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I. Background and Overview  

In 2013, the Town of Wendell’s Fire Chief turned 75. He had served his community in the fire 

department for almost 60 years and was Chief for almost 40 years. His impending retirement 

prompted the Town to review options for a new Chief. The Wendell Fire Department 

Succession Planning Committee was established to develop possible options for a new Chief. 

The Succession Committee was assisted in their work by the Franklin Regional Council of 

Governments (FRCOG) and Municipal Resources, Inc. (MRI), a municipal consulting firm. 

Following the initial planning phase, MRI provided the Committee with a Management Letter 

reviewing Wendell Fire Department and offering options and recommendations for the 

Succession Committee (see Appendix B) to review. 

On the recommendations of the Succession Committee, the Town of Wendell interviewed for 

the position of Fire Chief and hired the current Fire Chief for the Town of New Salem. The Chief 

would also remain in his position in New Salem. The Select Boards from both Towns met and 

agreed that this was an advantageous solution for both communities, as it would meet the 

needs of both towns to have a part-time Chief while providing full-time employment for the 

current Chief (and any subsequent Chiefs).  

To assist in their transition to a shared Fire Chief, the Town of Wendell requested assistance 

from the FRCOG through the Massachusetts Local Technical Assistance grant program. This 

work included 1) assistance with development of agreements and scope of Fire Chief as part-

time employee of two towns, and 2) transition assistance from current Chief to the new shared 

Chief model. The FRCOG worked with MRI to facilitate the process. MRI was chosen due to their 

earlier work with Wendell and New Salem and their familiarity with the ongoing project.  

The Towns of New Salem and Wendell have a strong history of working together. This is in part 

due to their shared boundary and their similarities. Both are small (the population of New 

Salem is 990 and the population of Wendell is 848) with similar per capita income (the per 

capita income of New Salem is $30,664 and the per capita income of Wendell is $28,766). They 

currently share a town administrator and a school district. The Towns’ past work together was 

invaluable in moving to a shared Fire Chief. 

Municipal Resources, Inc., a municipal consulting agency, provided expert consultation on the 

project, and FRCOG staff facilitated the process. This case study provides a summary of the 

process in developing and implementing the shared Fire Chief, and includes an appendix with 

relevant documents. These may be particularly useful for other communities interested in 

exploring a similar type of project.  
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II. Lessons Learned and Applicability to Other Towns 

Planning for and implementing the shared Fire Chief position was a success. Following a review 

of the process, interviews with current firefighters from both departments, and an assessment 

from MRI (see Appendix A), it is evident there were four major tenants leading to the project’s 

success. These were: a strong history of the two towns working together; attrition; mutual 

benefits realized for both towns; support and technical assistance through the planning and 

transition phases. 

History of Working Together:  

As is true for many similar types of shared service projects, having an established history of 

working together is an important element of any future collaborations. Due to this collaborative 

background, a strong level of trust already existed between the two towns.  

Attrition:  

Municipal collaboration is often dependent on timing. Staff retirements provide a good 

opportunity to explore collaboration. In the case of Wendell, their previous Fire Chief retired in 

2014, providing the Town with the opportunity to look at various options for their future Fire 

Chief. This is not necessarily a requirement for successful development of shared services, but 

attrition can often help. 

Mutually Beneficial: 

Sharing a Chief was determined to be mutually beneficial for both towns. The current New 

Salem Fire Chief was employed part-time. Working for both towns provided the Chief (and any 

future Fire Chiefs) with the opportunity to work and be paid for full-time hours. The towns 

continued to budget for the services of a part-time Fire Chief. While the two departments have 

a long history of working together through mutual aid, the new shared Fire Chief has been 

working on implementing new avenues of collaboration to benefit both departments including 

shared trainings and shared grant-writing. 

Availability of Support in Transition 

Having the resources available (in this instance, the Massachusetts Local Technical Assistance 

grant trough the FRCOG), allowed for the development of the original Management Letter. The 

Management Letter provided the Town of Wendell with options for the transition from their 

current leadership to new leadership, and detailed the needs of the Wendell Fire Department 

going forward in determining their transition path. The Letter was very influential in the Town’s 

decision to pursue a shared Fire Chief with the Town of New Salem.   
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III. Future Issues to Address 

Benefits: 

One area of issue is lack of benefits, including health insurance, for the Fire Chief. The position 

in both New Salem and Wendell did not previously provided benefits. However, since the 

position (as Fire Chief in two towns) is now basically full-time, providing benefits will likely need 

to be addressed in the near future. Lack of benefits may be an impediment to finding qualified 

candidates in the future. 

Position in the Future: 

The current situation has so far worked out positively for a number of reasons, not least of 

which is the current Fire Chief’s relationship with the Town of Wendell. However, any future 

shared Fire Chief between the two towns may not enjoy the same initial ties to both towns. 

Establishing a thorough job description approved by both towns, keeping lines of 

communication open between the two Select Boards, and providing benefits (see above 

discussion on health insurance), are all important elements for continuance of this program in 

the future. 

Other Shared Services: 

Based on the initial success of this project, and the persistent issues faced by small volunteer 

fire departments (lack of volunteers, training needs, costs, etc.), other mutually beneficial 

shared services within the two fire departments could be explored. The departments have 

begun working on joint trainings and continue to provide mutual aid to each other. Other 

option might include further shared back-office administration (beyond what the already does), 

continued joint trainings, shared inspection program, and joint purchases and shared 

equipment. The current shared Fire Chief provides a solid base and good example of how other 

positions or activities might be shared between the two fire departments. Establishing shared 

services should always include working on ways to provide cost savings to the towns and 

increased efficiencies within the departments. 
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IV. Appendices 

A. MRI Municipal Assistance Report 

B. Fire Chief Succession Planning Municipal Management Letter  

C. Signed Memorandum of Understanding 

D. Shared Fire Chief Job Description 

E. Organization Chart  



Appendix A: MRI Municipal Assistance Report 

 
 

 

Municipal Assistance Report 
Assistance in developing the position of Fire Chief for Wendell and 

New Salem, Massachusetts 
 
 
When the Town of Wendell, MA hired its first new fire chief in nearly four decades the decision 
was made to hire the current fire chief in New Salem, MA and allow him to serve both 
communities. 
 
Chief Joseph Cuneo has been the fire chief in neighboring New Salem for the past six (6) plus 
years. Both of these towns have part-time fire chiefs, so the decision to go with the a single 
individual held many benefits to both the communities and the chief. Although neither 
community was in a position to fill the job with a full-time employee, they both realized the 
need for a dedicated professional in the role.  
 
For this portion of the project, interviews were conducted with the members of the Wendell 
and New Salem Fire Departments as well as with the Selectboards from the two communities. 
Although the interview format was the same for both departments, the results of the 
conversations were much different and provide very different looks into the success of this 
shared position. 
 
New Salem and Wendell Selectboards 
The towns of New Salem and Wendell have a history of shared services and positions which has 
led to this being a fairly easy concept for them to embrace. Both boards credit, in large part, the 
success of this position to the individual and Chief Cuneo’s ability to fit in with the both of the 
communities. Although the work load in either town alone cannot justify a full-time position, 
both boards feel that there is a distinct advantage to having an individual who has the fire 
service as their only real job running their departments. They also acknowledge that there are 
still a few of the details that need to be worked out regarding specific payments and 
reimbursements between them, but none of this will have an impact on the success of the 
project. 
 
New Salem Fire Department 
The interview with the New Salem Fire Department began on June 9 and was interrupted after 
the first few minutes due to an emergency call. The interview was subsequently completed on 
July 7.  
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The members of the New Salem Fire Department do not feel that they have lost anything with 
their chief now also wearing a Wendell patch. They attribute the following items to the success 
of the shared position: 

 Simplicity of operations in the two departments – The department operations in both 
New Salem and Wendell are not complex and fairly well balanced. If one of the 
departments were to be more complex, or require significantly more time to manage, 
then the shared chief would not work. 

 Residence of the Chief – Currently Chief Cuneo lives in New Salem near the Wendell 
town line. This allows him to be able to respond easily to either community for both 
emergency and non-emergency purposes. If the chief were not centrally located, the 
travel time may impact his or her effectiveness within both communities. 

 History of working together – The two departments have had a long history of mutual 
aid and often work together. When Chief Cuneo added the responsibilities in Wendell, 
the two organizations already had a comfort level with each other and his ability to lead 
them. If this approach were to be successful in the future, the departments would need 
to have a history of cooperation and success. 

 
One key observation by their members is that the chief having responsibilities that are outside 
of the Town of New Salem, could result in a negative impact on their operations. In an effort to 
minimize these types of issues, the recommendation was that both departments need to have 
strong, deep leadership. With the Wendell Fire Department being smaller and having less 
leadership depth than New Salem (currently they only have a Captain,) the chief has been 
forced to spend a good deal of time in Wendell. This has resulted in more work going to the 
other officers within New Salem. If they did not have sufficient depth and skill in both 
administrative and operational areas, there could be a negative impact on their department. It 
was their recommendation that both departments have another chief officer who had both 
experience and training in managing the department. This would also help when there were 
larger events that caused the chief to be absent from town. 
 
Wendell Fire Department 
The interview with the members of the Wendell Fire Department was conducted on June 19 at 
a regular department meeting. The former chief in Wendell had served on the department for 
almost 60 years, 38 of them as chief. Although well-liked and respected by the department, all 
members felt that there was a leadership vacuum at the top of the department and through the 
town’s formal succession planning process realized that the current fire department was really 
a liability and not an asset to the town. Keeping this in mind, they were all aware that 
significant changes were needed and could not really separate out what was related to the 
shared role, versus what was simply the fact that they now had a modern, progressive fire 
chief. 
 
The members in Wendell did however credit the success of the (shared) chief with their 
previous knowledge of, and trust in, Chief Cuneo. As with any change in leadership, there was a 
real fear of what was to come, but the members of the Wendell Fire Department were 
comfortable with Chief Cuneo, and his leadership style, and they were able to welcome him on 
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board without significant fear of the unknown. They did feel strongly that the two departments 
must be culturally compatible so that the new chief would be able to move easily between the 
roles. The individual must also remain focused on the goals of each organization separately and 
work to ensure that they are being met. 
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NEW SALEM & WENDELL FIRE CHIEF JOB DESCRIPTION 

 
Job Definition 
Responsible for maintaining preparedness and directing the fire, rescue and other 
emergency services operations of the Fire Department.  Responsible for the protection 
of life, property and the prevention and extinguishing of fires, in accordance with 
Massachusetts General Laws and Fire Codes as well as local bylaws.  Responsible for 
all other related work as required. 
 
Essential Duties and Responsibilities 
The essential functions, or duties listed below are intended only as illustrations of the 
various types of work that may be performed. The omission of specific statements of 
duties does not exclude them from the position if the work is similar related, or a logical 
assignment to the position 
 
Assumes responsibility for departmental planning and ensures that the mission of the 
department is met. 
 
Provides Incident Command at fires, rescues and other emergency service incidents. 
 
Utilizes the National Incident Management System for department operations. 
 
Requests and coordinates mutual aid as needed. 
 
Responsible for providing training for all department personnel. 
 
Build the functional knowledge and capacity of department personnel through 
mentoring, training, and appropriate delegation. 
 
Develops and maintains department standard operating procedures and guidelines 
based on best practices and appropriate standards. 
 
Responsible for fire prevention and fire code enforcement in accordance with 
Massachusetts General Law. 
 
Develops and maintains good working relationships with mutual aid partners.  
 
Develops and maintains good working relationships necessary State and local 
agencies. 
 
Develops and maintains good working relationships with Town departments, officials, 

boards, committees and commissions. 
 
Coordinates educational activities with school officials and administers related fire and 
life safety education programs. 
 
Maintains an inventory of department-owned equipment. 
 
Maintains a thorough knowledge of the town, its emergency and fire risks and target 
hazards. 
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Oversees repair and maintenance of department facilities and equipment. 
 
Develops and manages the department budget and controls expenditures.  
 
Plans for and implements capital improvements in coordination with the appropriate 
town boards and committees. 
 
Pursues grant opportunities and oversees grant submission to the appropriate 
agencies. 
 
Attends various meetings to provide information, training and education on 
department-related issues; provides information to other town departments. 
 
Meets with the Selectboard as requested. 
 
Maintains current knowledge of all aspects of fire, rescue and emergency medical 
services and implements changes as necessary.  
 
Maintains active membership in State and regional fire service associations and 
attends meetings, seminars and other related events to stay current on techniques, 
procedures, regulations and issues that affect emergency services. 
 
Support and promote an organizational culture that values learning, diversity and 
inclusiveness. 
 
Prepares and submits department payroll, bills and invoices in a timely manner 
according to town policies and procedures. 
 
Maintains required files and records. 
 
Performs similar or related duties to those stated above as required, or as situation 
dictates. 
 
Supervision 
Works under the policy direction of the Selectboard, and in accordance with applicable 
provisions of the Massachusetts General Laws including but not limited to MGL 
Chapter 48, Section 42. 
 
Supervisory Responsibilities 
Supervises all fire department personnel. 

 
Work Environment 
Work at emergency scenes and firefighting operations is performed under varying 
weather conditions, and under conditions which may involve considerable personal 
danger; the Fire Chief is on call to respond to emergencies. 
 
The Fire Chief works with or operates motor vehicles, fire apparatus, firefighting 
equipment, medical equipment, power tools, ladders, pumps, self-contained breathing 
apparatus, communication equipment, safety equipment, computers, various 
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computer software, and standard office equipment. The Fire Chief is required to wear 
appropriate personal protective ensembles during emergency operations. 
 
The Fire Chief has ongoing contact with firefighters, other public officials, other town 
departments, and the general public. 
 
The Fire Chief has access to department and town buildings, offices and related 
confidential information.   
 
The Fire Chief is responsible for all department operations and administration.  Errors 
in judgment could be costly in terms of decreased or less efficient protection to 
persons and property, damage to buildings, personal injury or death, confusion or 
delay in response and may have serious financial or legal repercussions. 
 
 Recommended Minimum Qualifications 
 

Education and Experience 
High school diploma; fifteen years of firefighting experience; five years of 
supervisory experience; or an equivalent combination of education and 
experience. 

 
Additional Requirements 
Valid Massachusetts Driver’s License 
Certification at the Firefighter II Level or equivalent   
Certification as a First Responder (mandatory pursuant to MGL Chapter 111, 
Section 201) 
Certification in Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation and First Aid  
Re-certification as a First Responder as required 
Re-certification in CPR as required 
Certification at the Hazmat Operations Level 
Certification at the Incident Command System Level 400 

 Credentialed to the level of Fire Prevention Officer – Basic (Level I preferred) 
Credentialed as Fire Chief by the Massachusetts Fire Service Commission or 
ability to obtain the credential within one year of appointment. 
 

 
Physical Requirements 
Minimal physical effort is required to perform administrative duties; moderate to 
strenuous physical effort is required at emergency scenes to operate firefighting 
equipment and emergency response vehicles. Physical agility is required to access all 
areas at the scene of the fire. Emergency response requires pushing, climbing, 

stooping, kneeling, crawling, and reaching. May be required to lift or carry equipment 
or persons weighing more than 100 pounds. Vision requirements include the ability to 
read complex documents, use a computer, operate vehicles and other equipment. 
 

This job description does not constitute an employment agreement between 
the employer and employee, and is subject to change by the employer, as 
the needs of the employer and requirements of the job change. 
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Organization Chart for the Towns of New Salem and Wendell Fire Departments with a Shared Chief 
 

 

New Salem 
Selectboard 

Shared New 
Salem/Wendell 

Fire Chief 

Deputy Chief 

Captain 

Lieutenant 

Firefighters 

Lieutenant 

Firefighters 

EMD 

Wendell 
Selectboard 

Shared New 
Salem/Wendell 

Fire Chief 

Captain 

Firefighters 

EMD 


	Wendell Fire Chief FInal.pdf
	Wendell Transition Report.pdf
	Wendell Fire Chief FInal.pdf
	Wendell Transition Report.pdf
	Wendell - New Salem Overview Report.pdf
	Wendell MA - Fire Service Succession Planning Letter - January 2014.pdf
	Signed MOU.pdf
	New Salem-Wendell Fire Chief Job Description.pdf
	Shared Chief Org Chart.pdf


	Wendell - New Salem Overview Report.pdf

