and the fact that I was doing doctoral research the 

apparent basis for a request. By using the question as a simple decision-making aid, 

making the distinction between a routine and a non-routine role-threatening request was 

clear-cut. 

Nevertheless, for readers of this document the simple act of recapitulating how 

volunteer firefighters felt about certain issues associated with their work, and sometimes 

doing so in the rather direct and colourful language that they used, may be interpreted by 

some as advocacy on my part, which might imply that I was unable to maintain the role 

distance I set out for myself and might indeed have "gone native". In fact this technique 

for reporting data follows Liebow's (1967) example: faithful reporting of social 

interactions and relationships, as is required by the research tradition in which the 

inquiry was conducted, should be done with minimal attempts to "launder" the language. 

How I dealt with the issue of informed consent is central to the ethics of observation. I 

have already said that when I first visited each participating department, I announced my 

intentions and affiliations to those in the group. Thus, I engaged in overt observation 

and faced minimal ethical problems in comparison to covert research, which, it has been 

argued, may be ethically problematic under any circumstances (see Bulmer, 1982; 
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covert case of Tearoom Trade (Humphreys, 1970). Further, by reason of physical 

ability, I would not have been able to assume the role of a working volunteer firefighter 

and thus could not have conducted covert research. 

However, even with overt observation, there is always the problem of right of refusal to 

participate. Was I free to observe anything and everything, and to record personally 

embarrassing occurrences or illegal activities as data? Obviously, I could not interrupt 

volunteer firefighters in the midst of a very active drill or alarm to ask for permission to 

include a particular observation in my research, so again, I had to devise some simple 

field rules to make decisions on which data to record and which to suppress. 

First, I considered the matter of illegal acts. Drug usage, blackmail, robbery, 

prostitution constitute examples of illegal behaviour, done by acts of commission. I did 

not observe or hear about any activities which remotely fell into this category, nor was I 

inveigled by participants to participate in any such activities. Hence, I encountered no 

dilemmas of this nature such as those faced by West (1980) in his study of adolescent 

deviants. I did, however, encounter the occasional practice which may have violated 

standards, such as the handing down of used turnout gear. However, such standards are 

not legally enforceable and I decided the turnout gear entry could be used as data. 

Second, what about reporting things that were or could have been personally 

embarrassing to a participant? My dilemma in these cases was where to draw the line 

with respect to including the event in my data, which would oblige me to report it and 

weave it into the story of the Crossroads Fire Department. In these instances, deciding 

what I wrote in field notes, what I recorded on audiotape or what I recorded on videotape 

was a considerably more complex ethical challenge. This was especially so when 

embarrassing things happened very quickly and were over before I had time to avoid 

catching them on audiotape or videotape 



To determine what might participants might find embarrassing, I relied on my 

experience with the organizational behaviour literature, which I regularly teach from in 

the course of my employment. In particular, I used nonverbal communication as a cue 

as to what participants seemed to be finding personally uncomfortable by observing 

kinesics, facial and eye behaviour and paralanguage. I was mindful of Nelson's and 

Quick's (1996) caution that nonverbal communications are easily misinterpreted even by 

experts, and hence attempted an additional reality check by asking myself this question: 

"If (this event) were happening to me, would I want it to be a matter of public record?" 

Where I could answer "no", the data are not reported here. 

How will this research effect stakeholders? Even though advocacy was not something I 

sought, there are implications for policy and practice at least with respect to the 

management of volunteers. Any material that increases our understanding of what 

motivates, satisfies, annoys or otherwise helps to direct the organizational behaviour of a 

particular group of volunteers has an applied dimension. The volunteer firefighters, their 

partners, their employers, municipal officials, public officials associated with the fire 

service and other individuals representing groups associated with the fire service were 

involved in, potentially interested in and in some cases, might be affected by my 

research, especially were I called upon to consult on volunteer fire service matters as a 

result of my knowledge. This group encompasses people who were the principle focus of 

this research and who were connected to my data in some way other than evaluating it. 

The research questions and the resulting mode of inquiry have implications for how this 

study will be evaluated by indirect stakeholders, which include members of the 

dissertation defence committee, social researchers interested in the fire service, 

volunteerism or leisure and organizational behaviourists. As noted elsewhere, 

qualitative projects, even though the most appropriate for certain research questions, are 

prone to being viewed as less systematic by some evaluators. This influences, at least to 

a degree, how one defends the study against challenges. Marshall and Rossman (1989) 
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point out that qualitative projects often require much more proactive justification to ally 

the concerns of quantitatively oriented evaluators, which of course is again an inherently 

political aspect. 

Data Reporting. 

One does not "discover" so much as one "creates" findings in naturalistic inquiry 

according to Erlandson et. al (1993). In that respect, the way in which my data are 

presented represent an act of creativity, albeit one with the practical objective of 

providing anonymity for participants. Thus, in describing how I invented the Crossroads 

Fire Department and its members, I am describing both a particular approach to 

reporting data and a way of meeting an ethical challenge. The first is consistent with the 

mode of inquiry and the second of course is an ethical consideration of all social 

research. For practical purposes, these dimensions are so intertwined that a singly 

unified discussion makes more sense. 

Erlandson et. al (1993:40) and Lincoln and Guba (1985:357-360) assert that naturalistic 

inquiry should be reported in a way which invites an active role for the reader. The case 

study, accompanied by a methodological report, is the reporting model of choice. This 

contrasts with the conventional more linear reporting format of traditional inquiry. The 

conventional report operates within the limits of the research questions and design, while 

in comparison, the case study is relatively unbounded . A well-done naturalistic report, 

Zeller (1991) suggests, should read more like literary narrative than a dry technical 

report. The traditional relationship between reader and writer changes: readers have the 

opportunity to become participants - bricoleurs - constructing their own versions out of 

the bits and pieces left to them by the original author (Lincoln and Denzin, 1994). 

The case study of the Crossroads Fire Department is the nucleus of this document and 

was constructed with the intention of engaging the reader in the scene within which 

relationships are defined and particulars take on meaning. As noted in the Introduction, 



although the Crossroads FD is fictitious, the data that were used to create it are real. In 

order to make Crossroads FD representative, I used official reports of the core activities 

of the volunteer fire departments in the sample, demographic data, regional geographical 

information and community. First, to arrive at a plausible/aux official report for 

Crossroads FD (which has 21 members), I randomly selected the activity frequencies of 

21 of the 30 Coaldale Emergency Services volunteers and reported those. I then grafted 

personalities on to the frequencies, basing these on combinations of attributes among my 

informants. 

Second, to determine an overall departmental level of activity, I set the population of 

Crossroads at about two-thirds that of the town of Coaldale, and thereafter set the overall 

departmental level of activity for the Crossroads FD at about two thirds that of Coaldale 

Emergency Services. To confirm that I was on the right track with this construction, I 

used the official reports of Picture Butte FD to go through the procedure again, but 

because Picture Butte has less than half the population I set for Crossroads, I decreased 

the level of activity I had set for Crossroads FD to the appropriate population base. The 

end result of both calculations was similar enough to suggest that an acceptable degree 

of representativeness was present. 

The history of the town of Crossroads has elements of the community histories of 

Coaldale, Picture Butte, Nobleford and Turner Valley. Because the landscape is a 

product of Late Wisconsin glaciation, I chose the names of Crossroads' sister 

communities from among the list of terms that are associated with glacial landforms. 

The history of the Crossroads Fire Department has elements of each one of the fire 

departments I encountered in the process of my inquiry. And of course I reported real 

activities and real conversations at all times. 

Standards For Quality Of Conclusions. 

Standards of quality for social research pursued in the qualitative-interpretivist paradigm 
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have been and are being debated, Lincoln (1995) proposes, because it has been accepted 

as a form of serious inquiry for a relatively short time. Among those who pursue this 

form of inquiry, their positions on the concepts of validity, reliability and generalizabilty 

range from dismissal as relics of the empiricist era (see for instance, Schwandt, 1995 or 

Smith, 1993) to a more moderate postmodern view in which they remain useful concepts 

with appropriate elaboration for inquiry focussing on daily life and local narrative 

(Lincoln, 1995; Kvale, 1995). 

Erlandson and his colleagues (1993) argue that naturalistic inquiry of the type I am 

presenting here should be assessed on trustworthiness. Trustworthiness lies in attributes 

that operate under a different set of assumptions than conventional research done for the 

purpose of theory testing and prediction. The first assumption is that the results of 

naturalistic inquiry are nongeneralizable because each inquiry is assumed to be bound to 

a unique context, leaving out the possibility that there may be another setting that is 

identical. To generalize findings to another setting is not a goal of naturalistic inquiry. 

Liebow (1967) in his preface to Tally's Corner, a classic of naturalistic inquiry, writes 

that such inquiry is "not aimed at directly developing a set of propositions about one 

particular segment of society at a particular time and place, but rather to examine this 

segment in miniature to attempt to make sense of what was seen and heard, and to offer 

this explanation to others." 

Validity is assumed to rest in the credibility of the inquiry which is a product of 

prolonged engagement with the phenomenon and its setting such that the effects of 

context, seasonal or other cycles can be observed; and of persistence in observations so 

that the researcher can understand the events that occur and the relationships that exist in 

a social context as nearly as possible to the way they are understood by a person who is 

part of that context. Because all data must be interpreted in terms of their context, 

materials must be broadly enough collected to provide a "slice of life" from the context 

being studied. 
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The divergent constructions of reality that exist within the context are best understood 

by collecting information about different events and relationships from different points 

of view (triangulation), which enhances credibility. Finally, researchers should 

maximize credibility by asking other researchers who have enough understanding of the 

study to provide feedback, providing these researchers are from outside the context. It is 

imperative to consult those from whom the data have been collected to verify 

understandings. 

Reliability is to be found in the criterion of consistency, which in naturalistic inquiry is 

defined as dependability. There should be enough evidence that another researcher 

could arrive at the same conclusions with the same or similar subjects in the same or a 

similar context. However, if instability of observation is found through attempts at 

replication, in the naturalistic paradigm it is considered a reflection of shifting reality 

rather than a source of error. The quest therefore is for trackable variance (Guba, 1981); 

variance that can be ascribed to particular sources such as error, reality shifts or better 

insights. 

The final criterion forjudging the quality of naturalistic inquiry is confirmability. The 

researcher focusses on the inquiry and not the biases which might be threats to 

objectivity. Confirmability is assumed to be present if the data can be tracked to their 

sources, and the logic used to assemble the interpretations into a coherent story is 

explicit. 

Kvale (1995) argues that the quality of craftsmanship in qualitative-interpretivist 

investigation does not lie in its correspondence with the abstract master code of the 

earlier era. Lincoln (1995) similarly proposes that the new research is relational in a 

way which conventional inquiry is not; it is grounded in the dissolution of hard 

boundaries between ethics and rigour. Along this line of thinking, Marshall (1990) 

offers a list of five relevant "queries", as opposed to tightly defined rules, that provide a 



practical basis forjudging qualitative-interpretivist quality and which guided my 

conduct of this study and my report of the results: 

a. What is the relative neutrality of the research: at the minimum have I 
acknowledged the inevitable biases that exist? 

b. Is there evidence of quality control; is the process of the study 
consistent and reasonably stable as time progresses? 

c. Do the findings of the study make sense to those I studied and the 
[scholarly] readers of this report? 

d. Does my study contribute to stakeholders; those researched and 
researchers? 

To each of these questions I am able to answer "yes" within the limitations of 

consultations one typically makes prior to defending a dissertation before the examining 

committee. However my ability to meet the credibility challenges posed by these 

questions also lies in the "audit trail" I leave behind in the form of careful 

documentation clearly describing how I went about collecting, managing and analysing 

my data. Such an audit trail, whether or not one likes the conservative connotations 

associated with this fiscal metaphor (for example, Miles and Huberman do not, 

1994:282), begins to address the problem of procedural opaqueness that Lofland (1974) 

views as an important source of difficulty in establishing the credibility of qualitative 

research. Erlandson and his colleagues (1993) also state that in order to meet the 

assumptions of quality within the naturalistic paradigm, such audits must be performed 

and reported to the audience when the research is written up. 

I have attempted in this chapter to describe the audit trail for my audiences, who need to 

know what was done and how, in order to assess the credibility of my finds. Miles and 

Huberman (1994:280) identify three audiences that I must remain mindful of in this 

endeavour: myself, so that I can improve my next inquiry into the volunteer fire service 

in pursuit of concatenation; other researchers who may wish to use my study as a basis 

for or contributor to an inquiry of their own or perhaps to contest it; and other publics, 
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particularly those in the volunteer fire service and the policy makers who affect their 

well-being. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE FIRE SERVICE: ORIGINS, ORGANIZATION 

AND CORE RESPONSIBILITIES 

This chapter is intended to inform readers on issues of context that are in some way 

consequential for the organization of the volunteer fire departments in this study and 

therefore, for the experiences of their members. This is consistent with the symbolic 

interactionist position: action and interaction are the products of the meanings people 

attach to things and social action, and inseparable from the context in which these occur 

(Hewitt, 1984). Information about the social, economic and organizational environments 

in which this form of volunteering occurs contributes to understanding why fire service 

volunteers undertake this type of work and how they experience and view their work. 

Part One of the chapter provides readers with a sense of the tradition of community-based 

firefighting and how organized fire protection emerged from the needs of frontier life to 

become a public good; one that has never been completely subsumed by the state and is 

particularly notable because of the continued involvement of volunteers in the service 

delivery system. In the volunteer firefighting tradition there remains today, an element of 

independence from state intervention that, although eroding significantly, remains a 

cherished grassroots value. 

Part Two places community-based firefighting, conventionally referred to as municipal 

firefighting, within a larger universe of firefighting which includes wildlands firefighting, 

industrial firefighting and other similarly site-specific types. While each of these spheres 

differs in terms of organization and whether or not there are both occupational and 

volunteer versions, there are occasions when the interests of municipal firefighters 

converge with the interests of firefighters in other types of fire service organizations, and 

instances where resources may be shared. At the same time there are common aspects 

that exist in any fire service organization. Certain basic knowledge and techniques are 
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common to all types of fire service organizations and where fire is involved, the fire 

triangle' must immutably be present for a fire to occur in any setting. 

The third section of this chapter contains a discussion of the components of fire 

protection, a broad term for three major categories of core activities in the fire service: 

fire prevention, fire suppression and rescue. However, fire suppression activities have 

historically been perceived as the central work of firefighters - "the most noble tradition 

of the fire service" according to Baird (1996). Media coverage has tended to reinforce 

this perception in the minds of the public even though, as Perkins and Benoit (1995) note, 

there has been a long term decline in the number of fires to be fought and a corresponding 

movement into non-fire related services. Although fire suppression may no longer be the 

most frequent activity, people still join the fire service to fight fires, thus revealing a 

durable romanticized view of it. Further, the decline of fire suppression activities has 

produced organizational change in the fire service, a trend noted by Baird (1996) and 

Perkins and Benoit (1995) and confirmed by observational data in this study. Although 

most people still describe these organizations as "fire departments" in everyday 

communication, in fact what they are describing is an emergency services organization 

(ESO), a broader concept. 

In more practical terms, in addition to picturing a firefighter at a structure fire whose face 

is covered by a mask hooked to an air bottle strapped to his or her back2, today our mental 

cueing may stir the memory of a newspaper photograph of the fire department responding 

to a motor vehicle accident on the highway that is ubiquitous in most communities, or 

perhaps firefighters in a jet boat on a nearby reservoir or river rescuing a boating accident 

victim. Less commonly, the fire service may also operate the ground ambulance in a 

community, thus integrating emergency service delivery from accident site to primary 

care facility. There is also a more mundane aspect of ground ambulance service which 

involves transporting non-emergency cases to the local primary care facility, or between 

the local facility and a larger one in a nearby centre. 
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The preceding paragraphs reveal that municipal fire departments today have become 

multi-tasking organizations as a result of organizational change taking place relatively 

recently. Whether delivered by volunteers, non-volunteers or a combination of both, the 

modern fire service is technologically sophisticated and capital intensive; part of a 

complex service delivery system that includes transnational equipment and apparatus 

manufacturers and vendors, state regulatory and advisory bodies, local government, an 

international standards-setting organization, the post secondary education system, the 

health care delivery system, community agencies and the insurance industry. 

PART ONE 

THE ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT 

OF ORGANIZED FIRE PROTECTION 

Because the tradition of volunteer firefighting has survived when other public goods 

formerly provided by volunteers have become state-provided services, and because the 

tradition deeply impacts how volunteers in the fire service define the work and their 

relationship to it, it is instructive to look back in history of firefighting as an organized 

activity. Morris (1995) observes that: 

About 50,000 to 60,000 years ago man learned how to make fire and how 
to use it....Fire became, next to man himself, man's most useful 
companion. At the same time fire became, next to man himself, his worst 
enemy. The pages of history hold many tragic accounts of fires that raged 
the cities of history: fires in the wake of conquest; fires born of earthquake 
or volcano; fires due to man's own carelessness or neglect (Morris, 1955). 

Fire contributed the warmth and comfort necessary for basic survival of modern humans 

and contributed the heat needed to generate the steam that powered the machinery which 

drove the Industrial Age. Janus-like, fire can however turn on us with a vengeance 

unmatched by few natural forces. Major peace-time fires are marker events in recorded 

history: Rome in A.D. 64, London in 1666, Chicago in 1885, San Francisco in 1906. Fire 

magnified many fold, the effects of modern warfare during World War II and more 



recently, the Gulf War. To cope with this split personality, as Mahoney (1992:1-2) 

describes it, people have had to organize for the purpose of "controlling and killing this 

potential monster whenever it chooses to vent its anger." 

The pioneer communities of North America were extremely vulnerable to fire. The early 

structures were built as closely together as possible for protection; erected out of wood 

and roofed with thatch or wood shakes, usually the only locally available material; 

chimneys were often gerry built of clay over wood and rarely cleaned; hay and other 

highly flammable materials were stored in attached sheds and barns. The situation in 

European cities during the Enlightenment were scarcely better: slate and brick building 

materials were less flammable, but buildings were knitted together with common walls; 

narrow streets were no deterrent to the spread of fire; there was yet no system to move 

water to fire sites. Wooden buckets, axes, ladders and hooks to pull down flimsy 

buildings were the only lines of defence. Cities and settlements were, as Baird (1986:54) 

observes, "built to bum". 

The turning point of firefighting history is generally acknowledged as the Great Fire of 

London in 1666 (Earnest, 1979; Morris, 1986). From that five-day conflagration came 

the first serious attention to the design and manufacture of functional water engines; 

people began to practice ladder climbing and extinguishing flames in earnest; the first fire 

insurance company in the world emerged within a year. Bostonians ordered an English 

pumper in 1676, after having been levelled by fire for the second time in 25 years. Its 

Mutual Fire Society, formed in 1682, was the first in colonial America. Ben Franklin 

was a co-founder of Philadelphia's Union Fire Company in 1736 and co-founder of the 

first successful fire insurance company in North America in 1752. A Club de Feu (fire 

club) was formed in Montreal in 1763 by merchants banding together to salvage goods 

from endangered buildings, and Quebec City purchased two fire engines in 1765 (Baird, 

1986). 



71 

The influence of the fire insurance industry on firefighting in North America has been 

pervasive since the 18th century and remains so today. I concluded this simply by 

reading the history of organized fire protection and noting that during this study, concerns 

about insurance were often voiced to me. For instance, municipal officials were 

occasionally preoccupied with the avoidance of being "rated"; having higher fire 

insurance premiums levied against their municipality based on the capabilities of their 

local public water handling systems (fire hydrants and their locations, water main flow 

patterns and pressure). Insurance concerns were also a factor in the pressure to re

organize local fire services under a regional umbrella, a particularly contentious issue for 

the volunteer fire departments in this study. 

According to Earnest (1979) the early history of organized fire protection was dominated 

by the grassroots volunteer fire brigade although the organization of fire protection in the 

18th century took distinctly different patterns in Europe and North America. In Europe, 

fire brigades tended to be controlled by government or manorial lords, or created by 

insurance companies. In contrast, in North America where there were no centuries-old 

lines of authority, do-it-yourself for fire protection became part of the self-sufficiency 

tradition that accompanied nation building on a distant continent (Earnest, 1979). The 

volunteer fire brigade became a prominent feature of the economic and social 

organization of early North American communities and remains so today. The fire 

suppression phase of fire protection is one of the few public functions that began as a 

voluntary activity of householders and workers in colonial times and has evolved into a 

highly organized formal service delivery system through the process of urbanization 

(MacGillivray, 1977). 

Volunteer fire departments are local voluntary organizations, using the latter term as Van 

Til (1988) does to denote a structured group whose members have united for the purpose 

of achieving a social purpose - in this case protection of life and property from the 

hazards of fire and accident. There are many variants in terms of how volunteer fire 
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departments are organized and how they relate to local government. Perkins and Benoit 

(1995) observe that some are fiercely independent non-profit organizations which keep 

local government at arm's length while others are functional subdivisions of the local 

government's structure and have no legal independence. This may be seen as one of the 

manifestations of uncertainty which Pearce (1993) writes about. 

In Alberta there are volunteer fire departments which are municipal agencies, fire 

departments which are managed by third-party non-profit organizations and fire 

departments which are operated by co-ops (Makey, 1996). Thus, there are multiple 

empirical categories of fire service organizations associated with the voluntary sector, and 

even though they are united through the normative concept of volunteerism, there is 

uncertainty as to their organizational forms that has an impact on participants. In any 

case, the significant involvement of volunteers in the delivery of a public good results in 

a co-production relationship, discussed at length in Chapter Six. Legal form 

notwithstanding, in the United States and Canada over ninety percent of fire protection is 

provided by entirely volunteer departments with some 25,000 departments in the United 

States and 5,000 in Canada (Perkins and Benoit, 1995). 

Although all of the fire departments in this study function as municipal departments, 

staffed by volunteers, they are in fact, voluntary associations as described by Perrow 

(1970) in his discussion of the voluntary sector. However, their voluntary associations 

are informal to the extent they function more for fundraising and minor governance to 

assist the firefighters in meeting their service objectives. They are not formed with the 

objective of being recognized as a charity by provincial or federal authorities. What is 

unique about these fire departments on contrast to other municipal departments is that 

they have a degree of self-sufficiency and independence not present in the other 

functional subdivisions of their municipalities, and engage in a range of activities outside 

the provision of their core services that include some which are more typical of a 

philanthropic non-profit organization. 
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Goldenberg (1988) points out that all fire fighting is inherently part-time; the firefighter is 

only actively performing core tasks when needed rather than constantly. Because fire, 

rescue and emergency medical services are sporadic community needs, these activities 

were and are still well suited to being provided by volunteers who have other occupations 

and are able to work in emergency services on an as-needed basis. Volunteers are thus a 

form of contingency labour, an arrangement economically beneficial to communities in 

terms of helping to reduce the burden on general revenues and buffer smaller 

communities from the necessity to establish and fund a full-time service. However, the 

decision to maintain a volunteer fire department may be made for social reasons rather 

than economic ones; the volunteer tradition may be so entrenched in a community that it 

prefers that mode of service delivery (Earnest, 1979). 

The North American fire service as a full-time non-volunteer occupation emerged in the 

19th century and is a product of urbanization associated with the increasing concentration 

of people in larger population centres, the growth of industry and the corresponding 

growth in population density and property values. City governments, under pressure 

from insurance companies, moved to provide around-the-clock staffing. Unionization 

followed, and is a significant difference between the volunteer and non-volunteer spheres 

of the contemporary fire service. As this study reveals in the next chapter, the relationship 

between volunteer and non-volunteer departments is more than a relationship based on 

population concentrations; it is an uneasy relationship of politics and power as well. 

Organizational Change in the Contemporary Fire Service. 

All organizations today are faced with pressures to make changes in order to survive as a 

consequence of the turbulence in their environments resulting from technological, 

demographic and economic change (Hall, 1996). Perkins and Benoit (1995) in their 

practically-oriented treatise on the effects of change on the volunteer fire service, note 

that fiscal restraint by local authorities, the potential for civil litigation, new values and 

diversity in the volunteer work force are significant challenges to the viability of 
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contemporary volunteer fire departments. That these forces are consequential for the 

volunteer fire departments in this study in the ways discussed by Perkins and Benoit will 

become patently obvious as the data are reported in later chapters and direct comparisons 

made in Chapter Seven. 

The need to adjust to new demands facing the volunteer fire service is occurring across 

the voluntary sector. Van Til (1988) identifies a number of factors which are 

constraining the voluntary sector, arising from broader societal forces, which are relevant 

to Perkins' and Benoit's observations: economic turbulence, changing governmental 

involvement, litigious society, different workplace conditions and demographic changes. 

These forces are explicitly transformational according to Van Til, and volunteer-run 

organizations should expect and be prepared for being jolted, reshaped and strained. This 

need not be apocalyptic, he argues; citizen co-production is likely to become increasingly 

important as a way to provide public goods. Following Van Til's argument, volunteer 

fire departments need to transform, at least to a degree, but will likely continue to be an 

important part of life in smaller communities. 

Another force producing organizational change which neither Perkins and Benoit (1995) 

nor Van Til (1988) spend much time discussing, is technological. Technological change 

has been described as a master trend with an increasing rate of change and a self-

perpetuating effect on organizations (see for instance Moorehead and Griffin, 1995). The 

substitution of capital for labour is an effect of technology well documented in some 

sectors (for instance, agriculture3), and is occurring in the occupational fire service 

although declines in staffing levels are usually attributed to budget cuts. The substitution 

effect resides in any device which automates a technique and hence has the capacity to 

augment the efforts of or potentially replace a firefighter. A water monitor4 is one 

example of such a device. Among my informants were fire equipment vendors, who 

reported that they regularly observed ambivalence about labour-saving technology, 

mainly from unionized occupational departments. 
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Technology as the term is used here is a method or process for handling a specific 

technical problem, in this case fire suppression, rescue or emergency medical care. The 

method or process almost invariably involves the use of specialized equipment and the 

application of specialized techniques. However the influence of technology on the fire 

service is multi-pronged and is not limited to changes in training and practice that effect 

only firefighters. Technological change in the fire service tends to be a reaction to 

technological change in another sphere. An example of this process is the so-called 

Nader Pin5, a safety device installed by law in the doors of all modern automobiles as a 

result of Ralph Nader's highly successful automotive safety campaigns of the 1960s. 

In the event of a motor vehicle accident where the doors are jammed closed and must be 

opened to reach a victim, a hydraulic spreader tool capable of exerting enough force to 

break the Nader Pin had to be developed. This tool, one of a family of tools known 

popularly as the "jaws of life", requires two operators with special training to use safely. 

These tools are expensive items, especially for volunteer fire departments. Nonetheless, 

the public expects fire departments to have jaws of life equipment available. This 

combination of expense and perceived life-saving potential typically means that the 

public can be enlisted with considerable success to support a department's fund raising 

initiatives to purchase the tools. 

Once purchased, the tools are used to enhance the fire department's efficiency when 

responding to motor vehicle accidents and also for legitimizing purposes. By 

conspicuously displaying and using them at events staged for public viewing, not only do 

people who contributed financially towards their purchase get a close-up look at the 

impressively large and powerful jaws tools, but demonstrating the application of the tools 

by their use in a scenario6 encourages a wider audience to view of the skills of their fire 

department in a positive way. Technological innovation in another sphere thus engenders 

changes in training and practice in the fire service and also affects its publics in more than 

one way. 



76 

PART TWO 

DESCRIPTIVE CATEGORIES OF FIRE PROTECTION SERVICES 

Organized fire protection exists in several settings: wildlands fire protection, municipal 

fire protection, military, airport and industrial fire protection. Each is described in this 

section for the purpose of gaining a better understanding of the different contexts in 

which firefighting occurs, and for appreciating the uniqueness of the municipal fire 

service, which is the only fire service having both volunteer and occupational forms. 

In all but municipal fire protection organizations, the most common type of organization 

is a specialized subgroup of a larger organization having some other objective than fire 

protection. For example, an industrial fire department is a subgroup of its firm, which is 

usually involved in the manufacture of a product of some description. There are also 

organizations that specialize only in the provision of some aspect of fire protection; for 

instance there are a number of commercial enterprises providing oilfield fire suppression. 

Given the vivid media coverage of burning oil fields at the conclusion of the Gulf War in 

1991, few of us were likely to remain unaware of the exploits of these firms as they 

attempted to control and extinguish the conflagrations. 

Intuitively one might suspect that there would be some mobility of firefighters between 

the different settings in which fire protection takes place because certain knowledge and 

skills are held in common. For instance, in all settings fire suppression has in common 

the variables of weather, constituents of the fire triangle, firefighting resources available 

and where the fire is located; the topography, the fire's accessibility, barriers to access 

and exposures7. Certainly movement between industrial and municipal departments is 

theoretically simple in Alberta because firefighters in both settings receive training in 

many of the same skills from a common institution, the Alberta Fire School. And we 

might expect that among municipal firefighters, mobility between the volunteer fire 

service and the occupational fire service is easily accomplished because their skills sets 
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are very closely aligned. In fact, it is not. Organizational culture serves as a barrier to 

mobility within the municipal setting, as later chapters will reveal. Nonetheless, some of 

the informants in this study perceived mobility was possible, which served as a 

motivating factor. 

There is mobility between different fire service settings in a more limited sense. In this 

study one of my informants was a municipal volunteer for whom wildlands firefighting 

held such an attraction that after specialized training he spent a summer as a "heli-tac" 

firefighter; one who rappels from a helicopter into a wildlands fire. Another of my 

informants was an occupational firefighter who also served as a volunteer firefighter in 

his home community. This is not strictly an example of mobility, of course - it is an 

example of boundary spanning. He had distinctly different motives for firefighting as an 

occupation and firefighting as a volunteer activity and was thus able to bridge the two 

organizational cultures, although not without some negative feedback from his 

occupational colleagues. 

While mobility of personnel between branches of the fire service may be limited, 

opportunities for interaction between fire organizations from the different settings occur 

more frequently. Depending upon the type and location of a fire, firefighters specializing 

in one form of service may be called upon to work adjacent to firefighters in another. An 

example of this would be municipal firefighters working next to wildlands firefighters at 

wildlands fringe fires, or industrial and municipal departments working together with a 

commercial firefighting company to extinguish a oilfield fire. 

Wildlands Fire Protection. 

There is some type of flammable organic ground cover in every jurisdiction: leaf litter 

and other debris in woodlands, heavy grass in swamps and bogs, grass in vacant lots in 

cities and in rural pastures and prairies, heavy bush and undergrowth in forests. In this 

study cultivated farmland where there is considerable dry stubble left standing after 
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harvest and pasture used for grazing livestock are vulnerable. However, wildlands is the 

term used to describe areas where the natural vegetation has not been destroyed or 

modified by agricultural activities or urban development. The vegetation zones 

associated with these conditions are subalpine forest and eastern slopes grasslands. 

These areas are considered at risk from April to October when the weather is dry and/or 

hot, and/or vegetation is dormant. 

The responsibility for fire protection in Alberta's wildlands is vested in the Forest 

Protection Services (FPS) branch of Alberta Environmental Protection under Lands and 

Forest Services. Headquartered in Edmonton, the FPS looks after wilderness fires that 

occur on vacant crown land. Fire protection areas are referred to as cells, and each is 10 

kilometres by 10 kilometres in size. Each cell has a Fire Base where firefighters are 

assigned either for presuppression readiness when there is a high risk of ignition, or when 

an event occurs. The standard for presuppression readiness is 3-5 minutes response time 

to an event in a cell, and stopping a fire before it reaches 1.2 hectares in size. 

There are two subgroups of wildlands firefighters used by FPS: seasonal and emergency. 

Both classes of firefighters are remunerated for their work. Seasonal firefighters are 

either ground-based or airborne (heli-tac), are full-time firefighters paid throughout the 

fire season and are trained at the wildlands fire training centre in Hinton, Alberta. 

Emergency firefighters are casual firefighters called up in the event of high fire risk or an 

actual wildlands fire, and are trained by FPS in their communities. Natives and 

university students make up the bulk of the emergency contingent. 

Recruitment of wildlands firefighters is unproblematic for FPS because the pay is good 

and it is viewed as exciting work (Bereska, 1996). The basic requirements are good 

physical fitness and experience in the wilderness. Heli-tac firefighters are an elite group 

for whom the physical fitness requirements are very high and who receive extensive 

additional training to enable them to undertake airborne suppression activities. 
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Urbanization of Wildlands Fringes. 

While it is not uncommon for communities to be surrounded by forested areas (in 

Alberta, Rocky Mountain House, Banff and Fort McMurray are some examples), built-up 

areas situated within settings where the wildland has intentionally been preserved for 

aesthetic or philosophical reasons is a different phenomenon. Where this occurs, the 

likelihood of a municipal fire service having to fight residential fires in an "unfamiliar" 

wildlands condition can be high. In this decade California costal areas have been subject 

to dramatic events of wildlands fire that has intersected urban areas with catastrophic loss 

of property and sometimes life. In 1994 a major wildlands fire menaced Penticton, 

British Columbia's eastern verges in the forests near semi-rural suburban areas, causing 

many tense moments for residents and firefighters. 

It is ironic that where developers leave stands of timber to preserve the natural setting as 

an enticement for people to buy and build homes, they have artificially created conditions 

remarkably similar to colonial communities which as Baird (1986) says were built to 

burn. Indeed, a prominent feature of woodland setting homes is the cedar shake roof, 

which is so flammable that it may be outlawed by municipal building codes. And 

building lots where nature is preserved are attractive to people as living sites, often 

expensive and therefore occupied by people of higher socio-economic status. The built-

up value of these properties is likely to be high and thus we would expect there to be 

considerable pressure and possibly strain on municipal fire departments given that 

property value has been found to be a factor in demands made upon municipal fire 

services (MacGillivray, 1977). 

Where wildlands intermingle with developed areas, wildlands firefighters may come into 

contact with municipal firefighters, including volunteer firefighters. Each group of 

firefighters stays within its own particular specialty when undertaking suppression 

activities adjacently; wildlands firefighters put out vegetation fires and municipal 



firefighters put out structure fires. The joint mandate of both however is that the 

preservation of lives is the first priority (Bereska, 1996). 

Special Settings Fire Protection Organizations. 

By far the greatest responsibility for the bulk of fire protection falls to municipal fire 

departments. However, there are situations in which a large organization may field its 

own fire protection department to respond to alarms on its premises. Three examples of 

this are: industrial corporations involved in the processing of natural resources where 

either the materials or the process, or both, are at high risk of ignition; airports; and the 

military. Closely associated with the petroleum industry on the extraction end of the 

process are oilfield firefighting firms. Most of the firefighters in these settings are 

occupational firefighters, although industrial fire departments may include a volunteer 

contingent. Special settings fire departments have been completely ignored by scholars; a 

situation addressed here only to the point of brief discussions of industrial and airport fire 

departments. The former are of interest because there is a volunteer contingent and the 

latter because of the recent privatization movement which has had an impact on the 

volunteer fire departments in this study. 

Fire service organizations tied to special settings, because they occasionally come into 

contact with volunteer municipal departments when responding to an alarm, are 

potentially of interest for concatenated research projects. An example of a fire where an 

industrial brigade worked with a Roche Mountonee FD, and later with private firms 

specializing in oilfield fire suppression, occurred during the period of study: 

In the early morning pre-dawn darkness, one of the company engineers 
arriving at Excalibur Resources' Pine Creek Crossing plant discovered a 
fire burning in a huge storage tank full of light hydrocarbon condensate. 
The plant fire brigade turned out immediately and knew instantly that the 
fire was beyond their capabilities. Roche Moutonee Volunteer Fire and 
Rescue Service from the nearby village of Roche Moutonee was summoned 
to help and arrived about 0620. 
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The two groups worked side-by-side for nearly three hours but were barely 
holding their own. Neither had the aerial equipment to perform an attack on 
the fire from above. To make matters worse, the flaming tank was located 
within 50 metres of a rail spur on which there were three full propane tank 
cars. At 0930 the two fire chiefs requested assistance from Fire Buster 
Oilfield Firefighting and Flametamer Oilfield Services. Unfortunately 
neither firm had equipment nor crews any closer than 3 hours' drive from 
the plant, leaving Roche Moutonee firefighters and the plant brigade to 
struggle along on their own for several more hours until just after dawn. 

By 1700 hours, despite massive aerial and foam attacks by the two 
commercial firefighting units, the tank fire was still burning freely. A boil-
over occurred in the tank, forcing burning fuel over the containment berm 
and igniting adjacent ground cover consisting of grasses and native shrubs. 
All resources were committed to extinguishing the ground cover, which 
was very dry and quickly began blazing fiercely, advancing towards a 
massive sulphur block. To have the sulphur block set alight too would 
have added noxious fumes to the already difficult situation. Roche 
Moutonee volunteers had been on duty without relief from 0620 hours to 
1300 hours but were recalled at 1715 to assist with the ground cover fire. 
The tank fire was left to burn itself out. 

The ground cover fire was extinguished as twilight approached, allowing 
attention to turn again to the now half-empty condensate tank. Within 45 
minutes the tank fire too was extinguished. 

Industrial Fire Departments. 

Among the variables which determine whether an industrial corporation will assume the 

responsibly for its own fire protection are pressure from insurance companies, distance 

from municipal protection, capabilities of the nearest municipal department and nature of 

the product or production process. In Alberta there are about 20 industrial fire protection 

departments, all associated with the natural resources sector (petroleum extraction and 

refining, pulp and paper manufacture and mining). Industrial fire departments have in 

common with municipal fire departments the Alberta Fire Training School as the 

accredited training institution, the membership of both volunteer and non-volunteer 

firefighters in departments, mutual aid agreements with other departments and usually, 

Ihe provision of emergency medical services. 
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Syncrude Canada near Fort McMurray, Alberta, is the world's largest tar sands extraction 

and conversion plant and provides an example of the organization of an industrial 

fire fighting department. Its Emergency Rescue and Site Service is made up of three 

departments with the following non-volunteer staff contingents: Maintenance (10), 

Operations (four shifts of seven people each) and Planning, Standards and Training (10). 

Firefighting and rescue are responsibilities of Operations, with the non-volunteers being 

backed up by a volunteer fire brigade of three groups of 15 people each and a rescue team 

of 28 volunteers (four shifts of seven people each). Syncrude has mutual aid agreements 

with the municipal district of Wood Buffalo, Alberta and with the nearby SunCor tar 

sands plant. 

Syncrude's non-volunteer firefighters are trained to National Fire Protection Association 

(NFPA)8 Standards 1001, 1002 and 472 Technician, while volunteers have all achieved 

NFPA 600 and Advanced Interior and Exterior Suppression. The rescue volunteers have 

vehicle extrication, confined space, trench and high angle training. Volunteers train on 

company time. Recruitment is by self-selection and Syncrude has an elaborate 

recognition and awards system for its volunteers, which may account for a significant 

portion of the ease with which it fills its volunteer openings. 

Airport Fire Protection. 

Strictly speaking airport fire protections services are not industrial but may be reasonably 

discussed here because their "industry", air transportation, has a particular hazard profile 

that makes it clearly different from municipal fire protection. Airport fire protection 

services respond to emergency situations occurring on the airport grounds. Landing and 

taking off are statistically the most dangerous parts of an air flight, due to strains put on 

the aircraft which may bring on equipment failure, suddenly occurring weather conditions 

such a windshear, or occasionally a collision with other aircraft. While catastrophic 

accidents are exceedingly rare, when they do occur they are among the most complex of 

events, involving massive suppression and rescue initiatives simultaneously. Major fire 
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alarms involving aircraft do not always occur on airport property of course. There have 

been several instances in the United States during the last decade where military or 

civilian aircraft have crashed in heavily populated urban areas and caused major losses of 

life and property. These alarms are attended by municipal fire departments. 

Until recently, when airport privatization became a government priority, airport fire 

departments were maintained by Transport Canada. At the Crescent Ridge airport, 

located in the Country of Crescent Ridge some 10 kilometres east of the city, the airport 

fire protection service has already been disbanded. The County dispersed the equipment 

formerly housed at the airport among nearby communities and contracted with them to 

provide emergency services when needed. The Crossroads and Esker fire departments 

each signed airport fire protection contracts with the County, and during the final year of 

this study attended an airport alarm involving a small aircraft. Crossroads FD was given 

the task of distributing the airport fire station's equipment and supplies among the fire 

departments in the county, which was a boon to the smaller departments in particular. 

For instance, Prairie Mound FD would otherwise not have a jaws of life tool. 

Municipal Fire Protection. 

A municipality is an incorporated geopolitical unit such as a county, municipal district, 

city, town or village having its own government for local affairs. Fire protection is a 

public good, most of which is provided in cities, towns and villages by an organized fire 

department. The staffing arrangements of municipal fire departments are on a continuum 

ranging from departments where labour is fully contributed (volunteer) to departments 

where labour is fully paid (occupational). Departments in which there are both volunteers 

and non-volunteers are usually referred to as combined departments. With few 

exceptions, fire departments that depend on contributed labour have members who are 

part-time because they must earn their living at other occupations, while departments that 

have paid labour consist of members who are full-time, unionized and make their living 

from fire protection. 



Economic, political and social factors influence the position that a department occupies 

on this continuum. Whether a city, town or village has a full-time fire protection service 

depends on having a tax base large enough to support it, on the political will to contribute 

funds for wages and equipment, on the residential stability of the population from which 

labour is drawn, on prevailing insurance rates and on the value of the property to be 

protected. Earnest (1979) notes that two American cities, Reading, Pennsylvania 

(population over 90,000) and Bloomington, Minnesota (population over 80,000) have 

chosen to retain the volunteer tradition, although he makes no reference to the basis for 

this preference. 

Earnest's examples not withstanding, there is a statistically positive relationship between 

the number of paid members a department has and the size of the population that it 

protects (MacGillivray, 1976). Fully volunteer departments are thus common in smaller 

towns and villages, mixed departments with both volunteer and occupational members 

(combined departments) are associated with suburbs and larger towns, and fully 

occupational departments are associated with cities. Counties and municipal districts in 

this study have no fire protection services of their own; their governments contract for 

these services with the cities, towns and villages within their boundaries. 

Of the 450 fire departments in Alberta, 441 are staffed completely or mostly by 

volunteers (Makey, 1995). The proportion of volunteer departments in Alberta (98 

percent) is similar to the proportions found in other provinces and in the United States. 

Combined departments in Alberta are few in number and the non-volunteers tend to be 

one or perhaps two people who occupy the top of the command structure. In this study, 

Drumlin (population 4,879) has a composite department with two paid officers. There is 

no legislated population level at which a community is obligated to add non-volunteers to 

its department, although the conventional wisdom holds that a population of 5,000 

warrants the addition of paid staff, usually in command positions. Laurentide (population 

1,422) has a salaried fire administrator who performs record keeping and related non-
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command tasks that its volunteer fire chiefs have found particularly irksome. This 

position was established by Laurentide Town Council in 1994 as a response to certain 

political pressures. Just outside the study region Pingo (population 5,612) has a fully 

volunteer fire department. Thus, population is not the sole predictor of whether a 

municipality will have a composite department. 

In the minds of most people municipal firefighting is primarily associated with the 

suppression of structure fires. However, the types of actual or potential fires that could 

occur in a municipal department's territory are almost endless, which occasionally causes 

consternation for smaller departments which may be the first called upon to attend a rare 

but specialized emergency and do not have the necessary human or technical resources. 

Prairie Mound FD found itself in such a situation in the mid-1970s when a train derailed 

just outside village limits. One of the three propane tank cars in the train was punctured 

and began leaking slowly, raising the spectre of a BLEVE9 occurring. The Propane Gas 

Association of Canada had an emergency response team, but the nearest members were in 

Calgary several hours distant by road. With minimal resources to deal with liquefied 

propane, which is among the most volatile and dangerous of petroleum products, the 

department could only close the highway running parallel to the railroad and evacuate the 

village until help arrived. Prairie Mound and its sister departments subsequently became 

preoccupied with training for BLEVEs for a number of months. 

PART THREE 

SCOPE OF CORE RESPONSIBILITIES 

In this section, the term "core responsibilities" describes those operational responsibilities 

common to all of the volunteer fire departments in this study. These operational 

responsibilities are assigned to them by their municipalities and include fire protection, 

rescue and emergency medicine. Ground ambulance is also a service operated by two of 

the departments in this study. It is sometimes difficult to determine a clear line of 
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demarcation between these spheres of practice. During the course of an event operations 

may involve fire suppression, the application of medically-oriented technique during 

rescue activities and transport to a primary care facility during which medically-oriented 

pre-hospital care takes place en route. As revealed earlier in this section, non-fire 

responsibilities occupy a growing proportion of the activities of a fire department as a 

result of the long-term decline in the number of fires. Thus, even though townspeople 

commonly refer to the "volunteer fire department", what is being invoked is volunteer 

emergency services, a broader scope of practice. 

An important distinguishing difference between the types of core activities in Alberta is 

that the fire component, which subsumes rescue, is at present self-regulated while the 

emergency medical and ambulance components are subject to legislated minimum 

training standards, licensing and discipline. Perkins and Benoit (1995) describe these 

dual functions as the marriage of services with different traditions and demand 

characteristics; a condition that has consequences for organizational structure and 

organizational behaviour. For example, at the organizational level there may be a clear 

bifurcation of responsibilities at the command level on a fire/medical axis and in the 

pattern of choices a volunteer may make between core activities. For the individual, the 

higher formal requirements for emergency medicine can be a barrier to participation 

because of costs and time involved. 

Self-regulation with respect to fire and rescue however should not be taken to mean that 

there are as many standards of practice as there are fire departments. In general, 

Alberta's volunteer and occupational fire departments adhere to National Fire Protection 

Association (NFPA) standard operating policies, members regularly seek training 

certified by the Alberta Fire Training School (AFTS) and first aid training certified by St. 

John Ambulance or another similar provider. And, with the 1995 Safety Codes Act, each 

municipality must have a certified Fire Safety Codes Officer, which tends to the chief. 

The County of Crescent Ridge's attempts to bring about regionalization of the fire 
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departments in the County, which in itself has had an impact on volunteer motivation, is 

at least partly an attempt to introduce more standardization to the fire component, as 

through setting minimum standards for training. 

Fire Protection. 

Fire protection is the overarching term used to describe organized fire prevention and fire 

suppression. MacGillivray (1977) describes fire protection as a service delivery system 

which involves fire departments, local governments, the provincial government and the 

private sector; primarily the insurance industry, contractors and materials suppliers. Fire 

protection is thus a complex service delivery system because of the number and diversity 

of participants. 

Fire Prevention. 

As defined by MacGillivray (1977:5-4) "Fire prevention is the effort to decrease the 

chance of ignition and to some extent limit the spread of fire by methods which are 

independent of actions taken after ignition occurs." MacGillivray notes, that what 

separates fire prevention from fire suppression can be ambiguous; for example the 

installation of fire resistant doors does not prevent a fire from igniting, but the doors do 

delay the spread of the fire and hence provide additional time for the arrival of the fire 

department to commence suppression activities. 

A fire department's activities during Fire Prevention Week in the first week of October 

are perhaps the most visible prevention activities for the average citizen. The Countryside 

News, the weekly newspaper that serves the communities in the study area, devotes most 

of an entire issue to coverage of Fire Prevention Week activities. Photographs of fire 

department personnel, stories about them and their departments and articles about home 

fire prevention are prominent. Fire Prevention Week activities are educational activities 

mainly focussed on minimizing the potential of fire occurring in the home, although like 

most public activities of volunteer departments, they have the latent function of being 
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useful as public relations opportunities. The following summary of a story in the 

Countryside News is illustrative: 

Laurentide Fire Department Offers Smoke Alarm Program 

Laurentide Fire Department invited townspeople to a pancake breakfast at 
the fire hall during Fire Prevention Week this year and asked them to sign 
up for free smoke alarms. Over the summer, members of the department 
raised funds to purchase 12 dozen battery-powered smoke alarms through 
the local hardware store. Fire department officials report that 62 families 
signed up and their homes will soon be visited by fire department 
volunteers to install and test the alarms. Home inspections to identify 
potential fire hazards will be conducted upon request. 

The initiative came as a result of a house-to-house survey of 50 Laurentide 
homes done by firefighters during the spring of 1994. They found that 
less than half the homes were equipped with smoke alarms and several of 
those were not working because of dead batteries. The fire department 
decided to make smoke alarms a priority issue. Their "Smoke Alarms 
Save Lives" program was heartily endorsed by Town Council this week. 

The fire department intends to expand the program. Next year information 
posters will be placed in schools and local businesses. Their target is to 
sign up 100 new families. Volunteers will also return to check the smoke 
alarms they put in this year. The Lions Club of Laurentide has already 
pledged to donate a supply of batteries to the campaign. 

Countryside News, late October issue, 1995. 

Public fire education is more extensive than just Fire Prevention Week activities for most 

of the fire departments in this study. Crossroads FD members visit schools and children's 

groups each Spring to teach children about fire survival, arson and the dangers of playing 

with fire. In 1994 the department organized a community wide-fire drill and asked 

children to teach their parents the importance of fire prevention and having a fire 

evacuation plan. Children were given a work book containing a check list for home fire 

prevention and a fire evacuation plan template. On the day of the drill each child who 

brought a completed work book to the fire hall during the evening received an 

embroidered jacket patch, donated by the local textile firm. 



Children who play with fire are of particular concern. Drumlin FD enlisted one of the 

social workers in its local health unit to help members counsel these children and did 

interventions with several children during the three years of this study. The Drumlin 

initiative came from tragic circumstances: in 1993 a child playing with a cigarette lighter 

while his parents and siblings slept started a fire in which an infant sister perished from 

smoke inhalation. Drumlin FD members who responded to that fire were haunted for 

some time after by their memories of searching on hand and knees through the 

impenetrable black smoke to find the tiny child, trying to revive her once outside, and by 

the dreadful screams of the mother. 

Technically, however, fire prevention is a considerably wider concept that involves 

regulatory elements including land use planning, architectural design, building codes 

covering construction and materials, the inspection and enforcement of codes, the 

development of technology such as smoke alarms and sprinkler systems and factors such 

as land values and insurance rates. As noted in the first section of this chapter, the 

insurance industry has been highly influential historically in the development and 

structure of fire protection. Overall, fire prevention activities have been a major factor in 

the decline in the number of fires, which as indicated earlier is having a significant impact 

on the fire service and producing organizational change. 

Manning (1991) argues that code enforcement and public education are not particularly 

glamorous activities even though ultimately the best way to fight a fire is by preventing it 

in the first place. "Pump capacity is more exciting than an inspection report" he notes, 

and observes that Hollywood "didn't make a movie called Code Violation starring Kurt 

Russell as the handsome fire protection officer, it made a movie called Backdraft_s\.arring 

the actor as the handsome, fearless front line firefighter." Projecting the image of 

firefighting in this way perpetuates the romantic stereotype and devalues prevention 

activities, which is a potential insight into why these activities attracted less interest from 

volunteers in this study. 
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Fire Suppression. 

Fire suppression consists of actions that take place after ignition; they are aimed at 

removing one side of the fire triangle to limit the loss of life and property. Suppression 

begins with the process of detecting the fire and communicating its location to the fire 

department and ends with its extinguishment. As a general rule, fire suppression activities 

also include clean-up after a fire10 to ensure that the site is secured and not dangerous to 

curious passers-by, not liable to re-ignite and evidence is preserved for later evaluation, 

such as when arson is suspected. MacGillivray (1977) also argues that recruitment and 

training should be considered as fire suppression activities, because without them the 

effective delivery of fire suppression is not possible. Training shall thus be treated as a 

core activity in this section but it is more problematic to treat recruitment in this way 

because there are significant differences between the occupational and volunteer settings 

in terms of organizational behaviour. 

Fire suppression is a technically complex process which blends engineering with physics 

and chemistry. Despite the latest technological advances in turnout gear" and firefighting 

apparatus, and the development of new techniques, fire suppression is notable among 

risky occupations for the extreme degree of unpredictability and uncontrollability of the 

risks. Indeed technology may instill a false sense of security or mechanical aids be 

employed when simpler manual methods should perhaps be used. And no amount of 

technology can replace the firefighter's cognitive skills in deciding what actions to take 

on the fire ground. Firefighters, as one informant observed, have to be able to "read" the 

signs - to anticipate what may be coming next and be ready. Signs are easy to overlook 

in the stress and adrenalin rush of the moment and consequently following the orders of 

the officer becomes critically important. 

Fire suppression is also a capital intensive activity that is directly affected by the 

community's ability and willingness to pay for new apparatus and equipment, clothing 
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and updated fire halls. A new midship pumper with enclosed crew cab recently cost 

Drumlin Town Council over $250,000. Even though departmental effectiveness and 

firefighter safety may be an issue, departments may come under pressure from local 

politicians to recycle older apparatus purchased from other (usually larger) fire 

departments, or sometime to build an apparatus from the municipality's surplus 

equipment. The tension between adherents of recycling and adherents of purchasing the 

latest technology became evident in this study on several occasions. 

Rescue. 

In the literature mentioned in the introduction, only Perkins (1990) differentiates fire-

related activities from those of rescue. He views rescue as more closely associated with 

emergency medicine (p. 360) although informants in this study tended to identify it as a 

fire-related area of practice. This is probably a reasonable association to the extent that 

training for rescue is delivered by the Alberta Fire Training School, and because rescue is 

not subject to regulatory standards in Alberta. It should be noted however that other 

organizations deliver rescue activities, and volunteers are involved in their delivery 

systems. Mountain search and rescue is an example and involves both airborne and 

surface rescue activities. Volunteers may be involved in either setting although they are 

not likely to be in command positions. This is one aspect which differentiates mountain 

search and rescue from volunteer firefighting. 

It is useful to define rescue services using Webster's (1990) definition as those actions 

involving freeing someone from imminent danger or destruction or releasing someone 

from imprisonment. Used in this way, the term covers a host of activities that all of the 

fire departments in this study sometimes engage in: finding and removing people from 

burning buildings, extracting them from the twisted wreckage in a motor vehicle accident, 

machinery accidents, construction trench cave-ins, water hazards and other life-

threatening situations. In practice, one of the early steps in the standard operating 

procedure (SOP)12 for freeing a victim is an assessment of his or her state of health to 



determine if consciousness, breathing and pulse are present. If not, interventions of a 

clearly medical nature are initiated on the assumption that life continues to exist: for 

instance applying first aid to stem life-threatening bleeding, immobilizing the spine 

where spinal injury is suspected and initiating cardio-pulmonary resuscitation (CPR) 

where a pulse and breathing are absent. 

The application of first aid and CPR are considered pre-medical procedures and few 

volunteer firefighters are without this training even though it is not mandatory. In the 

study region, St. John Ambulance supplies much of the training to the fire departments 

on an extension basis and certifies their personnel for Standard First Aid and Basic 

Rescuer CPR. People holding national instructor certification for St. John Ambulance 

may also teach the courses at a client's site. St. John volunteers may also be involved in 

helping departments with scenarios on training nights. Three fire department volunteers 

in this study were also volunteers for St. John Ambulance as a parallel commitment, 

which proved especially useful for their fire departments because coordination 

requirements were minimal when first aid and CPR brush-ups were on the schedule for an 

evening's training. 

Rescue is not an activity that occurs in isolation. Fire suppression may be required to 

reach a victim in order for disentanglement to proceed and first aid, cardio-pulmonary 

resuscitation and other pre-medical interventions may take place during the 

disentanglement action as a parallel activity and after rescue as a sequential activity for 

the purpose of stabilizing a victim for transport to the hospital - referred to as packaging", 

or perhaps during a wait for the ambulance to arrive. Thus, rescue is in important ways a 

bridging activity both in practice and conceptually as the following example indicates: 

About 3:00 PM, Crescent Ridge Central Dispatch got a telephone call from 
someone with a cellular telephone reporting that two empty cattle liner 
trucks had collided on the Wye west of Crossroads. The driver of one of 
the trucks was thought to be trapped in his cab. The first cattle liner, 



93 

coming into the Wye from Highway 6, had intersected the second (coming 
into the Wye from Highway 7) just behind its cab. The fuel tank of the 
second truck had punctured and diesel fuel was leaking slowly, a small 
rivulet of fluid running slightly downhill and away from the site along the 
shoulder. The diesel fuel ignited, perhaps by a spark from the still-open 
ignition system of the damaged truck. By the time Crossroads FD arrived 
on scene, a few small fingers of flames could be seen licking under the 
half-overturned cattle liner. 

Approaching the scene was awkward: the Wye involves a railroad line and 
an overpass and there was wreckage strewn thickly across both Highway 6 
and Highway 7. The Crossroads FD pumper and rescue van drivers 
threaded their way through the debris as the RCMP officer, who arrived at 
the same moment, shut down both highways. Esker FD arrived with a 
second pumper. Once they disembarked from the apparatus and approached 
the scene, firefighters found the fuel-slicked footing difficult. A discussion 
ensued between the Esker and Crossroads captains as to whether chemicals 
or a fog stream should be used. They decided to put fog streams on the 
flames to drive them away from the cab area. 

Knockdown of the fire in the immediate area of the truck cab went quickly. 
A 30 metre wide area of flame-free space was created within minutes and a 
team of firefighters were able to walk in, set up their equipment and 
commence rescue operations. The other team of firefighters continued the 
attack with the fog streams, working outwards towards the edge of the fire. 
Using the jaws of life, the rescue team cut the injured driver out of the 
cabin in under 25 minutes. EMRs discovered no life-threatening injuries 
but packaged the patient on a backboard with head blocks to be safe and 
declared him ready for transport to Crescent Ridge Regional Health Care 
Centre. Crescent Ridge FD's ambulance, which had driven up to the 
accident site from a different direction, and had thus arrived on scene via 
the centre median in front of the accident site instead of through the 
wreckage, removed the patient because its exit path was safest and fastest. 

Like fire suppression, rescue services are capital intensive in terms of the cost of rescue 

vehicles and equipment. For example the rolling stock and equipment for a 29 foot heavy 

rescue vehicle cost Pingo FD around $150,000, Crossroads FD's new portable site 

lighting system is worth $8,000 and Laurentide's jaws of life tools cost $15,000. 

Equipping their rescue vehicles is a preoccupation with the departments in this study, and 

a frequent target of their fundraising activities. It should be noted that rescue vehicles are 



prevented by legislation from being used for transporting victims off an accident site, 

hence departments call in their own ambulance or the Crescent Ridge FD ambulance for 

the transport function. 

The preceding paragraphs also reveal that uncertainty and ambiguity are present for the 

organizations and individuals in the contemporary municipal fire protection service in 

terms of their range of services. This uncertainty is compounded by the situation with 

rescue activities. Rescue activities have always been part of the fire service, but can be 

separated analytically into another set of activities which in effect, span the boundary 

between fire suppression tasks and emergency medical tasks. This situation effects the 

entire municipal fire service, including occupational and volunteer departments. The 

melding of two different traditions (fire protection and emergency medicine) has a 

number of implications for fire service organizations and their members (Perkins and 

Benoit, 1995). 

Emergency Medical Services. 

The decline in the number of fires has pushed the fire departments in this study towards 

providing emergency medical services, a term used here to describe a range of pre

hospital care techniques associated with rescue operations and with the operation of a 

community's ground ambulance service. In addition to providing transportation between 

an accident or other medical emergency site and the hospital, ground ambulances transfer 

patients with non-life-threatening conditions between health care and residential facilities. 

The fire department is the first agency called in to respond, hence the term "first 

responder" is frequently used. 

In Alberta, there are 110 providers of ground ambulance service serving 141 locations. 

Operators include municipalities, hospitals, fire departments, volunteer societies, Indian 

bands, industrial companies and privately owned services. In this study Crossroads FD, 

Drumlin FD and Prairie Mound FD are under contract with the County of Crescent Ridge 
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to provide first responder services to their areas of the County. These contracts represent 

an important source of revenue for them; in the case of Crossroads FD nearly half its 

annual budget needs come from its ground ambulance service. The other fire 

departments in the study call in Crescent Ridge FD's ambulances when needed. 

The challenges of moving into emergency medical services include providing personnel 

with expanded skill sets and acquiring and housing the necessary apparatus. This is a 

process involving significant commitment and organizational change, especially for 

volunteers. For Crossroad FD adding this service in 1987 meant the purchase and 

equipping of its first rescue vehicle, gutting and reorganizing one of the fire hall 

apparatus bays to accommodate the rescue vehicle, getting volunteers trained and 

certified and passing a licensing inspection. Nearly 2,000 hours of work were contributed 

in total and that it took the department only 11 months to get everything in place is 

viewed as a testimonial to the dedication of Crossroads FD members serving at the time. 

An article lauding the establishment of its first responder services so efficiently appeared 

in Canadian Firefighter in 1988, and is proudly and prominently displaced in the 

Crossroads FD fire hall. Since then Crossroads FD has expanded its first responder 

capabilities, which have become an important factor in recruiting and retention of its 

volunteers. The way of life in the Crossroads FD had changed, as the old-timers in the 

department will readily admit and sometimes lament. 

The objective of first responder service is the provision of immediate definitive medical 

care and quick transport, although there is a difference between levels of service ranging 

from "grab and run"14 to advanced life support (ALS). The provision of emergency 

medical services is regulated by the Alberta Ambulance Act of 1993 and overseen by the 

Alberta Pre-Hospital Professional Association (APPA), which is similar to the College of 

Physicians and Surgeons in its jurisdiction. APPA is responsible for examining, licensing 

and disciplining members at three levels: emergency medical responder (EMR), 

emergency medical technician (EMT) and emergency medical technician-paramedic 
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(EMT-P). The categories range from least training to most training respectively. 

Training in pre-hospital care is taken at one or the other of the province's two technical 

institutes, Southern Alberta Institute of Technology (SAIT) or Northern Alberta Institute 

of Technology (NAIT). 

Recruitment. 

Because of their dependence of volunteers, recruiting activities of volunteer fire 

departments should be considered a core activity (MacGillivray, 1977). Volunteer fire 

departments have a more fluid membership base than occupational fire departments, 

which creates its own set of problems. As McFadden (1986) points out, volunteer 

departments are governed by, and sometimes at the mercy of, those who show up and 

what jobs they will take. Only the Crossroads FD fire chief was willing to stop accepting 

new recruits once membership attained what he considered to be a certain ideal level. 

The other fire chiefs tended to believe that they had to continually be recruiting to give 

their departments a buffer against fluctuating membership. Recruitment by the volunteer 

fire departments in this study was informal, often accomplished opportunistically by what 

one of my informants referred to as "the lurk-and-pounce" method. Candidates 

sometimes took the initiative to approach the department, especially people new to the 

town or village and looking for a way to get to know people or do something interesting. 

It was more common for members to recruit friends, co-workers and family members, 

which as Gibbins (1986) found was the typical avenue of recruitment in volunteer 

organizations. 

Depending on the department, it was sometimes more likely that the fire chief might have 

to sell the notion of joining the fire department to a candidate rather than the other way 

around. In general, the department's reputation for dedication and skill, good leadership, 

the perceived stability of its situation, its perceived level of community esteem and to a 

certain extent the condition and age of its apparatus, were important factors in the 

attractiveness of joining it. 
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One of the concerns about regionalization voiced by informants in this study is that it 

would dampen recruitment. Public wrangling between members or between the chief and 

the municipal or county council tended to have an immediate negative effect on the 

community, and by implication on the recruiting ability of its fire department: 

"All of this arguing back and forth about the fire chiefs request for a few 
thousand dollars to repair a 20-year old pumper is too much for our 
volunteers. Who will want to come forward under such conditions? Much 
of our citizens' safety and well-being depends on these dedicated people. 
They deserve safe equipment." 

Countryside News, Winter, 1996 

A major difference between the occupational and volunteer fire service settings is that 

formal pre-entrance assessment such as physical abilities testing (PAT)15, oral and written 

English comprehension measurement and mathematical ability as screening tools is very 

unlikely to occur in the volunteer setting. In fact, the absence of these gatekeeping 

devices was one factor that attracted both men and women to the volunteer setting. The 

suggestion that perhaps there should be minimum physical abilities standards in a 

volunteer department occasionally came up for discussion at a departmental meeting and 

invariably met with opposition, especially from the less physically fit members. The 

general argument against such standards was that they were incompatible with 

volunteering, which it was perceived should be open to anyone who was willing to give 

the time and effort needed. 

Training. 

The term "training" is typically used by departments as an omnibus term encompassing 

formal and informal learning opportunities as well as the practice of skills learned 

through these opportunities. MacGillivray (1977:3-39) proposes that the inability of 

superiors in the fire service to plan the workload of their subordinates in advance 

generates conditions where training is particularly salient and functions as a partial 

substitution for close supervision. The fire chief cannot, she observes, predict on Monday 
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when events with alarms will occur during the week and make assignments in advance. 

Given this, training must be considered a core activity, along with responding to alarms 

of various types. 

In earlier decades, volunteer firefighters learned on the job and attended drills that were 

more social events than skills acquisition and polishing exercises (Marinucci, 1993). 

Some of the older informants in this study remember those days with nostalgia. But the 

requirements of certification in some areas of practice, the desire to do a professional job, 

the implication that minimum training standards may be imposed, the possibility of 

liability and workplace safety were variously given by officer informants as reasons to 

emphasize training. 

Training teaches firefighters to observe what the fire is doing; to anticipate its behaviour 

and locate escape routes before they are needed; to rely on the commands of the Incident 

Commander16, who is the safety lookout; to wear the proper protective gear for the 

situation; to remain calm and alert; to follow SOPs; to use tools correctly and to stay in 

communication with team members. Training may be viewed as a risk management 

strategy to the extent that it standardizes behaviour in situations where what one 

informant referred to as "John Wayne tactics" are highly undesirable. It has a significant 

effect on how firefighters perceive the risks associated with their work. 

Adequate training and proper equipment are sine quo non for firefighter safety. Of 

course, lack of safety cannot be attributed only to lack of training or proper equipment; it 

can exist because of what one officer informant referred to as "people failures". In the 

course of this study, some "people failures" were indeed recorded: a firefighter refused to 

use an SCBA and had to be treated for smoke inhalation, two firefighters panicked during 

a grass fire and endangered themselves unnecessarily, an officer would not make 

command decisions because he didn't want to be held responsible, another officer sent a 
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crew into a scene where there was a fairly high potential for explosion. In these cases, 

failure to follow the SOP for that particular situation resulted in an unsafe work place. 

Formal Learning. Formal learning is the term used here for learning that will be 

recognized and certified by some official body. The Alberta Fire Training School 

provides fire and rescue training and official certification to NFPA standards. For 

emergency medical providers, the province's two institutes of technology provide the 

training and awarding of certification, while the Alberta Pre-Hospital Professional 

Association acts as the licensing and disciplinary body. First Aider I and First Aider II, 

which are usually expected of fire personnel for the conduct of rescue activities, and are 

required of those seeking EMS licensure, are frequentiy provided by St. John Ambulance 

but also the Red Cross or a community college. 

Perhaps 25 per cent of the learning experiences of the firefighters in this study are formal 

learning situations: classroom and practicum based, for which some form of formal 

recognition is issued to the student by a recognized educating body. Some of this 

learning can be done with minimal inconvenience to the student and cost to the 

department because it can be delivered in the home department. Fire suppression and 

rescue training are often delivered on an extension basis in the home department, which 

tends to make them inherently more attractive to volunteers and by virtue of being cost 

effective, more attractive to their fire departments. Where on-campus courses are the 

only way to acquire training, as is the case with emergency medical courses, it is less 

likely that volunteers will participate. 

Informal Learning. Informal learning is defined here as learning which occurs in situ. 

Informal experiential learning is a much more prominent way of delivering training and 

can be very conveniently accomplished in the home department by some sort of exercise 

devised by the chief or training officer after the conclusion of the regular weekly meeting. 

Keeping volunteers interested as they drill in repetitive activities is a challenge for 
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training officers, but repetition is of paramount importance to ensure that on the fire 

ground, firefighters perform basic operations safely and efficiently. Practices are also a 

way for officers to get to know the strengths and weaknesses of the firefighters in the 

department. Assignments on the fire ground (or at the scene of an accident) made by the 

incident commander are in part based on the knowledge of a firefighter's skills gained by 

observation. 

In order to attract the largest number of volunteers, most of whom have jobs during the 

day, the fire departments in this study scheduled practices and meetings in the evenings 

at weekly or bi-weekly intervals. Monday, Tuesday or Wednesday were the nights 

devoted to meetings and practices, and 7:00 PM was almost inevitably the time when 

these events commenced. The evening generally concluded no later than 9:30 PM. A 

department may suspend active training during colder weather because of the inherent 

possibility of damaging equipment under extreme conditions. Representatives from 

other organizations may be involved in a practice, for instance St. John Ambulance 

assisting in the conduct of a mock disaster drill such as that recounted in Exhibit 2.1 

(Preparing for the Worst). Occasionally an equipment vendor visits on meeting nights to 

demonstrate a product to encourage its purchase by the department. 

Practices typically blend at least some theory, embedded in the instructions given by the 

officer(s) in charge and any review or critique of the exercise held at its conclusion, and 

skills practice in the performance of the activity. The site for exercises may be in the fire 

hall, somewhere in the community or perhaps out in the countryside. The advantage of 

an exercise held in the community is that it increases the visibility of the department and 

demonstrates to onlookers that the volunteers are skilled, both of which contribute to the 

credibility of the department. Most practices involve the donning of full turnout gear by 

the firefighters and the use of apparatus to increase the realism of a practice. 
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One additional source of learning is important in this study; the learning that comes from 

being part of an organized sports-like event involving firefighters skills. Participating in 

a hose laying competition or a vehicle extrication competition against other fire 

departments is apparently done to gain social rewards. Observing other departments 

practising in non-competitive situations, such as one department watching another during 

an evening's training, has the same potential. Informants often reported observing 

different and perhaps better ways of solving a problem, which they then adopted to 

improve their own practice. The opposite effect was also occasionally observed in this 

study. By the process of invidious comparison, certain departments judged themselves to 

be technically superior than others. 

Overall, the importance of maintaining a positive attitude towards new knowledge has 

become a contemporary fire service value. "Being a student is not an option in the fire 

service" one of my informants told me, "it's a duty." "Every course, every practice, 

every alarm, every competition and every fire service video or magazine story - you can 

learn from them all." said another. After attending a course on emergency rescues 

involving farm equipment, a third firefighter remarked: "I went thinking it would be a 

review of rescue techniques we can use at farm accidents, but it really made me think 

about other places they use farm equipment like the golf course, the Town and even at the 

hospital." 

Risky Business. 

Firefighters work under such diverse conditions and in such diverse situations that it is 

not possible to discuss all of the risks they face. The risks however can be classified into 

two general categories: physical and psychological. Every emergency situation has a 

degree of physical danger associated with operations conducted at the scene. 

Psychological risks may be incurred on the site, but particularly afterwards. No 

emergency situation is fully predictable and being at peril to some degree is inevitable. 
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What remains is to take calculated risks supported by training, knowledge, teamwork and 

leadership. 

During the course of this study, the volunteer fire departments under observation 

responded to alarms involving fires in residential dwellings (houses and mobile homes), 

retail businesses, grain elevators and farm structures; fires in vacant structures; fires in 

automobiles, recreational vehicles, trucks and farm vehicles; vehicle accidents, water-

related accidents, railroad accidents and vehicle/railroad collisions, two involving 

hazardous materials spills; industrial, construction and farm accidents involving 

machinery, a trench cave-in and a grain bin collapse; grass fires, haystack fires, tire fires 

and nuisance alarms17. Whether turned in on purpose as a prank, by accidental activation 

of an alarm or by an alarm system malfunction, nuisance alarms resulted in a full turn out 

response unless an officer is nearby and could determine that the alarm is not bona fide. 

There can still be some danger associated with nuisance alarms: Esker FD responded to 

what proved to be a nuisance alarm in extremely frigid weather, using its County pumper 

which does not have an enclosed crew cab. Despite a relatively short drive to the site, 

two members riding in the open cab suffered wind chill injuries to their faces. 

The readiness to spring into action that is part of the fire service is itself stressful and 

therefore a source of risk. McFadden (1989) notes that the off-duty hours of occupational 

firefighters afford them a respite from the stress of having to be in a constant state of 

readiness. Response preparation for the volunteer firefighters is a constant responsibility 

however, because he or she is on-call 24-hours a day every day. Moreover, for 

occupational fire fighters the state of readiness for action occurs in a specific setting, the 

fire hall. For volunteer fire fighters the state of readiness spills over into family, 

employment and leisure roles. Thus, readiness is conveniently compartmentalized in 

time and place for the occupational fire fighter, but not for the volunteer firefighter. 
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Physical risks. The physical demands associated with alarms are many, requiring 

firefighters to wear heavy, restrictive protective clothing which ironically causes as many 

problems as it cures. This gear is supposed to be worn to all alarms (fire and accident) 

and during training events. A full set of gear, consisting of shirt, trousers, three-layer 

turnout coat, three-layer bunker pants, helmet, hood, gloves, knee-high boots, respirator 

mask and SCBA with carrier and regulator weighs over 22 kilograms. The evaporative 

cooling potential of firefighter clothing material declines as the clothing material 

increases in protectiveness, trapping body heat created by high work rates inside the 

clothing. The heavy, thick clothing construction hobbles arm and leg movement, an 

effect which increases working heat production. The boots are heavy and cumbersome, 

which has a further hobbling effect. When they work, the clothing and operational 

conditions interact to produce heat stress, both physical and mental performance decline 

and above a certain threshold, heat exhaustion and collapse can occur very quickly. 

Physical injuries to personnel on duty occur from the improper use of tools and apparatus, 

falling off something, having something fall on them, puncture wounds from sharp 

objects, the shockwave and radiation associated with explosions, heat exhaustion, 

hypothermia, entrapment, asphyxiation, joint injury from hyperextension, fatigue and a 

host of other problems. Fatigue, resulting from intense exertion and hypervigilance, can 

produce inattention, loss of judgement and proneness to accident. Volunteer firefighters, 

who may already be tired from their employment duties, are obviously more likely to 

experience fatigue at an alarm. Fatigue becomes especially problematic where there are 

not enough personnel available to be rotated out of the scene for resting periods. In this 

study, there were occasions when volunteer departments could not field enough 

personnel, and even with mutual aid, the members who turned out for that particular 

alarm put in much longer hours on duty than would be likely for occupational firefighters. 

For volunteers, getting to the fire hall when the pager (sometimes called "beeper") on 

their belts summons them can have its own set of dangers. During the study period, a 
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volunteer in Ontario was killed in an automobile accident as he was rushing to the fire 

hall. Ironically, he ran a stop sign and caused his own death, as well as those of two other 

people. On a somewhat lighter note, one of the firefighters in this study reported having 

suffered a sprained ankle, a lacerated ear, a skinned elbow, a broken finger and a broken 

toe during his 11 years in the Crossroads FD, all in the process of rushing out of his house 

and into his car to drive to the fire hall. This was in addition to once backing into his 

wife's car, which he had forgotten was there; running over his lawnmower, which he had 

not yet put away; and when trying to save time by exiting through the large sliding door 

on the deck, smashing through the screen, which he thought was open but wasn't. 

Changes in technology engender changes in the associated physical risks. For instance, 

Howard (1989) described the effects of the introduction of thermal pane windows in the 

1970s as a response to the energy crisis of that decade. The standard single-pane window 

often fails when exposed to the intense heat of a fire, allowing the fire to vent itself early 

in its progression. Interior conditions are thus somewhat less difficult as the smoke load 

is relieved and thermal energy is partly dissipated. Thermal pane windows however are 

built to hold thermal energy in; they are at least twice as thick as the old windows and 

will take at least twice as long to fail. Failure will mean twice as much broken glass. By 

not failing as rapidly, the thermal pane window will allow greater smoke and heat build

up and may mask the signs commonly associated with flashover or backdraft18 conditions, 

leaving firefighters with a smaller margin of safety due to higher interior temperatures, 

decreased visibility due to smoke concentration and an increased risk of the ignition of 

combustible gasses (Howard, 1989). 

Psychological Risks. Emergency response workers experience situations which may 

cause them to experience unusually strong emotional reactions which have the potential 

to interfere with immediate or future performance. Mitchell and Bray (1990) refer to this 

as critical incident stress, a response to difficult working conditions and exposure to 

pathos and tragedy. The rescue stress response can be an immediate reaction to a 
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particular event, a delayed reaction to unsuccessful attempts to cope with an unpleasant 

incident or the cumulative effect of exposure to many such events. Such stress may 

manifest as physical symptoms, psychological symptoms, or both. Individuals react 

differently to rescue stress. Among the variables that Mitchell and Bray (1990) propose 

are the individual's attitude towards the work, perceptions of training and preparedness, 

satisfaction with the work, attributions about successes or failures and the intensity and 

duration of exposure: 

The premise that emergency responders need access to specialized programs designed to 

cope with critical incident stress was well accepted by all of the fire departments in this 

study. There was no hesitation by department officers to seek assistance from the 

regional critical incident debriefing team when their crews had experienced a particularly 

distressing alarm. The following example of such an incident occurred during the period 

of study. 

By any reckoning, it was an absolutely horrific accident. A compact 
automobile, driven by a young woman 19 years of age, collided head-on 
with a three-ton feed hauling truck on the highway 10 kilometres south of 
Crossroads. It was a bright and sunny August day so weather could not 
have been a factor. For some reason that will never be known, the young 
woman crossed over the centre line into the path of the loaded truck. The 
driver of the truck had no opportunity to avoid her. Both had been going 
at highway speeds, thus the collision involved tremendous force. The 
truck was knocked into the ditch, its front grill and fender smashed in. 
The car, crushed and compressed into a nearly unrecognizable heap of 
metal, remained on the road, pieces of metal and glass littered across the 
pavement. 

When the Crossroads apparatus arrived (pumper, rescue van and 
ambulance), the captain dismounted first and quickly went directly to the 
vehicle. The young woman's blood-covered hand was dangling out what 
was once the driver's side window. He felt her wrist for a pulse; there was 
none, not that he really expected there to be given the terrible condition of 
the wreckage. He walked over to the truck to check the condition of the 
driver, who was by this time sitting on the ground beside it with his head 



106 

in his hands, sobbing. The ambulance crew detected no major injuries. 
Meanwhile, the pumper crew had moved their apparatus to block 
oncoming traffic and were stretching a line towards the automobile, 
although no smoke or flames were evident. They started the pump and 
charged the line anyway in case it was needed. The rescue van crew had 
dismounted and were removing their gear from the various van 
compartments, laying out their tools on a piece of bright orange PVC 
cloth. 

One of the firefighters on the pumper crew walked around to the back of 
the car and recognized the vanity license plates on it as belonging to a 
popular local girl. Both crews instantly knew who the accident victim 
was; the daughter of a respected local family, just about to depart for her 
second year of university. All conversation ceased and nobody made eye 
contact with anybody else as the captain surveyed the wreck and made 
decisions about the extrication approach. As the ambulance was removing 
the driver for the trip to Crossroads Health Care Centre, the coroner 
arrived to confirm the victim's demise. Extrication could then commence. 
For nearly two hours the rescue crew and the pumper crew rotated in and 
out of the action circle, systematically demolishing the vehicle with 
manual equipment and the jaws of life, an ironic name for the hydraulic 
tools on this day. 

Once the roof was rolled back, exposing the victim's mangled body, 
someone brought a blanket. The cutting and prying continued. Eventually 
the body was freed and carefully and gently lifted out of the wreckage to 
be given over to the local undertaker and his assistant, who had been 
standing by. The chief, who arrived after operations began, walked back 
to his truck to radio for a critical incident stress debriefing intervention. 
This was a bad one, not only because it involved the death of someone the 
crews knew, but also because it was the captain's first turn at incident 
command, and one of the volunteers was a rookie. The rookie, who had 
not been directly involved in the extrication but had nonetheless 
experienced the sights, sounds and smells of a fatality situation, sat on the 
back step of the pumper, staring vacantly into the sugar beet fields. 

Stress for emergency response personnel may also come from the expectations of the 

publics and their own personal expectations of themselves. This is a group of people 

dedicated to the preservation of life and who have acquired the knowledge and skills to 

meet that objective. Their working paradigm, Becknell and Ostrow (1995) note, is 
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solving problems in a hurry, cleaning up the aftermath and moving stoically on to the 

next emergency. The empowerment that comes from acquiring the attributes necessary to 

do their work may betray them. If for some reason, the objective of preserving life is not 

achieved, a sense of loss of control may be experienced. Self-criticism, the "coulda, 

shoulda, woulda" game as one informant referred to it, may occur. Loss of emotional 

distance may also be perceived as loss of control and hence resisted. The paradigm does 

not readily accommodate loss of control and is complicated by the publics' perception 

that beneath the surface of the brightly coloured turnout gear there is a hero, rescuer, 

lifesaver totally in control. Walkup (1995) says that what the public may perceive as 

heroism in the face of danger may in fact be patience in the face of extreme frustration. 

One of the most significant sources of stress for volunteer firefighters is the impact of 

their activities on family life (Marinucci, 1994). The unplannable aspect of the volunteer 

fire service means that family life goes on hold when the pager activates: birthdays, 

weddings, anniversaries and other special family events may be missed entirely or left 

before their conclusion. It is the same with children's sporting events and personal 

leisure activities. Meals and sleep may be interrupted. Even the controllable part of a 

volunteer firefighter's service may be affected. Vacations and weekends are often 

planned to attend some fire service event; perhaps a training course or a skills 

competition. In short, the volunteer fire service has the capacity to dominate the lives of 

family members. 

Marinucci (1994) observes that when an alarm occurs it has different meaning for 

occupational and volunteer firefighters. For the occupational firefighter on shift 

responding to the alarm is a normal thing happening in the context of employment. For 

the volunteer firefighter however, responding to the alarm means foregoing other roles. 

Assuaging family members' anxiety over their firefighter's safety takes on a special 

urgency for volunteer firefighters. For children this may be particularly problematic 

because at school and through youth organizations they attend fire safety programs which 
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focus on the dangers of fire. With only partial understanding of the training volunteers 

receive in safe fire practices, the protective clothing worn and similar safeguards, they 

may have difficulty reorienting their perceptions. The fire departments in this study went 

to some lengths to provide opportunities for families to learn more about the fire service, 

which generally had a positive impact on their well-being during alarms. 

CONCLUSION 

This treatment of organized fire protection has revealed its origins as a voluntary activity 

and its persistence as a type of service delivery perhaps unique in our times for the failure 

of the state to usurp much of its traditional reliance on volunteers and voluntary action. 

However, although volunteers are the statistical majority as over 90 percent of service 

providers does not necessarily mean their majority in the sociological sense of power, at 

least in this study. Chapter Three, in its discussion of relationships, explores this aspect 

and its implications for the organizational behaviour of volunteers. 

This chapter also situates municipal fire departments within a larger scope of practice 

also involving wildlands firefighting and industrial firefighting. Each is a separate 

sphere, although some events may call for interaction and there may be some formal 

relationships for service provision. Wildlands firefighting does not involve volunteers at 

all and is limited to the provision of fire protection. Industrial firefighting may involve 

volunteers, but within the organizational context. Volunteer firefighting in one's place of 

work as an ongoing commitment is something quite different conceptually than having to 

integrate work and volunteering as is the case with municipal volunteer firefighters. 

The core activities of municipal fire departments are similarly placed within a much 

broader set of local practice that have been labelled volunteer emergency services, 

insinuating considerably more complexity into a department's culture and organization 

than only those actions surrounding the drama of fire suppression. Syncrude's industrial 
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version also reflects this complexity in its scope and practice. The inclusion of rescue 

and emergency medicine in a department's core activities has additional implications for 

the organizational behaviour of service providers, although in this study only the 

implications for volunteers are examined because of the uncertainty surrounding these 

activities. 

The importance of training activities is revealed and argued as a core responsibility 

following MacGillivray (1977). That the fire service considers training as a central 

activity became evident from the official data that I had access to during this study. 

Table 4.1 in Chapter Four is based on the annual reports of the volunteer departments in 

this study. Training and responding to alarms are both recorded for purposes of tracking 

a department's activity levels. The implications of the fire service's preoccupation with 

training will be discussed in Chapter Three, and the impact of training on everyday life in 

a fire department becomes evident in Chapters Four, Five and Six. Finally, the 

exploration of firefighting as a risky set of activities having a potentially high opportunity 

cost ties practice and training together. 
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Notes: 

1. The fire triangle is imagery used in the fire service to identify fuel, oxygen and 
heat, the three elements which when combined in the proper proportions, produce 
rapid oxidation accompanied by heat and flame (light). Fire may occur in other 
atmospheres besides oxygen (for instance, chlorine gas) but for practical purposes, 
oxygen is the most common atmosphere because air normally contains about 21 
percent Ch. Suppression involves actions which remove one side of this triangle, 
thus truncating the chemical reaction of the elements. 

2. The device being described here is a self-contained breathing apparatus, 
commonly referred to as an SCBA. 

3. Contemporary agriculture is characterized by large declines in farm numbers, 
increases in farm size and fewer people working the land, made possible by the 
substantial mechanism of farming which began in the 1920s. Thus transition to 
more capital intensive farming has displaced farm labour in large numbers 
(Basran and Hay, 1988). 

4. A water monitor is a water delivery device consisting of a base to which is 
attached a swivelling nozzle assembly. It is connected to a water supply by hose 
to spray water in a fixed direction, within an arc or in a 360° rotation. Monitors 
allow a single firefighter to control a large water stream. Both manned and 
automatic versions are available. 

5. The Nader Pin standard is to resist forces of up to several thousand pounds per 
square inch. There are alternatives to the Nader Pin but all have the function of 
keeping door latches from opening on impact. 

6. A scenario is a simulation of an emergency event staged as realistically as 
possible, sometimes for public consumption and more often for training purposes. 
Motor vehicle accident sites are frequently replicated. The lengths to which the 
scenario coordinator may go to achieve authenticity can be extensive, and may 
include smashing derelict vehicles with heavy equipment, enlisting people in the 
community to play "victim" roles and involving other agencies such as the police 
department. 

7. An exposure is something in close proximity to the fire that is not burning but is 
at risk of ignition by radiation, convection, conduction or direct contact. 
Exposures may be external, such as an adjacent structure, or internal, such as in 
adjacent rooms or the floors above or below. 

8. National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) standards dictate various aspect of 
training, including what shall be in the curriculum; what equipment shall be 
mastered, what knowledge shall be acquired and what protocols shall be followed. 

9. The acronym BLEVE stands for boiling-liquid, expanding vapour explosion. 
These are associated with combustible gasses stored and transported under 
extremely high pressure in specialized metal vessels. BLEVEs generally occur 
from a combination of pressure building up in the vessel and a loss of strength in 
the metal walls of the vessel such as would occur if the tank were damaged 
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severely by some means mechanically, or as a result of impingement by flames 
from a nearby source. If escaping gas is exposed to an ignition source, the result 
is a very violent explosion with devastating consequences. 

10. This is referred to as overhauling, which has its own set of dangers. For example, 
the inside of a blackened and charred structure may remain extremely hot, water 
still drips from overhead, puddles on the floor make footing slippery, charred 
furnishings may re-ignite. Dunn (1988) also points out that overhauling takes 
place at a time when the after effects of firefighting may interfere with decision 
making and judgement. 

11. Turnout gear is the protective set of clothing worn by a firefighter. It is designed 
to prevent hot gasses and chemical from reaching the firefighter's skin. However, 
the protective function is also a source of physical stress. 

12. A standard operating procedure (SOP) is the accepted method for correctly 
performing a particular activity. SOPs serve as guidelines for action, thus 
contributing to standardizing outputs. 

13. Preparing a patient for removal from the site, typically by performing necessary 
medical techniques and placing him or her on a backboard or metal scoop-like 
stretcher for portability, is referred to as "packaging". 

14. "Grab and run" refers to removing a patient from the scene with minimal 
emergency medical treatment done on the site. 

15. Physical abilities testing requires the candidate to complete certain events that are 
task-specific to the work of a firefighter. Adequate levels of physical fitness are 
required to pass each test. Events include step test, halyard pull, hose drag and 
hydrant manipulation and ladder lift. PAT is a contentious issue, pitting hiring 
standards against recruiting women into the fire service. 

16. Incident command (IC) ideally rests with the first arriving officer, who evaluates 
the situation and coordinates the deployment of personnel and equipment. 
Communications requesting the shutdown of utilities, the assistance of the police 
and assistance from other fire departments are issued by the IC. Decisions made 
in the first 5 minutes will have a major impact on the success or failure of the 
operation (Mahoney, 1992). 

17. A nuisance alarm is an alarm having no corresponding emergency situation 
associated with its transmission. 

18. Backdraft occurs when the fuel and heat sides of the fire triangle are in proper 
proportions and the oxygen side is suddenly supplied, as when a door is opened 
into a room where there is a smouldering fire. The overall effect resembles an 
explosion. Flashover occurs when the oxygen and fuel sides of the fire triangle 
are present in proper proportions and heat reaches a critical point, as when 
burning materials superheat the air near the ceiling. The effect is an instantaneous 
flash at ceiling level that will quickly involve the lower levels. 
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Exhibit 2.1 

Preparing for the Worst 

Third Tuesday in June. 
Gerhardt plans a two-night exercise that revolves around practising triage and first aid at 
the scene of a multi-victim motor vehicle accident. He enlists Sylvia, a St. John 
Ambulance instructor who lives in Crossroads, who rounds up seven "victims", all Grade 
10 students from the local high school. Sylvia's job is to coach the victims and apply 
highly realistic stage makeup to simulate wounds. She has completed training in 
applying this type of stage makeup, and has a professional make up kit containing all 
manner of items and special fluids to simulate very realistic wounds. Each victim is 
assigned to role play a particular injury or injuries, including minor and deep cuts, broken 
bones, abrasions, spinal and head injuries. 

Gerhardt admonishes the volunteers not to try to peek through the window in the office 
door to see what is going on. He asks that Bay 1 be cleared of its vehicles so Smokey and 
Gil start up the Town's pumper and the FD's tanker and move the apparatus outside on 
the apron in front of the fire hall. Lorena, Carter and Cynthia start sweeping the floor 
because there is a fair amount of dried mud from the truck tires lying around. While the 
volunteers are waiting, there is a bit of horseplay. Cynthia lies down on the floor and one 
of the others pretends to step on her. She threatens him with mock ferocity. She gets up. 
They ask Gerhardt if they should bunker up (put on gear), but he says they don't need to 
tonight. They do, however, have to glove up, so everybody puts on white surgical gloves 

Eventually Sylvia emerges from the office and describes the scenario for the nine 
firefighters that are present; two women and seven men. This is a van crash, with the van 
T-boned and spun off into the ditch. There are seven victims and nobody has been 
wearing seat belts. Each firefighter should take care of one victim but there will be a 
problem because there are not seven sets of equipment on the rescue van. Thus, 
somebody will have to do triage and decide where the equipment should be deployed. 
Sylvia says that one of the victims has a potentially dangerous pre-existing condition, but 
she won't tell which of the victims that might be. 

Finally the victims file out of the office and take their places on blankets placed the floor 
of the fire hall. The makeup is quite realistic. Each victim has vital signs written on a 
piece of surgical tape placed on his/her neck. After a moment, the firefighters start 
moving among the victims and each firefighter begins the initial assessment routine. The 
victims act out their roles, crying or screaming in mock anguish. Among the injuries 
there is victim with a lacerated eye, a victim drifting in and out of consciousness, a 
comatose victim, a restless victim, a victim with multiple trunk abrasions and bleeding 
leg wounds. First aid is begun. 
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One or two of the victims seem more badly injured and attention is turned to them. The 
restless victim gets up and wanders off. Lorena finally sees him just as he walks out of 
the fire hall and makes him come back and lie down again. He might have a head injury, 
so they put him in the care of the firefighter who is helping the comatose victim. Nobody 
is triaging but attention gradually focuses on the victim with the multiple trauma. His 
worst wounds are bandaged and a discussion of whether or not he might be spine injured 
takes place. Two firefighters are working on him. 

Sylvia points to a tiny victim, actually a plastic toddler doll, that everybody has 
overlooked even though it has been lying there in plain sight between two other victims. 
There is an eighth victim she says, but it is probably dead. Lorena asks if she should tend 
to the toddler anyway, and is told to do so. She carefully assesses the tiny victim and 
gently applies infant CPR. After some minutes, she gets a blanket from the rescue van 
and places it over the child to signify its death. 

Work continues on the other victims. One of the victims who is not too seriously hurt, is 
packaged and loaded onto the rescue van. Finally, all the victims are more-or-less 
packaged and ready for transport. Sylvia stops the exercise and begins her critique. The 
major thing she points out is that nobody actually assumed the triage role: one firefighter 
should do this and only this so that there is no confusion over equipment and priorities. 
A general discussion ensues as to what to do with dead victims. Sylvia advises that until 
they are pronounced dead by a doctor, fatalities cannot be moved, except to move them 
where they are not in the way. 

Although all the participants take the exercise seriously and for the most part concentrate 
carefully on using the proper strategies and techniques, knowing that there was nothing 
really at stake often produces a situation in which a victim or a volunteer cannot always 
maintain the role play and sometimes lapses into self-conscious giggles. The neck tape 
with the vital signs proves particularly perplexing and is often the source of levity: "Is she 
alive or dead?" Merlin asks Lorena as they bend over a silent victim with closed eyes and 
made up with a gray pallor. The victim, who is supposed to be comatose and near death, 
attempts unsuccessfully to suppress laughter. "Read the tape on her neck!" Lorena said 
sternly to him, but they too start to laugh. After a short struggle to regain their 
composure, all three resume their roles, carefully avoiding eye contact with each other to 
ward off another lapse. 

Fourth Tuesday in June 
Sylvia is back with her victims in tow, again skilfully made up and coached with the ever 
present vital signs written on surgical tape on their throats. Gerhardt has borrowed a 
County school bus for the evening and has taken it over to the garden centre, which has 
closed for the day. The rescue van is parked in front of the fire hall and the victims are 
loaded for their trip to the school bus. The volunteers are prohibited from looking out to 
see how many victims there are. Nevertheless, Lorena thinks she sees 10 victims, and 
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there are only seven firefighters out for practice tonight. Gerhardt says it will take him 
about 10 minutes to get the scene set up and drives off with the kids in the rescue van. 

There is a bit of joking while the volunteers are waiting. Cynthia gets kidded by Trent 
because she isn't wearing socks. She says she doesn't need to because she keeps a pair in 
her boots at the fire hall. "It's two less pieces of clothing to put on when I have to leave 
in a hurry." A discussion then ensues about who can dress faster in the middle of the 
night, men or women volunteers. The men agree that it is they because they have do not 
have to put on bras. Erin places her thumb on her nose and waggles her fingers at the 
men: "Who says we have to wear bras to fight fires?" 

Tonight will be a full dress practice. Only Winston among the members is already in 
bunker pants, and apparently he does not always dress for practices. He defends himself 
against the jibes of the others and flashes the Velcro closing to reveal his blue jeans 
underneath. "Thank God for Velcro" Trent says. Gil chimes in: "Otherwise he wouldn't 
have kids!". General laughter. 

Four canvas stretchers are retrieved from the second floor storage room over the stairs. 
Several sets of bandages are retrieved from somewhere else. Finally the crew decides to 
get into their gear, and to take both the Town and County pumpers. A discussion of 
whether or not to use the sirens takes place. It is decided not to use sirens, because it 
might alarm townspeople, and certainly will bring out the curious. Some of the members 
are mildly disappointed that they must ride to the practice in a silent vehicle. 

Gerhardt returns with the rescue van, and advises the school bus accident is staged at 
Bernard's Garden Centre, which is at the south end of town off the entrance from the 
highway. He reminds everybody that triage was a shortcoming last week at practice. A 
discussion of who should do incident commander takes place, and it is decided that Gil is 
to assume the role. However, Gerhardt advises that the incident commander would not 
do triage, but would assign someone else to do it. There is a short debate on how many 
ambulances are likely to be sent out by Crescent Ridge central dispatch in the case of a 
school bus accident, and it is decided there would probably be their own ambulance and 
one from Crescent Ridge. 

When the firefighters arrive at Bernard's, the town pumper is positioned next to the road 
between the bus and the road. The bus is more-or-less at a 90 degree angle to the road, 
with its nose uphill. The county pumper is positioned parallel to the bus along the 
driveway. Both pumpers lay out hoses as if to pump water if needed, but leave their lines 
uncharged. The rescue van is positioned as the third side of a triangle. Sylvia arrives in 
her mini-van and the exercise commences. 

The volunteers unpack the rescue van, laying out medical kits, the backboard and other 
devices on a tarp about 10 feet away, on a strip of lawn. They enter the bus, mindful of 
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the fact that the previous week, triage did not go as well as it might have because nobody 
really assumed the role. This time, Erin claims the role at the outset and there is less 
confusion. The confines of the bus are uncomfortably tight and the turnout gear does not 
make it any easier. Triage proceeds and the neck tapes are faithfully read. Erin likes 
doing triage. It is a role she is comfortable with. 

The students start to play their victim roles with considerable enthusiasm and realism. 
Their makeup is even more dramatic than the previous week. The firefighters start to talk 
over who should be taken off the bus first. The firefighters do not know in advance that 
there will be a deceased victim, but suspect this might be the case because of the toddler 
victim the previous week. They resolve to take careful note of the vital signs. This night, 
despite the distraction caused by friends of the victims riding bicycles back and forth 
through the scenario, markedly less role playing breakdown occurs. 

Four firefighters board the bus. Roy brings a walking wounded victim off the bus and 
escorts her to the rescue van. He has to remain with her and rolls his eyes because this is 
the third time he has been stuck with what he refers to as "the babysitter role." Another 
victim is packaged on a stretcher, to be brought out the back of the bus. The back door 
access is very restricted, which bugs the firefighters, in particular Gil. He says he would 
use a bolt cutter to take out the back seats, which are only secured with quarter inch bolts. 
Of course he cannot do this for the drill because the bus is a working school bus. "Trisha 
would kill us if we did anything to her bus!" Erin declares. 

Eventually, the victim is handed out through the rear exit with some difficulty. Winston 
and Trent are on the ground to receive the stretcher, which has to be kept level. It isn't 
easy to keep the stretcher level because the bus is sitting on an incline. When the 
stretcher is finally at ground level, they carry it over to the van and load the student, 
although rescue vans are not for transport at real events since an ambulance would be 
present. 

Sylvia, who has been walking around and through the scenario, comments that nobody 
has been assigned to traffic and crowd control, which is an important job on a scene. She 
then decides to play the role of distraught parent to see how the firefighters cope. She is 
able to climb right on the bus and nearly get to one of the students before Cynthia spots 
her and escorts her off the bus. Sylvia acts out a very effective hysterical parent who is 
absolutely determined to get to her son and take matters into her own hands. Cynthia 
comforts her. Within a minute or two, Sylvia resumes her adjudicator role. 

Other students are packaged and removed from the bus on backboards with head blocks. 
Two of them play very limp and unresponsive victims. As students are removed and 
taken over to the side, the firefighters tell them they are "done", meaning they can go 
back to being students again. Shortly, the scene is increasingly cluttered with students 
who have played their roles and other students who have arrived out of curiosity. They 
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get in the way and Sylvia keeps having to shoo them off. A car keeps cruising back and 
forth on the road, its driver watching intently, perhaps curious or unsure if he is observing 
a real event or a drill. 

Eventually the last student is taken off the bus and the exercise is declared to be at an end 
by Sylvia. Sure enough, Sylvia reveals that there is one deceased female victim. A 
discussion takes place as to how the DOA student got that way. Apparently Erin decided 
that since the victim was unconscious, they would attend to other students. Sylvia points 
out that the first priority is to determine consciousness, breathing and pulse. If there is a 
pulse, CPR should be administered. Erin apparently misread the vital signs taped on the 
victim's neck and nobody else thought to double check, or it would have been discovered 
that she had a pulse. Perhaps, Sylvia suggests, she could have been saved. The volunteers 
are silent and somewhat chastened for a moment until someone points out that the taped-
on vital signs are more difficult to read in the poor light of the bus interior than obtaining 
real vital signs by touch and hearing. 

The firefighters start reloading equipment into the rescue van and rolling hoses back into 
the pumpers. Several of the kids disappear with friends and some go back to the fire hall 
with the volunteers in the rescue van. These are apparently Sylvia's kids and their 
friends, whom she has dragooned into being players in the drama. In about 10 minutes, 
all three pieces of apparatus arrive back at the fire hall and are backed into their stalls. 
The volunteers dismount and each removes their gear, placing it carefully in readiness for 
a call out. As if to chide Cynthia, Trent exaggerates arranging his gear, and especially his 
boot socks. 

People drift into the office for a short, informal rehash. The discussion revolves mainly 
around how to deal with curious onlookers, who are at least an annoyance and may 
sometimes interfere with the work being done. Everybody has a soft drink. There is a 
little additional conversation and everybody leaves about 9:15 PM. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

SETTING THE SCENE 

In this chapter readers will be introduced to various aspects of the study region for the 

purpose of gaining some familiarity with the spatial, economic, political and social 

relationships that form the environments in which the Crossroads Fire Department and its 

volunteers do their work. In naturalistic inquiry, such details are important because they 

ground inquiry firmly in the context of the research subjects (Erlandson, 1993). Reports 

of events which occur throughout this and the next two chapters become more 

meaningful, and in some cases can only become meaningful, when one has a sense of the 

salient aspects of the setting and the situation. 

PART ONE 

REGIONAL GEOGRAPHY OF THE STUDY REGION 

The regional geography described in this section is intended to give insights into 

operational constraints on the activities of the volunteer fire departments in the study. 

For instance, the climate is such that surface water which could assist in suppression is 

frozen for several months of the year and thus rendered unusable, requiring a responding 

department to haul its own water supply to the site of a fire. The dry adiabatic winds 

from the southwest, known as chinooks, can fan the embers from an insignificant a 

household garbage fire contained in a 55 gallon drum into an out-of-control grass fire in 

minutes. These and other examples of the influence of regional geography become major 

variables in how fire service activities are organized and carried out, and differentiate 

countryside fire protection from the fire protection that occurs in major urban settings. 

The Study Region. 

The study region is located in the Alberta portion of Palliser's Triangle, a region on the 

northern and western margins of the high, semi-arid interior Great Plains. It lies in a 

landscape created by continental glaciation ending about 12,000 years ago and further 
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shaped by water and the wind in post-glacial eras. In the immediate area glacial recession 

left behind extensive flatland. This surface is cut by large coulees, impressive channels in 

the surface carved by large volumes of meltwater (Beaty, 1975). The region lies in the 

chinook belt, a region where dry adiabatic air sweeps down the eastern slope of the 

Rocky Mountains at speeds often up to 120 kilometres per hour. The annual rainfall is 

about 30 mm and the additional moisture needed for the growth of many agricultural 

crops is supplied by irrigation. Although the region is known for its many sunny days, 

crops that can be grown are limited by the number of frost-free days (about 130) and 

extremes of winter temperature (minus 35 degrees Celsius or lower). 

Weather conditions are always an important variable in the performance of duties in the 

fire service. Freezing weather is a bane of firefighters everywhere, and in the study 

region, long periods of intense cold are common from December through February. In 

the study area, a chinook can create especially difficult conditions for fire suppression 

because the wind currents can fan flames and spread embers much faster and further than 

under calm conditions. The sudden warming effect of winter chinooks can also make 

road surfaces extremely slippery in a matter of hours, contributing to the likelihood of 

motor vehicle accidents and making responses more difficult and dangerous. A winter 

chinook can also blow accumulations of loose snow until white-out conditions are 

created, further complicating road conditions and responses. And, in a very dry climate 

such as this, ground cover can become dangerously dry and prone to ignition. 

The study region is drained by the Sikokotoki River which originates in the Rocky 

Mountains that border Palliser's Triangle to the west. Palliser's Triangle, named after 

Captain John Palliser who travelled southern Alberta to assess its settlement potential for 

the Canadian Pacific Railway in the 1870s, is the northernmost limit of the Great Plains 

(Beaty, 1975). The Sikokotoki and its tributary streams receive most of their flow from 

the gradual melting of the snow pack in the Rockies, reaching their highest flow rates in 

mid-June. However, in early June, 1995 an extremely heavy rainfall caused the snow 
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pack to melt very suddenly, releasing an enormous volume of water that could not be 

contained within the banks of the Sikokotoki. This rare convergence of conditions occurs 

perhaps once in 3,000 years according to geographers, and resulted in what has been 

locally dubbed as "the flood of the century". For most of the communities in this study, 

which are situated on high land above the river valley, the flood was more of a curiosity 

than anything else. But for Rogen, which is located on a stream cut bench in the river 

valley, it was a much more serious matter; one which intimately involved the Rogen 

Volunteer Fire Department: 

The Little Bear River (a tributary of the Sikokotoki), which runs along the 
outskirts of Rogen, changed from a shallow alpine stream to a rampaging 
torrent between the time the rain started at about 10 PM Wednesday and 
dawn the next morning. At about 8AM Thursday the Rogen Fire 
Department got the first of several telephone calls from residents 
requesting to use its portable pumps. The chief paged his volunteers and 
the 10 who were not themselves besieged by the rising water came to the 
fire hall. 

As the rain continued a decision was made to take the pumps to one 
particular neighbourhood on low ground and two of the firefighters set out 
in the Village pumper. Laurentide FD arrived with its pumper and two 
more portable pumps and was sent to another low lying area. The chief 
drove over to the Village compound to check on sandbags, but found there 
were fewer than 200 made up. Although there was a good supply of sand, 
the Village had no bags on hand to make more. The filled bags were 
loaded into the chiefs 4-wheel drive truck and three volunteers were 
dispatched to distribute sand bags where they were most needed. 

Back at the fire hall, a few telephone calls revealed that the nearest supply 
of bags was in Pingo, over an hour's drive away. Two of the volunteers 
decided they would go for the bags and departed in a 3/4 ton crew cab that 
belonged to one of them, taking a back route on higher ground because the 
Little Bear had already flooded the most direct road out of the community. 
Despite the driving rain, which created bad visibility and slippery road 
conditions all the way? they returned by noon with 75 filled sandbags and 
500 empty ones. Two of the Pingo FD volunteers returned with them. 
The four drove down to the Village compound and began filling the bags 
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with sand with the help of civilians. Laurentide FD volunteers shuttled the 
filled bags and helped civilians place them. 

Meanwhile, the chiefs concern about the low berms around the Canamera 
gas plant on the flats grew as the water continued to rise and the stream 
flow became more turbulent. At 3 PM he decided it would be a good idea 
to call for a bulldozer to make the berms higher. Fortunately the Village 
had a bulldozer in its compound and one of his firefighters was a qualified 
heavy equipment operator. He telephoned the Village office to locate an 
elected official who was needed to declare a disaster so that the bulldozer 
could be commandeered. However, the only thing his telephone call 
netted was a recorded message announcing that Village office was closed 
because of the inclement weather. Over an hour of telephoning and 
driving around the village in search of a village councilor ensued, to the 
mounting frustration of the chief. "Like rats deserting a sinking ship" he 
muttered to himself as he tried to figure out where to look next. 

There are 10 incorporated population centres in the study region: the aforementioned 

town of Rogen (pop. 1,712), the town of Crossroads (pop. 3,750), the village of Esker 

(pop. 600), the village of Laurentide (pop. 1,422), the town of Drumlin (pop. 4,879), the 

city of Crescent Ridge (pop. 70,000) and the village of Prairie Mound (pop. 650). Prairie 

Mound is located in the Municipal District of Sikokotoki, while the other centres are 

located in the County of Crescent Ridge. Just outside the study region are the centres of 

Kettle Moraine (pop. 450), Roche Moutonee (pop. 2,700) and Pingo (pop. 6,612), located 

in the County of Cambria. These departments played a role in this study although they 

were not studied directly. 

The study region is bisected by two major highways: Highway 6, a primary 4-lane east-

west highway that links Crescent Ridge with another city of similar size 100 kilometres 

to the east, and the communities of the eastern slope of the Rockies to the west; and 

Highway 7, a primary 4-lane north-south highway that links Alberta's two major urban 

centres to the United States border. The region is crosscut by some paved secondary 

roads but for the most part rural alarms are reached by gravel roads. The condition of a 

gravel road depends partly on whether or not it is a road used by school busses, in which 
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case the County tends to keep it in better shape. Nonetheless, the sheer size of the 

County means that some roads are rutted and rough, depending on when maintenance last 

occurred. For the fire departments responding to an alarm, the condition of secondary 

roads can become an important variable in the length of response time, and how safely a 

department's apparatus may traverse them. Gravel-based roads abound, and can become 

very treacherous in wet weather. 

The southern route of the transcontinental railroad runs through the study area in an east-

west direction. The railroad is fairly busy because it links the region with eastern 

southern Alberta and western British Columbia. The line carries all manner of freight, 

including steel, grain, coal, petrochemicals and lumber. There is also a north-south 

railway line which links larger populations centres to the north with the United States 

through Montana. Traffic on this line is infrequent in comparison to the east-west link. 

Both railroads pose a fire protection risk, given that volatile and dangerous substances are 

frequently carried by rail. The risk is compounded when the lines pass through or near a 

population centre. Countryside incidents well away from population centres may affect 

population centres should poisonous fumes be carried from the site of an accident on the 

prevailing winds. 

Geography of Crossroads. 

Certain features of the geography of Crossroads itself are inherently hazardous, and hence 

potentially sites of fire department activities. Highway 6 bisects the community into a 

north half and a south half. This 4-lane road carries substantial east-west truck, 

commuter and recreational traffic. A single railroad track on the east-west line runs 

parallel to the highway and thus also bisects Crossroads on the same axis. There are two 

level crossings within town limits and two more just beyond town limits, one on either 

end. At times the rail line and the highway are as close as 15 metres to each other. A 

secondary highway, used heavily by transport trucks, splits the community into an east 
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half and a west half. Where it meets Highway 6 there is a traffic light, but considerable 

congestion occurs and drivers in both directions have been known to run the traffic light. 

At one point, within less than 100 metres, drivers encounter Highway 6, the secondary 

highway and a level railway crossing. It can be confusing and hence a very troublesome 

spot, as the following example attests: 

Too Close for Comfort 
About 8 PM, the driver of a transport truck pulling a trailer and pup unit 
drove his rig out of the truck stop north of the railroad tracks. He either 
failed to heed or ignored the warning lights and bells that were signalling 
an oncoming freight train at the level crossing and continued across the 
tracks, waiting for the traffic signal to turn green so he could proceed 
across Highway 6. However, the pup unit did not clear the tracks because 
there was not enough space between the tracks and the traffic signal for the 
entire rig. The freight train engineer saw the pup unit sitting on the tracks 
but was unable to stop the train in time and the lead engine sliced clear 
through the pup, severing it in two pieces. Luckily, the pup was not 
loaded and was destroyed on impact. Otherwise it would possibly have 
derailed the train. As it was, the back half of the demolished pup unit flew 
into the air and landed near the truck stop, barely missing the cars of the 
patrons inside the building. Had the train derailed, it might well have 
caused extensive damage to the fertilizer plant, petroleum bulk station and 
two grain elevators that bracket the tracks in that area of town. 

Countryside News, Fall 1996. 

Within ten kilometres of the Town limits, there is an overpass where Highways 6 and 7 

converge in a wye configuration. The rail line and the Crossroads highway are at ground 

level, while the other highway goes over top on the overpass and comes in from the right. 

When Crossroads FD members talk about "the Wye", this is the location to which they 

are referring. The Wye has been the site of a number of motor vehicle accidents over the 

years, and the narrow overpass is particularly vulnerable to freezing road conditions. The 

rail line too has been the scene of accidents in the last few years, usually when motor 

vehicles intersect or are intersected by moving trains. Most accidents occur at level 

crossing which do not have warning signals, although in the Too Close for Comfort 

example, the accident occurred at a crossing which has warning signals. Two derailments 
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have also occurred, the first involving a string of loaded sulphur cars which jumped the 

tracks well away from human habitation and the second involving a string of loaded coal 

cars which derailed right beside the highway and within less than 50 metres from an 

occupied farm dwelling. 

Within about 10 minutes of Crossroads there is a large irrigation lake that has also been 

developed for recreation. Key Hole Lake, which resulted from the damming of a large 

coulee, is particularly popular with windsurfers and there is considerable boating traffic 

on weekends. There are many water skiers and jet ski water sports vehicles on the lake at 

certain times in the summer months, and it is popular in the winter for ice fishing. On its 

shores is a campground operated by the province, and a small golf course. Crossroads FD 

has twice had to respond to alarms at Key Hole Lake Park in the last 18 months when 

people have gotten into trouble on the water. The department is not well equipped for 

either ice or water rescues; it owns neither a rescue dinghy nor Rescue Alive craft and 

must ask for the Crescent Ridge FD equipment to be sent in. Given that Crescent Ridge 

in some 20 kilometres from the lake, the long response time is of considerable concern. 

This is one reason that during the period of study, Crossroads members added a Rescue 

Alive1 unit to the "wish list" which provides their fundraising focus. 

Economic and Social History of Crossroads. 

Crossroads was established at the turn of the century by eastern European immigrant 

farmers attracted to the flat topography of the lake bed of long-departed glacial Crescent 

Lake. In the 1940s many Japanese families were relocated into the area as a consequence 

of the Greenwood Project, the federal government's controversial wartime policy. In the 

1950s Crossroads also received an influx of population from western Europe by virtue of 

overseas land shortages. The multicultural composition of its historical population is still 

evident in the names of many town families. Serving in the volunteer fire department is a 

proud tradition for some of these families; there are third-generation firefighters in the 

present fire department. 
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One consequence of its closeness to Crescent Ridge is that Crossroads is gradually 

becoming more of a bedroom community. While Crossroads' commuter-driven housing 

real estate market is strong its retail sector is languishing somewhat; not an unusual 

situation for communities on the urban fringe. Another consequence is that about sixty-

five percent of Crossroads' working-age population commutes to Crescent Ridge each 

day for employment. Some people from nearby towns and villages, and from Crescent 

Ridge, commute into Crossroads in reverse as well, but most of the flow is outward from 

Crossroads. This situation can create a shortage of day time volunteers, which has 

occasionally been a problem for the fire department on week days. 

Even though its demographic profile is changing, Crossroads clearly retains much of its 

agricultural character. Crossroads is a hub of irrigated agriculture and at one time the 

town supported a large sugar beet processing plant. This was the town's major industry 

until the plant closed in the 1970s, an event which triggered a significant identity crisis. 

There is still some local sugar beet growing, but the beets are now trucked to a central 

collection site for transport by highway to the only remaining sugar beet processing plant 

in the area, located about 40 kilometres away. Area farmers have turned to other irrigated 

crops, including potatoes, alfalfa, vegetables and canola. There are processing plants for 

these commodities in Crescent Ridge and Pingo, which contributes to the volume of truck 

traffic passing through Crossroads during certain times of the year. All that remains of 

the processing plant is a two-acre cooling pond, now situated on private property and 

gradually becoming overtaken by reeds and cattails. This makes the cooling pond 

attractive to water fowl and thus to hunters in the Fall even though it is posted. Its 

attractiveness makes it a risk exposure for the fire department and reinforces the potential 

need for a Rescue Alive craft. 

The loss of the sugar plant was a blow to town pride and its economy, but Crossroads 

remains economically viable. The lifestyle of a small community, an aggressive 

economic package offered by Crossroad Town Council and the proximity to rail and 
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highway transportation directly linking Crossroads to major centres succeeded in 

attracting some light industry, including two firms that manufacture for international 

markets in automotive and agriculture. There are also several firms that serve the 

surrounding agricultural community: a fertilizer and bulk fuel dealer, grain elevators and 

a feed mill. There are a number of construction-related enterprises as well, including a 

lumber yard and businesses that fabricate various building components. 

PART TWO 

OVERVIEW OF THE FIRE SERVICE 

IN THE STUDY REGION 

The PopulatioD of Fire Departments in the Study Region. 

There are 10 municipal fire departments in the study region: Crescent Ridge, Crossroads, 

Drumlin, Esker, Kettle Moraine, Laurentide, Pingo, Prairie Mound, Rogen and Roche 

Moutonee. All but Crescent Ridge are volunteer fire departments. There is also an 

industrial fire department in the region at the Pine Creek Crossing gas plant owned by 

Excalibur Resources. As noted earlier, Crossroads, Drumlin, Esker, Laurentide, Prairie 

Mound and Rogen were the fire departments directly studied, hence most of the 

discussion which follows focuses on their attributes and activities. 

There are several differences between the six volunteer departments in terms of size, 

composition, services provided and level to which they are equipped. All of course 

provide fire protection services. Table 3.1 reports differences between the departments in 

terms of how many volunteers are in on the roster, whether or not there is an occupational 

firefighter in the department, the apparatus the department has available and the services 

that its municipality assigns the volunteers to deliver. The numbers, and types of 

apparatus and the assignments made at least partly reflect a municipality's attitudes and 



practices with respect to its fire department and are of consequence to the department and 

its volunteers in ways that will be revealed in this chapter and Chapter Five. 

Table 3.1 

Description of Key Resources in Sampled Volunteer Fire Departments 

Population Personnel 
Centre 

Crossroads 21 volunteers 

Drumlin 

Esker 

Lauren tide 

2.0paid/32 
volunteers 

Ground 
Ambulance 

yes 

yes 

.5 paid/14 volunteers no 

11 volunteers no 

Prairie Mound 16 volunteers 

Rogen 12 volunteers 

no 

no 

Apparatus 

3 pumpers, 2 rescue vehicles, 1 ground 
ambulance, 1 command vehicle, 1 water 
tender 

4 pumpers, 2 rescue vehicles, 2 ground 
ambulances, 2 command vehicles, 1 crew 
vehicle 

2 pumpers, 1 rescue vehicle, 1 crew vehicle 

2 pumpers, 1 rescue vehicle 

2 pumpers, 1 rescue vehicle, 1 water tender, 1 
command vehicle 

1 pumper, 1 rescue vehicle 

With respect to their town-provided resources, Drumlin and Crossroads are the best 

equipped of the volunteer fire departments, not only in terms of how many pieces of 

apparatus they have available, but also the age and conditions of their apparatus, a fact 

that sometimes makes the other departments somewhat envious. However, as equipment 

is replaced with newer technology it creates a pool of serviceable older equipment that 

Drumlin and Crossroads willingly share with the smaller departments. The Drumlin 

Chief has an especially high level of rapport with his town council and his professional 

opinions on equipment or apparatus purchases are taken seriously. The Crossroads chief 

also has a harmonious relationship with his town council. Notably however, Crescent 

Ridge County Council seems much less willing to provide new equipment for any of the 

departments, exhorting them to purchase used equipment even though the technology of 

newer equipment may in the long run be more effective and safer for firefighters. While 

some fire chiefs accept this proposition, others do not. 



The fire chiefs of all of the departments mentioned in this study, whether studied in depth 

or tangentially, belong to the Palliser Fire Chiefs Association (PFCA), an informal 

association that meets at least once a month to discuss issues of mutual interest and share 

resources. PFCA has been very effective in terms of providing an avenue for co

operation between departments, a fact that appears to have been overlooked by Crescent 

Ridge County Council in its push towards regionalizing the fire service into a single 

service under one fire chief, with operating units in the present municipalities. The 

notion of consolidating fire service management is widely resented by the chief. Much of 

what a regional fire authority would do is already being done through PFCA; joint 

purchasing, joint training and problem solving, prompting Esker's chief to remark rather 

testily: "If  it ain't broke, don't fix it!" 

Laurentide's council has already given notice it will  not participate in a regionalization 

agreement, possibly as a result of a careless remark by a County politician that created the 

impression that departments in smaller places are perhaps not needed. In Rogen, council 

is taking an ostensibly neutral position while its fire chief is apparently very interested in 

the potential increase in resources and activity that regionalization may bring. In 

Crossroads the political wrangling has taken a toll on the chiefs usually good outlook. 

Volunteer turnout at practices fell off somewhat during the late winter, which the chief 

attributes to the increased media attention to regionalization taking place at the time. 

Esker and Laurentide volunteers feel especially threatened, which serves to increase a 

unified view among them within the departments. 

Fire Protection Variables. 

The study region is characterized by relatively low population density; a limited number 

of population centres which are separated by expanses of open country; an economy 

based mostly on agriculture but also to a limited degree on petroleum extraction and 

some light industry; and a geography dominated by low rainfall, grasslands, cultivated 

farm lands and on the margins and foothills with transitional vegetation. In general, 



although population centres of 2,500 or more are technically classified as urban in 

Canada, the areas outside the City of Crescent Ridge are described by locals as rural no 

matter what their population base. 

Differences in population density, economy and geography influence the types of fire and 

rescue incidents likely to be encountered and hence also influence the delivery of core 

responsibilities. For instance, Crescent Ridge FD is far less likely to encounter grain bin 

accidents and extensive ground cover fires than are its volunteer counterparts which serve 

areas that have a more rural character. Nor is it likely to encounter buildings that have 

been built or remodelled with little regard for building and fire prevention codes, may 

predate such codes or that do not have fire detection or suppression systems installed. 

Vacant buildings which have been abandoned as farming operations are concentrated 

elsewhere are fairly common. Conversely, municipal fire departments in the surrounding 

rural areas are less likely to encounter fires in high rise buildings and industrial 

complexes than is Crescent Ridge. Water supply is far less problematic for urban fire 

departments than for rural fire departments, a situation which receives closer attention 

later in this section. 

Crescent Ridge operates a unionized department with five fully staffed and equipped fire 

halls located in different areas of the city. When one fire hall is confronted with a large 

response need, personnel and equipment from other locations in the city can be called to 

assist. Depending on the time of day, assistance is likely to be on site in well under six 

minutes. In contrast, the departments in the County of Crescent Ridge have only one 

location each, hence when one of them is confronted with a large response need, other 

fire departments from the surrounding area must be called in to assist. There are longer 

distances between these fire departments than between city fire halls, thus requiring much 

longer travelling time to render assistance and sometimes, travel over roads in less-than-

ideal condition. 



In the study region, small farm units have increasingly been consolidated into larger units 

as is the trend in contemporary farming (Basran and Hay, 1988). One consequence of 

this is that there are large expanses of territory between farmsteads and between 

population centres that need fire protection. These are the truly rural areas of the study 

region and because rural areas do not have their own fire departments, fire protection is 

provided by the town or village fire departments. Crescent Ridge FD does however 

provide some of the coverage in rural settings adjacent to its boundaries which are 

gradually being subdivided into acreages. It is in farming and acreage areas that the 

problems of water supply, travel time to the site, locating the site and similar variables 

become the most problematic. 

Crescent Ridge FD performs a wider range of activities than its smaller volunteer 

counterparts not only because it has multiple subdivisions, but because it has specialized 

in certain areas of practice. For instance it has a hazardous materials2 team (haz mat 

team) and a water rescue team and aerial apparatus. None of the smaller departments 

have either specialized teams or aerial apparatus, largely because of the costs involved 

and the relatively infrequent need for these specialities. While it is unlikely that aerial 

apparatus would see much use in a rural setting, haz mat incidents are a constant worry 

and a real possibility. Possible sources of such incidents include Excalibur's Pine Creek 

Crossing gas plant, Canamera's Reef gas plant; the presence of several sour gas wells; 

heavy rail and road traffic involving transportation of materials which have inherently 

dangerous characteristics; and pesticides, insecticides and fertilizers which are routinely 

stored and used throughout the study region in agricultural operations. Safe use of these 

chemicals on farm sites is an ongoing educational problem in the farming community 

(Basran and Hay, 1988), which as a consequence may become a problem for the local fire 

departments. 

Whether or not haz mat training should be sought became a subject of lively discussion at 

Crossroads FD after the department responded to a road accident involving a bulk 
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fertilizer transport truck carrying ammonium nitrate. The truck leaked diesel fuel all over 

the accident site, creating a potentially deadly situation. When mixed with diesel fuel and 

exposed to a source of ignition, ammonium nitrate explodes with deadly force3. 

Fortunately in this case there was no such disastrous outcome, but as one informant put it, 

the incident was "a wake-up call". Ultimately, even though several volunteers were keen 

on taking a haz mat course from the Alberta Fire Training School, the group decided 

against it because they felt that there was little possibility that Town Council would agree 

to funding the necessary courses and equipment. Nonetheless, shortly after the transport 

truck accident, an evening's training session was devoted to properly recognizing and 

respecting the risks and dangers of haz mat incidents. Particular emphasis was placed on 

learning to read and take heed of placarding4. 

Water Supply in Rural Settings. 

Water supply is a perennial concern for rural area fire departments because they may be 

called upon to respond to fire alarms in areas that would be considered the middle of 

nowhere by city dwellers. Even when a fire alarm occurs within the municipal 

boundaries of a population centre, it cannot be assumed there will be an adequate water 

supply. Water main capacity and condition, flow patterns and water supply pressures 

varied between the communities in this study. By convention, fire departments may not 

draw down the entire water supply of a community and must leave something in reserve. 

Human error can also interfere with water supply: the mis-installation of a valve in a 

municipal water system created a significant water supply problem for one of the 

departments in this study during its attack on a major structure fire. The situation 

generated a certain amount of friction between the fire chief and the public works 

department in the community thereafter. 

The lack of immediate or ample continuous water supply impacts what can be done in 

terms of strategy and tactics, increases risk factors and produces less favourable results. 

Although all of the departments have one or more pumpers equipped with onboard water 
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tanks, some of these vehicles are relatively old and have low-capacity tanks and pumps. 

It may be possible to draught water from the dugout pond usually found in farm yards, or 

from a natural water source unless the water source is frozen or the site is inaccessible to 

a large truck. A more reliable source of water for small fire departments is to have a 

water tender5, as do two of the departments in this study. Portable water reservoirs6 are 

possessed by three of the departments, into which a water tender or pumper may 

discharge its cargo for draughting. However, when the pumper itself has to be taken out 

of service to shuttle back and forth between the water supply and the fire, considerable 

efficiency is lost. The following example illustrates this problem: 

Pingo firefighters responded to a farm yard fire 15 kilometres north of 
town. Upon arriving with the county pumper they found that the hose on a 
propane heater being used to keep the work area of a hay shed construction 
project warm had overheated and melted, igniting a tarp draped over some 
lumber. The farmer had quickly turned off the propane supply valve and 
was attempting to beat out the flames on the tarp but the lumber piled 
beneath was already smouldering. 

Of particular concern to the firefighters was the exposure: within 10 
metres of the burning lumber was a hay stack consisting of 700 kilogram 
square bales. Extinguishment of these large bales is extremely difficult 
once they start burning, hence the firefighters' concern was to contain the 
lumber pile fire so it did not extend to the bales. 

Firefighters worked on the lumber pile for several minutes but the 750 
gallon tank on the pumper ran dry just as they were on the verge of 
extinguishing the flames. Because the farm's dugout was still frozen due 
to a recent period of very cold weather, to replenish their water supply 
they were forced to make a 3 kilometre trip to a nearby flowing well where 
the County had a water filling station. They refilled their tanks, returned 
to the scene and were able to put the fire out on the second try. 
Fortunately, there was no Chinook that day to fan the flames or carry 
embers towards the bales. They counted themselves lucky...this time. 

Centralized Dispatching. 

Crescent Ridge provides central dispatch for the region. This unit handles all fire and 

ambulance alarm calls for the region, receiving most alarms from people in the 
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population centres and rural areas by way of a single telephone number that is used by 

everyone. There are also a certain number of automatic alarm systems connected to the 

unit, which sometimes have the unfortunate propensity to send false alarms. Dispatching 

to rural alarms can be problematic for responding volunteer departments unless the 

dispatcher knows the legal description of the property involved. These legal descriptions 

are geographical locators from the original survey system used on the Canadian prairies. 

Use of the locators reduces confusion and the potential for lost time due to misdirection. 

However, they are not always used by dispatchers, which can result in frustration for the 

responding fire department as the following example reveals. 

Crossroads FD captain: "We were trying to get to a barn fire last winter 
using the dispatcher's directions, which he had gotten from a flustered 
farmhand. The roads were terrible - covered with 12 inches of virgin snow 
and we were plowing it ahead of us as we went. We'd been out about 15 
minutes without even seeing smoke anywhere when the Esker pumper 
went by us going in the other direction. We then figured out that the 
dispatcher's directions weren't from our point of origin, but from the farm. 
We were going about 180 degrees wrong. It sure would have helped to 
have the land location. It's a good thing it wasn't an MVA7 or we would 
have missed the Golden Hour8 for sure." 

To sum up, among the differences between Crescent Ridge FD and the volunteer fire 

departments which operate in the small towns, villages and open country outside the city 

are those which stem from population density, economy and geography. Urban and non-

urban settings are likely to produce different types of incidents as a consequence of these 

differences. The conditions under which the volunteer fire departments in this study 

operate are more tenuous to the extent that water supply cannot be taken for granted, 

locating and getting to the site of an alarm may be more difficult and responding to 

situations requiring special equipment, protective clothing and training may be beyond 

their capabilities. However, limitations to capabilities may be more by reason of small 

municipal budgets which barely allow for regular equipment than because volunteers are 

unwilling to learn specialized skills and techniques. 
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PART THREE 

RELATIONSHIPS OF 

THE CROSSROADS FIRE DEPARTMENT 

In its day-to-day operations Crossroads FD is embedded in a complex network of 

relationships with government departments and agencies, other fire departments nearby 

and distant, community voluntary associations, educational institutions and agencies, 

regulatory bodies and suppliers. The relationships can be viewed as part of network that 

structures and constrains the delivery of the department's services, the practices involved 

in service delivery and the other activities that a fire department may do which are not 

part of its core responsibilities. 

One way of considering these relationships is to consider how the arrangement ties the 

fire departments in this study to a parent or another organization in an ongoing way. The 

range of possibilities range from ties by a governance arrangement, by legally sanctioned 

document such as a contract or provincial statute, by a recognized and/or mandatory or 

voluntary certification process, to social ties through friendship or other non-economic 

links. 

Table 3.2 portrays the relationships on the basis of how legally binding a relationship is. 

The most formalized arrangements are those of governance which have statues as their 

basis. Moderately formalized relationships are lateral advisory or coordinating 

relationships, some of which are mediated by formalized relationships (for example, 

mutual aid agreements are signed between municipalities). On the informal end of the 

continuum, relationships are looser and less constraining, often done on a hand-shake. 

They often involve some form of resource sharing, and may have a significant political 

component. 
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Table 3.2 

Relationships of the Crossroads Fire Department 

High Formalization 

Town or Village Council 

County Council 

Alberta Pre-Hospital 

Professional Association 

Alberta Fire Training School 

St. John Ambulance 

Community college 

Moderate Formalization 

Alberta Fire Commissioner 

Other communities nearby 

Palliser Fire Chiefs Association 

Critical incident debriefing team 

Insurance companies 

Fire service vendors 

Low Formalization 

Other fire departments 

Muscular Dystrophy 

Association 

Community voluntary 

associations 

Standard setting bodies 

Local citizens 

In this section only the relationships which in some way directly impact the provision of 

core services of fire protection, rescue and emergency medical care are described. The 

decision about which of these relationships are significant enough to investigate at the 

source came from interviews and observations: if an organization was referenced in some 

way on a frequent basis, either directly or indirectly, the trail was followed backwards to 

that organization to interview and often visit key individuals in that organization to gain a 

better understanding of its relationship with the fire departments. The description of 

relationships with community voluntary associations and the Muscular Dystrophy 

Association takes place in the next and subsequent chapters because these are non-core 

relationships. Non-core activities such as raising funds to purchase a needed piece of 

equipment require separate treatment because they are highly consequential for the 

conduct of core responsibilities not only in monetary terms, but in terms of their affective 

influences on volunteers. 

A third type of relationship that falls outside the formal-informal classification used in 

Table 3.2 exists between some of the departments in this study. Kinship links within 
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volunteer-staffed agencies are well-known. Volunteer organizations do most of their 

recruiting through social networks: volunteers usually join their organizations at the 

behest of friends, co-workers and family members (see for instance, Pearce, 1993: 159-

160 or Gibbins, 1986). This research confirmed a number of these social relationships 

within departments, but also uncovered two kinship relationships between departments 

where brothers or brothers-in-law are members of two different departments in the 

sample. This adds another dimension to relationships at the departmental level and it is 

likely the relationship functions as an informal communications channel between the 

departments. 

Legal Form and Funding. 

The legal form of the volunteer fire departments in this study is that of a department of an 

incorporated local municipal government; either a town or village. However, it is usual 

for the geographical area covered by a department to be much larger in extent than the 

legal boundaries of the town or village, hence departments also serve counties and 

municipal districts, which are other municipal forms. The fire chief may therefore report 

to more than one governmental body, for instance both local and county officials, as a 

reflection of the wider coverage. In most cases, especially where there is not a paid fire 

chief or fire administrator, the town or village administration provides clerical support to 

the department. A town employee may for instance render the invoice for mutual aid to 

another community. 

As municipal departments, the fire departments in this study receive funding for 

operating and equipment costs from the general revenue of their town or village for the 

provision of fire protection, rescue and emergency medical services. They may also 

receive monies for fire suppression and rescue activities undertaken outside the 

boundaries of their jurisdiction by way of contracting their services out to entities such as 

the county in which the town or village is located and for rendering aid to other fire 

departments through mutual aid agreements. Table 3.3 summarizes the contractual 
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arrangements of the six departments in this study. At least one instance of informal 

mutual aid took place during the study period: during the June 1995 flood described in 

the first chapter, Rogen FD received help from the fire departments of Laurentide and 

Esker. 

Table 3.3 

Summary of Contractual Relationships 

Population Centre County Contracts Mutual Aid Agreements 

Crossroads yes Esker, Laurentide, Drumlin, 
Crescent Ridge 

Drumlin yes Crossroads, Laurentide, Pingo, 
Kettle Moraine 

Esker yes Crossroads, Prairie Mound, 
Laurentide 

Laurentide yes Crossroads, Drumlin, Pingo, 
Crescent Ridge 

Prairie Mound yes Esker, Kettle Moraine 

Rogen no Canamera gas plant 

Fees may also be recovered from insurance companies and from billing property owners 

for a department's services. However, billing property owners is a local decision and 

done without recourse for nonpayment since only the County of Crescent Ridge can 

render legally enforceable invoices. Local decisions on this issue may differ. For 

instance, Laurentide's municipal council decided not to bill the property owner involved 

in the grain elevator fire (see Exhibit 3.1, The Big One), but Crossroads' municipal 

council instructed the town manager render a bill. Thereafter, a debate erupted between 

stakeholders and interested citizens who thought the property owner should not be billed 

and those who thought he should. The sparring between the two camps was played out in 

a flurry of letters to the editor and council meeting minutes that appeared in the 

Countryside News over a period of many weeks. 
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For the fire departments in this study the percentages of funding coming from county and 

town or village tax revenues varies, but in general the split is typically 60 to 75 percent of 

funding coming from county coffers and 40 to 25 percent coming from town or village 

coffers. These funds are paid into the fire department's budget as lump sums in 

anticipation of need. An exception to this is Rogen which at the time of the study had a 

mutual aid agreement with the Canamera gas plant, the property of which abuts village 

boundaries, but no external agreements with the County. Rogen limits its regular 

coverage to events within its boundaries and funds its fire protection service entirely from 

village tax revenues. Since incidents at the gas plant are exceedingly rare (two fairly 

minor incidents in 25 years), revenues from mutual aid responses there are negligible. In 

fact mutual aid revenues were somewhat transparent for all of the departments because 

billing practices differ and mutual aid is rendered only on an as-needed basis. 

Organizational Form. 

The fire departments in this study are subunits of municipal governments in which there 

is a division of labour made along functional lines. They are mandated by municipal 

authorities to provide emergency services and their members perform specialized tasks 

aimed at preserving life and property from perils which are or have the potential to be 

catastrophic in their effects. In stark contrast to other municipal subunits such as a parks 

and recreation department or municipal sanitation, the working conditions under which 

theses tasks are performed are more extreme and outcomes are less predictable. 

MacGillivray (1976) proposes that the inability of superiors to plan the conduct of 

activities in advance adds to the conditions of uncertainty which are already inherent in 

the work. This is especially the case in a volunteer fire department where the number of 

people available to turn out for an alarm may be highly variable, and work assignments 

emerge on the site in response to the incident commander's size-up. Pre-planning9 assists 

in reducing the uncertainty surrounding an event, but is more likely to be done by an 

occupational department than a volunteer department because such an activity occurs as 
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part of the normal work day. Also, as a fire chief who was an informant in this study 

pointed out, pre-planning has its limitations: 

"Pre-planning helps but there are a million things that can be different 
between a pre-planning visit and an alarm. Unless you are there at the 
time of ignition, you never have all the facts. How many times are you 
there at that moment?" 

Given the level of uncertainty, actions initiating and completing the work associated with 

an event can be standardized only to a limited extent. Weather, distance from the fire 

hall, the condition and locations of the roads leading to the site, the technological and 

water resources available, the size and complexity of the event and its nature are among 

the myriad of variables that influence the outcome of a response. Added to this is the 

availability of personnel for volunteer departments. Week day and holiday call outs are 

particularly problematic because there are often fewer people available to respond. 

The high level of uncertainty, the high level of risk and the interdependence of tasks 

compels fire service members to work closely together. Coordinating their efforts is 

critical to a successful outcome (MacGillivray,1977). Both volunteer and occupational 

departments have officers who are responsible for coordinating personnel and apparatus 

and planning strategy. Even in a small village's volunteer department there is at least a 

chief, deputy chief and one or more captains. Only in combination or fully occupational 

departments where the chief is an occupational firefighter does the municipality have the 

major role in recruiting and selecting the incumbent. In fully volunteer departments the 

chiefs position is likely to be filled by a majority decision of the members rather than 

appointment by the superordinate municipal body. Political behaviour may influence the 

decision and the election may become a popularity contest as it apparently did in two of 

the departments in this sample. 
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Relationships with Nearby Departments. 

A common formal arrangement between volunteer fire departments in different 

jurisdictions is the mutual aid agreement which covers fire suppression activities. A 

mutual aid agreement allows for the possibility that a community may not have enough 

fire suppression resources to effectively protect life and property in the case of a major 

event, and may have to request the assistance of fire departments in nearby communities. 

Mutual aid agreements are in part a consequence of lower financial inputs from the 

municipality by reason of having a smaller tax base. Mutual aid agreements also exist 

between industrial fire departments and municipal fire departments, although only Rogen 

FD among of the departments in this study has such an agreement because the Canamera 

gas plant has the only on-site fire brigade in the study area. As well, Roche Moutonee 

FD, which was not studied in depth, does have a mutual aid agreement with the small 

industrial fire brigade at the Excalibur Resources facility at Pine Creek Crossing. 

Shared dispatch is also a feature that formally links fire departments in different 

jurisdictions, even though as revealed in Part Two of this chapter, shared dispatch has 

some drawbacks. In the study area, the dispatch centre for Crossroads, Drumlin, Esker, 

Laurentide, Prairie Mound and Rogen is operated by the Crescent Ridge fire department. 

Residents in each of these communities must telephone a central number in Crescent 

Ridge, at which the dispatcher takes the particulars and notifies affected departments by 

pager. Typically, someone from the department goes to the fire hall to act as the local 

dispatcher during the alarm, keeping a set of notes on the alarm as it unfolds. Informally, 

one or more members of a department may monitor the dispatch channel and in this way 

be aware of what is taking place in the region. 

A third formal linkage is by legal contract. A department may contract to provide fire 

protection for another jurisdiction that does not have its own apparatus and personnel. In 

this study for example, all of the departments are under contract to provide fire protection 

for the County of Crescent Ridge rural areas, including the Crescent Ridge airport. 



Departments house equipment for the County, with the equipment reserved for use in 

rural areas outside the town or village boundary except in extreme cases. Sometimes the 

dividing lines between mutual aid and contract are not simple. For example Laurentide's 

grain elevator fire, which is reported in Exhibit 3.1 (The Big One), involved Crossroads 

FD, Esker FD and Prairie Mound FD. Only Crossroads was there on a mutual aid basis. 

There are informal relationships between departments that occur in several ways. 

Departments may participate in joint training exercises such as a recent disaster 

simulation in Lethbridge in which the volunteer departments in surrounding towns had 

roles to play. Or, a department may put on training event to which other departments are 

invited to send students, as was the case in February 1996 when the Kettle Moraine 

department put on a ice rescue course and invited other departments to send students. 

Members from Crossroads, Rogen, Laurentide and Crescent Ridge fire departments 

participated, working with the Rescue Alive, an inflatable dinghy and as well going 

through several scenarios. 

The interest in ice rescue training came about as the result of a tragic accident near Kettle 

Moraine in which a respected and popular local citizen on a water fowl hunting trip 

drowned as a result of falling through the ice. Despite their best efforts, Kettle Moraine 

volunteers were unable to save him. Consequently, throughout the region the awareness 

of ice as a potential risk and source of alarms was considerably heightened. Crossroads 

FD actively began to consider the merits of raising the $6,000 purchase price of the 

Rescue Alive craft after considering the sugar beet plant cooling pond and Key Hole Lake 

as potential sites of similar accidents. During the study period other training initiatives 

similarly came about as reactions to incidents for which the volunteer departments were 

not trained or equipped. 

Departments may borrow equipment from each other or may donate surplus equipment 

outright. An active informal communications network operates in the region and beyond 
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such that many equipment needs can be met through trading. Information on the 

availability of apparatus also passes through this network and may occur through peer or 

kinship contacts between fire chiefs or between members of other ranks. One informant 

in this study actively courts an occupational department for the access to its surplus or 

cast off equipment that the relationship occasionally brings. He also does this for social 

reasons, but through the "scrounge" as he refer to his efforts, he has acquired better, 

though used, protective clothing for his department. Technically however, second hand 

turnout gear is frowned upon. Still, given that a new set of quality protective clothing 

may cost $1,500, scrounging has been a boon to the other volunteers in his department. 

Departments in this study often make appearances in the summer homecoming parades of 

other communities and support each other in other ways, such as inviting a neighbouring 

department to participate in a fundraising scheme. Or departments may compete against 

each other in a skills competition before an audience composed of the general public, 

which occurred at the local level in the summer of 1995 when Drumlin Fire Department 

staged an antique rig muster and a vehicle extrication competition, which its members 

won even after having been out most of the night on a fire alarm. This event is reported 

on in Exhibit 4.1 (Competition and Fellowship at Drumlin). There may also be broader 

competitions among departments and individual firefighters, such as provincial, national 

or international firefighter games. 

In general, relationships between departments are publicly cordial and earmarked by a 

high degree of cooperation, especially when attending a call. At times however, a 

department may perceive another department in its region in a negative way. The basis 

for this appears to be inequality of resources, using that term broadly to mean both 

tangible resources like apparatus, fire halls and other capital assets and intangible 

resources like leadership and political power. Thus, the department with more and newer 

equipment than others, the department having leadership problems that affect other 

departments, the department that is not perceived as being committed to training as 
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another or the department that has a waiting list of recruits when another does not may be 

perceived as differing in some way that sets it apart from the others, either positively or 

negatively. 

Relationships with Standards Setting Organizations. 

It has already been established that there is a bifurcation between the fire and medical 

spheres of a department's activities in terms of certification of standards for training: the 

fire sphere is more-or-less self-controlled with respect to setting expected levels of 

training while the EMS sphere is tightly regulated and controlled by legislation and by an 

external licensing body. Formally the Alberta Fire Commissioner functions in an 

advisory capacity while the Alberta Pre-Hospital Professional Association (APPA) on the 

other hand has the power to enforce minimum training standards on emergency medicine 

practitioners. 

The National Fire Protection Association (NFPA), an international non-profit 

organization established in 1896 and headquartered in Quincy, Massachusetts, is the most 

influential standards setting body associated with fire protection. NFPA is the standards-

making and advisory body for virtually every aspect of fire safety and its 275 codes and 

standards are used world-wide, although not universally. Not only do construction codes 

conform to NFPA standards, but also all manner of suppression equipment and firefighter 

training curricula are affected. Codes and standards are generated by way of a consensual 

process involving over 5,000 volunteers with a wide range of expertise and professional 

certification serving on 200 technical committees (NFPA, 1996). A significant current 

challenge is the harmonization of standards internationally; an issue that has implications 

for free trade especially for apparatus and equipment manufacturers. 

The NFPA is not the only standards setting non-profit organization that affects organized 

fire protection in Canada but it is the most prominent. Underwriters' Laboratories of 

Canada (ULC), incorporated in 1920 and affiliated with an American counterpart to 
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facilitate access for Canadian manufactures to the North American market, maintains not 

only standards setting facilities but is also a certification organization. ULC examines, 

tests and classifies devices, constructions, materials and systems to determine their 

relation to life, fire and property hazards. ULC's standards are allegedly more stringent 

than NFPA standards and its listings are becoming more widely recognized across 

Canada by state authorities and the insurance inspection industry. Some fire departments 

are specifying that new equipment purchases must meet ULC standards. 

Relationships with Educating Organizations. 

The Alberta Fire Training School. Clearly the most important source of formal 

education in the eyes of the departments is the Alberta Fire Training School, founded in 

1959 and located at Vermilion, Alberta. AFTS's mandate is to provide courses to 

improve the skills and technical knowledge of firefighters and fire officers. Courses are 

primarily for those in Alberta's municipal and industrial fire services. Three models of 

course delivery are relevant in this study. The first model is on-site course work on the 

AFTS campus. Indeed, a trip to Vermilion to take an AFTS course is regarded as an 

important event by firefighters and is a sought-after reward (see Chapter Five). The 

second model is the delivery of an AFTS course by AFTS instructors at a field location, 

as illustrated by Exhibit 4.2 (A Rainy Day). 

A third model, the local delivery model, issues from the campus delivery model. 

Firefighters trained on the Vermilion campus assume a training role in their home 

organizations and transfer what they have learned to their colleagues. The local delivery 

model serves three functions: first it is cost-effective for the local organizations, second it 

encourages firefighters returning from Vermilion to develop and use a different set of 

skills as they train their colleagues; and third, by restricting intake into a particular course 

to two candidates from the same department, it ensures that more campus seats are 

available for firefighters from other communities and industries. AFTS sends evaluators 

to the local site to ensure that training has been properly given. The multiplier effect that 



results is about 1:3 campus to local; in 1994-1995 960 people were trained at the School 

and 2,500 were trained at the local level. 

AFTS occupies a 50-acre parcel of land which includes a physical plant of some 4,000 

square metres housing administrative offices, curriculum development facilities, a library 

containing more than 2,000 titles, extensively outfitted laboratories for hands-on 

experience with sprinklers, fixed extinguishing systems, smoke detection and hazardous 

material handling; ten apparatus bays housing rolling stock and fire suppression 

accessories of all types; a hose drying tower and mud room such as would be found in 

many fire halls; and a multi-media lecture theatre with state-of-the-art computer and 

audio-visual equipment. Elsewhere on the property are extensive fire training props for 

fire suppression simulations including a three-storey burn tower for apartment, house and 

low-rise commercial fires, a large trench for trench rescues, several rail and truck bodies, 

a seven-story steel structure for urban and industrial fires and steel containers of several 

sizes such as would contain liquid petroleum products under high pressure. 

Critical Incident Stress Debriefing. The physical and psychological risks that are 

associated with fire, rescue and emergency medicine have already been identified in 

Chapter Two. Critical incident stress debriefing (CISD) is an institutional response to 

help firefighters and other emergency responders including police officers and health care 

professionals manage the stress that is associated with emergency response work. 

In Alberta, CISD emerged as an initiative of Alberta Disaster Services in the aftermath of 

the Hinton train derailment disaster in 1979. Many emergency responders were deeply 

affected by post traumatic stress in the wake of an event so horrific that some described it 

as 10 times worse than their worst nightmare. Responsibility for CISD passed through 

the hands of Alberta Mental Health and Canadian Mental Health, eventually losing much 

of its momentum. Today, the CISD team that operates out of Lethbridge is composed 

entirely of mental health and emergency services personnel who serve as volunteers. The 



team responds to requests for intervention within the region, and is a grassroots 

organization with no organizational affiliations for governance or funding. Several 

informants in this study volunteer as peer debriefers on the CISD team. 

Regionalization. 

During the period of study, the possibility of a regional emergency services commission 

being formed became a source of tension between the county council, town and village 

councils and the volunteer fire departments in the study region. Where there is a common 

service need, one of the solutions which has been used in Alberta is to form a third level 

of bureaucracy, to which the responsibility for managing and delivering the needed 

service can be shifted. Membership in a regional services commission is however 

voluntary and depends to a large extent on a municipality's financial resources and 

whether there is the political will to give control of the service to another corporate entity. 

One County politician, particularly known for her concern with cost control, became 

preoccupied with using the regional services commission mechanism to reorganize 

emergency services in the county, apparently on the assumption that considerable costs 

savings would accrue. This came about as a result of her feeling that the percentage of 

fire service costs (typically about 60 percent) being paid by the county was too high. As 

Perkins and Benoit (1995:183) point out, down loading the management responsibility 

for a considerable range of public services by such strategies seems to be a rational 

response to accumulating state debt and declining transfers from provincial coffers. 

Consolidation, as they term this impulse, is however, politically motivated in their 

analysis: "As the Canadian public begins to appreciate the worsening fiscal crisis, it has 

awarded politicians who have cut expenditures." 

Any merit to the idea of forming a regional emergency services commission that may 

have existed was however overshadowed by a lack of consultation with downstream 

stakeholders (town and village councils and their fire departments) before discussion of 



the idea found it way on to the County Council agenda. In the eyes of the downstream 

stakeholders, the notion of this commission was sprung on them without warning and 

they saw in it, the erosion of their autonomy. Resistance surfaced quickly. What resulted 

was, in the words of one municipal administrator, "a verbal pissing contest" between 

County Council, the various community councils and the volunteer fire departments. 

Particularly contentious was the assumption that a regional emergency services 

commission would bring about cost savings and better coordination of effort. The 

country fire chiefs meet monthly and for years have been successfully performing the 

resource sharing and coordinating functions that would pass to the regional authority, 

doing so with minimal formality and at minimal cosf to the public. It has been further 

pointed out by members of this group that regionahzation would actually result in added 

costs instead of savings, given that the salary and benefits of a County fire chief would 

have to be covered. Several departments are also wary of what regionahzation may bring 

in terms of shuffling equipment between departments, replacement of aging equipment 

and its maintenance. 

Opinions from municipal administrators and fire chiefs about whether regionahzation 

will or will not materialize, and what if any optimization will result, are mixed. In any 

case the whole issue is a destabilizing force at the present time both for volunteer 

firefighters and for those they serve. Regionahzation has within it, the potential to pit 

departments against each other in a perceived or actual competition for resources and to 

disrupt the generally harmonious relationships of the present. Ironically, the political will 

to complete a regionahzation agreement waxes and wanes, leaving the fire departments 

and their volunteers unsure of what the future holds and without closure on the issue. 

"Do it or don't do it, but quit (biological explicative) around," one of the fire chiefs in 

this study exhorted. 
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Part of any sense of resentment over regionalization may spring from the volunteers who 

may already perceive that their contributions to their communities are being taken for 

granted, and that regionalization reinforces this perception. As well, Alberta's smaller 

communities have been buffeted for over a decade by the loss of symbolically important 

community services such banks, post offices, elementary and secondary schools and most 

recently, hospitals. The spectre of losing their fire departments is a significant threat, 

representing further erosion of community cohesion and identity. 

If regionalization of ambulance services is less frequently a stated concern of the 

departments in this study, it is because only two of the departments are ground ambulance 

service providers. For these two departments, loss of their ambulance function represents 

a potentially significant loss of revenue, and the loss of a set of activities which interest 

and attract a certain percentage of the department's volunteers. 

CONCLUSION 

Despite being functional subunits of their local governments, in this section it has been 

argued that the volunteer fire departments in this study should be regarded as being like 

independent non-profit organizations because of the unique way in which they interact 

with their municipalities, in the ways they approach their core responsibilities, at least 

where fire suppression and rescue is involved, and how they finance and equip 

themselves. These aspects distinguish them markedly from other municipal departments. 

Something of the complexity of the environments in which contemporary volunteer fire 

departments operate is revealed here. It may be that volunteer fire departments, because 

of their unique place in community life and their nontraditional relationships with the 

state, may be more affected by certain environmental pressures than other community 

service delivery systems. For instance, regionalization brings with it the threat of 

formalizing certain aspects of relationships in the volunteer fire service that are at present 
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rewarding and working well, but which have the potential to become irksome if they are 

compelled and bureaucratized. 

The transformation of informal, hand-shake agreements into legally binding arrangements 

has already had an impact on volunteer fire departments that provide ground ambulance 

emergency medical services, for which the training standards and certification are 

controlled externally. Accreditation of equipment and licensing of personnel add to the 

operating expenses of a department as well as removing some of the control over 

standards of practice which is a hallmark for the fire service. And, the higher formal 

learning requirements for emergency medicine are a deterrent for some volunteers. 



Notes. 

1. The Rescue Alive is a small pontoon craft that can be taken out on ice, open water 
and broken ice. Its design is such that weight is spread across its framework, 
allowing a rescuer to slide or paddle on the craft to reach a victim, who is then 
secured to the framework. The craft and its passengers are pulled back to dry 
ground by rope. 

2. Hazardous materials incidents are referred to as "haz mat" incidents. The term is 
usually associated with incidents involving toxic and volatile substances. Proper 
and safe response requires specialized equipment, protective clothing and training. 

3. The catastrophic Oklahoma City bombing in April, 1995 was of this type. 
4. Placarding refers to the triangular warning labels which are required by law to be 

attached to containers transporting hazardous materials. Placards give 
information about the contents of the containers which may be used to plan 
appropriate responses in case of an accident which damages the container. 

5. A water tender, sometime referred to as a water tanker, is used exclusively for 
transporting water. It consists of a heavy truck with a large water tank mounted 
behind the cab. Water is discharged through valves, usually into a portable 
reservoir. 

6. A portable reservoir is a self-supporting, open top tank which can be filled with 
water from any tanker dumping system. The water can then be draughted from 
the tank by conventional means to be used in suppression. Recent models are 
manufactured of synthetic material, are lightweight and can be collapsed and 
folded into a package light enough to be lifted by one or two people. 

7. M.V.A. is the acronym for a motor vehicle accident. 
8. The Golden Hour is the period of time when trauma treatment has the best chance 

of being successful. Beyond this length of time, the outcome is much more in 
doubt. 

9. Pre-planning is an activity in which fire officials tour their service areas and 
compile profiles of building types and uses, distances to water supply and other 
relevant variables of suppression in anticipation of alarms. 
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Exhibit 3.1 

The Big One 

Laurentide, 0230 hours, mid-Winter. Stan lives on an acreage just past the Laurentide 
campground which is just outside town boundaries. His "day job" as he calls it is 
working as the accountant for the local agricultural implement dealer. His passion 
however is his work as a member of the Laurentide Volunteer Fire Department, in which 
he is one of its two captains. Stan wakes instantly at the crackle of static on his portable 
electronic scanner which is lying on the bedside table and which is kept tuned to the fire 
dispatch frequency. Crackle is usually an harbinger of an alarm so he picks up the 
scanner and leaves the bedroom, reclosing the door behind him so that an incoming 
message does not awaken his wife. Sure enough, Crescent Ridge Dispatch broadcasts the 
tones before he is halfway down the hallway to the spare bedroom where he keeps an 
extra set of clothing in readiness so that he can dress and leave quickly without disturbing 
his family. "Crescent Ridge Dispatch to Laurentide Fire: We have a report of flames at 
the grain elevator. Over." Stan hears Lyle, the Laurentide fire chief, respond: "Roger, 
Crescent Ridge Fire Control, we are responding." Almost instantly Stan's pager sounds 
the tones, but he is already halfway dressed. 

Stan's wife, a light sleeper, heard the static and the pager tones too. By the time Stan 
comes through the kitchen, she is holding the back door open for him. "What is it" she 
asks. "Grain elevator in town". "Be careful" she says simply and he nods. At least, she 
thinks, they won't have to go far into the countryside on the bad roads and there should 
be a good supply of water because the fire is burning within reach of fire hydrants. She 
retrieves the scanner from the spare bedroom and goes back to bed. Sometimes there is 
not much traffic being broadcast and she can go back to sleep quickly, but there will be a 
great amount of traffic tonight. 

As he rounds the corner of the house and heads towards the garage, he can already see a 
glow in the sky about a kilometre and a half away. He senses that it might be the "big 
one" as he drives along the gravel road towards the fire hall. The elevator should be 
about half empty now, he speculates, because there have been two quota calls and many 
carloads of grain have been shipped out since harvest. Later, Stan will not even 
remember driving the distance from home although the road surface is slippery and rutted 
as a result of a strong chinook which has thawed a month's collection of snow. 

It is indeed the "big one"; Laurentide's only grain elevator is well ablaze. Immediately 
across the street from it and only about 100 feet away is the co-op, which like most such 
businesses in similar towns, is a combination lumber yard, hardware store and petroleum 
fuel outlet. The elevator fire is already so intense it is throwing flaming material off 
towards the co-op. Both the county and the village pumper are already on site when Stan 
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drives by. The fire hall is only on the next block and everybody except Stan lives in the 
village, so response time has been very quick. 

Stan goes to the fire hall to don his turnout gear, which is hanging on a hook in the empty 
village pumper bay. All the hooks are now empty, so everybody had turned out; even 
Harley with his bad back. Stan is back on the fire ground in less than 90 seconds, by 
which time both pumpers have large diameter hoses attached to a manifold, which is in 
turn attached to a hydrant by another larger diameter hose. Smaller attack lines attached 
to the pumpers are being charged. Stan is glad that both pumpers, the 1984 village 
pumper and the 1972 county pumper, have recently passed pump tests and that the 
Chinook has not completely departed and the air temperature is above freezing. 

Everyone can see there is an immediate and obvious problem besides the flaming grain 
elevator: the exposure at the co-op includes a 4,000 litre propane tank and it is on the 
edge of the co-op's property nearest to the flaming elevator. Several people in the area 
drive propane powered vehicles, so the tank may well be fairly full. Even through it is 
across the road and partly protected by a cinder block wall, the tank will have to be kept 
cool to avoid a BLEVE. Lyle showed the BLEVE video at one of the Monday night 
meetings just recently, and Stan thinks warily about the potential, knowing a BLEVE in a 
4,000 litre tank would level an area 800 metres in diameter and dangerous flying 
projectiles from the blast would travel even further. 

Stan joins the huddle. Lyle has decided to fight a defensive fire because the elevator is 
already too far gone to save it. He divides them into two teams: one to protect the co-op 
exposure and one to contain the elevator fire. Stan heads up the team protecting the co
op exposure and they will work off the village pumper. He assigns Frank to tend the 
pumper because Frank has completed the Pump A course and is likely to need everything 
he learned tonight. Stan, Darcy, Leroy and Keith train 2 streams of water on the propane 
tank. Technically they should be no closer than 150 metres to the tank, but they move in 
closer because their streams won't reach that far. Darcy and Keith drag their hose 
towards one end of the tank so they can train their stream on the side by the cinder block 
wall. This is clearly the most dangerous position they could be in; in the event of a 
BLEVE the tank ends will give way first. Stan and Leroy are broadside to the tank, 
which is marginally safer. 

The Crossroads and Esker departments are on scene by 0255, each with their county 
pumpers. The elevator is now burning so fiercely that Stan can see a vortex beginning to 
form as the fire consumes the available oxygen out of the air. The two assisting 
departments have arrived at a critically important juncture: more water is needed. 
Fortunately, Crossroads has a portable reservoir, which it immediately deploys at the 
intersection between the co-op and the grain elevator. Lyle assigns the Crossroads 
pumper to draught water out of a large slough about half a block away and relay it into 
the reservoir. A manifold and pump are set up so that three more hoses can operate off 
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the reservoir. There are now eight water streams in use and Esker works with the 
elevator team while Crossroads helps Stan's team, cooling the propane tank with 
continuous sprays of water. Now Stan is beginning to worry about the main co-op 
building because the facade is starting to scorch, and asks for two Crossroads firefighters 
to train a stream on it. Crossroads' lumbering tanker finally arrives and dumps into the 
portable reservoir. For the balance of the fight, the Crossroads pumper and tanker will 
ferry water from the slough to the reservoir, thus ensuring a reliable water supply. 

Twice over the next 90 minutes the water supply coming through the Laurentide pumper 
tails off severely. Frank isn't sure whether it is a problem with the pumper or with the 
water supply, but nevertheless he pushes the pump to its limit, dreading that it will seize 
up or the hydrants will run completely dry and then he is not sure how a BLEVE will be 
avoided. But somehow the pump never quits and the water supply is maintained, perhaps 
by Divine intervention he will late think, reflecting on the events that night. 

Prairie Mound arrives with its pumper about 25 minutes later, having driven twice the 
distance to get there that Crossroads had to drive. Prairie Mound, despite the fact that it 
is a small department, had been able to purchase a portable automated monitor by virtue 
of a $10,000 donation from a grateful farmer whose barns were saved by the department 
even though his home burned to the ground. Lyle assigns the monitor to protect the co
op facade. One of the hoses draughting from the reservoir is attached to the monitor and 
it is set to play a continuous stream across the front of the building, freeing three 
firefighters for reassignment elsewhere. The Prairie Mound pumper is added to the water 
shuttle team. 

The immediate threat to the co-op is over by about 0430. Although Stan keeps water on 
the propane tank for another hour, the monitor is no longer needed on the facade and is 
moved across to play on the elevator. There is not much left of the elevator by sunrise. 
All of the burned wooden superstructure has fallen inward onto the grain, which is 
smouldering in a large sodden pile. It smells like over-roasted coffee beans to Stan. The 
hotel restaurant delivers hot coffee and donuts about 0630, after which Prairie Mound and 
Esker stand down and return to their respective fire halls. Crossroads stays on to help 
begin the overhaul. None of the volunteers has yet had a real break. Fortunately the 
Chinook is waning and there is little wind to hamper the overhaul. "That's all we would 
need right now," Lyle says wearily, "a shingle ripper Chinook!" Crossroads is released 
about 1000. Stan is sure there is not a drop of water left in the water mains and he is 
nearly correct: there is less than a 10 percent reserve. 

Stan never does get home that day. First he drives the 40 kilometres into Crescent Ridge 
to pick up five 55 gallon drums of foam, ferries three of them out another 22 kilometres, 
to Crossroads to repay part of what has been used so that Crossroads will have at least a 
minimum supply and returns cross country to Laurentide. Later he drives over to Esker 
to return its fog nozzle; a 60 kilometre round trip. By the time he gets back to Laurentide 
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for the second time it is 1400 and the village's Payloader is shoving burned grain about 
across the ground to expose any pockets of material that may still be burning. Stan keeps 
his wife appraised of his travels by cellular telephone. She has been monitoring the 
traffic on the scanner since the beginning, but the urgency of the propane tank situation 
wasn't discussed on air, so she will have no idea such a peril existed until some time 
later. Later in the week, when the Countryside News publishes a picture of the four 
firefighters working so close to the propane tank, Stan is horrified. 

The county pumper is taken back to the fire hall and village pumper remains on site, 
standing by in case it is needed. By 1900 hours the chief concludes that it is safe for the 
village pumper to stand down and leaves the RCMP to keep an eye on the ruins. Once 
back at the fire hall, Stan and the others begin the long task of returning the equipment to 
full readiness for the next alarm, which could be any minute. Nobody has much to say 
because there isn't enough energy left to talk. Stan drives into his farm yard about 2200, 
noting that his wife has gotten the cattle fed although she does not much like to 
manhandle hay bales into the bunkers. Nobody is awake when he walks into the house. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE ROUTINE OF A 

VOLUNTEER FIRE DEPARTMENT 

The information presented in this chapter describes how the Crossroads Fire Department 

evolved into an organized entity and how the contemporary department is organized. 

Both its history and its current arrangements and activities are part of the environment in 

which the volunteers perform their tasks, and variables which influence how the 

volunteers define situations and decide on courses of action. 

Before the installation of water and sewer service in 1956 there was no formally 

organized fire service in Crossroads except for the brigade of volunteers, made up of 

company employees, who provided rudimentary fire suppression for the sugar beet 

processing plant. Without a water and sewer system, and hence without fire hydrants and 

a water supply, the usual mode of fire suppression was for citizens for form a bucket 

brigade. During the many years it operated the sugar beet processing plant in Crossroads 

the sugar company held considerable sway with Town administration. The company 

officials were instrumental in convincing the town fathers to install a water and sewer 

system. A town volunteer fire brigade was soon organized and several sugar company 

employees served with the department in the two decades between 1956 and 1976 when 

the sugar company closed the plant. Smokey, one of the older members of the current 

fire department and its longest serving member, joined in the early years as one of the 

sugar company employees. 

The sugar company deeded over its 1948 International pumper to the town in exchange 

for the promise of coverage by the new fire department in the event of a fire on plant 

premises. The pumper was in service until 1966 when it was sold to Laurentide FD. 

Laurentide used the International as the village pumper for more than a dozen years, 

reluctantly concluding in 1978 that the old machine had reached the end of its useful life. 

Hearing that Laurentide FD was in the market for a newer pumper Crossroads FD 
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volunteers decided to make a bid for the 1948 International. Repatriating the venerable 

old pumper, perhaps to recapture something of Crossroads FD's history, became a 

preoccupation of the members for nearly two years. The volunteers were finally able to 

purchase the pumper back from Laurentide FD in 1980 after many months of fundraising. 

The fire department started out with a half dozen volunteers, who after having to deal 

with two big fires in 1958, knew that they needed proper training. They set up a training 

program for themselves and declared Tuesday nights as their regular training time. 

Considerable training also took place over holidays when there was a break from their 

regular employment. Part of the attraction for the early volunteers was the social nature 

of membership in the department. Smokey observes that not only has he made lifelong 

friends among the other firefighters, but between the fire department and the sugar 

factory he knows just about every farmer and every townsperson in the area, let alone 

every road and every structure. In the early days, Smokey was well-known for his daring, 

which by modern standards would be viewed as unsafe practice. In fact, "Smokey" is a 

nickname, earned when he injudiciously entered a burning structure, fell through the floor 

and got his eyebrows thoroughly singed. 

From the time of its formation in 1956, the fire department regularly attended rural 

alarms. This caused concern among the town fathers, who worried about how the town 

would be protected in the event a fire occurred when the fire department was out in the 

country at a rural fire. Their concerns resulted in the formation of the Crossroads Rural 

Fire Protection Association in 1958. The farmers who belonged to the association 

donated the money to purchase a pumper to be used for fighting rural fires, and the town 

consented to housing the rural pumper along with the town pumper for ease of access by 

the volunteers. The CRFPA functioned until the late 1960s, at which time it was 

dissolved and the pumper sold to the County of Crescent Ridge. The funds were used to 

purchase and equip the first rescue unit for the Crossroads FD; a 1950s panel truck. 
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The volunteers made it a group project to have everyone become certified in first aid. In 

1962 the Town bought its first ambulance, although apparently with no particular thought 

as to who would operate it. Eventually the fire service volunteers decided they would do 

the job, which they have been doing ever since. In 1960 a siren tower was built to 

summon the volunteers and to announce Noon and the 9 PM curfew in effect at the time. 

People told time by the Noon and 9 PM sirens and protested vigorously when the Town 

decided that the purchase of two-way radios and pagers for the fire department in 1979 

meant the siren was no longer needed. Amazed by the protest, the Town allowed the 

siren's continued use as a time-signalling device for several more years. 

The original fire chief was a foreman at the sugar factory. When the factory closed in 

1976, he took a job as a welder for a local farm equipment manufacturing company and 

in this way was able to stay on as the fire chief of the Crossroads Fire Department. He 

served for 28 years. During his years as chief, such annual events as the firemen's 

Christmas party for town children and their Valentine's dance for adults became fixtures 

in the life of Crossroads. He was also instrumental in establishing the hose laying 

competition team, in introducing annual Spring and Fall social events for the firefighters 

and their families and in signing up the first female firefighter as a member of the 

department. 

THE CONTEMPORARY DEPARTMENT 

Antiques and Friendly Rivalry 

Once the members had finally purchased the '48, as it is called, and brought it home to 

Crossroads, several more months and many more dollars were needed to restore the 

pumper to nearly new condition. Fortunately, several fire department members had 

various skills that proved useful in the endeavour. Once the restoration work was 

completed it became part of the regular routine of Crossroads FD members to keep the 

International polished and in running order. It is often parked outside the fire hall for 
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people to admire and the department takes the pumper to summer parades in the area. 

Who may drive the '48 is sometimes a matter of friendly contention. In its dotage, the 

'48 takes skilled handling to drive safely and to keep its engine running. Driving it is a 

coveted task reserved for the handful of people who ostensibly have a talent for nursing 

old machinery, but the restriction is more likely of social origin: 

Ervin asks "Who wants to take the '48 to the Pioneer Day parade in Esker 
next Saturday?" "I will" [eagerly] replies Winston, one of the younger 
firefighters, who has been a member for about 4 years. "You can't" says 
Merlin, one of the long-service firefighters [somewhat gruffly], "it needs 
somebody with experience to drive it, which means Ervin, Smokey or 
me." He and Ervin then launch into colourful stories about some of their 
misadventures driving the '48. "Fussy old girl" observes Ervin, 
"somebody better follow me with the rescue van on Saturday." Everybody 
laughs. 

Restoring and exhibiting antique fire apparatus is something of a tradition in the fire 

service, and some of the other volunteer fire departments in the study region share 

Crossroads FD's passion for old equipment. Drumlin has a 1935 ladder truck and 1942 

pumper that it has restored to like-new condition. Outside its fire hall Rogen displays a 

very old hand-drawn hose cart that a former chief bought, restored and then donated to 

the department some years ago. Antique rig musters, which are similar to other 

automotive events in which vehicles restored as a hobby are paraded and judged, have 

been staged in the study region. Exhibit 4.1 (Sports and Fellowship at Drumlin) 

describes an antique rig muster held during the period of study, and reveals that this event 

contributed to group cohesion and was an opportunity for public attention. 

Antique rig musters are not the way in which members of Crossroads FD pit themselves 

against other volunteer firefighters, as Exhibit 4.1 reveals. For several years Crossroads 

has been involved in sports-like hose coupling events in which department members 

display their skills and vie for trophies or medals. When a department decides to host a 

hose coupling event, it sends invitation letters to fire departments across the province. 
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Crossroads hosted an event in 1986 and Crescent Ridge hosted an event in 1990; in the 

latter case planning, organizing and production was done on an entirely volunteer basis 

by Crescent Ridge's occupational firefighters. There is also a provincial hose laying 

event each year, with the location rotating around the province. A similar circuit exists for 

vehicle extrication. Departments which regularly participate on these circuits get to know 

each others' members and their families well through the social interaction that takes 

place. 

Both hose coupling and vehicle extrication events are found in larger venues like the 

World Firefighter Games, which in 1995 were held in Saskatoon and in 1996 in 

Edmonton. Events of this magnitude draw representatives from the international 

firefighting community and allow an opportunity not only for broader fraternity within 

the fire service family to develop, but for the exchange of information and techniques. A 

significant proportion of what happens at the world games level involves events for 

individuals in a range of sports typically associated with the Olympics, such as wrestling, 

power lifting, sailing, swimming, bicycling, triathlon and beach volleyball (which 

became an Olympic sport in the 1996 Atlanta games). 

A highlight of the individual events at Edmonton was the Toughest Firefighter Alive 

event, which involved several tests of strength, agility and endurance and took place over 

a period of days. Gerhardt competed in the cycling events but he decided against 

attempting the TFA. The department was represented in the hose coupling competition by 

a team consisting of Gil, Leo, Alfred and Winston, and took home the silver medal. In 

fact, all three medals were won by volunteer fire departments from Alberta. The vehicle 

extrication events were similarly dominated by Canadian teams. Perhaps the best "sport", 

according to some of the younger Games participants, was drinking beer in Centennial 

Square, where each night hundreds of firefighters and their companions converged for 

several hours of loud, though orderly, fellowship. 
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The Edmonton Games, which drew 2,500 competitors and a further 2,000 non-

competitors, were very well covered by the print and electronic media in that city. In 

keeping with Manning's (1991) observation that the public has a strong tendency to cast 

firefighters into heroic roles, media coverage tended to focus on dramatic activities such 

as the opening ceremony where the triathlon gold medal winner slide down the front of 

the city hall bell tower with a burning torch in his hand to light the flame marking the 

official start of the games. Happenstance led to even greater media coverage of an event 

only tangentially related to the Games but which reinforced the image of heroism, as the 

following example indicates: 

A Hero From Down Under 
Aussie firefighter Garry Howard usually rescues people from burning 
buildings, not swimming pools. The 39-year old man is being called a 
hero for pulling a man from the dive tank at the Kinsmen Sport Centre 
Monday night. "That's what firefighters do. We're all trained for it so it's 
kind of second nature," said Howard. "I heard someone calling out 'he 
can't swim' so I just automatically jumped in." Howard, who was fully 
clothed at the time, was able to heave the victim out of the dive tank after 
a bit of a struggle. The embarrassed victim, who refused to be 
interviewed, recovered without medical aid. A spokesman for the Games 
praised Howard for his fast response. "They don't expect to be called a 
hero for doing something that is routine for them, but they really are." 

Summarized from the Edmonton Journal, 
July 31, 1996 

Crossroads has won the provincial championship in the past and even though interest in 

competitive hose coupling is waning somewhat among Crossroads members, the 

department's team is quite active. Less than two weeks after making the 1,100 km. round 

trip to Edmonton for the World Firefighter Games the team was in Meltwater (another 

1,000 kilometre round trip) at the provincial hose coupling competition, again placing in 

the medals. Practising for hose laying events was somewhat problematic because it was 

done in the evenings outside regular fire department meetings and everyone was busy 

with family duties. Crossroads was able to practice only a handful of times before going 
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to Edmonton and not at all before going to Meltwater. Each competitor paid his own 

expenses except for the small entry fee, which came out of the department's slush fund. 

Travelling to both competitions was a family affair. All the wives attended and between 

Gil, Leo and Alfred, there are nine children. 

Such events also function as training opportunities. Merlin points out that "Practising the 

skills you use at an event, like extrication and hose coupling, prepares you all that much 

better for the real thing." Rogen has been to a number of vehicle extrication events and 

its chief echoes Merlin's view: "At a competition you watch what the other teams are 

doing and get ideas that might improve your own way of doing things. The most 

important thing about a [vehicle extrication] event is what you learn from what the judges 

say about your performance." 

Attending these events may also present an opportunity for the exchange of other useful 

information. For instance, at the Drumlin competition (Exhibit 4.1), Ervm found out that 

Glacier Falls FD was seeking a buyer for its fully equipped 1988 rescue van because it 

had ordered a new rescue vehicle and had no room in its fire hall to house the older 

apparatus. Ironically, the highly specialized body for the new van is likely to be custom 

manufactured at a plant in Drumlin. Because Crossroads' rescue vehicle is now 18 years 

old and lacks what Ervin believes is a necessary level of technology for got»d service and 

for the safety of his crew, he considers it a priority to acquire a newer version and has 

been prospecting for a good used apparatus. Even though it seemed like a wonderful 

opportunity, Ervin felt he could not pursue the purchase of the 1988 van at the price 

Glacier Falls FD was asking. 

The Housing Crisis. 

Crossroads FD operated out of the Town's maintenance building for many years; an 

arrangement that was satisfactory economically and from the standpoint of easy access to 

Town equipment for repairing and maintaining its apparatus. The arrangement was less 
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satisfactory from the standpoint of storage space for equipment and space to conduct 

meetings and indoor practices. Finally, in 1986 after some years of lobbying by the 

former chief, Town Council provided the land for a fire hall. The Town and the County 

provided $250,000 in capital funding for the building and Crossroads FD members, many 

of whom are skilled tradespeople, donated the labour to construct the building except for 

concrete laying and brickwork. Members of the department furnished the fire hall mostly 

with hand-me-down items from the Town, local businesses and townspeople. A local 

artist donated a mural and half of one side of the building sports a colourful depiction of a 

structure fire with two firefighters, silhouetted against the flames, using a fog nozzle to 

bring down the flames. 

The fire hall is located on the outskirts of town and contains a multi-purpose room which 

serves as the chiefs office and is where meetings and indoor practices are held. There is 

a television and VCR and a refrigerator stocked with pop. The fire hall has a hose drying 

tower, an equipment storage bay and racks for turnout gear. Turnout gear is always left at 

the fire hall and not taken home. There are four apparatus bays. Three bays face the 

street and house the Town's 1989 pumper, the County's 1985 pumper, a homemade 

2,300 gallon water tanker, a 1978 rescue van and one of the ambulances. The '48, the 

County's 1972 pumper and the older ambulance, which is used only for back up now, are 

parked crossways across the back of two of the bays in a third bay, the door to which 

opens onto the side street. The two pumpers, the ambulance and the rescue van are 

tethered to electrical extension cords rigged from the ceiling. Ervin explains: "One time 

we got to the fire hall and the battery of the County pumper was dead. After that we keep 

things plugged in all the time." Ironically, in an environment where one would expect the 

most careful attention to fire prevention, the two electrical cords are jury rigged through 

the latticed metal roof trusses and one of them is rather badly frayed. 

Members are proud of their building because their contributions to its construction are a 

testimonial to their dedication. They like to show visitors through it but quarters are 
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getting somewhat cramped. There needs to be more room for equipment storage and a 

separate office for the chief. When and if the department gets newer apparatus, it will 

almost inevitably be larger. Presently it is already a tight squeeze to jockey the apparatus 

back into position after a call-out. For instance, dismounting the tanker can be a 

challenge because there is only about 15 inches of space between it and the Town pumper 

on the driver's side of the tanker. Exiting requires dexterity or the rear view mirror on the 

tanker door bangs into the rear view mirror on the pumper. If Ervin is successful in his 

quest for a newer rescue vehicle, quarters will become even tighter, prompting one of the 

volunteers to observe that the heavier-set members "will have to be greased" to get in and 

out of the vehicles while they are parked inside the fire hall. 

In the back lot, lying against the outer fence between the fire hall and the adjacent 

farmer's field are several rusted automobiles stockpiled for use in motor vehicle 

extrication practices or at public demonstrations. Usually these are donated by 

townspeople or farmers in the area. Gerhardt (the Crossroad training officer) is always on 

the watch for more suitable carcasses because two or three can be consumed in a single 

night's training. A suitable carcass is one with glass in tact, no catastrophic body damage 

and at least a couple of inflated tires. When the department receives cars the members 

remove the engine and the battery for safety purposes. Trent likes to scavenge the hulks 

before they are used to add to his inventory of spare items for the several hot rods he is 

restoring. The following example indicates that what most people would think of as junk 

may be quite differently regarded by firefighters: 

Gerhardt discovered a veritable treasure trove of derelict vehicles in a 
farmyard about a mile out of town and took the volunteers there for the 
Tuesday night practice. Its human inhabitants long ago gone, the rutted, 
refuse filled old farmyard is now home only to a few pigs. The volunteers 
picked their way around piles of discarded items of many kinds, looking 
over the cars to see which ones might present the most interesting 
challenges. Trent removed a radio and some wiper blades that he thought 
might be useful from one of the hulks. Roy and Gerhardt finally settled on 
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two vehicles: a small foreign sedan and a much larger Detroit-made 
hardtop. The sedan, sitting in a flat part of the farmyard, was demolished 
first. Gerhardt let the team use only hand tools to remove the glass and get 
the doors open, reinforcing his view that power tools are not always 
necessary or desirable. 

The hardtop represented a bigger challenge not only because of its much 
sturdier construction, but because it was sitting crosswise on an incline. 
The first task was to stabilize the hulk so that it would not slip downhill. 
Cynthia and Roy retrieved wedge-shaped wooden blocks, which they had 
recently made out of two by four lumber left over from somebody's home 
project, from a storage compartment on the pumper. Hugh and Trent 
worked together on one side of the car and Cynthia and Roy worked 
together on the other side to place the blocks underneath on its frame. 
Hugh, on the uphill side, was having difficulty getting his block placed so 
he leaned into the car and rocked it with his shoulder. This drew a quick, 
sharp rebuke from Gerhardt: "What if the car jumped off the blocks on the 
other side and fell on somebody?" Hugh, a rookie, was startled and 
chastened. After about 15 minutes' work, Gerhardt declared the car was 
stable and allowed the volunteers to set up the jaws of life tools to pry 
open the doors, take the roof off and cut the steering column. 

The young pigs took no interest in the car doors as they were being pried 
open by the volunteers, preferring to root about in a pile of musty straw 
bales while their enormous mother dozed a dozen feet away. The 
volunteers began to work on the roof. Cynthia had considerable difficulty 
hefting the heavy cutter high enough to reach the roof pillar even with 
Roy's help. After a short time, Gerhardt asked Hugh to replace her. 
Unoffended, She retreated to one side, keeping one eye warily on the sow 
while she waited for the roof pillar to give way so that the roof could be 
removed. Hoping the sow would not awaken, she said to nobody in 
particular "being in the way of an angry sow is like being in the way of a 
train - it's a bad idea." This notion triggered a memory for Vince. Ashe 
fiddled with the somewhat balky portable pump that provided hydraulic 
pressure to the jaws tools, he mused out loud about the time when a young 
local man inexplicably drove into the side of a slow moving train at the 
crossing on the far side of town and had to be literally cut out of his 
pickup truck by the department. 
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Core Activities. 

The Official Statistics. Crossroads FD is one of the busier departments in the area as a 

result of its quite central location and county contracts for ambulance and fire protection. 

The following table presents the summary of frequencies for fire and rescue activities 

occurring in 1995, taken from the official records of the department. The type of activity 

column report whether the department responded to a fire, motor vehicle accident or false 

alarm, and where the physical location of the alarm was. The action hours are recorded 

from the time apparatus leave the fire hall until they return. Typically each alarm 

requires more than an hour of response activity. The man hours column is the sum of 

hours put in on a response multiplied by the number of volunteers who turn out. 

Table 4.1 

Crossroads Fire Department 
Fire and Rescue Activity. 1995 

Type of Activity Number of Alarms Action Hours Man Hours 
Involved* 

Town fires 12 12 171 
County fires 55 63 913 
Motor vehicle accidents 25 32 328 
False Alarms 19 31 569 

Total Fire and Rescue 111 138 1981 
Training 76 76 1141 

Total Activities 187 214 3122 

* Depends on the number of volunteers attending. 

For fire suppression, the figures in Table 4.1 reflect both ownership of the apparatus and 

geographical location of the alarm since in general county-owned equipment is used on 

rural calls and town-owned equipment is used on calls occurring inside the municipal 

boundaries of the community. Motor vehicle accidents are considered to be rescue 

incidents, although not so categorized in the official summary of activities. Nor does the 

summary information inform as to whether a fire alarm may have involved rescue. 
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Further, there is no separation of rescue information into geographical location, possibly 

because rescue apparatus are jointly owned by the Town and the County. 

Further information is however available from the fire department's year-end report, 

which provides a complete listing of the types of fires and motor vehicle accidents, along 

with summaries of the average number of volunteers who responded. In the year-end 

report, motor vehicle accidents are quite clearly rescue-related since only here does one 

find extrication information. Table 4.2 presents selected data from the year-end fire and 

rescue report for 1995. 

Table 4.2 

Additional Data on Fire and Rescue 
Activities from Year-End Report 

Average number of firefighters on fire calls 10 
Number of false alarms in town. 6 

Number of false alarms in the county 13 

False alarms due to human error 7 

Number of MVA**  extrications 6 

Average number of firefighters on MVA calls 12.5 

Fatalities 3 

Number of 40-hour training courses taken 15* 

Number of special training events attended 2* 

Total billings $27,050 

Fire losses $190,300 

Property saved $163,500 
*Not recorded in training hours 
**Motor Vehicle Accidents 

Ground ambulance services are not part of the summary that appears in Table 4.1 even 

though activity in this category is becoming markedly more frequent. Crossroads FD 

experienced a 30 percent increase in ambulance calls between 1994 and 1995. A 

considerable number of the ambulance calls were routine transfers of elderly patients to 

and from the local nursing home, seniors' lodge or the hospital. Transfers from the 
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Crossroads Health Care Centre to the larger hospital in Crescent Ridge were also 

common. During these transfers, emergency medical care needs are usually quite low. 

While volunteers know routine transfers are a valuable community service, sometimes 

they long for something more challenging. Table 4.3 presents selected data from the 1995 

year-end ambulance report: 

Table 4.3 

Selected Data from Year-End 
Ambulance Report for 1995 

Total ambulance calls 277 

County calls 105 

Town calls 172 

Transfers to Crescent Ridge 122 

Transfers from Crescent Ridge 14 

Motor vehicles accidents 25 

Long distance transfers 16 

Emergency trips 147 

No patient call outs 10 

Patients transported 260 

Average hours out per call 3.11 

Total Man Hours 925 

Total billings $53,675 

For ambulance calls, at least two volunteers with the proper minimum credentials (a 

minimum of EMR training) are always present. Who shall be on call is informally agreed 

upon between those who are certified. However, this apparently does not preclude other 

Crossroads FD EMRs from attending, as the following example illustrates: 

3:10 AM. Crossroads Police Department is called to the local 24-hour 
convenience store by one of the clerks, who reports that a man, sitting in 
his car at the front of the store, is complaining of being run over. The 
police officer contacts Crescent Ridge dispatch, which sends for an 
ambulance. Wally and Lorena get to the fire hall in under three minutes 
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and roll the ambulance. Within 45 seconds they are on site. In the parking 
lot of the convenience store is an older 4-door sedan. Inside is a heavy-set 
elderly gentlemen. Lorena determines that his pulse is weak, and his 
breathing is laboured, but there is no evidence of extensive chest trauma. 
The victim is unable to give details of what happened to him, but he is 
obviously in need of medical attention. 

Wally and Lorena decide it is safe to remove the victim from his 
automobile so that he can be transported to the Crescent Ridge hospital for 
in-depth assessment by a physician. Lorena puts a cervical collar around 
the man's neck However, the victim is rather portly and tall, somewhat 
jammed between the steering wheel and the seat and seems unable to assist 
the EMRs. Wally and the police officer try for several minutes to remove 
him, attempting approaches from the back seat and the passenger seat. At 
about 3:20 Merlin arrives in his own car. Between the three of them the 
men are finally able to swing the victim around on the front seat. Lorena 
has brought out the back board, with head blocks. With some difficulty 
the men roll the victim on to it and secure the straps around his torso and 
head. The policeman brings the gumey over and the patient is loaded and 
placed in the back of the ambulance, which departs at 3:35 AM. Merlin 
and the police officer depart. After transporting the victim to the hospital, 
Lorena and Wally arrive back from Crescent Ridge with the ambulance at 
4:30 AM. Wally radios dispatch: "Crossroads Ambulance back on station 
and back in service." 

Behind the Official Records. The official figures for responses to alarms are 

misleading, however. Data are recorded from the time of leaving the fire hall to the time 

of returning. Post-event tasks back at the fire hall entailing preparing apparatus for the 

next call may not be recorded. Thus, there is a potentially significant amount of time that 

may need to be invested in preparedness that is invisible to the extent that it is not 

recorded as activity time. These activities may take an hour or sometimes many hours per 

event: drying and rolling hoses, refilling water tanks, refilling foam containers, washing 

rolling stock, restocking and repacking the rescue vehicle and ambulance, and replacing 

turn out gear on the hanger racks. 
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Nor does the official data reflect the hours invested making trips to another centre that 

may be necessary to replace supplies used. The time that is contributed could probably 

be estimated because records of mileage are kept, but in practice this is not done. A 

situation where travel of this type is necessary occurs because Crossroads, like most 

volunteer fire departments, does not have the equipment for refilling air tanks on SCBAs. 

These must be transported to Crescent Ridge FD, which has the only air bottle refilling 

station in the region. Taking the air bottles in for refilling is a matter of some priority so 

that the department is ready for the next alarm. 

Most of the invisible time identified here is time used for readiness; engaging in activities 

that prepare apparatus and equipment for the next alarm. For a department not to have 

everything ready for the next alarm is regarded by the Crossroads FD members as a 

serious matter; an affront to what members' regard as "professional" behavior, using the 

term here to mean behaviour suited to the performance of such important duties. 

Readiness in their view includes proper training and sound leadership in addition to 

properly maintained equipment. Kettle Moraine FD was perceived to be lax in 

preparedness and as a consequence, that particular department is negatively evaluated by 

Crossroads FD in general. Whether or not it is true, this department is perceived to be 

less committed to training, poorly led and not to be relied upon at an alarm. The 

following story, told in the wake of joint attendance at an alarm, illustrates the low 

esteem in which Crossroads FD holds the other department: 

Gil: "Control called us and those guys from Kettle Moraine out to the 
Darley place this afternoon. Mrs. Darley started the burning barrel going 
in a Chinook, for God's sakes! Embers got into the grass and flames 
started to run towards the house. When we got there the flames were 
licking at the siding...the telephone wires were already melted. We put a 
hand line out and just then Kettle's pumper drove up. I asked them to 
protect the exposures. Do you think Nigel (the Kettle Moraine chief) 
could figure out that meant the garage? Well anyway, Cynthia ran over 
and started to pull hose off their truck. She told Wilf (one of the Kettle 
Moraine firefighters) to help her move hose over towards the garage. Wilf 
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came right up behind her to pick up hose." Cynthia: "I just turned around 
and screamed at him - 'go back a few feet and pick up the hose there so we 
can carry more'. How dumb can you get?" Roy: "Runs in the family!" 
(Wilf is Nigel's younger brother). Gil: "I just wish Crescent Ridge would 
either call them or call us, but not both." 

The official data also does not disclose any post-event recap sessions such as the one that 

often follows Crossroads' return to the fire hall after a working alarm or a practice. Such 

sessions involve a critique of the department's performance at the event but are unlikely 

to contain public judgements of the performance of individuals, except of course where 

an alarm has required working with Kettle Moraine FD. The recap sessions after working 

alarms serve to prepare all concerned for similar events in the future by reviewing such 

issues as strategies and apparatus performance. They also provide a safe environment in 

which to vent personal reactions to an event, even though the firefighter subculture 

militates against disclosure of personal feelings. 

In the case of a "bad" call where the outcome has not been successful - has meant loss of 

life or property - there is a likelihood of delayed effects which are highly stressful 

personally. Under such conditions a Critical Incident Stress Debriefing (CISD) 

intervention may be sought, as Crossroads did after two vehicles collided at the Wye on 

Thanksgiving Day four years ago, resulting in multiple fatalities including two children. 

Ervin, a charter member and peer debriefing volunteer on the Crescent Ridge-based CISD 

team that convenes upon a department's request within 24-72 hours of an especially 

traumatic event, observes: "Everybody who went through the debriefing is still here; the 

ones that didn't have left." "I worry about someone who can't cry", he continues. "If 

you can't cry, you can't deal with your emotions. I want human people here; people who 

can show they care." 

The recording of training hours is similarly misleading because only training that the 

department puts on, usually on weekly meeting nights, is reflected. For instance, nothing 
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is recorded if volunteers participate in another department's training activities, such as the 

ice rescue course put on by Kettle Moraine, or do a 40-hour AFTS course. Four of the 

Crossroads volunteers recently completed the vehicle extrication and trench rescue course 

that Drumlin sponsored. By inviting other departments, Drumlin was able to spread the 

costs enough to have the course taught on an extension basis by two Alberta Fire Training 

School instructors who live in the area. The theory content of the course was taught in 

the Drumlin Fire Hall and the practical portion at the old Drumlin airport (a former World 

War II pilot training centre partially converted to light manufacturing) The total 

enrolment was 16 firefighters: six from Drumlin, four from Crossroads, three from Esker 

and three from Laurentide. Students invested two week day evenings and full days on 

Saturday and Sunday to complete the course including the examination at its conclusion. 

There was also as much as six hours of commuting time for those most distant. Exhibit 

4.2 (A Rainy Day) relates the story of part of the practical section of the course. 

Each year in October during National Fire Prevention Week Crossroads FD promotes fire 

safety as part of its prevention activities. The Countryside News, the local weekly, takes 

a picture of the members in full turnout gear, which appears along with various canned 

items about fire prevention in the home. Children are a major target. One of the 

volunteers, usually either Wally or Vince, visits the two elementary school in Crossroads 

to do a "Learn Not to Burn" presentation. The accompanying 15-minute video shows 

students how fast a fire can spread and how dangerous smoke can be. Students are 

encouraged to help their families put a fire escape plan into place. That the presentation 

has an impact is evident. With visible satisfaction Wally recalls, "We were down at the 

bakery having coffee Saturday and one of the kids who was at the presentation came over 

to tell me that his family sat down together and planned how everybody would get out of 

the house in case of a fire, and where they would meet afterwards. His dad came over 

and thanked me." 
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When students get old enough to drive, they are of particular concern to the department, 

given the unfortunate accident statistics involving the 15-24 age group. The Crossroads 

High School has an active SADD chapter (Students Against Drunk Driving) and the 

department staged a scenario at the high school for them in the late Spring: 

There is a wrecked automobile on its roof in the side parking lot. On site 
are the rescue van, the Town pumper, both ambulances and the local 
undertaker's hearse. Seven firefighters and two undertakers play to an 
audience of perhaps 50 students and two or three teachers., rescuing two 
"victims" who are actually SADD members and grade 12 students at the 
high school. Some of the onlooking students are playing football and 
horsing around and others are watching with minimal attention, chattering 
among themselves. A few are watching intently. 

The firefighters break out the back window of the car to disentangle the 
two victims inside it. The first victim is packaged on a back board by two 
firefighters and removed. She is lowered to the ground for evaluation by 
an EMT. Apparently the victim is deceased because a white shroud in 
drawn over her face. The firefighters lift the corpse onto the undertaker's 
gurney and the undertaker and his assistant roll the gurney 20 feet across 
the grass, transferring it to the hearse. The second victim is removed and 
must also be deceased because another shroud is drawn across his face by 
the firefighters. The undertakers return with the gurney. The crowd of 
students who are watching becomes very silent and the football playing 
ceases. 

The Roster. 

The Crossroads FD membership roster now stands at 21 firefighters including three 

women and 18 men. Table 4.4 provides a summary of the levels of core activities of each 

of the present members, taken from the 1995 annual report of the department. The table 

also reveals that rescue is not considered a separate activity for reporting, which supports 

the discussion in Chapter Two about the uncertain position of rescue among fire service 

activities. Further, these frequencies do not reveal which alarms were medical calls and 

which were fire calls. 
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Table 4.4 

Frequency of Participation in Core Activities 

Member' s Town County MVA** False Bona Training Total All 
Name Alarms i Fide 

Alarms 
Events 

Number of 12 55 25 19 111 76 187 

attend (%) attend (%) attend (%) attend (%) attend (°/c ,) attend (%) attend (%) 

Alfred 10(83) 30(55) 13(52) 10(53) 63(57) 76(100) 139(74) 

Carter 7(58) 35 (64) 16(64) 13(68) 71(64) 52 (68) 123 (66) 

Cynthia 3(25) 32(58) 18(72) 7(37) 60 (54) 62 (82) 122(65) 

Donn 4(33) 20(36) 4(16) 7(37) 35(32) 36 (47) 71 (38) 

Erin 8(67) 36 (65) 13 (52) 9(47) 66 (59) 44 (58) 110(59) 
Ervin 11 (92) 42 (76) 24 (96) 14 (74) 91 (82) 74 (97) 165 (88) 

Gerhardt 9(75) 52 (95) 22 (88) 19(100) 102(92) 76(100) 178(95) 

Gil 10(83) 44(80) 24 (96) 16(84) 94 (85) 76(100) 170(91) 

Hugh* 4(42) 17(31) 8(32) 2(11) 31 (28) 26 (34) 57(30) 

Leo 10(83) 46 (84) 24 (96) 17(89) 97(87) 76(100) 173(93) 

Lorena 5(42) 25 (45) 10(40) 9(47) 49(44) 76(100) 125(67) 

Max 4(33) 21 (38) 14(56) 10(53) 49(44) 49 (64) 98 (52) 

Merlin 10(83 48 (87) 18(95) 18(95) 94 (85) 74 (97) 168(90) 

Colin* 5(42) 24 (44) 10 (40) 7(37) 46(41) 32(42) 78 (42) 

Roily 1(8) 4(7) 5(20) 3(16) 13(12) 24 (32) 37 (20) 

Roy 9(75) 32 (58) 20 (80) 7(37) 68(61) 68 (89) 136(73) 

Smokey 4(33) 7(13) 6(24) 3(16) 20(18) 48 (63) 68 (36) 

Trent 8(67) 45 (82) 19(76) 12 (63) 84 (76) 40(53) 124(66) 

Vince 9(75) 52 (95) 21 (84) 16(84) 98 (88) 32 (42) 130(70) 

Wally 7(58) 21 (38) 22 (88) 8(42) 58(52) 52 (68 110(59) 

Winston 7(58) 28(51) 17(68) 10(53) 62(56) 48 (63) 110(59) 
* Partial year, Rookie 

** Motor Vehicle Accident 

The chiefs position at Crossroads is an appointment made by Town council, but which 

name shall be presented to council is decided by a vote among the members. The term of 

office is five years in Crossroads, but this is merely a convention rather than a formal 

requirement. Ervin is nearing the end of his second term and will likely serve a third. 
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Laurentide FD has been experiencing turnover, however, and is on its second chief in 18 

months. The reason for the resignation of the former chief supposedly lies in the 

Laurentide Town Council's insistence that the fire chief take the AFTS training necessary 

to qualify as a fire safety codes officer rather than hiring one of the private fire 

investigation services operating out of Crescent Ridge. It is widely known, however, that 

the former fire chief and Town Council were not on particularly good terms, especially 

over equipment purchase matters, and that his frustration level was very high over what 

he perceived was Council's refusal to accept his assessments of the department's 

apparatus. "What do they know about pumpers?" he said after one particularly rancorous 

council meeting, "they'll only pay attention if one of their places bums down someday." 

The Crossroads FD executive consists of Ervin, Gil, Leo and Merlin. Ervin and Gil, who 

has been the Deputy Chief three years longer than Ervin has been the chief, made the 

decision that Merlin and later Leo were ready to be appointed captains, partly on their 

technical skills but more on their interpersonal skills. Ervin and Gil think that Merlin is 

probably lieutenant material eventually, but not Leo, who has grown quite comfortable in 

his rank and does not want to move up. Vince's appointment as equipment officer is 

partly a courtesy appointment for his long years of service to the department. Besides, he 

used to work for the Town as a heavy equipment mechanic and when he goes back to the 

Town shops to visit, he scrounges bits and pieces that may be needed to finish a repair on 

a pumper. Gerhardt, despite the fact he can occasionally be somewhat gruff with the 

volunteers, is a natural choice for the training officer because he spent five years in that 

position in the Meltwater FD before he moved to Crossroads. 

There are two married couples among the Crossroads FD members: Cynthia is married to 

Trent and Lorena just got married to Wally after getting to know him through the 

department. Missing from the wedding celebration were the four hose coupling team 

members and their wives who were at the provincials in Meltwater that Saturday. Lorena 

and Wally understood of course. There are also two sets of brothers: Leo and Roily are 



174 

brothers and Dorin and Hugh are brothers. Erin is Roy's daughter, while Gil and 

Winston are brothers-in-law. Carter's brother Cameron is the chief at Prairie Mound 

while Merlin's brother-in-law Stan is on the Laurentide FD roster. 

The mean age of members is in the thirties, most members are skilled workers and most 

are married with school-aged children. The youngest member is a rookie who has just 

graduated from high school and Smokey, the oldest member, is 68. "You don't join the 

fire service 'old'; you join it young and then grow old in it." Ervin observes, referring to 

chronological age. He and the captains make assignments at alarms and practices partly 

on the basis of the chronological ages and associated physical capabilities of the 

member. Vince, who is in his early 60s tends the various pumps and power plants at a 

practice or alarm partly because he is a journeyman mechanic and partly because he is 

neither as fast nor as agile as his younger colleagues. Smokey stills turns out regularly 

and has been assigned to traffic control for some years. Supporting roles such as these 

are important at alarms, and thus both men still have useful roles to fulfil, even though 

Smokey in particular misses the active firefighting. 

Conversely, the Crossroads hose coupling team depend on Winston and Alfred, both 

under thirty years of age, at events where strength and sprinting ability can give the 

winning edge. "Of course," Leo laughs, paraphrasing a humorous poster he has seen 

somewhere, "when the buzzer rings [to signal the start of a hose coupling run], age and 

treachery overcome youth and skill." Leo, just past his forty-fifth birthday, is referred to 

as the "old man" of the Crossroads team and always takes the nozzle position. While that 

position takes less running and lugging than the other positions in most events, it requires 

very precise timing to gauge the water flow and have the nozzle screwed on just enough 

to keep it from blowing off when the water pressure hits so that no time is lost in shooting 

down the target with the water stream. 
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The membership of Crossroads FD has been quite stable; in the 40 years since the 

department was formed it has had only 105 members and the average length of service is 

over eight years according to Ervin. Vince is about ready to retire from the department 

after 22 years of service. Smokey, who has been part of the scene since 1956, has no 

intention of retiring. "I'll die with my boots on!" he claims. However the main source 

of attrition is moving away from Crossroads for occupational reasons. The department is 

about to lose one-fourth of its hose coupling team that way: Winston has been transferred 

and is moving to Meltwater. Meltwater has an occupational department and his 

association with volunteer firefighting will come to an end, at least for the time being. 

But he will come back to visit because Crossroads FD is planning a community event in 

the Fall to celebrate its 40th anniversary and to honour Smokey and Vince. Invitations 

will be sent throughout Alberta's fire service community, and members are working on 

the arrangements for gala evening consisting of an awards banquet, dance and fundraising 

auction. 

Ervin usually has relatively little trouble attracting recruits, although he suspects that the 

present scuffles over regionalization could depress recruiting and motivation and possibly 

retention. The paramount criterion for accepting an application from a candidate is 

daytime availability, which is a function of either living in Crossroads or working there 

during the day. Another criterion is "humanness" - caring about others. But whether 

people go or stay in Crossroads FD has a lot to do with their perceptions of what being a 

volunteer firefighter entails. Ervin makes this observation: 

"Red light fever is right up there as an attraction...people love to hear the 
tones and wear the colours. But red lights and sirens are the glory part. 
What counts is the willingness for the drudgery that comes when we get 
back to the fire hall afterwards - when you're so tired you can't see 
straight, wet and cold to the bone, hungry and maybe pissed off at 
somebody's carelessness." 
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The chief attributes the ease of recruiting to the prestige the department enjoys in the 

community although the effectiveness of kinship ties for recruiting is evident from the 

roster. For example, Roily was recruited by his brother Leo 13 years ago. Another 

positive factor is the presence of enough local employment to provide a nucleus of 

volunteers able to turn out during the daytime. In contrast, Esker, a village with only one 

major local employer, has a chronic recruiting problem. Prairie Mound on the other 

hand, seems to hold its own in terms of membership, even in the absence of significant 

employment in the village. This is possibly because most of the members belong to the 

same church, which dominates the town's culture. 

Before signing on, potential recruits must come to a training session or two and 

accompany the department as observers on at least two working alarms. This informal 

exposure to the routine of a volunteer fire department is intended to weed out those who 

have romantic misconceptions about the work, and possibly, queasy stomaches. Once 

they commit to the department early orientation for new recruits remains informal. 

Rookies receive turn out gear and are paired with established members who socialize 

them to the safety norms of the department. It is at this stage that the officers seek to 

disabuse rookies of any notion that firefighters are independent, swashbuckling beings 

with a disdain for danger. 

When Crossroads FD rookies attend alarms, their activities are usually limited to simple, 

less risky support tasks done under the watchful eye of their seniors in the department. 

Until they have some formal training in the necessary skills and knowledge to function in 

a hostile environment, rookies, for instance, would not be sent into any alarm situation 

requiring ladder climbing, equipment hoisting, using breathing apparatus, applying rescue 

techniques, handling a master stream or using hydraulic tools. With only rudimentary on-

the-job training, rookies pose a danger to themselves and the other members of the 

department if assigned to more technically demanding tasks. 
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For Crossroads FD recruits, the rookie period lasts until the new member completes 

AFTS Firefighter I. It is generally the new member's decision about when to take the 

course, although Ervin and the captains make it clear that this level of preparation is 

expected of everyone. Some volunteers, notably the older ones, have never pursued 

much training but are nevertheless well integrated into the organizational culture of the 

department. They are from the "good old days" as Smokey says, "when firefighting was 

a seat of the pants thing and you didn't have to be a math wizard to figure out friction 

loss." Others may pursue less training because they have employment skills which 

suffice to a certain extent, such a working knowledge of pumps and hydraulics. 

However, most of the volunteers on the Crossroads roster have completed one or more 

courses for which a certificate was issued by a recognized educational body. Table 4.5 

indicates the level of training which each member has achieved to-date: 

Table 4.5 

Formal Training* Completed by 
Members of Crossroads FD 

Member Training 

Alfred Basic First Aid, Part I Firefighter, 

Carter Basic First Aid, Parts I and II Firefighter, Vehicle Extrication and 
Trench Rescue 

Cynthia Basic First Aid, CPR Rescuer, EMR, Parts I and II Firefighter 

Dorin Basic First Aid 

Erin Basic First Aid, Part I Firefighter 

Ervin Basic First Aid, Parts I - VI Firefighter, Pump A, Fire Officer CI, 
Fire Investigator F12, Safety Codes Officer 

Gerhardt Basic First Aid, EMR, Parts I - III Firefighter, Vehicle 
Extrication and Trench Rescue, Fire Officer C1 

Gil Basic First Aid, Parts I - IV Firefighter 1, Pump A, Pump B, 
Vehicle Extrication and Trench Rescue 

Hugh Basic First Aid 

Leo Basic First Aid, Parts I and II Firefighter, Pump A 

Lorena Basic First Aid, CPR Rescuer, EMR, Parts I and II Firefighter 
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Max Basic First Aid, CPR Rescuer, EMR, Parts I - III Firefighter, 
Pump A, Vehicle Extrication and Trench Rescue 

Merlin Parts I and II Firefighter, EMR 

Colin 

Roily Part I Firefighter 

Roy Part I Firefighter 

Smokey Basic First Aid 

Trent Parts I and II Firefighter, Vehicle Extrication and Trench Rescue 

Vince Part I Firefighter 

Wally Part I Firefighter, EMR, Vehicle Extrication and Trench Rescue, 
EMT 

Winston Basic First Aid, Parts I and II Firefighter, Pump A, Pump B 
* Providers of certified training: First Aid and CPR Rescuer by St. John 

Ambulance, EMR by Crescent Ridge Community College, firefighter by the 
Alberta Fire Training School 

Erin, who lives in Kettle Moraine but works in Crossroads, would very much like to 

complete the AFTS Public Fire Educator course. In fact she joined the Crossroads 

department because Ervin was supportive of her interest while the Kettle Moraine chief 

was not. The presence of women in the fire service is a source of consternation for some. 

The Kettle Moraine chief claims that the presence of women is a distraction to the men 

in the department and their lack of physical strength is potentially dangerous. "A man 

wants to know that if he gets into trouble, his partner will be strong enough to pull him to 

safety," he says, implying that women would be unable to do this. "And besides," he 

continues, the wives of our men wouldn't want women in the department," apparently 

assuming that flirting and similar behaviours would be inevitable. 

The subject of minimum training standards for volunteer departments has come up in the 

context of regionalization discussions. When asked by the Town Administrator for his 

opinion on the matter, Ervin suggested that Basic First Aid, Firefighter Parts I and II, 

Pump A and Vehicle Extrication are the courses a firefighter needs the most. Of course, 

as Table 4.3 indicates, many Crossroads members do not have this combination yet, and 

one has no formal training at all. However, Ervin considers that the in-house training that 
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everyone gets at practices and the tutelage junior people receive at alarms from the 

captains and more experienced members provides them with a suppression and rescue 

skill set that is reasonably adequate for most alarms. "Courses only go so far," observes 

Ervin, "some things you can only learn in real situations." 

As a matter of the officers' managerial philosophy there is no separation of practice 

which results in a volunteer being assigned only to fire or only to emergency medical 

tasks, even though the volunteer may prefer one over the other. The exception to this is 

that ground ambulance service may only be provided by members certified at the EMR 

level. Ultimately, however, a volunteer may be able to exert some control over 

assignments by turning out only for the favoured type of alarm. The type of alarm can be 

determined in advance by members who have electronic scanners. One benefit of having 

two areas of practice to prepare for is that it provides a greater variety of things to do in 

weekly skills drills; a factor that works toward keeping volunteers interested and 

challenged. 

Crescent Ridge's full-time fire department is organized into several different companies 

which are permanent work teams made possible because of stable and predictable 

membership. Turnout in volunteer departments is so highly variable that organizing 

members into companies can be problematic, especially in smaller departments. 

Crossroads once tried to divide its members into a Red Company and a White Company 

for training and turnouts, but this proved impossible to maintain because of fluctuating 

attendance. Whomever is in charge of an evening's training simply divides those present 

into two ad hoc groups. At a major event where rotating firefighters in and out helps to 

control stress, the incident commander does the best that he can with the volunteers who 

turn out and rotation may be impossible, as is evident from the story of Laurentide's grain 

elevator fire (Exhibit 3.1, The Big One). 



180 

Gil identifies other difficulties with the number of volunteers who may respond to an 

alarm. On weekends it can be a problem to get enough people to respond and this is 

compounded when it is a statutory holiday. "You can't make people stay in town when 

it's a long weekend," he observes, "they've got lives too." Whether an alarm is in town 

or in the county can also lower or raise the rate of turnout. Members would much prefer 

to have the use of the newer pumper than the older one, which means that rural alarms 

calling for the use of the older pumper are not as attractive. For this reason some officers 

feel it is better that volunteers have only a pager which sounds a set of tones to summon 

them to the fire hall but otherwise conveys no information. In this way volunteers do not 

know where the alarm is and the rate of turnout is higher. Electronic scanning also 

increases the opportunity for selectivity among those who have a particular preference for 

fire or rescue alarms. However, several of the Crossroads members have portable event 

scanners and they can monitor a call when it comes in from Crescent Ridge dispatch, and 

in this way know the location and what is involved. 

Tuesday, 1900 Hours. 

Tuesday is meeting-practice night for the members of Crossroads FE> and Exhibit 4.3, 

(Tuesday Night at the Crossroads Fire Hall), recounts the routine of a typical evening's 

events. Usually there is a meeting of about 30 minutes during which the business of the 

department is processed and general fire service matters discussed. The business meeting 

is usually followed by some sort of activity, preferably - from the standpoint of the 

Crossroads firefighters - something action-oriented rather than more mundane fire hall 

clean ups and apparatus maintenance, although these are clearly important activities if the 

fire department is to function at maximum efficiency. 

A chiefs popularity can sometimes be a function of his views on practising and the level 

of activity he wants the department to maintain at meeting-practices. The current Esker 

chief, who keeps the volunteers quite active on the training side, was recently voted out 

as chief for a term in favour of someone whom it was anticipated would require 
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somewhat less of them. However, a year spent mainly watching video tapes instead of 

doing live practices proved distinctly boring for everybody and he was re-installed as 

chief at the next election. Ervin prefers to keep the housekeeping to a minimum and 

replaces active training with a major fire hall clean-up night only about once every six 

weeks. 

There are times when the fire hall needs a more immediate clean up, as was the case after 

the Flood of the Century. Although Crossroads is situated on high ground, the heavy and 

prolonged rain that triggered the flood also flooded basements and backed up sewers all 

over town. The town's sewage treatment plant had to be rescued by the fire department, 

whose members manned the department's portable pumps for many hours in the cold, 

rain and mud. A considerable amount of sticky clay mud accompanied them back to the 

fire hall upon their return after 4 AM. It was clearly not the time to ask the volunteers to 

muck out the fire hall and after they had strung up the hoses to dry, Ervin released them. 

The next evening he convened a work party, to which there was a playful side, as the 

following example indicates: 

"The chief decided we should do the clean up Friday night. It took us 
about an hour to get the pumpers washed, roll hose, put it back on the 
truck bed, sweep up all the mud and reload the stuff we had left scattered 
around the night before. When we were done Gil backed the Town pumper 
into the bay and Winston decided he should have the job of handling the 
filler hose. When he hopped up on the bumper to put the filler hose into 
the tank I could see this look in his eye. Somebody turned on the water. 
Winston looked over at Trent real sly like so I knew what was going to 
happen. Winston soaked Trent real good, plus the Chief and Leo who 
were standing there talking to him at the time. It was hilarious. Naturally, 
we had to clean up all the water afterwards but that was O.K." 

There is an average turnout of 12 volunteers for meeting-practices, although that declines 

somewhat in July and August when children are out of school and families are on 

vacation. Some members will be predictably absent on Tuesday nights but still have a 

good record of turning out for alarms, which perplexes the officers because the members 



182 

miss valuable learning opportunities. Ervin and Gil are thinking about establishing a 

minimum number of meetings that must be attended on the assumption that any less may 

mean that a member is undertrained and hence a potential danger to himself or herself, 

and to others in the department. They are reluctant to take this step, however, because 

many members will resent it and there is not enough redundancy to afford the loss of 

members who might take umbrage and leave. 

There are several variables of attendance at meeting-practices. For some members, 

dodging involvement in fundraising activities may mean avoidance of meeting-practices. 

Ervin suggests some people may not turn out for practices because there is an absence of 

the adrenalin rush that many volunteers find attractive and some crave. "Alarms attract 

guys who like excitement and there isn't much of that kind of excitement when we 

practice." Ervin comments. People who are motivated by public attention paid to their 

actions may find practising less rewarding. "Guys who are there for the glory only get 

that at alarms," he observes. Or, old-timers sometimes may not believe practising is a 

useful activity: "I joined to fight fires and it's not that hard to figure out what to do." says 

Vince, who rarely attends the practice portion of a meeting-practice. It is only his skill at 

pumper operation, gained through over two decades of employment with the Town's 

Public Works department, that gives him a role at alarms. 

Trolling for Dollars. 

Even though it is not something that many volunteers particularly like to do, as revealed in 

Exhibit 4.3, Crossroads FD devotes a considerable amount of time and effort to 

fundraising, both for its own needs and for the Muscular Dystrophy Association of 

Alberta. Smokey refers to this as "trolling for dollars" and is one of the minority of 

Crossroads members who actually seems to enjoy fundraising. He is particularly good at 

inveigling merchants to donate items to be raffled and convincing everybody he meets to 

buy tickets. At the top of the Crossroads wish list is water rescue equipment and until 

recently, it seemed like a distant goal but then the community got involved: 
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Going Bald for Charity 
Talk among a group of Crossroads citizens turned to the financial plight of 
the Crossroad fire department in its quest to top up the $12,000 necessary 
to purchase a Rescue Alive craft, special dinghy and the trailer to haul 
them. Shortly an organization whimsically named the Baldies was born, 
following the example of police officers who shaved their heads to earn 
money for cancer research. In mid-June the Baldies raised nearly $9,000 
in a head-shave-for-charity challenge that caught the imagination of the 
entire community. So interesting was the challenge that it continued; the 
medical clinic administrator, who is exceptionally hair-proud according to 
townspeople, agreed to have his head shaved and made a large personal 
pledge if the department raised $12,000 by a certain date. Naturally, many 
people wanted to see him without any hair, and made more than enough 
donations to ensure that the department reached the $15,000 level by the 
deadline. 

Countryside News, Spring 1996 

A spontaneous spread of the impulse to assist the department to this degree is unusual, 

however. Most of the time Crossroads has to persevere by staging community events like 

the Spring Fling Dance, beef-on-a-bun barbeques and the annual Harvest Moon car rally. 

The car rally, which is actually a mobile scavenger hunt that ranges across much of the 

county, is quite a large undertaking. A community agency is invited to cater the post 

rally party, but Crossroads FD members do the bulk of the work: they send the invitations 

and receive the entries, research the route, think up the clues and write them into a jaunty 

adventure story, operate the check points and act as timekeepers. The RCMP cooperates 

by scrutinizing the route beforehand, and one of the Crossroads Mounties drives the 

sweep run at the end of the rally to ensure that all competitors have returned safely. From 

the most recent iteration the department netted $1,900, of which it earmarked $1,000 for 

the rescue fund and $900 for Muscular Dystrophy Alberta (MDA). The Crossroads 

Heritage Garden Association meanwhile netted $500 from catering. Several Crossroads 

members were also competitors and Trent came in third for the second year in a row. 
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Muscular Dystrophy Alberta benefits from Crossroads FD efforts indirectly at well. 

Winston and Wally drove to Glacier Falls, a 1,500 kilometre round trip, to help the 

Glacier Falls FD provide the security for the annual country music jamboree that takes 

place in the community. The fee paid by the concert promoter to Glacier Falls FD was 

then donated by the department to the Muscular Dystrophy Association. Colin recently 

helped Meltwater with its carwash, which raised $700 for MDA. And each year 

Crossroads drives its apparatus at the head of the Home Town Pride Days parade, 

collecting coins for MDA from the onlookers. 

Home Town Pride Days give Crossroads FD an opportunity to show off for the 

community. The fire hall holds an open house and after the parade, the members dish up 

beef-on-a-bun for Saturday lunch on the concrete apron in front of Bays One and Two. 

The '48 is on prominent display and Dorin likes to bring his Dalmatian dog Backdraft, 

which is ironically named after the movie which firefighters generally dismiss as a light 

weight and inaccurate portrayal. Once, while Dorin had his back turned talking to some 

visitors, Backdraft, who was then a young dog, started to chew on the department's 

"victim" Pumpkin Head, which was been propped against a wall. When Dorin tried to 

take the dummy away from him, Backdraft thought it was a game and a minor tug-of-war 

ensued. Pumpkin Head came through the skirmish somewhat the worse from wear and 

had to be taken home by Smokey's wife Elaine for repairs. 

Max usually dresses up in his cumbersome and rather hot Sparky The Fire Prevention 

Dog costume and is followed everywhere by a gaggle of children as he walks about the 

Sports and Recreation Centre grounds handing out Leam Not to Bum pamphlets. In the 

late afternoon on the asphalt pavement in front of the Heritage Centre, Gerhardt and Ervin 

set up a shortened version of a vehicle extrication practice, which Ervin narrates on a 

portable microphone as six volunteers, in full turnout gear, demonstrate the use of the 

jaws of life to pry apart one of Gerhardt's derelict vehicles, this time a two-door coupe 

with the glass already broken out: 
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The volunteers unload the rescue van, placing the power plants, blocks and 
various tools on a ground tarp. "The firefighters are first going to remove 
the roof from the automobile so that there is good access to any victims 
trapped inside." Two firefighters heft the heavy power cutters high in the 
air to severe the roof pillars. They and two others lift the roof carefully off 
once it is freed and set it aside outside the action circle. "The cutters need 
60,000 pounds of force to cut through that steel." 

"Next the firefighters are going to remove the doors using a power 
spreader which exerts over 20,000 pounds per square inch." "They need 
this much pressure to open the Nader Pin, which is named after 
automobile safety advocate Ralph Nader and keeps the door from popping 
open in an impact accident." One of the firefighters picks up the spreader, 
braces it against his knee and pries the passenger door open. It releases 
with a loud pop which makes most people in the audience jump. The door 
clunks to the pavement and another firefighter carries it off and piles it on 
the severed roof. The process is repeated with the driver's door. 

"Finally, they are going to roll back the dashboard with an hydraulic jack. 
They do this because with front wheel drive cars, you can't easily yank the 
steering wheel aside to free someone." The jack, which is a telescoping 
bar, is lodged against the dashboard and slowly it extends outward until 
the entire dashboard is peeled back like an orange peel, taking the steering 
column with it. From start to finish the abbreviated demonstration has 
taken about 15 minutes. 

At Ervin's invitation, a hoard of children and several adults descend on the 
firefighters to talk to them and view the devastated vehicle. One small 
child has been watching intently throughout, transfixed by the 
demonstration. He is dressed in what is probably a child's Halloween 
costume and has on a yellow firefighter's helmet and a black fabric vest 
with yellow reflective stripes similar to those on turnout gear. On his belt 
is a small plastic version of a firefighter's radio. He marches up to one of 
the firefighters with his dad in tow and announces confidently that his 
name is Officer Scotty. His dad tells the firefighter, "He's dead set on 
being a fireman when he grows up. Firemen are his heroes." The 
volunteer kneels down until he is at eye level with the little boy and smiles 
broadly. 
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Exhibit 4.1 

Sports and Fellowship At Drumlin 

It is a hot July weekend and Drumlin FD has invited every department in 
the Alberta fire service to join its members and the townspeople of 
Drumlin to commemorate the official opening of its new fire hall and to 
participate in a weekend of fellowship. While the opening of the new fire 
hall is an important occasion for the fire department and the townspeople, 
the main draws for the fire service are an antique rig muster and a hose 
coupling competition. It has taken the Drumlin FD members five months 
and many hours to plan, locate resources for and produce the events of the 
weekend. Spouses and children have played a big part in helping to get 
everything ready. 

An uncounted number of townspeople and over 120 fire service people from 17 
departments attend one or more events on the weekend. The fire service participants 
include firefighters, their families and volunteer officials who will judge the antique rig 
muster and hose coupling competitions. Many fire service people camp at the Drumlin 
campground, a pleasant spot along scenic Drumlin Creek, which runs through the middle 
of town. Some people billet with families of Drumlin FD members, whom they know 
through attending various fire service events around the province. Both of Drumlin's 
motels are full of attendees. People from neighbouring fire departments drive over as 
day visitors. 

Drumlin's curling rink, the ice off of the lanes for the summer, serves as event 
headquarters and the site of a mixer for the adults on Friday night. Saturday morning at 
0900, the mayor of Drumlin, who is also the fire chief, cuts the ribbon at the new fire 
hall and officially commissions it. An Open House ensues until Noon so that people can 
tour the building and view Drumlin's new $250,000 crew cab midship pumper and its 
other apparatus, carefully washed and shined, parked on the cement apron in front of the 
fire hall. The Drumlin recreation department provides free swimming for the children in 
its pool on both Saturday and Sunday. Drumlin FD has booked the Lions Community 
Centre for the wind-up barbeque and dance on Saturday night and the Drumlin Lioness 
are catering, which they frequently do at community events held in the hall as 
fundraising activities. 

The site of the weekend's main activities is the five acre yard of one of the local 
agricultural implement manufacturers, probably not coincidentally owned by a Drumlin 
FD member and employing three other members. At one end the antique rigs were 
parked forjudging, which takes place at 1100. Eleven different departments, nine of 
them volunteer, have either driven or trailered 17 antique fire service vehicles to 
Drumlin, some from as far away as 550 kilometres. Crossroads brought the '48 and 



187 

Drumlin of course exhibited its two vehicles. Glacier Falls FD, which travelled the 
furthest to attend the event, wins the trophy for best restored pre 1950 vehicle with its 
mint-condition 1929 ladder truck. The ladder truck's spectacularly restored wood work 
and paint job were done by the members, of whom one fortunately enough is a highly 
skilled auto body specialist. After the judging, the vehicles are left on display. Many 
people take pictures of the apparatus, sometimes posing their children at the wheel. 

At the other end of the field, the hose coupling competition is set up on a section of the 
asphalt driveway where the company usually parks its newly completed implements in a 
long row. One of Drumlin's older pumpers has been parked at the end of the tarmac, 
and is hooked up to a nearby town fire hydrant just outside the fence. This provides the 
water supply. A four inch line is stretched out from the pumper to a water thief device 
and in turn, four two-and-a-half inch lines are stretched and attached two each to two 
portable hydrants used for the competition. The hydrants mark the start of the course. 
There will be two rotations involving two events, the make-and-break and the simulated 
pumper. There are 11 all-male teams of four firefighters each, and five all-women teams 
which on this occasion are all firefighters wives or companions. The men and the 
women will complete separately. Each team has two runs at each event and its final 
standing is the sum of its times on a total of four opportunities. Two judges will be on 
the course to ensure people are not taking advantage by pre-coupling and or being over 
the yellow starting position lines sprayed on the pavement at each of the four stations 
along the course. Near the end of the course, the official timekeeper sits under an 
umbrella and operates the electronic timer. 

In the first rotation on the make-and-break event, the object is to enter the course at the 
sound of the buzzer, establish a flow of water from a portable hydrant: by attaching three 
lengths of two-and-a-half inch hose ending in a brass fire nozzle to shoot down a target; 
break two connections backwards towards the hydrant, reconnect to two different 
lengths of hose, change nozzles and shoot down a second target, tripping the timer. 
Several teams have blow outs - connections that come apart under pressure - which 
slows their times considerably, not to mention drenching the team members and 
sometimes, spectators near the edge of the course. 

In the second rotation, there are again two runs, this time on the simulated pumper. In 
this event a tee-shaped device made out of threaded two-and-a-half inch pipe and 
mounted on a tire is placed in the middle of the course. The objective is to establish a 
stream of water through the hoses via the tee, shoot down the target, break the 
connections and re-establish the stream of water via the tee with another set of hoses and 
a different nozzle. This is a more complicated event and the tee proves particularly 
troublesome for many of the teams because one end of it seems to have bad threads, 
making a good connection difficult and blow outs frequent. A fast time on the simulated 
pumper is about 15 seconds, but, today, the best run is 18.4 second by Crossroads. 
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The two men's events take about three hours to complete. The women then take the 
field and repeat the same events, although using only one-and-half inch lines, a shorter 
tee device and lighter brass nozzles. Most of the female teams are actively coached and 
exhorted through their routines by one or more male firefighters, who stand within a foot 
or two of them on the course shouting instructions and cajoling. One of the teams, Ed's 
Water Wizards is named after its coach and wears bright red tee shirts carrying the team 
name on the back. Another of the teams, the Hose Busterettes, also has special tee 
shirts. The women have about the same luck with connections blowing out as the men, 
and record only slightly slower times than their male counterparts. 

Throughout the day, people watch the events from lawn chairs or seated on the grass at 
the edge of the course. Several brightly coloured umbrellas shade some from the sun. 
Children play amazingly quietly and well in the grass alongside the course, several 
splashing about in the runoff from the hoses. Older children look after younger children. 
Most of the audience are from the fire fighting community, and sit together in 
departmental groups. Soda pop, potato chips and cigarettes are willing shared between 
groups. There is considerable good natured catcalling from the audience as each team 
gets set up, but each team receives a round of sincere applause after its run no matter 
what has befallen it. One of the Crossroads wives studiously times each team and writes 
the results in a spiral bound notebook. She has years of results in the book, reflecting 
many weekends of competition. 

Despite the fact that one of its team members had been up many hours to complete 
painting the fire hall's interior and the other three had been on call at a difficult structure 
fire alarm until 0500, at the end of the day Drumlin earns first place, Crossroads places 
second and one of the central Alberta teams places third. The crowd breaks up and those 
who are going to the barbeque and dance return to their accommodations to shower and 
change for the final event, which begins at 1900. A number of people have significant 
sunburns. The trophies that are handed out that night for the best antique rigs and to the 
winning hose coupling teams are ceramic miniature versions of old-style fire helmets, 
custom glazed and fired, and mounted on polished wooden bases by one of the Drumlin 
FD members. At the dance a fine time is had by all, including several children. Finally 
at about 0100, the dance is over. Luckily, Drumlin has not had to respond to any alarm, 
although the chief asked six members to refrain from drinking in the event an alarm did 
come in. 
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Exhibit 4.2 

A Rainy Day 

Everybody is in full gear: yellow bunker coat and pants, visored helmet and steel-toed 
rubber boots.. It is heavily overcast, raining steadily with a north wind driving the rain at 
a slant. Some of the bunker gear has kept its wearers dry and reasonably warm and some 
is considerably water logged. The weathered and heavily cracked cement of the old 
wartime runway is puddled and slick in addition to being uneven. There are 18 derelict 
cars parked in two parallel lines about 100 feet from the old hanger. The AFTS rescue 
truck is parked near the end of one of the lines. 

The morning's practice is devoted to using hand tools to access vehicle passenger 
compartments. The evidence is in a line of several cars closest to the building that have 
been worked on with hand tools and have their roofs stripped off, windshields and 
windows broken out and other evidence of forceable entry. After a 30-minute lunch break 
in the half-century-old hanger, which leaks everywhere, the students and instructors re-
don their gear and walk out onto the runway. The instructors, Oliver and Jeff, divide the 
students into two teams. The students walk towards the AFTS vehicle and unload all the 
paraphernalia for mechanical rescue: portable power units, blocks, an assortment of 
power-driven extrication equipment, air hoses and a host of hand tools. Two sets of 
equipment are arrayed, each on a tarp. 

Each team works through two vehicles with the heavy tools known as the jaws of life, 
popping doors, removing seats, rolling back dashboards and steering wheels and 
otherwise demolishing the automobiles. There is little talk, such is the concentration on 
handling the equipment safely. The firefighters often work two people to a piece of 
equipment. This work continues about 45 minutes. Oliver and Jeff rove through the 
groups, observing. Oliver points out to one team that it has all the air hoses jumbled 
together. "Here we have spaghetti," he points out patiently, indicating that in a real 
emergency this could become a problem. The team stops working on the car, sorts out 
the hoses, lays them out in more orderly fashion and then returns to its demolition. 

At the conclusion of this part of the exercise, Oliver requires the firefighters to reload the 
rescue van. At least one volunteer tries to talk him out of the extra work, but Oliver 
insists, saying this will help them learn where things are stored. All the students pitch in 
and everything is repacked into the rescue van in about 15 minutes 

In the meantime, the instructors survey a couple of cars elsewhere on the runway, 
preparing to set up some scenarios for the next part of the practice. They discuss 
"victims" and bring out a faux victim which is a mannequin with torso and extremities 
made up of old fire hoses. It is dressed in somebody's worn out coveralls and they stuff it 
unceremoniously into the front seat of one of the cars. They belt the dummy in, 
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remarking that he is most certainly a bit drunk or else he wouldn't be here. Jeff says 
"This is where we get mean." with a twinkle in his eye. Several firefighters are enlisted 
to tip the car on its side, which they do with ease. 

Jeff walks back to a Payloader parked nearby, climbs into the driver's seat and starts the 
diesel engine. He turns the machine around, aims it at the tipped car and it lumbers about 
100 feet, hitting the car with a loud crash which is apparently quite satisfying because the 
firefighters whoop and holler. Jeff backs the Payloader off, brings up the bucket and 
drops it on car's topmost side - the driver's side door. This must be even more satisfying 
because the firefighters let out an even louder cheer. 

The first team sets about rescuing the victim from the considerably crumpled car, 
responding to the orders of their scene commander; a firefighter chosen by the instructors 
from the group. The scene commander walks around the perimeter, surveying possible 
dangers to the firefighters. Finding none, he lets the work commence. First the team 
stabilizes the car from its underside by propping it with four-by-four wooden posts to 
ensure the car will not shift while they are working on the other side. Two firefighters 
apply braces against the frame of the car on the underside, which is almost vertical. 
Oliver intervenes: "You're dead," he says to one of the firefighters who put the bracing in 
place, "You didn't block the wheel and the car shifted on you.." Being declared "dead" 
by an instructor means the firefighter is benched and made to leave the action circle. 
Some of the firefighters on the second team move in to get a closer look, but the 
instructors tell them to remain outside the action circle. They and the benched firefighter 
lean against or perch on the next car in the line, rain running in rivulets off their bunker 
jackets. 

Meanwhile the scene commander walks around the car and surveys the situation by 
looking into the passenger compartment through the shattered windshield. He decides 
there is only a single victim; albeit one who is trapped by the twisted wreckage of the 
dashboard and the driver's seat, which has come loose on impact. The remaining 
working team confers. One firefighter crawls halfway into the wreckage to comfort the 
faux victim, which he covers with a tarp to protect against glass and metal issuing from 
extrication efforts. Oliver reminds him to keep talking to the victim to offer comfort and 
reassurance, which the firefighter does for a minute or two. 

The firefighter with the victim remains in this position for most of the exercise, kneeling 
in four or five inches of water and twisted at what is probably an uncomfortable angle to 
stay in contact with the victim. Some of the team retrieve hand tools and a power saw 
and begin to remove the caved-in roof of the car, visors down to protect them against 
flying debris even though the rain makes it difficult too see through the shielding. It is a 
difficult move to get the roof off because the metal is crumpled topside and they must lift 
the hydraulic equipment high at an awkward angle. Nor can they readily get to the two 
roof supports that are crunched into the pavement bottom side. After several tries, the 
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roof is cut free and two firefighters carry it off to the side, removing it outside the action 
circle. 

Two other firefighters retrieve the backboard from the AFTS rescue van since it is 
assumed the victim likely has a neck injury. The backboard is inside the scoop and they 
have to unpack it. They locate a cervical collar and walk over to the wreck. The collar is 
applied to the victim, who is then removed gingerly and put on the backboard. The 
victim is strapped on and covered with a blanket. Thus packaged, the victim is carried 
away from the wreck, concluding the exercise. Oliver calls the total time: 28 minutes. 
He asks the observers what they might have done differently. 

Later in the day, the scenarios get more complicated: two cars piled on top of each other; 
a car set ablaze; a car is impaled by a pole. The extrications become highly complex and 
take considerably longer. The next day the weather clears up. Jeff and Oliver set up 
some extra scenarios and even though they are officially done with the practical part of 
the course, the teams continue to practice. By the end of the weekend, seven firefighters 
have "died." However, everyone passes the written part of the course and all will be 
certified by the Alberta Fire Training School. 
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Exhibit 4.3 

Tuesday Night at the Crossroads Fire Hall 

Every Tuesday night at 1900 hours, the members of the Crossroads Fire Department 
assemble at the fire hall to transact business and usually, some sort of fire-related activity. 
The turnout of members on Tuesday nights varies, but there is always a core group that 
never fails to show up. Gil, Leo, Merlin, Ervin and Gery have perfect or almost perfect 
attendance records, but of course they are officers and it is expected of them. Lorena too 
has 100% attendance this year, and is probably the keenest of the younger members in 
that respect. Alfred hasn't missed more than a handful of meetings in the 18 years he has 
been a member. The fire hall is his place, he says; about the only place that he doesn't 
share with his wife. Roy has only a slightly less stellar attendance record in his 12 years 
of service. "Tuesday nights are the only thing predictable about the fire service," he often 
says. 

Second Tuesday in May. 
An oxygen tank is missing from the ambulance and another one has a leaking valve that 
needs repair. Winston thinks Esker might have the missing 0\ tank because both Esker 
and Crossroads were called to a rural house fire and things got a bit mixed up in the 
commotion. 

Ervin brings up the issue of keeping the place looking professional - that includes putting 
things away after an event, dressing correctly on call outs and not taking apparel home. 
Gerhardt brings up physical fitness as a qualification, which he thinks some volunteer 
departments in Alberta require. A discussion of such a requirement ensues, with some 
members expressing the concern that if physical fitness becomes a requirement, 
volunteers may be discouraged. 

The June 18th Spring Fling fundraising dance is discussed. Vince, the organizer, 
produces a thick stack of tickets for members to sell and cajoles several people into 
taking them. Merlin brings up the idea to sell household rescue ladders as a fundraiser. 
He knows a source in Vancouver that will supply metal ladders that fit into briefcases 
which sit below the planned exit window. These ladders retail at $69.95 and the 
department could earn $20 per ladder if they buy a case lot of 30 ladders. Trent thinks 
that Crossroads should tell other departments about the ladders and maybe sell some to 
them. 

Home Town Pride days are next on the agenda Roy asks if the department is going to do 
a demonstration this year, and it is decided to do a vehicle extrication. People like to see 
the jaws of life tools used it seems, which irritates Gerhardt. "People like all that high 
powered stuff but it isn't always the best thing to use." he says pointedly. 
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Third Tuesday in May. 
Leo and Gil ask for members to accompany them to burn down an old building in a farm 
yard about 10 kilometres out of town. This type of thing is done, at the landowner's 
request, three or four times a summer, and provides an opportunity for the volunteers to 
don their gear, go for a ride and "play with fire." Even though they will be doing 
demolition rather than real fir suppression, it is "fire-y stuff," as Winston observes, and 
there is no problem getting 10 people to go on the run. The county pumper and the tanker 
roll out first. They are out of sight by the time the town pumper leaves the fire hall. By 
the time it arrives on site an old wooden bunkhouse is smoking and further out in the 
yard, a pile of old wood is well ablaze. 

The farm residence is to the northeast of the smoking building about 150 feet. The 
country pumper is stationed between the two structures and beside it is the tanker. The 
town pumper is to the west of the smoking building near the dugout. The country pumper 
has a single one-and-a-half inch hand line laid out and the big pumper has another two-
and-a-half inch attack line with the fog nozzle laid out. Both are charged. 

Leo asks the farm owner's son for about four gallons of gas, which the younger man sets 
off to acquire from the overhead tanks to the east of the residence. Meanwhile Gil has 
burned some mattresses in the bunkhouse so "the new guys can play with the foam 
(referring to Hugh and Colin). Then we are going to really get it going!" Hugh and 
Colin, wearing their SCBAs, enter the house with a foam line attached to the pumper, 
extinguish the mattresses and return to the outside in about three minutes. 

The four gallons of gasoline is delivered in a gerry can. Winston climbs up an aluminum 
fire ladder and pours gasoline all over the roof. When he comes down he splashes it on 
the sides of the bunkhouse. He lights a match and throws it into the glassless window. 
Nothing much happens, although flames can soon be seen flickering inside the windows. 
Two smaller gerry cans of gas are retrieved from the tanker and splashed around on the 
outside surfaces of the bunkhouse. In about 10 seconds, there is an audible "whumpff' 
and the building is ablaze. The firefighters cheer gleefully. 

Trent and Winston, using pike poles, ventilate the sides of the building to get the fire 
blazing. Shortly it is totally involved, with flames howling and swirling through the roof 
and out the windows. Embers are flying. Soon the flames are so intense and hot that the 
green grass around the bunkhouse is burning. A few bystanders who have come to watch 
retreat from the thermal energy being released. Several firefighters are within 30 feet of 
the building in full gear, and they seem oblivious to the heat. 

The wind has come up from the southwest, and Gil and Leo are concerned about 
knocking the fire back a bit. Not much water seems to come out of the hand line on the 
county pumper. "That figures" mutters Gil, "How many times do we have to tell them 
that this thing is worn out." The fog nozzle and larger line on the new pumper are turned 
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on briefly. The overhead gas tank and another smaller wooden structure beside it are 
being foamed down by Winston and Carter. Nobody seems greatly concerned, although 
Leo orders the pumper and the tanker to move back a bit. 

The two chimneys fall inwards as the roof on the bunkhouse burns through. The farmer, 
who has been watching from a vantage point well back, strolls up to Gil and tells him that 
the bunkhouse was built in 1941 to house WWII war prisoners who were sent to work on 
the sugar beet fields. It is ironic, he muses, that workers accidentally set the bunkhouse 
on fire once in the 1970s and Crossroads had to come out and save the building they are 
now burning to the ground. 

The fire begins to subside as it consumes the available fuel until finally only the skeleton 
of the house remains. Two old stoves become visible; black hulks in the flames. The 
farmer's wife has joined her husband and asks why he didn't take the stoves out first, to 
which he replies, "It'll be much easier to get them out now -just drive up with the front 
end loader." One of the firefighters pushes against the west wall, and what is left of the 
building collapses inward in a shower of sparks. 

The old beet shack has taken about 45 minutes to burn to the ground. It takes about 
another 45 minutes for the embers to die down to the point they are not deemed likely to 
flare up. The farm owner is left to watch the smouldering pile of wood and the apparatus 
and their crews leave for the fire hall. At 2100, the firefighters are back in Crossroads 
doing cleanup, quite pleased at having an active evening's practice. 

Second Tuesday in June. 
Part of the meeting tonight is devoted to a discussion of the Flood of the Century 10 days 
earlier. Several Crossroads firefighters drove over to Rogen to help fill sandbags and the 
department loaned them a 3,000 gallon per hour submersible pump and the Honda 
generator. Apparently, when the downpour came and the water started to rise, the Rogen 
village office closed and everybody went home. The mayor was not to be found either. 
Consequently, when the department needed a bulldozer to dike the gas plant, there wasn't 
anybody to declare a state of emergency and one of the Rogen firefighters had to break 
into the village equipment compound to get a bulldozer. Fortunately, he is a village 
employee, so no repercussions are likely. 

This discussion prompts Gil and Smokey to consider the risk exposures that could cause 
grief for them in Crossroads: the railroad track through the middle of town and the 
hazardous goods the trains often carry; the tourist and leisure development at Key Hole 
Lake Park; the beet plant cooling plant lagoon; the Y; the heavy trucks which often carry 
volatile petroleum products; the gas pipeline relay station. Gil rolls his eyes and shakes 
his head, partly because the list could have several moie entries if they really sat down to 
think about it. "Maybe we should do some haz mat training," he ventures. "We can't 
train for everything," Gerhardt suggests. "Crescent Ridge has a haz mat team; they 
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should do it." Ervin says firmly. 

Second Tuesday in July 
Ervin, holding up a clipping from the newspaper, asks: "Did anyone see the story in the 
Crescent Ridge paper this week about the Ontario volunteer who ran a stop sign and 
crashed into another car while he was driving to the fire hall?" Three or four hands are 
raised. "What happened to the guy?" he queries. "He was killed and so was a little boy 
in the other car that T-boned him." replies Hugh. "Do firefighters have special rights 
when they are responding to alarms?" Ervin asks. There is considerably shuffling and 
little eye contact among the group. Finally, Gil breaks the silence: "No, we have to obey 
the rules of the road just like everybody else." Thoughtful silence. "He wasn't even 
wearing his seat belt" adds Colin, who has been reading the clipping that Ervin brought to 
the meeting. Several people shake their heads disapprovingly. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE EVERYDAY LIFE OF 

A VOLUNTEER FIREFIGHTER 

In this chapter the focus is on revealing the local particularities, as Smith (1987:7) refers 

to them, in the lives of the volunteers in the Crossroads Fire Department. It is here that 

the nature of the social interactions that forge and flavour their roles as volunteers is 

made more explicit. This is a description of dynamic interactions taking place among the 

volunteers; interactions which influence how they define situations and thereafter, act. 

What is reported here is technically after-the-fact, but understood to have taken place in 

recent real time. What I am reporting, therefore, are representations of the present, 

situating the volunteers in a particular time and place for their interactions, as is 

consistent with the symbolic interaction perspective. 

In the first part of the chapter, official records of participation are used to determine a 

rough classification of volunteers. In the second part the focus changes to volunteers' 

social construction of identity. In the third section the effects of volunteer firefighting on 

the family, work and other leisure dimensions of a volunteer's life are examined. The 

chapter concludes with a discussion of how the informants view the lifestyle. 

PART ONE 

PATTERNS OF PARTICIPATION 

Types of Volunteers in the Crossroads Fire Department. 

In Stebbins' (1979) discussion of amateur theatre he distinguishes between those who are 

typical participants and those who are devotees; individuals who display an exceptional 

commitment and fervour. The amateur is a person from whom a given set of activities is 

a leisure pastime rather than a paid vocation, and Stebbins seeks to determine level of 

involvement as an indicator of commitment within the leisure pastime. To construct his 

indices of involvement, Stebbins uses two ratios: roles played per play and plays acted in 
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per year. With some modifications to assumptions and application, this ratio device can 

be applied to the official records to determine empirically which Crossroads FD members 

are highly involved, who have average involvement and who are marginally involved. 

Since it involves ongoing decisions about whether or not to participate in this activity or 

that, a volunteer's level of involvement can be conceived of as "interaction in slow 

motion" according to Charon (1992), and is, therefore, important to our understanding of 

the social worlds of the volunteers. 

Stebbins uses the notion of fervour - zeal and passion - to establish his indices for 

classifying amateur thespians. Zeal and passion are clearly present with volunteer 

firefighters in their work at alarms, but in that context it is generally not possible to 

distinguish different levels of zeal and passion because alarms are situations which 

require intense effort from each person. This is true no matter whether the member is 

performing heavy or support role, suppression, rescue or emergency medicine activities. 

One difficulty in using fervour as an indicator may lie in the different objectives of 

volunteer firefighters and amateur thespians with respect to their publics. While both 

groups strive to give their best performances, the objective for volunteer firefighters is to 

save lives and protect property while the objective for amateur thespians is to entertain. 

Fervour may however, be more useful when considering volunteer firefighters' evening 

meeting-practices and amateur thespians' rehearsals. These two activities have 

similarities to the extent that both are aimed at honing skills that will be used in the 

public performance of their roles at a later time. 

In the previous chapter, on Table 4.4 ( Frequency of Participation in Core Activities) the 

officially recorded involvements of Crossroads FD members were presented as the 

number of hours each member spends attending alarms and the number of hours given 

over to Tuesday night meeting-practices. Three assumptions are made here in the use of 

these data to arrive at indices of involvement: first, that every volunteer has an equal 

opportunity to attend an alarm or meeting-practice; second that practice-meetings should 
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be easier to attend than alarms because they are predictable in time, place and content and 

are held in the evenings to minimize role conflict; and third, that practice is the bedrock 

of a member's effectiveness at an alarm. 

Volunteers, as Pearce (1993) notes, have freedom of choice to participate in activities or 

not. This is one of the key dimensions which distinguishes them from people who have 

an employment-based relationship with an organization and are compelled by that 

relationship to participate in its activities, even though they may do so without 

enthusiasm. In this study, freedom of choice could be conceptualized as the degree of 

selectivity that a member displays with respect to choosing to be active at some times and 

not others, and in choosing between activities in which to participate. By default, the 

more selective the member is in the types of activities he or she chooses to participate in 

and the rate at which he or she turns out to participate in activities, the less that person 

takes part in the lifestyle. 

The selectivity which members of the Crossroads FD display has at least two features 

which can be discovered through the official data. First, the ratio of a volunteer's hours 

spent at alarms to the hours spent at meeting-practices provides a measure of the balance 

in activities. Second, the ratio of the total hours a volunteer spends in all activities to the 

total number of hours the department experiences provides a measure of the level of 

activity. Taken together, these ratios provide indices of the pattern and depth of 

involvement in the core activities identified in Chapter Two: alarms (fire suppression, 

rescue, ground ambulance) and training. 

Leaving out the rookies, Colin and Hugh, who have not yet completed a full year of 

activity with the department, applying these calculations to the Crossroads roster results 

in the following set of indices of involvement which I propose are one way of reflecting 

the volunteers' selectivity with respect participation in active alarms and more passive 

training events. 
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Indices of Involvement of 
Crossroads Fire Department Members 

Member Alarm Hours Practice Hours Ratio-Balance Rai 
Alfred 63 76 .83 .74 

Carter 71 52 1.37 .66 
Cynthia 60 62 .97 .65 

Donn 35 36 .97 .38 

Erin 66 44 1.50 .59 

Ervin 100 76 1.23 .88 

Gerhardt 102 76 1.34 .95 

Gil 94 76 1.24 .91 

Leo 97 76 1.28 .93 

Lorena 49 76 .64 .67 

Max 49 49 1.00 .52 

Merlin 94 74 1.27 .90 

Roily 13 24 .54 .20 

Roy 68 68 1.00 .73 

Smokey 20 48 .42 .36 

Trent 84 40 2.10 .66 

Vince 98 32 3.06 .70 

Wally 58 52 1.12 .58 

Winston 62 48 1.29 .59 

Mean 1.2 .63 

Index of Balance Between Activities. The ratio of 1:1 would roughly imply an equal 

involvement in both alarms and meeting-practices; greater than 1:1- a higher level of 

participation at alarms than meeting-practices; less than 1:1- a higher commitment to 

meeting-practices than alarms. The notion that the more involved volunteer participates in 

FD life as fully as possible suggests that there should be less selectivity of activity type 

and hence a balance of participation in both meeting-practices and alarms. This is very 

desirable because preparedness in more comprehensive and wider participation aids the 

formation and maintenance of group cohesion; both are critical on the scene of an alarm. 
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Following Stebbins' analysis, the average ratio in Table 5.1 represents the typical 

volunteer in the Crossroads FD. This ratio, 1 to 1.2, indicates that the typical member at 

Crossroads FD self-selects to respond to alarms slightly more than attend meeting-

practices. This would consistent with Mitchell's and Bray's (1990) contention that 

emergency services work appeals most to action-oriented people-people who like to and 

must race the clock to be successful at their tasks. There is of course little urgency in the 

meeting-practice setting; or at least, if urgency occurs it is coincidental rather than a key 

feature of the activity. Urgency of a coincidental nature may occur during training due to 

the unpredictable nature of fire, as when flashover occurred during a routine smoke house 

practice. 

Referring to Table 5.1, taking the value of 1:1.18 as the starting point to place people in 

categories on this dimension of involvement reveals that those with scores closest to that 

value comprise the typical group. Those closer to 1:1 comprise the more active group. 

Because substantial favouring of alarms over meeting-practices or vice versa is not 

desirable, those with scores well above or below 1:1.8 are the more marginal members. 

Index of Overall Level of Activity. A ratio of 1:1 indicates complete participation in all 

of the department's officially recorded activities. The mean ratio of the Crossroads 

volunteers' individual rates of turnout to all events to the total number of opportunities is 

.63:1, thus volunteers with scores closest to this value comprise the typical volunteer 

group. Scores closer to 1:1 than the average comprise a group of more active volunteers. 

The marginal group will then be those with scores on the activity level index 

considerably less than the average. 

A member's level of participation in alarms and meeting-practices is a more complicated 

issue than selectivity relating to the balance of participation in the breadth of the 

department's activities. Once a volunteer is accepted by the department and goes through 

training, either formally or informally, there is an expectation of service at alarms and an 
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expectation that one will keep one's skills current and honed by attending meeting-

practices. This is at least partly a function of the group cohesion that highly 

interdependent tasks require. Thus, to have a low level of participation overall is to be 

marginal with respect to the group, and perhaps to be seen as letting the group down. 

Cafeteria-Style Selectivity. The ability to choose between activities, with relatively few 

penalties for non-participation, is one of the rewards of volunteering (Pearce, 1993), and 

one of the major differences between volunteering and employment. A cafeteria analogy 

to characterize the way in which volunteers choose between available activities is 

therefore useful. Members pick and choose between a menu of activities which includes 

core activities of two types (alarms and training) and non-core activities (fundraising, fire 

hall housekeeping and related activities). However, because official statistics only 

provide information on core activities, only a partial picture of choices is available. 

Selectivity of participation, whether by type of activity and/or level of activity, emerged 

as a major dimension of volunteer firefighting in this study, as would be expected by 

Pearce's (1993) assertion that being able to make choices is one thing that attracts 

volunteers to the lifestyle. Nonetheless, the fire service norm of preparedness strongly 

encourages participation in the full range of core activities since both alarms and training 

contribute to preparedness. Training provides technique and theory with some 

application, although in a setting where risks are reasonably controllable. Alarms provide 

application also, but of course risk in real-time emergency situations is considerably less 

controllable. 

By cross-referencing the two selectivity indices established in Table 5.1, and assigning a 

category label of "more active", "typical" or "marginal" to each member's scores, it can 

be determined if there is congruence between the two categories for a particular 

individual. In other words, are people in the same categories with respect to both type of 
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activity preferred and level of activity? As Table 5.2 reveals, the two indices apparently 

become uncoupled for certain people: 

Table 5.2 

Indices of Involvement of 
Crossroads Fire Department Members, 

Cross Referencing Dimensions 

Member/Rank Type of Activity Level of Activity 

Alfred Marginal More Active 
Carter Typical Typical 
Cynthia Typical Typical 
Dorin Typical More Active 
Erin Marginal Typical 
Ervin (Chief) More Active More Active 
Gerhardt (Training Officer) More Active More Active 
Gil (Deputy Chief) More Active More Active 
Leo (Captain) More Active More Active 
Lorena Marginal Typical 
Max Marginal Typical 
Merlin (Captain) More Active More Active 
Roily Marginal Marginal 
Roy Typical Typical 
Smokey Marginal Marginal 
Trent Marginal More Active 
Vince (Equipment Officer) Marginal More Active 
Wally More Active More Active 
Winston More Active More Active 

What emerges in Table 5.2 is a somewhat equivocal picture of the involvement of the 

members of the Crossroads FD. Several members do not occupy the same category on 

both indices of involvement. For instance, a member may be active according to one 

index and marginal according to the other. Field notes provide additional information 

which sheds light on this matter. Alfred, Trent and Vince all substantially prefer alarms 

over meeting-practices, which places them in the marginal group as to balance in choice 

of activities. Further, Vince is on light duty and elsewhere we have learned that he thinks 



practices are a waste of time. It follows then that these three members could be among 

the most active in terms of level of activity because of their preference and because there 

are more alarm hours available than meeting-practice hours. Alfred is also one of the 

older members, and he too may hold the view that practices are not necessary. Trent is a 

younger member who particularly likes vehicle extrication, and because about half of the 

practices are medically oriented, he sometimes avoids these. 

Lorena, on the other hand, much prefers the medically oriented practices because she 

would like to become an EMT-p. She has an electronic scanner and is able to ascertain in 

advance the probable requirements of an alarm. In this way, she tailors her participation 

to medically oriented practices and alarms involving ground ambulance. Erin works in 

Crossroads during the day but lives in Kettle Moraine. She can turn out easily for alarms 

because she is in town dunng the day, but meeting-practices present a problem for her. 

She is a solo parent and feels that she would be neglecting her two children if she left 

them with a babysitter and attended each Tuesday night. She attends only when there is 

going to be an active practice session, or if her dad, Roy, is going to stay home from the 

practice himself, in which case he can babysit. Dorin is typical on choice of activities, 

and more active on level of activities at least partly because he is self-employed in a 

home-based business in town and can leave to attend alarms with minimal difficulty. 

Max is an entirely different case. In a normal year, he would likely be in the more active 

category in both balance and frequency of participation but at the Laurentide grain 

elevator fire last winter, he suffered ligament and cartilage damage in his left knee when 

he fell while helping Colin reposition the heavy monitor at the elevator fire there. 

Conditions for fire suppression were abysmal; the nighttime temperature was several 

degrees Celsius below freezing.; the water supply was mostly trucked in and in the 

process of dumping it into the holding tank, a certain amount splashed on the ground. 

Furthermore it was at night and the emergency lighting was insufficient, making visibility 

less than ideal over the entire area. Footing and handholds were bad due to the icy glaze 



on surfaces from the sprays of water being directed at the burning structure and spilled 

water around the holding tank. Under such conditions, there is a much higher probability 

of a fall and in fact falls are the most frequent source of injury to firefighters. 

Max had to have emergency surgery and has been in physiotherapy off and on since then. 

The injury has caused him time off work and loss of income as well as cutting down his 

participation in the department's activities. He is presently wearing a $2,000 custom-

made knee brace which the County reluctantly paid for after wrangling with him over 

Workers Compensation Insurance. Injured or not, Max still turns up at meeting-practices 

and alarms, doing what he can without complaint. "I never did like to climb ladders 

anyway!" he said cheerfully at a recent ladder practice as he held the bottom of the ladder 

steady for the others because the knee brace prevents him from climbing safely. 

Taken together, the sometimes contradictory positions of members with respect to the 

indices may be seen as one of the many ambiguities that surrounds volunteer 

organizational workers (Pearce, 1993). This implies a difference in the reliability of 

volunteers, which Pearce (1993:112) says may become a source of the "sneering 

antipathy" sometimes expressed towards organizational volunteers. That there is 

antipathy between occupational firefighters and their volunteer counterparts is revealed in 

the next section of this chapter. 

The Invisible Record. 

The difficulty in arriving at an accurate figure for the true number of hours volunteers 

contribute to their organizations is well known (e.g. Ross, 1990), given that there is no 

requirement to report labour statistics for volunteers to the federal government, nor can 

volunteers' rates of participation be tracked through such means as employment 

insurance contributions or Canada Pension Plan contributions. At best, community 

agencies using volunteers track their hours of service on some sort of informal log, 

relying on volunteers' memories in the reporting of their hours. Volunteers often have 



trouble recalling the number of hours they put in (Thompson, 1982). This is another of 

the many uncertainties and ambiguities that surround volunteer labour. 

The official records of the Crossroads FD provide a quantitative source of data from 

which to determine which volunteers are in the more active, typical and marginal 

categories, although such data are not sufficient to reliably classify volunteers with 

respect to their selectivity because core activities take up only a portion of the time put in 

by Crossroads FD members. Further, in Chapter Four it was revealed that there is a 

substantial amount of time put in by the volunteers which is simply never quantified. 

Furthermore the official records deal only with frequency of participation at alarms and 

meeting-practices and do not reflect selectivity which may in fact not represent any 

avoidance or unwillingness to participate. 

Most Crossroads FD volunteers simply do not know how many hours they actually 

donate and do not seem to be very interested in quantifying that aspect of their 

contributed labour. The fire chief at Pingo claims that some of his volunteers probably 

average over 2,000 hours per year, which is about the equivalent of full-time 

employment1. If that is true, then some volunteer firefighters, most of whom have full-

time employment, may be "super volunteers" as the Pingo chief calls them. Given Ross's 

(1990) finding that the average volunteer contributes 195 hours a year to volunteer work, 

and noting that the average time donated by a Crossroad volunteer to core activities alone 

was 134.9 hours in 1995\ there is a strong likelihood that the additional invisible hours 

contributed produce a higher-than-average level of volunteering. 

Ervin observes it is mostly the same members who form a core group that always turns 

out for the unofficial work of the department which so greatly enables it, which only adds 

to the opaque nature of the invisible service. The recent Community Appreciation Day is 

a case in point. On this Saturday, eight members of the department and three of their 

spouses turned out to work at a special day to say "thank you" to the community for its 
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superb financial support of the department. Historical and information displays, balloons 

for the children, a hot dog barbeque, a vehicle extrication demonstration, a pumper 

demonstration and a fire extinguisher demonstration took place. And it was this same 

group that worked at a bingo in Crescent Ridge the following Monday night. Were there 

a record of such extra labour, members like Max, Roily and Smokey, who were there on 

Saturday and again on Monday, would surely not be marginal members. 

To more fully appreciate the contributions Crossroads FD firefighters make to their 

department, one must consider that, in addition to the unknown number of invisible hours 

that the members serve, they also donate back the $10 a hour they earn for official duties 

and do not seek reimbursement for out-of-pocket expenses they often incur. Indeed, the 

members pride themselves in never having personally accepted a penny of taxpayers' 

money. It should be noted, however, that while this is a group norm for Crossroads FD 

members, it is not universal. The volunteers in some of the other departments in this 

study do accept their stipends. Donating funds often goes beyond merely giving back 

stipends: it was the Crossroads firefighters themselves who dug into their pockets and 

donated the last $500 to ensure that their Rescue Alive fundraising campaign met the 

Town Administrator's challenge to raise $14,000 before he would have his head shaved. 

The foregoing also excludes the volunteering Crossroads firefighters may do for 

Muscular Dystrophy Alberta, such as helping out another fire department with one of its 

MDA fundraising projects. Nor does it reflect volunteering done for other voluntary 

organizations relevant to the fire service such as the critical incident stress debriefing 

team, St. John Ambulance or Canadian Red Cross, or the informal volunteering done to 

assist another fire department in its non-core activities. Contributing labour to more than 

one voluntary organization is not unusual, however; over half of all volunteers do this 

according to Ross (1990). 



PART TWO 

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF IDENTITY 

In this section, the focus is on the perceptual selection processes through which volunteer 

firefighters in the Crossroads Fire Department create their social identities. According to 

Charon (1996) this involves forging a self-concept of ourselves as social objects. We 

give these selves names, as we do with all social objects to classify them in a world of 

such objects. Defining the self is carried out in interaction with others; as others label us, 

so we come to label ourselves. Burke (1980) wrote that these labels become our 

definitions of who we are in relation to those we interact with, although it is not all others 

but those with whom we regularly interact and wiio are important to us. Identities are 

meanings a person attributes to the self; they are relational, social, placed in a context of 

interaction and a source of motivation (Burke, 1980). 

Two sources of data which speak to the social construction of identity among firefighters 

are readily available in this study: my interviews with occupational and volunteer 

firefighters, municipal officials and citizens of Crossroads; and a secondary data analysis 

involving media reports of the minutes of County proceedings. 

Volunteer and Occupational Firefighters: the Politics of Definition 

Earlier in this study, functional relationships between volunteer fire departments and their 

occupational counterparts in municipal service have been described in the context of 

other discussions. First, there is a resource-sharing relationship having both formal and 

informal dimensions. The mutual aid agreement is an example of a contractual 

agreement, while sharing training opportunities and giving or taking surplus equipment 

are informal arrangements. Second, both the volunteer and occupational fire departments 

serve the same publics. Third, there is an educational relationship, mediated by the 

Alberta Fire Training School, in which both the volunteer and the occupational fire 



services acquire identical knowledge of fire chemistry and physics, specialized 

procedures and techniques and polish their application through practice. 

More germane to this part of the study, however, is that there is a negative perceptual 

dimension inherent in these functional relationships. This sometimes surfaces as 

stereotyping; assuming that others have certain attributes on the basis of belonging to a 

particular group or category (Gordon, 1996). Among firefighters, I observed that 

occupational firefighters perceive volunteers to be ill-prepared in contrast to themselves. 

This took place when Crossroads responded to the Laurentide fire and Max was injured 

while helping Colin. Max's injury was the first one that most fire service people could 

remember which was serious enough to require hospitalization and as such received 

attention in the print media. An occupational firefighter from Crescent Ridge was heard 

to suggest that the injury would not have occurred had occupational firefighters been on 

the scene, implying that Max was either less trained, less physically conditioned or 

perhaps less attentive than an occupational firefighter would have been. It is far more 

likely that the unhospitable conditions on the fire ground were responsible for his injury. 

On the other hand, volunteer firefighters may hold a stereotype of their own about 

occupational firefighters. Occupational firefighters are perceived to be less dedicated 

because they receive wages for their work and do not have to juggle other roles. In fact, 

Trent observed that one of the Crescent Ridge firefighters managed to work full time 

while he completed a drama degree at Crescent Ridge University by judiciously trading 

shifts. "Not very useful in the fire service," Trent said, referring to the fact that this 

firefighter received a degree with content that would be of little use in the work of a fire 

department. Of course, Trent had no way of knowing that the fellow is very active in 

local theatre projects, and for him, formally studying drama added considerably to the 

enjoyment of his leisure role. 
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The special merit that volunteers perceive accompanies doing firefighting work for no 

pay may become a focal point of their personal descriptions of their commitment. For 

example, Merlin takes somewhat perverse pride in describing the personal price he has 

paid for combining volunteer firefighting, work and family roles because he perceives it 

is a statement of his special dedication to the volunteer fire service and its community: 

"I've missed weddings, birthdays and even the baptism of one of my 
children. I'm out lots of weird hours. When I get home from a call, 
sometimes I'm too tired to do a thing. If we do go out, my wife can get 
left at a restaurant and has to call her Mom to pick her and the kids up and 
take them home. Some weeks I leave work so often my boss wonders if 
I'm on holidays. But I've almost never missed a practice and only a few 
alarms!" 

The Heroic Image of Firefighting and Its Consequences for Volunteers 

As noted earlier, the functional relationship between the Crossroads FD and its 

municipalities (Crossroads and the Country of Crescent Ridge) is that of a service 

provider to its publics. How then do Crossroads FD volunteers, who are strongly 

motived to give a highly significant community service, think they are perceived by the 

publics they serve? Several members have the perception that many people in Crossroads 

take them for granted and do not truly appreciate the sacrifices that are made to be 

Crossroads FD firefighter. Leo summarizes the views of these members: "I think lots of 

people figure that what we mostly do is play with big, expensive equipment that has 

flashing lights and sirens or chews up cars." Such public perceptions result partly from 

the pressure the officers feel to demonstrate the apparatus at practices and community 

events, doing so on the premise that community funds were used to purchase these items 

and hence they should be visible. "People expect to see the jaws of life being used," 

Merlin says, "even when we probably could be using hand tools." 

The debate over regionalization heightened members' perceptions that they are perhaps 

being taken for granted. "Nobody is asking us what we think," Gil observed, referring to 
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the lack of consultation by County politicians. In fact, concern for how the volunteers 

might be perceiving the organizational change that would surely accompany 

regionalization seems to have been an afterthought. It was not until some months into the 

debate that one of the County politicians was reported in the local print media to have 

said, "Of course we can't overlook the contributions of our fire department volunteers," 

after having done so for months. What particularly rankled Ervin is a remark attributed to 

another County politician, who allegedly speculated that regionalization would save 

money on the premise that its efficiencies would result in fewer volunteers being called 

out to an alarm. "What about the safety of our crews, saving lives and property, and all 

of that?" he asks. "Saving $30 or $40 per firefighter is a joke." 

Even though they may harbour the suspicion that their contributions are under

appreciated, when asked how they would describe themselves, most Crossroads FD 

members are distinctly uncomfortable with the label "local hero" or any similar term used 

by their publics that implies special status conferred by out-of-the-ordinary bravery and 

courage. Indeed, any volunteer who craves the label is considered to have an attitudinal 

flaw. "We're just people doing a job that has to be done," Lorena says in a matter-of-fact 

way, reflecting the manner in which Crossroads FD members prefer to characterize their 

community role-even though privately there is pride in the dedication, skill and sacrifices 

that are required to be an on-call firefighter. It is difficult for even the more thoughtful 

members of the Crossroads FD to come up with a single term which they feel is an 

appropriate label for themselves, although Leo proposes the following: 

"Serious firefighters are trained and educated to see themselves as 
community guardians with special skills that they are duty-bound to use in 
the service of their friends and neighbours. We're responsible for bringing 
order to chaos." 

Although the members may bridle at the label "hero" younger children do in fact 

frequently regard firefighters as heroic figures, as was revealed in the introduction and the 

previous chapter. The esteem of children is something several members find particularly 



211 

rewarding. "It's nice when kids look up to you," Cynthia reports. She is a librarian at the 

Crossroads Elementary School and reports that often when children find out she is a 

volunteer firefighter, most of them treat her with more respect. She likes the notion of 

being a role model for the female students, although she is irritated that the occasional 

male student may say something like: "You can't be a firefighter because you're not a 

man!" 

When queried about the Hollywood film Backdraft (1988), a story about occupational 

firefighters in a fictitious Chicago fire company who are flashily engaged in suppressing 

a series of large structure fires set by an arsonist, the reaction of Crossroads members 

tends towards amusement, disapproval and in some cases, scorn. While the film may 

have had some interesting moments in terms of its dramatic pyrotechnical special effects, 

none of the Crossroads firefighters who had seen the film felt that the super hero image 

given to the main characters was particularly flattering or accurate. There was some 

accuracy, however in the portrayal of one of the firefighters as the arsonist; firefighters 

with certain psychological problems may set fires in order to play the hero role, or 

perhaps to give themselves and their colleagues something interesting to do (Firehouse, 

1994). 

The "Good" Firefighter. 

What constitutes a "good" firefighter rests on the group's evaluation of whether there is a 

mismatch between a firefighter's core values and skills and the behaviours the group 

expects of that person in his or her fire service role. The pattern of attributions made by 

members about their fellow volunteer firefighters reveals that those in the Crossroads FD 

have a strong sense about what constitutes "good" performance of their roles and what 

does not. First, good firefighters are clear thinkers who make rational decisions, not 

emotional ones. Poor judgement under pressure is perceived as unbecoming a serious 

firefighter because of the inherent potential for technical mistakes that may endanger self 

or others. Errors in judgement may apparently be overlooked however, if they are 
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deemed something out of the ordinary for a particular individual who is otherwise viewed 

as a good firefighter. "Accidents happen in this business," Gil says, referring to 

situations where for one reason or another something goes awry, usually because of the 

unpredictable and uncontrollable nature of the work. Thus, the causal attribution made 

depends on the group's perceptions of why the person acted in a certain way - whether 

mistaken action represents a personal flaw or was probably unavoidable due to the strains 

of a situation. 

Sincerity and dedication are considered attributes of a good firefighter. Superficiality is 

regarded with disdain. Red light fever - an obsession with riding the apparatus with the 

lights flashing and the siren screaming - is one manifestation of superficiality, which 

Ervin regards as a hallmark behaviour of someone who will probably not remain with the 

department over the long run. Red light fever may be a matter of degree, however; nearly 

all the informants in this study report that responding to an alarm with both lights and 

sirens provides a sense of excitement and urgency that is reinforcing. Gerhardt, 

observing that "the adrenaline rush lessens after you've been at this for awhile, but it's 

definitely always there!" confirms that experienced volunteers remain prey to the 

excitement. The public also likes the high drama: "Are you going to use the lights and 

the siren?" asked an observer hopefully as the department set up for a vehicle extrication 

demonstration involving the rescue vehicle and the ambulance during National Fire 

Prevention Week. 

The "glory hound" volunteer is another superficial type, and the a bane of Gerhardt's 

firefighting world. He uses the term to describe people who want to be seen by 

townspeople at the scene of an alarm, but do as little of the mundane work as possible. In 

his view these are people for whom wearing the colours - being seen in the uniform or 

fire department jacket - is a bigger incentive than community service. A third superficial 

type is the "hero type," whom Gil suggests is a volunteer who either does not appreciate 

or ignores the inherent dangers of the work and takes extraordinary risks beyond what are 
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needed and prudent, thus endangering self, other firefighters and perhaps, the victim 

being assisted. 

Even though superficiality may not be perceived, Leo, continuing his discussion of the 

concept of volunteer firefighters as community guardians, notes that the guardian 

personality, if taken to extremes, can be dangerous because the firefighter may begin to 

view himself or herself as invincible and do something stupid. He observes that "you 

can't save people and property if you're dead....people who let the guardian thing get out 

of hand are buying the hero myth - rush in to save the day single-handedly." The 

presence of these two images indicates some ambivalence by observers with respect to 

the member's motives; the overzealous guardian and the superficial hero are both a 

danger to self and others, but the hero type is seen as having an outright personal flaw, 

while the overzealous guardian may be seen more as a victim of the situation. 

Good firefighters don't get flustered and "lose their heads" in the heat of the action, so to 

speak. Forgetting one's training could be considered a technical failure, but like other 

examples, whether it is perceived to result from a personal flaw or the situation is unclear. 

Gil relates this story: 

"We were called out to a big prairie fire in the County south of the airport 
and it was moving towards some houses. I had three firefighters in 
Pumper Two who got trapped by the flames. They got lost in the smoke 
and the fire was moving really fast because of the wind. What they should 
have done was get in the truck and stay there because the fire was moving 
so fast it would have swept under them in a few seconds. But one of them 
panicked and took off on foot. Luckily he ended up behind the fire but he 
could have been injured or killed. That was an awful feeling -1 had no 
idea where he was for several minutes. I fully expected we might find 
him (loses eye contact and is unable finish the sentence). " 

I encountered another lapse in judgement which was regarded quite differently. Carter 

was sent out by Gerhardt and Gil to set up a grass burning practice in a patch of grass 

nearby one of their smoke houses outside town but, misjudging the wind, accidentally 
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burned the smoke house to the ground. Fortunately, there was never much danger 

because the grass patch was bracketed by an irrigation ditch on one side, the road on the 

second side, and summer fallowed farmland on the other two. The smoke house grass 

fire incident is recalled with a certain amount of humour, while the earlier prairie fire 

incident is not. However, the firefighter who panicked is viewed as a dangerous menace. 

PART THREE 

INCORPORATING THE VOLUNTEER FIRE SERVICE 

INTO DAILY LIFE 

Being an on-call firefighter represents a markedly different type of volunteer commitment 

than most other opportunities to serve one's community. By comparison, much of the 

involvement is less predictable, done under less pleasant circumstances and more 

hazardous physically and mentally. One outcome of the generally less manageable 

content of the volunteer fire service is that it is a more difficult set of tasks to integrate 

into one's life than most other volunteer commitments. The amount of coordination 

required to meet the demands of being a volunteer firefighter while also trying meet the 

demands of employment, family and other leisure roles is significant. Stebbins (1996) 

describes this as the mesh of leisure roles with other roles. 

Being a member of the Crossroads Fire Department has varied effects on family and work 

roles, depending on both how active a member is and in what pattern. Day time alarms, 

which are about 40-45 percent of Crossroads' alarms recently, have a larger impact on 

employment arrangements whereas alarms at nights, on weekends and holidays have a 

larger impact on family roles. The more active a member is with respect to activities such 

as meeting-practice attendance or other non-core activities, the higher the likelihood that 

family roles will bear the brunt of his or her commitment. As selectivity in these two 

spheres decreases, selectivity with respect to family and work activities increases and the 
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need for forbearance from one's partner, children, boss and coworkers becomes a key to 

balancing the demands. 

Meshing of Volunteer Firefighting with Employment Responsibilities 

The impact of employment on being a volunteer firefighter is mediated by several 

variables identified in Table 5.3. Most of the Crossroads FD members are employed for 

wages in the day time except for Smokey and Vince, who are both retired from the 

workplace. They are both on light duty, hence for alarms occurring between 0800 and 

1700 on weekdays, their tasks typically are in support capacities such as traffic control, 

hose tending and similar activities where physical strength and agility are not at a 

premium. Thus for daytime alarms where these Ettnbutes are necessary, there may be 

difficulties turning out enough firefighters who can handle the heavier, more demanding 

work, especially in the case of a major alarm. Moreover, the variables in Table 5.4 

influence not only the ways an individual can respond to day-time alarms, but also the 

ways a member perceives responding. 

Table 5.3 

Variables of Employment Arrangements 
Among Volunteer Firefighters 

Employment type - self employed or employed by others 
Employment setting - in Crossroads or in the countryside 

- how many other firefighters in the setting 
Employer's level of support - financial 

- social 
Type of work - crafts-like or assembly line 

- flexibility of deadlines 

Those who are self-employed in the trades and work alone have the most autonomy with 

respect to leaving the work site to respond to an alarm. Roy, who is self-employed as a 

home renovations contractor, notes that clients are reasonably tolerant of interruptions in 

projects when he responds to an alarm. However, about half of Roy's contracts are in 

rural areas or in other towns, so his availability is often constrained by geography. It was 
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not always so; Roy at one time worked for KCM, the cabinet manufacturing firm in 

Crossroads, and could respond to all the daytime calls. While he enjoys the freedom of 

self-employment, he feels he is letting the department down to a certain extent, and 

compensates as best he can by keeping himself always available for weekend and holiday 

alarms. 

Alfred is a master heavy duty mechanic and owns a small heavy equipment repair garage. 

He usually has an apprentice working with him and the apprentice may have to cease 

working if Alfred has to leave to attend an alarm and is not available to supervise certain 

more complicated and demanding projects. This becomes especially problematic during 

spring and fall because many of Alfred's clients are farmers and timely completion of 

repair work is paramount so that field work can be completed. Attending an alarm can 

therefore put client service at risk and also entail paying the apprentice while he or she is 

idle. 

In general, those who are not self-employed enjoy a high level of support from their 

employers. Because of the power equipment used in its manufacturing processes, KCM 

valued having an employee who had emergency medical training and therefore regretted 

Roy's departure. Hugh, a new employee, is attractive to them partly because he too is a 

volunteer firefighter with useful skills. Other employers of Crossroads FD members 

similarly perceive the training that firefighters receive as potentially useful in the 

functional sense, but also are aware of the image of public-mindedness that can be 

conveyed by giving the member the freedom to respond, usually with financial support. 

Few of the Crossroads FD members who work for wages are docked for attending an 

alarm on company time, although employers may place an upward limit on how many 

hours of leave will be paid per alarm. 

Two employers in Crossroads have more than one volunteer firefighter on staff: Delta 

Manufacturing, one of the farm implement companies in Crossroads, and the Town of 
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Crossroads. Delta has four members of the Crossroads FD on its staff of 12 in the plant; 

Gil, Carter, Colin and Wally. Vem, Delta's operations manager, says: "If there's alarm, 

we can literally be out of business for hours." "On the other hand," he notes, "we 

probably have one of the safest work places in Southern Alberta, what with Gil always on 

our case about safety." Delta also supports the fire department by making its facilities 

available for fire department projects. For instance Colin, who is a journeyman welder, 

used one of the repair bays for several evenings to fit the water tank to the chassis for 

Crossroads FD's homemade tanker. Delta occasionally gets involved in fire department 

fund raising events and Vern was one of the first to step forward to have his head shaved 

for charity during the Rescue Alive campaign. 

The Town has two employees who serve in the fire department: Ervin, who is the Town's 

building inspector and Dorin, who is a mechanic in the Town shops. Dorin often 

"borrows" the odd nut or bolt, with the knowledge of the Town Foreman, when repairs to 

fire department equipment are underway. Ervin's job is conveniently flexible and fits 

well around daytime alarms; there is minimal disruption to the Town's business if he is 

called out. And, because the most recent legislation requires every municipality to have a 

qualified fire safety codes officer, Ervin fills that role as a paid employee of the Town and 

does not have to take time off work to do it. Crossroads is therefore in an ideal position 

in comparison to some of its neighbours. Prairie Mound and its chief are currently at 

odds over the extra burden fire investigation places on a volunteer in terms of both taking 

additional training and the extra time needed to do the job. The other alternative is to hire 

a fire investigation firm, and Prairie Mound's village council strongly opposes this 

because of the costs involved in outsourcing the work. 

The principal of Cynthia's school takes a certain amount of pride in having a volunteer 

firefighter on staff, and like KCM, values an employee with emergency medical training 

on site. Cynthia's co-workers in the library willingly fill in for her when she leaves the 

building to respond to an alarm, and indeed are most solicitous of her well being when 
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she returns. Cynthia receives the social support her home life lacks by confiding in one 

of the teachers whom she has come to trust, especially when an alarm has been 

particularly stressful: 

"I can depend on Irene to keep things confidential. She always has time to 
listen to me and doesn't think it's a bad thing when I'm upset. Sometimes 
things bother me for weeks. I can't talk to Trent at home. He gets pretty 
impatient with me - he is the silent type and thinks firefighters should have 
stiff upper lips. He bottles stuff up and I don't." 

Employment arrangements have both technical and social components as these examples 

reveal, and rarely involve only the volunteer. In Hugh's case, when he was looking for a 

new employment opportunity in Crossroads, he based his decision to join KCM at least 

partly on how management viewed membership in the Crossroads FD. When he found 

out that community service was part of the organizational culture of KCM, and that the 

fire department was viewed particularly favourably, the decision was an easy one, he 

reports. 

Meshing of Volunteer Firefighting with Family Responsibilities 

How successfully the on-call fire service lifestyle integrates into the family lives of the 

informants in this study depends on at least the variables listed in Table 5.4. This 

assumes that the volunteer puts at least some limits on how much volunteer firefighting 

will be allowed to interfere with family roles, although as will shortly be illustrated by an 

example, there are individuals who did not do this. What results is the condition of 

excessive commitment, deemed by my informants as over commitment. Over 

commitment to the point where the family relationship disintegrates is not a desirable 

situation according to Crossroads FD officers, although it could be speculated that 

burying oneself in the volunteer lifestyle could be a way of avoiding an unpleasant family 

dynamic made so for other reasons than the volunteer's involvement in the fire service. 
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Table 5.4 

Variables Influencing the Integration of 
Fire Service Volunteering Into Family Lives 

How family members perceive the interruptions caused by its contingent nature 
How family members cope with their own anxieties 
How family members cope with the stress of the firefighter 
How family members structure leisure activities around the fire service 
How much social support is available from within the fire service family 

The most important family variable constraining fire department service appears to be the 

emotional support of one's family, and in particular the partner. Because 18 out of the 21 

Crossroads FD members are men, it is the female partner who most often must cope with 

the contingent nature of her partner's volunteering, the anxieties associated with its 

sometimes dangerous nature and the partner's level of commitment. The partner's 

support ranges from participating as fully as possible in the lifestyle to resenting it 

enough to leave the partnership. Although there is no one in the Crossroads FD in this 

latter situation, there is a firefighter in the Kettle Moraine department whose devotion to 

his volunteering bordered on the obsessive even in the eyes of the more dedicated among 

Crossroads FD members. To nobody's great surprise, his personal relationship 

foundered. In general, then, the role of volunteer firefighter meshes reasonably well with 

family roles, provided that there is partner support and the volunteer maintains a sense of 

balance. 

Over-commitment is not well regarded by Ervin and the other officers, as has been 

previously noted. Family comes first among Crossroads FD members, and the officers 

are mindful of this, planning family events at regular intervals to ensure that partners and 

children are informed about the work their firefighters perform and do not feel left out. 

The "familiness" of the fire service is promoted in other ways. For instance, the 

department recently purchased new jackets with the Crossroads FD shield logo not only 

for the members but also their partners. Where the volunteer fire service becomes a 

family affair, it is likely to be rewarding for all members because it creates a social 
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system that is particularly responsive to the special demands of on-call fire fighting 

according the Perkins (1987). 

It is paramount for families to have the best possible lay understanding of what the 

volunteers do; this maximizes their support and helps them manage their anxiety. Ervin 

observes: 

"We want the families to feel confident that our people look out after each 
other; that they are very good at what they do. This takes some of the 
edge off when you're left behind at home and don't know what might be 
going on at an alarm. Maybe you aren't ever going to be happy about your 
husband doing something that might be dangerous, but at least maybe you 
worry a bit less." 

Nonetheless, if partners have a tendency to worry, certain types of alarms concern them 

more than others. Alarms involving structure fires and dangerous goods, which are 

inherently among the most potentially dangerous, top the list. "I hate it when Gil does 

structure fires," his wife Verna says, "they're so unpredictable." When there is a night 

time alarm, she usually knows what is involved because Gil leaves his electronic scanner 

on the bedside table while he is getting dressed. But even if the alarm is routine and not 

particularly dangerous she lies awake until Gil returns safely home. Often Gil is keyed 

up when he gets back and wants to talk and Verna encourages him to do this to help 

relieve stress. For Verna as well as Gil, the end result of night time alarms can be 

substantial fatigue the next day. 

Perhaps the most important function of any fire service partner may be in assisting the 

member to manage the psychological stresses associated with suppression, rescue and 

emergency medicine. The consequences of high stress are not felt until later and may 

include hyper vigilance about the nsks to one's own family. Gil has expenenced trouble 

with this in the past. Verna recalls this story: 
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"They had a bad call involving a little girl in a rollover MVA; she should 
have been belted in but wasn't. Afterwards Gil got very concerned about 
me and our daughter Ashley driving to Saskatoon to visit my parents. He 
kept asking me to take the bus instead of driving. He kept replaying the 
event in his mind, seeing Ashley's face instead of the other little girl's 
face." 

Verna ultimately did take the bus to please Gil, who after some weeks ceased brooding 

over the accident. Gil was at least able to articulate his concern, which is in contrast to 

Carter, who preferred to hide his distress over that alarm from his family by withdrawing. 

He refused to attend family affairs with his wife and children, feeling he had to save them 

from his frustration and anger. His self-imposed isolation from his family had the 

potential to escalate as his wife Karen began to increasingly resent being shut out. "He's 

making me into a single parent," she complained to Smokey's wife Elaine over coffee 

some weeks later. 

Max's wife Frieda is in a somewhat different position with respect to handling the 

psychological aftermath of an alarm where Max was injured badly enough to be 

hospitalized. The injury itself does not trouble her as much as how depressed Max was 

initially. He felt that he may have let 

the department down by being injured, and in fact when he fell, he knew by the 

momentarily searing pain that accompanies knee trauma that he had hurt himself. 

Nonetheless, he insisted on remaining in the midst of the action until he fell a second time 

and realized his knee was not stable enough to continue. He reactivated himself by 

starting to attend practices, knee brace and all, sooner than she would have liked. "It's 

better than having him mope around the house," she observed. "He needs to feel that he 

can continue; not let down the others." 

Cynthia solved the problem of her anxiety over what Trent might be subject to when he 

responded to alarms by joining the Crossroads FD herself. She reports, however that 

"Trent didn't really want me to join because going to the fire hall was his 'thing'; I was 



sort of horning in on his fun." Nonetheless, Cynthia persisted and is now a valued 

member of the department even though her continued participation is still not 

enthusiastically embraced by her husband. "I worry she will get in trouble and get hurt," 

Trent claims, although Ervin suspects his real concerns are more of a social nature. 

Cynthia and Trent don't share the same stress coping pattern, as has already been 

revealed. Hence they don't talk much about the fire service at home. 

Cynthia's experiences contrast sharply with those of Lorena, who joined the Crossroads 

FD as a single woman and through her work with the department, became acquainted 

with Wally and eventually married him. Wally, who has completed his EMT 

certification, has been highly supportive of her ambition to take advanced emergency 

medical training. Wally is one of those who does not feel that women are out of place in 

the fire service: "I think women are more observant, which is good," he acknowledges, 

"A lot of fire and rescue is mind over muscle anyway." 

Wally and Lorena usually do not work directly together at alarms or training events, 

mostly because Lorena prefers to ride the ambulance and Wally likes fire suppression and 

rescue. Neither worries much about the other at alarms because they have confidence in 

their training and in the other members of the department. Although some members 

prefer to compartmentalize family and firefighting spheres more, this couple does not. 

"We like to take it home with us," Lorena says, referring to the fact that they have a 

strong common interest. They consider it a distinct advantage that they are able to work 

through the stress of a bad alarm together; an advantage that those who have civilian 

partners lack. 

The extent to which the fire service dominates family leisure ranges from minimal to 

extensive and is in partly a function of the level of participation in the unofficial side of 

the fire service that family members involve themselves in. The wives of the men on the 

hose laying team form a tight-knit group. Leo's wife Penny has been going to hose laying 



competitions for a dozen years and has an extensive set of notes on each competition. 

Stopwatch in hand, she records times for each team on each rotation. At any given 

competition, several teams will stop by wherever she is sitting and consult her notebook 

on the results of a past competition. Penny, Winston's fiance Leigh, Alfred's wife 

Jeannie and Lorena make up the female hose laying team. "The only way to get a break 

from competing is to be pregnant," Penny says with a laugh. The hose laying team 

members have nine children among them, ranging from two years to 14 years old, and the 

children are very much evident at each competition event. The older children look after 

the younger ones throughout the day, leaving the adults to socialize and compete. 

For the four decades Smokey has been a member of the department, his wife Elaine has 

been almost as much a part of the department's life as he has. She has taken the minutes 

at their meetings, is always one of the first to volunteer to help with the catering the 

department does to raise funds and usually sells the most tickets of anyone to a 

fundraising event. It has been her ongoing challenge to find space to store Smokey's 

ever-growing collection of fire service artifacts. In addition, Elaine is a trusted confidante 

for some of the younger partners. "She's our Mother Hen," as Leigh describes her. 

In families where the fire service is a strongly defining part of their lives, family 

vacations are often scheduled to coincide with some fire service event or other. When 

Gerhardt and Merlin were working on Firefighter III of the AFTS curriculum, they 

decided to do the practical portion at Vermilion at the fire school because neither had 

seen the school before. Both took a week of vacation in mid-summer and brought their 

families along for the week, camping at a local campground on the banks of the river. 

Afterwards Gerhardt and his family went on to the World Firefighter Games so that 

Gerhardt could compete in the cycling events. While there they spent most of the time 

with friends of theirs from Roche Moutonne FD, which had two entries in the fire truck 

rodeo, and with the other members of their own department who were entered in the hose 

laying competition. 



On the evidence then, there appears to be a norm of family participation in the volunteer 

firefighter lifestyle. The norm facilitates group survival in a number of ways. It 

increases commitment to the core and non-core tasks of volunteer firefighting and 

tolerance of the contingency of some core tasks. Coping with the stresses associated 

with core activities is accomplished more effectively. The norm tends to help the group 

avoid certain interpersonal problems like over commitment by a member at the expense 

of family life; violation of the norm (as in the case of the Kettle Moraine firefighter) led 

to his general rejection by others in the on-call fire service. 

Meshing Volunteer Firefighting with Other Leisure Roles. 

Most of the Crossroads FD members have other voluntary commitments in the 

community as well as the department. There is a tendency toward choosing opportunities 

which have some relation to the fire service, often for skills development but also out of a 

sense of duty to the fire service. Some of the commitments may require the acquisition of 

special additional skills and others may involve contributing one's labour in a more 

general way. An example of the former is the critical incident stress debriefing (CISD) 

team. 

Ervin, a charter member of the critical incident stress debriefing team, was instrumental 

in its founding and has nearly a decade's service as a peer debriefer. Merlin has been on 

the team for the last four years and Lorena and Hugh recently completed both training 

courses necessary for certification. In order to do this, they travelled to Calgary to take 

the training directly from Jeff Mitchell and his colleagues. Being a peer debriefer 

involves not only the intervention activities discussed in Chapter Two, but also a 

commitment to certification and continuous learning to keep current and knowledgeable 

about critical incident stress intervention techniques and issues. 

The CISD team has peer debriefers from a cross section of occupational and volunteer 

members of the various emergency services organizations in the study area. The fire 
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service is well represented: there are members of the team from the occupational fire 

department in Crescent Ridge and the on-call departments in Crossroads, Esker, Prairie 

Mound and Laurentide. The team meets once a month in Crescent Ridge, and a large part 

of their meeting time is devoted to professional development. For instance, at a recent 

meeting, the final report on the Oklahoma City bombing, which involved nearly 5,000 

emergency workers and 148 CISD teams, was discussed. 

An example of a more general fire-related contribution of volunteer labour would be 

assisting another fire department in a Muscular Dystrophy Alberta fundraising event. 

Trent is one of those in the department who does this on a regular basis. In one summer 

he drove nearly 4,000 kilometres to help out at MDA events ranging from car washes and 

gum boot throwing events to providing security for a Boy Scout Jamboree. Sometimes 

he was able to enlist another Crossroads firefighter or somebody from Crescent Ridge, 

but if not he travelled to these events by himself. 

Because employers are less likely to view non-alarm volunteering as charitably with 

respect to continuance of wages, the majority of fire-service related volunteering occurs 

during non-employment hours. It is therefore something that must be accommodated by 

adjustments to family roles. Such volunteering is more likely to become a source of 

friction in some family units than fire service activities directly associated with 

membership in the fire department. For example, Trent's "road work" has caused friction 

between him and Cynthia. 

PART FOUR 

PERSPECTIVES ON BEING A VOLUNTEER FIREFIGHTER 

In this section aspects of the individual's perception of self in the serious leisure role of 

volunteer firefighter are examined using data from my interviews with volunteer 

firefighters and secondary archival data. The term serious leisure is used by Stebbins 



(1996) to identify an ongoing commitment to an organization which has an obligatory 

aspect, such as volunteer firefighting. Serious leisure is in contrast to casual leisure, 

which involves sporadic, unplanned leisure of short duration such as television watching. 

A picture of how volunteers view their commitment, preparedness and confidence 

emerges when they are questioned about whether they would become occupational 

firefighters if given the chance, how they view the inherent dangers associated with core 

activities and how they define their sense of self. 

The Attraction of the Volunteer Fire Service. 

Given what might appear to be the negative views of the occupational fire service held by 

Crossroads volunteers, would they become members of the occupational fire service if 

given the opportunity? Only Colin and Gerhardt are actively and avidly interested in this 

possibility, and in fact both joined Crossroads with the hope that experience in the fire 

service and taking AFTS courses would make them more attractive as candidates for 

openings in the occupational fire service. Colin takes every opportunity to interact with 

the firefighters at one of the stations in the Crescent Ridge Fire Department. He plays 

floor hockey on their team and spends quite a bit of his spare time there. Gerhardt is 

pursuing advanced AFTS courses, either with the sponsorship of the department or at his 

own expense, as a compensatory strategy based on the assumption that this will enhance 

his employabihty in the present hiring environment in which being a white male can be a 

disadvantage. 

Among the remaining 19 members, five might cross over should the occasion to do so 

arise, but display no particular enthusiasm at the prospect. Colin, who is carried on the 

books as a rookie is in fact is already an occupational firefighter in Crescent Ridge. 

Because he lives in Crossroads, he serves on the Crossroads FD for the same reason most 

of the others do - to give something back to the community. His decision to join 

Crossroads FD was not particularly well regarded by his full-time unionized colleagues in 
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Crescent Ridge, but this did not deter him. The other 13 feel they would not cross over to 

the occupational fire service under any circumstances. Although the reasons for 

preferring the on-call service vary, most may be seen to fall in the general category of 

preference for the flexibility of the on-call fire service, as revealed by Table 5.6. 

Table 5.5 

Reasons for Preferring the Volunteer Fire Service 
Over the Occupational Fire Service 

Reason 

Centrality of voluntary community service 
Choice in types and levels of participation 
Lack of rigid entry/exit processes 
Duties assigned taking into account age and gender 
Physical fitness desirable but not compulsory 
Formal learning desirable but not compulsory 

* Informants were free to give as many reasons as they wished 

Why someone may prefer to be a member of the volunteer fire service rather than the 

occupational fire service, however, does not provide information about why this type of 

volunteering is chosen from among a much wider, and less demanding, range of 

volunteer service opportunities. Table 5.6 contributes some of this information: 

Table 5.6 

General Reasons for Joining the 
Volunteer Fire Service 

Reason Frequency* 
Give community service 20 (95%) 
Excitement of the work 17 (81%) 
Learn new skills 12(57%) 
Meet people 6 (29%) 

* Informants were free to give as many reasons as they wished 

On the whole then, volunteer firefighting is not often chosen from among other 

community volunteering opportunities because it is a possible route to occupational 

Frequency* 

21 (100%) 
11 (52%) 
8 (38%) 
3 (14%) 
3 (14%) 
2 (10%) 
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firefighting, but because it has its own unique attractions. Entry is not subject to rigid 

hiring practices influenced by pressures such as employment equity, and participation is 

similarly more liberal because duties are assigned taking into account capabilities. Exit is 

matter of choice rather than by a policy specifying a particular age for retirement. 

Volunteers may participate in the excitement of core activities, which is an attraction in 

varying degrees to most firefighters, but need not do so all the time. Physical fitness and 

continuing formal education are encouraged rather than enforced as they are in Crescent 

Ridge FD, although certainly this may change in the future if mandatory standards 

accompany regionalization. Finally, the perception of giving highly significant 

community service motivates joining and persisting at the work above all. 

Risky Business? 

Do Crossroads FD members see what they do as risky business? "Only a fool wouldn't," 

Ervin says, "but most firefighters don't see the work as dangerous to the same extent as 

civilians do because they're trained and they have each other to depend on." Core 

activities are taken very seriously and clearly viewed by Crossroads FD members as 

"team sports," as Trent likes to refer to them. Indeed individualists, or "freelancers" as 

they are often called, are not welcome in the fire department because they represent a 

potential threat to the group cohesion that is essential to efficient and safe work at an 

alarm. 

Fire is a terrifying prospect to the typical person, but less so to firefighters because of 

their understanding of its properties. "When you know the enemy," Merlin observes, 

referring to the knowledge of chemistry and physics that firefighters acquire through their 

training, "you respect what it can do and you stay alert." The officers consciously 

socialize new recruits that fire "is a tricky enemy," as Gil describes it, revealing that fire 

is treated as a living entity in the culture of the fire service. Trade magazines, training 

videotapes and textbooks and everyday conversation abound with references to "fire 

behaviour" as if fire had cognitive abilities. "You have to think like fire thinks; say to 
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yourself 'if I was fire what would I do?'" Dorin says as he tells this story: 

"We were setting backfires and not reading what the fire was telling us; 
not watching the physical signs, so we almost got into trouble. It's not 
like surfing because with surfing you can see the curl of the wave and you 
know where you have to be. The air column in a fire isn't visible in the 
same way." 

Although they may not perceive themselves as heroes, nonetheless some of the members 

are given to dramatizing their activities by using words and phrases which communicate a 

bravado image. "Busting" is a favourite verb, apparently describing the overcoming of a 

challenge. For instance, the hose laying team has tee shirts on which are printed the 

words "Crossroads Hose Busters," members occasionally refer to vehicle extrication as 

"car busting" and the term "smoke busting" has been used to describe suppression 

activities. 

A significant portion of the physical injuries that accompany emergency response and 

occasionally training are overlooked or trivialized by the Crossroads FD members. Many 

remarked that Max's accident was the first accident that most people in the fire service 

could remember, thus rendering invisible a host of twisted ankles, singed eyebrows, lungs 

full of smoke, strained muscles, hypothermia, hyperthermia and similar non life-

threatening injuries. For many the threat of physical injury is a very distant second to the 

dread of responding to a fire or accident and finding a family member, friend or 

acquaintance is the victim. "In a small town like Crossroads, it's a real possibility," 

Roily observes, "especially if you've lived here all your life like I have and know 

practically everybody." 

Roily's observation reveals one of the ways in which the physical risks of core activities 

are linked to its psychological risks. These risks are not so easily managed partly because 

training for the psychological demands of the work is ad hoc compared to the technical 

training provided to firefighters. Bull sessions after a practice or a relatively routine 
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alarm deal with the technical aspects of the event. These session take place when 

everyone is back at the fire hall, but attendance is not mandatory. In the aftermath of an 

exceptionally traumatic event a CISD intervention takes place. These are group sessions 

convened expressly for the purpose of helping firefighters cope with the cascade of post-

event emotions that accompany such events, and attendance is expected. Otherwise, 

coping is a comparatively solitary activity; more so if the volunteer chooses for whatever 

reason not to share his or her reactions with family members or close friends 

The Ups and Downs of Volunteering in the Fire Service. 

A considerable part of this chapter and other chapters has already been devoted to what 

amounts to discussions of the positive and negative aspects of being a volunteer 

firefighter. On balance, the volunteers were satisfied with their choice of leisure activity 

and planned to continue their association with the Crossroads Fire Department, barring a 

change of location for occupational reasons. This would suggest that the positive aspects 

are more compelling. 

What Crossroads FD members most often report as satisfying elements of their volunteer 

commitment to the department are providing an important service to the community; 

learning, practising and performing complex tasks; the excitement of alarms; working in 

a cohesive work group; and community esteem. This generally corresponds to the data 

presented in Table 5.6; there is congruence between general reasons for choosing the 

volunteer fire service and what volunteers find satisfying once they are in it. 

One of the earliest empirical findings in the study of volunteers is that people volunteer 

for altruistic and for self-interested reasons simultaneously (Henderson, 1984), which this 

list would seem to reflect. There is however, a debate about whether altruism and self-

interest should be viewed as two separate motives, or two poles of a single continuum 

(Pearce, 1993). This uncertainty surrounding volunteers' motives is reflected in this 

study. At least four members of the Crossroads FD who claimed that their desire to give 
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community service was the most compelling reason they volunteer, tempered this choice 

by indicating that there is an expectation of reciprocity in a non-monetary form, in which 

there is an element of self-interest. Alfred's response is typical when he says: 

"'I volunteer because it's a really good feeling to be doing something that 
the community really needs. But I also do it because maybe someday, I or 
somebody in my family will need help and somebody like me will be there 
to give it." 

What is satisfying to the volunteers resides in both the work itself and in the community 

environment. It is the public attention, however, that appears to be confounding to them. 

Although the volunteers relish their jackets, coveralls, tee shirts and similar items, which 

identify them as members of an important community service, they eschew the popular 

notion that they are heroes. They prefer to be identified as people who help others, even 

though firefighters are often characterized more dramatically in the media as people who 

save lives. The imputation of a heroic role by their publics may be viewed as altercasting 

- treating people as if 'they were making roles of a particular kind. Altercasting constrains 

people to act in certain ways, and may put someone on the defensive (Hewitt, 184:171). 

It may be that the demurring response of firefighters to being altercast as "heroes" is a 

defensive response, perhaps to counter what a firefighter perceives as superficiality. 

Superficiality, it was revealed earlier in this chapter, is viewed as an undesirable attribute 

by firefighters. 

Altercasting (limiting the self presentation of another) and the presentation of self are two 

side of the same coin according to Hewitt (1984:171), because both involve efforts to 

define situation by establishing identities and role. Repeated altercasting may affect self-

conception. Altercasting might be useful in understanding the hero/disclaimer dynamic 

between their publics and firefighters. Hewitt gives as an example, the tactic of treating 

people as special friends, confidants or intimates in order to secure their cooperation. It 

could be that members of the public lionize firefighters in an attempt to ensure their needs 
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will be attended to in the event of a catastrophic situation in which the special skills of 

firefighters will be critical. 

At the same time Crossroads FD volunteers disclaim the role of "hero" they also perceive 

that some people in the community do not fully appreciate their contributions. This is 

apparently contradictory. However, the firefighters were most likely to cite public 

officials as those most likely to under-appreciate them. This might be another side of 

altercasting, which as Hewitt (1994:172) observes, can be used to consciously or 

unconsciously to limit another's self-conception. To that end, I did encounter public 

officials who thought that volunteer firefighters were "too big for their britches" in terms 

of their independent attitudes towards municipal government. Corresponding denials of 

requests for apparatus and equipment, or interrogation about the validity of requests, may 

have been perceived by the firefighters as under-appreciation for their efforts. 

In any case, the perception of under-appreciation by their publics is one item on the list of 

what is dissatisfying to the volunteers about their association with the volunteer fire 

service. The list of what is dissatisfying tends to be dominated by external variables: lack 

of appreciation by those outside the fire service for sacrifices made; threat of 

consolidation into a regional fire service; meshing the fire service with work and family 

roles; and the public's disregard for safe practices. The public's disregard for safe 

practices has a yin and yang-like quality for the volunteers. While many of the volunteers 

become irritated, or even angry, when they recount an alarm where the event could have 

been prevented, they also recognize that if the public were to become completely adept at 

preventing fires and accidents, their most interesting work would disappear. 

"Carelessness keeps us in business," one informant observed. 

The Importance of Social Identity. 

Even though the volunteers I interviewed were reticent to call themselves heroes, it has 

been pointed out that they usually enjoy the social identity that their leisure pursuit 
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brings, even if only surreptitiously. Wearing one's symbols of service in the fire 

department - jackets, hats and so on - is a matter of pride and, therefore, a source of 

reward. Woe the public official who may suggest that these items are frivolities for 

volunteers. Leo tells this story: 

"We had this one Town councillor who was a real pain in the butt. When 
he came to our meetings as the Town's representative, he would question 
every little thing where money was concerned. 'Do you really need this, 
do you really need that?' When we decided to buy ourselves new jackets, 
he threw a fit. Who did he think he was, anyway? We earned that money 
by tending bar at Lions' events for over a year. So we bought the jackets 
and made a really big deal of handing them out to everybody at the next 
meeting this knothead attended. Sort of shoved it in his face!" 

Purchasing the jackets over the objection of the councillor represented an assertion of 

independence, and even defiance, drawing attention to the value volunteer firefighters 

place on autonomy from bureaucratic decision-making. What is notable about the jacket 

incident is that it was not tax payers' money that the volunteers were planning to spend; 

therefore, the Town's representative technically had no business voicing an opinion in the 

first place. In any case, besides providing the Crossroads FD members with the 

opportunity to figuratively thumb their noses at the unpopular Town representative, 

which was in itself reinforcing, the situation also increased the resolve among the 

volunteers to maintain their independence. 

Representations of firefighters as heroes in current film, television, magazine and 

newspaper stories has already been mentioned as a part of the volunteers' environment 

that reinforces the publics' perceptions of them in that role. The roots of this 

identification run deeper, however. Several of the volunteers recall that, as children, they 

read books which projected a positive image of firefighters. The "I want to be a 

firefighter when I grow up" fantasy they had as children is being lived as volunteers. 

And while the volunteers scoff at the inaccurate portrayals of their work that dominate the 
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popular media, there is a certain enjoyment of the acclaim. Anyone who lets the 

enjoyment get out of hand - someone who becomes a glory hound - is of course stepping 

over the invisible line of acceptable behaviour and will typically be subjected to group 

sanctions. 

Social identity is further reinforced by interpersonal relationships that develop between 

the Crossroads FD firefighters and between their families. Holt (1987) claims that more 

than any other occupation, the fire service provides an "extended family" experience for 

its members because firefighters eat meals together, sleep under the same roof and share 

the same risks and rewards. Families usually socialize together because of similar work 

schedules, partner anxieties and social class. Clearly Holt's argument does not fully 

extend to volunteer firefighters, who are not on duty together in the fire hall setting. They 

do, however, share the same risks and rewards, their partners may socialize with each 

other partly for mutual support and their families may share social occasions because of 

common interests. Thus, the extended family experience is also present in the volunteer 

fire service, although perhaps not with the same intensity. 

Holt (1987) writes about the difficulties that an occupational firefighter may encounter in 

retiring. While retiring usually involves a loss of income, it is the loss of the valued 

social role that is far more challenging than coping with smoky basements and grisly 

accidents. Retirement from the fire service means loss of public attention, separation 

from the extended family and no longer being able to display the symbols of membership. 

Aside from the loss of income, which is minimal in comparison to occupational 

firefighters, volunteer firefighters too may experience difficulty with retirement. Vince, 

who is about to retire, will actually be doing so for the second time. His first attempt, 

made about five years ago, was unsuccessful; he missed the fire department so much he 

unretired in six months. Smoky isn't about to consider retiring, especially when what he 

recalls as one of his proudest moments came in the fire service: in the 1980s he received a 

medal from the Queen for his years of service and dedication. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter, I borrowed a technique from Stebbins (1979) and applied it to produce a 

picture of the Crossroads FD volunteers on the basis of the frequencies of their 

participation in core activities. It was revealed that, in general, the members turn out 

slightly more often for alarms than they do for meeting-practices, but not sufficiently 

more to suggest that training is taken lightly. Preparedness, both in terms of training and 

having apparatus and equipment ready, is a norm throughout the fire service, but may be 

perceived differently by volunteers, who are not compelled to take part in these activities, 

than by employees, who are. Moreover, it was revealed that overall, the volunteers have 

a fairly high level of participation in all the department's officially recorded activities. 

However, selectivity in the choice of activities or rate of participation is sometimes a 

product of other variables, such as family roles or health, than lack of interest or 

willingness. What is not known is how much time the volunteers devote to related 

activities that do not appear in the official records of the department. This "invisible" 

volunteer labour is probably substantial, and includes activities which directiy relate to 

the Crossroads FD, its sister fire departments and other voluntary organizations with ties 

to the fire service. 

My investigation of my informants' social construction of identity revealed that they do 

not perceive themselves to be inferior to occupational firefighters with respect to their 

firefighting skills, and indeed perceive that because they do the work as volunteers, they 

can claim moral superiority over their occupational counterparts. The volunteers are 

distinctly uncomfortable with the publics' perceptions of them as heroes and resist the 

seduction of media portrayals of them as extraordinary persons. On the other hand, they 

deeply value the excitement and symbolic rewards of their association with the fire 

service. Because one's social identity has a tendency to become entwined in being a 

volunteer firefighter, leaving the fire service may be particularly difficult. Being altercast 

as heroes is, however, seemingly at odds with the volunteers' perception that they are 



sometimes under-appreciated, although it is mainly public officials who are perceived to 

be stinting in their support. 

For the volunteer firefighters in this study, incorporating their membership in the 

Crossroads FD into their daily lives often requires considerable forbearance from their 

families and their employers. Impingement on employment roles is most likely when 

responding to daytime alarms, and on family roles at night, on weekends and on holidays. 

Employers and families are in general supportive of their volunteer's commitment to the 

fire service, although for different reasons. One's family's anxieties over the dangerous 

nature of the work may partly be resolved by the social support network that exists 

between families and by explicit efforts by the department to educate and involve 

families. Other leisure roles engaged in by the volunteer firefighters in this study are 

often associated with the fire service. 

The volunteers I interviewed are, for the most part, not occupational firefighter 

"wannabes," as one informant says. They value the lifestyle of volunteer firefighting for 

its own unique rewards, the most important of which is to serve their communities. Other 

important rewards include freedom of choice, social interaction and self actualization. 

The way in which publics view the risks associated with firefighting, rescue and 

emergency medical response is different than the way in which these risks are viewed by 

the volunteers. Their specialized training and the team approach to their work attenuates 

the risks involved to a certain degree, but the sheer unpredictability of their work, and the 

uncontrollability of some aspects of it, require exceptional vigilance; one must always 

expect the unexpected. Minor injuries are considered to "go with the territory." 

What makes one a "good" firefighter in the eyes of colleagues depends on having the 

proper respect for risks and not being caught up on the glamour of the hero role that is 

altercast on firefighters by their publics. Non team-players are not wanted in an 

environment where the tasks are highly interdependent. What satisfies the Crossroads FD 



volunteers most are the same things that attract them to the fire service. Thus, what they 

expected to experience in the fire service, they apparently do experience for the most part, 

leading to overall satisfaction with this choice among other leisure choices. The aspects 

that dissatisfy them tend to originate in their environment. Certain attitudes held by their 

publics, specifically public officials, annoy them, but are apparently more likely to 

increase group cohesion than cause volunteers to leave the fire service. Thus, loyalty to 

the fire service is an important feature of the lifestyle. 

A number of the uncertainties and ambiguities that Pearce (1993) writes about appear in 

this chapter. These conditions are such that findings about the occupational fire service 

may not uncritically be extended to the volunteer fire service. Even though the core tasks 

and the risks associated with performing these tasks are the same, and, as Goldenberg 

(1988) observes, core tasks are inherently a part-time activity in both services, the 

rewards are different (monetary for occupational firefighters and symbolic for their 

volunteer counterparts) and the conditions of engagement are not the same. For instance, 

much of what Holt (1987) asserts about the occupational fire service results from the fact 

that these firefighters eat meals together, sleep under the same roof and share the same 

work schedules as their co-workers, none of which occurs in the volunteer fire service. 

Freedom of choice, reflected in the selectivity volunteers firefighters display with respect 

to their participation in some activities and not others, produces a pattern of variable 

participation that has no counterpart among occupational firefighters, who are compelled 

to participate in all activities. Indices of selectivity based on data from the official 

records of the Crossroads FD reveals the uncertainty of how comprehensive the record of 

volunteers' time spent on organizational duties is, suggesting that much volunteer labour 

is "invisible" because it is never recorded. Further, the concept of selectivity presents an 

ambiguous picture with respect to choosing between the core activities of alarm response 

and meeting-practice participation, and choosing one's frequency of activity. 
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The presence of tension between occupational firefighter and volunteer firefighters is 

discussed. Tension between employees and volunteers is one result of the uncertainty 

which surrounds the meaning of the organizational work of volunteers according to 

Pearce (1993:9-10), who argues that volunteers are viewed with suspicion and often 

degraded because their relationships with their organizations do not rest on the concrete 

"crutch" of economic exchange. The social construction of who is a "good" volunteer 

firefighter rests in part on the very lack of economic exchange that is the source of 

uncertainty. However, there is confusion over who is a good performer and who is not to 

the extent that the same behaviour may be differently evaluated by colleagues depending 

on who the performer happens to be. 

Meshing the demands of being a volunteer firefighter with employment, family and other 

leisure spheres is one of the major challenges of the lifestyle. Nowhere is the uncertainty 

of this type of volunteering probably more concrete than in the sheer unpredictability of 

it: fires and accidents cannot be scheduled in advance, nor is there any way of knowing in 

advance what the particular alarm will demand of those who respond. Inevitably, this 

type of uncertainty in the fire service role spills over into other spheres of the volunteer's 

life. Employers are called upon to facilitate the work of the volunteers by allowing 

flexible work arrangements. Families of firefighters are drawn into the routine of 

volunteer firefighting: they endure frequent interruptions to family events, worry about 

their firefighters when they are out on a call, become a critical part of the firefighter's 

support network for coping the with physical and emotional demands of the work, and 

often are often volunteers themselves at collateral, non-alarm-related activities of the 

volunteer fire department. Other leisure roles chosen by volunteer firefighters are often 

associated with the fire service in some way. 

Even though Pearce (1993) found that the volunteers she investigated had a tendency to 

view joining a volunteer fire department as part of a strategy to eventually gain entrance 

to occupational firefighting, my findings did not support hers. The volunteers in this 
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study valued the voluntariness of their commitment to firefighting, and for the most part 

had no desire to trade it for occupational firefighting. However, some of the attraction of 

the lifestyle comes from ease of entrance; from not being subjected to the rigid hiring 

practices of occupational firefighting. 

Even though the outcome of an alarm or event is uncertain because there are many 

uncontrollable risks associated with fires and accidents, the volunteers in this study do 

not perceive the tasks that they do as unacceptably risky. They are confident that their 

technical training and their colleagues will ensure their safety, and tend to downplay 

minor injuries, viewing them as normal hazards of the lifestyle. Technical training 

focusses on mastering the techniques and equipment of fire suppression, rescue and 

emergency medicine. Dealing with the emotional effects of intervening in traumatic 

events is a post-hoc activity, and not considered generally to be amenable to the 

preparedness norm that drives technical training. Thus, there is uncertainty with respect 

to how to accommodate the emotional demands of the work. 

Another type of uncertainty surrounds the social identity of the volunteers. Part of it 

resides in a difference in how community member sand other publics perceive volunteer 

firefighters and how they perceive themselves. The media and the community at large 

tend to portray firefighters as heroic figures, although the volunteers themselves prefer a 

simpler social identity. Another part of the uncertainty appears in the form of tension 

resulting from the structural uncertainty inherent in all volunteerism according to Pearce 

(1993). The tension occurs in this study primarily as ambivalence between the volunteers 

and municipal officials. 

In summary then, the lifestyle of the volunteer firefighters in this study is defined perhaps 

more by the presence of several types of uncertainty and ambiguity than by any other 

aspect. This lack of clarity renders their role making sometimes confusing to themselves, 

and certainly confusing to their publics. Even though volunteer firefighting is one case 
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where the work is structured in the same way as the work of occupational firefighting, 

counter to Pearce's (1993) general propositions, the volunteers' version is a leisure 

activity and the occupational version is an employment activity. As a leisure activity, 

volunteer firefighting is thus independent of many of the exchange-related constraints of 

employment-based firefighting, but subject to different set of constraints associated with 

occupying what Pearce (1993) refers to as a fundamentally uncertain societal position. 

EPILOGUE 

In the six months that have passed since the conclusion of the main portion of this study, 

Drumlin's town council and Crescent Ridge County Council have passed by-laws 

enabling the formation of a regional emergency services commission. However, the 

momentum seems to have dissipated elsewhere. None of the other communities are 

interested in being part of the regional fire service, as is their right. Instead, each 

continues holding a country contract, except Rogen FD, which is still seeking one. 

Regionalization, at least at present, has receded as a source of dissension. 

Glacier Falls FD, perhaps in need of cash to put towards its new rescue vehicle, renewed 

its contact with Ervin, who offered $10,000 for the unit, a figure well beneath their 

former asking price. Glacier FD accepted the bid with little hesitation. The funds to 

purchase the used rescue van were supposedly available to the department through town 

council, which has been banking mutual aid fees for fire department equipment purchase 

and replacement. These funds were ostensibly available to Ervin upon request, but for 

some reason, when Ervin brought his request forward, one of the newly elected 

councillors decided to use the occasion to test the political will of the council to exert 

control over the fire department. The request was turned down out of hand, which 

infuriated Ervin enough to start him talking about quitting as fire chief. Fortunately, 

before the situation escalated, council relented and gave permission for the purchase. 

"Bloody time," Ervin retorted, "it's our money and our business!" 
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Once the purchase details were finalized, Merlin and Trent drove the 1,200 kilometer 

round trip to Glacier Falls in 14 hours lo pick up the rescue van. When they arrived back 

at the Crossroads FD fire hall late Sunday, most of the members drifted in one-by-one or 

in small groups to view the new acquisition. Members were particularly pleased at the 

flood lights, onboard generator and well-placed storage compartments on the new 

vehicle. New vinyl letters spelling "Crossroads Fire Department" had already been 

purchased to replace the Glacier Falls FD name on the sides of the van. The next 

Tuesday night, the "new" rescue vehicle was placed in a highly visible position on the 

fire hall apron for local citizens to inspect. Its first call to duty came two weeks later, 

much to the disappointment of several members who, somewhat apologetically, were 

hoping for a non-injury accident to occur right away. 

The purchase of the new van did not precipitate a housing crisis after all. At the behest of 

the fire department, the Town applied for and received a provincial cultural heritage grant 

for the construction of a small museum. The main attraction of the new museum is to be 

the fire department's collection of artifacts, including the venerable '48. It will be 

constructed as an add-on to the present fire hall. The removal of the '48 to the museum 

space will create enough free floor space in the fire hall equipment bays to ease the tight 

parking quarters and perhaps allow for the construction of storage lockers for stowing the 

"bits and pieces", as Merlin refer to them, that are now stashed or stacked rather untidily 

around the fire hall. "Of course," Lorena says, "that doesn't mean the guys will put 

things away any more than they do now." 

Max's knee injury proved stubborn to heal fully and his mobility remained impaired even 

with physiotherapy. During this period things did not go well for Max with respect to 

securing on-going financial support from the town and county insurers. Finally, when 

Workers Compensation terminated his claim, Max, stating that he had given enough to 

the fire department, turned in his resignation. The officers were keenly disappointed with 

the way in which bureaucrats handled the situation, and Max is now considering whether 



or not to launch a civil suit against the town and the county for failure to provide 

adequate insurance coverage for injuries suffered in the line of duty. 

Ervin's skirmishes with Town council members over the rescue van and Max's injury 

were not the only run-ins with politicians he experienced. One of the aging County-

owned pumpers had to be taken out of services on more than one occasion for repairs to 

its pumps. Ervin, feeling quite strongly that a new pumper should be purchased, received 

no support for this view from County councillors. The same councillor who has been 

Ervin's nemesis in discussions about a regional fire services commission insisted 

adamantly that the 22-year old pumper should be refitted instead of replaced. Ervin 

argued that new technology was both more efficient and safer for the firefighters. Heated 

exchanges took place over the issue for some months until the pumper failed a pump test 

and a decision had to be made. Since the pumper was needed, Ervin settled for the refit 

dropped his campaign for a new pumper, but only for the time being. 

Hard feelings between Ervin and the two levels of municipal politicians took their toll on 

him. Perceiving that his suggestions and views as a fire service professional were being 

trivialized by the politicians, he began to talk about resigning. The Crossroads FD 

volunteers were of course affected by the general feeling of ill  will that prevailed. The 

Countryside News printed an editorial decrying the lack of support for the Crossroads FD 

in general, exhorting politicians and citizens to recognize how irreplaceable the efforts of 

these exceptionally committed volunteers were to the community. Shortly thereafter, a 

new Town manager was hired in Crossroads, and one of his first acts was to conduct a 

survey in which townspeople were asked to rank the Town's public services. The 

Crossroads Fire Department ranked the highest, which buoyed the spirits of the 

volunteers considerably. More recently, the Crossroads Chamber of Commerce voted the 

entire department "Citizen of the Year" and provided an impressive plaque for the fire 

hall display case. Feeling more properly appreciated, Ervin and the rest of the volunteers 



settled back into their familiar routine and are raising funds for the purchase of a portable 

defibrillator for the recently acquired rescue van. 

Relationships with Kettle Moraine FD have improved remarkably. The main target of 

Crossroads FD's displeasure was always the chief, whom the members perceived to be 

unprincipled in the way he treated some of his firefighters, unprofessional in his conduct 

of core activities, and in the fire service for the glory of it. Finally, members of his own 

department more-or-less forced the Kettle Moraine chief to resign, which he did in a high 

state of dudgeon. The new chief elected by the members is regarded as a thoroughly 

professional and dedicated volunteer by his own members and by the Crossroads FD 

members. Consequently, interactions between the two departments have been markedly 

more positive. The two departments have decided to do joint training exercises, a 

situation previously unthinkable. To accommodate this, Kettle Moraine has changed its 

meeting night from Monday to Tuesday to match Crossroads. The members also plan to 

share social occasions. Since the coup d'etat, as Gil describes it, the two departments 

have worked together on several occasions with none of the former strain and animosity. 

Crossroads FD's rescue and ambulance have been busier than during the same period in 

1995. On one occasion, five accident/ambulance alarms were handled within 12 hours. 

Training has had its interesting moments. The captains decided one evening to practice 

rescue in heavy smoke conditions. They set a pile of old furniture in the smoke house 

alight, sending in pairs of volunteers to crawl along the floor, locate a dummy and bring it 

out. After four or five iterations, the heat buildup on the ceiling resulted in a flashover, 

igniting the combustible gasses at head level. Fortunately there were no injuries because 

nobody was standing up when the flashover occurred. However, Trent's new turnout 

gear was badly damaged and had to be discarded. Another set, the third in 18 months, 

was purchased for him, prompting Merlin to claim: "He'll do anything for new gear!" 
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Notes: 

1. Calculation of full-time employment: 37.5 hour per week x 4.33 weeks per month 
x 12 months per year produces a figure of 1948.5 hours per year. 

2. The total man hours recorded in the official records were 3,122 hours for fire, 
rescue and training and 925 hours for ambulance, or a total of 4,047 hours. This 
figure, divided by 30 members, gives the average number of hours served as 
134.9. 



CHAPTER SIX 

THEMES EMERGING FROM THE STUDY OF SILENT HEROES 

Because this study is exploratory, the data have been presented primarily as description 

for the purpose of identifying recurring aspects of the leisure lifestyle of members of the 

volunteer fire departments in the sample. In this chapter the most prominent leitmotifs at 

the departmental level and the individual level are discussed, revealing elements of the 

sociological and social psychological makeup of these particular voluntary organizations 

and their members. The overarching theme which links the various discussions in the 

chapter together is uncertainty: the lack of clarity which is present at the organizational 

level and at the individual level for fire service volunteers and community members. 

Uncertainty, as Pearce (1993) notes, sends mixed messages to participants and to 

observers alike. Among the sources of uncertainty identified here are uncertainty over 

the organizational status of the fire departments in this study, uncertainty in the 

interorganzational relationships they have, and uncertainty in perceptual processes of fire 

service volunteers and their publics. 

Chapter Two set out the fire service, its origins, organization and core responsibilities. 

This might be characterized as the environment of the contemporary fire service. The 

discussion reveals a number of aspects which are consequential for the volunteer fire 

departments in this study; for instance, the addition of medical duties fundamentally 

changes the tradition of volunteer firefighting by adding another set of duties which are 

differently structured. Further, the merging of two traditions (firefighting and emergency 

medicine) results in various uncertainties that produce a certain amount of tension. 

Chapter Six builds on this broader contextual material and establishes the specific 

contexts in which the volunteer fire departments in this study exist, and in which the 

volunteers do their work. Thus it is the task of this chapter to locate the subject fire 

departments with reference to their environments as these environment exist in this locale 

and at this time, and to consider the effects of these aspects on the volunteers. 
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The Organizational Status of the Volunteer Fire Departments in This Study. 

Pearce (1993) identifies the confusing organizational status of the organizations that 

volunteers belong to as an important source of uncertainty. The legal status of the fire 

departments in this study is an illustration of this uncertainty. The Crossroads Fire 

Department and its five sister departments are municipal departments in terms of their 

legal status in contrast to the volunteer fire departments studied by Perkins (1987, 1988, 

1990, 1995) and Pearce (1993), all of which are formal nonprofit organizations or co

operatives, and which a more independent relationship with their communities. The latter 

clearly operate within the context of co-production: a relationship between government 

and volunteer corporations for the joint delivery of public goods (Perkins, 1993; Brudney 

and England, 1993; Brudney, 1990). Co-production is a system of exchange in which the 

municipality provides some level of funding and the volunteer corporation provides a 

specialized service not available otherwise. The volunteer corporation essentially has a 

monopoly on the provision of the service. 

Wilson (1981:43) defines co-production as "the direct transformation of a product by 

citizen consumers and hired producers. The contribution of resource inputs by both 

citizens and producers to production constitutes an elemental linkage between the two." 

Van Til (1988:136) notes that many municipal services involve the contribution of 

resource inputs by both citizens and municipal employees. He specifically cites fire 

protection: "The minimization of loss by fire results from citizen attention to prevention 

and prompt reporting, as well as the skills of the fire department." It is unclear from 

either statement whether volunteer fire departments are to be considered as citizen 

involvement or a municipal service, which is one reason the relationship between 

Crossroad FD and Crossroad Town Council is much less clear than if a formal nonprofit 

organization or co-operative was involved. 




























































































































































