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VOLUME 1—EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The City of Rio Rancho (City) retained Citygate Associates, LLC to conduct a Fire and Rescue 

Operations and Staffing Study (fire crew deployment study) for the City’s Fire Department. This 

study reviews the adequacy of the existing deployment system from the current fire station 

locations. This report is presented in three main volumes: 

 Volume 1 – Executive Summary 

 Volume 2 – Fire and Rescue Operations and Staffing Technical Report 

 Volume 3 – Map Atlas 

1.1 POLICY CHOICES FRAMEWORK 

As the City Council understands, there are no mandatory federal or state regulations directing the 

level of fire service response times and outcomes. The body of regulations on the fire service 

provides that if fire services are provided at all, they must be done so with the safety of the 

firefighters and citizens in mind (see regulatory discussion in Volume 2). Historically, the City 

has made significant investments in its fire services. Given Rio Rancho’s unique geography, the 

City has reasonable fire and EMS response coverage.  

1.2 CITYGATE’S OVERALL OPINIONS ON THE STATE OF THE CITY’S FIRE SERVICES 

In brief, Citygate finds that the challenge of providing fire services in Rio Rancho is similar to 

that found in many suburban communities: providing an adequate level of fire services within the 

context of limited fiscal resources, competing needs, growing population, and suburban 

developments, plus some uncertainty surrounding the exact timing of future development. The 

City is handling its needs through its own fire response resources and, on occasion, through the 

use of partnerships with its neighbors in the mutual aid system. The deployment system does not 

meet the City’s current needs and as the City expands, the system will be stretched even thinner. 

Throughout this report, Citygate makes observations, key findings, and, where appropriate, 

specific action item recommendations. Overall, there are 15 key findings and 13 specific action 

item recommendations. Each recommendation in this report has been numbered to match a 

related finding. However, a recommendation was not required for each finding. 

1.3 GENERAL PRINCIPALS OF FIRE DEPARTMENT DEPLOYMENT 

Fire department deployment, simply stated, is about the speed and weight of the attack. Speed 

calls for first-due, all-risk intervention units (engines, ladder trucks and/or rescue ambulances) 

strategically located across a jurisdiction. These units are tasked with controlling moderate 

emergencies and preventing them from escalating beyond a single alarm incident. Second alarm 

incidents unnecessarily deplete department resources as multiple requests for service are 
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received. Weight is about multiple-unit responses for serious emergencies such as a room and 

contents structure fire, a multiple-patient incident, a vehicle accident with extrication required, or 

a heavy rescue incident. In these situations, enough firefighters must be assembled within a 

reasonable time frame to safely control the emergency. This keeps many incidents from 

escalating further, possibly requiring assistance from neighboring jurisdictions. 

1.4 RIO RANCHO’S CHALLENGE—GEOGRAPHY 

In Volume 2 of this study, Fire and Rescue Operations and Staffing Technical Report (which 

includes a Standards of Coverage study), Citygate’s analysis of prior response statistics and use 

of geographic mapping tools reveals that the City faces serious challenges responding within 

timeframes that meet national best practices. The Fire Department is not at fault; the geography 

of the City, at its current level of development, simply prevents best-practice service without a 

substantial increase in the size of the Fire Department. This is an increase the City cannot 

currently afford. The maps provided in Volume 3 and the corresponding explanation beginning 

in Volume 2 details the City’s current deployment system performance. 

National best practices recommend that the first-due fire unit should arrive within 4 minutes 

travel 90 percent of the time in urban/suburban population densities. When combined with 

dispatch process time and crew turnout time, such a travel time recommendation provides an 

effective outcome at severe medical emergencies, and keeps serious but still-emerging fires 

small.  

In Rio Rancho, the current fire station system provides the following coverage across a variety of 

population density/risk areas for emergency medical and fire incidents: 

Table 1—Citywide Response Time from Alarm Receipt to 1
st
 Unit  

Component Time 

Alarm Receipt to 1
st

 Unit Arrival  12:27 min. 

Dispatch Reflex  2:58 min. 

Crew Turnout  2:56 min. 

Travel  8:46 min. 

Travel @ 4:00 min.
1
 goal  35.5% of incidents 

                                                 

1
 National best practice recommends a travel time goal of four minutes. This concept is described fully in Volume 2. 
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Table 2—Travel Time by Station in 2013 

Station Travel Time 

1 8:25 

2 9:34 

3 8:40 

5 8:24 

6 10:21 

7 8:29 

National best practices recommend that the first-due fire unit should arrive within 6:20 

minutes/seconds of 9-1-1 being answered; however, Citygate recommends a 7-minute 

compliance time. This includes 1 minute for dispatch processing, and also acknowledges that 

crew turnout can sometimes take 2 minutes due to safety clothing compliance, and the design 

of some fire stations. A 7-minute goal thus allows for some variance in either the dispatch 

and/or turnout time steps. Thus, a complete total response goal is comprised of: 

1 minute dispatch processing + 2 minutes crew turnout + 4 minutes driving time = 7 minutes 

As Volume 2 of this report will detail, the travel times in Table 2 above are more than double 

what they ideally should be.  

The City is staffed for one serious building fire at a time, and one or two medical calls for service 

at the same time. The regional automatic and mutual aid response system delivers greater alarm 

and multiple-incident support, when needed, although with even longer response times. 

1.5 OVERALL EVALUATION 

The Rio Rancho Fire Department serves a very unique land use and development pattern. Most 

cities develop from a central core outward; Rio Rancho’s development has been around the 

perimeter of the City with an essentially open center core area. This creates a challenge for 

infrastructure development and emergency services response to efficiently serve disconnected 

neighborhoods. 

Nevertheless, Rio Rancho’s fire stations are located in the population clusters, and as the 

following map shows, currently a six-minute travel time covers most of the populated area of the 

City. Yet as seen in Table 2, travel times are still significantly higher than six minutes. 
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Figure 1—6-Minute Travel Time 

Citygate found that the following factors contribute to the lengthy travel times experienced by 

the Fire Department: 

 Density of growth is not contiguous; the high-density areas in the south part of the 

City have a high demand for service. Stations 1, 2, and 7 experience the highest 

call volumes.  

 Population clusters contain stations that are too far apart to successfully support 

each other when additional resources are needed. Timely multi-unit response is 

not possible. 

 When the three busy southern area stations experience simultaneous calls for 

service, they draw in the remaining three stations. This causes long response times 

citywide into all station areas during hours of the day with the highest demand for 

services. 

 Two of the stations are located against edges of the City limits, creating a 

situation where some of their response coverage is expended outside the City 
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limits. There are not enough first response units to cover the paved, populated 

road miles. 

 Volume 2 of this study will also recommend the Fire Department make an effort 

to lower its dispatch processing and crew turnout times. 

 Add to this the high call volumes during wake hours, which challenge a fire 

department of this size. 

Once many units are used, Rio Rancho’s response system is destabilized; all the units are off 

base and response times suffer everywhere. 

1.6 IMPROVING SERVICE 

Improving service will require the Fire Department to: 

 Provide equitable response times to all similar risk neighborhoods 

 Provide depth of response when multiple incidents occur 

 Provide a concentration of response forces in the core area. 

As a policy, if Rio Rancho wants to provide the three outcomes above, the City needs to modify 

its current staffing model and add resources as finances allow. 

The first step requires Rio Rancho to adopt a Safety Element as part of its comprehensive plan.  

The aim of the Safety Element is to reduce the potential risk of death, injuries, property damage, 

and economic and social dislocation resulting from fires, floods, earthquakes, and other hazards.  

The sections of the Safety Element relevant to Fire Protections should address relevant fire 

prevention and fire response concepts.  As with other parts of the Comprehensive Plan, the 

Safety Element will guide policymakers, developers, and City staff as they respond to specific 

planning challenges as the community grows. 

The next step for Rio Rancho, in the near term, is to adopt performance measures from which to 

set forth service expectations and, on an annual basis, monitor Fire Department performance as 

part of its annual budget considerations. The City should consider providing additional resources 

to improve fire service response times as the City grows and demand increases. 

1.7 FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Citygate’s deployment findings and recommendations are listed below. For reference purposes, 

the findings and recommendation numbers refer to the sequential numbers as these are presented 

in the technical report volume. Only the most salient findings and recommendations are provided 

in this Executive Summary. 
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Finding #1: The City does not have an overarching policy on Fire Protection, as would be 

found in a Safety Element of a Comprehensive Plan. A Safety Element 

would describe the long-term planning goals for Fire Protection in Rio 

Rancho.  

Finding #7: Using the current six fire station locations, almost the entire suburban and 

emerging suburban density developed areas are within six minutes travel 

time of a fire station. Where this does not occur, the segments are small areas 

at the end of the street network. 

Finding #11.4: The City’s time of day, day of week, and month of year calls for service 

demands are focused around the period of eight in the morning to about 

seven in the evening. This is consistent with the patterns in most suburban 

communities, the highest call volumes occur when people are awake and at 

work or play. Peak activity units would be a cost-effective way to handle 

these high call volumes that occur with some regularity. 

Finding #13: There is a problem with dispatching delays. Determining the cause of the 

problem is beyond the scope of this study. In all probability, the problem is 

due to a combination of factors including procedures, technology, and 

staffing. 

Based on the technical analysis and findings contained in this study, Citygate’s most salient 

recommendations are shown below. 

Recommendation #1: Consider Adoption of a Safety Element to the Comprehensive 

Plan: A Safety Element added to the City’s Comprehensive Plan 

would guide policymakers, developers, planners, and other City staff 

as they considered new projects going forward and their impacts on 

the fire protection system. 

Recommendation #2: Adopt City Council Policy Deployment Measures: The City should 

adopt performance measures to direct fire crew planning and to 

monitor the operation of the Department. The measures should take 

into account a realistic company turnout time of 2 minutes and be 

designed to deliver outcomes that will save patients likely to recover 

upon arrival; and to keep small, but serious, fires from becoming 

greater alarm fires. The policies should be realistic, affordable, and 

not over-promise positive outcomes to all neighborhoods, all of the 

time. Adopt a blended response goal tiered to population levels. 
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Recommendation #7b.5: As infill occurs in the southern part of the City, as densities increase 

to urban levels, and as further development occurs in the northern part 

of the City, 6 minutes may no longer be attainable as a benchmark; 

then consideration should be given to adding stations as growth 

demands. 

Recommendation #11: Consider the following resource deployment measures as the first step 

in stabilizing the Department and reducing overall travel times:  

11.1 On a trial basis using overtime, add a peak period rescue 

ambulance deployed out of Station 1. If it is successful, add 

enough firefighters and paramedics to staff the Rescue 

Ambulance on a peak period basis. 

11.2 Redeploy Engine 6 to Station 1 on a planned basis during peak 

period. 

11.3 Consider adding a second peak period rescue ambulance 

deployed out of Station 7. 

Recommendation #13: In cooperation with the police department, conduct a complete study 

of the dispatch center and follow those recommendations. 

1.8 NEXT STEPS 

The purpose of a Standards of Coverage study is to compare the City’s current performance 

against the local risks to be protected, as well as to compare against nationally recognized best 

practices. This analysis of performance forms the base from which to make recommendations for 

changes in the operations and deployment of forces.  

As one step in this review of fire operations, the City Council should adopt a Safety Element to 

the Comprehensive Plan, adopt response time goals for the Fire Department, and provide 

accountability for the Department to meet those standards. The goals identified in 

Recommendation #1 are close to meeting national best practices. The City is able to meet these 

goals today. Measurement and planning as the City continues to evolve over time will allow the 

City to scale performance with growth. 

1.8.1 Short-Term Steps 

 Absorb the policy recommendations of this fire services study and adopt revised 

Fire Department performance measures to drive the deployment of firefighting and 

emergency medical resources. 
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1.8.2 Long-Term Steps 

 Monitor the performance of the Fire Department’s deployment system using the 

adopted deployment measures and the methods in this study. 

 Consider the above recommendations as funding allows. 

 


