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Testimony on Saving Volunteer Firefighting 

Date: October 19, 2024 
Name: Brooks E. Stahlnecker 
Background: 30 years as a volunteer firefighter/EMT, Certified Firefighter 2, and corporate 
professional focused on employee benefits. 

 

The volunteer first responder ranks have been declining at a rapid rate over the years and are now at 

catastrophic levels in the state and across the country. In 2000 there were 300,000 volunteer first 

responders in the state and now it is estimated at 30,000. Almost every department in the 6-county 

area of Central PA is struggling with staffing which also means they are having problems meeting 

NFPA 1720. NFPA 1720 is a standard that specifies requirements for effective and efficient 

organization and deployment of fire suppression operations, emergency medical operations, and 

special operations to the public by volunteer and combination fire departments to protect citizens 

and the occupational safety and health of fire department employees/volunteers. 

The low numbers can be attributed to many factors and the solution needs to be multi-faceted as 

well. Currently, a lot of the focus and funding has been in the urban areas and many rural 

departments that lack the resources and contacts are finding themselves struggling even more. 

While some programs offer incentives, many do not cover all members, exacerbating the issue.  

Our non-profit organization was formed to raise funds to initiate several programs to assist the 

departments with a viable, long term staffing solution. We wanted to reward and retain all current 

members while creating a robust plan to recruit new members. The first step was a SWOT analysis 

and an attempt to get to the root cause of the shortage and then implement solutions. Follow up 

steps included launching a wellness portal to support the mental and physical health of current 

volunteers and encouraging community engagement through initiatives like a “second-alarm club” 

for non-frontline support roles. They can maintain the rigs, pack hose, perform maintenance, tech 

duties, fund raising, and a host of other things that will free-up those who want to be the front-line 

responders.  

We also plan to assist departments with grant writing and administrative tasks as funding allows, 

leveraging community talents to enhance volunteer services. The problem is complex, and we realize 

it will take a complex approach. We need to encompass the youth which is being done through 

school fire clubs and formal CTE programs which will be a feeder for years to come of qualified first 

responders. We also need to keep the volunteers we have and utilize the time and talents of all ages 

and demographics to include retirees.  

In summary, we must urgently save the volunteer fire service, especially in rural areas, as they are 

vital for emergency response. Without targeted funding and innovative solutions, the expectation of 

timely help in emergencies is at risk. Every community deserves protection. The trend is to go to paid 

departments. That simply isn’t a viable option. We have 1 hybrid and 1 paid department in our 6-

county footprint. They both have staff vacancies and they both are struggling to hire people. When 

those two departments get a major call they both rely on volunteers to aid them.  

 

 

 



 

 

Covering approximately 132 square miles in central Pennsylvania, Montour County is home to approximately 

18,000 residents and is recognized as the smallest county by land area in the Commonwealth.  With a 

popula$on density of approximately 140 per square mile, Montour County relies solely on the efforts of 

volunteers to provide aid during emergencies such as fires, auto accidents, water rescues, and natural 

disasters.  In the 1970s the number of volunteers in Pennsylvania hovered around 360,000.  Today there are 

fewer than 37,000 volunteers statewide.  Locally in Montour County, the average age of volunteers con$nues 

to climb year a/er year while the number of younger folks ge1ng involved con$nues to decline.  The family 

legacy of firefigh$ng is without a doubt dissolving as the world we now live in offers plenty of distrac$ons for 

teenagers.  The key to building a strong and reliable emergency response network for the future of Montour 

County is to somehow engage the youth.  In the fall of 2023, the Danville High School Fire Club (DHSFC) was 

founded to do just that.  The mission of the DHSFC is to introduce students to the world of opportuni$es that 

the volunteer fire service has to offer with the ul$mate goal being to connect students with their local 

firehouse where they become a member and begin volunteering.   

 

Below are just some of the many benefits the volunteer fire service offers the students: 

• Gives students a mature support network - firefigh$ng is as much about suppor$ng the community and 

mentoring new members, as it is preven$ng and ex$nguishing fires. 

• The camaraderie and personal support received through a fire company cannot be overstated. There's a 

natural feeling of needing to excel and be at your best when you're relying on those around you in life-or-death 

situa$ons. The people at a fire company genuinely care and help other members become be>er versions of 

themselves.  

• Connects students with community members with diverse backgrounds - can help with career iden$fica$on 

and recommenda$ons. 

• Teaches skills that can be applied anywhere, and are needed everywhere.  Helps individuals become more 

proac$ve and observant. 

• Students graduate with employable skills - can pursue part-$me while a>ending secondary educa$on, or 

pursue full-$me while expanding their exis$ng skillset. 

• Helps ins$ll responsibility - not abusing privileges. 

• Helps establish a penchant for volunteerism - not only the importance of the work being done, but also the 

self-gra$fica$on and value that accompany it. 

 

Volunteer firefigh$ng requires a tremendous amount of training both in the classroom as well as outside in the 

elements with hands-on exercises.  For the average high school student, carving out the $me to take these 

classes and a>ain the necessary state cer$fica$ons is very difficult while also juggling school work, extra-

curriculars, jobs, and family $me.  Typically, the training classes are conducted in the evenings and weekends.  

A long-term goal of the DHSFC is have firefigh$ng offered as an elec$ve in the High School’s curriculum.  The 

ability to earn cer$fica$ons during the school day will dras$cally improve our community’s volunteer numbers. 

 

Eric C. Frantz 

Danville High School Fire Club Advisor 

C:  570-764-3499 

E:  DanvilleHSFire@gmail.com  
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Danville High School

733 Ironmen Lane

Danville, PA  17821



 

 


