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Message from the Chief — By Fire District Chief Bill Colwell 

I plan for August 18th to be my last day in the   
office and Deputy Chief Newman will transition   
to Fire District Chief August 13, 2017.  With the 
quarter-based format for the Smoke Screen, this 
will be my last article as Fire Chief.  
 
Being part of Missoula Rural Fire District (MRFD) 
has provided me with an amazing amount of op-
portunity to build and shape my life.  The need to 
grow MRFD’s service, expand our capabilities 
and a deliver a consistent customer-based re-
sponse to emergencies and injury prevention is 
an ever-changing goal that motivates education, 
training, and development of skill in finance, rela-
tionship building and politics. Helping provide 
emergency service in our community is a great 
motivator and sustainer of energy.   
 
The greatest resources of MRFD are the people 
who serve and whose goal is to meet the needs 
of our community.  It has been and is an honor to 
be part of this organization and share the chal-
lenges of the good and bad times, growth and 
change.  Helping the process and bringing new 
employees to MRFD is the most rewarding part of 
my job as Fire District Chief.  Watching people 
become part of the MRFD Family and grow in 
their abilities to provide service is a rewarding 
experience.  MRFD has also been a stepping 
stone to many who have served here, grown and 
then moved to other opportunities.  I am very 
proud to tell the stories of those who have found 
the base for their life calling here and of those 
who are here and serve in this community.   
 
MRFD uses a combination response model to 

provide emergency response personnel to an-

swer the calls for service in our jurisdiction and 

assist our mutual aid partners. We employ career 

firefighter/EMT’s that are supported by resident 

volunteer firefighters/EMTs, and community vol-

unteer firefighters and volunteer firefighter/EMTs. 

 

Career firefighter/EMTs staffing provides the 
backbone of emergency response for MRFD.   
We employ 43 career firefighter/EMTs who work 

49 hours per week.  Sixty-three percent of our 
emergency response staffing is provided by these 
members. 
 

Missoula Rural Fire District offers a resident fire-

fighter program to twelve student volunteers, who 

have traditionally been Helena COT student/

volunteer firefighters studying Fire Science on the   

U of M Campus.  MRFD is expanding this pro-

gram to include online associate and bachelor’s 

degree programs from accredited programs.  We 

will include International Fire Service Accredita-

tion Congress (IFSAC) certificated training in con-

junction with the Montana State University, Fire 

Services Training School (MT FSTS) in this pro-

gram.  The District assists in tuition requirements 

and provides living quarters to three resident fire-

fighter/

volunteers at 

Stations 2, 4, 

5, and 6. We 

plan to expand 

the program to 

include three 

additional resi-

dent firefight-

ers who will be 

allowed to live in quarters other than a MRFD fire 

station. In exchange for our assistance and train-

ing opportunities, the students work one 12-hour 

shift in their assigned station every three days.  If 

they live at a station, the station is their primary 

residence and they respond to calls in support of 

MRFD operations.  This program is designed to 

increase the number of well-trained firefighters 

responding from MRFD’s stations to provide ser-

vice to the District’s citizens and help the resident 

firefighter/volunteers gain skills to become future 

career firefighters. Resident firefighter/EMTs cur-

rently provide approximately thirty percent of 

MRFD’s staffing.  



 

 

 

MRFD has 24 volunteer firefighters and firefighter/EMTs that are members of the community and volunteer 
as a community service or volunteer to gain experience to become a career firefighter. Our volunteer pro-
gram requires volunteers to schedule and work 24-hours per month in a MRFD station.  MRFD aggressively 
recruits and trains volunteer firefighters. Since 2008, we have trained 181 new volunteer firefighters and have 
a current active group of 24 volunteer members.    Retention and commitment to long term volunteerism is a 
challenge, employment demands and family responsibilities need to come first and finding time to volunteer 
is a big commitment. We are fortunate to retain a group of motivated volunteers whose service to their com-
munity is their primary reward. Community based volunteers currently provide about seven percent of our 
emergency response staffing.   
 

The future of Missoula Rural Fire District continues to be filled with a variety of opportunities and challenges.  
MRFD provides service from five station locations and each of those stations face challenges to effectively 
serve our community.  Adequate work space and living quarters in the stations is a concern for the District.  
The possibility to modify or expand old stations or construct new ones depends on the ability of MRFD to 
successfully develop revenue available for those tasks. We continue to improve the buildings with annual 
maintenance projects as internal funding allows.  Examples of projects include septic upgrades at Stations 4 
and 5 during budget 2014-15, and new bay doors at Stations 1, 2, 4, and 5.  We have also added storage 
facilities at Stations 2,4 and 5. 
 

The Station 5 area (Lolo) continues to grow and will into the foreseeable future. Station 2 serves the Missoula 

County Tax Increment District and 45.5% of the calls from Station 2 provide service to citizens and business-

es in that tax increment district.  MRFD continues to work with the Missoula County TIF as partners support-

ing the needs of those citizens and the future of emergency response.  

 

MRFD apparatus replacement and upgrading is a challenge and MRFD has utilized some non-conventional 
methods to improve our response apparatus. We received a grant through Homeland Securities to replace 
our primary hazmat tow vehicle (348).  We used a Department of Defense surplus property exchange pro-
gram and replaced our oldest water tender (327), our wildland dozer and acquired two vehicles for apparatus 
service work (305) and (320).  MRFD used cash carryover from 2010 to pay off our old Inter-cap Loan and 
financed a new Type 1 engine (311), a new command vehicle (310) and added another water tender (317) to 
our fleet.  These additions and changes were financed with a new Inter-cap Loan at approximately the same 
loan payment as our previous loan. We used revenue generated from engine rental at the West Riverside 
Fire and assistance funding from a DNRC Hybrid program to purchase a new Type 5 engine (355) and simi-
lar funding and the DNRC Hybrid program in 2012 to purchase another Type 5 (315). With revenue from the 
summer of 2013 we purchased a new 550 Ford chassis and DNRC pump, tank and truck bed assembly and 
built another Type 5 engine (325).  We used internal budgeted funding to replace 302 and buy another F 550 
chassis and DRNC pump, tank, and truck bed package in 2014. That unit is in service in Lolo (355) and we 
moved the old unit from Lolo to Station 6 as (365). This allows (366) available for wildland assignments and 
also dedicated engine (326) to MRFD’s fuels mitigation engine.  MRFD received a “mule” (329) from the De-
partment of Defense surplus property program and increased our back-country rescue capabilities. With 
these updates, we still face challenges in the future but the fleet is significantly improved.  
 

MRFD a received grant from the American Heart Association and FEMA Assistance to Firefighter Grants to 

replace the heart defibration units on all front-line apparatus. As a result, we are now able to transmit heart 

rhythms from the scene in the field to the receiving hospital.  MRFD received a FEMA Assistance to Firefight-

ers Grant (AFG) in 2014 and replaced our Self Contained Breathing Apparatus on MRFD’s response units. 

MRFD has also received an AFG Grant for breathing air supply compressing systems for four of our stations.  

The new air supply systems are installed at stations 1,2,4, and 5.  

Message from the Chief  —  Page 2 of 3 

Continued next page…. 



 

 

 

 
The Staffing for Adequate Fire & Emergency Response (SAFER) Grant programs have a new tuition cate-
gory to aid in recruitment and retention of volunteer firefighters.  MRFD applied for a four-year program to 
assist our 12 resident firefighters with an additional $2,000 per year per resident in tuition reimbursement. 
We were successful and will receive this grant over four years.  Through this grant, MRFD can now offer 
$3,000 tuition reimbursement per year to each of the 12 resident firefighter positions over the next four 
years. This additional reimbursement opportunity should make the Resident Program more attractive.  
 

MRFD continues to support all initial structure fire responses with two type 1 engines, an aerial apparatus, 
two water tenders, a command unit, and administrative assistance. The units responding and increased 

staffing from the 2012 SAFER grant, 
the 2014 Mill increase and support 
from our volunteer firefighters allow 
MRFD to more consistently dispatch 
an adequate number of firefighter/
EMTs within the initial minutes of an 
emergency to allow more complete 
and immediate action to save lives 
and fight fires, during virtually all peak 
call hours. 

 

Revenue from taxation continues to be consistent and taxes are being paid.  Future considerations for in-
creased mill levy requests are strongly influenced by the economy and affect future planning.  We will con-
tinue to monitor the economy and our revenue flow as we plan for the future and a conservative approach 
helps plot our course.  
 

The City of Missoula’s growth plan directly affects the protection area and boundaries of MRFD.  City ex-
pansion particularly affects the areas around Stations 1, 2, and 6. Planning for the future needs of the Dis-
trict without established timelines for City expansion or guarantees that the planned expansion will take 
place makes planning for the future difficult in those areas. We continue to be involved in Community 
Councils, Home Owners Associations and Missoula County Planning and Building Department as an ac-
tive part of the community as it grows. 
 

I look forward to my retirement and know I will miss all the FUN we have shared through the last 42 years.   
Congratulations Chief Chris Newman!  Your leadership, energy and technology skills will help guide MRFD 
into the future -- you are ready!  
 

Thank you MRFD for the opportunity, the pleasure has been mine. 
 

Sincerely yours, 
Chief Colwell 
 

 

 

Bill Colwell 
Fire District Chief 
Missoula Rural Fire District 
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BOT Meetings 

 
The following is not a complete record. Contact 
Heidi at Station 1 if you would like a complete 
copy of meeting minutes. 
 

 
BC’s OPERATIONS REPORT:  Battalion Chief 
Blaine Cowan reported:  For the month of March, we 
ran 188 calls, averaging about six calls per day.  Of 
those responses, we had two structure fires, two ve-
hicle fires, and a couple of grass fires.  In March, we 
also responded to eight motor vehicle crashes.  Also, 
half of our call volume was for emergency medical 
services.  Of note, we had 18 twelve-hour shifts with 
a single-man engine for Station 6.  We are working 
to get some more Residents here soon.  BC Cowan 
then gave some training highlights for the past 
month or so:  we had several people attend the ICS 
300 and 400 classes.  Those are essentially a foun-
dation now for any of the other incident management 
positions.  BC Cowan also referred to the training 
that was done in a cooperative effort this past month, 
where Firefighter/Paramedic Cory Horsens trained 
about 45 deputies from the Missoula County Sheriff’s 
Office (MCSO) in hands-only CPR.  Shortly after 
this, we did our own quarterly mega-code CPR train-
ing here.  We are looking at trying to integrate that 
response.  In fact, right after this training, one of the 
MCSO deputies had responded to a medical scene, 
started high-quality CPR, and meshed right in when 
our crew had arrived.  It was very exciting to see this 
team approach, and we are hoping to continue to 
strengthen this relationship in the future. 
 
STAFF REPORTS:   
Office Manager Melissa Schnee reported:  In the 
Board packet, there was a letter from the Depart-
ment of Justice regarding our fingerprinting back-
ground checks:  the results of this audit showed that 
we are in compliance.  OM Schnee attended a re-
cent Medical Benefits meeting, and it appears that 
there will be a 2% increase in medical insurance pre-
miums this year.  
 
Fire District Chief Bill Colwell reported:  The North-
ern Rockies Coordinating Group (NRCG) Board met 
for three days during the first week of April, and 
Chief Colwell attended those meetings.  There was a 
lot of good documentation that came out of those 
meetings to include:  structure protection guidelines, 
expectations for incident command teams, and com-
munications regarding insurance companies that are 
hiring firefighters to protect certain high dollar prop-
erties.  As a summation, the NRCG Board has decid-
ed that the firefighters that primarily work on these 
properties are to focus to make them survivable; 
however, the outside responding fire agencies are to 
defend against an active fire.  There are a lot of 
things that the NRCG Group are addressing and are 
coming out of those Board meetings as packets of 
information for general policy about the Northern 
Rockies area.  

 

        10:00 a.m — 3:00 p.m. 
 

MRFD Station #1 
    

If you, or someone you know, 
would like to have help 

in getting a child’s car seat 
or booster seat 

inspected/installed, 
please contact Station 1 
at 549-6172 to schedule 

a free appointment!  
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2017 Awards Banquet 
 

Ole Beck VFW Post 209 
Firefighter of the Year Award: -- Jeremy Gallagher 

EMT of the Year Award:  Jake Sporna 
 

2016 Missoula Rural Fire District Awards 
 

2016 Career Firefighter Training Award: 
Presented by Fire District Chief Colwell 

Jacob Fuller 
 

2016 Volunteer Firefighter Training Award: 
Presented by Local 2457 President Ballard 

Robert Schwindt 
 

2016 Resident Firefighter Training Award: 
Presented by Local 2457 President Ballard 

Henry Cummins 
 

2016 Volunteer Station Coverage Award: 
Presented by Local 2457 President Ballard 

Robert Schwindt 
 

2016 Volunteer Firefighter of the Year Award: 
Presented by Local 2457 President Ballard 

Jim Critchlow 
 

2016 Resident Firefighter of the Year Award: 
Presented by Local 2457 President Ballard 

Jeremy Gallagher 
Nicholas Johnson 

 
2016 Career Firefighter Award: 

Presented by MRFD Volunteers Association President Gallagher 

Jason Dufner 
 

2016 MRFD Board of Trustee Award: 
Presented by MRFD BOT 

Melissa Schnee 
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2016 Outstanding Personal Achievement Award: 

Presented by Fire District Chief Colwell 
Cory Horsens 

 
2016 Fire District Chief’s Award: 

Presented by Fire District Chief Colwell 
Jason Dufner 

 
2016 Work Horse Award: 

Presented by Fire District Chief Colwell  
Forest Brown 
Toby Ballard 

 

 

Years of Service Awards 
 

5 years 
Cody Reed 
Cole Riley 

 
10 years 

Toby Ballard 
Brent Christopherson 

Phillip Richards 
 

15 years 
Jason Butler 

Kenneth Morris 
Doug Swain 

 
20 years 

Michael Bowman 
Blaine Cowan 

 
25 years 

Daniel Merritt 
 

30 years 
Gordon Gieser 




