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When a 911 buzzer sounds, firefighters and EMS personnel at the Bel Air Volunteer Fire Company stop mid-
sentence and sprint to emergency vehicles. Rapid response time is a point of pride for this 175-member station. 

To trim every minute from arrival time to the 
80,000 people who depend on them, BAVFC 
has created a Live-in Program, designed to 
increase the number of in-house volunteers at 
any one time. Their focus is on post-secondary 
school age students looking for careers in fire 
and emergency response. 

Live-in volunteers receive free room and board 
along with professional training. In turn, they are 
expected to be onsite and on call for four nights 
a week. A live-in must be either a full-time 
student or have the equivalent hours of school 
and outside employment. 

“We are trying to improve the service that we 
provide by having crews in the station 24 hours 
a day,” says Assistant Chief Mike Walker, who 
participated in a suburban DC live-in program 
while he pursued a college degree over a 
decade ago. “It's a give and take program. They 
are getting a lot of free support, but at the same 
time, they are expected to provide service to the 
people of Bel Air and Harford County.”

It’s not always glamorous. “This is not a hotel,” says Walker. “Even if you are off, the ambulance sirens here run 
non-stop. These guys may run calls all evening, miss dinner, sleep for two hours and get up after working a fire in 
the middle of the night and report to their job or to class.” 

Those who embrace this lifestyle will emerge with professional level firefighting or EMS training along with their 
degrees or certifications. “Hopefully, they will want to stay around after graduation, and we can benefit from their 
experiences longer,” says Rich Gardiner spokesperson for the Harford County Volunteer Fire and EMS Association

The intangibles, though, last a lifetime. “These guys see a lot and learn a lot in a short time,” adds Rich. “But it’s not 
just about going on calls. It’s about what you learn from others as to how you grow up in life.” 

For some live-ins, a chance to obtain free housing in return for service is 
the key that allows them to pursue higher education and develop a 
career rather than to simply work in an entry level, low-paying job. 

Firefighters also say that the live-in program keeps the volunteer service 
robust into the future, in part, by training young emergency personnel 
with state-of-the-art equipment and procedures and encouraging them to 
incorporate volunteer fire service into their lifestyles.

The Bel Air Volunteer Fire Company would like to expand the program to 
about 14 live-in recruits. They accept local students as well as those from 
out-of-state who are interested in attending one of the area’s many 
colleges or technical training programs. For the fire department veterans 
who pride themselves on quality service in an ever-growing community, 
the live-in program is simply another way to serve the public: “When the 
minutes count, having those guys in the bunk room 24 hours a day can 
save lives,” adds Assistant Chief Walker.
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The BAVFC operates five engines, two 
ladder towers, one rescue, four ALS 
transport units (medic units), one air 
cascade, two brush trucks, one aux service 
vehicle, and six utilities out of three fire 
stations.

They average 22 fire and EMS calls per day. 

(l to r) Adam Siemek, Sgt. Steven Campbell and Capt. Brandon Ruble 
participate in Bel Air Volunteer Fire Company’s Live-in Program. The 
company is looking for another dozen recruits who can live rent-free 
while training and responding to emergencies. 

W I N T E R  2 0 1 3

From bunk to truck saves response time, builds future firefighters
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