
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This report is the first of two on the provision of fire protection and emergency medical services 
(EMS) in St. Louis City and St. Louis County. The goal of this report is to provide 
straightforward data that points to the issues created by fragmentation. A subsequent report will 
provide a detailed analysis of best practices in these fields and offer potential paths toward 
improving the provision of these critical services. 
 
Members of the St. Louis fire protection and EMS community were consulted throughout the 
creation of this study. Their guidance and input proved integral in forming a more 
comprehensive, accurate, and helpful body of information. These professionals’ insights will 
foster a better understanding of the current system and spark an informed discussion on how to 
enhance it. What follows is a summary of this data-driven look at how fire protection and 
emergency medical services are currently delivered in the St. Louis region.   
 
The region’s 43 municipal fire departments and fire protection districts operate 118 firehouses, in 
58 different zip codes, across the St. Louis region. Most fire departments and districts have only 
one or two firehouses, though some have as many as four or five. The City of St. Louis, the 
outlier in the region because of sheer size and longevity, has 32 firehouses covering both the city 
and Lambert International Airport. 
 
The primary difference between the municipal fire departments and the fire protection districts is 
which entity pays for the services provided. Funding for the 20 municipal fire departments 
comes through the local municipal government. Each of the 23 fire protection districts is a taxing 
district governed by a board of directors, and its funding comes from a property tax levied on the 
district. The fire protection district tax rate varies across the St. Louis region depending on the 
district and the type of land owned. Tax rate changes and bond issues in fire protection districts 
are matters that must be brought before the voters of the district in the same manner that such 
changes must be brought before the voters of a municipality 
 
All told, fire protection and emergency medical services are provided to the region at a cost of 
about $334.2 million per year. There is a wide range of total expenditures per fire protection unit 
in the region, though; Kinloch FPD (volunteer) spends about $21,500 while the City of St. Louis 
spends over $75.5 million. In areas with low-assessed home values, small departments struggle 
to provide adequate services. At the same time, larger and better-funded departments provide 
excellent services to broad geographic areas.  

 
In St. Louis City and County, there are approximately 2,250 individuals working for fire 
departments in St. Louis City and County. This includes all firefighters, emergency medical 
service providers, management, and clerical staff. The smallest departments in the region operate 
with as few as a dozen employees, while larger ones operate with staffs of over 100. The City of 
St. Louis Fire Department employs approximately 800 people. There are approximately 1,450 
fire department employees within St. Louis County. The city and county operate two separate 
fire academies with no reciprocal agreement honoring the validity of each area’s fire academy. In 
order for an individual to become a firefighter in the county, they must go through the county 
academy, even if they have already gone through the city fire academy. The same is true for St. 



 

Louis City firefighters, who must graduate from the city fire academy in order to be employed as 
a firefighter in the city. This system can present problems for career advancement for firefighters 
across the region.  
 
The wide disparities in size of fire departments and districts are mirrored in the resources 
available for equipment and pay. Disparities among departments also impact their ability to 
provide effective mutual aid. (Mutual aid agreements provide for overlapping coverage in cases 
of emergency across the region.) The lack of standardization is highly problematic when 
attempting to provide mutual aid. The absence of a common equipment standard means that 
every fire truck could store needed tools and equipment in different places. There are also no 
standard operating procedures across departments. This can result in 43 different ways to 
potentially manage a fire. Without the benefit of singular standardized operating procedures (that 
each firefighter, fire chief, and battalion chief knows and follows region-wide), it cannot be 
guaranteed that emergencies are addressed in the best manner possible or even in a consistent 
manner. 
 
The region lacks several dedicated units that an area the size of St. Louis, with a high level of 
development and large population, should have. There exists no dedicated, properly staffed, 
heavy rescue squad in St. Louis County, for example. Also, only St. Louis City operates a full-
time, dedicated hazardous materials (hazmat) response unit. Within St. Louis County, no 
department operates a full-time dedicated hazmat response unit, which can pose a significant risk 
to the region. When a hazmat incident occurs in St. Louis County, for example a train derails 
while transporting hazardous chemicals, those county departments have to muster a hazmat 
response team from across the region. Individual officers are specially trained and certified in 
hazardous material response, and they leave the firehouses they are stationed at to respond to the 
incident.  Because critical time is lost during the “mustering” period, the St. Louis City hazmat 
team is likely the first to respond. It is important to note that this situation exists because 
individual St. Louis County departments are not large enough to ensure that a hazmat team is 
always on duty.  
 
Regardless of size and resources, each municipal fire department and fire protection district is 
responsible for arranging the repairs of their agencies’ equipment and vehicles. Departments 
often pay high costs for repairs by turning to out-of-state or independent contractors. The 
concentration of separate fire departments and districts, coupled with the lack of a central 
location to have vehicles serviced, is detrimental to the fire prevention and emergency medical 
services of the region. Vehicles requiring service spend a lot of time getting to and from the 
service location. Lack of coordination between departments getting vehicles serviced leaves the 
region under-equipped to handle situations that could be life threatening. 
 
A bright spot in this report is the transparency of the officials who have contributed to it, as well 
as the helpfulness of their respective organizations. City and county service providers, along with 
both labor and management, agreed early on to candor and openness when approaching the 
meetings and report to be written. Previous requests for information from municipal 
governments and police departments under Missouri’s Sunshine Law have led to expenditures by 
Better Together approaching $25,000. By contrast, all information requested from fire protection 



 

districts and fire departments for the purposes of this report have come free of charge or at 
dramatically lower costs compared to other studies. Total costs of Sunshine Requests to the fire 
protection and EMS providers in the St. Louis region is estimated at $150.  
 
To be certain: The St. Louis region has dedicated firefighters, paramedics, and support staff. 
However, multiple fire agencies in one region have led to inefficiencies, safety concerns, and 
problems with funding and management. Many of the departments and districts are underfunded, 
understaffed, lacking in specialized services and, at times, unable to adequately respond to 
emergencies.  
 
Both St. Louis City and St. Louis County are in need of capital improvements to their firehouse 
infrastructure and require new fire trucks, firehouses, and equipment. The St. Louis City Fire 
Department has not built a new firehouse in 39 years, and many of the houses are over 100 years 
old. There are large areas of North and West St. Louis County that are having difficulty receiving 
adequate services. Many firefighters and EMS personnel in the region are struggling to find ways 
to continue providing high quality services. Fire protection and emergency medical services have 
been provided to the St. Louis region at the highest level possible despite systemic, structural 
problems in the region resulting from fragmentation. 
 
The findings of this study, further elaborated on in a subsequent report, illustrate that there are 
better, more efficient ways to provide fire protection and emergency medical services that 
circumvent the fragmentation of the St. Louis region. 
 


