Emergency Medical Services in Cuyahoga County

Overview

Municipal emergency medical services are a fairly new development in the United States.  Prior to the 1970’s, transportation services were solely operated by funeral homes and private services.  The traditional emergency medical services provided today were modeled after the portable emergency services established during the Vietnam War.
  In response, both public and private agencies which provide emergency medical services have been established.

The emergency medical services provided in Cuyahoga County are extensive.  Countywide, there are 70 EMS agencies which include 16 private agencies
 and 54 municipal EMS departments which service the 59 political subdivisions of Cuyahoga County.
 The Emergency Medical Services operated in Cuyahoga County are blended very tightly the Fire Departments of each municipality.    The city of Cleveland established the department of Emergency Medical Services in 1975 and is the only municipality in Cuyahoga County which operates the EMS services as an entirely separate department from the fire services.
   Nearly all firefighters in the communities where the fire and ems services are combined are also trained paramedics.
  

EMS or rescue services are a very important component of municipal fire and rescue services for a number of reasons. Combining the fire and ambulance services allows the local municipality to respond to almost any type of emergency situation (excluding the services of the police).  Because many of the firefighters are also trained paramedics, they can respond to an emergency situation wearing many different hats depending on what the needs of the emergency should be. Nearly all municipalities bill for their ambulance (rescue squad) services which average $300/call.  This fee is generally paid by insurance companies and provides additional revenue to sustain the fire and rescue services.

An important issue that also needs to be addressed when discussing regional governance and the EMS services has to do with which hospitals each rescue squad generally transport their patients to.  This is a complex issue but also one that is a concern of many local fire chiefs.

Although traditional municipal boundaries generally constrain Fire and Rescue services, assistance and mutual aid cooperation exists across boundaries line.  For example if there is a large fire in a community, neighboring fire departments will be called in to provide staff and equipment to assist in response.  Generally, there is no compensation to the aiding communities for this assistance.

Currently, there is some regional coordination of EMS services at the county-wide level.  For example, the Cuyahoga County Emergency Management Board (CEM Board) advises the County Commissioners on emergency management matters, to improve the capacity of Cuyahoga County and to respond and recover from emergency medical incidents.  CEM Board consists of 24 appointed representatives from various agencies in Cuyahoga County.
  The division of EMS has 3 sections: Emergency Management (homeland security issues and coordinate emergency management related activities with all 59 communities in Cuyahoga County), Hazardous Materials (operation of emergency response to hazardous material releases), CECOMS Section (operates county-wide dispatch service for all 911 calls).

Scenario One: No Change

The biggest challenges to consolidation of services are the political climate and the unionized labor force.  These two issues are generally the barriers to regionalization.  Without any change, there will continue to be an overlap of many of the services areas and duplication of equipment.  The benefits to no change is the personalized services that many of the communities pride themselves on and they are held accountable to their residents.  Target response times are a very important measure to the efficiency of the services provided.  They generally vary, although the optimal response time is about 6 minutes.

One inefficiency in the emergency medical have more ambulances or rescue squad vehicles than they generally need.
  Many municipalities (including the City of Cleveland) have first run squads which are staffed with 2-3 employees and then have reserve or “jump” squads which are only used when the other vehicles are being used. 

One suggestion would be to merge the Fire and EMS services within the city of Cleveland.  Some of the suburban fire departments that I spoke with suggested that this could improve the communication between the currently separate departments.

· Mutual Aid Agreements and assistance will continue when necessary. 

· Continued discussion with the Cuyahoga County Emergency Medical Association will allow information sharing.   

· Regional and departmental training would be continued

Scenarion Two: Pooled Buying and Tinkering

Pooled buying could be beneficial in a variety of ways. Although the larger benefits might come from the fire side of the departments, each rescue squad needs to be fully stocked to handle an emergency with a variety of medical supplies.  Municipalities may be able to save money buy buying these supplies in bulk and dispersing them as necessary to the different departments. Each department could pay for their share of the supplies to avoid inequity.  In addition, it might be beneficial to establish a program to sell or auction the existing “excess” vehicles to municipalities that need to replace their outdated equipment. 

· Standardized operational procedures 

· Making sure that all the equipment is compatible 

· Establish a single communications system that would improve the communications between various departments

· Regional Capital Improvement Planning.  Fewer more strategically located fire stations with appropriate apparatus and personnel. Fire stations would be planned and built to avoid redundancy.    Fire stations located near jurisdictional boundaries would house equipment from each jurisdiction and apparatus purchases would be planned on a regional basis.  This coul din crease response times for a variety of communities depending on the location of the incident.

Scenario Three: Service Mergers

In this situation you would have merged dispatching system (similar to the existing CECOM system which is run by Cuyahoga County which responds to all 911 calls).  In addition, you could have fewer administrators generally the same number of firefighters.  80% of a public safety budget is spent on salary and benefits.   This situation could create efficiency by reducing the number of decision makers at the top.

· Automatic Mutual Aid Response Agreement in which the closes apparatus (staffed emergency response team) should respond regardless of political boundaries.  The benefits could include increased response time and increased level of service.  Staffing and equipment expenses could be maximized.   

· There is non set standard at the county wide level as to how many fire/rescue employees there need to be per capita.  The general number varies between 7-14 and really depends on the community.
  

Scenario Four: Municipal Mergers

I assume this scenario would be favored over a unified Regional Governance.  In order for this to work, it is imperative that the communication technology is standardized at least on a county wide basis.  The level of sophistication would determine on how the new county EMS system was organized.  

On one hand you could merge the municipal boundaries but still have firefighters assigned to specific stations.  This would allow the firefighters to be familiar with their area.  On the other hand staffing efficiency might be achieved by creating a system in which employees would be transferred to various stations throughout the county on a rotating basis. This would require a sophisticated GIS system to ensure that the squad was able to navigate to the emergency by taking the most efficient route. 

It would be important to negotiate union contracts to come to an agreement on benefits and compensation which would be standardized throughout the county.  Current employees would be grandfathered in under their current agreements and would be phased out as the employees retire.    

Scenario Five: Regional Government

The Ohio Division of Emergency Medical Services breaks down the EMS services by county into regions. Northeast Ohio is designated Region 9 which includes Cuyahoga, Lorain, Medina, Lake and Geauga.  Summit and Portage are not included in a region.
  It would make sense to include Summit and Portage in the region.

Refer to scenario four.  It seems as though the territory would be too large.  Sometimes bigger isn’t necessarily better.

� For a more detailed history of the establishment of EMS in the United States see http://www.southalabama.edu/ems/ems/emshistory.htm.


� One criticism of the private agencies is that they generally have a higher turnover rate because their employees generally work until they get hired by a municipal fire department so ambulances get lost, etc. 


� For example NASA and Thistledown Race Track operate their own services, as well as traditional private companies which generally serve more of a transportation function for nursing homes and non-emergency transportation.  


� For a complete directory of all the Emergency Medical Service Agencies in Ohio see http://www.ems.ohio.gov/.


� The City of Cleveland is also the only one of the “Big 6” cities (Columbus, Akron, Cincinnati, Toledo and Youngstown) in Ohio which operates a separate EMS Department from the Fire Department.


� All firefighters receive some level of emergency medical training.  Nearly all of the new firefighters being hired are also trained paramedics.  Fore example in Lyndhurst there are 26 firefighters, 24 of which are also trained paramedics and whereas in Broadview Heights there are 31 firefighters of which 20 are paramedics, 5 AEMT and 6 EMT.


� Hospitals are rated Level 1-3 trauma centers depending on what level of services each hospital can provide at any given time of the day.  This is expecially important when dealing with trauma patients. 


� www.cuyahoga.oh.us/bocc/boards/emergency.htm


� These are set by each municipality.


� See Appendix A.


� I tried on numerous occasions to speak with someone at the Cleveland EMS department although noone returned my phone calls.  I sought the addresses of all of the addresses of the ambulance dispatch centers and the criteria for choosing the locations.  Due to an issue of homeland security only senior officials are permitted to release this information (That is what I was told anyways).


� According to PD Article, the estimated cost for the system is $37 million.  � HYPERLINK "http://www.cleveland.com/region/index.ssf?/region/more/13/html" ��www.cleveland.com/region/index.ssf?/region/more/13/html�.


� 80% of a public safety budget is spent on salary and benefits.


� The time of housing and industry of a community can drastically affect this standard.  For example in Solon where there are number of businesses the Fire/EMS department is more heavily staffed during business hours.


� Summit and Portage border 4 different regions 7,8,9,10.  See � HYPERLINK "http://www.ems.ohio.gov/special/regionalmap.pdf" ��http://www.ems.ohio.gov/special/regionalmap.pdf� for map.





