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Good afternoon. My name is Jeff Wellsz, and | am the-cCo-Ddirector of the North
Hudson Regional Fire and& Rescue (NHRFR). I want to thank the committee members,
and other state and local officials in attendance, for givirg-me-this opportunity to share
with-yed the success story of my organizationthe- NHRFER. | am testifyinghope-to-shew

yeu today aboutthat our fire department’s experiencesuecess-can-be-used-as-an-example
of-how with regionalization, and its possible application-ean-be-a-benefit to other

municipalities in New Jersey.

The NHRFR encompassesis-made-tp-of five municipalities located in northern Hudson

County;: North Bergen, West New York, Union City, Weehawken and Guttenberg.

Together, tFhe towns W|th approxmately 200, OOO reS|dents extend overeever 12 square
ate-n to form

one of the most densel_yst Qo;:_)ulated areas |n-New—Jerey—a—state—that—has—the-h+ghest
number-of people-per-square-mile-in the country.

Our communities; fithudeled together closely, like the pieces of atighthyfitted jigsaw
puzzle pieees between the Hudson and Hackensack Rivers, and each hashave a century-
long history of a proud, independent fire departments with itstheir own procedures,

organizational structureewn-departmental-hierarchies and-theiewn-alarm response
routes. But they-alse-had-a-morerecent-historyeven before the formation of the NHRFR,
we demonstrated-ef steadiby-inereasing-cooperation-that-highlighted-the many of the

benefits of cooperating together like a consolidated force.

In fact, in the early “80s, well before “regionalization” became a buzzword of the
Whitman administration, the five towns eenselidated-theircommunications:
Ccentralizeding the 9-1-1 call center-fer to save money and the-municipatities

+mmedrtatelwmproved response tlmesenéreut—baek—eﬂe*pendmgtres—?hl&pemweetep
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However bBefore the NHRFR#eg+enaI+z—mgeut—ﬁ¢e—semees each of the—twe

eeneemed
fire departments had itstheir own management structure and administrative staff. There
were five chiefs with five sets of officers, and five separate maintenance departments.

There wereFhe-fi her-had many

drawbacks to this setug—oneo#whwhhad%&dewﬁhﬁfu%ng For example, wWhen new
gear-ef, rigs_or an engine were requiredneeded, or a firehouse-er-engine-was- needed of

repairs, each town had to write its ownfive-separate purchase orders-were-written-up and

submitted-for-funding it for separate approval. None of our towns independently could
afford everything itthey wanted, or in many cases, needed.




Ane%he# second mefﬂmency#eable—altea mvolvedwas flre response routes. As-}

Oftenlherewer&many—ﬂmes—when a flrehouse ina nelghborlngene town was Iocated

closer to thea emergencyfire, but Hecated-in-the-othertown-however-they-were-hot
al#ewed—t&ge—beeaus&“flrst responder” rights were based on political borderswentte-the

However, aAfter a decade of study on the local and state levels,+eviews-that includinged
a bipartisan review by a state commission,-#-beeame-clearto the mayors of the five North

Hudson towns concludedthatregionalization-offirefighting-services they would save
lives and money by regionalizing their firefighting serviceswhile-saving-tax-doHars.

So, i#n January; 1999, after months of careful planning and eoeperative-negotiation with
the ndividual-municipal unions-tvelved, the government launched the North Hudson
Regional Fire and& Rescue (NHRFR)-wastauneched-as, the State’s largest and most
sophisticated regional public--safety entity.

And after seven years on the job, NHRFRit has produced the-year-in-yrear-out-positive,

and verifiable results-thatany-municipality-considering on the benefits of regionalization
can hank on.

Prior to 1999regienakization, 10--to--15 firefighters and about four vehicles would
respond to a "Ffirst aAlarm"-efafire- -- the crucial early moments ef-afire-when lives
and property are most at risk. Today, thanks to better deployment and fundingmere
available-capital-equipmentdoHars, the NHRFR sends 25-t0--32 firefighters and at
leastminimum-of 10 pieces of equipment-te-a-firstalarm-respense.

The improvedAnd-thanks-te-that-better deployment has also reducedef-cempanies-around
the average regional; response times-have-been-cut-on-average by-nearly-a-minute; from

just under five minutes to four minutes. The combination of more resources and faster
response times-te-first-alarms has-led-to-a decreased #r-deadly multiple-alarm fires by
approximately 50 percent since the creation of the NHRFR.

Because firefighting capabilities havemanpower-has more than doubled, the number of
fires becomingthat-grew-ite more serious multiple alarm blazes has dropped by more
than 60% percent, {from an average of 53 to just-21 last year}. Onlydust 19 residents
were injured in fires in 2005+, none fatally}, and overall injuries, {including firefighters),
have decreasedare-down 44% percent since regionalization-started.




WithRemember-that more than 200,000 people livinge in these densely populated North
Hudson towns:, and mMany homes built withare-elder wood frame structures-that pre-
datinge modern fire--prevention codes-reguirements, these statistics are truly remarkable.

Although firefighting capabilitiesmanpower have increasedis-much-greater, the number
of firefighters has declined by six6% percent through economies of scaleefficieney

savings. However 1 s-important-to-note-that-net-ene-single no firefighters werewas laid-
off or demoted, and no firehouses were closed as a result of regionalization. -Today, the
NHRFR operates a full complement of 18 fire companies-that-are, each staffed by a
minimum of three firefighters at all times-, a significant improvement since-Fhis-was-net
true-before regionalization.

Today, the NHRFR works well with justhas one Fire Chief, ene-purchasing system,-ene
maintenance program, ene-capital--improvement budget; and ene-training program—net
one for each town as it was before regionalization. Today, the NHRFR operates a
highly--trained emergency rescue company, {for great heights or extremely tight spaces),
and a marine unit forthatpatrels the Hudson River. Because of our efficiency, we
haveare-able-te secured important public--safety grants to protect our residents in this post
9-11 era, and have installed a sophisticatedike-our-state-of-the-art radio--communications
system.

None of these purchases would have been possible independently. None of the
departments individually could have maintained and operated both athe marine rescue
unit andfer a highly-trained rescue company. NoneNerweuld-any of the departments
would have qualified for the $1.2 million grant required forit-toek-te-get a new
communications system. These capabilities and purchases make ourthe rRegional
department the most likely first responders to terroristie attacks in-and-areund northern
New Jersey and the surrounding area.

Fhere’salso-no-doubtthattTaxpayers alsoare benefiting from our regional department.
One quarter of our current firefighters were hired under new labor contracts-that designed
to increase productivity and provide the sameredueefringe benefits at a reduced costs.
These savings will continue to grow as new firefighters replace retiring members.

When-factors-tike the cost of health benefits, pension contributions and equipment

upgrades are calculatedincluded-in-budget-numbers, and the impact of the state REAP
program is includedealewlated, each of our five towns is paying onlyabeut one1% percent

a year more since regionalization-started—Please-remember-thatthis-includesa, despite
the manylarge-rumberof start-up costs inreeessary-te forming the new department.




The direct tax savings to homeowners through the state’s REAP grant program
provideare a powerful incentive to support regionalization. For example, without
Union City’ s, ferexampledidn’t-have $2.6 million in REAP grants this year, the average
homeowner’s tax bill there would be almost $400 higher. Simiarsavings-are-being
achievedn-North Bergen, West New York, Weehawken and Guttenberg_are
experiencing similar savings.

TodayNew, as New Jersey considersstugdies regionalization and poolingshariag services

among towns to reduceas-a-poessible-answer-to-the-state’s property taxes-problem, many
people are studyingleeking-at the NHRFR-as-a-case-study. We hope-thattaking-a-loek-at

our department’s success story will be helpful in this process.

Through attrition, reductions in overtime, consolidation of administrative personnel; and
other economies, these five Hudson County towns created one of the safest, most
efficient and cost-effective regionatized-fire departments in the country, saving taxpayers
money and substantially increasing protection for residents’ home and businesses.

We-believe-that-Governor Corzine’s-did-a-smart-thing-by-budgeting $250 million
program offer financial incentives-{tike-the, including REAP),-te encourages towns to

pool their resources, regionalize and share services. We’re proud of oureverything-that
we-have accomplishmentsed and anticipateare-confident-ofachieving even greater cost
savings for taxpayers as our new department matures.
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