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Board Extends Fire Chief’s Contract – He is the only 
Quadriplegic Fire Chief in the Country 

 

The Fire Board of the Menlo Park Fire Protection District approved extending Fire Chief Harold 
Schapelhouman’ s employment contract at its regularly scheduled June 2018 meeting last week. The five 
member Fire Board voted unanimously to extend his employment agreement for up to three more years, 
starting July 1, 2018 through July 1, 2021.  
  
Chief Schapelhouman, started his career with the Fire District in 1981, he has been with the District for 
38 years. Harold was the first internally appointed Fire Chief in 21 years when he accepted the position 
in January of 2007 and is currently the longest standing Fire Chief since George Carter who was the Fire 
Chief from 1955 – 1972.  
 
He became the Fire Chief at the beginning of the greatest economic downturn since the great 
depression, working very closely with the Fire Board and his staff, to manage the District’s budget and 
finances. While many agencies struggled, the Fire District never needed to reduce staffing, temporarily 
or permanently close a fire station, or reduce service to the community, because it lived within its 
means. 
 
That methodology and disciplined approach has served the Fire District well as economic challenges have 
turned to boom times. The Fire District is almost debt free, has significant reserves set aside for the next 
downturn and future purchases of apparatus and needed capital improvements like fire facility 
modernization and expansion. The District has one of the lowest pension obligation percentages on 
payroll in the State because it has consistently paid down in excess of required minimum amounts. It has 
an AA+, bond rating, the highest available but plans to build new Fire Stations with existing public funds 
and not ask the community for more money to do that. 
  
Chief Schapelhouman is well known as a founding member of the Nation’s elite Urban Search and 
Rescue Response System. He is among a relatively small group of first responders who have seen action 
at this Countries worst disasters, such as the Oklahoma City Bombing, World Trade Center Collapse, 
Hurricane Katrina and other unique events like the recovery of the astronauts from the Space Shuttle 
Columbia tragedy. 
  
Here in California, he responded to both the Loma Prieta and Northridge earthquakes, several State wide 



flooding events and the San Bruno Gas main explosion. He worked in East Palo Alto at the beginning of 
his career, at Station 2, known to be the busiest Fire Station between the much larger communities of 
San Francisco and San Jose and notable as the homicide capital of the country in the late 80’s and 90’s, 
when gangs and drugs daily tore the tiny community apart. 
  
Over the years he rose through the ranks but admits to having to think twice about being accepting the 
position of Fire Chief, after watching the Fire Board “release” two previous Fire Chief’s. He suffered his 
own “personal disaster” in May of 2013, when he fell off a ladder while trimming bushes in his backyard, 
breaking his neck and becoming a quadriplegic, confined to a wheel chair but not restrained by it, or the 
life changing injury either. 
  
He returned to work, eight months after his accident in January of 2014 and has never looked back. He 
admits it wasn’t easy at first, but over time with the love and help of his family, steady and supportive 
help of the Fire Board, and the dedication and passion of the employees, he spends his time focused on 
what needs to be accomplished and focused on how the Fire District can best serve the community. 
 
Chief Schapelhouman said “I truly feel so fortunate to be here every day. I love this organization, what it 
represents, does and the people working here that do so many incredible things in service to our 
communities and residents. Laying in a hospital, literally broken, for 66 days, left me humbled and with a 
very different outlook and appreciation of life”. 
  
The Chief has laid out and executed an aggressive strategy for the Fire Board to address growth and 
regional traffic impacts that threaten to diminish the firefighters emergency response times and 
challenge the safety of residents, pre-dominantly those living on the east side of Highway 101. His 10 
year plan proposed developer impact fees, increased staffing and apparatus configurations to maintain 
an “effective fire force”, while addressing roadway design problems while looking at new camera 
technology, drones and the use of technology and social media, like Facebook, Headquartered in Menlo 
Park, to revolutionize how the fire service of the future could operate. 
  
“I’m excited about where we are as an organization, the opportunities and path ahead make this a very 
interesting and critical time to for the fire service. For the first time in two decades, we are well 
positioned to make significant improvements to our delivery system and I know our personnel are very 
excited and positive about that. In the last five years we have replaced almost half of our employees due 
primarily to retirement, growth and change, rebuilt two of four outdated Fire Stations and improved and 
expanded our fleet of emergency response equipment”, the Chief said. 
 
The Chief’s annual base pay is being raised from $265,000 to $281,000, effective July 1, 2018 in year one, 
$298,000. In year two and tops out in the third year at $315,000. 
  
Fire Board President Chuck Bernstein said “we are delighted to have the Chief stay on for the next three 
years, a recent review found that the Chief was doing an excellent job”. Director Silano said “it’s a heck 
of a deal for us” referring to the cost of recruiting a new Fire Chief and the Chief’s wide range of 
experience and knowledge about the operations of the Fire District. 
  
The Fire District provides emergency and fire services to its residents who also live in the Town of 
Atherton, Cities of East Palo Alto and Menlo Park, unincorporated County areas such as North Fair Oaks 
and Stanford Weekend Acres and contract fire services to the Stanford Linear Accelerator and State and 
Federal Technical Rescue agreements.  END 


