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SWFA grows with community over the years
By Hilary Parker

South Whatcom Fire Authority (SWFA) formed Jan. 1, 2009, combining four smaller fire districts, 
Geneva/Sudden Valley, Yew Street Road, Lake Samish and Chuckanut, into one entity.

Combining departments allowed for combined resources – financial, equipment and people, said Dave 
Ralston, who served as fire chief of SWFA from 2009-2019. 

“One of the essential resources we had were our volunteers,” he said. Ralston was one of four fire 
suppression employees when the fire authority began; everyone else served as a volunteer.

Fire Commissioner Bob Ekdahl recalls when he first joined Fire District 10, now part of SWFA, and it was 
an all-volunteer effort. Husbands and wives answered calls together, small purchases were made out-
of-pocket, and if volunteers had a talent, such as being a carpenter or mechanic, they were called on to 
help out with repairs and maintenance. 

Over time, that model wasn’t sustainable anymore, Ekdahl said, and that’s when the smaller districts 
decided to form the fire authority.  “It’s been a good move,” Ekdahl reflects.

Among the benefits in creating SWFA, pooling the smaller districts’ volunteers helped to provide 
consistent coverage to all the areas of the district. Twelve years ago, when the average call volume was 
around 50 calls per month, providing a consistent response was manageable with a greater number of 
volunteers. Today, calls for assistance have climbed to nearly 100 calls per month.

continued on page 3

One of three new Spartan Engines placed into service in 2018. The community came out to dedicate the engine.

Saturday, June 19
7 a.m. - Noon

Geneva Station
Pandemic precautions in place
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And while the population in SWFA’s service area hasn’t 
doubled the same way calls have, it has grown, stretching 
the fire authority’s ability to maintain a consistent 
response with only volunteers. Today, career firefighters 
number 15, including two chief officers and one dedicated 
training officer.

SWFA’s volunteer training program has become highly 
sought after, and more than 100 volunteers trained by 
SWFA have gone on to paid positions. The opportunities 
for these paid positions have been increasing across the 
country.

“That’s something we can’t control,” Ralston said. “It 
becomes harder to stabilize our response when we have 
volunteers who are constantly revolving.”

The average tenure of a volunteer is now only about 
two years, down from four to five years, which means 
training new volunteers is an ongoing process. Two recruit 
academies take place each year. 

Over the years, SWFA and its neighboring fire departments have stepped up their cooperation, providing mutual aid to each other on calls 
requiring additional resources or when personnel are already busy on another call. This cooperation helps alleviate some of the staffing 
pain points, Ralston said, but it’s not enough to bridge the gap to ensure consistent call response. Nor is using existing funding models 
working to meet the increased demand for service that requires more full-time firefighters.  The current levy caps budgetary increases to 
an annual increase of just 1% of the total budget.

Ekdahl and his fellow fire commissioners oversee the budget as well as determining taxing levels and the level of services to be provided.

As Ekdahl explains it: “We manage the budget and hire the chief, but we’re not involved in operations.”

In overseeing the budget, the commissioners are projecting the needs of the authority five years into the future in an effort to determine if 
more tax dollars will be needed.

“I think in the last 12 years the Board of Commissioners 
has done an outstanding job managing the monies,” 
Ralston said

Each of the five commissioners has served in the 
fire service, which helps inform their decisions. They 
also collaborate with Chief Rod Topel and his staff to 
understand what the current needs are, from station 
improvements and maintaining capital needs to updating 
equipment such as SCBA apparatus and jaws of life 
tools, to more career personnel.

The commissioners, too, recognize how staffing realities 
have changed over the years, and the current need to 
“attract viable people who will be with us for a while,” 
Ekdahl said. “It costs more all the time – you have to look 
around and see what a fully trained firefighter is going to 
be worth in five years. You know it will be more money.”

SWFA grows with community over the years continued...

Even though the COVID-19 virus still has a significant 
impact on how we conduct activities, SWFA is 
transitioning from a protective/isolative phase to one in 
which we recognize that regular and routine activities 
may resume through safe and planned processes and 
precautions. A large part of our willingness to expand 
our services is that 80% of our personnel and staff 
elected to receive the vaccine. This allows us to continue 
progressing forward with providing “a new normal” 
method for operations. 

What do I mean from that phrase “new normal”?  We 
all would be remiss if we do not learn some valuable 
lessons from this current pandemic.  

First, we will continue, when allowable, the practice of 
using a procedure mask on every patient when being 
transported in the back of a very confined ambulance. 
Our personnel will continue to wear procedure masks 
and eye protection when seeing patients. And daily 
decontamination of the stations and equipment’s 

touchable surfaces will continue. The anecdotal evidence we have seen within our own organization aligns 
with those of public health statistics in that seasonal flu, colds and other ailments were significantly lower 
for our members during the pandemic due to the required good hygiene, social distancing and mask 
requirements.

Vendor limitations for personal protective equipment (PPE) were an initial hurdle at the pandemic’s outset. 
We now have secured multiple vendors for EMS supplies and PPE to avoid similar issues in the future. We 
are choosing to maintain a six-month inventory of PPE supplies instead of a 60-day inventory.  

Importantly, SWFA is committed to solutions for creating regular air exchanges within its buildings for the 
health and wellness of our employees and members. Regardless of COVID, many viruses, allergens and 
contaminants transmit through the air. Creating an environment to minimize these will have a positive impact, 
likely reducing personnel time loss due to illness as well as being healthier for the community when using our 
facilities. While these improvements will take a significant capital investment and time to update our facilities’ 
HVAC infrastructure, the long-term health and wellness of our personnel occupying the buildings deserve 
that consideration.

While these valuable lessons and improvements are welcome, we are most excited to once again be “open” 
to our community. As of April 1, we have re-opened our facilities including meeting room rentals, public CPR 
classes and in-person public meetings. While these uses will carry with them some reduced occupancy 
limitations to comply with the governor’s recovery plan requirements, as well as continued mask use, we 
believe safe use is now possible. Our public deserves access to their public-owned spaces. To request room 
reservations, station tours or home inspections, visit our website at swrfa.org.

Piggybacking on this news, we once again will be hosting a pancake feed, currently scheduled for June 19, 
as well as other fun community events in the coming weeks. The pancake feed will be set up to meet public 
health guidance for occupancy and open-air dining requirements, and all in-person functions will be set up to 
assure the safety of all in attendance. We are excited to be bringing back this well-loved community event. 

Our firefighters have demonstrated resiliency and adaptation over the last year, and we look forward to the 
future here at SWFA. We as your fire department know we will never be the same organization, but we hope 
to be considered just as valued as we were prior to the pandemic, and ultimately be a better service provider 
for all our communities’ needs. 

Administrative 
Staff

Rod Topel 
Fire Chief 

Mitch Nolze 
Assistant Chief Operations 

Tony Melillo 
Division Chief of Training 

Gerri Gilmore
Administrative Assistant 

Erika Barquist 
Office Assistant 

Jenny Fields 
Office Assistant

Fire Commissioners

Brian Martin  
Chuckanut - 360-734-3134 

Commissioner District 1  
James Willson  

Lake Samish - 360-671-6254 
Commissioner District 2  

Bob Ekdahl  
Yew Street - 360-671-6254 

Commissioner District 3  
Stefen Paige  

Sudden Valley -  
360-510-5285 

Commissioner District 4  
Jim Peeples  

Geneva - 360-676-4879 
Commissioner District 5

A Message from Fire Chief Rod Topel: 
Moving safely back to in-person Activities

Fire Chief Rod Topel

South Whatcom Fire Authority  |  www.swrfa.org

The Station 28 Property was purchased in 2010 and converted into the station in 2011.

The Spartan Tender replaced the Lake Samish Tender in 2014.
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Levy ‘lift’ goes to voters in August

SWFA receives new gurneys as part of
countywide upgrade

HELP US 
FIND YOU!
Save valuable time 

when first responders 
are coming to assist 
you. House numbers 
should be at least 4” 

tall, easily visible, and 
a contrasting color to 
your residence. Turn 

on your outside lights 
if it is dusk or dark.

Using your phone’s GPS, it alerts those who sign up when a request for CPR is made to 911, 
the location of the closest AED, and the location of the patient. It is important to note that it only 
releases information for incidents that are located in a publicly accessible location or business. It 
does not provide information to private residences.

Help save a 
life with

PulsePoint
Visit www.pulsepoint.org/pulsepoint-aed to learn more.

PulsePoint is an app that can be downloaded onto your phone and will alert you when an 
individual needs CPR as well as the closest AED unit.

If you are trained in CPR, please consider downloading the PulsePoint app.

How it works:

The South Whatcom Fire Authority (SWFA) Board of Fire Commissioners, at the recommendation from the 
SWFA executive administration, has adopted resolution 2021-05, which authorizes a request to voters to 
restore the fire operations levy amount to its 2016 value.

SWFA voters will be asked to restore its regular levy, which funds the operations for EMS and fire 
suppression services, in the Aug. 3 primary election. The primary was selected as opposed to a special levy 
election in order to lower associated costs with running the vote.

Levy facts by the numbers

Levy rates fall as property values rise to limit the fire authority to the same amount of revenue per year. The 
law allows the fire authority a 1% annual increase without additional voter approval. In 2016, the property 
levy rate for SWFA was $1.467 per $1,000 of assessed value (AV). Due to local property value increases, the 
current SWFA levy has fallen to a rate of $1.06 per $1,000 AV, even with the 1% annual increase. Without a lid 
lift, this rate is expected to decline further in 2021.

The levy lid lift will restore the SWFA levy to $1.45 per $1,000 of assessed valuation for 2022 and will allow 
the levy rate to maintain its rate over the next six years, providing that property values increase less than 4% 
per year. The levy rate can never exceed $1.50 AV by state law.

The levy, if passed, would increase the rate from $1.06 to $1.45 in 2022. That is a total of 39 cents per $1,000 
AV. This would increase the homeowner contribution by $136.50 per year on a home assessed at $350,000. 
This comes to less than $12 per month. (That’s less than a monthly Amazon Prime subscription.) 

SWFA has not asked the voters to adjust their fire levy rate to fund annual operational expenses since 
creating the fire authority in 2009.

What does the levy fund?

SWFA’s regular property tax levy provides more than 90% of the funding for daily operations of fire protection 
and EMS services as well as most of its capital needs, such as the purchase of ambulances, facility 
maintenance repairs and upgrades, and firefighting personal protective equipment and tools.  SWFA does 
not receive funding from any county, state or local sales tax. 

The levy will be used to maintain SWFA’s ability to respond to emergency incidents and maintain service 
levels. Specifically, it will fund the addition of six new career firefighters necessary to provide consistent 
staffing levels that are no longer achievable from its volunteer program. 

Even though the levy will allow for hiring additional career personnel, SWFA has no intent to diminish its 
volunteer program. Career positions will comprise approximately 50% of SWFA minimum daily staffing 
needs, and we will still require a significant role from our dedicated volunteers to maintain response. It 
is unfortunate that SWFA cannot simply add more volunteers to provide consistent staffing levels and 

responses, but the last 15 years have proven the model to be inconsistent. Current volunteer retention is challenging, and the average volunteer 
spends less than two years with SWFA, creating a vacancy in skilled positions. 

Funding will also be used to “retire early” the general obligation bond that SWFA voters passed in 2016 to purchase and equip three new 
fire engines. When SWFA retires the general obligation bond used to purchase fire engines, the combined levy amounts will decrease by 
approximately .08 per $1,000. 

The passage of the levy lid lift will also provide necessary upgrades to its 30-year-old Sudden Valley station, which requires significant updates 
to its fire sprinkler system and heating and venting system.  Additional facility upgrades are also necessary to meet current operational staffing 
and administration needs, which have grown and changed over the years.

What about the Whatcom County EMS levy dollars?

Many taxpayers may be confused and wonder if SWFA receives any funds through the Whatcom County EMS levy. EMS levy funds are used to 
fund paramedic services throughout Whatcom County, which are provided by the City of Bellingham and Whatcom County Fire District 7. 

Funding for SWFA-provided basic life support (BLS) services while helpful, is minimal. SWFA receives no direct funding in the form of monetary 
contracts to perform EMS services from county EMS funds. The county uses a small portion of funds from the EMS levy to fund county fire 
agencies’ portion of costs to operate the  Whatcom County 911 dispatch center and provides annual licensing to our countywide patient 
records and reporting system. County EMS funds have also been used to upgrade the patient gurneys on county fire department ambulances.  

 We encourage those seeking more information on the levy lid lift to reach out to our department’s administration staff or their fire 
commissioners. You can find contact information on page 2 of this newsletter, and find the resolution and proposed ballot language online        
at swrfa.org.

All public EMS providers within Whatcom County received an upgrade to their patient gurneys used in their ambulances. Through the 
countywide EMS levy, the county is providing each agency use of a new STRYKER POWER LIFT gurney.  The gurneys operate automatically 
when raising and lowering.  The county provided the new gurneys as part of a standardization program to match gurneys used by Whatcom 
County paramedic units.  

SWFA has also chosen to upgrade its three 
front-line ambulances with an automatic 
loading system that completes the gurney 
system to a fully automated load and unload 
system, which is scheduled to be installed 
sometime in May.  The new patient gurneys 
will be safer for responders through prevention 
of lifting injury as well as safer for patients. 
This portion was not funded through EMS 
levy funds, but through SWFA capital facilities 
and operations funds. Each power load 
system costs $30,000 per unit including a 
maintenance program; total SWFA investment 
was $90,000.  
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Joining  
the Team
By Rod Topel, South Whatcom 
Fire Authority Fire Chief

SWFA recruits the best 
possible individuals to 
join our organization, 
and accepts 
applications for non-
trained firefighters twice 
a year for our firefighter 
academy and EMT 
class. 

Our recruitment periods 
begin in March and 
September for the 
respective following Fall 
and Winter firefighter 
training academies. To 
become a member, 
each recruit must pass 
a cognitive exam, a 
physical assessment 
test and an oral board 
interview. 

Successful applicants 
then must go through 
drug screening, criminal 
and driving background 
checks, and an 
occupational medical 
exam. The entire 
recruiting process takes 
about 70-90 days to 
complete.

Applications for SWFA 
may be found on our 
website at SWRFA.org.
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SOUTH WHATCOM FIRE AUTHORITY 

 2050 Lake Whatcom Blvd., Bellingham, WA  98229

Employment Application  

APPLICANT INFORMATION 

Last Name  
First  

M.I. Date  

Street Address 
 

Apartment/Unit #  

Mailing Address  
(if different from above) 

City  

State  
ZIP  

Main 
Phone  

Cell 
Secondary  
Phone 

Cell
Birthdate   

Social Security No.  
E-Mail Address  

Position Applying for Volunteer FF            Resident FF            Career FF            Other                             
       

Are you a citizen of the United 

States? 
YES  NO   If no, are you authorized to work in the U.S.? YES   NO  

Have you ever worked for this 

company?
YES  NO  If so, when?  

Have you ever been convicted 

of a felony?
YES  NO   If yes, explain  

EMERGENCY CONTACT INFORMATION 

Emergency Contact  

Relation  

Home Phone  

Work Phone  

Spouse Information (if different from emergency contact) 

Name  

Home
Phone

Work
Phone 

EDUCATION 

High School  
Address  

From  
T
o

Did you 
graduate? 

YES  NO   Degree  

College  
Address  

From  
T
o

Did you 
graduate? 

YES  NO   Degree  

Other  
Address  

From  
T
o

Did you 
graduate? 

YES  NO   Degree  

PREVIOUS FIRE/EMS EXPERIENCE 

List any training/certifications related to fire and/or EMS (include certification #’s and expirations) and/or provide resume: 
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Squire is newest hire 2020 Call Statistics
SWFA volunteer firefighter Jen Squire was hired to a full-time career position Jan. 1, 2021. SWFA continues to see annual growth 

in requests for emergency responses. 
Volume has increased over 15% in last 
four years and 3% over last year. Full 
annual report may be viewed on our 
website at swrfa.org.

Photos by Amy Anderson, 
Lemon Wing

WELCOME NEW RECRUITS!

L-R, Jeff Knakal, Kerri Jenkins, Darby Womack, Shaunn Murphy, Jovanny Jose-Jose, Delaney Womack, Amy Arnts and Daryl Kaiser. 

Next volunteer recruitment period will begin in early 
September for the 2022 winter academy.
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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.
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CPR Classes
June 14 & July 15

6:30-9:30 p.m.

Class size limited to 12

Register online at swfra.org

South Whatcom Fire Authority 
2050 Lake Whatcom Blvd 
Bellingham, WA 98229

Serving the communities of Sudden Valley • Geneva • Yew Street Road • Lake Samish • Chuckanut

We’re welcoming back 
the community
With continued health precautions in 
place, we are excited to welcome the 
public back to our facilities for meetings, 
classes and the ever-popular Pancake 
Feed on June 19.


