
The Coast Star (07/12/2012): Merger between South Belmar, West 
Belmar fire departments may not happen as planned 

By Haley Behre 

LAKE COMO — The fire department merger between the South Belmar Fire Department and Wall Fire Co. 
No. 1 [the West Belmar Fire Department] — which just last week seemed to be a sure thing — might not 
happen. 

The Lake Como mayor and council are reconsidering the deal after learning the borough would have to use 
Wall Township’s dispatching and communications departments for fire, police and first aid calls — something 
the mayor and council said they were unaware of. 

The plan to merge the two fire departments began in March when Lake Como approached West Belmar, said 
Lake Como Councilman Douglas Witte, who also serves as the president of the South Belmar Fire Department. 

Lake Como was formerly called South Belmar, before voters agreed to change the town’s name to Lake Como 
several years ago. The borough’s fire company and first aid squad, however, kept the South Belmar moniker. 

 “With the dwindling of manpower, it was best to look at other alternatives,” Councilman Witte said, noting that 
the borough’s fire department has not had any new members join in about eight years. There are currently 25 
members on the roll call, with 10 of those members actively responding to calls. The borough’s firehouse is 
located at 1730 Main St. 

Lake Como and South Belmar Fire Department officials approached Spring Lake, Belmar and West Belmar 
about the idea to merge departments. Spring Lake was not interested, and while Belmar and West Belmar were 
both interested, the borough thought West Belmar had the best deal, Councilman Witte said. 

THE AGREEMENT 

The current agreement on the table, which council members were aware of, is a 20-year agreement with the 
Wall fire department, which includes paying them $59,000 a year with a 2 percent increase annually, said Bill 
Newberry, fire chief for Wall Fire Co. No. 1. In total, the borough would pay the Wall company $41,000. The 
reduction is because the West Belmar Fire Dept. would lease the firehouse in Lake Como for $15,000 a year. 
Lake Como would also receive a credit if it purchased any firefighting equipment, he added. Lake Como will 
still own its firehouse and will be responsible for capital improvements and maintenance, Mr. Newberry said. 

Currently, the borough of Lake Como allots $36,000 annually to the fire department in the municipal budget. 
The $5,000 increase in the fire department’s budget will not affect residents, since the extra money will come 
from moving funds around in the budget, Councilman Witte said. 

The additional money in the budget “is a no brainer compared to $500,000 to $1 million,” he said, referring to 
the fact the borough would have to spend $500,000 to $1 million to buy a new fire truck and other equipment to 
meet state standards if the South Belmar Fire Dept. remained on its own. 

DISPATCHING & 

COMMUNICATIONS AGREEMENT 



The second agreement, the one members of the governing body said they did not know about, would be with the 
Wall Township Committee for the use of their police dispatching and communications. 

Lake Como currently uses Belmar for their dispatching and communications at a cost of $55,167 per year. 

However, if Lake Como were to merge with West Belmar’s fire department, it would require the borough to 
transfer its dispatching and communications service for police, fire and emergency medical services [EMS] 
from Belmar to Wall. 

If Lake Como were to agree to the dispatch communications agreement, the borough would have to pay 
$85,000 to Wall Township each year, for the first two years. The third year would cost the borough $70,000, 
and it would increase annually at 2 percent from that year on, said Jeff Bertrand, township administrator. 

The service includes dispatching and communications as well as computers in the cars, record keeping, use of 
Wall’s firing range for four days, training and support for the computers and housing of prisoners for three 
hours at a time, he said. 

According to Mr. Newberry, “We are not moving forward until both interlocal agreements are OK’d by Lake 
Como. It is all or nothing. 

“The best safety for all is to have a central communication place,” he added. 

This is because most fire dispatches will also have police and EMS, and having two dispatch centers will create 
“road blocks” and hinder response time, Mr. Newberry said. 

LAKE COMO UNAWARE 

Councilman Witte, who is also president of the South Belmar Fire Department, said moving dispatching and 
communications was mentioned during negotiations, and the borough was looking into it, but “we weren’t 
ready to make a decision” on that aspect. 

“At no time in my recollection did they say we had to do both or it’s a dead deal,” he said, referring to the two 
agreements the borough now has to enter into for the merger. “It took me by surprise.” 

Currently, Lake Como is “taking a step back” and considering its options, he said. 

According to Councilman Witte, the borough has three options as far as contracting out its dispatching and 
communications needs. The borough can move its communications to Wall, to Monmouth County, or stay with 
Belmar. Lake Como has not received a proposed rate for using the dispatching and communications systems of 
the county. The county’s emergency dispatching and communications 

Lake Como’s dispatching and communications agreement with Belmar ends on Dec. 31. Belmar has proposed 
renewing the agreement for about $60,000, but that may change. 

“We have working relations with Belmar that we don’t want to jeopardize but we have to see what is best for 
residents of Lake Como,” Councilman Witte said. 

Mayor Mike Ryan said pulling out of the interlocal agreement with Belmar would have a “number of 
consequences on both sides of the fence,” such as creating a shortage in Belmar’s budget. Lake Como fire 
members would also have to retrain under the rules and guidelines of the West Belmar Fire Dept., which the 
mayor said would take time. 



That is why Lake Como was “looking at doing nothing more” than the interlocal agreement with the West 
Belmar Fire Department, he said, noting that the “more things you add to [the agreement] the more complex it 
gets.” 

Bill Young, Belmar administrator, said if Lake Como chooses to no longer use Belmar’s dispatching and 
communications that is their choice. 

“At the end of the day, we are one big happy family … It won’t effect our operations. We have the best police 
department and police desk in the county,” Mr. Young said, noting that the borough would be “more than 
happy” if Lake Como continued to be a part of it.  

THE FUTURE 

According to Mayor Ryan, the dispatching and communications agreement is a “deal breaker” because nothing 
was presented to them relative to that agreement during negotiations. 

“We are back to square one,” he said. 

“It is like doing a jigsaw puzzle. Sometimes it doesn’t all fit together right away, but we will get there,” Mayor 
Ryan said. 

If Lake Como decides to proceed with the merger, the Borough of Lake Como, Wall Township and Wall Fire 
District. No. 1 would all have to agree to it. 

	  


