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Our submission for the 2006 Innovation Awards is FireCenter, a television program produced monthly by Gainesville Fire Rescue to enhance the training offered to Gainesville firefighters.  This program has grown from a “spur-of-the-moment” supplement of in-house video training to a broadcast that includes segments from the Department’s Medical Director and Fire Chief as well as a news segment of goings-on around the Department.

Gainesville Fire Rescue was established in 1882. The department responds to nearly 20,000 emergency calls a year in north central Florida, including residential and commercial fires, brush fires, vehicle crashes, emergency medical services, hazardous materials incidents, aircraft rescues and natural disasters. 

Led by Fire Chief William Northcutt, Gainesville Fire Rescue responds out of seven fire stations and is responsible for emergency management in a 135-square-mile area with a population of 145,000 (which includes the city and adjacent areas of urban Alachua County). GFR educates its firefighters through constant training coordinated by the Department’s Training Bureau and offered in Gainesville and around the country. The Bureau offers a variety of training opportunities, including the use of a simulation lab for firefighters to practice pumping and hydraulics on a computer simulated fire engine and also produces our in-house television show which airs every Friday at 1:30 p.m. on our local government Channel 12.  This show helps train our personnel while in station and allows for rapid response to emergencies without leaving their assigned territory for selected training venues.

FireCenter was created during a creative team meeting of the Training Staff in the fall of 2005.  Due to the increased costs of fuel from international activity and the effects of the 2005 Atlantic hurricane season, the City Manager tasked the Fire Chief Northcutt to save fuel associated with non-emergency services.  To that end, Department training that required travel outside a company’s territory was suspended, including live burns and classes offered at the Department’s Training Bureau.  

In order to continue the Company Officer Meetings and Leadership classes offered each month, an idea was developed to expand the use of the weekly video training conducted by the Department.  Instead of showing commercially produced firefighter videos exclusively, the Department would create its own show, allowing staff to still present the information from classes to each station via the local government access channel.  The show was dubbed “FireCenter” and the first episode was filmed and produced in November 2005.

Soon ideas began coming in to improve the show.  A news segment was added, featuring photos and videos of fires in the city and interviews of personnel directly involved.  More recently, the Fire Chief has begun filming his own segment with the IAFF Union President, allowing all personnel to get a first-hand account of discussions pertaining to the firefighters and the Department.

After the first of the year, as word of the show began to circulate, Staff was questioned by other small community departments as to when the show aired.  The other departments began tuning in to watch the show, and to learn from the segments presented, including Firefighters Essentials training for single company drills, American Heat, a commercially produced segment for fire departments across the country, and in-house programs ranging from Incident Reporting via the computer to discussions with the Department’s Medical Director.

The community has also picked up on the show, and the Department responded.  Using a studio built at the Training Bureau, the Department is producing public safety announcements to run as commercials between segments.  These feature the Department’s Fire Safety Clowns, a local magician, and firefighters using the format to help educate the community on fire safety.

As a result of this project, the Department has been able to expand the video training conducted each Friday.  This has also lead to greater interest by the firefighters, who take an active role in the show.  City leaders have voiced their support of the effort as a way to generate more interest and involvement in the City’s government access channel, and the external effects for neighboring fire departments and the citizens that watch help Gainesville Fire Rescue promote education in both the fire service and in the home of the residents.  This creative program has far exceeded the expectations of anyone involved in the formative stages of development.

Who has benefited from the innovation?

· Primarily it has been the firefighters of Gainesville Fire Rescue who are more enthusiastic about tuning in to watch the video training.  However the citizens of Gainesville who see the fire safety messages as well as neighboring fire departments who also learn from the teachings provided also benefit.

How was the innovation initiated and implemented?

· During a staff meeting to discuss options on how to continue to offer training without having personnel eave their stations and assigned territories, the idea was presented and researched.  It was found that using existing equipment and some discussions with the City, a broadcast could be made to accomplish much of what was needed at the time, which was to continue to educate firefighters and Company Officers in managerial, tactical and educational lessons.  Fire Chief Northcutt has supported the program completely, enhancing the success.


What risks were associated with planning and developing the innovation?

· Almost none, except for the commitment is takes to produce a monthly television show.  Staff must film, write, direct and produce the show and then coordinate with Broadcast Services to assure the show airs without any technical glitches.  The show has a guaranteed time slot of every Friday at 1:30 pm so each shift of firefighters can watch it over the month long running.

What was the environment in which the innovation was created and sustained?


· An environment of conservation was the motivating factor to create the show, and while those conservation measures have relaxed, the show continues to provide an added ability to educate personnel without having them travel across the city to an additional training class.  Encouragement by the Fire Chief has also helped sustain the program.

What were execution costs and savings?


· Initially the show had no cost; the Department already possessed a video camera and staff at Broadcast Production for the City helped in the set-up to allow for broadcast.  However, as the show continues to grow, a remodeling the Training Bureau has allowed for the purchase of a green screen and video editing software to enhance the shows appearance.  There is no funding source for the show, so there is always a need for creative steps to save money whenever possible.

What lessons were learned that could be shared with other local governments?

· By taking advantage of available airtime, fire departments (or any department/division) can produce and broadcast educational programming to its employees rather than bringing them away from their assigned areas.  In most cases, firefighters must remain available in their territory to respond immediately to calls for service.  This reduces the response times for other units to cover an adjacent territory while another unit is committed to a training activity in another part of the city.

Which department and/or individuals championed the innovation?

· Captain Michael Heeder came up with the idea, created the concept for how to broadcast the show, films all of the segments, writes all of the script and imports into the “teleprompter”, a laptop positioned behind the camera (saving hundreds of dollars by not purchasing a commercial teleprompter), directs personnel being filmed, edits all filming, produces the show, renders it into broadcast-ready format and anchors the show including all of the news segments.  Heeder served the Department’s Public Education Specialist and PIO for the Department prior to his transfer to the Training Bureau and brings with him the experience and creativity needed to keep the show interesting and educational for all parties watching.

Unfortunately, a written description of the show does not do it justice.  We would be happy to provide to you a DVD of an episode, so that you would be able to see the show as it airs and the innovations the Department has taken to educate the firefighters and the residents of Gainesville and the surrounding communities.  We believe that FireCenter successfully dealt with the issues facing the department, has had a positive impact and benefit to the Department and the City, demonstrates a quantum leap in creativity to deliver education, and there has been an organizational improvement to the Department and the City because of the project.   Thank you for your consideration of this project.

