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Craig McMillan, executive director of Sand Lake Ambulance, at the station house in West Sand Lake on March 28,

A Rensselaer Connty public safety leader is highlighting inequity in response times for towns that do not have
Advanced Life Support services,

A patchwork of
ambulance services

One Rensselaer County leader is highlighting response times by town

By H. Rose Schoeider

Twis frvom i s T, Sand Lake Ambiilance
was Facing a dilemma. Dispatchers report -
el @ 6-month-old was choking in a nearby
lown, which didnt have an ambulance
available. But Sand Lake wasn't autho-
rized to respond there.

“Somchody stepped up and said, “We'll
go,”™ Craig McMillan, executive director of
Band Lake Ambulance, said.

The infant survived, bul the ambulance
broke ils own rules when il responded due
to the patchwork of ambulance services
amd municipal agreesments in Rensselaer

‘The Morth Greenbush Ambulance station on Main County.
Avenue in Wynantskill. North Greenbush Ambulance “The challenge we have in Rensselacr
is a volunteer ambulance partly funded by the town County is the EMS systems sort of grew up

that now also staffs paid employees. Se¢ AMBULANCE, Al2
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spontancously,” said Warren
Havashi, an assistant professor
of emergency medicine at Alba-
ny Medical College and medical
director  for the Rensselaer
County Bureau of Public Safety.

The county has 15 dedicated
ambulance services, state data
shows. It's far from being the
loweest total statewide (Orlecans
and Chemung counties each
have one ambulance program
listed) or even locally l[]"'ultun

Iy}, but those mrmlw:d in EMS
point to consolidated ambu-
lance  programs  in nenrby
counties as evidenee services
can beimproved. Albany Coun-
ty stalls an EMS unit through
its sherills office and Ulster
County announced last month
it would pursue a countywide
mutual aid agreement and in-
veat nearly 85 million in im-
proving EMS aervices.

Cities like Troy are address-
ing similar issues after a report

found its city-run fire and am-
bulance service was struggling
due to stagnant staffing, in-
crcased demand and longer
emergency wait Hmes.

Independent of the county,
Hayashi has hosted meetings
over the past month in the
towns of Brunswick and Poes-
tenkill, presenting data from
last year's gu calls and discuss-
ing how parts of Renssclacr
County can improve EMS ser-
vices, It's this call data that re-
veals the disparities, he said. In
Morth Greenbush, an amba-
lamce arrives on average just
over nine minutes after a o1
call. Across the town line, in
Poestenkill, it's just under 28
minutes. And while North
Greenbush and Sand Lake had
a paramedic arrive in less than
20 minutes about 95% of the
time, lowns like Berlin, Nassaw
and Stephentown saw respons-
es that timely less than 8% of
the time.

Rather than a dedicated am-
bulance, towns like Poestenkill
and Brunawick have a “hand-
shake agreement” with Mo-
hawk Ambulance, Brunswick
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Sand Lake Ambulance paramedic Tim Lasher, left, and
Executive Divector Cralg MeMillan stand in the ambuolance bay
on March 28 at the station house in West Sand Lake.

Town Board member Mark
Cippery explained. The pri-
vate ambulance service has six
stations in the Capital Region,
including one on MecChesney
Avenue in Brunswick.

“For the most part, for all
those years, it was advania-
geous to Brunawick — we paid

nothing for it,” Cippery said of
the longlime situation,

But since the coronavirus
pandemic, resources have been
stretched thin and responsc
times have lagged, he said. The
town is now gathering informa-
tion on a handiul of ways it
eould expand itz ambulance

service — whether that's by se-
curing a paid contract with Mo-
hawk Ambulance or another
private ambulanec to provide a
dedicated service (similar to
Cohoes” contract  with  Am-
hulnz), or establishing its own,
Cipperly said the hope is 1o
have a referendum vole on a
new model this year.

Since 2014, when its volun-
teer ambulanee closed due to a
lack of staff, Poestenkill has
been weighing its options foran
EMSE zervice. In 2o, 72% af
wvolers shol down ereating a
town ambulance. Under the
current system, volunteer fire-
fighters provide basic life sup-
port until Mohawk Ambulance
arrivea. If they aren't available,
dispatchers can put out calls
for service, but this is compli-
cated by the fact Poestenkill
doesn’t have a mufual aid
agreement with another town,
Supervisor Tom Russell said.

Sand Lake Ambulance
shares a border with Poesten-
kill, but not a mutual aid agree-
ment. State law requires an am-
bulance respond only where it
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iz certified to operate or
areas atipulated inoa mo-
tuwal aid agreement. He-
sponding o a call clse-
where risks liability and
means an  ambulance
can't bill insurance, Mc-
Millan  said. North
Greenbush Ambulance is
leas than half a mile from
Brunswick's town line
buit doesn'l have o muaiaal
aid agreement there ei-
ther, Evan French, North
Greenbush's director of
opcrations, said.

Like Poestenkill, the
town of Sand Lake once
had an all-volunteer am
hulanee. It now operates
as @ nonprofil with paid
paramedics and EMTs,
ranking second behind
Morth Greenbush  for
fastest responsc times on
average. The town pays
Jjust under halfof its oper-
ating expenses while the
ather half 15 covered by
medical insurance  bill-
ing, MeMillan explained.

“But there's limits to
how much money they
can provide us, and we
can't just go out and get
mare ambulance calls,”
Mebillan said. “Pariner-
ing with other agencies
makes sense for us, too,”™

Morth Greenbush Am-
bulance also operates as a
nonprofit with a subsidy
from the town, While 1t is
considered  wolunteer
hased, it mow moatly op-
erates wilth paid staff,
French said the town
would also benefit from
an expanded mutual aid
agreement  (Sand  Lake
and North Greenbush
currently  have mutual
aid agreements with each
other, and in East Green-
hush; Morth Greenhush
also partners with Troy
and Schaghticoke).

“A town of Morth
Greenbush resident docs
not always get a six-min
ute response time and
does not always pget a
Morth Greenbush para-
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[ Warren Hayashi stands next to an ambuolance
vutside Albany Medical Center Hospital in Albany.

medie,” French said. “If
we had a more robust mu-
tual aid system, this
wollld be leas of an 183sue,
bt we don't.”

Cipperly said a joint
ambulance service with
one or more other towns
15 also being considered
in Brunswick. But if a
towen wanis to do that, it
needs lo estahlizh ils own
ambulanee first 1n order
io ereabe a mulual aid

agreermenl.
Meanwhile, Poeslen-
kill's supervisor does not

belicve the town can rely
on its own ambulanece
service. Instead, the town
is looking al oiher munic-
ipalities o partner with
in a mutual aid agree-
menl. Russell said more
town meetings will be
held this month to pres-
cnt the case for an ambu-
lanee serviee.

“The towns hawe o
mwwve Torward and  ad-
dress this together,”™ he
said, later adding, “We
can't stand as an island.
Wie cannot.”

Basic life support vs.
advanced life support
While Poestenkill saw
the longest average lime
for an ambulancs (o ar-
rive, a paramedic's arriv-
al took even longer in oth-
cr towns, according to
Hayashi's data. In Ste
phentown, it averaged
over 3% minutes. In Ber
lim, it was over 37 min-

utes. Even where French
liwes in Grafton, it took on
average 30 minutes for a
paramedic o arrive.
While each of thess
towns has an ambulance,
they are not among the
five agencies in the coun-
ty that offer paramedic
care — or advanced life
support. “Sometimes just
gelting  an ambulance
there 180t enough and
there needs to be a para-
medic for thal ambau-
lance,” French said,

Basic life support, or
BLS, and advanced lifc
asupport, or ALS, have im
portant diztinctions.
EMTs are teained o ad-
minister basic life sup-
port like splinting, bleed
contrel or administering
an epipen or defibrillator,
French said, Paramedics
are trained to administer
advanced life  support
and can intubate, start in-
traverous  therapy  and
interprel  electrocardio-
grams for signs of a heart
attack,

A few weeks ago in
Pittstown — where a
paramodic arrives in less
than 20 minutes 29% of
the time a paramedic
never arcived for a 6-
yvear-old who was coriti-
cally ill, Hayashi said. He
was taken to Samaritan
Hospital in Troy, where
he was stabilized in what
Hayashi called “a near
miss.”
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What does Mohawk
Ambulance have to
say?

Mew York has lost 10%
of its ambulance services
over the last decade, state
data shows. While com-
mercial ambulances ac-
count for less than 9% of
these services, they an
swer 47% of all emergen-
ey calls and 78% of non-
emergency calls.

Around five years ago,
Mohawk Ambulance
moved its Troy station
as well as its one-ambu
lance garage on  Brick
Church Road in Bruns
wick to iis current
MeChesney Avenue loca-
tion, hoping a more cen-
tral spol would expand
its access to rural parts of
the county.

“We're wery much in
support of the town of
Brunswick and Rensse-
laer County funding their
EMS needs,” |.P. MePar-

ton, vice president and
general counsel for Mo-
hawk Ambulance, said.

Ideally, he said, that
would be a dedicated ser
vice with a suhsidy (o
support the cost of readi-
ness there, He noled re-
sponse Hmes can some-
times be chalked up to
the size of Rensselaer
County — which at more
than 650 square miles is
bigger than shightly half
of the other counties in
New York — and the time
il takes iraveling from the
Brunswick station to
more rural areas. “For
that, you nced funding.
You need to financially
support an EMS system,”
he said. “Relying on the
linsurance] fees for aer-
viee, il's nod realistic,”

Butl adding a new am-
bulance service could
force existing ones fo
shutter, he said.

“EMS is an cxtremcly
delicate system,” he said.
“When you bring in an-
other ageney_.it disrpis
that system... The result of
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all this is more and more
taxpayer dollars needed
year after vear to replace
the system.”

In a March 13 letter
shared with the Times
Union and addressed (o
Hayashi and Brunswick
Town Board member
Mark Balistreri, Mohawk
Ambulance claimed
Hayashi had inflated re-
sponsc  times for the
town. McPartlon said the
letter “speaks for itself,”
and the company re-
viewed ils dala and found
Hayashis to be “signifi-

cantly different than
what intcrnal reports
showed.”

“My data comes from
Rensselaer County Bu
reau of Public Safety”
Hayashi said. “It's ana-
lyzed the same way for
everywhere, but 1 don’t
have access to Mohawk's
data.”

What does the county
have to say?

When asked ahout dis-
parate response  limes,
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Rensselasr Counly
spokesman  Rich Crist
said EMS remains the re-
sponsibility of munici-
palities.

“We're definitely Fol-
lowing the siluation, bat
the law stipulates ambu-
lance and EMS service is
a local responsibility,” he
said.

He did not expound on
what law he was refer-
ring to, but state law does
dictate how a municipal-
ity must apply for an am
bulance service to serve
an area.

And while the possi-
bility of a county or coun-
tywide EMS service in
Renssclacr County  has
been conaidered for some
timie, Hayashi docsn®t be-
liewe it'a currently possi-
hle.

He's instead advocat-
ing for the sharing of ser-
vices or mergers between
towna that could eventu-
ally grow inlo a county-
wide system. In his pre-
sentations, he's pilched
over three dozen differ-
ent shared-service agree-
ments, Calculating what
agencies  could  make
from insurance hilling, a
syslemm covering the en-
tire counly outside of
Troy would add about
$128 a year in laxes on a
$300,000 home, he said.

“The hig lakeaway is il
you don't fund a system
or staff a system appro-
priately up front, there
won't be someone in your
time of need,” he said.





