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In the evolving world of EMS, it’s easy to focus solely on the ambulance at the scene and 
the EMS providers inside. But behind every response call is a governance structure that 
defines certification, protocols, oversight, regional coordination, and system planning. 
For professionals, administrators, and stakeholders, understanding the distinction 
between state EMS agencies and regional/local EMS governance bodies is crucial. Each 
performs a distinct role, and each adds value to the system, although they are not 
interchangeable. 

How the State EMS Agency Forms the Foundation of the System 

At the top of the pyramid typically sits the state agency charged with overall EMS 
regulation. These agencies are often located within the state health department or under 
the umbrella of public safety. They enact laws, issue licenses and certifications, establish 
statewide standards, and ensure enforcement. EMS statutes and administrative codes 
form the legal backbone of prehospital care. 

What does that mean in practice? 

- The state defines how an EMT or paramedic becomes certified/licensed: training 
hours, certification exams, renewal, and continuing education requirements. 

- The state may set the scope of practice, the required medical director oversight, 
agency permit/registration rules, and some operational requirements (for example, 
minimum staffing, equipment, etc.). 

- The state has oversight to investigate complaints, enforce discipline, may set 
broad protocols, and decide how EMS fits into broader public health, trauma 
system, disaster, and regulatory frameworks. 

Because the state’s role is foundational, it ensures consistency across the state: all EMS 
agencies and providers are held to the same baseline regulatory, licensing, and legal 
framework. Without that foundation, regional variability could lead to gaps, 
inconsistencies, or opportunities to bypass regulatory intent. 

Regional and Local EMS Governance Bodies in Execution, Coordination and Local 
Responsiveness 

While the state agency provides the regulatory backbone, many jurisdictions rely on 
regional or local EMS bodies for system planning, medical oversight, inter-agency 
coordination, and protocol development tailored to local needs. These bodies operate 



below the umbrella of the state program but respond to the nuances of geography, 
resources, risk profiles, and local stakeholder relationships. It is worth noting that not all 
areas have regional or local bodies; these agencies typically operate with internal 
oversight and rely on the State for guidance when needed.   

For example, some states use bodies called Regional EMS Councils, Regional Medical 
Advisory Committees, Trauma Advisory Councils, or, in the case of California, the Local 
EMS Agencies (LEMSAs), and the oversight and coordination of those roles frequently 
happens through the local/regional agency or via agreements with local medical directors. 

Key functions of these bodies often include: 

- Developing and maintaining regional EMS system plans (how many ambulances, 
response zones, mutual aid, alternate destination protocols) 

- Working with a region’s medical director (or committee) to set or adapt protocols, 
triage criteria, transport destination policies, and quality assurance processes 

- Facilitating inter-agency collaboration: fire, private ambulance, hospital, public 
health, disaster/EMS mutual aid 

- Addressing local geographic or demographic issues (rural vs urban response, 
terrain, weather, long transport times, multi-agency coordination) 

- Potentially monitoring performance metrics locally, feeding data to the state, and 
providing feedback loops for improvement 

- Serving as the local “boots-on-the-ground” ecosystem that can adapt system 
design to local demand, risk, and resources. 

How They Differ and Why It Matters 

The difference between the state agency and regional/local body comes down to scope, 
authority, and adaptability. 

- Scope: The state agency governs the entire state: law, certification/licensure, 
regulation, and enforcement. Local bodies govern a region or county: system 
planning, coordination, and local oversight. 

- Authority: The state’s power is broad and general; it sets the law and regulations 
that all must follow. Local/regional bodies often have delegated authority (by 
statute or agreement) to implement key system functions in their region, but 
typically cannot override state statutes. 

- Discipline: The state holds the authority to suspend or revoke a provider’s 
certification or license statewide, whereas a local or regional agency may only 
restrict that provider from practicing within its jurisdiction 

- Adaptability: Local/regional bodies can respond to unique regional challenges, 
such as terrain, population density, remote areas, and local hospital/transport 



access issues. They enable system design tailored to local realities within the 
framework of the state’s baseline. 

Why Each Is Valuable  

The Value of the State EMS Agency 

- Consistency & Legal Authority: By maintaining statewide licensing, scope of 
practice, and oversight, the state ensures every provider meets minimum 
standards.  

- Regulatory Backbone & Public Trust: The state agency holds the legal authority 
to sanction agencies, investigate complaints, set discipline, define the baseline of 
safety. Without this, public trust and system integrity may erode. 

- Integration with Public Health, Trauma, Disaster: At the state level, EMS must 
align with trauma systems, disaster preparedness, public health emergencies, and 
statewide mutual aid. It cannot be isolated to county lines when disaster strikes. 

- Legislative Engagement & Evolution: As EMS evolves (community 
paramedicine, alternate destination transport, behavioral health response), state 
law/regulation must keep pace. The state agency facilitates that evolution 
system-wide. 

The Value of Regional/Local Governance Bodies 

- Adapted Local Planning: They tailor system plans to regional realities: rural vs 
urban, mountainous terrain vs flat land, hospital access, transport times, mutual 
aid patterns. 

- Operational Coordination & Efficiency: They bring together local stakeholders 
(fire agencies, ambulance services, hospitals, dispatch, public health) to 
collaborate and optimize system flow, something a statewide body cannot 
thoroughly do on a granular level. 

- Quality Improvement & Responsiveness: They monitor system performance 
regionally, look at data trends (response times, transport patterns, patient 
outcomes), and can make recommendations or adjustments faster locally. 

- Innovation & Local Leadership: These bodies can pilot new models (e.g., 
community paramedicine, alternate destination transport, direct dispatch, 
non-transport agencies), which may or may not need state approval, but can be a 
pilot program that becomes a future state program or regulation. 

How They Work Together 

For a system to work effectively, the state agency and the regional/local governance body 
must complement each other: the state sets the rules and infrastructure, while the region 
executes, tailors, and improves them. A mismatch, such as strong state regulation but 



poor regional planning, can slow response and reduce effectiveness. Conversely, strong 
regional planning but no solid state regulatory framework can lead to inconsistency, legal 
risk, and poor data reporting. 

In practical terms, regional bodies often report data, metrics, and regional plans back to 
the state. The state may require regional plans, data submission, and oversight of audits. 
The region may advise the state on changes needed (permits, training, scope, etc.). This 
two-tier system supports both standardization and growth opportunities.  

Implications for EMS Professionals, Agencies, and Stakeholders 

- Providers must understand both layers: their state’s statutes/regulations and how 
their region’s governance impacts operations. 

- A provider may have to be certified/licensed by the state and have a local 
certification as well.  

- A provider may have to pass a regional or local protocol test to operate in that 
system. This is beyond the state requirement of being certified/licensed.  

- Agency leaders and administrators should engage with their regional governance 
body (or county/city equivalent) to ensure local system alignment, data sharing, 
quality improvement, and mutual aid planning. 

- Policymakers should recognize the need for both levels: the statewide regulatory 
structure and the regional planning/coordination mechanism. Both add distinct 
value. 

- EMS system designers should consider how new service models (community 
paramedicine, non-transport agencies, alternate destination) fit within this layered 
framework. The “Evolving Roles” article highlights how EMS professionals are 
working in non-traditional roles and how regulatory/licensing/agency models 
must evolve accordingly. 

In the architecture of EMS oversight, the state EMS agency and regional/local 
governance bodies play unique but interlocking roles. The state ensures uniform 
standards, licensure, regulatory oversight, and system integration. The regional/local 
body adapts those standards to the ground, planning system delivery, coordinating 
providers, and innovating locally. Together they form the foundation of a responsive, 
high-quality, adaptable EMS system. 

For EMS professionals, agency leaders, and system partners, understanding both layers is 
not academic; it’s essential. From knowing your state statutes to engaging your local 
system’s planning body, your ability to influence, navigate, and deliver effective EMS 
services depends on awareness of and engagement with both dimensions of governance. 
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