March 24, 2010

Subject: Fiscal Year 2011 Proposed Budget

Open Letter to the members of the Baltimore City Fire Department:
At the Board of Estimates meeting this morning, Mayor Stephanie Rawlings-Blake presented her Fiscal Year 2011 budget. The cuts required across the city to close a 121 million-dollar deficit are staggering. As you are aware by now, the BCFD was not spared the budget axe. 

We are projected to lose a total of 166 positions, with 154 of those positions coming directly from the closure of seven fire suppression companies.  This cut represents almost 10% of our workforce and 13% of our fire companies.  As of the end of February 2010, there would be 91 temporary layoffs of our newest members.  This number of layoffs would be reduced by the beginning of the new fiscal year based on retirements and other personnel attrition, but there is no way for me to avoid some layoffs if the current proposed budget is adopted.

In addition, there could be eight Captains, 22 Lieutenants and several more PO and EVD jobs eliminated. This would require temporary demotions of the most recently promoted rated members and effectively “kill” the promotional lists for rated members. 
These cuts simply go too far. We are past the point where efficiency measures and working harder will make up for the lack of money to run the fire department. I have expressed my sincere concerns to the Mayor regarding our budget cuts. I know she gets why this proposed budget is not acceptable and she has made it clear to me that public safety funding will be the first area of the budget to be restored if new revenue can be found.

The seven company closures would be accomplished by continuing our practice of four rotating closures plus identifying three additional companies to be closed permanently. Our ability to provide quality EMS and Fire response has already been reduced significantly by the need to close four companies per day to meet our budget.  If three more fire companies are removed from the mix, the people we serve will experience significantly increased response times and we will very likely see more fire deaths and injuries as a result. Our firefighters and the public will be at greater risk because more fires will be out of control when we arrive on the scene. These are not outcomes that any member of this department wants to see, but they are very real consequences none-the-less.
The FY 2011 budget includes no money for new fire apparatus. The new budget also assumes that the furlough days in place this year will continue for another year.  With fewer co-workers, you will each need to work harder to get the job done. We will need to redouble our efforts in the areas of Fire Prevention and Public Fire Safety Education.
Thank you for all that you do for the City of Baltimore.  I know that all of you will continue to work and serve as the fire and EMS professionals you are trained to be and will get the job done. For my part, I will not stop fighting to get you the resources you need to keep yourself and the public safe.
Respectfully:

James S. Clack

Chief of Fire Department

