
 

 What if they do respond  

Minimum Standards for Today’s Rural Firefighters  

By Adam Hursh  

We have all seen them, the social media ads asking what will happen if no one responds. These ads 
usually depict a pumper sitting in the middle of the road, with an unattended hose line and a huge fire 
raging nearby. The overtones are doom and gloom, while trying to recruit new volunteers. They are 
trying to use this “the sky is falling” message to show that they may not be able to respond because they 
cannot recruit new volunteers. My question to you is, what if they DO respond?  

What is Happening?  

Communities across the United States are protected by well trained and well-equipped volunteer 
firefighters. There are also communities protected by untrained and ill-equipped volunteers. For the 
most part, this occurs at no fault of their own, whether from a lack of funding or just simply a lack of 
know how. It is important to understand the difference between the two. We, as fire service 
professionals, know the difference, but the public does not. The public trusts that their first responders 
are adequately trained, prepared for anything and everything. I compare this to the trust we place in the 
pilot of our airplane. We expect that they have had 1000’s of flight hours, with even more time spent in 
the simulator. Why shouldn’t the public expect the same of our firefighters? We are tasked with 
entering a stranger’s home, expected to save their property and even their loved one’s lives. It is 
important that we do everything we can to earn that trust.  

At the very least, there should be a minimum standard within every volunteer fire department. Some 
states have put legislation in place that set a minimum standard. For example, my state requires a 16-
hour introductory class before you can respond on an apparatus and an 80-hour basic firefighter/live 
burn class. While these requirements are low, they are at least a minimum requirement, a good place to 
start if you will. Unfortunately, some counties in the state petitioned the legislature for an exception to 
the law, stating that these requirements were too much to expect of volunteers. While quite a few of 
the departments in these counties are working to meet the requirements, the counties themselves are 
actively working to maintain this exemption. This is the part where you just cannot help but scream. 
These counties are telling their volunteers that it is perfectly acceptable to have no minimum standard, 
and just simply respond because “all they want to do is help.”  

Unfortunately, some departments do not think there is a problem.  They work hard to paint a 
picture of a high-speed, well-functioning department when the reality is just the opposite.  I 
admire their positivity, but this simply will not solve the underlying issues.  Sometimes 
accepting failure is the only way to get your department back on track.   
 

What are the Expectations?  

It is important for these volunteer departments to understand that the stakes are no different in their 
little piece of America than in the larger, urban areas. There is not an expectation that all volunteer 
firefighters are exposed to the same high rise rescue training or the CBRNE training that is all so 



common in our larger cities. The volunteers should, however, be expected to train heavily on their 
bread-and-butter responses, even if this does include the previously mentioned high-rise rescue and 
CBRNE training.  

The public does not know the difference between a firefighter with thousands of hours of training and 
one who has 16. They do not care. They called for an expert, and they expect one to show up. This is not 
to say that formal training means you get the best, there are plenty of excellent firefighters that have 
minimal formal training. One thing that formal training does is get you out of your bubble. One of the 
biggest problems is that these small rural departments cannot or will not get out of their bubble. 
Without this, the cycle will continue.  

The Repercussions 

Being the public servant, being the volunteer, being the one who “just wants to help” will never serve as 
an excuse when everything comes crashing down.  The fire department is by no means immune to both 
criminal and civil legal action.  Fire departments that are struggling with even the basics, including PPE 
and apparatus safety, open themselves up for legal ramifications, not only from the public but from their 
own members.  Just imagine what kind of impact a lawsuit filed by one of your firefighters could have on 
your department.  Without minimum standards and without some sort of oversight there will always be 
the threat of crippling legal actions against the fire department or even individual members.   

Now let us talk about negligence.  It is our job to be prepared for the worst.  Even if you are a small 
department with a single pumper that runs 12 calls a year, it is your duty to perform at a standard that 
any reasonable person would expect, and those expectations are high.  Failure to do so could tie your 
department up in litigation for years.  If your department is not prepared to respond to a simple 
emergency, it is not prepared to answer the prosecutor’s questions. 

What can we do?  

So, you ask, what can be done to fix this problem…. great question. If you are a rural volunteer that is 
struggling to move your department forward, you have already taken the first step by reading this 
publication. Some of the greatest minds in the fire service write articles on tons of different subjects. 
Learn what you can, use what you can, spread the word throughout your department. Our wonderful 
world of social media can be used for more than just the newest funny memes. There are tons of 
training groups, fire chiefs, fire officers, and even line firefighters that post their experiences and what 
they are doing to better their craft. Learn from them, make contact, and start a dialogue. For the most 
part, they will be more than willing to help you out.  

For those of you that have been blessed with the experience and training, spread the wealth. Instead of 
cutting the less fortunate down, lift them up.  If there is a department around you that is struggling, try 
to lend them a hand.  Offer to help them with a grant application, invite them to train with you, mentor 
a young firefighter.  You can make a difference.  It is your job to lead the horse to water, they will decide 
whether to drink the “Kool Aid” or not.  

We always hear that we need to leave the fire service better than we found it, here is our chance.  The 
future of the fire service does not depend on us, it depends on the legacy we leave behind. 


