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Seasonal Safety

e Turn off all light strings
and decorations before
leaving home or going
to bed.

e  Choose decorations that
are flame resistant or
flame retardant.

e More than one-third of
home decoration fires
are started by candles.
Blow out lit candles
when you leave the
room or go to bed.

SOUTH WHATCOM
FIRE AUTHORITY

Administrative Office:
7:30 a.m.to 4 p.m.
Monday-Friday
2050 Lake Whatcom
Boulevard
360-676-8080
Website: swrfa.org

MISSION
STATEMENT

Dedicated to
maintaining a state of
readiness to protect
our communities
through provisions of
effective and efficient
fire and emergency
life safety services.

Changes in policing laws affect fire authority

By Hilary Parker

In July, state legislators passed a slate of new laws affecting policing. Among those laws,
House Bill 1310 places new constraints on how law enforcement agencies respond to certain calls,
which is having unintended consequences for the fire service.

South Whatcom Fire Authority Fire Chief Rod Topel says it’s early days for the new law and there are
still many unknowns as to how this law will play out for the fire authority.

“We don’t know the scope and the magnitude just yet,” he said, “but its effects are already being felt.”

The law states that law enforcement officers must assess each call for a “threat of imminent harm” and
if there is none and no crime has been committed or about to be committed, law enforcement must
“leave the area.”

In Whatcom County when sheriff’s deputies determine no threat of imminent harm, often via telephone
and not on-site verification, that often leaves EMTs arriving first on scene, Topel said. EMTs, along with
members of the Mobile Crisis Outreach Team (MCQOT), must then further assess the situation on scene.
MCOQOT is comprised of trained crisis responders and operated by Compass Health.

SWFA EMTs are neither trained to the same level as law enforcement officers in de-escalation
techniques, nor do they have the same legal authority to restrain an individual if the situation were to
devolve into a potentially violent incident. While the MCOT responders are the individuals who can
remand patients into mandatory evaluation, they do not possess the ability to restrain and transport
the individual, which was formerly done by law enforcement, Topel said.

The designated crisis responders (DCR) on the MCOT team are now being tasked with making
contacts on their own when sheriff’s deputies are unable to respond, said SWFA Assistant Chief of
Operations Mitch Nolze. DCRs are used to having law enforcement making initial contact to assess the
situation and having that level of protection when asked to respond. With the change in the law, they
no longer have this protection.

“No one asked the crisis responders if they’re comfortable with this new arrangement,” Nolze said.

It appears they are not, said Undersheriff Douglas Chadwick from the Whatcom County Sheriff’s
Office, who said in his communications with MCOT that the team is understaffed and the role is “being
perceived as a high-risk assignment.”

continued on page 3

Working smoke alarms save lives! Test your smoke alarm batteries once a month and change the batteries at least once a year.
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South Whatcom DISPATCH - Fall 2021

In This Issue...

e Changes in policing laws
affect fire authority

e SWFA Awards Banquet
South Whatcom Fire Authority
2050 Lake Whatcom Bivd
Bellingham, WA 98229

¢ Impacts of governer’s
vaccine mandate

and more!

CPROP

Citizen CPR Class

Tuseday, December 7
6:30-9:30 p.m.
Geneva Station 21
Register online at swfra.org
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Serving the communities of Sudden Valley e Geneva e Yew Street Road e Lake Samish e Chuckanut
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Trick-or-Treaters flock to
E Haunted Path

We were pleased to have been able

to bring back the Haunted Path this
Halloween at the Geneva Fire Station.
About 300 community members took
part in the fun, often waiting more than
30 minutes in line for their turn. Pictured
is our “scare crew” prior to donning their
costumes for the event.

South Whatcom Dispatch is a publication of
the South Whatcom Fire Authority.

For more information or to make comments,
email info@swrfa.org
or call the office at 360-676-8080.

South Whatcom Fire Authority | www.swrfa.org



