
 

 

Public Safety & Transportation Committee  
     Fire Department Budget Report 

 
City of Newton 
In City Council 

 
Thursday, May 7, 2026 

 
Present:  Councilors Lucas (Chair), Wright, Golden, Roche and Silber 

Absent:  Councilors Block, Irish and Greenberg 

Also Present:  Councilors Albright, Farrell, Oliver and Malakie  

City Staff: Chief Gregory Gentile and Assistant Chief Michael Bianchi, Newton Fire Department; 
Josh Morse, Chief Operating Officer and Mary O’Neill, Senior Human Resources Partner  
 
All agendas and reports, both past and present, can be found at the following link: 
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-
committees/public-safety-transportation-committee 

For more information regarding this meeting, a video recording can be found at the following 
link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g56iiAln3tI 

Please Note: The following information may be found in detail in the Budget materials on the 
City’s website at the following link: 
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/comptroller/budget     
 

Referred to Finance and Appropriate Committees 
 

#1-26   Submittal of the FY2027 - FY2031 Supplemental Capital Improvement Plan  
HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting the FY27 - FY31 Supplemental Capital 
Improvement Plan.  
 

#154-26            Submittal of the FY2027-FY2031 Supplemental Capital Improvement Plan 
HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting in accordance with Section 5-1 of the City of 
Newton Charter, the FY2027-FY2031 Supplemental Capital Improvement Plan. 
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#155-26            Submittal of the FY2027 Municipal/School Operating Budget 
HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting in accordance with Section 5-1 of the City of 
Newton Charter the FY2027 Municipal/School Operating Budget, passage of 
which shall be concurrent with the FY2027-FY2031 Capital Improvement 
Program (#1-26). EFFECTIVE DATE OF SUBMISSION 04/21/26; LAST DATE TO 
PASS THE BUDGET 06/05/26. 

 

Fire Department Budget 
Note:   Chief Gentile and Assistant Chief Bianchi joined the Committee to discuss the FY27 
Fire Department Budget 

FIRE DEPARTMENT GOALS AND VISIONS 
Chief Gentile addressed the department’s goals and visions for FY2027.  
 
#1 Customer Service/Community Engagement 
#2 Process Improvement 
#3 Professional Development 
#4 Deliverables 
#5 Long-Term Vision  
 
FIRE DEPARTMENT PERSONNEL AND STAFFING  
The Fire Department employs 203 full time employees. 
 
STRUCTURE FIRES 
Chief Gentile stated that the department did a record number of responses in 2025, 12,130, up 
from 11,450  in 2024.  In 2021, the department responded to 9,500 calls. The run totals seem to 
be rising across the board uniformly, whether it's fire alarm activations, accidents or EMS calls. It's 
not one particular type of call that rising, it’s total volume. In 2025, the department fought 14 
structure fires. Each incident receives a code, 14 were considered structure fires, one was a 
working fire and one was a second alarm fire. Of those 14, two were significant fires on the same 
day. In the first four months of 2026, there have been 12 structure fires. Of those 12, there have 
been 5 significant fires including 4 working fires and 1 second alarm fire on Marathon Monday and 
3 working fires since then.  It is difficult to predict when we're going to see an emergency incident. 
We base our profession on staying ready, prepared and trained. I can't discuss any specific 
incident, because they are still under investigation. Electrical fires are clearly the overwhelming 
theme with 4 fires in the past three weeks.  
 
VACANCIES and INJURIES 
Assistant Chief Bianchi stated that there are 8 vacancies. We're in the process of hiring 5 new 
firefighters. Four will start the academy in June, and should be out by the end of the summer. One 
person will start the academy in September, and should be out 2 1/2 months later. The academy 
is approximately 10 weeks long. This leaves the department with 3 vacancies then we will begin 
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the process again.  We try to predict long-term injuries, retirements, etc.  Chief Gentile added that 
several years ago, we added 4 temporary full-time employees to foresee an opening and begin 
the process early. From when we call Civil Service for the list, it takes approximately 8 months. 
Four of the eight vacancies are actually designed as temporary, allowing us to hire in advance, 
which takes a significant amount of time with interviews and physicals, etc.  Assistant Chief Bianchi 
added that the department has 3 long-term injuries who are in the process of retirement. There 
are 4 short-term injuries, who will return to work.   
 
APPARATUS 
Assistant Chief Bianchi stated that Ladder 3 has been designed and we are in process of working 
with  the vendor for an estimated delivery in 1 1/2 years. That ladder will replace a 2009 truck. 
Chief Gentile added that on FY27 CIP, Engine 4 was moved up. The department has a replacement 
program, allowing us to replace one truck every 2 years. A 3-year lead time on purchasing a truck 
was backing the department up forcing us to spend a lot of money to keep the front line apparatus 
in service.   
 
INCREASE to FUNDS 
Firehouse Software - Previously a zero, now $18,000 required by the national level.  Without that 
money, we lose out on many grant opportunities. It is good to report statistics to the national 
system.   
 
Apparatus Repair - The older the truck, the more repairs cost.  Repairs have increased in the past 
5 years.   
 
AEDs - The department is responsible for purchasing and maintaining all AEDs in the city. The 
department has not been keeping up with this.   
 
Self-Contained Breathing Apparatus (SCBA) Repair - As SCBAs get older, they're out of warranty 
and begin to break down. SCBA must be in perfect working order and are serviced once per year.    
 
Questions, answers and comments:  
What's the life expectancy of a truck, does it vary by type or mileage? Chief Gentile answered 15 
years for all trucks. They do not vary by type. Truck expectancy are set by NFPA standards. There's 
been trucks that didn't make it long, but once they are at that stage, a truck is replaced. Spares 
are used up to 25 years old, after that the NFPA recommends the apparatus be retired.   
 
Are truck systems upgraded to use as spares? Assistant Chief Bianchi answered no, we don't 
upgrade the major systems unless something fails, it has to be upgraded.    
 
Is there a sense of what electrical fires are related to? Chief Gentile answered that he does not 
think there’s any reason. Electrical is the biggest cause of fires.   
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What percentage of medical emergencies is a pumper truck sent to? Chief Gentile answered that 
he did not have a percentage available. A pumper truck, engine or closest piece of apparatus are  
sent to any  life-saving medical call which is determined through the dispatch center who runs the 
call through the EMD software program.  
 
Does the nearest piece of equipment or an ambulance attend life-saving medical calls? Chief 
Gentile answered that an ambulance and the closest piece of fire apparatus will respond because 
the fire apparatus also have EMTs on them. The department can arrive quickly and carry AEDs, 
allowing us to start life-saving measures oftentimes before an ambulance arrives. 
 
Is the EMD software configurable or is it set? Chief Gentile answered that they are very 
configurable, we work on that monthly.  We have an EMS doctor from Newton Wellesley who's 
involved, dispatch, police, fire and some representatives from each department discuss this often, 
trying to find the right balance. Often times, information received at dispatch isn’t correct.   
 
Sending a pumper truck to the Coleman House for a senior having a medical emergency, strikes 
me as the wrong piece of equipment being sent. Chief Gentile answered that it's probably not 
necessary, but the one time that it makes a difference is worth all the other times that it didn't.  
 
When will the pumper truck be designed and ordered? Will it be designed with a smaller width 
for narrow streets? Assistant Chief Bianchi answered that this fiscal year, we will communicate 
specifics for a new truck. Chief Gentile added that the length of Engine 7 was reduced by 2 feet 
from previous purchases. We haven’t discussed widths, but we certainly can to find our options. 
 
It's nice to hear that out of 12,000 calls, only 14 were structure fires, a low number considering 
the circumstances. Chief Gentile noted that fire prevention laws and the work of the Fire 
Prevention Team is a huge reason for low numbers along with alarm systems catching small, 
smoldering events before they become a structure fire.  
 
Out of the 12,000 calls, break down the top most important categories that those calls fall into? 
Chief Gentile answered probably the biggest single call is EMS calls, probably half.  He then stated 
that he did not have statistics available. Fire alarm activations are probably number 2. Many 
residents today, have residential fire alarm systems. The detection is great for the people that are 
inside the house to get out, but the notification piece, we call a Central Station Alarm. Smoke 
detectors are much better than 10 years ago. We do many motor vehicle accident calls. 
 
What is the breakdown of commercial versus residential fire alarms? Chief Gentile answered that 
he would provide this information.  
 
Is the city reimbursed for false alarms? Chief Gentile answered for the most part, the department 
is not reimbursed. There are specific times where a building itself is not operating properly, so we 
may initiate fines.  
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Hardwire alarms occasionally go off. When does the signal get sent to the Fire Department? Chief 
Gentile answered that it depends on the type of alarm system. If it's a local alarm, most likely you 
or your neighbors called. Central Station alarms are probably 1-2 minutes before dispatch receives 
a call from a third-party alarm system dispatching the Fire Department.   
 
To prevent false alarms, besides vacuuming smoke detectors are there other suggestions? 
Assistant Chief Bianchi answered to replace detectors frequently and test them. 
 
What is the previous Wire Division now called? Chief Gentile answered that they are now under  
Fire Alarm Services.   
 
When a double pole is replaced, are we able to keep up when the time comes to move our wires? 
Chief Gentile answered yes, that is not an issue. Often times it's a communication issue.  

The education incentive went up by $219,000, is that contractual? Chief Gentile answered yes, it 
is an old item. Last year, department members received degrees. The budget was increased to 
cover this.   

There's a significant drop in regular overtime. Is that because the department is  understaffed? 
Chief Gentile answered yes, we believe it is due to our hiring practices. We've been very 
aggressive when we hire.  As long as we have the permission to do that, we're going to be in 
better shape, having a fully staffed department. We've seen the benefits.  

Regarding call boxes, what is the cost? How would you assess the value of call boxes versus cell 
phones? Are call boxes worthwhile? Chief Gentile answered that call boxes are tied to the 
municipal service system which is how most commercial buildings are tied to dispatch. The 
system is maintained, and we have five Wires Division members who maintain the system.  
Maintaining the system doesn’t cost much and have a huge benefit.  If you pull a call box, you will 
receive an immediate response.  Call boxes are one of the most reliable ways of communicating 
in the world and are a great backup system when cell service is down. We are very proud of call 
boxes and it works well with the commercial buildings.  

Is bad cell phone service a safety issue? Chief Gentile answered that he doesn’t consider it to be 
a problem. Most of our communications go through mobile radios. He then stated that he has 
not received complaints indicating someone couldn't get in touch with the department.   

Regarding 12,130 responses in 2025, an increase in years past. Is this a Newton only issue or 
regional issue? Chief Gentile answered that it appears to be everywhere, certainly in the 34 
communities of metro Boston. Call volumes and 911 calls are increasing. Newton is busier at times, 
generating more calls.  More people are having alarms going off, increasing the number of 
responses.  
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At what point will you have to increase the number of staff? Chief Gentile answered at this time, 
the department is not looking to add staff and does not have budget implications. We constantly 
review this.    
 
If it becomes necessary for the department to increase staff, are there enough recruits in line?  
Chief Gentile answered that there are 47 people on the list with residency preference. When 
Assistant Chief Bianchi and I joined there were several hundred on the list.    
 
Does the list of 47 recruits expire? Is it the norm to hire from within?  Chief Gentile answered the 
list is good for 2 years. The norm is to hire from within.  Recruits take the test yearly.   
 
Are any new hires veterans? Chief Gentile answered approximately 50% are veterans, there are 
usually 4-6 veterans on the list. 
 
What is the retirement age of a firefighter? Chief Gentile answered 65.  
   
If the department could have $1,000,000, what would it be used for?  Chief Gentile answered 
additional personnel including administrative, fire suppression and IT personnel.        
 
The Committee took a straw vote to approve the Fire Department budget of $34,101,124, the  
Capital Improvement Plan and the Supplemental Capital Improvement Plan which passed 5-0. 
 
The Committee adjourned at 9:07 p.m. 
 
Respectfully  submitted,   

Tarik Lucas, Chair  


