Tough Talk on Rural EMS, Volunteers

By Timothy Knight

Days after Hero Fund
America’s successful “Run
4 The Hills for First Re-
sponders” event was held
in the Village of Sharon
Springs with over two hun-
dred participants, the or-
ganization hosted a candid
discussion on Wednesday
afternoon about the chal-
lenges facing rural volunteer
firefighters and EMS.

Featuring U.S. Congress-
man Antonio Delgado and
State Senator Peter Ober-
acker, the hour long back
and forth was hosted at the
Sharon Springs Fire De-
partment and organized by
Patricia Johnstone, a Village
of Sharon Springs Trustee
and Vice-President of the
Hero Fund America charity
organization.

The deeply intertwined
topics of federal grant fund-
ing, recruitment, and re-
tention dominated the af-
ternoon conversation, as
Ms. Johnstone stressed that
“The critical shortage of vol-
unteers and paid personnel
is really most on our mind
in this county right now.”

With there being 17 vol-
unteer fire departments and
11 volunteer ambulance
squads in Schoharie County;
Office of Emergency Serv-
ices (OES) Director Mike
Hartzel noted that federally
funded grants for recruiting
and retention have worked
here in the past.

He credited the federally
grant funded purchase of a
new swift water rescue boat

as revitalizing the county’s

one-time floundering search
and rescue team. “Volunteers
want to have good equip-
ment, and they want to have
good training, and be able
to do something on a Sat-
urday,” commented Mr.
Hartzel.

Conceding that volunteer
organizations are struggling
locally, Mr. Hartzel blamed
the excessive wait times that
EMS squads face when
transporting patients to area
hospitals for contributing
to volunteer burnout. He
pointed out that Schoharie
County’s paid EMS coverage
is helping to keep things
afloat.

Schoharie County Board
of Supervisors Chairman
Bill Federice, who has been
amember of the Conesville
EMS community for the
past twelve years with his
wife, Joann, questioned how
they are supposed to find
EMTS and keep them com-
petitively hired.

“We cannot compete
when we pay people to take
a job that’s as responsible
as this and they are making
less than somebody at Burg-
er King flipping burgers,”
said Mr. Federice, who noted
the county pays EMTs $16
per hour to start. He added
that they need state or fed-
eral funding to subsidize
EMTs.

Mr. Oberacker, who
shared a personal story from
when his son was involved
in a farm accident and it
took several tones until an
emergency squad respond-
ed, said that he is introduc-
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ing legislation to make EMS
an essential service in New
York State.

“Every fire department
in this county that has an
ambulance is always one
or two EMTs away from
shutting the doors, and the
people we serve don’t de-
serve that,” commented Bill
Bivona of the Schoharie
County Fire Chief’s Asso-
ciation. Mr. Bivona believes
the county ambulances are
the only solution.

After spending most of
the listening session hand-
writing notes, Mr. Delgado
touted a series of bills he
has either co-sponsored or
introduced himself in Con-
gress to address some of
the issues that were raised,
including the Fire Station
Construction Grants Act
and the Rebuild Rural Amer-
ica Act.

‘While the congressman’s
office cannot provide grant
writing services, Mr. Delgado

told attendees that he does
have a member on staff who
is singularly focused on
grants and identifying op-
portunities for funding ap-
plications. He encouraged
them to contact his office if
they needed a sounding
board.

‘As a member of Con-
gress, I always look to our
veterans, and to our law en-
forcement, and first respon-
ders — the folks who make
it their business to put others
before themselves — as my
north star, as the way in
which I look at the work I
do,” he said.

Founded in 2014 by Garth
Roberts after the Boston
Marathon bombing, Hero
Fund America provides
grants to benefit education,
training, and certification
programs for first respon-
ders. Hero Fund America
has given $32,300 to 37
first responder organizations
in 7 states.



