“THE JOB
CAN BE ALL-
CONSUMING.”

Palo Alto Police
Liecutenent

“THE SPLIT-
SECOND PROBLEM
SOLVING IS WHAT
MAKES US SO
SUCCESSFUL”

Lieutenent at Rescue 1

“OUR
SUCCESS

IS DIRECTLY
TIED TO THE
ENGAGEMENT
OF THE

PUBLIC.”
Geoffrey

Blackshire,
Palo Alto
~ Fire Chief



“WE WANT TO
BE ABLE TO
SHOW THEM
COMPASSION
WHILE ALSO
TRYING TO
HELP THEM
THE BEST WE

CAN.”

Benjamin
Slaughter,
firefighter

ing with the patient, making sure they are
transported in a safe and effective manner”

The gravity of the situations fluctuates,
all depending on the different situations
they encounter through the job.

“Our EMTs or paramedics have deliv-
ered babies in the back of the ambulances
and also deal with very tragic situations on
a daily basis, whether that be somebody
going into cardiac arrest or being in a se-
vere accident where they possibly lose their
life,” Cabano said.

Some of these experiences can cause
lasting trauma for first responders, a risk
that they take on with their job.

“The one [situation] that seems to be
the most impactful for any first respond-
er... Is any situation that involves a child
that you know either leads to death or an-
other tragic situation...” Cabano said. “A
child has so much life to live, and when we
deal with them in these emergency situa-
tions, it’s very impactful.”

Along with these mental impacts, the
job also takes a toll physically. Most first
responders, like Greg Larsen, a retired
paramedic localized in Los Angeles, have
busy schedules and regularly lose hours of
sleep.

“In my department, you were some-
times running 18 to 21 a shift,” Larsen
said. “You never went to bed, so you’re up
for maybe 30 hours straight.”

Different cities and locations have vari-
ous levels of busyness regarding the num-
ber of calls they receive, affecting how
much time a call could take.

“Depending on how busy the system is,
each of those calls usually takes about an
hour to an hour and a half from start to
finish,” Cabano said.

Since these calls take a different amount
of time depending on the situation at hand,

it makes for an unpredictable schedule.

The difficulties of this type of job may

be overwhelming for prospective first

responders, but McCann believes

they are a part of the learning ex-

perience which helps to encourage

growth.

“I would have to say the challeng-

es that my team encounters are the best

part,” McCann said. “We constantly train

both mentally and physically for the disci-
plines we are responsible for.”

Many positives

come with the hardships of the job. This
career can develop one’s compassion to-
wards others, as Benjamin Slaughter, a
firefighter from the Palo Alto Fire Depart-
ment, exemplifies.

“Especially as a firefighter, we see peo-
ple on some of the worst days of their lives,
and we want to be able to show them com-
passion while also trying to help them the
best we can,” Slaughter said. “It opened
my eyes to realizing that we don’t always
know what’s going on in everybody else’s
life, and we need to show compassion for
everybody, whether I'm at work being a
firefighter or if I'm at home.”

Alongside the empathy needed in a self-
less and community-minded occupation, it
is necessary to take preemptive action to
reduce the effects of potential dangers.

“[W]e’ll go out within our district that
we serve, and we’ll pre-plan different
things,” Slaughter said. “If it’s a high-
rise building in our district, we will have
an idea of how we’re going to handle that
emergency; if something was on fire or if
there was a gas leak, we’ll be able to note
or identify where everything is.”

As they become more experienced, first
responders encounter a greater variety of
emergencies. The impact of these events
varies from person to person. For some, it
can be important to consider how the job
would match their needs and wants.

“Make sure that you’re aware of what
you’re going to be going through, doing or
seeing in order to figure out if it’s a good fit
for you,” Leming said.

Recently, the first responder community
has seen an increase in the prioritization of
mental health, a significant improvement
for emergency personnel.

“We have not for many years done a
good job of addressing mental health with-
in the first responder community,” Gabano
said. “That’s been an initiative over the last
five years to increase the awareness due to
the number of suicides within EMS, fire
and law enforcement because of what they
see daily.”

As suicides have risen among first re-
sponders, medical professionals have in-
creasingly been brainstorming ways to ef-
fectively support their mental health.

“We are increasing awareness on actu-
ally reaching out, maybe having regular
visits with a counselor to help walk through
some of the tragedies that you see, because
the tragedies you see at work might then
carry on into your personal life,” Cabano
said.

As the traumas of work seep
into their personal lives, these communities
have developed ways to confront and man-
age the stress that comes with their work.

“The wellness programs are big right

now in the first responder community,”
Cabano said. “We have peer counselors
at our organization, as well as all the fire
departments and law enforce-
ment agencies, so they can
\_’ meet with one of their
N co-workers, decompress
and determine whether
A or not that individual
needs to be placed
on some time
oft.”

Similar
progress
can be
seen at
Paly;
these
values
are reflected
in the Well-
ness Center
and the multi-
ple counselors
and therapists
available to help
students. How-
ever, these re-
sources have
not  always
been readily

available.

“ 1 t
wasn’t nor-
mal  for

people to

outwardly ex-
press their feelings,” Cabano said.
“Over the last 15 years, we’ve really done a
better job — I won’t say we’re perfect yet,
and I don’t know that we’ll ever get perfect,
but we’re increasing awareness.”

One way to cope with the feelings and
emotions associated with trauma is to find
activities that

profession is not to
make hundreds of thousands of dollars.
You really, truly have to be in this profes-
sion for the right reason, and that’s to serve
the community and to treat people in their
times of need.”

While

separate work

the struggles

and time off.

“T enjoy
being with
my family,”
Reifschneider
said. “I enjoy
being with
my kids. I en-
joy  running.
I like doing
things  away
from work and
really  being
able to check
out because
the job can be
all-consum-
ing.”

There are

make the job
difficult,  ul-
timately, the
satisfaction
and privilege
of serving
others is what
makes being a
first responder
worth it.

“I’'ve  been
the fire chief
since 2019,
and it’s been
one of the
greatest hon-
ors of my life
to be able to
serve this com-

many quali-

ties needed to

enter this type of job, such as being able
to distance yourself from the job or being
brave enough to show up every day. Caba-
no believes some values are necessary to
start a career in this line of work.

“You have to be compassionate, you
have to be empathetic, you have to be
driven,” Cabano said. “You have to know
that the reason why you’re getting into this

munity  and

to work with
such a dedicated team,” Blackshire said.
“[N]ot just the fire department, but also
the city.”
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