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The North Country’s experiment in regional emergency medical services
covers 1,200 square miles, 10 towns and two states with full-time care

solidify
City narrows in on place
to offer homeless families
By MADDIE HANNA
Monitor staff
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Harry Brown (right), chief of the 45th Parallel EMS, looks over the future location of the station in Colebrook along with
Deputy Chief Michelle Hyde. Below: Hyde looks over a map of the regionalized rescue squad’s coverage area.

By MARGOT SANGER-KATZ
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C

hief Harry Brown goes
everywhere with a
packet of maps.
There’s the map
that shows the 911
addresses assigned along every
snowmobile trail in the North
Country. There’s the map that
shows where bags of medical
supplies have been stashed
with first responders. There’s a
map with town boundaries and
fire stations. One shows the
spots where helicopters can
land near heavily wooded areas.
The maps, stuffed in a sack
and pinned on the walls of a
trailer, show the territories covered by the North Country’s
new ambulance service, the
45th Parallel. The territory is
massive: 1,200 square miles.
The area is dominated by more
snowmobile trails than paved
roads and includes 10 communities in two states.
Named for a line of latitude
running through Stewartstown
– said to be the halfway point
between the equator and the
North Pole – the 45th Parallel is
unlike most EMS providers in
the state. It’s a true regional
system, where a group of communities developed a shared
plan, came up with a budgeting
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ONLINE: Check out an interactive graphic comparing rescue squads, as well as source documents:
concordmonitor.com/rescuesquad.
formula and helped fund an
independent nonprofit organization to provide round-theclock ambulance coverage to
their small, rural communities.
“You can’t get anywhere
from here,” Brown said recently, gesturing toward one of his
many maps. Yet these communities now have something that
many of Concord’s rural neighbors lack: a full-time, advanced
life-support ambulance.
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Battle over
senate seat
shapes up
Emergency medical
services across
New Hampshire

Gatsas expected to resign
after being elected mayor
By SHIRA SCHOENBERG

PART THREE OF THREE

It’s a model that experts say
is popular nationwide, even in
areas far less rural than northern New Hampshire. But
regional ambulance services
have failed to take root in New
England, where clashing community cultures and a tradition
of volunteer ambulance services keep most service local.
Up north, local leaders say

See EMS – A4

SUPREME
COURT justices
signal they are
inclined to limit, or
perhaps abolish, the
use of life terms for
teenagers whose
crimes do not
involve murder. A2

With winter fast approaching, plans
for an emergency shelter for homeless
families are beginning to take shape,
though those involved in the conversations say nothing’s definite.
Mayor Jim Bouley has an eye on the
Crutchfield apartment building on Pitman Street. Space on the first floor
became vacant last month when the
Concord Housing Authority, which runs
the building, relocated its administrative
offices to Ferry Street.
“We need the facility first, and I think
we’re getting closer to the facility,”
Bouley said yesterday afternoon.
Last winter’s solution, the vacant
Tobey School, has since had its utilities
cut off by the state and is no longer an
affordable possibility, Bouley said.
The Crutchfield building has about
100 apartments for mostly elderly, lowincome residents. Tom Avallone, one of
the housing authority’s five commissioners, said the building has 2,000 square
feet that could be turned into a shelter.
The housing authority is “looking into
how that would be designed, what it
would cost and how quickly it could be
done,” Avallone said yesterday.

Sunday: How local rescue squads compare.
Yesterday: What science shows about how
to build the best EMS
system.
Today: The North
Country’s experiment
in regional cooperation.

Monitor staff

With Republican Sen. Ted Gatsas
likely to resign after being elected Manchester mayor last week, a battle is
shaping up over who will take over his
state Senate seat.
When he announced in June that he
was running for mayor, Gatsas pledged
to resign from his Senate post in November if he won. Though Gatsas has not yet
submitted a letter of resignation, he is
widely expected to leave the state senate
with a year left in his term. The district
includes the towns of Bow, Candia, Dun-

See SENATE – A4
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Police: Homeless couple
found with stolen guns
8-year-old, drugs
also found in tent
By ANNMARIE TIMMINS
Monitor staff

The
Concord
police
responded to a report of suspicious activity on South
Main Street on Sunday night
and found seven stolen handguns, several drugs and an 8year-old boy in a tent belong-

Cyan Magenta Yellow Black

Voydatch

Benson

ing to two homeless people,
according to the police.
The
homeless
pair,
Christopher Benson, 31, and

his girlfriend, Victoria Voydatch, 29, were arrested, and
each was charged with more
than 20 offenses, including
multiple counts of receiving
stolen property and possession of controlled drugs.
The 8-year-old boy is Benson’s son with his wife, who
lives in Weare, according to a
police affidavit. The boy had
spent the night in the tent on

See GUNS – A3

Cyan Magenta Yellow Black

A4

EMS

CONCORD MONITOR

SENATE

Continued from A1

he 45th Parallel was born
in crisis. The hospital,
which had long subsidized
Colebrook’s volunteer ambulance, said it could no longer
afford to pay. Volunteerism was
waning as locals got busier and
had to travel farther for work.
On average, it took more than
10 minutes between the time
someone called 911 and the
time an ambulance even left
the station in Colebrook or
Pittsburg, the two local towns
with volunteer ambulances.
And that was the average.
Often, “there would be
three, four, five, six tones trying
to get a crew together,” Brown
said.
In communities where distances are significant, that
time is about all crews can control. There’s not much ambulance crews can do to speed
the trip between Colebrook and
Errol on a wintry day. But by
bringing in a full-time staff, the
45th has cut that time to under
two minutes. A call comes in,
and staff members hop right
into an ambulance and leave.
For injured snowmobilers in
the woods, it could be the difference between 40 minutes
and an hour of waiting.
McCleery said she remembers one case when it took
more than 90 minutes for a
crew to reach a suspected
heart attack patient in Pittsburg. National standards suggest heart attack patients
should be in a catheterization
lab within 90 minutes to have
the best possible outcome.
For years, the hospital had
subsidized
the
operating
deficits of the Colebrook ambulance, but the hospital was facing its own financial challenges
and decided it could no longer
afford to offer the same degree
of assistance. That decision
meant that the nearby towns
that had long benefited from
those subsidies suddenly needed to rethink their approach to
EMS care.
The North Country has
unique challenges – such as
the lack of cell phone coverage
and the frequent use of sled
rescues – but the big problems
for the North Country were not
that different from those facing
many communities farther
south: The towns had limited
call volumes and limited tax
revenue but still wanted a reliable, professional EMS service.
Local leaders say they
embraced an unusual solution
because their options were
more limited. With their small
populations, few of the individual towns could run their own
services; the equipment costs
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the advantages of the new system are clear: more reliable
service, better-trained staff and
stable costs to many towns.
But selling the plan politically
was a long and fraught
process.
“If we could make it happen
up here in the northernmost
part of New Hampshire, where
I think the definition of damn
Yankee pride came from – if we
can make it happen, I think
anyone could make it happen,”
said Louise McCleery, the CEO
of Upper Connecticut Valley
Regional Hospital in Colebrook, a leader in the effort to
develop the 45th Parallel. “But
you have to have a few people
willing to take risks and stick
their necks out on the line.”
As it awaits construction of
its new building in Colebrook,
the 45th Parallel operates out
of a trailer behind the hospital.
It’s a small building filled with
comfortable chairs. In one corner are two twin beds for the
overnight crew.
Working for the ambulance
means a lot of waiting. Unlike a
busy city department, the
North Country doesn’t have
many medical emergencies. In
the organization’s first year of
operation, it responded to 843
calls – about two a day.
But the staff finds plenty of
ways to keep busy. Brown and
Michelle Hyde, the deputy
chief, manage billing, apply for
grants and monitor the
progress of the building project. The shift EMTs train,
exercise and frequently wash
their ambulances. Brown, a
North Country lifer, also likes
to pass the time by telling stories about particularly grisly
snowmobile wrecks and watching internet footage of his son,
Chris, a professional snowmobiler, who specializes in deathdefying tricks.
But though the alarm
sounds less frequently than it
does in the city, the full-time
structure of the department
means there’s always someone
at the ready when it does.
Every shift includes at least
one intermediate-level EMT,
who is able to provide some
advanced life-support techniques.
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The big problems for the North Country
were not that different from those facing
many communities farther south:
The towns had limited call volumes
and limited tax revenue but still wanted
a reliable, professional EMS service.
alone would have been crippling. And because of their geographic isolation, there were no
neighbors with excess capacity
to pick up the slack.
“I think the reality is that the
local towns could not afford to
do it on their own,” said Gregory Noyes, a selectman in
Canaan, Vt., who sits on the
organization’s board of directors. “So that kind of puts you in
a position of coming up with a
solution.”
McCleery led the way, giving
local leaders a deadline and
securing grant funding to hire a
consultant. A board was formed
with representatives of each
town.
Bruce Baxter, the EMS chief
in New Britain, Conn., and a
professional EMS consultant,
said he presented the communities with a set of options. Ultimately, they chose to run a fulltime staff with at least one
intermediate-level EMT working each shift. Billing would pay
for some of the costs of doing
business, but the towns would
need to pony up a combined
$200,000 a year to make the
organization run.
The group needed to decide
where the ambulances should
be stationed. Though the hospital continued to offer space to
the group, the members voted
to build a facility at the geographic center of the region.
Brown said they hope to break
ground next year.
The funding formula was
where the project got difficult.
Smaller communities wanted
the funding split to focus on
population. Poorer towns wanted an emphasis on property
valuation.
“That took probably five or
six knockdown, drag-out meetings,” Brown said.
Ultimately, the steering
group agreed to a formula
divided equally between three
considerations: the number of
medical calls, the number of
residences and each town’s
population. Property valuations
were left out of the formula.
Then Brown and the board
went on the road, making presentations in more than a
dozen towns. Organizers had
determined that the 10 key
communities all needed to
approve the plan – with its price
tag – to make it work. Other
communities were optional.
The plan went before 10
town meetings last year and
was approved in all of them.
Organizers worried about
what would happen if any community said no.
“Basically, the answer was,
no pay, no play,” Brown said.
“The state of New Hampshire,
by law, does not require towns
to have an ambulance service.”

response times of an hour or
more. Patients frequently get
airlifted to hospitals far from
their homes.
But when a patient calls an
ambulance, one comes. And the
towns have a predictable and
affordable budget come town
meeting time.
It’s a system that could be a
model for the rest of the state,
Brown said. But after decades
of working in EMS systems, he
knows regionalization is a
tough sell to many communities, which take pride in having
their own fire department,
police department, high school
and ambulance service, regardless of size.
“What we’ve done here
makes so much sense all over
the state, but you have to get
over the ownership B.S., the
turf,” he said. “It’s the pride. It
really is.”
In the Concord area, no one
is talking much about a regional solution to the area’s EMS
problems. Larger departments
tend to cover for smaller ones
but rarely through any formal
relationship.
At
Tri-Town
Ambulance, one of the area’s
longstanding collaborative systems, Hooksett recently decided to leave the group and staff
its own ambulances.
“I’d like to be able to tell you
that I think it’s going to be
more regionalized, but I don’t
think that will happen,” said
Steve Carrier, the chief of the
Tilton-Northfield Fire Department, which has contacted several neighboring communities
to see if they’d like to pool
resources. “I think there’s a

perception that if they regionalize, there will be less control.”
According to experts, a
regional system could work
well in parts of New Hampshire because it could spread
out the big costs – ambulances
and full-time staff. But an ideal
system could still make use of
local volunteers. Local “fast
squads” could respond immediately to medical calls to provide CPR or other first aid so
patients on the outskirts of the
system could still get speedy
care.
A regional system could
also make the best use of paramedics, Baxter said. By
staffing just a few paramedics
– perhaps in collaboration with
a hospital – and reserving
them for the calls that require
their services, communities
would need fewer of them, and
the medics on call would get
lots of experience.
“It is one way in which you
can gain cost-effectiveness, by
serving a greater population of
people with some shared
resources,” Baxter said.
Sue Prentiss, who runs the
state Bureau of Emergency
Medical Services, said she
thinks more regionalization in
New Hampshire is “very realistic” but would be a paradigm
shift. She said the tough budgets in the next few years may
encourage towns to think more
creatively.
“A change is hard for everybody,” she said.
Several chiefs in struggling
towns agreed.
“I have a million dollars
worth of equipment. Sutton has
a million dollars worth of equipment. Newbury has a million
dollars worth of equipment,”
said Bradford Fire Chief Mark
Goldberg, who supports a
regional EMS model but said
he’d probably be “dead and
buried” before one gained wide
acceptance. “And nobody
knows if they can get it out during the middle of the day.”

he 45th Parallel deals with
realities that would likely
be unacceptable in more
densely populated areas. They
don’t staff any paramedics.
They often contend with
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barton and Hooksett and three
wards in Manchester.
So far, two Republicans
and one Democrat have confirmed they plan to run for the
seat, and several other
Democrats say they have not
yet made up their minds.
On the Republican side,
Rep. David Boutin filed as a
candidate in May, in anticipation of a possible Gatsas resignation. Boutin, 56, has served
for six years in the Legislature. He is a Hooksett town
councilor who has served on a
variety of local boards. Boutin,
who is retired, worked in planning and real estate.
Boutin is campaigning on a
platform of “low taxes, low
spending and small government.” He opposes the
increased fees and taxes in
this year’s budget, including a
tax on campsites and an
increase in the car registration fee.
Boutin has been actively
campaigning,
establishing
town chairs, preparing a campaign staff of at least two people, raising money and attending events. He released a list
of 120 supporters in the Legislature, including House Minority Leader Sherm Packard.
“We have our thumb on the
button and as soon as (Gatsas’s) announcement is made,
we’ll be ready to implement
our campaign plan,” Boutin
said.
Opposing Boutin in a
Republican primary will be
Terry Pfaff. Pfaff, 49, has been
a Manchester firefighter since
1982 and worked in Hooksett
before that. He lives on a farm
in Hooksett, in the house
where he was born. He served
four terms in the House
beginning in 1988 and was
vice chairman of the House
Judiciary Committee. He has
been involved in numerous
public roles, including as a
member of the Judicial Conduct Committee and as a
House liaison to the Fish and
Game Department. He previously ran for state Senate in
1998 and 2000.
Pfaff said he believes the
budget will be the biggest
issue going forward, along
with helping small businesses
create jobs. He believes more
attention must be paid to the
rule-making process, since
rules have the power of laws
but are not made by elected
officials.
“I’ve been a crisis manager
for 31 years as a firefighter,”
Pfaff said. “Now the state
needs sound management.”
The only confirmed Democratic candidate is Rep. Jeff
Goley, 42, a Manchester firefighter. Goley is serving his
fifth term in the House and is
chairman of the Labor, Industrial and Rehabilitative Services Committee. He is the
moderator of a ward in Manchester. He is married with
five children and is a graduate
of Manchester Central High
School. Goley could not be
reached yesterday.
At least three other
Democrats told the Monitor
yesterday that they had not
ruled out a run: former state
Senate candidate Bob Backus,
Rep. Mary Beth Walz and
Rep. Jim Craig.
Backus, 70, ran against
Gatsas twice for the Senate
seat, losing in 2006 and 2008.
“I’ll see when it gets a little
closer how I feel about it,”
Backus said. “It depends
whether you want to gear up

to do all that again, particularly all that fundraising. Do you
really have the fire to do it?”
Backus, an attorney, has
been active in a group called
Keep Manchester Moving,
which opposed the city’s tax
cap. The cap passed in last
week’s elections. He works
with the Conservation Law
Foundation and with a Washington, D.C.-based group that
opposes nuclear power.
Walz, 56, of Bow, is a thirdterm legislator and chairwoman of the House Local
and Regulated Revenues
Committee.
“I am considering a run,”
Walz said. “I want to see who
else is in the field. It’s appropriate to get the most electable Democrat in there.”
Walz has worked on
numerous Democratic campaigns, beginning with Bill
Clinton’s. She co-chaired the
Bow chapter of the Democratic Party and served on the
Merrimack County Democratic Committee. When Congressman Paul Hodes was
first elected, she served as his
district director. She ran Steve
DeStefano’s campaign for
state Senate in 2000. Walz is
an attorney.
Walz said taxes and spending will continue to be major
issues. “The Democrats have
been incredibly restrained and
responsive,” she said. “ Some
think we cut back spending too
much, some think we raised
fees too much. We’re striving
for a happy, responsible medium and have gotten as close to
that as possible.”
Craig, 58, of Manchester, is
a member of the House Labor,
Industrial and Rehabilitative
Services Committee.
“All the doors are open, but
I haven’t made a decision yet,”
Craig said.
Craig is an attorney who
ran for the State House for the
first time in 1998. He ran
unsuccessfully for Congress in
2006, then returned to the Legislature in 2008. Craig said he
believes he has the experience
necessary to do a good job in a
difficult economic climate.
“It’s a tough budget cycle,”
He said. “We need people up
there who aren’t just starting
out.”
Both political parties say
they are prepared to put
resources into the race. State
Republican Party spokesman
Ryan Williams said the party
will not endorse in the primary. He said the party would
help with get-out-the-vote
operations, phone calls and
canvassing.
“Once we have a nominee,
we intend to work very hard to
support our nominee as we’ve
done in other special elections,” Williams said.
Derek Richer of the state
Democratic Party noted that
the seat has been in Republican hands for years, and the
election will not change the
Democratic majority in the
state Senate, which now
includes 14 Democrats and 10
Republicans. But, he said,
“We will do everything we can
in this race.”
Once Gatsas submits his
letter of resignation, the Executive Council will set an election date within 80 to 87 days,
with a primary, if needed, 34
days before that. That means
if Gatsas resigns before the
Nov. 18 Executive Council
meeting, the election could be
held Feb. 9, with a Jan. 6 primary.

