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A series of stories presented 

recently in the Daily Times has 

addressed the challenges of 

operating fire and EMS services 

in today’s complex world, with 

area leaders in firefighting say-

ing it is becoming increasingly 

difficult to find staff members to 

conduct their business.

Watertown Fire Chief Kraig 

Biefeld spoke recently about 

the demands placed on the city’s 

fire department in 2021, saying 

one of the things that worries 

him most is simply being able 

to recruit and retain staff mem-

bers qualified to respond to 

emergency calls.

Biefeld said there are fewer 

people interested in joining the 

fire service these days, which, in 

turn, means fewer people enter-

ing the EMS field.

Biefeld has been with city’s 

fire department since June of 

1993 and has been fire chief 

since 2018, after serving as assis-

tant chief since 2008. He said he 

has seen the number of firefight-

ing applicants drop over the 

past five years.

“We have seen the need 

for additional staffing, due to 

increases in call volume, respon-

sibilities and the needs of the 

community,” Biefeld said.

The chief has witnessed 

requirements increase from a 

person needing to have Fire-

fighter I certification and an 

EMT Basic license, to the need 

for Firefighter II certifica-

tion and all applicants being 

required to be paramedics.
Biefeld said that he pays 

attention to the fortunes of 
other departments in the area 
and sees some that are strug-
gling, while others seem to be 
hanging on and maintaining 
staffing.

“The days of having a large 
number of people to volunteer 
has been declining and those 
who have been on the depart-
ment for a longer time are look-
ing for others to help,” he said. 
“When other departments have 
low staffing, it affects their 
neighboring departments and 
puts a tax on their departments, 
as well.”

Biefeld did not hide the fact 
that Watertown is having trou-
ble finding qualified personnel.

Fire/EMS staff shortages worry 
Watertown, other departments

Steve Sharp
The Watertown Fire Department is among area departments that are finding it difficult to locate enough 
members to staff its fire and emergency response services. Fire Chief Kraig Biefeld spent time in recent 
days elaborating on why fire departments are facing these staffing shortages and how this is hamper-
ing services in 2021.
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JEFFERSON — My 
body, my choice.

My child, my choice.
In another era, these 

signs might have made an 
appearance at an abortion 
rights rally.

But in the context of 
Monday night’s Jefferson 
school board meeting, no 
one had any doubt that 
these phrases referred to 
the district’s controversial 
mask mandate.

Jefferson was the only 
district in the county to 
establish a mask mandate 
at the start of this school 
year. And before Monday’s 
meeting was over, two 
school board members had 
reversed their prior votes, 
ending the requirement.

An audience of hun-
dreds filled the Jefferson 
High School auditorium, 

and even before the final 
school board vote, the 
masks most had worn into 
the auditorium had been 
ripped off.

Ahead of the vote, the 
district heard from doz-
ens of speakers. Of these, 
only four spoke in favor of 
the mask requirement: the 
parent of a child cancer 
survivor, a pediatric nurse, 
a longtime area doctor, and 
a parent who works at a 
nursing home.

The rest spoke out 
against masks, asserting 
that the face coverings 
caused their children stress 
and mental anguish, made 
it difficult to breathe, and 
hindered child develop-
ment.

Scattered around the 
auditorium were large, reg-
ularly sized signs that car-
ried statements like “Mask 
Mandate is Tyranny,” “Not 
Our Dictator,” and “You 

Work for Us.”
Comments

The public comment 
period stretched for hours, 
with only a handful of 
speakers in favor of con-
tinuing the district’s exist-
ing mandate and the vast 
majority against.

Melissa Walhovd led 
off the public comment 
period, advocating in favor 
of a continued mask man-
date while COVID-19 trans-
mission remains high. Wal-
hovd said district deci-
sion-makers should weigh 
in on the side of accom-
modating all students and 
allowing them to partici-
pate fully in school activi-
ties.

“All means all,” Wal-
hovd said. “Every student 
is entitled to an equal edu-
cation and equal oppor-
tunity. That’s not just for 
the healthy. It’s not just for 
those in the majority. It’s 

not just for the wealthy.”
She said the school dis-

trict should protect the 
most vulnerable students, 
such as those who are 
medically frail or those too 

young to get vaccinated.
Parent Georgia McWil-

liam credited school offi-
cials with trying to do their 
best during a year-plus of 
unprecedented challenges, 

but begged school board 
members to leave the mask 
choice up to parents.

She asserted that 

After parents unleash fury, mask mandate overturned

Pam Chickering Wilson
During a spirited public debate, local resident Cheryl Metcalf addressed the Jefferson school 
board Monday, speaking out against mask mandates at the local schools. After the public 
comment and board discussion, board members voted to overturn that provision and to ease 
quarantine measures in the district.
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JUNEAU — Dodge County 
Sheriff Dale Schmidt said he’s 
down 14 correctional officers 
and the shortage has become 
“extremely taxing” on his staff, 
who are filling overtime shifts.

The overtime shifts have 
become so problematic Schmidt 
said he was “forced” to make the 
decision to temporarily close 
down one of the pods in the jail.

“Closing down the pod will 
have significant fiscal impli-
cations, but we believe we can 
absorb most of those (costs) in 
the 2021 budget as a result of our 
vacancies and other cost-saving 
measures we have implemented 
in 2021,” he said in an email Mon-
day to Dodge County supervisors. 
“It is my goal to re-open the pod 
in January if possible to limit the 
fiscal implications in 2022.”

When the Daily Times asked 
Schmidt how many pods make up 
the Dodge County Jail he could 
not discuss its layout because it’s 
a “security issue.”

He did say inmates are not 
“doubling up” in the jail, but 
would not comment on whether 
inmates are being sent to other 
area jails to ease his staffing con-
cerns.

“We are considering several 
options that have not been final-
ized at this time and I am not 
prepared to discuss (them) until 
plans are finalized,” he told the 
Daily Times.

Jefferson County Sheriff ’s 
Department Capt. Margo Gray, 
who serves as jail administra-
tor, said Jefferson County has 
not housed any Dodge County 
inmates on contract.

“We will from time to time have 
one in our facility on a warrant or 

probation officer hold, but that is 
common for any facility to have 
that,” Gray said. “They remain in 
the facility until the agency issu-
ing the warrant is able to arrange 
transport.”

Dodge County Human 
Resources Director Sarah Hinze 
said Tuesday there are a total 
of 77 employees assigned to the 
jail (excluding the occasional jail 
transport team of 19 employees). 
Of the 77 employees, there are 51 
correctional officers in the Dodge 
County Jail, she added.

In the same email to super-
visors, Schmidt said he is trying 
to fill the vacancies, but it takes 
three to four months to train an 
individual before the person can 
work on his own.

In a Sept. 5 email to the Dodge 
County Judicial and Public Protec-
tion Committee, Schmidt said he 
had five individuals he was con-
ducting background checks on.

According to a job posting 
for a jail/corrections officer on 
the Dodge County website, the 
position pays between $21.61 to 
$23.85 an hour.

The minimum required qual-
ifications are a high school 
diploma or equivalent and a Wis-
consin Jail Officer Certification 
(or attain it within one year from 
the date of hire).

Schmidt said his office will 
provide all the necessary train-
ing to the new employee.

He said “all options are on the 
table” for hiring correctional offi-
cers.

“I have requested the human 
resources committee to consider 
retention and recruitment incen-
tives,” Schmidt said. “I have not 
had a decision from them at this 
point.”

Schmidt said he has a 

Recruiting issues 
spark jail changes
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