
Wisconsin’s volunteer fire departments need our help 

What if you 

called 911 and no 

one responded? 
By Joe Handrick and Adam Jarchow 

“It’s kinda the death of 1,000 cuts -- 
not one individual new rule or 
regulation will kill you but combined 
it’s deteriorating the fire service.” 
  ~~ Andy Petrowski,  
       retired fire chief,  
       Minocqua WI 

“The state has seen a drop in volunteer firefighters, especially in rural areas” 

 ~~ Janesville Gazette, April 2021 

About the Authors—Joe Handrick and Adam Jarchow have each served in the Wisconsin 
State Assembly and as a volunteer firefighter in their respective home communities (Jarchow 
continues to serve as a volunteer firefighter). Jarchow is a small business owner and attorney 
and is currently seeking the post of Wisconsin Attorney General. Handrick is the former Town 
Chairman of Minocqua and is currently Executive Director of Common Sense Wisconsin.  

“I am a Firefighter; I am a Dancer. 
I have entered the gates of hell and 
danced with the Devil, until his 
desire to dance was destroyed.”   
    ~~ Fred Eppinger, 1997 
 



The Wisconsin Legislature needs to address the 
growing problem of Wisconsin’s shrinking volunteer 
fire departments 
 

What would happen if you dialed 9-1-1 and no one came? This once unthinkable scenario is now looming in 
parts of rural Wisconsin.  Volunteer fire departments depend on volunteer firefighters — but what if no one 
volunteers? The ranks in many of these departments are shrinking—the time for action is now. 

On the front cover we included a quote from the retired Chief of the Minocqua Volunteer Fire Department. He 
notes that no single factor is driving the shrinking of the ranks around Wisconsin, but rather a variety of 
factors are at play. His concern: of the 35 municipalities covered by volunteers in the Vilas/Oneida region, 34 
are short of members. He notes the Willow Region Fire Department near Tomahawk has just five members.  

The problem is not limited to northern Wisconsin. This paper also cites comments from a 40 year member of 
the Edgerton Fire Department (near Janesville).  The near-universal dilemma: how to attract and keep 
members. 

Some of the factors are societal in nature. For example, Americans have seen their discretionary time stretched 
in all directions in recent decades. Other factors, however, are the result of government action, rules, 
requirements, and regulations. While each new regulation or requirement may have seemed innocuous on its 
own, their cumulative weight is squeezing the life out of  the volunteer fire service.  

 

Welcome to Our Team: We’ll See You in a Year 

The State of Wisconsin recently adopted a new rule1 that prohibits 
new recruits from responding to calls until they have completed 
classroom training. Prior to the rule, new firefighters could join 
their teammates on a call concurrently with their theoretical 
classroom training.  

In many rural areas these classes (60 hours over many weeks) are 
offered only one or two times per year meaning a new recruit could 
have to wait a year or more before responding to a call. During that 
time they are required to spend 2 to 3 nights away from home at 
school. They volunteer because they want to serve — the new rules 
delay that service. We reject the notion that volunteers cannot 
safely learn from experienced colleagues on live scenes.  

Joe Handrick, one of this paper’s authors, was the Minocqua Town Chairman when he joined his volunteer 
fire department in early 2018. “While taking the Fire-Fighter I training class, I immediately began responding 
to calls,” Handrick said. “Because I was new, my roles were certainly limited — safety always came first. But 
I learned more through this on-the-job training than I ever could have learned from a book or in a class.”  

The State of Wisconsin needs to re-think its approach to how it treats its volunteers. Training is essential, but full-
time firefighters are paid to get training. How do we establish training for volunteers in a way that it does not deter 
a person from ever volunteering? Perhaps it is time for the state to pay or reimburse prospective volunteers for the 
costs of their schooling. 
 

Call Volume and Strain on Employers 

The increase in call volume is also stressing the ranks and stressing the relationship between volunteers and 
their employers. Call volume for Edgerton his risen from 356 calls per year to 1,080 over the past 40 years.2 

Each and every time a volunteer responds to a call while at work, this places some of the burden on the 
employer. Needless to say, employers are facing workforce issues of their own. The state should examine how 
employers can be incentivized to continue to employ volunteers and permit volunteers to respond to calls.  

It should be noted that the drop in the number of volunteers increases the strain on the volunteers who remain. 
 

 

1 Wisconsin Administrative Code SPS 330 
2  Janesville Gazette, 4/16/2021 

“When Krings started work as a 
volunteer firefighter 32 years ago, 
10 other people volunteered with 
him. Today, he said the 
department is lucky to get one 
new volunteer a year.” ~~ The Oshkosh 
Northwestern describing the situation at the 
Winneconne-Poygan Fire Department 



Volunteer firefighters are the backbone of the 
Wisconsin fire service 
 
Nothing in this paper should be interpreted or read as a slight to full-time firemen and firewomen. Choosing to 
put your life in danger every day to protect your friends, neighbors and community is about as noble of a 
profession as there is.  

Let us not also forget about our volunteers who do many of the same tasks for little or no money.  

 

Below is data provided by the Wisconsin Department of Safety and Professional Services. As you can see, 
much of Wisconsin’s geography — particularly rural areas — is served and protected by volunteer 
departments.  

 

https://dsps.wi.gov/Documents/Programs/FirePrevention/WiDeptFirefighterCts.pdf 

 

 

Did You Know? 
New rules and regulations were imposed on volunteer 
fire departments in 2018.  

Not a single hearing on the matter was held north of 
Highway 10 — the area of the state most dependent 
on volunteer firefighters.  



 

Step One: Stop making it worse  
The Story of the PTSD Workers Compensation Bill 

 

One year ago Governor Evers signed into law a bill that 
provided workers compensation coverage to firefighters 
with PTSD. The bill had passed the Legislature 
unanimously1.  
 
What a great idea. There was one problem, however: 
The bill only applied to full-time firefighters2. Our 
volunteer firefighters were left out.  
 
This means that out of Wisconsin’s 26,196 firefighters, 
only the 4,755 career firefighters receive this benefit.  
 
Volunteer firemen and firewomen do not sign up for the pay or the benefits – they sign up for their community. 
But they are still people who can be injured and must deal with the strain and stress of being a first responder.  
 
According to Wisconsin statutes3 volunteer firefighters are considered employees and therefore are covered 
under workers compensation laws. Therefore, they should be covered under this new coverage for PTSD.  
 
Ask yourself these questions: Is the cumulative emotional toll taken after years of responding to fires and 
accidents any less for a volunteer? Is a volunteer any less likely than a full-time responder to experience PTSD 
after seeing a burn victim of finding a body?  
 
The answers to these questions is clearly ‘no’.  
 
This is just one more cut that adds to the “death of 1,000” cuts referred to by the retired Minocqua chief. One 
more hurdle to the already difficult task of recruiting and retaining volunteer firefighters.  

 
1 2021 Wisconsin Act 29 
2 Wisconsin Legislative Council Act memo, June 9, 2021 
3  Wisconsin Statutes 102.7 (7) (a) 

Conclusion 
There is no single cause for the crisis facing rural fire departments — the problem has been building over 

many years with many contributing factors. Therefore, no single or easy fix exists.  

We call on the leadership of the Wisconsin State Legislature to create a bi-partisan Task Force on this 

important topic including stakeholders representing the volunteer fire service and municipal 

government. 

The task force would be charged with identifying and evaluating root causes of the problem and proposing 

actions that can be taken at both the local and state level to address the problem. 


