
 

 

BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS SPECIAL MEETING MINUTES 
 

SEPTEMBER 6, 2022 

 

The Special Meeting of the Board of Commissioners of the Township of Upper St. Clair, duly 

advertised and posted in accordance with law, was called to order at 6:03 PM on Tuesday, September 

6, 2022, in the Board of Commissioners’ Meeting Room, Township Municipal Building, 1820 

McLaughlin Run Road, Upper St. Clair, PA 15241.   

 

PRESENT: Commissioner Paoly  President 

Commissioner Plutko  Vice President 

Commissioner Burlingame  

Commissioner Enck      

Commissioner Orchowski   

Commissioner Pardini   

Commissioner Thomas 

   

  Matthew R. Serakowski Township Manager  

Mark S. Mansfield  Assistant Township Manager 

Mark P. Romito   Director of Finance  

Irving S. Firman   Township Attorney 

Prudence Cooper  Recording Secretary 

 

   

PUBLIC:  Approximately 15 people attended 

 

 

PRESENTATION RE. UPPER ST. CLAIR VOLUNTEER FIRE DEPARTMENT 

ORGANIZATION ASSESSMENT AND STRATEGY RECOMMENDATIONS STUDY 

Mr. Rob Brady, President and Fire Service Strategic Planning Consultant, ROBB Consulting, LLC 

provided a Power Point presentation on the Upper St. Clair Volunteer Fire Department Organization 

Assessment and Strategy Recommendations Study.  

 

Mr. Brady began by stating that he will review the objectives of the Study, recommend outcomes on 

all objectives., and open the presentation to questions and answers. ROBB Consulting has been in 

business for five years and has been conducting strategic assessments in the Commonwealth and out 

of state.  

 

Upper St. Clair Township is an urban setting which has an all-volunteer Fire Department with 

approximately 28 active members. Mr. Robb introduced Mr. Greg Gerlach, President of the Upper 

St. Clair Volunteer Fire Department (USC VFD), and Mr. Mike Moore, Volunteer Chief of USC 

VFD, who, with other members of the USC VFD were in the audience.  

 

The presentation was broken down into several sections, the first being Organizational Governments 

with the following objectives: 

 

1. Appoint a Fire Chief/Director of the Department of Fire Protection. This person would be the 

Chief Fire Rescue Officer and oversee the reorganization of the USC VFD and be a paid employee. 

The recommendation is that this person would manage the USC VFD for the Township and establish 

a strong communication plan so that all members understand the hierarchy of the Department. This 
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person would also be responsible for effective deployment of strategies, and oversee the 

implementation of the Strategic Assessment, if it is approved by the Board of Commissioners.  

 

2. Establish an Ad Hoc Strategic Assessment Implementation Advisory Committee to increase 

communication with all entities that expect delivery of services of the USC VFD, not only between 

the USC VFD and the Township, but with the community it serves and implement the objectives of 

this assessment. This group will provide advice and direction as needed and will comprise of a 

diverse group of people to include USC VFD members, Township representatives, and residents and 

businesses of the Township. In speaking with members of the community, they do not understand 

that there is a Fire Chief in the Township; they assume that firefighters are paid and not volunteer 

positions; and they do not understand fire safety. The members of the USC VFD would like better 

communication with Township officials and with the community. 

 

3. Reorganize and Elevate the Department of Fire Protection as Township managed, and Township 

funded. The Township should establish a service agreement or Memorandum of Understanding 

(MOU) with the USC VFD to lay out expectations and funding levels of the department.  Data 

developed since 2010 provided information as to how the department was funded up to this point 

and potentially indicated where additional funding is needed to sustain a 100% volunteer department. 

Due to rising costs, it will be difficult to sustain a volunteer system if an agreement or MOU is not 

developed. The community expects the department to respond to calls and continue training and not 

to engage in fundraising; the Township believes the annual solicitation of donations is sufficient. A 

sustainable funding plan that reviews all financial activity of the department needs to be developed 

between the Board, the USC VFD and Township Staff. 

 

4. Continue to Update the Volunteer Fire Department Administrative Governance such as 

streamlining administrative leadership and combining the board of director’s chairman and president 

positions and revise committee structure to optimize member input and time. Bylaws should 

continue to be revised to meet ongoing administrative needs with the assistance of outside counsel. 

 

The next section involves Fire-Rescue Operations with the following objectives: 

 

5.  Continually Assess the Need for Operational Staffing. What drove this assessment is developing 

a plan for the future. Currently, overall volunteerism has drastically decreased since the 1970s. The 

USC VFD still achieves good turnout on callouts, especially on evenings and weekends averaging 

9 to 11 volunteers per call.  To prevent staffing shortfalls, staffing must continue to be assessed and 

a plan developed especially with daytime staffing.  The department must ensure accuracy of all 

statistical data that should be developed quarterly to allow the best staffing decisions to be made.  

 

6. Develop a Fire Officer Eligibility Policy and encourage members to be pro-board certified and 

continue to follow national certification guidelines. The Township needs to make sure the most 

qualified people are getting trained and appointed to the best positions and that the current policies 

are enhanced to ensure safety of fellow members and the community by providing the best 

operational decisions when out on the scene.  

 

7. Develop a Formal Staffing Plan which includes knowing how many people are needed, whether 

100% volunteers, a combination or 100% paid staff.  When formulating a staffing plan, potential 

functions to consider include training coordination, community risk planning, community 

engagement and outreach, and a potential for an as-needed apparatus driver/operator during the 

daytime. There may be potential for cross-department assistance of trained firefighters from other 
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Township departments. There may be potential grant funding from FEMA through the Staffing for 

Adequate Fire and Emergency Response (SAFER) program as well as other funding sources.   

 

8. Evaluate Dispatch Protocols and Capabilities. Members had concerns that the single dispatcher 

system in the Township may not be adequate to hear on scene emergencies to take appropriate action. 

As such, firefighter safety and accountability, while responding to and operating at emergency calls, 

must be reviewed. There should be a standardized dispatch system established and pre-determined 

box alarms and plans must be arranged for quicker resources at the scene. Moving dispatching to 

county-wide dispatching should be considered in addition to having all operational functions on 

scene go to South County Fire Frequency that surrounding mutual aid departments use. Proper 

statistical data must continue to be collected relating to fire department response which will allow 

for easier decision making.  

 

The next section involves Capital Assets with the following objective: 

 

9. Adopt an Apparatus Replacement Plan. The largest capital assets are apparatuses and fire stations. 

The largest cost avoidance with the USC VFD are the volunteers; fixed costs are the apparatus, fire 

station buildings, insurance, etc. It is proposed that the Township continues to purchase and maintain 

apparatus fleet and the Township should continue to own and operate its two-station system. 

 

The next section involves Membership Development with the following objective: 

 

10. Improve Member Recruitment and Retention by combining committees and putting a strong 

membership team together to develop and assist members, develop expectations of members, and 

introduce new members to the unique culture of the fire department. This will assist in maintaining 

members for the long term and is essential to the safety of the members and the community. It is 

important to retain institutional knowledge from long-term members who will be key in developing 

a team of new volunteers. Streamlining membership categories should be considered so that it is 

easier to become a member while not lowering expectations. With these changes, it will be necessary 

to change the bylaws with the assistance of outside counsel. Member programs should be enhanced 

to incentivize people to join the department, especially with the many required hours involved for 

high level of training for all-hazard response. Enhancing the existing point and stipend system 

currently in place should be considered, and the Township should look to utilize the Act 174 Tax 

Credit Program. Only about two-thirds of the members are Township residents, so programs with 

national recognition, such as a formal junior cadet program, to attract more Upper St. Clair residents, 

should also be considered. The department could partner with neighboring communities in this 

regard. 

 

The next section involves Community Relations and Support with the following objective: 

 

11. Continue to Develop Regional Relationships. Community engagement and working with 

neighboring fire departments to strengthen and develop new opportunities is key to effective 

recruitment, training, deployment, and staffing opportunities. Instead of doing a lot of specialty 

services inhouse, the support of regional technical specialty services, such as SHACOG and 

neighboring fire-rescue agencies should be pursued.  Suggestions from younger USC VFD members 

included establishing an EMS ride-along program with Tri-Community South EMS and involve 

juniors. A Work Response Policy should be proposed as some businesses may allow a member to 

leave their place of employment to respond to an emergency call. In response to a question from 

former Township Commissioner Christie, data does show that there is an increase in response to 

daytime calls from volunteer firefighters who work from home. 
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In conclusion, Mr. Brady stated that the eleven objectives will set the USC VFD on a path to 

sustainability to keep the volunteer system as long as possible. If there is not a volunteer system, the 

alternative is very expensive. The Organizational Assessment and Strategy Recommendations 

Report (Report) has been distributed to the Board of Commissioners, Township Staff, and USC VFD 

members. 

 

Commissioner Paoly thanked Mr. Brady for his informative presentation and opened the opportunity 

for questions and comments from the Board of Commissioners. All the Commissioners expressed 

that the presentation and the Report were extremely informative. 

 

In response to Commissioner Pardini’s question, Mr. Brady stated that the organizer of the Ad Hoc 

Committee would be the appointed Fire Chief/Director of the Department of Fire Protection whose 

salary is paid by the Township. 

 

Commissioner Burlingame shared that he serves on the Public Safety Committee of the Board of 

Commissioners, along with Commissioners Pardini and Enck.  From a taxpayer/resident perspective, 

some would argue that the police department is the most important, but the USC VFD is a close 

second with their average of one call per day. He shared that he is committing to better engage with 

the USC VFD and to the Ad Hoc Committee as well. The structure and support of the USC VFD 

should not just come from the members themselves, but also from the Township. Commissioner 

Burlingame offered his support as well.  

 

Commissioner Plutko had no questions or comments at this time. 

 

Mr. Brady addressed the following questions and comments from Commissioner Orchowski: 

 

• In order to determine the amount of time the Fire Chief/Director will spend on tasks, 

information from the assessment should be considered and when specific needs are known, 

as well as the funding source for this position, an analysis of the position can be completed. 

Commissioner Orchowski agrees with the Report’s justification that this position is needed. 

• Since the USC VFD has their own Ad Hoc Committee, it needs to be determined how their 

ideas mesh with those of the strategic implantation committee as discussions move forward, 

such as who should serve on the committee and its expectations. Mr. David Kish, USC VFD 

member, added that the USC VFD is currently reviewing the Report, but that some 

stakeholder involvement from the Township and USC VFD is crucial to their success and to 

provide the best fire service it can. 

• Commissioner Orchowski asked what topics should be addressed immediately, whether it be 

planning for replacement of expensive equipment by possibly starting a sinking fund with 

the 2023 budget; creating a staffing plan; or, addressing issues relating to dispatch.  Mr. 

Brady responded that the first step should be building a relationship with the USC VFD, 

which has already started, and continue communication with them.  

• Commissioner Orchowski stated that the partnership with SHACOG’s Fire Chiefs Advisory 

Group and regional relationships needs to be strengthened.  

 

Commissioner Enck shared that her takeaway from the Report is that the strategic plan is Mr. Brady’s 

vision which is to hire a department head who would be responsible for implementing the plan with 

the assistance of the Ad Hoc Committee. As a member of the Public Safety Committee of the Board 

of Commissioners, Commissioner Enck would like to be involved in this process as well. She added 

that she understands that the USC VFD would become a Township department and is interested in 
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seeing that this is a professional, well-run department. Commissioner Enck agrees that it is important 

that members and the community know what the jobs are in the department and the training that is 

involved for those jobs. She concurs that an assessment needs to continue on at least a quarterly 

basis and is very interested in seeing a breakdown as to the types of calls to which the department 

responds. 

 

Commissioner Thomas thought that the recommendations in the Report are persuasive, cogent, and 

timely and that the Township’s job is to maximize public safety through public service as cost 

effectively as possible. The main issue with paid or volunteer fire departments is recruiting and 

maintaining firefighters and the training becomes more time consuming. An immediate challenge is 

an adequate turnout for daylight calls. Commissioner Thomas recalled his time as a volunteer 

fireman for Upper St. Clair and then, as now, the business side of the department was run by the 

President, and the operational side by the Chief. He agrees that the USC VFD should be recognized 

as a Township department and the President and Chief should report and be accountable to the 

Township Manager. He agrees with a lot of the Report findings, but does not agree that a full-time, 

paid Chief is a quick fix right now. This could have the domino effect resulting in a fully paid 

company like Mt. Lebanon which may discourage recruitment and retention of volunteers. In Mt. 

Lebanon, the training is the same for paid and volunteers; however, volunteers are mostly tasked 

with maintenance duties. Therefore, Commissioner Thomas is not convinced that a fully paid fire 

department should be the end goal. Communication is important and he supports an Ad Hoc 

Committee. The cost of equipment is rising so it makes sense to consider regionalization, in terms 

of hard assets and also human assets. In other states, such as Virginia and Maryland, there are fire 

departments that serve a lot of different communities. Commissioner Thomas is not suggesting that 

this should be considered in the Township, but these are ideas to think about. He is fully supportive 

of improved communication between the USC VFD and the Township. 

 

Commissioner Orchowski stated that, although he supports the need for a full-time position for the 

USC VFD, he will consider the points made by Commissioner Thomas. He does not think that the 

extensive responsibilities of the Fire Chief/Director of the Department of Fire Protection should be 

on a volunteer position. 

 

Commissioner Thomas agrees that someone does need to take the administrative work of the fire 

department from the volunteers. His suggested hiring a full-time paid business manager who would 

report to the President of the department, but who would also be a trained firefighter. The economics 

of running a fire department with paid members also needs to be considered. He mentioned that Mt. 

Lebanon’s budget for their fire department is over $3 million, whereas the budget for the USC VFD 

is approximately $317,000. He commends the USC VFD for stepping up to fulfill the needs of the 

fire department. 

 

Mr. Brady acknowledged for Commissioner Orchowski that the Fire Chief/Director of the 

Department of Fire Protection will need administrative support to help them with the implementation 

of the Strategic Assessment. 

 

Commissioner Enck responded that the Board is not considering a full paid fire department, but a 

fully paid position and that the USC VFD is not comparable to Mt. Lebanon’s fire department. It 

needs to be clear that the Board is only considering the recommendations made in the Report and 

that it is looking at the same set of facts with the potential for changes to those recommendations. 

 

Commissioner Paoly took this time to thank Mr. Brady for the study, and the USC VFD for their 

participation in this process, attending tonight’s meeting, and the thankless job that they do. 
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Listening to tonight’s presentation and discussion, there are four themes: communication, funding, 

recruitment and administration, with the eleven recommendations falling under one of those four 

themes.  As Board President, Commissioner Paoly expressed that he has failed in the area of 

communication. He expressed interest in visiting the USC VFD, along with Commissioner 

Burlingame and the rest of the Board.  

 

Commissioner Paoly asked if there were any additional comments from the Board and there were 

none. He then offered the opportunity for comments from the members of the USC VFD present at 

tonight’s meeting. 

 

Mr. Greg Gerlach, President of the USC VFD, expressed that he speaks for the members in 

welcoming communication with the Board of Commissioners and Township, and shared their 

monthly meeting and activity schedule.  

 

Mr. Mike Moore, Chief of the USC VFD thanked his fellow members, Mr. Brady, the Board, and 

Township Manager for all that entailed in putting together the Report that took two years and a lot 

of hours to complete. He agrees with the Board that communication is the most important takeaway 

from the Report.  He expressed an interest in meeting before the Ad Hoc Committee convenes to 

discuss their objectives at length and how to meet those objectives.  

 

Commissioner Paoly then asked for comments from the public and being there were none, asked for 

any additional comments from the Board.  

 

Commissioner Burlingame again commended the Report, but that the Board has an obligation to 

review all its pieces and parts and that it is not an “all or nothing” report. Communication is most 

important, but the Board needs to see what the fire department’s structure and support look like and 

what works best for the department and the Township.  

 

Mr. Serakowski thanked the USC VFD, Mr. Gerlach, Mr. Moore, and Mr. Brady for their work on 

this Report, and the Board of Commissioners for their support. He acknowledged Mr. Dan Barr, 

former President of the USC VFD, who is present this evening, for his contributions. The fire 

department and the Township can agree that there is a lot of work to be done, but there is a lot to be 

gained. 

 

OTHER BUSINESS 

 

Commissioner Paoly announced that this matter will be an item for discussion at the Regular meeting 

of the Board of Commissioners tonight at 7:30PM. 

 

 

ADJOURNMENT 

 

Following a motion for adjournment by Commissioner Burlingame and a second by Commissioner   

Pluko, which carried with a 7-0 voice vote, the meeting was adjourned at approximately 7:11PM. 

 

Prudence Cooper 

Recording Secretary 

September 2022 


