
Frequently Asked Questions 

What happens when I call 911 for a fire emergency? 

A. When you dial 911 your call is routed to one of the Public Safety Answering Points, (PSAPs). This is 

normally Cass County Central Dispatch in Cassopolis. In the event of a bulk/overload of calls Van Buren 

County Dispatch could receive a call originating in our area. If the emergency is fire related the dispatch 

center will immediately alert by radio and paging the fire department to your location. It is important to 

provide as much information to the dispatcher as possible, this greatly helps the fire department when 

they are responding. The more information the fire department can have prior to arriving, the more 

efficient the response. 

 

Q. When I call 9-1-1 for a Medical Emergency, why does the fire department show up? 

A. If the call information indicates that additional help may be needed the fire department responsible 

for the address of the call may be dispatched to assist. An example of this would be to help with CPR.  

Other times, we help the ambulance crew by assisting with patient care, removing the patient from a 

dangerous area, or even riding the ambulance to the hospital assisting the paramedics. 

 

Q. What area is Dowagiac Fire Department responsible for? 

A. Primary coverage area includes all of the City of Dowagiac and contracted for Southwestern Michigan 

College campus, the Pokagon Tribal village properties on Dailey Road, the Wolverine Mutual properties 

on M-62 and Sections 1 and 2 of Pokagon Township.  

 

Q. Does Dowagiac Fire Department provide fire services to other municipalities? 

A. Yes. The Dowagiac Fire Department has an automatic aid agreement with the Wayne Township Fire 

Department. This is a cooperative agreement where we are both dispatched to structure fires and injury 

accidents. We also provide mutual aid service to other departments in the area thru the Mutual Aid Box 

Alarm System (MABAS). This is an organization that has agreements in our county, state and in multiple 

states for providing assistance when requested. We would rarely go more than a county away to assist 

but if we did other departments would be on standby to help our area while we were gone.  

 

Q. Can I burn leaves, brush, or other yard waste on my property? 

A. No, there is no burning of solid waste in the City.  

 

Q. Can I have a backyard campfire in the City of Dowagiac? 

A. Yes, in an approved fire pit. 

The following information will address both questions.  
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City of Dowagiac Code Section 38-81 Open Burning: 

 

(a) No person shall burn solid waste within the city limits. Such act shall constitute a public 
nuisance. In the event of such violation the department of police may, in addition to or in 
lieu of any other enforcement and penalty provision set out in this Code, serve, 
personally or by mail, a notice of such violation on any violator. 

(b) Except in connection with the lawful operation of a coal, wood, gas, petroleum 
byproduct fired engine, furnace, fireplace, wood stove or heating appliance, or in an 
incinerator, licensed and approved by the State or a political subdivision thereof, it shall 
be unlawful to burn, cause to be burned, or to provide facilities for the burning of, at any 
time, wood and paper products, refuse, animal waste, rubber or petroleum based 
products, plastic or leather goods, or other flammable or combustible liquids within the 
city limits. 

 

Exception: Fire pits, or containers, for personal use meeting the following requirements: 

 

1. Fire pits shall not be larger than 18” to 24” in diameter, and shall be constructed of 
noncombustible materials such as steel tire rings or concrete blocks. The height of all 
rings or pits shall be a minimum of 6 inches. 

2. Fire containers shall be listed and approved for such use. 
3. Burning materials shall be limited to natural wood products, manmade burning logs, 

or other similar materials. At all times when in use, the open pit or container shall be 
attended. Prohibited burning materials shall include discarded household trash 
and garbage, yard wastes, including leafs, twigs and grass, plastic or rubber items, 
petroleum products, animal feces or other noxious or hazardous materials. 

4. No fire pit or container shall be located on or within 15 feet of any combustible 
surface. 

 

The code does not address plainly the use of cut pieces of lumber such as 2x4 boards and such. Even 

though this is processed wood, it is still a natural product. Our guidance on this point will be as follows: 

 

 Cut or processed wood material such as lumber products may be burned in a fire pit or container 
for personal use within the allowances of the Code, provided all of the following apply: 

o The material is small enough so that during the burning process, a hazard does not exist 
due to the potential of the material falling from or out of the container or pit. 

o The processed lumber must be clean and not painted, stained, treated or have attached 
to it or in it, anything that could produce smoke or fumes dangerous to humans or 
hazardous to the environment. 

o Smoke from the burning must not constitute a public nuisance or be irritating to others 
on adjoining or nearby properties. 
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A point of clarification on item 4 regarding the fire pits and containers. A combustible surface would 

include any building, structure, wood deck, privacy type fence and any shrubbery or trees. 

If someone has a fire and it appears that fire could be a risk or hazard to property, we can take measures 

to mitigate that. For example, some pine lumber may produce a copious amount of heavy embers which 

will travel with the heat plume and could pose a risk to structures, etc. We do have the authority to 

demand that such a fire be extinguished. The fire department can do this under Public Act 207, The 

Michigan Fire Prevention Code.  

 

 

Q. Why do I sometimes see an emergency vehicle go through an intersection with emergency lights and 

sirens on, and then, after they go through, turn them off and slow down? 

 

A. Many times, several units are dispatched to the same emergency incident. The first unit may have 

arrived on scene, surveyed the situation, and informed the dispatcher that it was under control, or that 

more units were not necessary. All other responding units were cancelled and placed back into service, 

ready to take another call. Most likely, when you see an emergency vehicle go through an intersection 

“Priority One” (lights and sirens) and then slow down and turn the emergency lights off, they have been 

cancelled from the call they were going on, or requested to continue “Priority Two” (non-emergency, 

normal traffic). 

 

Q. Sometimes I see a car, pickup truck, or other every-day vehicle with flashing red lights and a siren 

coming down the street. Is this a fire department vehicle? What should I do? 

A. Some departments in Michigan allow their personnel to equip their personal vehicles with lights and 

sirens. They are activated when responding to a priority (life threatening) call. If you see one of these 

vehicles coming down the street, treat them as you would any other emergency vehicle, by yielding and 

moving your vehicle to the right. 

 

Q. Why do some fire trucks park down the street from an incident? 

A. In situations when a scene is deemed unsafe due to a potentially violent patient or family member, or 

if there are dangerous drugs or weapons involved, Fire and EMS units may “stage” until the police 

department has secured (made safe) the scene. On fire calls, apparatus may stage until they have been 

provided an assignment by the “Incident Commander”. Because of the number of things that must be 

done near simultaneously during a fire attack, it is important to only have those units/personnel that 

have an active assignment proceed to the scene, with the rest staged and ready to deploy. 

 

Q. What is the Dowagiac Fire Department radio frequency? 
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A. We use the Cass County Fire Dispatch frequency of 151.2650 MHz 

 

Q. Who do I call to schedule Dowagiac Fire Truck, Firefighter, or Fire Safety Class at my function, or to 

schedule a tour of a Fire Station? 

A. Call the fire station 269-782-9563 during normal business hours and speak to the individual on duty. 

 

Q. Where should I install smoke detectors in my home? 

A. Install a minimum of two smoke detectors, even in single-story homes. Install a smoke detector in 

each bedroom, in addition to the corridors outside sleeping areas. Also install a smoke detector in the 

basement, and at the top of stairwells. Don’t forget to change batteries regularly! A smoke detector with 

dead batteries is the same as no smoke detector at all! 

 

Q. My smoke detector emits a small beep every few minutes. Does this mean it needs to be replaced? 

A. Usually not. The “chirping” noise you hear usually means your batteries are starting to run low. 

Replace them as soon as possible.  Smoke detectors should be replaced as indicated by their expiration 

date but never longer than 10 years. 

 

Q. My carbon monoxide detector’s alarm is sounding. What should I do? 

A. If you are sure it is alarming and not a low battery signal get everyone outside and Call 911. Advise 

the dispatcher whether or not you, or anyone else in the building is exhibiting signs of carbon monoxide 

poisoning (headache, lightheadedness, nausea, fatigue). This will help the dispatcher send the proper 

units to your location. If no one is exhibiting symptoms, the Fire Department will respond non-

emergency, to check carbon monoxide levels. If symptoms are being exhibited by one or more people, 

you can expect the Fire Department and EMS to be sent to your location to begin helping those who 

have been affected. 

 

Q. Do you fill swimming pools or pump out basements? 

A. Because this makes units unavailable for emergency calls, and may potentially damage pumps and 

lawns, we do not fill swimming pools or pump basements. 

 

Q. Do you repair fire extinguishers, or recharge fire extinguishers that have been used? 

A. No but there are local businesses who provide this service. 

Q. I’ve stopped by one of the fire stations several times and nobody seems to be there. Where is 

everyone? 
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A. Although there is always at least 1 firefighter on duty at the station 24/7 they are sometimes called 

away from the station for emergency calls, errands, inspections, or maintenance functions. 

If you would like to speak with someone in person, please call ahead and request a meeting time. 

Q. How many firefighters work for the Dowagiac Fire Department? 

A. We have 3 full-time personnel, a Deputy Chief and 2 career lieutenants. We then have 2 paid on call 

lieutenants and 15 paid on call firefighters. 

Q. How do I apply? 

A. We are always looking at potential new paid on call firefighters to supplement our staff. We provide 

all training through county fire training but you have to commit to training schedules and testings to be 

a certified firefighter in the State of Michigan. Call the station and speak to the duty officer with any 

specific questions.  

Q. What kind of schedule do firefighters work? 

A.  There are three shifts. A, B, and C shift. The shifts are 24 hours on and 48 hours off. This ensures that 

there is always someone on duty to respond the first engine to a call. Some of the paid on call personnel 

are also trained to cover shifts during personal or vacation time. The Deputy Chief covers the A shift 

during weekdays and is supplemented by paid on call during the evenings and weekends.  

In addition we train at least twice monthly, normally on the 1st and 3rd Wednesday evenings.  


