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Executive Summary 
 

This report is a collaborative effort by the Illinois Recruiting & Retaining Public Employee 
Firefighters and Paramedics Task Force, as initiated by Senate Joint Resolution 7 (SJR 7) on May 
18th, 2023.  
 
The Task Force, comprising of 19 members from 10 different organizations, including the 
General Assembly, was tasked with addressing various challenges related to recruiting and 
retaining public employee firefighters and paramedics in Illinois. 

 
The core goals established by the resolution included: 
 

1) Identifying barriers to the recruitment and retention of public employee 
firefighters and paramedics; 

2) Steps the State of Illinois can take to assist local governments to recruit and 
retain public employee firefighters and paramedics; 

3) What community colleges, the Illinois Fire Service Institute, the Illinois 
Department of Public Health, and the Office of the State Fire Marshal can do to 
assist local governments to recruit and retain public employee firefighters and 
paramedics; 

4) How Monetary Award Program (MAP) grants can be utilized to recruit and retain 
public employee firefighters and paramedics; 

5) How paramedic licensure and testing/certification requirements affect the 
recruitment and retainment of public employee firefighters and paramedics; 

6) The statewide hiring provisions currently in statue as an alternative method of 
selecting and hiring firefighters; 

7) How apprenticeship programs (local, regional, statewide) can be utilized to 
recruit and retain public employee firefighters and paramedics;  

8) How the minimum requirements to apply to an Illinois local government fire 
department affect the recruitment and retention of public employee firefighters 
and paramedics; 

9) The requirement for fire department sponsorship in order to attend an Illinois 
fire academy; 

10) How well the State of Illinois provides a pathway for qualified individuals to 
obtain the necessary skills to seek employment as a firefighter and paramedic as 
a public employee in the State of Illinois, and; 

11) All other areas that the Task Force deems necessary to examine to assist in the 
recruitment and retention of public employee firefighters and paramedics. 

 
SJR 7 commissioned the Task Force with assessing the challenges related to recruiting and 
retaining public employee firefighters and paramedics and identifying legislative changes to 
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enhance effectiveness and efficiency in these areas. The Task Force members from diverse 
organizations, recognized the varied perspectives stemming from geographic and demographic 
differences across Illinois. 
 
Acknowledging that no single-issue lead to challenges faced in recruitment and retention, the 
Task Force identified common factors and proposed tailored solutions to address the needs of 
different regions. Despite the diverse challenges, the Task Force found common ground and 
recommended legislative changes to improve recruitment and retention statewide. 
 
The Task Force believes that its recommendations will lead to a direct and positive impact on the 
recruitment and retention of public employee firefighters and paramedics in Illinois, thereby 
enhancing fire department and emergency medical services public safety. 
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Introduction 
 

SJR 7 

The goal(s) of SJR 7, The Recruiting and Retaining Public Employee Firefighters and Paramedics 
Task Force is “to identify solutions to the shortage of eligible applicants for the position of 
firefighter and/or paramedic”. 

 
The Task Force was charged with examining the following: 

1) Identifying barriers to the recruitment and retention of public employee 
firefighters and paramedics; 

2) Steps the State of Illinois can take to assist local governments to recruit and 
retain public employee firefighters and paramedics; 

3) What community colleges, the Illinois Fire Service Institute, the Illinois 
Department of Public Health, and the Office of the State Fire Marshal can do to 
assist local governments to recruit and retain public employee firefighters and 
paramedics; 

4) How Monetary Award Program (MAP) grants can be utilized to recruit and retain 
public employee firefighters and paramedics; 

5) How paramedic licensure and testing/certification requirements affect the 
recruitment and retainment of public employee firefighters and paramedics; 

6) The statewide hiring provisions currently in statue as an alternative method of 
selecting and hiring firefighters; 

7) How apprenticeship programs (local, regional, statewide) can be utilized to 
recruit and retain public employee firefighters and paramedics;  

8) How the minimum requirements to apply to an Illinois local government fire 
department affect the recruitment and retention of public employee firefighters 
and paramedics; 

9) The requirement for fire department sponsorship in order to attend an Illinois 
fire academy; 

10) How well the State of Illinois provides a pathway for qualified individuals to 
obtain the necessary skills to seek employment as a firefighter and paramedic as 
a public employee in the State of Illinois, and; 

11) All other areas that the Task Force deems necessary to examine to assist in the 
recruitment and retention of public employee firefighters and paramedics. 
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SJR 7 Areas of Focus 

The Task Force concentrated on three main areas:  
1. Identify factors that negatively impact effective recruitment and retention of public 

employee firefighters and paramedics. 
2. Propose practical solutions that would improve the effective recruitment and retention 

of public employee firefighters and paramedics. 
3. Consider additional factors that may be addressed by this Task Force in the 

form of potential legislation. 

Is there an actual issue with recruitment and retention? 
As shown below, the number of firefighters in Illinois decreased by 13% from 2019 to 2023. 
Although some states have witnessed an increase in firefighters, there are many states that 
have also experienced declines in staffing. 
 

Number of Firefighters per State (Top 5 States) 
State 2019 2023 Difference 

Illinois 17,180 14,950 -2,230 (-13%) 
Ohio 19,200 17,320 -1,880 (-9.8%) 
Florida 19,569 22,130 2,570 (+13%) 
Texas 25,670 28,570 2,900 (+11.3%) 
California 33,780 27,750 -6,030 (-17.9%) 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, May 2019 & May 2023 

 
Within the state, a random sample selection shows the number of fire department applications 
has also steadily declined over the years. 
 

Local Past Current Difference 
Hoffman Estates 226 (2014) 27 (2023) -199 (-88%) 
Granite City 42 (1994) 4 (2023) -38 (-90%) 
Charleston 38 (1994) 0 (2023) -38 (-100%) 

 
Given these concerning trends, the Task Force focused its efforts in identifying the cause of the decline 
in firefighter staffing. 
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Different Perspectives 

Within the Task Force, members highlighted various factors which may contribute to the 
challenges of recruiting eligible candidates for public employee firefighters and paramedics. 
 
1. Accredited Paramedic Programs: Members identified the challenge of finding accredited 

paramedic programs within a reasonable geographic location as a significant barrier to 
recruitment. Additionally, members identified challenges with the accreditation and 
approval of such programs. Members also highlighted the challenges that volunteer 
firefighters and EMTs face in finding time for training in addition to their other 
responsibilities. 

 
2. Reduction in Pension Benefits: Task Force members identified a potential correlation between 

the decline of recruitment and retention to the reduction in pension benefits resulting from 
P.A. 96-889, which established Tier 2. The perceived inadequacy of retirement security 
compared to previous tiers was cited as a deterrent for potential recruits. 

 
3. Minimum Age Requirement: Members highlighted that the minimum age of 21 may be a 

major impediment to recruitment given that many young adults may choose other career 
paths right out of high school. By the time they are 21, potential firefighter and paramedic 
candidates may have advanced in other careers that also provide on the job training. The 
absence of a regional or statewide apprenticeship program expands on this challenge. 

 
These varied perspectives underscore the multifaceted nature of the recruitment and retention 
issues faced by public employee firefighters and paramedics in Illinois. 

 
Additional Obstacles 

The research, testimonials, and Task Force meetings revealed several common obstacles 
related to paramedic training and certification processes in Illinois. 

1. Regional Approval Processes: Members identified confusion about the approval process for the 
paramedic program administered by the Department of Public Health (IDPH), including the 
specific approval process, standards, and overseeing authorities. Members also identified that 
this process may be perceived as complex for applicants.   

2. Pass Rates for National Registry Paramedic Exam: Since Illinois transitioned from a state exam 
to the National Registry exam in 2013, the first attempt pass rates for paramedics have 
fluctuated between 52% (2021) and 77% (2018), with the highest rate recorded in 2018. In 
2025, the paramedic first attempt pass rate in Illinois was 72%. The fluctuation of pass rates in 
Table 2 shows the potential for improvement.  
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 Table 1: 2025 Paramedic NREMT Exam Pass Rates (Selected States) 
Data From: National Registry of Emergency Medical Technicians 2025   *All NREMTs, not per year 

State Initial Pass Rate 3rd Attempt # of NREMTs 
Illinois 72% 80% 15,569 
Ohio 72% 81% 17,915 
Florida 75% 85% 28,567 
Texas 70% 78% 50,074 
California 78% 84% 60,289 

          Data recorded on 2/11/2026.  
  

The information in Table 1 does not represent the total number of licensed Emergency Medical 
Technicians in Illinois.  
 

 The total number of Emergency Medical Technicians (EMTs) currently licensed in Illinois is 21,002.  
 

 Table 2: Illinois Paramedic NREMT Exam First Attempt Pass Rate (2013-2025) 
Data From: National Registry of Emergency Medical Technicians 

Year Initial Pass Rate 
2013 68% 
2014 71% 
2015 73% 
2016 75% 
2017 66% 
2018 77% 
2019 61% 
2020 55% 
2021 52% 
2022 54% 
2023 59% 
2024 68% 
2025 72% 

 
 
 
 

  



Page 8 

Committee Background 

Makeup 
By action of SJR 7, the committee is made up of legislators, mayors, fire chiefs, professional 
firefighters and paramedics, community college representatives, fire protection district 
representatives, Office of the State Fire Marshal representative, Department of Public Health 
representative, and a Fire Service Institute representative. All appointed members have voting 
rights of committee action. 
 

Recommendations 
 
The Task Force has proposed multiple recommendations aimed at addressing the diverse 
challenges associated with recruiting and retaining public employee firefighters and 
paramedics in Illinois. 

 
Recommendation #1: Streamline Certification Processes and remove barriers for 
Firefighters. 

1. Encourage the Illinois Office of the State Fire Marshal to revise the current process of 
providing credit for certification from other states promoting easier transition for certified 
firefighters. 
 

2. Provide financial assistance by the way of monetary award program (MAP grant) of $1,000,000 
for the establishment and participation in reginal county apprentice programs, offering a 
pathway for young individuals to enter the fire service directly after high school.  

 
3. Lower the minimum age requirement for firefighter eligibility to 18 years old, 

allowing for earlier entry into the profession while ensuring that retirement benefits for those 
completing 30 years of service are appropriately addressed. 
 

4. Identify ways to assist active military personnel with a smooth transition into the fire service.  
 

5. Further study of the Illinois Municipal Code and Fire Protection District Act as it relates to the 
hiring of full-time firefighters including but not limited to regional/statewide testing, preference 
points, dollars for local governments for incentives and marketing, diversity recruitment, and 
appointment processes.  
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Recommendation #2: Address Disparities in Retirement Benefits 

1. Address disparities between current and future member retirement benefits, including but 
not limited to reciprocity issues, definitions, occupational and line of duty disability, to make 
the fire service more competitive with other professions and trades. 

 
Recommendation #3: Streamline Paramedic Licensing and Program Approval 
Processes 

 
1. Increase public awareness about the approval process for paramedic programs administered by the 

Illinois Department of Public Health.  
2. Provide updates and clarify the process for paramedic licensing to increase consistency and 

standardization.   
3. Allocate a Monetary Award Program (MAP) grant of $5,000,000 to eliminate financial 

barriers for individuals seeking paramedic credentials and support full time career fire 
departments in providing necessary training. This should be used for the creation of 
community college paramedic programs, and for eligible individuals to attend a 
paramedic class at no cost. 

Recommendation #4: Explore Regionalization for Efficiency 

1. Explore opportunities for regionalization of fire protection agencies to optimize resource 
sharing, including apparatus, staffing, and administration, to improve response times and 
service delivery. 

2. Given the ongoing shortage of firefighters and paramedics, consider resource optimization 
as a realistic option to address staffing challenges. 

These recommendations aim to address the multifaceted issues impacting recruitment and retention of 
public employee firefighters and paramedics in Illinois and provide a comprehensive approach to 
improving the situation across the state. Co-chairs Senator Patrick J. Joyce and Representative Michael 
J. Kelly will work collectively to introduce legislation that reflects these specific recommendations. 

  

Legislative Initiatives:  
The following are bills that have been introduced based on conversations and meetings by the SJR 7 
Task Force.  
 
SB2161: CMS Fire Engine Bid Specifications 
SB3018: IFA- Fire Truck Loans  
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Meeting Dates & Minutes 
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Addendum: 
 

- Finnish report presented by Michael Flanagan, Regional Director for State 
Senator Patrick Joyce. 
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