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Why does a fire engine respond with an ambulance?
By Charlotte County Fire/EMS Fire Chief Dennis DiDio

One of the most often asked question of those in Public Safety is “why does a fire engine
respond with an ambulance?” The question is so prevalent that it is one of the more popular
frequently asked questions on department websites. The simple answer is that the response
methodology of a fire engine and an ambulance, widely referred to as the standard approach,
saves lives.

Charlotte County currently staffs thirteen fire engines and eleven ambulances. In 2010, these
units responded to 25,397 calls for emergency service. Every Charlotte County ambulance and
eight of our fire engines are equipped to provide Advanced Life Support (ALS). ALS is the
highest level of pre-hospital care possible and requires highly-trained personnel (paramedics
and emergency medical technicians) and highly technical equipment. Having these experienced
and skilled men and women is the core of our successful system.

The appropriate number of personnel needed to adequately resuscitate a cardiac arrest victim,
for example, or treat a traumatic injury exceeds the two individuals staffing an ambulance. In
these situations, additional personnel on scene enable us to simultaneously treat the multiple
body system failures presenting in a single patient. For example, one paramedic secures an
advanced airway, such as an endotracheal tube, while another professional is securing
intravenous access and providing medications. While the two assigned to the ambulance are
busy, additional personnel are needed to connect the cardiac monitor, analyze and treat
arrhythmias through defibrillation, perform CPR, perform respiratory ventilation, interview
witnesses for possible cause and secure the patient for transport.

Once a critical patient is loaded into an ambulance and ready for transport to the hospital,
someone has to join the ambulance crew to assist with maintaining all of these aforementioned
functions en-route to the hospital. Three personnel are challenged with maintaining this
operation and two personnel cannot do it and expect a positive outcome. Remember, one
person has to drive.

When a call for emergency assistance comes into dispatch the caller is most often stressed,
scared, or both. The information the caller provides is often limited or inaccurate. For this
reason, calls are triaged and if the potential exist for a serious injury or illness (i.e. trauma,
cardiac arrest, etc.) a fire engine is dispatched with the ambulance. If information is received



indicating a minor medical problem, the fire engine is either cancelled or not dispatched. This
triage of calls for assistance is only as good as the information coming in and every attempt is
made to err on the side of caution, thus sending a fire engine when the details are not clear.

Charlotte County Fire/EMS also sends a fire engine to emergencies in an effort to battle time.
Our number one enemy in successfully resuscitating or rescuing a patient is the amount of time
that transpires between the moment an emergency occurs and the moment professionally
trained and equipped help arrives at the victim’s side. When an ambulance is transporting a
patient to the hospital it is no longer available for the next emergency. Therefore, the fire
engine becomes the closest unit with the equipment and trained personnel to respond to the
next emergency and begin treatment while an ambulance responds from a longer distance. If
the fire engine determines that transport is not needed, the ambulance is cancelled and the fire
engine treats the patient. This approach keeps the ambulance available for the next call.

Charlotte County Fire/EMS staffs fire stations and fire engines to meet the needs of our
community as well as meeting standards set by the National Fire Protection Administration, the
National Fire Administration and the Insurance Services Organization. This is done to provide
the most efficient fire protection possible in our community. The addition of EMS
responsibilities for these fire apparatus provides the taxpayer with improved service and better
patient outcomes using the same tax dollars.

We take our role as an emergency services provider seriously and will continue to research and
implement efficiencies while continuing to provide the highest standard of care that has come
to be expected from Charlotte County Fire/EMS.



