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A First-Class HazMat Team in Our Own Backyard 

	 From 1979 to 2001, the Houston Fire Department Hazardous 
Materials (HazMat) Team was the only dedicated hazardous materials 
response team in our area.  Although world-renowned and still con-
sidered one of the best, the events of September 11, 2001 and the 
Anthrax attacks that followed created a need to evaluate the overall 
HazMat response capabilities of Harris County.  Based on the reality 
that Harris County is the petrochemical capitol of the world and has 
such close ties with our national infrastructure, a decision was made to 
create additional resources.
	 In the spring of 2002, the Harris County Hazardous Materials 
Response Team (HC HMRT) was created by the Harris County Com- 
missioners Court.  By that sum-
mer, the initial team of two 
HazMat technicians and two 
response trucks (3/4 ton pickup 
trucks) was born, with a mission 
to respond as quickly as pos-
sible to hazardous materials situ- 
ations and offer technical assis-
tance to fire department Incident 
Commanders.  Five years later, 
the HC HMRT has grown by 
leaps and bounds and is the 
second busiest and one of the 
best trained teams in our 13-county region.  They operate as a FEMA, 
Type 1 HazMat Team - which includes a custom-built HazMat Response 
truck (called HM1).  The truck carries a full complement of HazMat 
response equipment, is staffed with four HazMat Technicians per shift 
(for three shifts), and is led by a HazMat Captain.
	 In situations where your fire department utilizes the services of 
the HC HMRT, you may be wondering how it all plays out.  Bob 
Royall, Chief of Emergency Services for the Harris County Fire 
Marshal’s Office and responsible for the day-to-day operations and 
management of the Emergency Response Division, was kind enough 
to sit down with us and fill us in.  See page 3  for the beginning of our 
interview with Chief Royall, and go to our website homepage for its 
continuation.

Continued on page 3
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MESSAGE FROM THE CHIEF...

	 You have high expecta-
tions for your fire department and 
Ponderosa VFD is committed to 
meeting and exceeding those ex-
pectations.  Our values are strong 
and we continue to strive to:
n  Provide a safe and environ-
mentally friendly emergency re-
sponse system
n  Support our volunteers and 
paid staff with adequate incentives 
and awards to achieve superior 
performance 
n  Meet or exceed local, state and 
federal standards for emergency 
agencies
n  Utilize a business model that 
addresses adequate service levels 
within available resources
n   Communicate openly and 
honestly within the organization 
and with the public and related 
organizations 
	 Present-day challenges 
often create barriers to maintain-
ing the highest level of service, 
and it is only an open, honest 
partnership with our community 
that will help us to overcome those 
challenges.  In short, we continue 
to require your help to keep this 
department running at the level 
we both require.
	 We are not a nine-to-five 
widget factory.  We are here for 
you every second of every day, 
and are often called upon to help 
you and/or your neighbors in your 
time of greatest need.  As you 
know, we are not a profit center, 
but we fully understand that our 
quality of service costs you money.  
We take that responsibility very 
seriously and work to spend every 
dollar as you would expect…on 
value-based services.
	 Our community continues 

to grow -- and age -- and as a re-
sult, we have witnessed a 15-20% 
increase in emergency responses 
just this year.  In analyzing these 
staggering numbers, we’ve con-
cluded that, in addition to area 
growth, we have more vehicle 
miles to travel and have required 
more mutual aid.  Every single citi-
zen who called us for help dialed 
9-1-1 in their time of need, and we 
were there.  You called, we came 
and we helped.

Rising Costs
	 As they have in your own 
household, our costs continue to 
escalate.  Fuel has skyrocketed 
and protective clothing for our 
dedicated members now sur-
passes $2,300 each.  Equipment 
repairs on those pretty red fire 
trucks continue to challenge our 
budget (e.g., an alternator failure 
alone now costs over $2,500 plus 
labor), and when the plumber 
pays us a visit, we generally break 
out a thousand dollar bill.  
	 Utility costs, as well, have 
seen an almost 30% increase.  Our 
mission is to provide you with out-
standing service and that service 
comes at a price.  There are no 
frivolous expenditures…in fact, 
we are constantly scrutinizing costs 
and working to stretch every dollar 
to its limit without compromising 
our abilities.

Combination Fire 
Department:  Adapting 

to a New World
	 Due to a continuing drop 
in volunteers (our numbers are 
the lowest I recall since 1975), the 
PVFD has transitioned into what 
is called a “Combination Fire De-
partment” -- an organization that 
utilizes both paid and volunteer 

members.  People volunteer less 
today -- I guess it is a sign of the 
times -- and firefighting can be an 
intense and risky adventure.  To 
counteract the decline in volun-
teers, we now have three full time 
firefighter TECHNICIANS and we 
will add three more in 2008.  
	 For many years, our part-
time paid positions and volunteers 
did an outstanding job keeping up.  
We even implemented nighttime 
staffing at headquarters two years 
ago in an attempt to satisfy the 
increased demand on our services, 
but needs continued to increase 
and the changing times required a 
new way of doing things.  So we 
made the necessary changes.
	 This department doesn’t 
work without you…and it is our 
mission to keep you involved in 
the key decisions made to keep 
our service where we all require 
it to be.  We thank you dearly for 
your support and hope we can 
count on you as new needs arise 
in the future.
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	 Q  Chief Royall…when 
an event occurs, the HC HMRT 
works together with other 
emergency services teams like 
the Ponderosa VFD.  How do 
you make this partnership as 
seamless as possible?
	 A  First, let me say that 
in past situations involving the 
coordination of PVFD and 
HC HMRT, the integration has 
been just that…seamless, and 
has really created a level of 
comfort and trust for all those 
involved.  When the HC HMRT 
first responds to assist local 
fire departments, we report to 
the Incident Commander and 
receive their assignment.  
	 The Team then works 
within that established organi-
zation to accomplish the task 
assigned - all the while, closely 
coordinating with all fire service 
units on the scene.  In most 
cases, the local fire depart-
ment will be asked to assist 
by providing Decontamina-
tion, Medical Surveillance, or 
Rapid Intervention support for 
Technicians entering the “Hot 
Zone”.  Any formal HazMat op-
eration requires a great deal of 
close coordination between all 
response assets on the scene.

Check out the rest of this inter-
esting and informative dialogue 
at www.ponderosavfd.org.

County HazMat Team
Continued from page 1

	 With 2,700 miles of road, 5,400 miles of ditches, thousands of 
acres of developed and undeveloped parks and 350 employees to take 
care of, the Harris County Precinct 4 County Commissioners office has 
a big job to do.
	 “We are the third largest precinct in the U.S., with over 850,000 
constituents,” said County Commissioner, Jerry Eversole.  “There are 
400 million dollars in must-do projects to handle in the next five years, 
so you can imagine the amount of planning involved.  We do our best 
to plan for growth as opposed to letting growth plan for us.”
	 Part of that planning includes working with local Emergency 
Services Districts (ESDs) to stay on top of road needs and provide 
necessary training facilities.  Ralph Bartholow, Precinct 4’s Operations 
Director and liaison between Harris County ESDs and the Precinct, 
understands the importance of working closely with departments such 
as Ponderosa VFD and values their input.
	 “PVFD is an aggressive, forward-thinking department,” said Bar-
tholow.  “They are known as a leader in fire prevention and operational 
readiness and Chief Windisch has used his International Association of 
Fire Chiefs (IAFC) Board position to bring additional training opportuni-
ties to the area and share them with neighboring departments.  It is that 
kind of dedication, along with a necessary ongoing dialogue that will 
help keep this office on top of ESD needs today and in the future.”
	 The Houston area is expected to grow in population from 3 ½ 
million to 8 million by the year 2030, and that brings with it additional 
challenges for those in the emergency services industry.
	 “Chief Windisch was instrumental in the successful transition of 
the PVFD from an all-volunteer department to a combination depart-
ment in an ongoing effort to better serve the citizens of the community,” 
said Commissioner Eversole.  “But that does not diminish the importance 
of bringing in new volunteers.  There has been a decline in fire depart-
ment volunteers in our area, and we need to get back to giving back.  
Volunteerism is what America has always been about, and I hope we 
see a resurgence of that commitment.”
	 The PVFD thanks the Precinct 4 County Commissioners office for 
their past and present support, and we look forward to working together 
to provide the best emergency services possible to this community in 
the years to come.

.

Precinct 4 County Commissioners Office  
and PVFD:  A Partnership that Works




