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Follow-through at the Fire Department
For the third time since 1994, Mayor Thomas M. Menino has commissioned a review of the policies and procedures of the Boston Fire Department.  The first two studies produced numerous recommendations but resulted in little follow-through or implementation.  
Mandatory drug testing for uniformed fire personnel, for example, was a recommendation made in 2000.  For this review to be more successful, a specific action plan should be developed and the Mayor will need to commit his leadership and political capital to achieve implementation of the key recommendations. 

A three-member panel appointed by the Mayor is being asked to assess a department with a reputation for excellent fire suppression services and response time but also a department resistant to change.  

While the issue of possible alcohol and drug impairment of two firefighters killed in a West Roxbury restaurant fire was a factor in the creation of the panel, the Mayor’s charge to the panel is of three parts and each is equally important.  They are: departmental supervision and accountability; personnel and human services; and substance abuse and impairment.
With the request to complete a preliminary report by December 1, the panel should consider the previous two studies a good starting point for its assessment.  
In 1994, Mayor Menino selected MMA Consulting Group to undertake a comprehensive assessment of the operations of the city’s Fire Department.  Boston sought a plan to maintain its current level of services and enhance other related services within existing resources.  
The report was issued in October 1995 and contained 83 recommendations that, if fully implemented, would have saved $3.8 million in fiscal 1996.  However, with the report in hand, the Menino Administration offered no public account of the study or plans to address its recommendations.  
Following a series of critical articles about the Fire Department in The Boston Globe in 1999, the Mayor appointed a second commission, chaired by former Massachusetts Secretary of Public Safety Kathleen O’Toole.  
Its report was issued in January 2000 and made 66 recommendations that addressed issues mainly involving the imbedded culture of the Fire Department, supervision and human resource matters.  Also covered were topics such as leadership, discipline, training and drug testing.  
Here too, no public response by the Administration regarding implementation of the recommendations was made, although four recommendations were addressed, to varying degrees, in the 2000 firefighters’ contract.
The work of the new panel will include a review of the scope and effectiveness of current policies, procedures and practices of the Fire Department and an assessment of what factors have impeded the implementation of the recommendations from the prior reports.  
The issue of implementation should be a key focus of this review.  This is a complex subject beyond just political will and leadership.  It also involves the matter of public employee contract negotiations in Massachusetts and its limitations in achieving needed reform in a timely and cost-effective manner.  
Drug testing is a good example considering the Administration’s inability to negotiate drug testing with the firefighters in 2000 and 2004 despite offering generous salary and benefit increases.  Drug testing was secured in negotiations with the police officers starting in 1999 but at the high price of accepting the Quinn Bill.  The police agreed to enhanced drug testing in this year’s contract.  

In light of the lack of public follow-through of the first two fire studies, the review panel should continue in operation for at least a full year after it issues its final report to assess the implementation of its recommendations.  The failure of the previous two studies was the lack of public accountability over the implementation phase.  
The panel should request that the Fire Commissioner prepare an implementation action plan with monthly goals once the report is issued.  The panel should meet quarterly over the next year to receive a written report by the Fire Commissioner concerning the implementation of recommendations.  That was the process undertaken by Police Commissioner William Bratton in response to the St. Clair report in 1992, which found substantial problems in the leadership and management of the prior police administration.
In addition to administrative and contract changes, the review panel should consider improvements that require legislative action.  For example, mandatory random drug testing of all uniformed public safety personnel would be more appropriate as a requirement of state law and not be subject to collective bargaining.
The review panel will serve a useful purpose, but this time implementation is as important as the findings.
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