
CARES UP IN WATERVLIET:   
Building Resilience among First Responders

Watervliet is a small city fire department. With only 25 firefighters 
on staff—all cross-trained as paramedics—it’s hard to hide when 
the stressors of the job begin to take their toll. “If you have 
problems, people will know,” says Emergency Medical Services 
(EMS) Coordinator Tom Corcoran.

And over the past decade, these stressors 
have increased as the department’s 
firefighters respond to growing numbers 
of calls per shift, most for EMS.

“In terms of self-care, this makes it harder for 
people to process what they’ve experienced,” 
says Corcoran. “There isn’t time to work things 
through when you’re going out all day—and all 
night, as well.” 

As a member of New York State’s Public Safety 
Wellness Group since 2020, Corcoran was 
already acutely aware of the mental health 
risks his team faces every day. So, when the 
department received CARES UP funding, he 
was eager to get started. 

“Firefighting is inherently risky work. We teach 
our firefighters how to reduce their physical 
risks. We also need to acknowledge and help 
them reduce the emotional risks.”
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A TEACHABLE MOMENT

Corcoran believes that emotional 
strain is particularly high in the 
aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

“Some of the guys are feeling a sense of moral 
injury since COVID,” says Corcoran. “We’re trained 
to help people, but we didn’t have the tools we 
needed to do our job. We’re supposed to bring 
order to chaos, but we were in chaos—afraid for 
our own safety as well as the safety of our families. 
From the fire/EMS perspective, the pandemic, 
especially in the beginning, took its toll.

“Prior to the pandemic, most members of the 
department had developed resiliency skills 
on their own. But now, combined with COVID, 
monkey pox, static wages, gas prices, supply 
chain challenges—it’s reaching a tipping point. 
People are feeling especially vulnerable.” 

They’re also looking for support. When asked to 
complete a staff survey for CARES UP to inform 
future wellness activities, they were candid in 
their responses. 

“Most guys answered honestly because they’re 
invested in this work,” says Corcoran. “Most had 
already participated in awareness and stigma 
training, and are aware that mental illness is 
like any other illness, and that it’s nothing to be 
ashamed of. That lesson resonated with them. 
They’re ready for the next step.”

For Watervliet, this next step will involve a careful 
review of existing mental health supports, the  
re-tooling of existing programs to make them 
more responsive to current needs, and the 
creation of new initiatives, such as mental health 
wellness checks. 

CARES UP in Watervliet

The Watervliet Fire Department is using 
its CARES UP funding to develop a multi-
faceted mental health program based 
on the needs expressed by its members 
and informed by experts from the Suicide 
Prevention Center of New York, the New 
York State Public Safety Wellness Group, 
and the International Association of 
Firefighters. 

Elements include:

» Develop a peer support program

» Identify crisis counseling supports

» Initiate voluntary wellness checks

» Strengthen chaplaincy services

» Enhance education and  
awareness programming

» Define role of employee  
assistance program

» Strengthen diversity and  
inclusion training



“This grant will help us make 
mental health a priority—citywide. 
It will help us make the case for 
why these supports are needed, 
why these changes need to be 
integrated into the department’s 
standard operating guidelines.”

-  Tom Corcoran, Emergency Medical 
Services (EMS) Coordinator

TO LEARN MORE about CARES UP,  
a state-funded program to support 
veterans, first responders, and 
uniformed personnel through 
wellness and resiliency to lessen the 
stress inherent in their careers, go 
to: preventsuicideny.org/cares-up 

or email CARESUP@omh.ny.gov

“Out of all the uniformed services, firefighters 
are probably some of the worst about getting 
help for mental wellness. Stigma is a big 
part of this. Working with patients who have 
mental health problems can be challenging, 
and this no doubt affects our own willingness 
to seek help.” 

All of Watervliet’s work will be centered around 
diversity and inclusion—which Corcoran 
points to as a critical piece of mental health: 

“The better we understand our biases, both 
implicit and explicit, the better prepared we’ll 
be to support our patients and one another.”

BUILDING SUPPORT
Watervliet will spend the first year of its 
CARES UP grant developing a strategic plan 
to guide its wellness efforts and building the 
support for the program.

“Thirty years ago, when most of senior 
leadership was still working in the trenches, 
we were expected to come up with our  
own coping mechanisms,” says Corcoran. 

“Some were successful, but others are no 
longer on the squad because they retired as 
soon as they could. Or because of injury. Or 
because they had a substance use disorder. 
Or because they died from suicide.

“This grant will help us make mental health 
a priority—citywide. It will help us make the 
case for why these supports are needed, why 
these changes need to be integrated into the 
department’s standard operating guidelines.

“[Mental health risks] are a predictable and 
preventable problem. It’s not necessarily any 
worse than other line-of-duty injuries, but 
maybe something we’re not as aware of as 
we could be. It’s a complicated thing to try 
to mitigate, but we have a responsibility to 
address it.”
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