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What GAO Found 
The Department of Defense (DOD) employed fewer civilian firefighters than 
authorized in fiscal years 2019 through 2023, the most current 5 years of data 
available. According to DOD and Office of Personnel Management (OPM) data, 
DOD employed approximately 93 percent of its authorized civilian firefighter 
positions in fiscal years 2019 through 2023. DOD stated that the authorizations 
represent the minimum staffing that must be maintained to ensure safe 
operations and that staffing below the authorized levels increases the 
department’s risk of property loss and environmental damage.  

DOD has taken limited steps to address long-standing staffing gaps in its civilian 
firefighter workforce. Since 2003 DOD has identified causes of civilian firefighter 
staffing gaps (see figure), such as competition from local fire departments. DOD 
has taken some steps, such as including strategies for civilian firefighter retention 
in the department’s strategic workforce plan updates, to address these gaps.  

Causes of the Civilian Firefighter Staffing Gaps Identified by DOD Since 2003 

 
However, DOD has not fully addressed the identified causes of its civilian 
firefighter staffing gaps through sustained or coordinated efforts. Specifically: 

• DOD has not developed and implemented a department-wide strategy 
to mitigate the causes of and close civilian firefighter staffing gaps. 
Such a strategy is required by DOD policy and federal regulations. 
Developing this would better position DOD to address long-standing civilian 
firefighter staffing gaps that put firefighters at increased risk of injury.  

• DOD has not consistently set staffing targets for its civilian firefighter 
workforce or reported on progress in closing identified gaps. Monitoring 
such efforts will provide DOD leadership better visibility over progress in 
closing the identified staffing gaps that have the potential to put a strategic 
program or goal at risk of failure.  

• The military services have not consistently developed or implemented 
Fire and Emergency Services civilian strategic human capital plans. 
Such plans, as required by DOD policy, would assess the current state of the 
workforce and forecast future requirements to manage risks.  

GAO also found that DOD civilian firefighters at all five selected locations worked 
more hours than local firefighters and made less per hour in base compensation, 
while total cash compensation varied. Including an analysis of DOD and local fire 
departments’ work hours and compensation differences within its department-
wide strategy would help DOD make progress toward addressing staffing gaps. 

For more information, contact  
Kristy E. Williams at williamsk@gao.gov. 

Why GAO Did This Study 
DOD’s Fire and Emergency Services 
community supports efforts to 
safeguard and advance vital U.S. 
national interests by ensuring safety 
and minimizing loss on DOD 
installations. DOD civilian firefighters 
comprise 95 percent of all federal 
civilian firefighters who provide 
structural firefighting services, such as 
responding to building fires. According 
to DOD, meeting firefighter staffing 
requirements is important to maintain 
safe operations.  

GAO was asked to review issues 
facing federal agencies with civilian 
firefighter workforces. This report      
(1) compares DOD civilian firefighter 
authorizations with staffing levels,     
(2) assesses DOD’s efforts to address 
civilian firefighter staffing gaps, and   
(3) compares DOD and local 
government firefighter work schedules 
and compensation at five locations. 

GAO reviewed relevant regulations 
and policies; analyzed DOD and OPM 
data on staffing, compensation, and 
hours worked; and interviewed 
cognizant DOD and OPM officials. 
GAO interviewed a nongeneralizable 
sample of firefighters and officials at 
five DOD installations, selected to 
obtain variation among the services.  

What GAO Recommends 
GAO is making six recommendations 
that DOD implement a strategy to 
mitigate firefighter staffing gaps and 
monitor efforts to set annual staffing 
targets and close gaps, and the military 
services develop strategic human 
capital plans that include all required 
elements. DOD generally concurred 
with the recommendations and 
identified actions it plans to take to 
implement them.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-25-107288
mailto:williamsk@gao.gov
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441 G St. N.W. 
Washington, DC 20548 

April 30, 2025 

The Honorable Gerald E. Connolly 
Ranking Member 
Committee on Oversight and Government Reform 
House of Representatives 

The Honorable Kweisi Mfume 
Ranking Member 
Subcommittee on Government Operations and the Federal Workforce 
Committee on Oversight and Government Reform 
House of Representatives 

The Department of Defense’s (DOD) Fire and Emergency Services 
community supports efforts to safeguard and advance vital U.S. national 
interests by ensuring safety and minimizing loss on DOD installations.1 
This community ensures the continued function and resilience of the 
department’s personnel, facilities, and infrastructure, among other things, 
and serves as the first line of defense when catastrophes threaten DOD 
installations. Within the Fire and Emergency Services community, DOD 
structural civilian firefighters—hereafter referred to as DOD civilian 
firefighters—provide structural firefighting services, such as responding to 
building fires. Other functions include aircraft rescue and firefighting, 
wildland firefighting, and all-hazards incidents.2 DOD’s civilian firefighters 
are a subset of the larger federal firefighting workforce.3 In fiscal year 

 
1A military installation in the United States is defined as a base, camp, post, station, yard, 
center, or other activity under the jurisdiction of the Secretaries of the military 
departments. 10 U.S.C. § 2801. 

2Presidential Policy Directive 21 defines all-hazards as a threat or an incident, natural or 
manmade, that warrants action to protect life, property, the environment, and public health 
or safety, and to minimize disruptions of government, social, or economic activities. It 
includes natural disasters, cyber incidents, industrial accidents, pandemics, acts of 
terrorism, sabotage, and destructive criminal activity targeting critical infrastructure. Office 
of the President of the United States, Presidential Policy Directive No. 21, Critical 
Infrastructure Security and Resilience (Feb. 12, 2013).  

3The federal firefighting workforce also includes approximately 18,700 wildland 
firefighters, located primarily in the Department of Agriculture’s Forest Service and in the 
Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Indian Affairs, Bureau of Land Management, Fish 
and Wildlife Service, and National Park Service. For our prior work on wildland firefighters, 
see GAO, Wildland Fire: Barriers to Recruitment and Retention of Federal Wildland 
Firefighters, GAO-23-105517 (Washington, D.C: Nov. 17, 2022). 

Letter 
 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105517


 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 2 GAO-25-107288  Federal Civilian Firefighters 

2024, DOD employed about 95 percent (approximately 8,800) of all 
federal structural civilian firefighters.4 

DOD determines its civilian firefighter authorizations—or the total number 
of civilian firefighters the department is allowed in a fiscal year—based on 
DOD and National Fire Protection Association standards and service-
level objectives. According to DOD, the number of civilian firefighters 
authorized each year represents the minimum staffing requirement that 
must be maintained to ensure safe operations.5 More specifically, in its 
Fiscal Year 2010–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan, DOD stated that 
staffing below the authorized levels increases DOD’s risk of property loss 
and environmental damage.6 Since 2010, DOD has consistently identified 
fire protection (i.e., civilian firefighters) as a mission-critical occupation 
(MCO), or one that has the potential to put a strategic program or goal at 
risk of failure related to human capital deficiencies. 

You asked us to review issues facing federal agencies with structural 
firefighting responsibilities, including recruitment and retention barriers 
and how federal firefighters’ compensation and work schedules compare 
with their local and state counterparts. This report (1) compares DOD 
civilian firefighter staffing levels with authorized positions, (2) assesses 
the extent to which DOD has addressed civilian firefighter staffing gaps, 
and (3) compares DOD civilian firefighter hours worked and 
compensation with local government firefighter hours worked and 
compensation at selected locations. 

We focused our review on civilian firefighters employed by DOD because 
the department employs approximately 95 percent of the federal 
structural civilian firefighter workforce. For all three objectives we 
conducted a mix of in-person and virtual site visits at a nongeneralizable 

 
4The Department of Veterans Affairs employs approximately 3 percent and the 
Department of Homeland Security employs approximately 1 percent of the remaining 5 
percent of federal structural civilian firefighters. The Departments of Health and Human 
Services, Interior, State, and Commerce each employ less than 1 percent of all federal 
structural civilian firefighters.  

5We did not independently validate the minimum authorizations that DOD identified. 

6Department of Defense, Fiscal Year 2010–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan, Appendix B. 
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sample of five DOD locations.7 During these site visits, we interviewed 10 
groups of firefighters, five installation fire chiefs, and five groups of 
installation human resources managers about efforts to recruit and retain 
DOD civilian firefighters and any issues facing the DOD civilian firefighter 
workforce. At each of the five selected DOD locations, we also identified a 
corresponding local fire department, from which we obtained data on local 
firefighter compensation and hours worked. 

For our first objective, we obtained DOD civilian firefighter authorization 
data from the military services and the Defense Logistics Agency (DLA).8 
We obtained DOD civilian firefighter staffing level data for fiscal years 
2019 through 2023 from the Office of Personnel Management (OPM). We 
analyzed the data to identify any differences between the number of 
civilian firefighters DOD employed (staffing level) and the number of DOD 
civilian firefighters authorized for fiscal years 2019 through 2023.9 

For our second objective, we obtained documentation on the steps DOD 
has taken to identify and address the causes of any staffing gaps in its 
civilian firefighter workforce and compared that documentation with 
applicable DOD and OPM policies.10 Additionally, we obtained 
documentation on the steps DOD has taken to assess and report 

 
7We identified the five locations based on site selection criteria that included (1) one 
installation from each military service and the Defense Logistics Agency, which employ 
civilian firefighters, (2) geographic dispersion within the continental United States, (3) a 
mix of rural and urban locations, (4) a range of annual firefighter wages, and (5) fire 
department size. The five selected locations were in or near Albuquerque, New Mexico; 
Leavenworth, Kansas; New Cumberland, Pennsylvania; Norfolk, Virginia; and Orange 
County, California. 

8For the purposes of this report, the military services include the Army, Marine Corps, 
Navy, and Air Force. The Space Force, which employs about 190 firefighters, was 
established in December 2019. The data we analyzed identified those firefighters as Air 
Force firefighters for some portion of fiscal years 2019 through 2023. As a result, we did 
not break out Space Force firefighters and rather included them within Air Force numbers 
in our analysis. We did not include civilian firefighters assigned to the Washington 
Headquarters Services due to the size of their civilian firefighter workforce, which 
consisted of approximately 31 civilian firefighters for fiscal years 2019 through 2023. We 
also did not include foreign nationals employed at overseas military installations.   

9We obtained data for 2023, as it was the most current data available at the time of our 
request. 

10Department of Defense (DOD) Instruction 1400.25, vol. 250, Civilian Personnel 
Management System: Civilian Strategic Human Capital Planning (June 7, 2016); and the 
Office of Personnel Management, Department of Defense, and Department of Labor, 
Memorandum for the President’s Management Council, Chief Human Capital Officers, and 
Chief Diversity Officers (Nov. 30, 2022). 
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firefighter staffing data to monitor DOD-wide progress in closing gaps. We 
compared that documentation with Standards for Internal Control in the 
Federal Government, including the principle that management establish 
and operate monitoring activities to monitor the internal control system 
and evaluate results.11 We also requested Fire and Emergency Services 
civilian strategic human capital management plans from the military 
services and DLA. We received plans from the Air Force, the Navy, and 
DLA, and compared those plans with applicable DOD policies.12 

For our third objective, we obtained and analyzed documentation and 
data on 2023 compensation and work schedules for DOD civilian 
firefighters and local firefighters at the five selected site visit locations.13 
We compared cash compensation and work schedules—in terms of hours 
worked—for DOD civilian firefighters, including military service and DLA 
firefighters, to the cash compensation and work schedules of local 
firefighters at each of the five selected locations. We compared that 
analysis and the steps DOD has taken to identify the causes of any 
staffing gaps in its civilian firefighter workforce with Standards for Internal 
Control in the Federal Government, including the principle that 
management should identify, analyze, and respond to risks related to 
achieving defined objectives.14 For a detailed description of our scope 
and methodology, see appendix I. 

 
11GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-14-704G 
(Washington, D.C.: Sept. 10, 2014).  

12Defense Logistics Agency, 0081 Fire and Emergency Services (F&ES) Human Capital 
Plan (May 1, 2024); U.S. Air Force, Fire & Emergency Services: Strategic Plan 2022 and 
Beyond; U.S. Navy, Workforce Development Career Progression Program: Fire and 
Emergency Services Community Management Plan (July 8, 2011); DOD Instruction 
1400.25, vol. 250, Civilian Strategic Human Capital Planning (June 7, 2016); and DOD 
Instruction 6055.06, DOD Fire and Emergency Services Program (Oct. 3, 2019).  

13DOD and local fire department data differed by reporting period. The following 
departments reported data by calendar year: DOD, Harrisburg Bureau of Fire, and 
Leavenworth Fire Department (hourly base compensation); and Orange County Fire 
Authority (total hours worked and total cash compensation). The following departments 
reported data by fiscal year: Norfolk Fire-Rescue and Orange County Fire Authority 
(hourly base compensation); Leavenworth Fire Department (total cash compensation);  
DOD and Harrisburg Bureau of Fire (total hours worked and total cash compensation); 
and Albuquerque Fire Rescue (total hours worked, hourly base and total cash 
compensation). Data for 2023 were the most current data available for total cash 
compensation and work schedules at the time of our request. We used data for 2024 for 
hourly base compensation.  

14GAO-14-704G.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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We conducted this performance audit from January 2024 to April 2025 in 
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. 
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that 
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

 

DOD civilian firefighters serve in a mission-critical occupation and protect 
personnel, facilities, and infrastructure that are critical to executing DOD 
mission-essential functions at installations—such as military bases, 
camps, or centers. Within DOD, the military services and DLA are the 
primary components that employ civilian firefighters. In fiscal year 2024, 
DOD employed approximately 8,800 civilian firefighters. 

In addition to their responsibilities on DOD installations, DOD civilian 
firefighters may be called on to help civil authorities under mutual aid 
agreements, community partnerships and other written agreements, host-
nation support agreements, and Defense Support of Civil Authorities.15 
Figure 1 shows DOD civilian firefighters performing various fire-related 
activities. 

 
15DOD Instruction 6055.06. DOD defines Defense Support of Civil Authorities as support 
provided by U.S. federal military forces, DOD civilians, DOD contract personnel, DOD 
component assets, and National Guard forces (when the Secretary of Defense, in 
coordination with the governors of the affected states, elects and requests to use those 
forces in title 32, U.S. Code status) in response to requests for assistance from civil 
authorities for domestic emergencies, law enforcement support, and other domestic 
activities, or from qualifying entities for special events. Department of Defense (DOD) 
Directive 3025.18, Defense Support of Civil Authorities (DSCA) (Dec. 29, 2010) 
(incorporating change 2, Mar. 19, 2018).  

Background 
Overview of DOD’s 
Civilian Firefighter 
Workforce 
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Figure 1: Department of Defense Civilian Firefighters Performing Various Fire-
Related Activities 

 
 

DOD uses National Fire Protection Association standards as the 
framework for the department’s Fire and Emergency Services 
Certification Program.16 The Association has developed over 300 
standards and codes, including standards for minimum staffing during 
responses and minimum job performance requirements for firefighters.17 
As a result, the National Fire Protection Association standards identify the 

 
16Department of Defense (DOD) Manual 6055.06, DOD Fire and Emergency Services 
Certification Program (F&ESCP) (Jan. 22, 2020).  

17National Fire Protection Association, NFPA 1001 Standard for Fire Fighter Professional 
Qualifications (2019); NFPA 1710 Standard for the Organization and Deployment of Fire 
Suppression Operations, Emergency Medical Operations, and Special Operations to the 
Public by Career Fire Departments (2020); and “Reporter’s Guide: About Codes and 
Standards.”  
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level of performance required for DOD civilian firefighters and other Fire 
and Emergency Services personnel to function effectively.18 

Since 2001, we have designated strategic human capital management as 
a government-wide high-risk area.19 In 2011, after the federal government 
made progress in this area, we narrowed the focus of the high-risk issue 
area to the need for agencies to close mission-critical skills gaps. At that 
time, we noted that agencies faced challenges effectively and efficiently 
meeting their missions across a number of areas. We further stated that 
federal agencies needed to continue to (1) take actions to address their 
specific challenges, and (2) work with OPM—which provides guidance on 
strategic human capital management for the federal government—to 
address critical skills gaps.20 

According to federal regulations, a skills gap arises when there is a 
difference between the current and projected workforce size and the skills 
needed to help ensure an agency can meet its mission and achieve 
current and future goals and objectives.21 According to OPM, a skills gap 
can be either a 

1. “staffing gap,” in which an agency has an insufficient number of 
individuals to complete its work; or a 

2. “competency gap,” in which an agency has individuals without the 
appropriate skills, abilities, or behaviors to successfully perform the 
work.22 

To address the high-risk designation and focus on closing skills gaps 
across the federal government, OPM developed an approach to identify 
agency-specific and government-wide MCOs at greatest risk of such gaps 
and implement strategies to close identified gaps.23 

 
18DOD Manual 6055.06. 

19GAO, High-Risk Series: Efforts Made to Achieve Progress Need to Be Maintained and 
Expanded to Fully Address All Areas, GAO-23-106203 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 20, 2023). 

20GAO, High-Risk Series: An Update, GAO-11-278 (Washington, D.C.: February 2011).  

215 C.F.R. § 250.202 (2024). 

22Office of Personnel Management, Workforce Planning Guide (November 2022). 

23Office of Personnel Management, Closing Skills Gaps Initiative Closeout Report 2016—
2020 (Washington, D.C.: October 2022). 

Strategic Human Capital 
Management and Closing 
Mission-Critical Skills 
Gaps 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-106203
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-11-278
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DOD’s MCO process includes seven steps, starting with the identification 
of MCOs and ending with efforts to close skills gaps.24 Since 2010, DOD 
identified civilian firefighters as an MCO, and at times as a high-risk MCO. 
Specifically, since identifying fire protection as an MCO in fiscal year 
2010, DOD has identified staffing gaps in the civilian firefighter workforce 
on several occasions, including in fiscal years 2010, 2012, and 2019.25 In 
2012, DOD identified fire protection as a “high-risk” MCO—which the 
department defines as an MCO most at risk for failure due to human 
capital deficiencies including staffing gaps.26 

Our prior work has shown that federal agencies’ progress in closing 
staffing gaps requires demonstrated improvements in agencies’ capacity 
to perform workforce planning and recruit and retain the appropriate 
number of staff.27 For example, in 2024 we reported that DOD was 
partially consistent with key strategic workforce planning principles on 
determining needed skills and developing strategies to address staffing 
gaps in its financial management workforce.28 Additionally, the 2023 
update to our High Risk Series reported that continued federal agency 
efforts are needed to adequately address staffing gaps within the federal 

 
24Defense Civilian Personnel Advisory Service (DCPAS), Mission Critical Occupations: 
MCO & High Risk MCO Determination & Revalidation (December 2022). In addition to the 
two steps identified, the other five steps include (1) DCPAS partners with functional 
communities and components to assist with any requirements needed, such as data 
analytics requests, (2) functional community and component leadership approve MCOs, 
(3) DCPAS runs all approved MCOs through a high-risk model, (4) finalize high-risk MCO 
list, and (5) DOD sends the updated high-risk MCO list to OPM every 2 years.  

25In fiscal years 2010 and 2012, DOD identified a staffing gap of 1,061 civilian firefighters 
and 533 civilian firefighters respectively. In 2019, DOD identified a staffing gap of 2,644 
civilian firefighters.  

26According to our prior work and OPM, a staffing gap occurs when an agency has an 
insufficient number of individuals to complete its work. See GAO, Federal Workforce: 
OPM and Agencies Need to Strengthen Efforts to Identify and Close Mission-Critical Skills 
Gaps, GAO-15-223 (Washington, D.C.: Jan. 30, 2015), and the Office of Personnel 
Management, Workforce Planning Guide (Washington, D.C.: November 2022). 

27GAO-23-106203; GAO, Federal Workforce: OPM Advances Efforts to Close 
Government-wide Skills Gaps but Needs a Plan to Improve Its Own Capacity, 
GAO-23-105528 (Washington, D.C: Feb. 27, 2023).  

28We made two recommendations to enhance workforce planning in DOD’s financial 
management workforce. As of February 2025, DOD had not taken action to address those 
recommendations. GAO, DOD Financial Management: Action Needed to Enhance 
Workforce Planning, GAO-25-105286 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 10, 2024).  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-15-223
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-106203
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-105528
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-25-105286
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workforce.29 We further reported that mission-critical staffing gaps pose a 
high risk to the nation. 

In 2003, DOD’s Inspector General identified challenges DOD faced 
related to staffing levels within its civilian firefighter workforce. 
Specifically, in response to concerns expressed by the House 
Appropriations Committee about minimum firefighter staffing levels, the 
DOD Inspector General reported on the adequacy and effectiveness of 
DOD’s Fire and Emergency Services program.30 In that report, the DOD 
Inspector General reported the following: 

• Inefficient hiring processes adversely affected fire department staffing 
and resulted in firefighters having to work significant overtime. 
Further, working such significant overtime could impact the fire 
department’s ability to accomplish its missions and lead to potential 
safety risks for firefighters. 

• DOD lacked a human capital strategy for the Fire and Emergency 
Services program. Having such a strategy could help the department 
identify shortfalls and provide a basis for the human capital resources 
required to support Fire and Emergency Services programs. 

• Material management control weaknesses existed. More specifically, 
the management of Fire and Emergency Services programs did not 
ensure that the installations were adequately staffed. 

• Fire departments had creatively managed personnel during times of 
human capital shortfalls, but due to significant overtime, could 
encounter obstacles to meeting firefighting missions as well as 
potential safety issues. 

We further discuss the findings of the DOD Inspector General report and 
subsequent actions DOD has taken later in this report. 

The following entities have roles and responsibilities related to DOD’s 
workforce planning, including for civilian firefighters: 

 
29GAO-23-106203. 

30H.R. Rep. No. 107-532, at 44 (2002). The House Appropriations Committee also 
directed DOD to assure that adequate resources were provided to bring installations into 
compliance with minimum fire protection standards. Department of Defense, Office of 
Inspector General, Homeland Security: DOD Fire and Emergency Services Program (Aug. 
12, 2003). 

DOD Inspector General 
Has Identified Civilian 
Firefighter Staffing 
Challenges 

Entities Involved in DOD’s 
Civilian Firefighter 
Workforce Planning 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-23-106203
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• The Defense Civilian Personnel Advisory Service (DCPAS) 
develops and implements civilian human resources plans, policies, 
and programs for DOD, such as a strategic workforce planning guide 
that addresses requirements to identify staffing gaps and develop 
strategies to close those gaps. DCPAS also advises and assists 
functional community managers with advancing their capabilities to 
plan and manage their respective functional community workforces.31 
Additionally, DCPAS issues guidance on the process for identifying 
and revalidating MCOs and high-risk MCOs within DOD. According to 
DOD’s Mission Critical Occupations: MCO & High Risk MCO 
Determination & Revalidation guide, DCPAS works with DOD 
functional communities, such as the Safety and Public Safety 
Functional Community, and DOD components, including the military 
services and DLA, on any requirements related to the MCO list.32 
Specifically, according to that guide, DCPAS works with these 
functional communities and components on efforts to close staffing 
gaps within high-risk MCOs. DCPAS also develops and submits 
MCO-related reports—which include staffing targets and gaps—to 
OPM annually. 

• The Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Force Safety and 
Occupational Health manages DOD’s Safety and Public Safety 
Functional Community, according to DOD officials, which includes the 
civilian firefighter workforce. Functional community managers are 
responsible for identifying staffing gaps in their assigned workforces 
by analyzing staffing levels against projected staffing needs. Based on 
that analysis, the office develops and implements strategies to 
mitigate the identified staffing gaps. In addition, the office identifies 
MCOs from the assigned occupations, which include civilian 
firefighters and approximately 13 other occupations, such as 
emergency management and explosives safety. 

• The Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Environmental 
Management and Restoration, as the designated organizational 
lead for Fire and Emergency Services, oversees the development and 
implementation of Fire and Emergency Services policy and serves as 
the principal advisor on Fire and Emergency Services matters for 
DOD, according to DOD officials. 

 
31Functional communities include a group of one or more occupational series or 
specialties with common functions and engage in workforce planning to ensure mission 
accomplishment. DOD Instruction 1400.25, vol. 250. 

32Defense Civilian Personnel Advisory Service (DCPAS), Mission Critical Occupations: 
MCO & High Risk MCO Determination & Revalidation (December 2022). 
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• The military services and DLA plan, program, and budget for Fire 
and Emergency Services requirements. In addition, they are required 
to develop a Fire and Emergency Services Civilian Strategic Human 
Capital Plan that identifies current and projected staffing 
requirements, identifies critical staffing gaps, and develops strategies 
to manage the civilian firefighter workforce to address those gaps.33 
The military services and DLA also make available a cadre of trained 
human resources consultants to advise component functional 
community managers on recruitment and retention strategies to 
address identified competency gaps.34 

• OPM collects MCO-related data from DOD and other federal 
agencies, including data on staffing targets and gaps for MCOs, and 
monitors agency progress in meeting staffing targets. 
 

According to DOD and OPM data, DOD employed fewer civilian 
firefighters than authorized in fiscal years 2019 through 2023. Specifically, 
DOD employed approximately 93 percent of its authorized civilian 
firefighter positions between fiscal years 2019 and 2023. The difference 
between authorized and employed civilian firefighters grew from 508 
firefighters (5 percent of authorizations) in fiscal year 2019 to 805 
firefighters (8 percent of authorizations) in fiscal year 2023, as shown in 
figure 2.35 For additional information on DOD civilian firefighter 
authorizations and staffing levels for each of the military services and 
DLA, see appendix II. 

 
33DOD Instruction 6055.06; DOD Instruction 1400.25, vol. 250. 

34DOD Instruction 1400.25, vol. 250. 

35From fiscal year 2019 through fiscal year 2023, DOD civilian firefighter authorizations 
increased by 307 firefighters. During that same time period, the number of civilian 
firefighters employed by DOD increased by 10. The number of civilian firefighters DOD 
employed increased by almost 200 between fiscal years 2019 and 2021, but subsequently 
decreased by approximately the same amount between fiscal years 2021 and 2023. 

DOD Firefighter 
Staffing Levels Were 
Lower Than 
Authorized in Fiscal 
Years 2019–2023 
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Figure 2: Department of Defense (DOD) Civilian Firefighter Actual Staffing Levels 
Compared with Authorizations, Fiscal Years 2019–2023 
 

 

Note: For the purposes of this report, DOD civilian firefighter staffing levels include DOD civilian 
firefighters employed by the Army, Navy, Marine Corps, Air Force, and Defense Logistics Agency.  

 

As discussed, in its Fiscal Year 2010–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan, 
DOD reported that the authorized civilian firefighter staffing levels 
represent the minimum staffing requirements the department must 
maintain for safe operation.36 DOD’s plan further reported that employing 
fewer firefighters than authorized puts firefighters at increased risk of 
injury and leads to the potential for increased property loss, 
environmental damage, or both. 

DOD civilian firefighters at the five installations we visited stated that low 
staffing levels have resulted in working increased mandatory overtime at 
their respective installations (which we discuss in more detail later in this 

 
36Department of Defense, Fiscal Year 2010–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan, Appendix B. 
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report).37 Firefighters at each of the five installations stated that they had 
worked at least one mandatory overtime shift, with the number of 
overtime shifts ranging from one shift in the prior 2 months to as many as 
three shifts per pay period. At one installation, firefighters stated that for 
the last two shifts, between 20 to 30 percent of the firefighters on duty 
were working either a voluntary or mandatory overtime shift. According to 
DOD civilian firefighters we interviewed at one installation, staffing issues 
have resulted in frequent mandatory overtime, which firefighters use to 
supplement their incomes. At another installation, firefighters said they 
enjoy some mandatory overtime, but the amount they are currently 
working is too much. We further discuss overtime in the DOD civilian 
firefighter workforce later in this report. 

DOD has identified several causes of its staffing gaps but has not 
addressed those causes through sustained or coordinated efforts. DOD 
also has not consistently assessed and reported civilian firefighter staffing 
data to monitor progress in closing staffing gaps for this MCO. 
Additionally, while DLA has a current strategic plan for its civilian 
firefighter workforce, the military services have not consistently developed 
strategic plans that assess and forecast future civilian firefighter 
workforce needs, as required. 
 

 

 

 

Since 2003, DOD has consistently identified four causes of staffing gaps, 
as shown in figure 3.38 

 
37For the purposes of this report, overtime hours for DOD civilian firefighters are defined 
as hours worked beyond the standard 72-hour workweek. Most DOD civilian firefighters 
have a standard 72-hour workweek (or 144-hour biweekly tour of duty) consisting of 24-
hour shifts. This schedule includes a 53-hour weekly or 106-hour biweekly overtime 
threshold—as provided in the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) for FLSA-nonexempt 
firefighters and in 5 U.S.C. 5542(f) for FLSA-exempt firefighters. Thus, the DOD civilian 
firefighter work schedule includes 19 overtime hours within their standard weekly tour of 
duty or 38 overtime hours within their standard biweekly tour of duty.  

38DOD’s efforts have consistently identified the four causes of staffing gaps discussed. 
However, other causes may exist. 

DOD Has Taken 
Limited Steps to 
Address Long-
Standing Civilian 
Firefighter Staffing 
Gaps 
DOD Has Identified Some 
Causes of Staffing Gaps 
but Does Not Have a 
Strategy to Address Them 

DOD Has Identified Causes of 
Staffing Gaps 
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Figure 3: Causes of the Civilian Firefighter Staffing Gaps Identified by DOD Since 2003 

 
 

Competition from local fire departments. DOD civilian firefighters we 
interviewed at all five installations told us that competition from local fire 
departments (see sidebar) is a challenge because local fire departments 
continue to offer higher pay and operate shorter workweeks (which we 
discuss in more detail later in this report).  

In 2013, DOD’s Fiscal Years 2013–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan 
identified the high level of competition from local municipalities for 
firefighter personnel and skills as a challenge for the department’s staffing 
and a cause of staffing gaps.39 According to that plan, this competition 
made it difficult for the department to retain its civilian firefighters because 
municipal fire departments in the same geographic areas as DOD 
installations had a higher pay scale and worked fewer hours. 

Inefficient hiring processes. DOD civilian firefighters and human 
resources personnel we interviewed at all five installations told us that the 
hiring process (see sidebar) is a challenge for departments in 2024. 
During those interviews, the firefighters specifically identified the length of 
time it takes to complete the hiring process as one of the biggest issues 
currently facing the civilian firefighter workforce. 

 

 
39Department of Defense, Fiscal Years 2013–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan Report (July 
2013). 

DOD Civilian Firefighters’ Perspectives on 
Competition from Local Fire Departments 
“City firefighters make more, work less, and 
see more action. Where would you want to be 
as a firefighter?” 
“We work more hours than our local 
counterparts but make less money.” 
“The hours are a massive deterrent for new 
recruits who are also considering local 
departments.” 
“It’s harder to recruit younger people because 
of the lengthy, 144 hour per 2-week pay 
period schedule.” 
Source: GAO interviews with Department of Defense (DOD) 
personnel.  I  GAO-25-107288 
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In its 2003 report, the DOD Inspector General stated that DOD’s 
inefficient hiring processes adversely affected fire department staffing.40 
According to that report, fire chiefs from the Army, Marine Corps, and 
Navy identified the hiring process for firefighters as an issue, with some 
vacancies taking more than 6 months to fill. In 2010, DOD also identified 
the amount of time taken to fill each position as the primary reason for 
chronic civilian firefighter staffing shortfalls.41 

Additional missions and outdated standards. DOD civilian firefighters 
and human resources personnel we interviewed at four of five selected 
installations stated that the requirement to conduct additional missions 
and the outdated classification standard (see sidebar) are challenges for 
the firefighter workforce and lead to firefighter concerns about 
compensation and career progression. 

The DOD Inspector General’s 2003 report identified civilian firefighters’ 
participation in additional missions beyond their structural fire 
suppression, prevention, and education duties as an impediment to fire 
department staffing. The report identified that DOD firefighters respond to 
incidents involving hazardous materials and wildland fires as additional 
missions. The Inspector General further reported that DOD’s policies 
required civilian firefighters to respond to such incidents, but the policies 
did not modify staffing requirements to appropriately account for such 
additional missions or emergencies. Moreover, in 2010 DOD reported that 
the civilian firefighter classification standard required updating to address 
changes to the occupation, including capturing certain specialized 
firefighter duties.42 According to that report, the outdated classification 
standard resulted in career progression issues for civilian firefighters. 

 
40Department of Defense, Office of Inspector General, Homeland Security: DOD Fire and 
Emergency Services Program (2003). 

41Department of Defense, Fiscal Year 2010–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan, Appendix B. 

42The report did not provide additional details about how or why the classification standard 
may have resulted in career progression issues. We further discuss the status of DOD’s 
effort to update the classification standard in the next section about DOD’s efforts to 
address the causes of long-standing staffing gaps. Department of Defense, Fiscal Year 
2010–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan, Appendix B. According to OPM, classification 
standards provide grading criteria for positions classified under the General Schedule 
(GS) Classification System and they also provide information used in determining the title 
for positions. See “Classifying General Schedule Positions,” Office of Personnel 
Management, accessed Feb. 12, 2025, www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/classification-
qualifications/classifying-general-schedule-positions/#url=Standards. 

DOD Civilian Firefighters’ and Human 
Resources Personnel’s Perspectives on 
the Hiring Process 
“The application process is a nightmare and 
an administrative burden.”  
“The lengthy hiring process is a primary 
recruitment and retention issue.” 
“The hiring process takes too long, which 
results in applicants giving up and taking 
other jobs.”  
“[The ability to hire someone using a hiring 
authority] has been a game changer. Before, 
it took very long to hire.” 
Source: GAO interviews with Department of Defense (DOD) 
personnel.  I  GAO-25-107288 

DOD Civilian Firefighters’ and Human 
Resources Personnel’s Perspectives on 
Additional Missions and Outdated 
Standards 
“Our job responsibilities have continually 
increased without any additional 
compensation.” 
“The classification standard [used to classify 
positions under the General Schedule pay 
system] is outdated and restricts the hiring 
pool.” 
“The classification standard is over 20 years 
old and causes career progression issues.” 
“[General Schedule] grade levels are not 
commensurate with training and 
certifications.” 
Source: GAO interviews with Department of Defense (DOD) 
personnel.  I  GAO-25-107288 

https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/classification-qualifications/classifying-general-schedule-positions/#url=Standards
https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/classification-qualifications/classifying-general-schedule-positions/#url=Standards
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-25-107288
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Lack of funding. DOD civilian firefighters we interviewed at all five 
installations and a fire chief at one installation told us that funding affects 
firefighter staffing because of impacts to the availability of recruitment and 
retention incentives, training, and living conditions at the fire station (see 
sidebar). 

In its 2003 report, the DOD Inspector General also indicated that DOD 
policy did not result in increased staffing to cover additional missions, and 
as a result, caused fire department staffing gaps.43 Moreover, DOD’s 
2003 Fire and Emergency Services Strategic Plan identified funding 
levels and staffing ceilings as challenges to achieving the department’s 
strategic goal of reducing loss of life and injuries, and property and 
environmental damage.44 Subsequently, in 2013, DOD identified funding 
reductions as a major contributor to civilian firefighter staffing reductions 
and the staffing gap.45 

 

Since 2003, DOD has taken some department-wide steps to address 
civilian firefighter staffing gaps, such as updating selected planning 
documents and beginning to revise the classification standard for the 
civilian firefighter position. However, these efforts remain limited or 
incomplete because the department has not developed and implemented 
a department-wide strategy to mitigate the causes of and close such 
gaps. 

• Strategic plan updates. DOD updated its Fire and Emergency 
Services Program Strategic Plan in 2003.46 This updated plan 
included strategies to help the department (1) comply with minimum 
staffing requirements identified in DOD policy, and (2) identify 
additional staffing for new mission requirements. In 2010 and 2013, 
DOD included strategies to improve civilian firefighter retention in its 
department-wide civilian employee strategic workforce plans.47 Both 

 
43Department of Defense, Office of Inspector General, Homeland Security: DOD Fire and 
Emergency Services Program. 

44Department of Defense, Fire and Emergency Services Strategic Plan (June 2003). 

45Department of Defense, Fiscal Years 2013–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan Report. 

46Department of Defense, Fire and Emergency Services Strategic Plan. 

47Department of Defense, Fiscal Years 2013–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan Report; and 
Fiscal Year 2010–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan, Appendix B.  

DOD Civilian Firefighters’ and a Fire 
Chief’s Perspectives on Funding 
“Due to budget cuts, there is not enough 
funding to approve recruitment, retention, or 
relocation incentives.” 
“Poor living conditions—sewage leaks, lack of 
air conditioning, and 20-year-old mattresses—
are a big issue. We’re told there is no money.” 
“The lack of funding makes it difficult to take 
advantage of DOD’s training resources.” 
Source: GAO interviews with Department of Defense (DOD) 
personnel.  I  GAO-25-107288 

DOD Has Taken Some Steps 
to Address Identified Causes of 
Long-Standing Staffing Gaps, 
but Does Not Have a 
Department-Wide Strategy 
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the 2010 and 2013 plans included a strategy focused on improving 
the consistency and application of medical qualification standards and 
fitness standards for civilian firefighters. The goal of that strategy was 
to develop a validated competency model for the civilian firefighter 
workforce to use in hiring decisions and assessment of gaps.48 
However, since 2013, DOD has not developed similar or related 
strategies or other elements that would address the causes of civilian 
firefighter staffing gaps across the department. 

• DOD personnel plan. In its 2003 report on the Fire and Emergency 
Services program, the DOD Inspector General stated that the 
department was aware of issues associated with the hiring process 
and was attempting to streamline the process. To address these 
issues, DOD drafted a personnel plan that included an on-the-spot 
hiring authority if a severe shortage of candidates existed.49 The 
department planned to first use the authority for laboratory 
employees, and later apply the authority to all civilian employees, 
according to the DOD Inspector General’s report. However, DOD 
officials stated that as of 2024, the authority was never applied to all 
civilian employees. 

• Revised classification standard. DOD began revising the civilian 
firefighter classification standard in 2010 to address career 
progression issues associated with OPM’s 2004 civilian firefighter 
classification standard.50 However, OPM officials stated that as of 
December 2024, they had not received an official request to update 
the civilian firefighter classification standard since OPM’s last update 
to the standard in 2004. Accordingly, the classification standard had 
not been revised as of December 2024 and OPM’s 2004 civilian 
firefighter classification standard remains in effect. In December 2024, 
DOD officials stated that the department began internal efforts to 

 
48Department of Defense, Fiscal Years 2013–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan Report. For 
the validated competency model that DOD developed, see Defense Civilian Personnel 
Advisory Service, GS-0081 Fire Protection and Prevention Technical Competency Model 
(November 2016). 

49Department of Defense, Office of Inspector General, Homeland Security: DOD Fire and 
Emergency Services Program. 

50Department of Defense, Fiscal Year 2010–2018 Strategic Workforce Plan. Position 
classification standards define federal white-collar occupations, establish official position 
titles, and describe the various levels of work. The GS-0081 classification standard 
provides a series definition, titling instructions, and grading criteria for positions in the Fire 
Protection and Prevention Series, GS-0081. See Office of Personnel Management, 
Position Classification Standard for Fire Protection and Prevention Series, GS-0081 
(March 2004).  

https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/classification-qualifications/classifying-general-schedule-positions/tabs/standards/
https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/classification-qualifications/classifying-general-schedule-positions/tabs/standards/
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update the civilian firefighter classification standard in June 2024. 
Officials further stated that the department plans to engage with OPM 
about the classification standard in fiscal year 2025, among other 
planned efforts. 

• Training on root-cause analysis. In 2016, Safety and Public Safety 
Functional Community members received training on root-cause 
analysis to assist them in identifying the root causes of staffing gaps 
in the civilian firefighter community. However, in November 2024, 
DOD officials told us they did not know whether the Safety and Public 
Safety Functional Community conducted the analysis to identify any 
root causes. At that time, officials also stated they did not have any 
documentation related to this analysis. 

• Use of direct-hire authority. In August 2024, DOD issued a 
memorandum delegating the use of a direct-hire authority for civilian 
firefighters to the Secretaries of the Military Departments and 
Directors of the Defense Agencies.51 According to the DOD 
memorandum, use of this direct-hire authority allows the military 
services and the defense agencies—including DLA—to directly recruit 
and appoint qualified persons without applying competitive rating and 
ranking procedures. Under this authority, for example, the military 
services and DLA will not be required to publicly post job opportunity 
announcements for civilian firefighters, which can reduce the time it 
takes to hire civilian firefighters. 

Military service and DLA firefighters, fire chiefs, and human resources 
personnel we interviewed at all five selected installations described steps 
their respective installations took to address staffing issues. These steps 
included those associated with the length of the hiring process, 
competition from local fire departments, and other workforce challenges. 
However, the steps taken varied by location and, according to officials 
from the five installations we visited, were not part of any sustained, 
coordinated departmental efforts to address identified staffing gaps. For 
example: 

• Interviewees at three of the five DOD installations stated that 
incentives, such as recruitment, retention, and relocation bonuses, 
were used to attract and retain civilian firefighters. However, DOD 
officials at the military service headquarters and installation levels 

 
51Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness Memorandum, Expansion of 
Direct Hire Authority for Certain Personnel of the Department of Defense (Aug. 12, 2024). 
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stated that recruitment, retention, and relocation incentives are not 
broadly used across the civilian firefighter workforce. 

• At three of the five DOD installations, interviewees reported using 
direct-hire authorities to shorten the hiring process.52 

• Interviewees at two of the five DOD installations stated that personnel 
attended local job fairs and used social media to recruit firefighters. 

• At one installation, interviewees stated that time-off awards increased 
from 8 hours to 24 hours to help improve civilian firefighter retention. 

• Interviewees at another installation reported having an ongoing 
contract to build an application for firefighter and police recruiting. 
Officials stated they designed the application to increase awareness 
of open jobs within the potential recruit pool and to streamline the 
hiring process. Officials did not have an estimated completion date for 
that application. 

According to DOD policy, functional community managers are responsible 
for mitigating identified staffing gaps in their respective communities.53 
According to DOD officials, the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for 
Force Safety and Occupational Health is the Safety and Public Safety 
Functional Community Manager, covering the civilian firefighter 
workforce. Additionally, federal regulations require DOD and other federal 
agencies to address staffing gaps within MCOs, which includes DOD 
civilian firefighters.54 Specifically, DOD policy and federal regulations 
require the development of a strategy to mitigate causes of and close 
identified gaps.55 However, the department’s efforts to address DOD 
civilian firefighter staffing gaps have remained limited and incomplete 
because the department has not developed and implemented a 
department-wide strategy that would position it to make more 
comprehensive and complete progress toward addressing its challenges. 

 
52Officials from the other two fire departments stated that they use either delegated 
examining authority or management-directed reassignment, which officials said offer 
benefits similar to direct-hire authority. OPM guidance states that an agency may reassign 
an employee when the agency has a legitimate organizational reason for the 
reassignment; and the vacant position is at the same grade, or rate of pay, as the 
employee’s present position. See “Summary of Reassignment,” Office of Personnel 
Management, accessed Dec. 3, 2024, www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/workforce-
restructuring/summary-of-reassignment/. 

53DOD Instruction 1400.25, vol. 250. 

545 C.F.R. §§ 250.203-204 (2024). 

55DOD Instruction 1400.25, vol. 250; and 5 C.F.R. § 250.204 (2024). 

https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/workforce-restructuring/summary-of-reassignment/
https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/workforce-restructuring/summary-of-reassignment/
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In December 2024, DOD officials stated that personnel turnover and 
organizational changes within the offices of Force Safety and 
Occupational Health and the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for 
Environmental Management and Restoration resulted in knowledge gaps 
related to the roles and responsibilities associated with strategy 
development for the civilian firefighter workforce. While turnover and 
organizational changes have occurred and very likely complicate efforts 
to address these challenges, the staffing challenges have persisted for 
decades. The development and implementation of a department-wide 
strategy would help provide continuity in the face of such turnover. 

Until the department develops and implements such a department-wide 
strategy that is aimed at comprehensively mitigating the causes of and 
closing the gaps, DOD’s efforts will remain limited in scope and the 
department will be unable to address long-standing staffing gaps in its 
civilian firefighter workforce. As previously discussed, failure to close such 
staffing gaps puts firefighters at increased risk of injury and leads to the 
potential for increased property loss, environmental damage, or both. 

DOD has taken some steps to address identified staffing gaps in the 
civilian firefighter workforce, as noted above, but the department has not 
consistently assessed staffing data to set annual staffing targets for that 
workforce or reported on efforts to close staffing gaps. DOD and other 
federal agencies use the MCO process to monitor and address staffing 
gaps and to close such gaps for those occupations at the greatest risk of 
having them.56 Beginning in fiscal year 2010, DOD has generally 
identified civilian firefighters as an MCO or high-risk MCO. For example, 
DOD identified civilian firefighters as an MCO in 2010; a high-risk MCO in 
fiscal years 2012 through 2019; and an MCO in fiscal year 2024. 

However, DOD did not identify its civilian firefighter workforce as an MCO 
in fiscal years 2020 through 2023. According to DOD officials, the 
department may have accidentally omitted civilian firefighters from the 
MCO list from fiscal year 2020 through fiscal year 2023, but the officials 
were unable to confirm this based on their records. Further, although 
civilian firefighters were not identified as an MCO on the department’s 
MCO list during this time frame, DOD included civilian firefighters in a 
2023 MCO report submitted to OPM. DOD officials stated that the 

 
56See “Closing Skills Gaps,” Office of Personnel Management, accessed Sept. 17, 2024, 
www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/human-capital-management/closing-skills-gaps; and 
Office of Personnel Management, Workforce Planning Guide (November 2022). 

DOD Has Not Consistently 
Assessed and Reported 
Firefighter Staffing Data to 
Monitor Progress in 
Closing the MCO’s 
Staffing Gaps 

http://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/human-capital-management/closing-skills-gaps
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department’s inclusion of firefighters in the report may have also been an 
oversight, but they did not provide any documentation to confirm. 

Since designating civilian firefighters as an MCO in fiscal year 2010, DOD 
has inconsistently assessed staffing data to set annual staffing targets 
and has reported on its efforts to close gaps in identified targets three 
times. Specifically, DOD took steps to assess staffing data and set annual 
targets in fiscal years 2010, 2012, and 2019.57 However, DOD has not set 
annual staffing targets for civilian firefighters or reported on its progress 
closing staffing gaps since 2019. 

According to OPM’s Workforce Planning Guide, workforce planning is a 
systematic process of analyzing and assessing the workforce against set 
targets to mitigate the gaps between the current workforce and future 
mission and human capital needs.58 According to a memorandum from 
OPM, DOD, and the Department of Labor, agencies must set annual 
staffing targets for MCOs—which they use to calculate staffing gaps—and 
report annually to OPM on their progress with closing staffing gaps.59 
According to DOD policy, the heads of the components should develop, 
manage, execute, and assess manpower allocations and resources, as 
part of their respective strategic workforce plans.60 Moreover, Standards 
for Internal Control in the Federal Government state that management 
should establish and operate monitoring activities to monitor the internal 
control system and evaluate results.61 

DOD has not consistently assessed staffing data on its civilian firefighter 
workforce to set targets for the MCO or reported on the department’s 

 
57For these years, DOD missed its staffing targets by 1,061; 533; and 2,644 firefighters, 
respectively. DCPAS and the Safety and Public Safety Functional Community set the 
staffing targets and report on identified gaps.  

58Office of Personnel Management, Workforce Planning Guide (November 2022).  

59Director, Office of Personnel Management, Deputy Secretary of Defense, and Deputy 
Secretary of Labor Memorandum, Agency Actions Requested on Success Metrics Related 
to the Workforce Priority of the President’s Management Agenda (Nov. 30, 2022). The 
OPM Workforce Planning Guide states that MCO staffing gaps are calculated using the 
data that agencies enter as their actual number of employees on board minus the target 
number of employees to reach by the end of the fiscal year. Agencies are to include these 
numbers with their annual MCO data submissions to OPM. See Office of Personnel 
Management, Workforce Planning Guide. 

60DOD Instruction 1400.25, vol. 250.  

61GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-14-704G 
(Washington, D.C.: Sept. 10, 2014). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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progress closing staffing gaps, as required, because management has 
not implemented monitoring activities to ensure that these requirements 
are addressed. DCPAS and Safety and Public Safety Functional 
Community officials stated that they were new to their roles and, as a 
result, were unaware of the requirements associated with setting MCO 
staffing targets and reporting on the department’s progress closing 
staffing gaps. However, DOD did not consistently set annual staffing 
targets for the civilian firefighter MCO and report on the department’s 
progress closing staffing gaps for a number of years before these officials 
took their current roles. 

By implementing monitoring activities to ensure that the Safety and Public 
Safety Functional Community and the heads of the DOD components, in 
collaboration with DCPAS, set annual civilian firefighter staffing targets 
and report progress closing staffing gaps to OPM, DOD will have better 
assurance it is addressing MCO-related reporting requirements. 
Furthermore, it will have better visibility over the status of its civilian 
firefighter workforce, including necessary information about its progress 
achieving staffing targets, and be better positioned to address any staffing 
gaps that may exist. 

The DOD components, including the military services and DLA, have 
been inconsistent in their efforts to develop strategic human capital plans 
to assess the state of and consider future needs for their respective 
civilian firefighter workforces, as shown in figure 4. As of November 2024, 
DLA had developed a strategic human capital plan to assess the current 
and future needs of its civilian firefighter workforce. However, the military 
services have not consistently developed such plans.62 

 
62Defense Logistics Agency, 0081 Fire and Emergency Services (F&ES) Human Capital 
Plan. 

The Military Services’ 
Strategic Plans Do Not 
Consistently Assess and 
Forecast Future Civilian 
Firefighter Workforce 
Needs 
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Figure 4: Assessment of Fire and Emergency Services Civilian Strategic Human 
Capital Plans 

 
 

Based on our review of the existing plans, DLA’s 2024 plan assesses the 
current state of the civilian firefighter workforce and forecasts future 
workforce requirements.63 For example, the DLA plan includes an 
environmental scan, which assesses the current state of the civilian 
firefighter workforce and summarizes factors influencing future 
requirements. The plan states that firefighter positions at the General 
Schedule (GS)-7 grade level are harder to fill due to position certification 
requirements, including driver-operator pumper and hazardous material 
requirements.64 To address this, the plan states that DLA should update 
the position description to allow candidates to obtain those certifications 
within 2 years of employment. 

In comparison, the Air Force and Navy have taken steps to develop 
strategic human capital plans, but their plans do not assess the current 
state of the civilian firefighter workforce or forecast future workforce 
requirements. Further, the Navy’s most recent plan, which was last 
updated in 2011, is outdated. The Army and Marine Corps do not have 

 
63DLA also included in its plan a strategy to mitigate and close staffing gaps in the civilian 
firefighter workforce, such as those caused by retention problems and low applicant 
numbers among their General Schedule (GS)-7 civilian firefighters. 

64The GS has 15 grades, ranging from GS-1 (lowest) to GS-15 (highest), and covers 
about 1.5 million civilian federal employees. See “General Schedule,” Office of Personnel 
Management, accessed Feb. 11, 2025, www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/pay-
leave/pay-systems/general-schedule/. 

https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/pay-leave/pay-systems/general-schedule/
https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/pay-leave/pay-systems/general-schedule/
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strategic human capital plans for their civilian firefighter workforces or 
estimated completion dates for those plans, according to DOD officials. 

DOD policy requires components, including the military services and 
defense agencies such as DLA, to develop Fire and Emergency Services 
civilian strategic human capital plans that assess the current state of, and 
forecast projected requirements for, their respective civilian firefighter 
workforces.65 However, the military services’ plans do not consistently 
reflect the current state of the civilian firefighter workforce or forecast 
future requirements. This is due to service leadership not appropriately 
updating their plans to include this information. Specifically, Air Force 
leadership did not ensure that they included all required elements in the 
Air Force’s plan. Similarly, Navy leadership did not ensure that they 
included all required elements and updated the Navy’s plan in a timely 
manner. 

Air Force and Navy officials did not have information about why their 
plans did not assess the current state of the civilian firefighter workforce 
and forecast future workforce requirements. However, Air Force officials 
told us they expect to publish an updated plan in 2025 that addresses 
these areas. 

Additionally, the Army and Marine Corps leadership did not develop plans 
as required. As of November 2024, the officials noted that these services 
did not have development time frames or estimated completion dates for 
their plans. By ensuring the development of civilian firefighter strategic 
human capital plans consistent with DOD policy that assess the current 
state of their civilian firefighter workforces and forecast future 
requirements for those workforces, the military services will have access 
to information needed to more effectively address staffing gaps. 
Moreover, having such information will help the services manage risks 
associated with staffing gaps in the civilian firefighter workforce in 
alignment with the plans. 

 
65See DOD Instruction 6055.06; DOD Instruction 1400.25, vol. 250. 
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Our analyses of DOD and local fire department documentation and data 
determined that DOD civilian firefighters at all five selected locations 
worked more hours per week than local firefighters in 2023, but 
compensation varied. Specifically, DOD civilian firefighters worked more 
hours per week than local firefighters in terms of standard base work 
schedules and more total hours than local firefighters. Additionally, DOD 
civilian firefighters at all five selected locations earned less per hour in 
base compensation than local firefighters, but total cash compensation 
varied between DOD civilian and local firefighters.66 

 

 

 
 

At all five selected locations, DOD civilian firefighters worked longer 
standard schedules than local firefighters in 2023, as shown in figure 5.67 
According to the Federal Firefighter Pay Reference Guide, DOD civilian 
firefighters typically work a 72-hour per week standard schedule.68 In 
comparison, according to the local fire department’s collective bargaining 
agreements and other documentation at our five selected locations, 
firefighters typically work between 42 and 56 hours per week.69 

 
66Fully certified DOD and local firefighters in Fort Leavenworth and Leavenworth, Kansas 
made the same in hourly base compensation in 2024. 

67We selected a nongeneralizable sample of five DOD locations and five nearby local fire 
departments. We used DOD and local department data to compare work schedules. 

68Defense Civilian Personnel Advisory Service, Federal Firefighter Pay: Reference Guide 
PT-820 (2018). Most DOD civilian firefighters work 144 hours per 2-week pay period. 
Some firefighters (e.g., fire inspectors) have a regular tour of duty that includes a basic 40-
hour workweek plus a standby shift of 13 or more hours per week. 

69According to union representatives, local firefighters generally work between 56 and 60 
hours per week. We reviewed collective bargaining agreements for the City of Harrisburg, 
the City of Albuquerque, and the Orange County Fire Authority. 

DOD Civilian 
Firefighters at 
Selected Locations 
Worked More Hours 
Than Local 
Firefighters and 
Compensation Varied 

DOD Civilian Firefighters 
Worked More Hours Than 
Local Firefighters at Five 
Selected Locations 
Standard Base Work 
Schedules 
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Figure 5: Standard Base Work Schedule for DOD Civilian Firefighters and Local Firefighters, by Selected Location, 2023 

 
Notes: DOD civilian firefighters typically work 144 hours per 2-week pay period or 72 hours per week. 
Defense Civilian Personnel Advisory Service, Federal Firefighter Pay: Reference Guide PT-820 
(2018). 
Local fire department locations were in Albuquerque, New Mexico; Norfolk, Virginia; Orange County, 
California; Leavenworth, Kansas; and Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. 

 

DOD Civilian Firefighter 72-Hour Workweek 
The length of shifts worked to meet the DOD civilian firefighter 72-hour workweek can vary. According to fire chiefs from the 
four military services, DOD civilian firefighters work either 24-hours on, 24-hours off or 48-hours on, 48-hours off schedules. 
DOD firefighters at three of the installations we visited work a 48-hour alternating schedule, either 48-hours on, 48-hours off 
or 48-hours on, 72-hours off. Firefighters at two installations we visited said their fire department recently switched from the 
24-hour alternating schedule to the 48-hour alternating schedule. Those firefighters said the 48-hour schedule has improved 
their morale, quality of life, and work-life balance.  

Source: GAO interviews with Department of Defense (DOD) personnel.  I  GAO-25-107288 

 

According to DOD civilian firefighters and installation human resources 
officials at four of the five selected locations, the 72-hour per week 
standard base work schedule causes retention issues because 
firefighters perceive they can work “better” schedules at the local fire 
departments. For example, according to DOD installation human 
resources officials at two selected locations, the 72-hour per week work 
schedule is often more intense than firefighters anticipated and causes 
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DOD civilian firefighters to frequently seek employment at local fire 
departments that offer work schedules with fewer work hours per week.  

DOD Civilian Firefighter Daily Work Schedule Example 
DOD civilian firefighters at four of the five locations we visited described similar daily work schedules: 
Shifts begin around 7:00 a.m. Firefighters generally check their vehicles and equipment to ensure proper operation and 
functioning. During the workday, they conduct training exercises and classroom and online training courses, as well as 
physical fitness training. Civilian firefighters also complete various administrative tasks during their day. Daily work tasks are 
completed by approximately 3:00 p.m.–4:00 p.m., at which point they begin their personal time. During their personal time, 
firefighters are free to eat, relax, or sleep. Firefighters respond to calls throughout their 24- to 48-hour shifts.  

Source: GAO interviews with Department of Defense (DOD) personnel.  I  GAO-25-107288 

 

DOD civilian firefighters worked more total hours, which includes standard 
work schedule and overtime, per pay period than local firefighters at the 
three selected locations for which we received data, as shown in figure 
6.70 Specifically, at those three locations, DOD civilian firefighters worked 
150 hours per pay period on average. In comparison, local firefighters 
worked 115 hours per pay period on average at the three corresponding 
local fire departments. For example, firefighters at Camp Pendleton 
worked 161 hours per pay period, while local firefighters in Orange 
County worked 133 hours per pay period. In addition, total hours worked 
by DOD civilian firefighters varied between the three selected DOD 
locations for which we had corresponding local fire department data. 

 
70DOD and local fire department data on total hours worked differed by reporting 
period. The following department reported data by calendar year: Orange County Fire 
Authority. The following departments reported data by fiscal year: DOD, Albuquerque Fire 
Rescue, and Harrisburg Bureau of Fire. We received data on total hours worked from local 
fire departments in Albuquerque, New Mexico; Orange County, California; and Harrisburg, 
Pennsylvania. We did not receive data from local fire departments in Norfolk, Virginia and 
Leavenworth, Kansas. 

Total Hours Worked 
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Figure 6: Average Total Hours Worked by DOD Civilian Firefighters and Local Firefighters per 2-Week Pay Period, by Selected 
Location, 2023 

 
Notes: DOD and local fire department data on total hours worked differed by reporting period. The 
following departments reported data by calendar year: Orange County Fire Authority. The following 
departments reported data by fiscal year: DOD, Albuquerque Fire Rescue, and Harrisburg Bureau of 
Fire. 
We received data on total hours worked from three local fire departments in Albuquerque, New 
Mexico; Orange County, California; and Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. We did not receive data from local 
fire departments in Norfolk, Virginia and Leavenworth, Kansas; therefore, we did not include them in 
the comparison. 
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DOD civilian firefighters and local firefighters both worked overtime hours 
beyond their standard work schedules in 2023.71 Specifically, DOD 
firefighters worked an average of 3 overtime hours per week across all 
five selected locations. In comparison, local firefighters worked an 
average of 5 overtime hours per week at three selected locations.72 
However, as discussed, DOD civilian firefighters at all five selected 
locations work longer standard schedules than local firefighters at the 
three selected locations. Therefore, the DOD civilian firefighters worked 
more total hours per pay period at the five selected locations in 2023 
even when considering that local firefighters worked more overtime hours 
per week at three selected locations. 

DOD civilian firefighters at all five selected locations stated that 
mandatory overtime has become more frequent and has caused quality of 
life issues such as fatigue, poor work-life balance, and other family 
issues, such as high divorce rates (see sidebar). DOD civilian firefighters 
at one installation said they generally receive little or no advance notice 
for a mandatory overtime shift. Those firefighters further stated that shifts 
cannot be refused, so any plans that the firefighters scheduled would 
need to be canceled.  

According to DOD civilian firefighters at one selected location, not all 
overtime is problematic because some firefighters choose to work 
overtime to supplement their income. Firefighters also use voluntary 
overtime to control their schedule. For example, firefighters at one 
selected location said they may volunteer for an overtime shift to protect 
their scheduled days off. By volunteering for the overtime shift, firefighters 
said they are able to move their name to the bottom of the list and 
temporarily avoid mandatory overtime. Alternatively, firefighters at 
another location said scheduling mandatory overtime is a collaborative 

 
71For the purposes of our report, we consider overtime hours as any hours firefighters 
worked beyond their standard work schedule. As discussed, most DOD civilian firefighters 
have a standard 72-hour workweek (or 144-hour biweekly tour of duty) consisting of 24-
hour shifts. This work schedule includes a 53-hour weekly or 106-hour biweekly overtime 
threshold—as provided in the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) for FLSA-nonexempt 
firefighters and in 5 U.S.C. 5542(f) for FLSA-exempt firefighters. Thus, the DOD civilian 
firefighter work schedule includes 19 overtime hours within their standard weekly tour of 
duty or 38 overtime hours within their standard biweekly tour of duty. However, for the 
purposes of our analysis, we consider any hours worked beyond the 72-hour per week 
standard schedule as overtime hours worked.  

72As discussed, we received data on total hours worked from three local fire departments 
in Albuquerque, New Mexico; Orange County, California; and Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. 

Use of Overtime 

DOD Civilian Firefighters’ Perspectives on 
Mandatory Overtime  
“We’re beat down. There’s too much 
[mandatory overtime]. No one listens. No one 
helps.” 
“[Mandatory overtime] results in high divorce 
rates in the DOD civilian firefighter workforce.”  
“[Firefighters] leave for various reasons 
including…excessive mandatory overtime.”  
Source: GAO interviews with Department of Defense (DOD) 
personnel.  I  GAO-25-107288 
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effort where firefighters volunteer for a shift to help ensure someone who 
needs a particular day off can get the time off. 

 

 

 
 

 

Calculating DOD Civilian Firefighters’ Annual Salary 
The annual salary for DOD civilian firefighters consists of two parts—base compensation (i.e., salary according to the 
General Schedule (GS) pay scale, including locality pay or a higher special rate supplement) and overtime pay. 
DOD firefighters have a 53-hour weekly overtime threshold—as provided in the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) for FLSA-
nonexempt firefighters and in 5 U.S.C. 5542(f) for FLSA-exempt firefighters. Therefore, the DOD civilian firefighter work 
schedule includes 19 overtime hours within their standard 72-hour weekly pay. 
DOD calculates firefighter base compensation using the Office of Personnel Management’s GS pay scale salary divided by 
2,756 annual hours (i.e., 53 hours per week multiplied by 52 weeks per year). For overtime pay, DOD multiplies base 
compensation by 1.5 for FLSA-nonexempt and some FLSA-exempt firefighters. 
For example, a DOD civilian FLSA-nonexempt firefighter in the Washington, D.C. area at the GS-7, Step 1 level who worked 
3,744 hours in 2024 would have earned the following cash compensation: 
• 2024 GS-7, Step 1 annual rate for the D.C. locality: $55,924 
• Basic rate of pay: 55,924/2,756 annual hours = $20.29 
• Overtime rate of pay: 1.5(20.29) = $30.44 
• Total annual pay: 2,756(20.29) + 988(30.44) = $85,994 
FLSA-exempt firefighter pay calculations are similar to the example above. However, the overtime pay calculations may differ 
based on the overtime cap for all GS-exempt employees. For those employees who exceed the GS-10, step 1 hourly rate of 
basic pay, the overtime hourly rate is equal to the greater of either 1.5 times the GS-10, step 1 rate or the employee’s hourly 
rate of basic pay. 

Source: GAO analysis of Department of Defense (DOD) documentation.  |  GAO-25-107288 

 

At all five selected locations, local firefighters made more overall per hour 
in base compensation than DOD civilian firefighters in 2024, as shown in 
figures 7 and 8.73 Specifically, entry-level (early career) local firefighters at 

 
73Fully certified DOD and local firefighters in Fort Leavenworth and Leavenworth, Kansas 
made the same in hourly base compensation in 2024. DOD and local fire department data 
on hourly base compensation differed by reporting period. The following departments 
reported data by calendar year: DOD, Harrisburg Bureau of Fire, and Leavenworth Fire 
Department. The following departments reported data by fiscal year: Albuquerque Fire 
Rescue, Norfolk Fire-Rescue, and Orange County Fire Authority. We analyzed pay tables 
from OPM, collective bargaining agreements, and local government sources. Actual per 
hour base compensation may differ. 

Compensation Varied 
Between DOD Civilian 
Firefighters and Local 
Firefighters at Five 
Selected Locations 

Hourly Base Compensation 
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the five selected locations made approximately 53 percent more on 
average than entry-level DOD civilian firefighters at the corresponding 
DOD location.74 For example, entry-level local firefighters in Orange 
County, California made approximately 81 percent more on average than 
DOD civilian firefighters at Camp Pendleton, while those in Leavenworth, 
Kansas made approximately 19 percent more on average than DOD 
civilian firefighters at Fort Leavenworth, as shown in figure 7.75 See 
appendix I for information on the ranks analyzed for entry-level (early 
career) firefighters. 

 
74As discussed, we selected a nongeneralizable sample of five DOD locations and five 
nearby local fire departments. We used DOD and local department data to compare 
compensation. For DOD civilian firefighter base hourly pay calculations, we used OPM 
GS-4, step 1 for entry-level and GS-7, step 1 for fully certified. Based on the OPM Position 
Classification Standard, GS-4, step 1, firefighters are no longer considered trainees and 
are able to perform duties of low to moderate difficulty. We used local civilian union 
agreements or other documentation to identify the equivalent ranks for entry-level and fully 
certified local firefighters at the five selected locations.   

75The individual examples will not necessarily approximate the overall average for the five 
selected locations because the overall average is based on five locations and not two.  
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Figure 7: Entry-Level Firefighter Hourly Base Compensation, by Selected Location, 2024 

 
Notes: DOD and local fire department data on hourly base compensation differed by reporting 
period. The following departments reported data by calendar year: DOD, Harrisburg Bureau of Fire, 
and Leavenworth Fire Department. The following departments reported data by fiscal 
year: Albuquerque Fire Rescue, Norfolk Fire-Rescue, and Orange County Fire Authority. 
Amounts rounded to the nearest whole dollar. 
aWe determined the hourly base compensation by dividing annual salary by the number of non-
overtime hours in the standard work week multiplied by 52 weeks in the year. Annual salary is based 
on Office of Personnel Management General Schedule and local fire department pay tables for each 
location. DOD civilian firefighters at all five locations and local firefighters at Albuquerque, Orange 
County, and Leavenworth work 53 non-overtime hours in their standard work week. Local firefighters 
at Norfolk and at Harrisburg work 52 and 40 non-overtime hours in their standard work week, 
respectively. Actual hourly base compensation may differ. 

 

Additionally, fully certified (mid-career) local firefighters at the five 
selected locations made approximately 33 percent more on average than 
fully certified DOD civilian firefighters at the corresponding DOD location, 
as shown in figure 8. For example, fully certified local firefighters in 
Orange County, California made on average 55 percent more than the 
DOD civilian firefighters at Camp Pendleton, while firefighters in Norfolk, 
Virginia made 27 percent more than DOD civilian firefighters at Naval 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 33 GAO-25-107288  Federal Civilian Firefighters 

Station Norfolk. See appendix I for information on the ranks analyzed for 
fully certified (mid-career) firefighters. 

Figure 8: Fully Certified Firefighter Hourly Base Compensation, by Selected Location, 2024 

 
Notes: DOD and local fire department data on hourly base compensation differed by reporting 
period. The following departments reported data by calendar year: DOD, Harrisburg Bureau of Fire, 
and Leavenworth Fire Department. The following departments reported data by fiscal 
year: Albuquerque Fire Rescue, Norfolk Fire-Rescue, and Orange County Fire Authority. 
Amounts rounded to the nearest whole dollar. 
aWe determined the hourly base compensation by dividing annual salary by the number of non-
overtime hours in the standard work week multiplied by 52 weeks in the year. Annual salary is based 
on Office of Personnel Management General Schedule and local fire department pay tables for each 
location. DOD civilian firefighters at all five locations and local firefighters at Albuquerque, Orange 
County, and Leavenworth work 53 non-overtime hours in their standard work week. Local firefighters 
at Norfolk and at Harrisburg work 52 and 40 non-overtime hours in their standard work week, 
respectively. Actual hourly base compensation may differ. 

 

Total cash compensation varied between DOD civilian firefighters and 
local firefighters at four of the five selected locations in 2023, as shown in 

Total Cash Compensation 
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figure 9.76 Specifically, DOD civilian firefighters at our two selected 
locations in New Mexico (Kirtland Air Force Base) and California (Camp 
Pendleton) made less in total cash compensation than the local 
firefighters at the corresponding local fire departments. At those two 
locations, DOD civilian firefighters earned approximately 31 percent less 
than local firefighters on average. In comparison, DOD civilian firefighters 
at our two selected locations in Pennsylvania (Defense Logistics Agency, 
Susquehanna) and Kansas (Fort Leavenworth) made more in total cash 
compensation than local firefighters at the corresponding local fire 
departments. At those two locations, DOD civilian firefighters earned 
approximately 33 percent more than local firefighters. Firefighters at two 
installations stated that DOD civilian firefighters may make more than 
their local counterparts, but only because they work significantly more 
hours. 

 
76DOD and local fire department data on total cash compensation differed by reporting 
period. The following department reported data by calendar year: Orange County Fire 
Authority. The following departments reported data by fiscal year: DOD, Albuquerque Fire 
Rescue, Harrisburg Bureau of Fire, and Leavenworth Fire Department. For the purposes 
of our report, we considered only cash compensation. Cash compensation includes 
salary, any monetary incentives such as recruitment, retention, and relocation incentives, 
and any other compensation employees receive directly. Cash compensation does not 
include non-cash or other benefits such as health care or retirement contributions, 
respectively. We received data on total cash compensation from four local fire 
departments. We did not receive data from Norfolk Fire-Rescue. 
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Figure 9: Comparison of Average Total Cash Compensation for DOD Civilian Firefighters and Local Firefighters, by Selected 
Location, 2023 

 
Note: DOD and local fire department data on total cash compensation differed by reporting 
period. The following department reported data by calendar year: Orange County Fire Authority. The 
following departments reported data by fiscal year: DOD, Albuquerque Fire Rescue, Harrisburg 
Bureau of Fire, and Leavenworth Fire Department. 

 

Total compensation includes cash compensation, as discussed above; 
benefits, such as retirement; and leave accrual, among others. According 
to OPM, these benefits are designed to make federal employee (i.e., 
DOD civilian firefighter) careers rewarding while balancing work and 
family life.77 At all five selected locations, DOD civilian firefighters and 
officials—including an installation fire chief and human resources 

 
77“Federal Employee Compensation Package,” Policy: Pay & Leave – Pay Administration, 
Office of Personnel Management, accessed Feb. 11, 2025, www.opm.gov/policy-data-
oversight/pay-leave/pay-administration/fact-sheets/federal-employee-compensation-
package/. 

Retirement Benefits and Leave 
Accrual 

http://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/pay-leave/pay-administration/fact-sheets/federal-employee-compensation-package/
http://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/pay-leave/pay-administration/fact-sheets/federal-employee-compensation-package/
http://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/pay-leave/pay-administration/fact-sheets/federal-employee-compensation-package/
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personnel—expressed concerns about other aspects of firefighter 
compensation and benefits. Those concerns included the following: 

• Retirement benefits. DOD civilian firefighters at all five locations, 
including an installation fire chief, said that DOD civilian firefighter 
retirement benefits are complex and do not account for all hours 
worked. Specifically, firefighters at one installation stated that their 
retirement benefit calculations are confusing and said they often 
speak to retirees to get a better sense of their retirement benefits. At 
another installation, the fire chief and firefighters stated that DOD’s 
human resources department is often unable to provide accurate 
retirement information. Those firefighters told us about colleagues 
who were given incorrect retirement dates. Additionally, the fire chief 
at that installation stated that they hired outside experts to help 
firefighters understand their retirement benefits because of the 
challenges they faced obtaining accurate information. Further, as 
discussed, DOD civilian firefighters at three selected locations worked 
an average of 3 hours beyond their standard 19-hour overtime work 
requirement. Firefighters at all five selected locations told us that not 
receiving credit for overtime in their retirement pay calculations is one 
of the challenges of being a DOD firefighter.78 

• Leave accrual. DOD civilian firefighters and human resources 
personnel at four of the five selected locations said that the leave 
accrual rate for firefighters is disproportionate when compared to 
other federal employees. However, DOD guidance states that 
employees with an uncommon tour of duty, such as firefighters with a 
standard 72-hour weekly work schedule, accrue leave directly 
proportional to the standard leave accrual rates for employees who 
accrue and use leave on the basis of an 80-hour biweekly tour of 
duty.79 Firefighters at two installations told us they feel the annual 
leave accrual rate for firefighters is disproportionate to that of other 
federal civilian employees, and can encourage sick leave abuse to 
ensure firefighters can take needed time off. The firefighters further 
stated that in such instances, sick leave is taken for vacation or to 
ensure that special events are not missed. 

 
78OPM guidance states that for retirement purposes, the straight time portion of overtime 
pay is the firefighter hourly rate of basic pay multiplied by the number of overtime hours in 
the firefighter’s regular tour of duty. The extra half rate premium for those overtime hours 
is not included in the basic pay number. Office of Personnel Management, Retirement and 
Insurance Service Benefits Letter (June 19, 2001). 

79Department of Defense Financial Management Regulation 7000.14-R, vol. 8, ch. 5, 
Leave and Other Absences (Oct. 2024). 
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Our analysis of firefighter work schedules and compensation at five 
selected locations showed that local firefighters worked fewer hours and 
were paid higher hourly base rates than DOD civilian firefighters. 
Additionally, we identified areas of concern that are causing 
dissatisfaction among DOD firefighters, such as increased mandatory 
overtime and issues with retirement benefits. According to federal internal 
control standards, management should identify, analyze, and respond to 
risks related to achieving defined objectives.80 Studying these issues 
across the department would help inform DOD’s ongoing efforts to 
address civilian firefighter staffing gaps and their causes. 

As previously discussed, developing and implementing a department-
wide strategy to mitigate and close staffing gaps could help DOD make 
more progress addressing challenges with its civilian firefighter workforce. 
By including an analysis of work schedule and compensation differences 
between DOD and local fire departments within this strategy, DOD would 
be positioned to make more comprehensive and complete progress 
mitigating and closing its civilian firefighter staffing gaps that put 
firefighters at risk of injury or could result in property loss, environmental 
damage, or both. 

DOD civilian firefighters support efforts to safeguard and advance vital 
U.S. national interests by ensuring safety and minimizing loss on DOD 
installations. However, DOD has faced challenges over the years related 
to staffing levels within its civilian firefighter workforce. Since 2003, DOD 
has identified several causes of the staffing gaps within the civilian 
firefighter workforce, including competition with local fire departments’ 
work schedules and compensation. However, it has not developed a 
DOD-wide strategy to mitigate and close those staffing gaps, as required 
by DOD policy.81 By developing such a DOD-wide strategy and including 
an analysis of work schedule and compensation differences, the 
department will be better positioned to take sustained and coordinated 
action to address long-standing staffing gaps in its civilian firefighter 
workforce. 

In addition, DOD has designated civilian firefighters as an MCO due to 
long-standing staffing gaps in the workforce. However, it has not 
consistently assessed and reported firefighter staffing data to monitor 

 
80GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-14-704G 
(Washington, D.C.: Sept. 10, 2014). 

81DOD Instruction 1400.25, vol. 250; and 5 C.F.R. § 250.204 (2024). 

Conclusions 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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department-wide progress in closing those gaps. By implementing 
monitoring activities to verify that DOD sets annual civilian firefighter 
staffing targets and reports progress closing staffing gaps to OPM as 
required, DOD will have better assurance that it is addressing MCO-
related reporting requirements. It will also ensure the department has 
visibility into staffing levels for its civilian firefighter workforce. 

Finally, while DLA developed a strategic human capital plan that 
assesses the current state of, and forecasts future requirements for, its 
civilian firefighter workforce, the four military services have not 
consistently developed similar plans. By following existing DOD policy to 
develop and implement current strategic workforce plans that assess and 
forecast needs for the civilian firefighter workforce, the Air Force, Navy, 
Army, and Marine Corps will be better able to more effectively address 
staffing gaps within their respective services and manage related risks. 

We are making a total of six recommendations, including two to DOD, two 
to the Navy, and one each to the Air Force and Army. 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure the Safety and Public Safety 
Functional Community Manager (Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for Force Safety and Occupational Health) develops and implements a 
DOD-wide strategy to mitigate and close staffing gaps in the civilian 
firefighter workforce, which should include an analysis of work schedule 
and compensation differences between DOD and local fire departments 
that may affect staffing levels. (Recommendation 1) 

The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the Under Secretary of 
Defense for Personnel and Readiness implements monitoring activities to 
verify that the Safety and Public Safety Functional Community and the 
heads of the DOD components, in collaboration with DCPAS, set annual 
staffing targets for civilian firefighters and report progress in closing 
staffing gaps to OPM, as required. (Recommendation 2) 

The Secretary of the Air Force should update and implement the Air 
Force’s Fire and Emergency Services civilian strategic human capital plan 
and ensure that the updated plan assesses the current state of the Air 
Force’s civilian firefighter workforce and forecasts future workforce 
requirements. (Recommendation 3) 

The Secretary of the Navy should update and implement the Navy’s Fire 
and Emergency Services civilian strategic human capital plan and ensure 
that the updated plan assesses the current state of the Navy’s civilian 

Recommendations for 
Executive Action 
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firefighter workforce and forecasts future workforce requirements. 
(Recommendation 4) 

The Secretary of the Army should develop and implement a Fire and 
Emergency Services civilian strategic human capital plan and ensure that 
the plan assesses the current state of the Army’s civilian firefighter 
workforce and forecasts future workforce requirements. 
(Recommendation 5) 

The Secretary of the Navy, in coordination with the Commandant of the 
Marine Corps, should develop and implement a Fire and Emergency 
Services civilian strategic human capital plan for the Marine Corps and 
ensure that the plan assesses the current state of the Marine Corps’ 
civilian firefighter workforce and forecasts future workforce requirements. 
(Recommendation 6) 

We provided a draft of this report to DOD and OPM for review and 
comment. In its written comments, reproduced in appendix III, DOD 
concurred with five recommendations and partially concurred with one 
recommendation. DOD also provided technical comments, which we 
incorporated as appropriate. OPM did not provide comments on our draft 
report.  

DOD partially concurred with the recommendation that the Secretary of 
Defense should ensure that the Under Secretary of Defense for 
Personnel and Readiness implements monitoring activities to verify that 
DCPAS and the Safety and Public Safety Functional Community set 
annual staffing targets for civilian firefighters and report progress closing 
staffing gaps to OPM, as required. In its comments, DOD stated that the 
Safety and Public Safety Functional Community—managed within the 
Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness—
will support the establishment of monitoring activities and advocate for 
and support the DOD components in meeting the intent of the 
recommendation. The department stated that, while DCPAS could serve 
as the focal point for the components reporting information to OPM, the 
individual component heads also have responsibility for setting staffing 
targets for civilian firefighters. As discussed in our report, DCPAS 
develops and submits MCO-related reports—which include staffing 
targets and gaps—to OPM annually.  

Based on DOD’s comments, we revised the addressees of this 
recommendation to reflect the components’ roles in setting staffing 
targets. We are encouraged by the department’s acknowledgment of the 
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actions it will take to implement our recommendation and believe that 
such actions, if fully implemented, would address our recommendation. 

We are sending copies of this report to the appropriate congressional 
committees, the Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of the Army, the 
Secretary of the Navy, the Secretary of the Air Force, the Commandant of 
the Marine Corps, and the Director of the Office of Personnel 
Management. In addition, this report is available at no charge on the GAO 
website at https://www.gao.gov. 

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact 
me at williamsk@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices of Congressional 
Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the last page of this report. 
GAO staff who made key contributions to this report are listed in appendix 
IV. 

 
Kristy E. Williams 
Director, Defense Capabilities and Management 

https://www.gao.gov/
mailto:williamsk@gao.gov
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This report (1) compares Department of Defense (DOD) civilian firefighter 
staffing levels with authorized positions, (2) assesses the extent to which 
DOD has addressed civilian firefighter staffing gaps, and (3) compares 
DOD civilian firefighter work schedules and compensation with local 
government firefighter work schedules and compensation at selected 
locations. 

To address these objectives, we focused on DOD, specifically the military 
services—the Army, Marine Corps, Navy, and Air Force—and the 
Defense Logistics Agency (DLA), which together employ approximately 
95 percent of all federal structural civilian firefighters.1 Additionally, we 
selected a nongeneralizable sample of locations where DOD civilian 
firefighters are employed and conducted a series of virtual and in-person 
site visits (see table 1). We selected five site visit locations based on (1) 
military service (one location for each military service and DLA), (2) 
geographic diversity (one installation in each census region), (3) rural 
versus urban setting (finding a percentage of each using 2020 Census 
data by county or location within a metropolitan statistical area), (4) 
diversity in the size of the fire department, and (5) diversity in annual 
firefighter wages (one location from each of the four Bureau of Labor 
Statistics annual wage categories). 

Table 1: Locations Selected for DOD and Local Firefighter Discussions  

Military service  Installation Location Corresponding local departmenta  
Air Force Kirtland Air Force Base Albuquerque, NM Albuquerque Fire Rescue 
Navy  Naval Station Norfolk Norfolk, VA Norfolk Fire-Rescue 
Marine Corpsb Camp Pendleton Orange County, CA Orange County Fire Authority  
Army Fort Leavenworth  Leavenworth, KS Leavenworth Fire Department 
Defense Logistics Agencyb Susquehanna Distribution 

Center 
New Cumberland, PA Harrisburg Bureau of Fire  

Source: GAO analysis of Department of Defense (DOD) and local fire department information.  |  GAO-25-107288 
aWe used data from corresponding local fire departments to compare DOD civilian firefighter and 
local firefighter work schedules and cash compensation. 
bVirtual site visit location. 

 
1The Space Force, which employs approximately 190 firefighters, was established in 
December 2019. The data we analyzed identified those firefighters as Air Force 
firefighters for some portion of fiscal years 2019 through 2023. As a result, we did not 
identify Space Force firefighters in our analysis. We did not include civilian firefighters 
assigned to the Washington Headquarters Services, which consisted of approximately 31 
civilian firefighters for fiscal years 2019 through 2023. We also did not include foreign 
nationals at overseas military installations. 
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At the five DOD locations, we interviewed a total of 10 groups of civilian 
firefighters, five installation fire chiefs, and five groups of installation 
human resources personnel responsible for fire and emergency services 
occupations. Specifically, for our interviews with DOD civilian firefighters, 
we interviewed junior- and senior-level firefighters separately at all 
locations to encourage more candid responses.2 We asked DOD civilian 
firefighters questions about their individual job experiences, 
compensation, and work hours, as well as broader questions about 
recruitment and retention at their installation. Because we did not select 
participants using a statistically representative sampling method, the 
perspectives obtained are nongeneralizable and therefore cannot be 
projected across DOD’s workforce of approximately 8,800 civilian 
firefighters. While the information obtained from these interviews is not 
generalizable to the larger DOD civilian firefighter population, it provides 
valuable perspectives from the civilian firefighters and DOD officials and 
illustrative examples about aspects of the DOD civilian firefighter 
workforce from the locations we visited. 

To compare DOD civilian firefighter staffing levels with authorized 
positions, we obtained and reviewed DOD civilian firefighter authorization 
data from the four military services included in our review and DLA.3 We 
also obtained and analyzed DOD civilian firefighter staffing data from the 
Office of Personnel Management (OPM) to determine the number of DOD 
civilian firefighters employed by the four military services and DLA from 
fiscal year 2019 through fiscal year 2023.4 Specifically, we analyzed data 
on funded DOD civilian firefighter authorizations and DOD civilian 
firefighter staffing levels for fiscal years 2019 through 2023 to identify any 
differences. During our site visits to DOD installations, we interviewed 
civilian firefighters, the installation fire chief, and installation human 

 
2For the interview groupings, we did not specify a threshold for years worked for junior- 
and senior-level firefighters. Rather, we requested the installation fire chief select the 
groups based on the demographics of each installation’s firefighter workforce. For 
example, at one installation the junior-level firefighters we met with were General 
Schedule (GS)-6 grade and below and the senior-level firefighters were GS-7 grade and 
above. 

3In this report, authorizations or authorized positions refer to the number of firefighter 
positions DOD authorized to be filled, according to DOD data. According to Navy officials, 
their service’s authorization data for fiscal year 2021 are dated Dec. 3, 2021, which is the 
closest date they have to fiscal year 2021. 

4We selected fiscal years 2019 through 2023 to capture 5 years of data, to include the 
most recent fiscal year for which complete data were available at the time of our request. 

Objective 1: Staffing 
Levels 
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resources personnel at each site about any challenges related to staffing 
levels and shortages in the firefighter workforce. 

To assess the extent to which DOD has addressed civilian firefighter 
staffing gaps, we obtained documentation on the steps DOD has taken to 
address any staffing gaps in the civilian firefighter workforce—including 
reports and plans identifying causes of staffing gaps and steps DOD has 
taken—and compared that documentation with applicable DOD and OPM 
policies.5 We also obtained documentation on the steps DOD has taken 
to assess and report firefighter staffing data to monitor DOD-wide 
progress in closing gaps. We compared that documentation with 
Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, including the 
principle that management should establish and operate monitoring 
activities to monitor the internal control system and evaluate results.6 
Additionally we requested the Fire and Emergency Services civilian 
strategic human capital management plans from the military services and 
DLA. We received plans from the Air Force, the Navy, and DLA, and 
compared those plans to applicable DOD policies.7 During our site visits, 
we interviewed civilian firefighters, the installation fire chief, and 
installation human resources personnel at each site about recruitment or 
retention challenges in their respective civilian firefighter workforces, and 
any ongoing or potential installation efforts to address such challenges. 

 
5Department of Defense (DOD) Instruction 1400.25, vol. 250, DOD Civilian Personnel 
Management System: Civilian Strategic Human Capital Planning (June 7, 2016); and the 
Office of Personnel Management, Department of Defense, and Department of Labor, 
Memorandum for the President’s Management Council, Chief Human Capital Officers, and 
Chief Diversity Officers (Nov. 30, 2022). 

6GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-14-704G 
(Washington, D.C.: Sept. 10, 2014).  

7Defense Logistics Agency, 0081 Fire and Emergency Services (F&ES) Human Capital 
Plan (May 1, 2024); U.S. Air Force, Fire & Emergency Services: Strategic Plan 2022 and 
Beyond; U.S. Navy, Workforce Development Career Progression Program: Fire and 
Emergency Services Community Management Plan (July 8, 2011). As of December 2024, 
the Army and Marine Corps did not have Fire and Emergency Services civilian strategic 
human capital management plans, according to DOD officials. DOD Instruction 1400.25, 
vol. 250; and DOD Instruction 6055.06, DOD Fire and Emergency Services (F&ES) 
Program (Oct. 3, 2019).  

Objective 2: 
Addressing Staffing 
Gaps 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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To compare DOD civilian and local firefighter work schedules and 
compensation, we collected and analyzed compensation and hours 
worked data for the DOD fire department and a corresponding local fire 
department at each selected site visit location.8 Additionally, we analyzed 
documentation for the DOD civilian fire department and local fire 
department at each selected site visit location, including collective 
bargaining agreements for three locations, and spoke with officials. We 
compared base work schedules, total hours worked, and total cash 
compensation for each DOD civilian fire department and corresponding 
local department at the selected site visit locations for 2023; we 
compared hourly base compensation for 2024. We compared that 
analysis and the steps DOD has taken to identify the causes of any 
staffing gaps in its civilian firefighter workforce with Standards for Internal 
Control in the Federal Government, including the principle that 
management should identify, analyze, and respond to risks related to 
achieving defined objectives.9 

DOD and local fire department data differed by reporting period. The 
following departments reported data by calendar year: DOD, Harrisburg 
Bureau of Fire, and Leavenworth Fire Department (hourly base 
compensation); and Orange County Fire Authority (total hours worked 
and total cash compensation). The following departments reported data 
by fiscal year: Norfolk Fire-Rescue and Orange County Fire Authority 
(hourly base compensation); Leavenworth Fire Department (total cash 
compensation); DOD and Harrisburg Bureau of Fire (total hours worked 
and total cash compensation); and Albuquerque Fire Rescue (total hours 
worked, hourly base and total cash compensation). Moreover, given that 
our sample of site visit locations was nongeneralizable, the results of our 
analyses are intended to provide examples of how DOD civilian and local 
firefighters’ compensation and work schedules vary across locations but 
cannot be generalized across all DOD fire departments and local fire 
departments. 

To compare DOD civilian firefighters’ base work schedules with that of 
local firefighters at each of the five selected locations, we identified the 
standard base work schedule for each local fire department based upon 
relevant documents (including collective bargaining agreements, where 
applicable) and discussions with officials, and compared it to DOD civilian 

 
8To select corresponding local fire departments, we identified the nearest, non-volunteer 
local fire department to each selected installation.  

9GAO-14-704G.  

Objective 3: 
Comparing Work 
Schedules and 
Compensation 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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firefighters’ standard 72-hour workweek.10 To compare DOD civilian 
firefighters’ total hours worked to that of local firefighters’, we used fiscal 
year 2023 Defense Finance and Accounting Service data for DOD civilian 
firefighter hours worked. We analyzed the data on DOD civilian 
firefighters’ hours worked for the five selected site visit locations. We met 
with Defense Finance and Accounting Service officials to ensure we 
accurately calculated total hours worked for each firefighter in fiscal year 
2023. 

We also obtained data on hours worked from the corresponding local fire 
departments at three of the five site visit locations.11 Data for the Orange 
County Fire Authority was publicly available. The Harrisburg Bureau of 
Fire and Albuquerque Fire Rescue provided data upon request.12 At each 
location for which we received data, we took steps to determine if the 
data were sufficient and appropriate to calculate total hours worked by 
local firefighters in 2023, which included meeting with local officials. 
Based on these discussions, we determined that the data were 
sufficiently reliable for purposes of our review. Using these data, we 
generated average total hours worked for the DOD civilian firefighters at 
all five site visit locations in 2023. We compared that information to the 
average total hours worked for local firefighters at the three site visit 
locations for which data were available. 

To compare base hourly compensation between DOD civilian firefighters 
and local firefighters, we used the federal government’s General 
Schedule (GS) pay scale and corresponding locality pay to identify annual 
base salaries for DOD civilian firefighters at each of the five selected 
locations. We identified annual base salaries for the local firefighters at all 
five selected site visit locations based upon relevant documentation 
(including collective bargaining agreements, where applicable) and 

 
10Most DOD civilian firefighters have a standard 72-hour workweek (or 144-hour biweekly 
tour of duty) consisting of 24-hour shifts. This work schedule includes a 53-hour weekly or 
106-hour biweekly overtime threshold. As a result, the work schedule includes 19 overtime 
hours within their standard weekly tour of duty or 38 overtime hours within their standard 
biweekly tour of duty.  

11While we were unable to obtain data on total hours worked and total cash compensation 
from Norfolk Fire-Rescue, we were able to obtain documentation that included data which 
allowed us to include Norfolk Fire-Rescue in our analysis of standard base work 
schedules and base hourly compensation. However, we were unable to include Norfolk 
Fire-Rescue in the comparison between total hours worked and total cash compensation. 

12Leavenworth Fire Department did not provide total hours worked data.  
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discussions with officials.13 We then divided the base annual salaries by 
the annualized base work schedule for DOD civilian firefighters and local 
firefighters to determine the base hourly pay rate. Specifically, we 
analyzed base hourly pay at two career levels: entry-level (early career) 
and fully certified (mid-career).14 Based on OPM’s Position Classification 
Standard for Fire Protection and Prevention Series, we chose GS-4, step 
1 firefighters as entry-level because they are no longer trainees and are 
able to perform duties with low to moderate difficultly.15 Using 
documentation (including local collective bargaining agreements, where 
applicable) and local government sources, we identified equivalent ranks 
at local fire departments to compare entry-level and fully certified base 
hourly pay between DOD civilian firefighter and local firefighters at the 
five selected locations.16 

To compare total cash compensation between DOD civilian firefighters 
and local firefighters in 2023, we obtained cash compensation data from 
the Defense Finance and Accounting Service and from four of the five 
local fire departments.17 We analyzed Defense Finance and Accounting 
Service data for the five selected site visit locations and met with Defense 
Finance and Accounting Service officials to ensure we accurately 

 
13Given that we are looking at salary schedules, actual salaries for individuals may differ 
as individuals may be offered salaries above the minimum. 

14For DOD civilian firefighter base hourly pay calculations, we used OPM GS-4, step 1 as 
modified by Special Rate Table 001M for entry-level and GS-7, step 1 for fully certified. 
OPM’s Special Rate Table 001M applies to all general schedule employees with an official 
worksite located in the United States (including its territories and possessions) whose pay 
rate at their grade and step would otherwise be below the special rate shown on this 
nationwide special rate table at that same grade and step. We used the OPM 
classification standard for civilian firefighters and we met with knowledgeable officials to 
inform our selection of GS-4, step 1, and GS-7, step 1. 

15U.S. Office of Personnel Management, Position Classification Standard for Fire 
Protection and Prevention Series, GS-0081 (March 2004). 

16The identified ranks for entry-level and fully certified local firefighters were based on the 
following: the July 2024 pay table for Firefighter Second/First Class and Driver 
(Albuquerque Fire Rescue); Norfolk Fire-Rescue Firefighter Recruit Hiring Process Smart 
Book for Firefighter Emergency Medical Technician–Advanced and City of Norfolk 
Compensation Plan for FY2025 for Emergency Medical Technician–Advanced, Step 5, 
performing duties as Fire Apparatus Operator (Norfolk Fire-Rescue); 2023–2027 pay table 
for Firefighter, Grade F1, and Fire Apparatus Engineer, Grade F2 Step 3 (Orange County 
Fire Authority); 2024 pay table for Firefighter, 1 year of service, and Driver/Operator, 3 
years of service (Harrisburg Bureau of Fire); and 2024 pay table for Firefighter, Grade 
F01, and Fire Driver-Operator, Grade F02 (Leavenworth Fire Department). 

17We received data on total cash compensation from four local fire departments. We did 
not receive data from Norfolk Fire-Rescue.  
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calculated total cash compensation for DOD civilian firefighters in 2023. 
Using these data, we generated the average total cash compensation for 
DOD civilian firefighters in 2023 at each site visit location and compared it 
to the average total cash compensation at the four site visit local fire 
departments for which data were available.18 

In addition to the hourly and cash compensation analyses, we interviewed 
civilian firefighters and the installation fire chief at each of our site visit 
locations about compensation-related challenges, such as retirement and 
annual leave. 

For all objectives, to assess the reliability of the data we analyzed, we 
reviewed DOD guidance regarding the data to ensure we understood the 
appropriate data fields and their purpose. We analyzed the data for 
inconsistencies, errors, and missing data, and we interviewed relevant 
DOD and local officials about the reliability of the data. We also reviewed 
OPM guidance and interviewed OPM officials to assess the reliability of 
the OPM data we analyzed to determine the number of employed DOD 
civilian firefighters. Based on these steps, we determined that the data 
were sufficiently reliable for the purposes of comparing the number of 
employed DOD civilian fighters with the number of DOD civilian 
firefighters the department was authorized to hire in fiscal years 2019 
through 2023. We further determined that the data we obtained were 
sufficiently reliable for the purposes of analyzing DOD civilian firefighter 
hourly rates for 2024, and cash compensation and hours worked for 
2023. 

 
18Orange County Fire Authority included deferred, non-cash benefits, such as healthcare 
premiums and retirement contributions, in their compensation data but we did not include 
these data in our analyses.  

Data Reliability 
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Based on our analysis of Air Force authorization data and Office of 
Personnel Management (OPM) data on staffing levels, the Air Force 
employed fewer firefighters than authorized in fiscal years 2019 through 
2023.1 On average, the Air Force employed approximately 90 percent of 
authorized firefighter positions during that time frame. Additionally, the 
difference between Air Force civilian firefighters employed and authorized 
ranged from a low of 193 firefighters (7 percent of authorizations) in fiscal 
year 2021 to a high of 453 firefighters (16 percent of authorizations) in 
fiscal year 2020. Figure 10 compares Air Force civilian firefighter 
authorizations with its actual staffing levels in fiscal years 2019 through 
2023. 

 
1Our analysis did not include those firefighters that were assigned to the Washington 
Headquarters Services, which consisted of approximately 31 civilian firefighters during this 
timeframe. Our analysis also did not include foreign nationals employed at overseas 
military installations. In this report, authorizations or authorized positions refers to the 
number of firefighter positions DOD authorized to be filled, according to DOD data. 
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Figure 10: Air Force Civilian Firefighter Authorizations Compared with Staffing 
Levels, Fiscal Years 2019–2023 

 
 

Based on our analysis of Army authorization data and OPM data on 
staffing levels, the Army employed fewer firefighters than authorized in 
fiscal years 2019 through 2023. On average, the Army employed 
approximately 97 percent of authorized firefighter positions during that 
time frame. The difference between Army civilian firefighters employed 
and authorized ranged from a low of 8 (less than 1 percent of 
authorizations) firefighters in fiscal year 2020 to a high of 182 firefighters 
(approximately 6 percent of authorizations) in fiscal year 2023. Figure 11 
compares Army civilian firefighter authorizations with its actual staffing 
levels in fiscal years 2019 through 2023. 
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Figure 11: Army Civilian Firefighter Authorizations Compared with Staffing Levels, 
Fiscal Years 2019–2023 

 
 

Based on our analysis of Navy authorization data and OPM data on 
staffing levels, the Navy employed fewer firefighters than authorized in 
fiscal years 2019 through 2023. On average, the Navy employed 
approximately 93 percent of authorized civilian firefighter positions during 
that time frame. The difference between employed and authorized civilian 
firefighters ranged from a low of 83 firefighters (approximately 3 percent 
of authorizations) in fiscal year 2020 to 284 firefighters (approximately 11 
percent of authorizations) in fiscal year 2023. Figure 12 compares Navy 
civilian firefighter authorizations with its actual staffing levels in fiscal 
years 2019 through 2023. 
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Figure 12: Navy Civilian Firefighter Authorizations Compared with Staffing Levels, 
Fiscal Years 2019–2023 

 
 

Based on our analysis of Marine Corps authorization data and OPM data 
on staffing levels, the Marine Corps employed fewer firefighters than 
authorized in fiscal years 2019 through 2023. On average, the Marine 
Corps employed approximately 90 percent of authorized firefighter 
positions during that time frame. The difference between Marine Corps 
civilian firefighters employed and authorized ranged from a low of 71 
firefighters (approximately 8 percent of authorized positions) in fiscal year 
2021 to a high of 94 firefighters (approximately 11 percent of authorized 
positions) in fiscal year 2022. Figure 13 compares Marine Corps civilian 
firefighter authorizations with its actual staffing levels in fiscal years 2019 
through 2023. 
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Figure 13: Marine Corps Civilian Firefighter Authorizations Compared with Staffing 
Levels, Fiscal Years 2019–2023 

 
 

Based on Defense Logistics Agency (DLA) authorization data and OPM 
data on staffing levels, the number of firefighters the agency employed 
was just below the number authorized in fiscal years 2019 through 2023. 
On average, the DLA employed approximately 98 percent of authorized 
firefighter positions during that time frame. The difference between DLA 
civilian firefighters employed and authorized ranged from a low of 1 
firefighter (approximately 1 percent of authorized positions) in fiscal year 
2019 and a high of 3 firefighters (approximately 3 percent of authorized 
positions) in fiscal year 2022. Figure 14 compares DLA civilian firefighter 
authorizations with its actual staffing levels in fiscal years 2019 through 
2023. 
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Figure 14: Defense Logistics Agency Civilian Firefighter Authorizations Compared 
with Staffing Levels, Fiscal Years 2019–2023 
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