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Courageous Conversations
By Chief Marc Revere CFC, CFO, EFO, Novato Fire Protection District

As chief, you must create a culture where members feel that
they can speak openly about personal and organizational
shortcomings. How many of us have made a decision that
went wrong—a decision that could have been prevented
by someone pulling us aside and sharing a bit of crucial
information? The words of author and preacher Norman
Vincent Peale come to mind: “The trouble with most of us
is that we would rather be ruined by praise than saved by
criticism.”
Recently, I read the book “Game Change,” about the 2008
presidential campaign. The book illustrated that when John
Edwards was running for president, his staff really wanted to
have a “courageous conversation” with him regarding his affair
and issues with his wife. I think the conversation might have
gone something like this: “Hey boss, we’re working our tails
off so you can be president, so don’t you think it’s a good idea
to (you fill in the blanks).” Assuming Edwards would have
listened, this conversation could have saved his political career.
But his staff didn’t have that conversation, and Edwards didn’t
become president.
So what exactly is a courageous conversation? The best way
to describe it is a combination of the Emperor’s New Clothes,
the Johari Window, Shared Situational Assessment (SSA) and
some 360-degree feedback. Let’s take a closer look.

The Goal: “Courageous” Conversations Reveal Need for
Improvement
If we look at the concept of courageous conversations
from a rational decision-making prospective, the goal is to
have colleagues, peers and subordinates tell you the truth,
when you need to hear it, even if you don’t want to hear
it, whether you ask for it or not. This is especially true in
conversations where the stakes are high, opinions vary and
emotions run strong—as defined in the book “Crucial
Conversations” by Patterson, Grenyy, McMillian and
Switzler.
But before any of this can occur, you must create an
environment and supportive culture that allows for these
types of conversations to exist. The bottom line: How you
listen to bad news and react to it plays a big role in how
future conversations go.
So let’s assume you’re willing to hear bad news and/or
a perspective different than yours. How do you make
it known you want to hear this and that others are safe
in approaching you? First, you need to give permission
to your staff and/or close advisors. This doesn’t mean
allowing members to be disrespectful or irreverent, but
they should understand that they don’t have to be in awe
continued on page 4
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Welcome: FDAC’s Incoming President’s Message
By Kevin Wallace, Fire Chief, Montecito Fire
We have just returned
from the FDAC Annual
Conference, which provided
us with great speakers and
an opportunity to network
with directors, staff, and
chief officers. While at the
conference, I was presented with a question
about my worries upon being appointed as
the President for the next year. After very little
thought, I replied that with our executive
director, her staff, and the members of the
board, we have a great team. Why should
I worry? Well, the part about a great team
making me look good still holds. Upon further
reflection, we do have some worries that will be
the source of many sleepless nights.
I recently had the privilege to speak at an
academy graduation of 12 firefighters. The
theme of my speech was taken from the
opening lines of “A Tale of Two Cities” by
Charles Dickens. “It was the best of times;
it was the worst of times….” Now granted,
I had to search for the best of times. Just the
fact that we are hiring 12 firefighters is good
news. Additionally, two agencies, a fire district
and a city fire department, consolidated our
two training academies to improve efficiencies,
decrease cost, and foster better cooperation
among our personnel. Now our worst times
are not as dire as the French Revolution in
the 18th century, but there are dark clouds
looming over the future of the fire service in
California. The recession has adversely affected
our revenues. Master Mutual Aid, which is the
best disaster response system in the nation, may
not be supported by 20 percent to 30 percent
of participants. Our statewide training system

under the State Fire Marshal’s office is on life
support. The State of California is looking for
an opportunity to reduce costs and services.
In the next few years, we have the
opportunity to shape the new fire service.
Not because we want to, but because we have
to. We will have to tear down walls that have
built up between prevention and operations,
big departments and small departments,
wildland agencies and urban departments, and
volunteers and paid firefighters. We will need
to participate in a process that may be difficult
at times, to form a more efficient, collaborative
and engaged fire service. If we are able to do
this well, then we will be able to emerge from
these worst of times with a product that truly
serves the citizens of California.
In the past, FDAC has provided educational
support through our Certificate of
Achievement program, our Annual
Conference, and access to information on
our website. We have provided legislative
support through the work of Ralph Heim
and the Legislative Committee. We now need
help from our members for input and ideas
as the conversation heats up about “smart
government” and the fire service future.
When proposals come across your desk or
email, I am looking for thoughtful input as
to the impacts on your districts. Also, the
Legislative Committee may put out a request
for quick response to support or oppose bills
that are proposed in the senate or assembly.
We, like those 12 rookie firefighters, have an
opportunity to shape the future of the fire
service and fire districts.

A Message From FDAC’s
Outgoing President
By Cherie Rita, West Plainfield Fire Department
It was another successful year for the Fire
Districts Association of California and the
Annual Conference was, once again, a huge
success. Nearly 100 members attended,
enjoying topics ranging from keeping morale
up while finances are down to planning for
facilities, apparatus and equipment needs.
Membership remains steady and we continue our efforts to
secure membership of as many districts as possible. One of our
recent member benefits is our new membership database and
registration site. Members are able to register for classes and
conferences online, as well as pay member dues. If you cannot
remember your username and password, call the FDAC office
and Justin or Brandon will be happy to help you.

DO YOU HAVE A STORY TO SHARE?

Is your fire district doing something unique? Whether it’s a
great new program or how you managed a complex issue,
we want to hear about it. The FDAC Report is distributed to
members statewide and fire districts located throughout California — from Siskiyou to San Diego. If you have news to
share, contact Copy Editor Ashley Bradley, abradley@fdac.org.

The Education Committee was on the road this year, delivering
the Certificate of Achievement program to a full house at the
Cloverdale Fire Protection District. We are happy to present a
class at a location near you – just give us a call.
The Legislative Committee reviewed and tracked several bills
this past year and is gearing up for the next round. The next
year will be critical as the state continues to try to find ways to
balance its budget, with potentially disastrous results for special
districts. Please, look for call-to-action emails and respond
accordingly.
As I turn the presidency over to Kevin Wallace, Fire Chief of
Montecito Fire, I want to thank all of our members – with your
help we continue to improve the delivery of emergency services
in California.

FASIS

Your Workers’ Compensation Solution
The Fire Districts Association of California – Fire Association SelfInsurance System (FASIS) is a governmental joint powers authority
that has been serving the workers’ compensation needs for Fire
Districts since 1984. FASIS was established for the purpose of selfinsuring its workers’ compensation coverage and establishing a
cost-effective and comprehensive workers’ compensation program.
FASIS provides a long-term alternative to the roller coaster ride inherent
to the California commercial workers’ compensation insurance market.
Our program is designed to stabilize workers’ compensation costs
and provide long-term financial advantage by:
• Having a large membership (currently over 220 members)
creates a greater spread of risk
• Providing comprehensive risk control services aimed at assisting
members in identifying loss exposures and implementing the
appropriate loss control programs
• Funding conservatively to cover losses that do arise
• Maintaining effective and efficient claims administration once claims
occur

Attendees from the Volunteer Leadership Course held in Sacramento.

CSFA Conducts Free Workshops
See Page 6

For more information contact:
FASIS
Bickmore Risk Services
1831 K Street, Sacramento, CA 95811
Telephone - 800.541.4591 / FAX - 916.244.1198 /
Website - www.fasisjpa.org
Brian Kelley, Program Director, Ext. 1127, BKelley@BRSrisk.com
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COURAGEOUS CONVERSATIONS (CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

of you based upon rank. The authors of
“Crucial Conversations” note that those
in high-level leadership positions are often
frustrated because those around them “filter
what they say by guessing what they think
I am willing to hear.” Fire chiefs are no
different.
Finally, you must be accessible and
approachable to have these types of
conversations. Note that these two terms
aren’t interchangeable. You can be very
approachable, but never around. And
you can be around all the time, but not
approachable.
Three Questions
Courageous conversations occur at two
levels: organizational and personal. But both
are designed to talk about the elephant in
the room. If you believe you’re not getting
the necessary feedback from your staff to
make good decisions or understand your
personal blind spots, you can draw it out of
them by asking three simple questions.
For an organizational perspective, ask:
1. What are three things that we do well?
2. What are three things that we could
improve on?
3. If you had a magic wand and could
change one thing, what would you
change?
Once you talk to three or more of your
members, regardless of rank, you’ll start to
see themes emerge in the answers.
As fire chief, your ability to sense the needs
of the organization is important, because it
determines the direction and organizational
vision of the department. You can only do
this by asking tough, direct questions—
and listening to responses that may not be
flattering.
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If you want personal feedback, ask these
three questions slightly differently:
1. What are three things that I’m doing
well?
2. What are three things that I could
(should) improve on? Put another way:
What do I do that gets in your way?
3. If there’s one thing I could change that
would have a profound professional
impact on me what would that be?
Tip: Only ask these questions if you’re really
interested in the answers, or it will be seen
as an act of placation. If you listen, follow
up and thank them—even if you don’t act
upon all their recommendations—they will
know you took their opinion seriously, and
you give the signal that you’re open to future
feedback. Remember: You don’t have to agree
with what others are sharing with you. But
you do need to know what they think.
An ICS Analogy
The incident command system (ICS) works
by using common procedures and common
terminologies. The same concepts can be
applied to courageous conversations.
If someone, starts a conversation by
stating that you want to have a courageous
conversation this will send a signal regarding
the importance of the next few minutes.
Next, size up the scene. Who’s involved?
What are the facts? What perspectives do
they bring to the table? How do attitudes
change as the conversation develops? As
in any incident, your size-up should be
ongoing, and your tactics may need to
change as a result of new information.
Finally, you must make decisions on what
to do with the information you collect—
in effect, how you solve the problem.
Like the fireground scenario, courageous

conversations require you to make decisions
based upon incomplete information, but
these decisions are even more challenging
because they’re often based on individual
perspectives or biases.
All employees bring their own interests,
wants, desires and needs to the workplace.
Although problem-solving is seemingly
a rational process, it is also a political
process, which is often irrational.
Organizational members seek to satisfy
not only organizational interests, but also
their own wants and needs. The best way to
ensure that decisions are not being made in
someone’s self-interest: Ask yourself what’s
in the best interest of the community, the
fire agency, the members and then yourself.
Then identify the facts, assumptions
and bias. This works for personal and
organizational feedback as well for decision
making.
A Final Word
Courageous conversations, whether you
initiate them or they occur through others
who aren’t afraid to come forward when
the need arises, allow us to see our personal
issues and/or organizational issues clearer.
The question you must ask yourself: What
conversations should we be having but
aren’t?
Marc Revere is the fire chief of the Novato
Fire Protection District, an Internationally
Accredited Agency in Marin County, Calif.
He has 34 years in the fire service and is an
EFO, CFO and a Harvard Fellow. In 2010,
Chief Revere became the first recipient of the
Ronny Jack Coleman Leadership and Legacy
Award from the Commission on Public Safety
Excellence.

Legislative Report: State
Budget Update
By Ralph Heim, Legislative Advocate
State Budget Update

As the state budget saga is on hold,
Governor Brown tours the state
seeking support for his budget
linchpin, a 5-year extension for
a number of taxes set to expire at
midnight on June 30.
The Governor had hoped he could
secure sufficient Republican votes
to place the extension on this
June’s ballot, but after negotiations
with the Republican leadership
collapsed, any hope of a June
election evaporated. The Governor
is still optimistic a compromise
with the Republicans can be
reached for placement on the
November ballot.
Failing to reach such an agreement, a
number of labor/teacher organization
are considering initiatives for the
November ballot, one of which
would contain the Governor’s 5-year
extension of the existing taxes, while
another may propose to increase the
personal income tax on California’s
highest wage earners.
In the interim, don’t expect much
more on the state budget until
the Governor releases his May
Revision around mid-May, after
which the Governor and Legislature
will reconvene for serious budget
negotiations.

Legislative Deadline Loom

May 6 was the deadline for
policy committees to consider
bills that must also be considered
by the fiscal committees, so the
pace of committee hearings
increased dramatically and
continued to do so in order to
meet the May 6 deadline. The
next important deadline is May
27, which is when the fiscal
committees must take action on
fiscal bills, followed by the June
3 deadline for bills to pass their
house of origin.
California Forward Releases
Final Recommendation

California Forward
recently released its
final recommendation,
including,“Making California
Work Again: Restructuring
State-Local Relationships.”
Since these recommendations
affect every local agency in
California, including the
possibility of reallocating the
current property tax allocation
formula, the report is certainly
a must read. You may view the
report and recommendations
by visiting California Forward’s
website at www.CAFWD.org.
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CSFA Conducts Free Workshops for
Volunteer Firefighters
Vern Losh, Northern Director, CSFA
No one doubts the severity of the current
economic crisis the government is facing
to provide services. This is not just a local,
short term issue, but rather a national
dilemma. And, nowhere is the issue more
critical than at the local level. This is where
most services are delivered, especially public
safety.
Specifically, fire districts are challenged
by this phenomenon. More importantly,
local fire districts are facing another
challenge: the need to retain and recruit
volunteer firefighters. Many fire districts
rely on volunteers to staff both firefighting
and emergency medical services. It is
unfortunate that the economic stresses are
occurring at the same time that the number
of people who become volunteers in fire
agencies appears to be declining.
The California State Firefighter Association
(CSFA) has made an effort to address this
challenge. It applied for and received two
Assistance to Firefighter Grants (AFG)
that will assist local fire agencies in doing a
better job of retaining their personnel and
recruiting new members.
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The grant is being administered by the
Redden Group and is being coordinated
in California by the CSFA Volunteer
Committee. Greg Redden, President of
the Redden Group states, “This grant
program is a positive and at the same time
comprehensive effort to give the tools to
local fire departments in order to maintain
their level of service.”
Ron Coleman, retired State Fire Marshal
of California, sits as the Chairman of the
Volunteer Committee. His committee is
“dedicated to providing support to the
entire California Volunteer Fire Service
without reservation.” Further he notes that
“the retention of volunteers is something
that can never be taken for granted. It is a
year round effort and requires concentration
on the value and contributions that
volunteers make to their communities.”
The CSFA and Redden Group are
conducting a series of workshops
throughout the state. The goal is to reach
as many volunteers and combination fire
departments as possible.

The first of these workshops has already
been conducted in Sacramento in
association with the CSFA’s Annual
Conference. There were more than 40
attendees who received information on
topics such as, leadership skills for chiefs,
recruitment and retention tips, training
information, and much more.
The grant provides funding for six
workshops per year for four years. The
remainder of the workshops for 2011 are set
for May 14 and 15 in Redding, August 13
and 14 in Ukiah, September 17 and 18 in
Bishop, October 15 and 16 in Visalia, and
November 19 and 20 in San Diego.
All expenses to attend the workshops are
being paid for by AF Grant Funds.
Please go to the CSFA website to see specific
details. www.csfa.net
If your department is totally or partially
volunteer, you should have at least one
member in attendance at the next meeting.

Enjoy Grilling, But Stay Safe!
Robert L. Gill, Pioneer District Fire Chief/CEO

Spring and summer bring the season for Americans to grill
burgers, steak and hot dogs. Many of us now fire up the grills
sooner in the year and delay putting them away until the first
frost, and that’s why grill safety is more important than ever.
Whether you use charcoal, wood, gas or electricity for grilling,
a moment’s inattention can spell disaster, says Pioneer Fire’s
Chief Robert Gill.
To ensure safe cookouts, make sure someone tends the fire at all
times. Here are some safety tips to consider:

• Keep grills away from combustibles, including the outside of your house,
balcony or garage.
• Check hose integrity and hose connections to make sure gas is not leaking
from your gas grill. Apply soapy water to hoses and connections to reveal
any leaks.
• Use only equipment bearing the mark of an independent testing laboratory.
Follow the manufacturer’s instructions on how to set up the grill and
maintain it.
• Never store propane cylinders in buildings or garages. If you store a gas grill
inside during the winter, disconnect the cylinder and leave it outside.
• Enforce a “kid-free zone” of 36” around the grill. Also keep your pets from
underfoot.
• Never add charcoal starter fluid when coals or kindling have already been
ignited, and never use any flammable or combustible liquid other than
charcoal starter fluid to get the fire going.
• Keep the grill clean.

Did You Know?

• The popularity of gas-fueled grills nearly
tripled between 1982 and 1993 (up 193
percent from 9.4 million users to 27.5
million users).
• Gas grills have a higher fire risk than
charcoal grills; leaks and breaks are the
leading cause, accounting for nearly half
of gas grill fires.
• Gas-fueled grills caused an estimated
600 residential structure fires and 3,200
residential outdoor fires in 2001.
• Charcoal grills have a higher risk than gas
grills of death due to fire or un-vented
carbon monoxide; most of these deaths
do not involve fire.
• Charcoal-fueled or other solid-fueled
grills caused an estimated 400 residential
structure fires and 200 residential
outdoor fires in 2001.
• Placing combustibles too close to heat,
and leaving cooking unattended, are
the two leading causes for charcoal grill
residential fires.
• Half of all gas grill and charcoal grill
residential fires begin on an exterior
balcony or unenclosed porch.
• Gas fuel is the leading item first ignited
for residential outdoor gas grill fires.
• Wall coverings, exterior trim and plants
are the leading items first ignited in
residential outdoor charcoal grill fires.
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FDAC EBA

Health Insurance Pool
Since 1972, the Fire Districts Association of
California (FDAC) has provided California
fire districts with programs, services and
classes to help the districts they serve and
enable their personnel and representatives
to become more successful and effective.
In 2005, FDAC facilitated the creation of the
FDAC Employment Benefits Authority (FDAC
EBA) in order to offer fire districts a low-cost
alternative for quality medical, dental, vision
and life insurance. Today, more than 45 FDAC
member fire districts are taking advantage
of these beneÿts:
Choice
• FDAC EBA offers over ten medical plans
to choose from for active employees and
retirees, including an HSA-compatible PPO
and HMO.
Savings
• All participating districts have seen greater
savings over a 3-year period compared to
prior carriers.
Quality
• FDAC EBA contracts with top carriers,
administration and consultants.
Technology
• FDAC EBA utilizes consolidated billing and
user-friendly online administration.
Trust
• FDAC EBA is the only pool that was
developed by firefighters for firefighters.
For more information about the FDAC EBA
benefits package, contact Thoits Insurance at
408.792.5447.

