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Good afternoon, my name is Chas McGarvey and I'm the Chief Fire Officer 

of the Township of Lower Merion Fire Department. I have also had the pleasure to 

serve on the SR 6 Commission, specifically as the Chair of the SR 6 Government 

Support Subcommittee. 

Before I begin my testimony, I do want to express my sincere 

disappointment with Representative Jason Ortitay's proposed legislation to 

eliminate the Office of the State Fire Commissioner. This proposition disregards 

everything that the members of this Commission have worked so hard to complete 

over the past two years in an effort to begin to address the very real needs and 

issues of the Commonwealths Fire and EMS services. It is my sincere hope that all 

of you will work to defeat this ill-advised proposed legislation. 

With that said, I would like to begin by first thanking Chairman Farry and all 

the members of the Veterans Affairs and Emergency Preparedness committee for 

inviting me back to testify before you regarding the work of the Government 

Support Subcommittee, specifically in reference to Recommendation 5 and House 

Bill 1819. As I have testified previously, we are down to less than 38,000 

volunteers today from over 300,000 in the 1970's. As we continue to lose 

volunteers, our fire and EMS companies become more and more stressed and I 

believe the opportunity being presented today is a great beginning to help remedy 

the crisis we face. 

First and foremost, let me begin by saying that I fully support the creation of 

an Independent State Fire Commission, as recommended by the Government 

Support Sub-committee to the SR 6 Commission, and put forth in the final report 

as recommendation number 5. I further believe that the final legislation to be 

passed should mirror recommendation 5 as closely as possible, as it was 



developed by Fire service professionals from across this State. I also agree that the 

membership of this Commission should be representative of the Commonwealth as 

a whole and should be comprised of members from the three types of fire services 

that serve our Commonwealth, namely the Volunteer, the Combination and the 

Career fire services. 

House Bill 1819 is a start on the right path, but I do have some concerns 

with its current format, and I believe that many of my colleagues share this same 

opinion. House Bill 1819 creates 8 geographical regions across the 

Commonwealth and includes as members representatives from business and 

industry, a certified architect representative, and an insurance representative. I 

question the necessity of the last three positions, as the duties of this Commission 

should be focused on the administration, training, standards and performance of 

our fire service. I don't see how these positions will be able to complement this 

Commission. However, if it is determined that these positions are a necessity, I 

would recommend that they be non-voting members whose sole purpose would be 

to provide support and guidance. 

House Bill 1819 calls for the Commission to meet twice a year. I know in 

serving on the SR 6 Commission, we found ourselves meeting a lot more than was 

originally anticipated. I would recommend meeting quarterly, especially in the 

onset. The proposed bill also asks for an annual report to be completed by January 

3181
• My recommendation is to give the Commission until the end of March to put 

together their annual report. I can tell you in doing my report for the Township, it 

takes a few months to complete and I don't think a month will allow for enough 

time to prepare a thorough and comprehensive report. 



House Bill 1819 also proposes the creation of a Fire Safety Advisory 

committee that is to advise the Fire Commissioner, or Chief as proposed in this 

bill, on the operation of the State Fire Academy. I don't think this is necessary, as 

we will have a Commission in place to handle such things. I also disagree with the 

proposed makeup of the fire service advisory committee, as the leaders of our fire 

service, namely Chief Fire Officers, aren't represented at all. 

In addition, there are other duties named throughout the Bill that the 

Commission would become responsible for such as: 

• Administering the Volunteer Loan Assistance Program; 

• Administering the Fire Company Grant Program; 

• Administering the firefighter's relief funds and the use of these funds; 

• Overseeing a Statewide recruitment and retention coordinator; and 

• Overseeing technical advisors for the geographical districts 

It is my belief that these duties should remain as duties of the State Fire 

Commissioner/Chief and not the Commission. The Commissioner would be 

responsible to update the Commission on the administration of these programs, but 

ultimately these duties should be administered by the Commissioner. 

Lastly, the title of the State Fire Commissioner should not change to State 

Fire Chief. In the fire service, the title of Commissioner in most areas outranks a 

Chief. The Chief is also more of an operational role within the fire service and 

therefore the title should remain as currently titled, State Fire Commissioner. 

In closing, I want to thank you once again for providing me with the 

opportunity to come before you and in taking the time to support the Fire and EMS 

emergency services in our Commonwealth. This ends my report and I am happy to 

answer any questions you may have. 




