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Gentlemen,

‘Fail to prepare, prepare to fail.’ As a member of this organization, we must be prepared, organized, and ready for the challenges that lie ahead. While I truly believe you are some of the most talented individuals in the fire service, and we have an outstanding department right now, there is always room for improvement. To this end, I would like to take this opportunity to share my leadership philosophy with you, and also my expectations of you as a critical member of this organization. I will also inform you as to what you can expect of me and what lies ahead in 2006.

We all know that the job that you do each day is one that impacts lives in a very dramatic way. While we will continue to enhance our field operations, which are already at a very high level, we need to focus and concentrate on some areas when not saving lives and/or property. Issues such as customer service and attention to detail are two such areas we can seek improvement in for 2006.  
Our department mission statement revolves around the 3 P’s: Professionalism, Proficiency, & Politeness. I would expect all department members to know this mission statement and believe in its meaning. 
The mission of the Wisconsin Rapids Fire Department is to be:

-Professional in all that we do,

-Proficient in all tasks that we undertake, and

-Polite to all whom we serve.

‘We must be professional at all times.’ Being a professional is not a part-time function. You must be a professional at all times. Anything that any of us do, whether positive or negative, will reflect upon our organization. Therefore, we must be vigilant in remembering this and let your actions bear this fact in mind. This means being to work when your shift begins. This means coming to work not under the influence of alcohol or drugs. This means showing respect to your officers. This means doing the job when it is not so pleasant. This means doing the little things that may go unnoticed. This means being responsible and accountable for your actions. If you are late to work, you should take accountability for this and expect a verbal reprimand as a consequence. This is all part of being a true professional. 
‘We must be proficient in all tasks that we undertake.’ While we do have some superstars on our department, every member of our organization is important and vital to our success. When we are called upon to assist someone in need, we can not hesitate to act. All department members must step up and act when called upon to do so. Whether it is performing a surgical airway, starting a nitro drip, or conducting pumping operations, all department members must be proficient in their duties. To assist with this, we will make training a higher priority beginning in 2006. On-duty transfers will be sacrificed to ensure our personnel our highly trained in all disciplines of department operations. Realistic training will create habit and instinct that will create a safer environment for our personnel and the people whom we serve.

‘We will be polite to all whom we serve.’ This portion of the mission statement is dedicated toward customer service. We must bear in mind, as we navigate through the rough waters that lie ahead of our organization, that it is the citizens that pay our salaries. It is the citizens that vote on issues that impact our organization. It is the citizens that can persuade our elected officials when we may need assistance. And it is the citizens whom we serve in their time of crisis. There will be no excuses accepted for being rude or impolite to a customer. There will be times when we must all rise above ignorance, stupidity, and exasperation that we may experience from some of our customers. This is also one of the nuances of being a true professional. 

Attention to detail is something we all must work on. Ensuring the EMS PCR is complete before turning it in, ensuring all daily duties are completed and the daily checklist is turned into your officer, and ensuring the EMS inventory is done correctly are just a few of the tasks to improve upon in 2006. 
In regard to my leadership philosophy, I believe my style is one that is chameleon-like. In other words, it is adaptive leadership. Dependent upon the situation, I may use an autocratic style, although rarely. When determining the course of our organization, I will use a more participatory style of leadership. When allowing department officers and members to do their jobs, I will use a more laissez-faire style and not micromanage. One style does fit all! It will be completely dependent upon each unique situation, extenuating circumstances, and the individual(s) involved. I will use an adaptive, situational style, or ‘chameleon-like’ leadership. 

I will be fair and consistent. While I consider all of you my friends, there will be times when you will disagree with some of my decisions. Please do not take this personally. I will consider as many facts as I have available, seek counsel from other department members, and then render a decision. All decisions, especially the more controversial, will be continually evaluated and re-evaluated. If a decision is validated to be a poor one, I will have no problem stating this and then determining a better way of doing business.

In regard to potential department officers, I want to be very clear that the course you will want to pursue is one of education and involvement. Experience is an invaluable asset to possess, but coupled with education, the officer becomes more multi-dimensional. Pursuing your associate, bachelors, or post-graduate degrees will serve you and our organization well. Procrastination, or stating that I do not have the time, are avenues that will derail your promotional opportunities. You will also be observed as to how you handle adversity and disappointment if not selected for a position. We have many fine leaders in position right now and many more coming up, but the bottom-line is that not every individual can be selected. It will be my job, with input from others, to select the best person for the job. Some people are not yet ready, but may be soon if they continue to progress. I will look at closely at education, fire officer courses, and department involvement to use as separation criteria and resume enhancers. Past attitude and the right demeanor for the position being selected will also be considered. Keep in mind that in a few short years we will lose great experience and knowledge as several of our current officers retire. If you want a leadership position in this organization, the time to prepare for these positions is yesterday. The time to think about your future is right now! 

Involvement on department committees and within the organization will also be taken into account when promotional opportunities present themselves. Seniority will always be considered in these circumstances, but it will only be a part of the process to select our best and brightest and entrust them with the future of the organization.

One of my jobs in the military is to identify, evaluate, and develop potential leaders. My two post-graduate degrees have both specialized in leadership. As such, it is a occupational hazard for me to continually evaluate people based on leadership potential. We have some outstanding up and comers in this organization. It will be my job, and that of the current officer staff, to assist with the development of these potential leaders. So keep in mind that you are always being evaluated. This potential will be taken into account during the semi-annual performance evaluations and when considering personnel for promotion. Feedback to employees, so they can identify areas of behavior to enhance and areas to seek improvement in, are an essential component in any professional development program.  
We want our department to be known as one that is progressive and a learning organization. This relates to any students that ride with us, and more importantly, for our own members in the organization. Some nuggets to keep in mind as we continue to enhance an already outstanding department are these:

Be creative: In order to seek improvement, we will need to take some risks. In order to accept calculated risk, we must be willing to accept mistakes. The importance of these mistakes is that we must continually learn from these situations and this process will allow us to grow and progress. All department members need to understand what a risk/benefit ratio means. Basically speaking, if the benefit outweighs the risk, then you take the risk. If the risk outweighs the benefit, then you do not take the risk. Therefore, critical thinking skills will be what I look for in potential leaders and what should be the norm and not the exception within our department.

Be proactive: We do not want to be an organization that sits back and waits for things to happen, or expects someone else to start new trends. We want to be a leading-edge organization in every respect. Therefore, we should anticipate the future, not wait for it to unfold and then react to it. We must attempt to envision the future before it occurs. We cannot afford to be the proverbial ostrich that buries its head in the sand and hopes our problems will go away.

Be a problem-solver: Very rarely, if ever, will a day go by that you will not be asked to solve a problem. This is what we do, and this is what the public has come to expect from the fire service. Some problems will require more time to contemplate than will others. Some problems will be much larger in scope than will others. However big or small the problem, we must be prepared to act and make decisions based on what is in the best interest of the organization. 

Be flexible: Even the best laid plans are often derailed. We must plan carefully and thoughtfully, but even with this, issues will arise that are unanticipated. Taking the safe route, or the route that leads nowhere, will not allow our organization to evolve and progress. Perhaps now more than ever, we must be adaptive to change and willing to seek better methods in which to conduct department operations. The alternative is to stagnate and regress. To do this will most likely result in very dire consequences for our organization.

Be positive: No one really enjoys being around a Negative Ned. This type of individual is like an anchor that drags everyone around them down. These are the kind of people that will not get promoted within the organization. This is the one bad apple in the barrel; the cancer in the locker room; the Terrell Owens of the department. On the other hand, looking for the positive in all issues will have a lasting impact upon all around you. While our job is difficult and challenging, it is still one of the most rewarding careers you can pursue. While I truly believe firefighters are grossly underpaid for what they do, it could be much worse. If you truly hate your job, and it is a chore to come to work each day, then we need to talk about career opportunities in a field that will make you happy. Life is far too short to worry about the little things. Having a positive attitude will also rub off on our younger department members. Each and every department member should always being thinking of how we can make the job easier and more efficient. There is no policy in place or rule that states that you cannot have fun in the process. Work does not necessarily need to be hard! Always keep in mind that the goal is to work smarter, not harder. We want to work more efficiently, not longer. The power of attitude cannot be underestimated. I am certain your officers will greatly appreciate it and the organization will thrive as a result.

I can promise all of you that I will always give you my best effort. I consider myself a fire chief and not a politician. However, I do understand the political rules of engagement and I believe it is important that we all do. Being politically active, whether directly or indirectly, can pay huge dividends down the road. 

I will always consider how important decisions will impact personnel, but I must also bear in mind what is in the best long-term interest of the organization. It must be understood that at this moment in our department’s illustrious history it is not about me or you, it is about us and the welfare of the organization. 

So what will 2006 hold for our organization? We will try some new things to inject some life into the organization. Below is a quick peek at what you can expect for 2006. Bear in mind, that these programs will be re-evaluated at the conclusion of 2006 to determine if we need to change, amend, or terminate any of the programs. 

-The Crew Cup Challenge will return. There will be several events involved and all will revolve around department operations. The events will be unveiled and discussed in the Chief Brief the first week in 2006.

-The Chiefs Cup will be a competitive, three sport challenge with the police department. Two of the sports will be basketball and softball. The third sport may be drawn from a hat and could include such activities as golf, bowling, dodgeball, kickball, etc. More on this during the Chief Brief.

-There will be an Employee of the Year identified at year’s end. This award will not be based on brown-nosing! It will be based upon performance evaluations, observation of activities, department involvement, quality of work, initiative, etc. We will have an awards ceremony sometime in late January or early February 2007. Other awards will be presented at that time as well, including the winner of the Crew Cup Challenge. More on this process during the Chief Brief.

-There will be proficiency testing for all employees both on the fire side of our operation and in regard to EMS skills.

-We will be going through an EMS accreditation process in 2006. This will be a long and challenging process. We will ask all department members for assistance with this task. Once completed, we will be a better organization by simply proceeding through the process. Once successful with EMS accreditation, we hope to pursue accreditation on the fire side in 2007.

-Other operational areas we will research to implement are TEMS and a dive team.

-Physical fitness will be emphasized much more in 2006. More on this during the Chief Brief.

-We will begin specing a new rescue truck in 2006. I will be seeking additional resources to fund a true rescue vehicle and not a glorified pickup truck.

-With the assistance of the Local 425 Executive Board, we will look into how we can make department operations more efficient in order to protect jobs. Some of these ideas may seem radical in nature, but all department members must bear in mind that with the large target we have on our back, and we must navigate the course ahead very carefully. We must believe that we located in a dense minefield and one false step could have a major impact upon our organization. Due to the local economy, upcoming political races both locally and state-wide, we must research avenues to become more efficient without sacrificing safety or quality of service. To remain status quo simply will not serve us well as we move full steam ahead into troubled waters.

-We may have a new look in regard to our table of organization by the time 2006 reaches the spring. All of these changes will be discussed ad nauseam before implemented. The intent will be to make our organization stronger and set it up to succeed in a very uncertain future.

I will unveil much more on these programs and others during the Chief Brief in January. I hope this long memo reveals some insight into my leadership philosophy and some of the expectations of you and me as we enter a new era together. The future will be challenging and we are in this battle together. However, it is a leader’s dream to meet these types of challenges head on and initiate change for the betterment of the organization and the community. 

Good luck to each of you as we embark on this journey together, always remember the 3 P’s, and our commitment to organizational excellence.      
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