Regarding the “Citizens Task Force” for the Town of Greenburgh


January 28, 2011
The commissioners of the Greenville Fire District always welcome informed, fair, independent and objective reviews of our operations.  Likewise, we welcome greater civic input and involvement from our residents.  A truly autonomous Citizen’s Task Force suggestions will be welcomed.   
Our experience with Town sponsored commissions has revealed them to be neither independent nor objective.

In the summer of 2009, Supervisor Feiner and the Greenburgh Town Board created the Fire Department Consolidation & Government Efficiency Commission to study the concept of consolidating the town's three independent fire districts.  The Greenville Fire District asked the Town and the Consolidation Commission’s chairman to ensure that residents of each District be equally represented  on that committee (we thought it appropriate that, on a commission proposed to be comprised of nine voting members, that three of those members be from Greenville, three from Hartsdale and three from Fairview).  Despite our request for equality of representation, initially the Consolidation Commission chose to give Greenville only two seats.  In short, the Consolidation Commission was intentionally and specifically structured to under-represent  our residents.  As a result of this inequitable and avoidable arrangement – and the obvious 20% tax increase to our residents that would result from consolidation -- the Greenville Fire District Commissioners decided not to participate in this group.  We note that, as finally constituted, the Consolidation Commission had only one Greenville resident as a  voting member on the on the commission.  We can hope that any new Citizens Task Force will be structured move fairly, so as to give each community equal representation.
Further, we hope that the Citizens Task Force lives up to its stated mandate We note that in the midst of the Consolidation Commission’s work, they decided to change the focus of their evaluation from solely fiscal to include an appraisal of the level of fire safety provided to the community by the fire departments.  If, in fact, there is continuing interest in studying fire protection as a function of community safety as a whole, such evaluation should rightfully include consideration of the Fire Protection Districts that are administered solely by the Town as well as all fire protection within the Town of Greenburgh.
None of the Consolidation Commission members attended any of the District’s fourteen regular business meetings or the two annual budget meetings that occurred while that commission was in place (with the exception of two brief appearances made by the Consolidation Commission’s Chairman who came only to address the Board – not observe or listen to us -- and then departed after he spoke).  All Greenville Fire District meetings are fully advertised and open to the public.  These meetings  thoroughly present the workings of the fire department.  Our budget meetings, in particular, provide extensive financial information and detailed rationale for the expenses, practices and operations of our department and offer the opportunity for question and answer periods for all in attendance.  In addition, the Consolidation Commission’s failure to note Greenville’s responsible and cost effective utilization of coverage time paid at straight time wages when needed to fill the working schedule for career fire fighters was disappointing. (This practice saves our district hundreds of thousands of dollars annually.) Even the Town Supervisor applauded the cost efficient use of such coverage time paid at straight time wages.   We hope that the Citizen’s Task Force will actually attend and participate in our meetings before reaching its conclusions. 
We do question the need for a Citizens’ Task Force.  After all, our residents directly elect the members of the Board of Fire Commissioners, who are each required to be taxpaying residents of the community, entrusting them to carry out the responsibilities associated with the management of the fire department.  The Greenville Fire District Fire Commissioners are very involved and actively provide ongoing oversight to the fire department.  The suggestion that creating another group, not elected by the community but appointed by the town be interposed between the residents and their elected Board members appears entirely unnecessary.  Nevertheless, we welcome any citizen participation in local governance.
We also must note the irony of the Consolidation Commission's recommendation to create a “Watchdog Commission” to promote citizen involvement with the fire districts even though few of the Consolidation Commission members voted in the December 2010 elections for district fire commissioners.
The Greenville Fire District's demonstrated history of fiscal responsibility, sound management practices and transparent, responsive governance should be a model for Town government to follow.  We do, however, strongly urge that the Town ensure that any commission that may be formed be structured equitably and fairly. Its objective should be to produce a useful result.
We invite our residents and all others interested in our operation to come to meetings, review the extensive financial information provided on our web site, ask questions and participate in our fire department.
