
Answers to these Frequently Asked Questions are intended to clarify the scope of emergency 
services provided by the Decatur Emergency Brigade (DEB), with the help and cooperation of 
on-island volunteers. It reflects historical context, legal considerations and current practices to 
the best of our knowledge.  

What does the Decatur Emergency Brigade (DEB) do? 

DEB is a registered 501(c)(3) nonprofit composed of trained volunteers who provide immediate, 
on-island fire response until official responders arrive. Our mission is to serve as the first line of 
community defense between the start of an incident and official emergency response. 
 
In that effort, DEB: 

- Maintains four fire trucks, pumps, hoses, and portable gear 
- Operates a 24/7 emergency call line 
- Coordinates alerts through the I Am Responding app 
- Hosts annual training sessions for island residents 
- Conducts annual drills 
- Coordinates with San Juan County, DNR, and the Interagency Wildland Team 
- Promotes fire safety education and community preparedness 

What doesn’t DEB do? 

DEB doesn’t:  
- dispatch or manage any medical response on the island.  
- engage in any structural or utility infrastructure fire, other than efforts to prevent the 

spread to surrounding wildlands. 
- guarantee a response to a fire.  This is true of any volunteer fire district anywhere and 

the term used is ‘no expectation of service’. 

What is the history of the Decatur Emergency Brigade (DEB)? 

The Decatur Emergency Brigade (DEB) was formed in August 2019 as a grassroots, 
community-led effort to improve fire preparedness and emergency response. After San Juan 
County denied a 2019 petition to form a formal Fire District, residents saw the need for an 
organized group to own and maintain fire response equipment. 

With support from DNW (Decatur Northwest) and community donations, DEB acquired trucks 
and began training volunteers. In February 2023, DEB became a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, which 
enabled insurance coverage, formal fundraising and operational growth. 

Today, DEB serves as Decatur’s first line of fire response and a model for other outer islands. 
Is DEB working to improve protective services for Decatur? 

Yes. DEB actively: 



- Collaborates with other outer islands to share best practices  
- Hosts training, prevention programs, and communication planning 
- Regularly evaluates for improvements in gear, tools and procedures  

Other outer islands are looking to DEB as a scalable, sustainable response solution. 

What should I do if I see a fire on the island?  

Use any and all methods to communicate to anyone and everyone for help. A fire on this island 
is serious. Common sense would dictate looking around to see if someone else is already 
working the problem and then ask how you can help. Making sure that 911 is called, IAR is 
notified, and the VHF radio system is alerted are all great starts for communication.   

Hopefully you’ve participated in DEB training and can assist in getting a water truck to the site, 
hoses deployed, fire breaks established.  If not, maybe you can organize the parking of 
incoming responders, move vehicles out of the way of equipment, or help corral pets or children 
who may be in the way.  Being available to ferry responders from the dock to the incident 
location is crucial, as is ensuring everyone is staying safe and hydrated.   

If qualified responders are on site, an Incident Commander should be identified to help 
coordinate and communicate amongst volunteers.  

It is unfortunately common to have a medical incident added on to these fire responses. Be 
situationally aware and recognize that sometimes the best way to help is to simply stay safely 
out of the way. 

I see magnets around with the dispatch number for DEB.  What happens when I call? 

The answering service creates an ‘incident’ on the IAR app, and anyone who is on that app gets 
notified.  911 is not called, that is why you should always call them first to begin a response from 
the county..   

I’ve heard about the “IaR” app. What is it and how does it work? 

IaR stands for ‘I am Responding’ and is an end-to-end response system commonly used for 
communicating about emergency services. DEB pays for this service to be available and 
currently limits access to community members who have completed fire training.  

To learn more, visit the IaR website. 

How do I tell 911 or DEB where I am?  Is my address good enough? 

Your address is a good start but make sure you are using the same address that the county has 
on file, rather than references that only locals would recognize. Having a reflective address 
number or last name posted is helpful. Pretend you are a responder trying to find your location 

https://iamresponding.com


on a rainy dark night, and solve that problem for them. 

Another great app is ‘What 3 Words’ and many counties and responders use it to assist in 
finding a specific location. It is accurate within 10’ and that is especially helpful if you need to 
direct someone to a location more specific than a driveway or house number.   

Learn more at the What 3 Words website.  

How large of a fire can I have on my own property?    

Visit the Open Burn page on the San Juan County website to review legal regulations for burn 
permits and seasonal considerations. They also provide updates to fire risk and burn bans. 

Consider informing your neighbors in advance of a large burn to help ease concerns when 
smoke is smelled or seen. If in doubt, invite friends/neighbors over to help you monitor and 
manage your large fire. 

How often does DEB hold training sessions?  When is the next one?  

DEB typically conducts a training session once every summer and is working on a schedule for 
the 2026 season. Notifications will be communicated once date(s) are confirmed.  

What does a typical training session look like? 

DEB conducts a 4-hour foundational course that adheres to National Wildfire Coordinating 
Group (NWCG) standards.  

Each session includes Incident Command System (ICS) basics, safety and fireline hazards, 
size-up and communication, apparatus placement, fuels, topography, fire behavior, weather, 
hoselays, handline construction and mop-up. 

Additional training covers truck operation and driving safety, water supply and refill operations, 
dispatch and communications and advanced/refresh training for previous course graduates. 

Learn more about our program and instructors on our Training Page.  

Is there a plan in place for maintenance of emergency equipment and vehicles?  

DEB is an entirely volunteer based organization. There are several people within the 
organization who are knowledgeable about maintaining the equipment. Please reach out if you 
are interested in helping in that effort.  

https://what3words.com/clip.apples.leap
https://www.sanjuancountywa.gov/1096/Open-Burn-Info
https://deb.team/training


Why doesn’t Decatur have a traditional Volunteer Fire Department? 

In 2019, residents of Decatur submitted a petition to form a Fire District. The San Juan County 
Council reviewed the petition and held public hearings, ultimately voting to deny the request.  
Reasons cited included: 

- Minimal improvement over existing coverage (DEB, DNR, mutual aid) 
- Limited insurance benefit (according to the Fire Marshal) 
- Representation: 84 registered voters, but 480+ owners existed 
- No operational plan or staffing/training budget 
- Geographic isolation 
- Substantial required training standards, limiting volunteers 
- Communication and medical gaps not addressed 
- County concerns from previous small fire district failures (e.g., Stuart, Shaw) 

Watch the hearing here:  
Council Deliberations (public comments until 2:31 | deliberations: 2:31–2:56) 

Do we pay taxes for fire or emergency services? 

Decatur Island is not part of a fire district and pays no fire district taxes. However, each parcel 
pays a small annual tax to the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) for wildland fire 
protection. 

DEB is funded entirely by voluntary community donations. 

If we don’t have a fire district, who responds to fires on our island? 
 
Always call 911 first. But, multiple groups coordinate fire protection for Decatur: 
 
DEB: Local, trained volunteers provide immediate island response. 
San Juan County Interagency Wildland Team: Coordinates county-wide wildfire 
readiness. 
Washington State DNR: Primary agency responsible for wildland fire suppression. 
Contracted Services: San Juan County and DNR contracts extend mutual aid coverage 
when necessary. 

What does it take to be a Volunteer Firefighter? 

- Age Minimum 18 years old (although some departments offer junior programs for ages 
14–17). 

- Background Clean criminal history check and a drug screening. 
- Driving Record An insurable driving record (often no more than two traffic violations). 
- Residency Must live within or near the designated fire district. 

https://media.avcaptureall.cloud/meeting/36f5d2b9-fec5-4a70-9696-0f8210518a63


- Physical Fitness Ability to pass a physical agility test involving tasks like carrying 
heavy equipment, climbing ladders, and dragging hoses.  

- Training While not always required upon application, volunteers must complete basic 
fire and EMT training, which the department often provides. 

- Commitment Regular attendance at drills and monthly meetings is mandatory, 
sometimes requiring 10% or more of annual training sessions. 

- Certifications While not required to start, obtaining CPR, First Aid, and firefighter 
certification is common. 

Our own Board Member Michelle Harden earned two Telly awards for this PSA on fire 
volunteerism in Washington state. 

Here is some helpful information from Lopez Island 

See link to Lopez FD handout here  and Overview of Lopez FD  here . 

If DEB didn’t exist, could Decatur Island have a real fire department? 

Forming a fire district depends on meeting state and county requirements, regardless of DEB’s 
presence. This organization was formed after a fire district was determined unfeasible and 
operates as a critical stop gap to immediate emergency services.  

Would a VFD (Volunteer Fire Department) lower all of our insurance premiums? 

Even islands with fire districts often keep high ISO ratings (around 9B) due to lack of water 
access and full-time coverage. See the extended Fire Insurance FAQ for more. 

 Link to essay on Insurance here. 

Why are some residents losing insurance or seeing rate hikes? 

Contributing factors include: 
- Higher risk ratings for remote properties with limited access to staffed fire departments 
- Little benefit from forming a VFD unless strict ISO standards (hydrants, 24/7 staffing, 

training) are met 
- Nationwide changes: many insurers are leaving rural areas or raising rates due to 

wildfire risk, climate change, and rising costs 

Does DEB provide emergency medical care on the island? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ixtS_QNr5g
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1W2dBKwUuNi0wffKVjTMr-RwjT60MyGbARBdL4ZndnBw/edit?tab=t.0
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1VOoc4Ftsd6tK987ITkjc3o1IF6tTBu7TST9I981RSWY/edit?tab=t.0
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1rr2ihXM8Empd3Lbaf8BCyv8BSMGkfhADg7TCpC-uZKU/edit?tab=t.0


 
While some DEB volunteers might also have basic or advanced medical training and may 
independently choose to assist in accordance with the state-wide Good Samaritan Law, DEB is 
not a medical response agency. 

For serious medical emergencies, always call 911 first. Other options include calling 
360-378-4141 to activate the IaR app, informing neighbors via VHF or using good, old-
fashioned phone trees. It never hurts to use all methods available to you at the time.  
 
San Juan County EMS coordinates airlift or marine transport as needed. No one with DEB 
directs aircraft where to safely land. That is coordinated by the county and ultimately decided by 
the pilot.  

I support what DEB is doing, but how can I do more? 

Donate to DEB to support gear, training, and readiness 
Volunteer for drills and support roles 
Maintain your home using Firewise practices 
Plan your water system to protect your own property and home.  
Share this FAQ to reduce confusion and misinformation 
Always check with the county to ensure you are abiding by regulations if managing a 
controlled fire. 


