Staff Memo

TO: Mayor Muhlfeld and City Council
FROM: Dana Meeker, City Manager
DATE: October 27, 2026

RE: Whitefish Fire Service Area Update

WHITEFISH FIRE SERVICE AREA UPDATE

The Whitefish Fire Service Area (WFSA) was established by the Flathead County Board of
Commissioners in 1989 to provide funding for fire protection services to residents and properties
located outside the City of Whitefish but within the designated rural service area. Under this
arrangement, the City contracts to provide fire protection and related services to the WFSA.

Over time, compensation from the WFSA has not kept pace with the City's increasing costs to
provide these services. Rising personnel, equipment, training, facility, and operational costs have
significantly increased the expense of delivering fire protection services.

In recent years, significant residential and commercial development within the WFSA has further
increased the demand for fire protection and emergency response services. This growth has resulted
in higher call volumes, increased service expectations, and greater resource demands on the
Whitefish Fire Department. To maintain service levels and meet community needs, the City has
continued to invest in staffing, apparatus, equipment, facilities, and operational capabilities.

The current Interlocal Agreement obligates the City to provide fire protection services through June
30, 2036. However, the Agreement also recognizes that timely emergency response cannot be
guaranteed when Whitefish Fire Department personnel, apparatus, or other resources are already
committed to incidents or when overall service capacity is strained. As growth continues throughout
both the City and the WFSA, the challenge extends beyond the gap between service costs and
WEFSA funding. The more critical question is whether staffing levels, response resources, and
service delivery models can keep pace with increasing demand to ensure acceptable and timely
emergency response throughout both jurisdictions.

The WFSA Board is evaluating the current funding model to ensure it remains equitable,
sustainable, and reflective of the actual costs associated with providing the level of fire protection
services expected by WFSA residents. During the work session, the WFSA Board will provide an
update on the following:

1. 2026 Plan and Status Update

2. Fire Protection Service Challenges and Public Feedback from WFSA Residents
3. Future Considerations and Next Steps
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