
Proposed Bigfork Fire District Mill 

Levy Increase

Necessity:

- To sustain current level of service for Bigfork.

- Strategically plan for future, considering Bigfork’s 

expansion and increase in calls for service.



Bigfork Fire District Current Status

- Present level of service unsustainable with the current 

financial situation.

- Currently there are no finances available to be committed 

for future capital expenses,  i.e. equipment, vehicles 



How did we get here?

- History

- Society Trends



HISTORY
FIRE DEPARTMENT

Bigfork Volunteer Fire Department            

founded in 1941 by Joe Nelson, 

with 24 volunteers. 



HISTORY
AMBULANCE

- Doug Smith saw a need for EMS in the early 

1970’s and started trainings. i.e. CPR etc. 

- The QRU registered with the state in 1978.

- Bigfork QRU became a licensed transporting 

ambulance in 1984.

- In 1990 became 1 of only 5 ALS units in the 

State of Montana.



HISTORY

- In the late 2000’s the ambulance started experiencing 

shortages in volunteer staffing. Which threatened the 

existence of the unit. 

- On two occasions, a merger with the Fire Department 

was attempted to mitigate the staffing problem. After 

a trial period the unit reverted back to two separate 

entities. 



HISTORY
AMBULANCE

July 16, 2010  Bigfork QRU merged with the 

Volunteer Fire Dept. to become the 

Bigfork Fire Department. 



HISTORY

Goals at that time were:

1.  Cross train all members 

2.  Recruit new members, train and retain to

provide the highest level of service.

3.  Provide ALS (Paramedic) coverage 24/7   



HISTORY

-In 2015 due to a shortage of EMS staff, it was decided 

to begin paying EMS staff to work shifts at the station.

- This created tension between Paid vs. Volunteer. This     

also began a slow exodus of the volunteer ranks.



SOCIETY TRENDS

- Nationally, volunteerism in the fire service has declined      

15-20% in the last ten years.

- Increased training requirements, places an additional time 

burden on volunteers. (6 months EMT, 2 years Paramedic)

- Training requirements will only increase due to ever 

increasing frequency of litigation.  



SOCIETY TRENDS   (CONT’D)

- Most modern day households require 2 incomes and 

sometimes 3.

- Fast paced and complex society along with family activities 

consume available free time.

- Most of the younger generations are in the business to 

acquire a full time career, not to volunteer.

- Average age in Bigfork higher than the volunteer norm.



SOCIETY TRENDS   (CONT’D)

- There are currently only 4 volunteer members 

remaining on the Bigfork Fire Department.

- Most others have crossed over into paid status to 

cover ambulance shifts.

- Federal labor law prohibits being paid for one task 

and volunteering for another in the same Department.



SOCIETY TRENDS   (CONT’D)

CALLS FOR SERVICE

- Nationally calls for service have increased 300% over the last 
10 years.

- Bigfork has seen a 200% increase in that 10 year period.

- Bigfork had a record 922 calls for service in 2017.

- There are 11 ambulance services in the county, Bigfork is 
ranked 4th in call volume.

- Only the Cities have higher call rates than Bigfork.

(except Evergreen)



CALLS FOR SERVICE
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CALLS FOR SERVICE

- There is a call overlap of 20%.  Out of 20 calls 3x will have two calls at 

once. This more frequently occurs during the summer months.

- Often outside ambulances or the helicopter have to cover the second 

call. 

- That results in loss of revenue for Bigfork and often an increased cost 

for the patient.



DEPARTMENT STRATEGIC GOALS

- Bring personnel wages and benefits to equitable levels, inline with 

Flathead County and the region. 

- Increase staffing to adequately handle reasonable call levels.

- Be able to commit funding for long range capital projects.

i.e.  Replacement of equipment, vehicles and infrastructure.  

- Projected cost of goals:   additional $350,000 annually 



MILL LEVY OPTION

Voters in Bigfork have never been asked for a Fire District elected tax 

increase before, because previous levy rates sustained an all-volunteer 

organization.                   

The current levy rate cannot sustain a paid workforce.

A levy increase of 15 Mill will generate that $350,000 of funding.



WHAT IS THE IMPACT OF A 15 MIL LEVY 

INCREASE?



OUTCOMES

Positive election outcome:

- Sustain and enhance the level of emergency services to 
Bigfork, by maintaining adequate staffing levels.

- Expand capabilities in certain areas of rescue to better 
serve greater Bigfork.

- Establish strategic planning for future upgrading and

expansion of services, equipment, and infrastructure. 



OUTCOMES

Negative election outcome:

- Reduction of level of EMS service, ALS to BLS, 

resulting in minimum of 30min. response time, or 

costly helicopter response for ALS service.

- Elimination of 24 hour in-station staffing.

- Complete elimination of EMS service by Bigfork Fire District.

- Closing of stations and sell-off of assets, resulting in increase 

of ISO rating and higher insurance premiums. 



SUMMARY

- Investing in the Bigfork Fire Department is a venture in ensuring the 
safety and well being of our Community members, their property, and 
those who visit and pass through our beautiful community.

- Knowing our humble, community oriented beginnings, and appreciating 
where we are today, our vision for the future is “Continued Excellence 
and Growth.” We are asking the community to continue being that vital 
benefactor by supporting the Fire Department financially, to ensure the 
highest level of service possible, through personnel, equipment, and 
training.   



THANK YOU

FOR YOUR TIME AND CONSIDERATION!

On behalf of the:

Bigfork Fire District Board of Trustees 

Bigfork Fire Department

Fire Chief Mark Thiry


