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Executive Summary1 

The Charlie Lake Volunteer Fire Department was established 31 years ago and provides fire 
suppression and limited rescue operations to its residents from a single fire hall. It does not, at 
the present time, provide medical first responder or auto extrication services, nor does it 
conduct regular fire inspections. The Department is able to rely upon a mutual aid agreement 
with the fire departments from Fort St. John and the District of Taylor to augment responses to 
larger emergencies as may be required.  

The Department has been operated by the Charlie Lake/Grandhaven Fire Protection Society 
under contract from the Peace River Regional District since 1994. The contract for service was 
last re-negotiated in 2005 and will terminate in 2012, at which point direct control will revert to 
the Peace River Regional District.  

The Department moved to a full-time paid fire chief position in 2005.  A review undertaken by 
the Department in 2009, outlined a plan which, among other things, proposed the addition of 
several full-time staff to address the low number of volunteers responding during normal 
working hours on weekdays. The initial request for staff was declined by the RD and so a review 
by SCM Risk Management Services was commissioned in 2010. The resulting Fire 
Underwriters Survey explicitly confirmed that the existing insurance rating would be unchanged 
but that additional career personnel were recommended.   

The Department and Society called a public meeting to seek support for the proposed addition 
of paid staff in February 2011.  While accounts of the meeting vary, one issue that did clearly 
emerge was that the public wanted to see the RD take more direct management control over 
the Department, a view that ultimately was echoed by both the Society and the fire chief. 

In March 2011, the proposal for a budget increase to provide additional staff was rejected by the 
RD Board. In response to the Department’s concerns, and the residents’ desire to see more 
direct RD control of the service, the RD commissioned an external review of the Department.  
Under the terms of the scope of work, the Consultants were to develop an appropriate 
governance and administration model for the Department.  This work was to include 
consultations with members of the Department and the public, and a consideration of other 
relevant matters, including an operational review. 

The initial review of the Department was conducted in May followed by a second on-site visit in 
early July, at which time the operational review was completed and meetings were held with the 
members of the Department and the general public. The members of the fire department were 
surveyed in advance to determine their understanding of training, as well as health and safety 
matters, using a survey based on a model created by the Office of the Fire Commissioner and 
which has been utilized with firefighters and officers in other fire departments. The public 
meeting was preceded with an advance notice and the circulation of a separate survey which 
was also available at the meeting on 6 July 2011.  

                                                
1 Capitalized terms used in this Executive Summary and not otherwise defined are defined in the main 
body of the report. 
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The operational review of the Department confirmed that the apparatus and fire hall were in 
good condition and that, for the most part, training and other records were reasonably well 
maintained. Deficits or concerns include a lack of an approved strategic plan for the 
Department, the need for better officer training and development, and the lack of a succession 
plan, as well as the ongoing challenge of providing a reasonable level of response by volunteers 
during business hours on weekdays.  

Discussions with the public indicated a general level of support for the Department tempered 
with concerns related to the potential loss of insurance coverage, the lack of response during 
normal business hours and, in a general way, the lack of an overall plan that would address 
resident concerns in a cost-effective manner.  

The report makes 37 specific recommendations related to dispatch, record keeping, fire hall 
facilities, apparatus, training, recruitment and retention of volunteers, governance structure and 
administration, bylaws, paid personnel, coordination with regional development services and 
strategic planning.  

Major recommendations include those related to the administrative and governance structure. 
The existing governance structure is based on approaches which were developed more than 30 
years ago.  Given modern issues related to liability, accountability and oversight for fire 
departments, it is fair to say that the existing system has become outmoded.  To address these 
concerns, the Consultants recommend the establishment of a public-based advisory committee 
and a staff and Department-based operations committee.  The former, the “Fire Services 
Advisory Committee”, would be intended to provide public input into the Department’s budget 
process, as well as helping the Department manage external issues such as public relations 
and community engagement. The “Operations Committee” would work more directly with the 
Department’s administration to ensure proper reporting and oversight, and to assist with 
strategic planning and budget development.  

Other recommendations include those related to training and record keeping. In the first case 
the issue of long travel times to existing live fire training sites could be addressed by the RD 
committing to a sub-regional training centre in the Fort St. John area, supported by industry in 
terms of props as well as natural gas for fire and smoke simulations. The Department’s record 
keeping is mostly adequate, although it is not using its available, computer-based records 
management system.  As a result, its principal records are paper-based, which makes it difficult 
to search for and determine (for example) individual member’s training levels. One 
recommendation, therefore, is to negotiate access to and use of the Fort St. John FD’s record 
management system to make a transition to fully electronic record keeping with all required 
system backups and disaster recovery.  

A further recommendation seeks to address the need for additional volunteers to respond during 
business hours. Given that  approximately half of the fire responses occur at the industrial area 
alongside the Alaska Highway at the west limit of Fort St. John, it is recommended that an 
initiative be undertaken to recruit volunteer firefighters from these businesses and to develop, in 
consultation with employers, a release permitting employees to respond during business hours. 
The Department also needs to focus on recruiting volunteer fire fighters with a greater likelihood 
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of staying longer. This would be the case with members in their later 30’s, 40’s and 50’s. An 
additional retention issue potentially could be resolved by developing a modest wage-loss 
program for volunteers who leave their jobs to respond to day-time calls, such as has been 
developed in other regional districts and fire departments.  

The report also recommends that the Department, in consultation with the RD and local 
businesses, develop a fire prevention/fire inspection program.  The aim of the program would be 
to enable the Department to conduct appropriate pre-planning of commercial operations and 
public buildings within its fire protection area, and to reduce the overall fire risk in the 
community. 

An issue closely allied with retention of volunteer fire fighters is the ongoing development and 
maintenance of an enhanced training program. This would include an option for multiple levels 
of training to be conducted simultaneously, rather than all or a majority of members having to 
revert to recruit training every time new recruits are brought into the Department.   

Finally, the report recommends that the Department hire one additional paid member.  The need 
to improve records keeping, expand the Department’s training program, implement an effective 
inspections program, improve community engagement and help the Department deal with the 
change management issues arising from the revised governance and administrative structure, 
make such an additional position necessary.  It is the Consultants’ view that the individual 
should be brought in as an Assistant Chief – Training Officer, ideally at the beginning of the next 
calendar year as an RD employee. 

Background and History 

Volunteer fire departments form the backbone of the fire service across the country.  Of the 
approximately 350 departments in British Columbia, some 75% of them are “volunteer” (which 
includes pure volunteer, paid on call and composite departments where the majority of the 
membership is either volunteer or paid on call).  A 2009 report by the Fire Services Liaison 
Group (“FSLG”) noted that most volunteer departments are suffering from constrained funding 
and facing significant challenges in the recruitment, retention and training of volunteers. 
Additional regulatory requirements and increasing potential liability have made the operation of 
a volunteer department more difficult, demanding and expensive than in the past.  In many 
respects, the challenges faced by the Charlie Lake Volunteer Fire Department (“Charlie Lake 
VFD” or the “Department”) are a microcosm of the issues identified in the FSLG report.2 

The fire protection service for the Charlie Lake area was established by bylaw in 1980.3   
Although the Charlie Lake VFD was initially overseen by a local community group, in 1994 the 
Charlie Lake/Grandhaven Fire Protection Society (the “Society”) was incorporated under the 

                                                
2 Fire Services Liaison Group, “Public Safety in British Columbia:  Transforming the Fire/Rescue Service,” 
(September 2009), see particularly Appendix C, pp. 48-50.  Statistics on volunteers and the number of fire 
departments are drawn from that report.  On problems endemic in volunteer departments, see page 20. 
3 Bylaw No. 267, adopted 27 November 1980. 
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Society Act (B.C.)4 to be responsible for the Department.  A service contract was entered into 
between the Society and the Peace River Regional District (the “RD”) making the Society 
responsible for operating the Department and delivering fire protection services in the fire 
protection area.  The most recent version of that agreement dates from 2005.5  Also in 2005, the 
Department received the support of the community to move from a purely volunteer (or “paid on 
call”) department to a composite department with a paid Fire Chief.6   

The Department’s responses are limited to fire suppression, low angle and ice rescue, and 
assistance to other emergency services.  It does not currently provide vehicle extrication/road 
rescue or first medical responder services, and has limited hazmat capability.  The Department 
responds to some 50 calls annually (including false alarms and investigations), and deals with 8 
to 12 structure fires per year.7  It has mutual aid arrangements with both the Fort St. John and 
Taylor fire departments. The Department does not currently conduct formal, regular fire 
inspections or pre-plans of commercial properties and public buildings.   

In 2009, the Department conducted an internal review of its operations.8  In the course of that 
review, it identified day-time responses as an area of particular concern.  The solution proposed 
in the strategic operating plan was to hire additional full-time paid firefighters.  The plan at the 
time called for hiring one firefighter per year for each of the next three years, a position that was 
presented by the Fire Chief at a public meeting held on 22 February 2010.  The 2010 budget 
incorporating one new paid position, however, was rejected by the RD board, on the basis, in 
part, that the tax increase required was too substantial and the hiring of additional paid 
personnel had not been supported by the public.9 

In an attempt to better establish the basis for its request, the Society retained SCM Risk 
Management Services Inc., the consulting company owned or controlled by the insurance 
industry, to produce a Fire Underwriters Survey of the Charlie Lake fire protection area.  This 

                                                
4 Incorporated 9 May 1994, using the then standard form of bylaws contained in Schedule B to the 
Society Act, except that membership was restricted to individuals who were certified as, or who were 
actively participating and seeking certification as, a volunteer firefighter. The incorporation of the Society 
was an approach agreed between the fire department members of the day and the Peace River Regional 
District. 
5 Agreement between the RD and the Society, as authorized under Bylaw No. 1563, adopted 24 March 
2005. 
6 The tax requisition limit was raised to a maximum of $1.57/$1,000 of net taxable value of land and 
improvements in the service area, largely in order to accommodate the creation of the paid chief’s 
position.  The increase was assented to by the electors in a referendum held in November 2005.  See 
Bylaw No. 1587, adopted 27 January 2006 (assented to by the electors on 19 November 2005). 
7 Average annual call numbers are based on dispatch information from the Charlie Lake VFD’s dispatch 
provider.  Some calls are still made directly to the Department and may not be reflected in this data.  The 
number of structure fires is based on estimates by the Department.  As of 5 July 2011, there had been 22 
calls so far in the calendar year, and 4 or 5 structure fires. 
8 “Strategic Operating Plan for Charlie Lake Fire Department” [undated:  2009].  The plan was presented 
to the 8 December 2009 meeting of the Society/Fire Committee. 
9 Charlie Lake Fire Committee Meeting Minutes, 27 April 2010, at pp. 1-2. 
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study10 reaffirmed the existing residential fire protection rating for the fire service area and 
actually improved the rating for commercial properties,11 but included a recommendation that 
read: 

“To assist the Fire Chief in administrating and operating the fire department, it is 
recommended that a career firefighter positions [sic] be developed.”12 

A public meeting was then held on 1 February 2011, called by the Society and the Department.  
The aim appears to have been to obtain public support for hiring paid personnel.  Accounts of 
this meeting vary, but one of the results was a call on the RD to take over more direct 
administration of the Department, a request that was subsequently echoed by both the Society 
and the Fire Chief.13  At the RD Board meeting on 24 February 2011, the Society requested that 
the RD take over management and operation of the Department.  Therefore, at the Society’s 
request, the RD provided formal notification that the contract with the Society would terminate 
effective as of 31 March 2012. 

The Society’s budget request for 2011 included provision for two new, paid firefighter positions.  
Although initially accepted by the Board during the first reading of the Financial Plan, the budget 
amount was reduced by an amount close to the requisition amount related to the cost of hiring 
two additional paid firefighters. This decision exacerbated the already strained relationship that 
existed between the RD and the Society/Department. 

In light of the concerns of the community, the Society and the Department, and to ensure that 
the transition to a new governance model was well informed, the RD issued a request for 
proposals in April 2011 seeking a review of the governance and administration options 
appropriate for the Department.  The consulting firm of Dave Mitchell & Associates Ltd. (the 
“Consultants”14) was retained to conduct the review. 

                                                
10 SCM Risk Management Services Inc., “Fire Underwriters Survey – Charlie Lake Fire Protection Area,” 
5 November 2010 (“FUS Study”). The study was conducted over a two day period, 29 – 30 September 
2010.  As noted in the cover letter, these types of studies are conducted “primarily for fire insurance 
grading purposes and classification purposes”.   

A public version of this study was also released and is available on the RD website at: 
http://prrd.bc.ca/services/emergency/documents/Charlie.Lake_secured.pdf. All references in this report 
are to the original version of the FUS Study. 
11 The rating system for residential properties is between 1 (best) and 5 (unprotected).  The residential 
rating was maintained at “3B”, which is considered semi-protected, and reflects, in part the lack of a fire 
hydrant system.  The commercial rating system is a 10 point scale, from 1 (best) to 10 (unprotected).  The 
commercial rating improved from 10 to 9, though it is unlikely that this change will result in any reduction 
of fire insurance costs for commercial operations.  See page 7 of the FUS Study. 
12 FUS Study, Recommendation 4, at page 18. 
13 Letter to RD from the Society, dated 28 February 2011, signed by, among others, the Fire Chief and 
the President of the Society.  
14 Use of the term “we” or “our” in this report refers to the Consultants and not to any other parties. 
Expressions of opinion in this report reflect the views of the Consultants, and are not necessarily the 
views of the RD, its staff or any of the other stakeholders with whom we have consulted.  
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Scope of Work and Methodology 

In its request for proposals (the “RFP”),15 the RD stated that its goal was to obtain an unbiased 
review of the fire service in the Charlie Lake fire protection area, and to identify the best 
administrative and management model to deliver fire services to the residents of Charlie Lake.  
The scope of work was to include: 

 a review of the delivery models currently in place for rural fire protection service in the 
North Peace; 

 a review of the underlying service agreements, mutual aid agreements, bylaws, fire 
underwriter study and other relevant materials; 

 consultations with both the volunteer firefighters in the Department and the RD; 
 public consultation with Charlie Lake residents and other relevant fire protection service 

providers; 
 the provision of recommendations related to a suitable administrative and management 

model, and whether potential alternatives exist for service delivery; 
 an assessment of the financial cost of the delivery of fire protection services and any 

recommendations that are made; and 
 the development of an action plan and timetable for implementation. 

In their response, the Consultants noted that it was also imperative to conduct an examination 
of the current operational capabilities of the Department as part of the review exercise, to 
properly inform the development of the administrative and governance model.  This review, 
however, was to be limited to a consideration of the Department’s records, principal equipment 
and apparatus, and did not involve or extend to a review of actual fire ground operations. 

The methodology employed involved:  

 an extensive review of background documents and materials, to ensure that the 
Consultants had a thorough understanding of the legal relationship between the RD and 
the Society, the establishment and historical operation of the Department, the financial 
and tax issues surrounding the operation of the fire service, and an overview of the 
relationship between the RD, the Society, the Department and the residents of the fire 
protection area; 

 an initial visit to the region, and consultations with the Society president, the Fire Chief, 
RD staff and the elected representatives for Electoral Areas B and C; 

 the development and circulation of a public survey for residents of the Charlie Lake fire 
protection area; and 

 a second visit to the region to conduct an operational review of the Department, to 
consult with the volunteer firefighters and to undertake a public consultation. 

This report has been developed from the input received through this process.  The 
recommendations are based on the Consultant’s extensive experience in working with the fire 
                                                
15 Peace River Regional District, “Rural Fire Protection Service Review:  Request for Proposal,” RFP# 
2011-02, 1 April 2011. 

AD0005
D-2

AD0005
Aug25



PRRD – Charlie Lake VFD Review.   Page 9 
 

service, which is described in greater detail in Appendix 2. The current administrative and 
management model in use by the RD has been considered against systems or approaches 
used by other regional districts, in particular the Alberni-Clayoquot Regional District, Columbia 
Shuswap Regional District, Comox Valley Regional District and the Regional District of Fraser-
Fort George. 

The review process (including materials reviewed) and consultation process is set out in greater 
detail in Appendix 1.  Where the Consultants have reviewed documents and materials provided 
by or on behalf of the RD and the Department, or been advised of matters by the RD, the 
Society or the Department, they have assumed that the information and documents provided 
are genuine, true and accurate.  Such documents and information have been relied upon by the 
Consultants in good faith in preparing this report. 

Analysis and Review 

General Operational Environment and Fire Dispatch 

General Overview.  The Charlie Lake fire protection area encompasses the rural communities 
of Charlie Lake, Clairmont, Grandhaven and McLeod and is approximately 124.8 square 
kilometres in size.16  There are 1,324 residential addresses and 99 business addresses within 
the service area. While it is difficult to calculate the exact population due to its location within a 
larger Electoral Area, it is estimated that approximately 3,500 to 3,700 people reside in the fire 
protection area.17  Based on planning by the local school board, these numbers are expected to 
increase over the coming years.18  The population in the area tends to be younger than the 
provincial average, and, based on comments from the Department and RD staff, quite transient 
as a result of the nature of employment opportunities in the region. 

The Charlie Lake VFD is considered a composite department, consisting of a fulltime paid fire 
chief, and an active complement of volunteer firefighters (currently 28 members, but this 
fluctuates as the Department faces significant retention challenges. Firefighter strength has 
been as low as 15 members within the past two years). In 2010, the Department responded to 
57 emergency incidents,19 nine of which were structure fires. 

The Department has one fire hall located in the centre of the fire protection district, thereby 
providing adequate response capabilities throughout the area. It should be noted, however, that 
there are some properties which are shown on the FUS Survey as being slightly beyond the 
standard “8 km by road” limit that FUS applies when determining the fire rating.20  It is not yet 
known whether this will have an impact on the affected properties. 

                                                
16 The size of the fire protection area is based on estimates provided by RD staff. 
17 Based on discussions with RD Staff, working from Census Canada information and details regarding 
the number of 9-1-1 addresses that exist. 
18 Information based on comments from the President of the Society, Doug Allen. 
19 Based on dispatch data from the Department’s dispatch provider, Fort St. John Fire Department. 
20 FUS Survey, Figure 4-2, “2.5/5/8 Road km Response” at p. 17.  
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The original fire hall was built in 1980; an addition, consisting of a further apparatus bay and a 
training room, was added in 1992. The current hall houses most of the Department’s apparatus 
and equipment, and provides an area for classroom style training. The Department would like to 
see the fire hall expanded to accommodate all of its apparatus and training needs.  From an 
occupational health and safety perspective, the fire hall needs to be retro-fitted with shower 
facilities (discussed further below).  The RD owns the building, but leases the property from the 
Province. 

Budget and Tax Requisitions.  The Department’s budget, which has been at the centre of 
some of the recent controversy surrounding the provision of fire service, has risen significantly 
since 2005.  There are three principal drivers of that increase:  the acquisition of new apparatus 
in 2006 (a portion of which was paid for by way of a loan); the need to rebuild the Department’s 
capital reserves; and the creation of a paid, full-time fire chief position, which was approved by 
the electors in 2005.  These three elements account for more than 50% of the Department’s 
budget over the time period 2006 – 2010. 

The Department’s tax requisitions and the corresponding tax rates for the years 2005 – 2010 
(the last completed financial year) were as follows: 

Year Tax Requisition Tax Rate21 Comments 
2005 257,770 0.69  
2006 380,420 0.89 Apparatus purchased:  Department used 

combination of reserves & loan.  Loan repayments 
account for $57,750/year until 2010, when a final 
repayment of $53,558 was made. 

2007 370,589 0.76 $10,338 added to capital reserves.  This amount 
came from a surplus in the previous year.  

2008 417,731 0.65 $60,000 added to capital reserves. 
2009 419,573 0.64 $60,000 added to capital reserves. 
2010 443,779 0.61 $50,000 added to capital reserves. 

 
The Department had a capital reserve of just over $240,000 as of 31 December 2010, which will 
rise to approximately $290,000 over the course of 2011.   

The Society receives only a portion of the total budget requisition.  Certain expenditures are 
made on behalf of the Department by the RD and the RD retains control of the capital reserves. 
Under the Service Agreement, the RD has the right to review the Society’s books and papers,22 
and the RD’s Chief Financial Officer examined the trial balances and other financial information 
of the Society on an annual basis.  The Fire Committee (which includes the elected Area 
Directors), also conducts annual budget reviews.  It should be noted that for most years in the 
period examined, the Department spent less than the amount budgeted (with such amounts 

                                                
21 The tax rate is for residential properties and is shown as the mil rate (or tax rate per $1,000 of 
assessed value for land and improvements), in accordance with Bylaw No. 1587 (2005).  The drop in the 
tax rate is, of course, a function of increasing assessed property values in the region. 
22 Service Agreement, section 8. 
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either being put into reserves or (essentially) being deducted from the following year’s 
requisition). 

The principal dispute over the budget arose in relation to the Society and Department’s request 
that additional paid personnel be added.  Adding two paid positions in 2011 (as originally 
budgeted), would have added approximately $180,000 to the annual budget.  The Department 
also sought to increase the amount being directed into capital reserves.  Taken together, the 
budget would have risen to in excess of $700,000 per annum.  Both of these requests were 
excluded from the final budget. The final 2011 budget was affected, in part, by the need to 
acquire private insurance for the Department23 and the costs associated with the transition from 
the Society to the RD (in particular, the conduct of this review). 

Operational Capabilities.  As part of this project, the Consultants have conducted an 
operational review of the Department, the results and recommendations of which can be found 
under “Fire Department Operational Overview”, set out below. 

Dispatch and Communications.  Emergency dispatch for the Department is provided by the 
Fort St. John Fire Department.  There is currently no written agreement governing the terms 
under which dispatch services are provided and no formal service levels have been established. 
This service however has existed for a number of years and is part of a sub-regional dispatch 
service that also includes the fire department in Taylor. 

Dispatch Standard 

The standard for fire dispatch performance is defined by the National Fire Prevention 
Association (“NFPA”)24 and the standard is entitled ‘Standard for the Installation, Maintenance, 
and Use of Emergency Services Communications Systems—2010’. The most recent iteration of 
the standard was issued in mid-2009. 

The standard is not mandatory in Canada but has been adopted by service providers and is 
referenced in a number of fire dispatch contracts in British Columbia and elsewhere. It applies 
equally to career, composite and volunteer fire departments. 

The 2010 standard has the following response time objectives for the provision of dispatching, 
in section 7.4: 

                                                
23 The Department had previously been covered under the RD’s policies obtained through the Municipal 
Insurance Association of British Columbia (“MIA”).  The MIA, however, adopted a view that independent 
Society-operated departments, as separate legal entities, were beyond the scope of its coverage (and 
beyond the scope of its authority to even offer coverage).  This decision had nothing to do with the RD, 
but was imposed on them by the MIA.  It is not just the Peace River area departments which have been 
affected by this decision. 
24 The NFPA is a consensus-based standards organization, which has developed widely accepted 
standards applicable to operations by fire departments and other emergency services.  See:  
www.nfpa.org  
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Ninety-five percent of alarms received on emergency lines shall be answered 
within 15 seconds, and 99 percent of alarms shall be answered within 40 
seconds. 

Ninety percent of emergency alarm processing shall be completed within 60 
seconds, and 99 percent of alarm processing shall be completed within 90 
seconds. 

 

Figure 1: NFPA Fire Dispatch Call Taking and Dispatch Standard 

These call handling standards are part of an overall response model that has been agreed by 
the fire service in North America and are illustrated in Figure 1. The objective then is to 
complete the call taking and dispatch processes as quickly and efficiently as possible, as they 
are gating processes for the turnout and arrival of fire suppression crews. 

Dispatch Provider 

Dispatch for the Department is provided by the Fort St. John Fire Department (“Fort St. John 
FD”). Fort St. John has a well-established sub-regional fire dispatch system and has recently 
expanded its technology by implementing a Computer Aided Dispatch (“CAD”) system. The 
CAD provides for better, more efficient call management by matching location information with 
pre-formatted responses to various event types, and providing the dispatcher with an agreed 
recommendation. The dispatcher initiates the response recommendation, activates pagers and 
provides a voice announcement of the location.  

The dispatcher then continues to monitor the radio and updates the CAD system with all 
response information including but not limited to unit response and arrival times, incident 
command information, benchmarks with regard to management of the fire, the time units 
become available and when they clear from the event. The ‘incident report’ in the CAD or RMS 
system can then be updated with fire cause determination, total damage and other relevant 
data. 
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Charlie Lake Response Analysis 

The analysis of responses by the Charlie Lake VFD is based on data provided by their dispatch 
provider, Fort St. John FD. The data set included 170 total responses between January 1, 2008 
and April 21, 2011, a period of approximately 40 months. The data was provided in an Excel 
format and included the date and time of the event along with the event type, the location, the 
units dispatched, their enroute and arrival times and any miscellaneous comments.  

Responses by Day of the Week 

Responses to all types of calls by day of the week are shown in Table 1, and graphically in 
Figure 1. This distribution is quite typical and it is fairly common to see a higher call volume at 
the end of the work week and on Saturday. In the case of the Department, Friday is the day with 
the highest average call volume.  

This data is the total of all days for a period of 40 months (approximately 175 weeks) and so the 
30 responses shown would occur on average approximately one every 6 weeks.  

Day of the Week Count25 
Sunday 21 
Monday 27 
Tuesday 23 
Wednesday 23 
Thursday 17 
Friday 30 
Saturday 29 

Table 1: Response by Day of the Week for a 40 month period. 

 

                                                
25 These responses are all Department responses – including false alarms and investigations – for 40 
months. 
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Figure 2: Department Responses Graphed by Day of the Week 
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Responses by Hour of the Day 

Response to all event types by hour of the day is shown in Table 2 and Figure 2. Once again 
this is fairly typical of the response pattern by most fire departments with quite a low volume of 
calls after midnight until around lunch time. The hours from noon to 2 pm are often the busiest 
for fire departments with the peak call volume at that point gradually tapering down until the end 
of the evening.  

As noted above this is the total number of responses by hour for a period of 40 months and so 
the actual occurrence of calls at any particular time on a single day is quite low.  

Hour Count 
0000-0059 7 
0100-0159 4 
0200-0259 6 
0300-0359 3 
0400-0459 1 
0500-0559 3 
0600-0659 3 
0700-0759 2 
0800-0859 4 
0900-0959 4 
1000-1059 10 
1100-1159 6 
1200-1259 9 
1300-1359 14 
1400-1459 13 
1500-1559 13 
1600-1659 11 
1700-1759 9 
1800-1859 11 
1900-1959 7 
2000-2059 7 
2100-2159 9 
2200-2259 10 
2300-2359 4 

Table 2: Response by Hour of the Day 

This type of data shows that where the number of responding personnel is low during normal 
business hours, that corresponds with the highest call volume. The Department’s call volumes 
are highest from just after noon until mid-evening and somewhat over half of the Department’s 
total calls occurred during the period from 8:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m.  
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Figure 3: Department Responses Graphed by Hour of the Day 

 
Structure Fires by Hour of the Day 

During the period of time surveyed, there were a total of 23 structure fires and the following 
table (Table 3) shows their occurrence by day of the week and by hour of the day. One issue 
that arose during the budget presentation in spring 2011 was the challenge in obtaining 
volunteer responses to various event types during normal working hours on weekdays. 
Specifically, it was noted that the Department needed more firefighters responding during 
business hours (8:00 a.m. – 6:00 p.m.), Monday to Friday.  

The data in this table shows that there were 10 structure fires that fit within this Monday to 
Friday business hours criterion during the 40 months for which data was provided. These 
particular fires are highlighted in the following table. This would equate to one structure fire 
every four months where the current available response may be less than ideal. Of these 10 
structure fires, 7 of them occurred from noon onward, with 3 occurring in the morning hours. 
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Structure Fires (all types) 
Day of the 

Week 
Hour of the 

Day Count26 

Sunday 0800-0859 1 
  1500-1559 1 
  1600-1659 1 

Sunday Total 3 
Monday 1000-1059 1 

Monday Total 1 
Tuesday 0400-0459 1 

  1100-1159 1 
  1200-1259 1 
  1600-1659 1 

Tuesday Total 4 
Wednesday 0200-0259 1 

  1400-1459 1 
  1500-1559 1 
  2300-2359 1 

Wednesday Total 4 
Thursday27 0700-0759 1 

Thursday Total 1 
Friday 0300-0359 1 

  1200-1259 1 
  1300-1359 1 
  1600-1659 1 
  2200-2259 1 

Friday Total  5 
Saturday 0500-0559 1 

  0600-0659 1 
  1300-1359 1 
  2100-2159 2 

Saturday Total 5 
  

Total of All Structure Fires 23 

Table 3: Structure Fires by Day of the Week and Hour of the Day 

This analysis does not diminish the significant concern regarding a lower response during these 
periods of time; rather it serves to point out that the need is relatively infrequent (in essence, 
there was approximately one structure fire every four months during business hours on a 
weekday).  Other sections in this report propose a number of strategies to try to increase 
available volunteer responses during normal working hours. 

                                                
26 This represents the count for the period from 1 January 2008 to mid-April 2011. 
27 For the purposes of this report, this fire was treated as occurring during business hours, since its timing 
would have prevented a volunteer from arriving at work on time. 
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GIS Analysis of Charlie Lake VFD Fire Responses 

The geographic location of the Charlie Lake Fire Hall is shown in Figure 4. When compared to 
the boundary of the fire protection area28 the location is appropriately central and there appears 
to be little or no case at the present time for a second fire hall. 

 

Figure 4: Charlie Lake Fire Protection Area 

Figure 5 below shows the 15 structure fires reported for the period from 1 January 2008 to April 
2011. These are distributed in two clusters: the first being adjacent to the fire hall and on either 
side of the Alaska Highway;  and the second cluster is centred on the industrial area along the 
Alaska Highway immediately west of Fort St. John.  

                                                
28 The fire protection boundary shown is assumed to be correct and is based on the boundary shown in 
the FUS Study. The map base is Google Earth Pro © and the imagery is from 2011. The locations of the 
various incidents are taken from the dispatch data provided by the Fort St. John FD, which provides 
emergency dispatch services to the Department. 
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Although the fire protection area is larger than the area shown in Figure 5, there were no 
structure fires reported during this period outside of the area shown.  

 

Figure 5: Structure Fires 

Figure 6 shows the locations of structure fires and the event type ‘residential alarms’ for an area 
similar to Figure 5. This indicates that the distribution of residential alarms is much more 
scattered than structure fires.  During this reporting period, there were 24 residential alarms and 
26 brush fires, which together are the most frequent event types to which the Department 
responds. 
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Figure 6: Structure Fires, Residential Alarms (1) 

Figure 7 shows the combination of structure fires and residential alarms in the area immediately 
west of Fort St. John. In some of these cases there are multiple alarms to the same location: 
two in particular had 4 responses each for residential alarms; another had 5 responses.  

AD0005
D-2

AD0005
Aug25



PRRD – Charlie Lake VFD Review.   Page 21 
 

 

Figure 7: Structure Fire, Residential Alarms (2) – Border with Fort St. John 

Further analysis of this data should be undertaken to identify locations with multiple responses 
to ensure the alarm systems in each case are serviced and adjusted to eliminate unnecessary 
alarms. This can be a significant issue given that there were only 170 total responses by the 
Department in 40 months, of which 13, or nearly 8%, were repeat calls for alarms ringing.  

Dispatch Recommendations 

Recommendation: That the RD develop a contract for dispatch service with Fort St. 
John that sets agreed service level standards, preferably by reference to compliance 
with the NFPA 1221 Standard and that the reporting be provided on a monthly basis to 
confirm call taking and dispatch timeframes. 

Recommendation: That the RD review with Fort St. John the business continuity 
process for the provision of fire dispatch for the Department to ensure that secondary 
call paths are provided and regularly tested. 
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Recommendation: That the RD regularly review the times taken for 911 call transfer (in 
addition to call answer) from the RCMP PSAP to the fire dispatch at Fort St. John to 
ensure that these occur within the NFPA 1221 30 second time frame when measured on 
a monthly basis or that it ensure such times are reviewed by its dispatch provider and 
reported upon (an issue that could be addressed in the recommended service 
agreement with Fort St. John FD). 

Recommendation:  The Department analyze its response data and, in particular, 
situations where there have been multiple false alarms.  The Department should work 
with the property owners in question to ensure that the alarms in question are 
functioning properly. 

Current Administrative and Legal Structure 

Introduction.  The provision of fire protection is an optional service which, under the 
Community Charter (B.C.) and the Local Government Act (B.C.), is the responsibility of local 
governments.29  For regional districts, fire services have tended to develop organically:  
unincorporated areas within a regional district agree collectively to request the service.  The 
service is localized to the defined area, and is almost entirely supported by property taxes of 
those who benefit from the service.   

While approaches varied, when such local fire services were established by regional districts in 
the 1970s and 1980s, the governance model used often involved a separate fire protection 
society or similar entity.  A regional district would provide funding to the society and the society 
would be responsible for managing and operating the fire department and delivering fire 
suppression and related services.  This is the model which has been in place for the Charlie 
Lake fire protection area since its establishment in 1980.  

The RD is directly responsible for the operation of three fire service areas –  Charlie Lake, 
Tomslake and Moberly Lake. The devolved governance model is also used by the RD in relation 
to the operation and management of both the Tomslake and Moberly Lake volunteer fire 
departments. The RD also has five “rural fire protection areas” where fire services are 
contracted from neighbouring municipalities.30   

The rationale for the devolved model derived from both the local nature of the service being 
delivered and the lack of staffing in regional districts to manage the function directly.  In the 

                                                
29 The only exception to this general rule is the City of Vancouver, where the fire department is 
established under the City Charter.  The provision of fire services may be contrasted with policing and 
ambulance, both of which are a provincial responsibility (even if the former is largely directly paid by local 
taxpayers) and which provide, in theory at least, “border to border” coverage. 
30 In the immediate vicinity of the Charlie Lake fire protection area, contracts to provide fire suppression 
services are in place with Fort St. John in relation to portions of Electoral Area “C”, and with Taylor in 
relation to portions of Electoral Areas “C” and “D”.  See Bylaw No. 1895 (2010) for the current agreement 
with Fort St. John, and Bylaw No. 639 (1989), which established the local service area.  For the 
agreement with Taylor, see Bylaw No. 1788 (2008) for the current agreement and Bylaw No. 709 (1990) 
for the establishment of the local service area. 
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regulatory environment of the time, this approach was understandable and cost-effective.  
However, changes to WorkSafe BC regulations, higher standards promulgated by the NFPA, 
more stringent criteria from the Fire Underwriters Survey (“FUS”) and regulations from the Office 
of the Fire Commissioner, have combined to make the management and operation of a fire 
service more complex and demanding.  There also have been changes in liability risks and 
insurance requirements, with the growth of a more litigious society, changes in the underlying 
law (such as the introduction of Bill C-45, which has increased the potential risk of criminal 
penalties where employees are unduly put at risk31) and changes in insurance coverage, which 
are driving regional districts to reconsider this model. 

Establishment Bylaws. The Charlie Lake fire service was established in 1980 under Bylaw No. 
267 (1980), covering a defined area within Electoral Area “C”.32  The service area was 
expanded in 1981 under Bylaw No. 285, and was converted to a local service, with an increased 
requisition limit, under Bylaw No. 1360 (2001).  Under that same bylaw, the fire suppression 
area boundaries were extended to include some properties in Electoral Area “B”.  When the 
Department moved to a paid Fire Chief’s position, the tax requisition limit was increased to a 
maximum of $1.57/$1,000 of net taxable value of land and assessment under Bylaw No. 1587 
(2005), a change which was supported by a referendum of the voters. 

The Society.  As noted in the background and history section, the Society was established in 
1994.  The unusual aspect about the Society’s incorporation is that its membership was 
restricted to individuals who were, or were actively seeking certification as, volunteer firefighters.  
In practice, this limited membership to volunteers in the Department.  It is not clear why this 
membership limitation was introduced, although it is may have stemmed from the issues of the 
day which originally created the impetus to move the operation of the Department out of the 
community group that, until that time, had been responsible for it.33   

The effect of this limitation, however, has been unfortunate, as it has led some members of the 
public to claim that it is a “closed society”, whose operations and finances are hidden from 
public view.  With the move to more direct RD oversight of the Department, this issue will 
become moot.  It is worth noting, however, that the RD, under the Service Agreement, has the 
right to conduct a full inspection of all of the Society’s books and records34 and the Society 

                                                
31 Bill C-45 amended the Criminal Code (Canada), by introducing a new section 217.1.  This section 
broadens potential criminal liability for any person or organization who “undertakes, or has the authority to 
undertake” the direction of another in the performance of work or a task.  The Fire Chief and city manager 
in Yellowknife were both charged under this new provision in relation to fire-related line of duty deaths.  
The charges were eventually dropped, but not before the city committed to a major series of fire 
department reforms and upgrades. 
32 There is a minor typographical error in Bylaw No. 267 (1980).  A word is missing in section 1(b), which 
authorizes the RD to provide fire services:  “to undertake and carry out or cause to be carried [out] and 
provide fire protection services…”.  This missing word is indicated in square brackets. 
33 Based on the discussions with RD staff and Doug Allen, current President of the Society.   
34 Service Agreement, section 8. 
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provides an annual financial records review to the RD.35 The Consultants were advised by RD 
staff that, in addition to the input of the Area Directors into the Society/Department budget, the 
RD conducts an annual examination of the Society’s trial balances and other financial 
information. 

Operational Bylaw. The operation of the Department is governed by two principal instruments:  
a “fire protection regulatory”  bylaw – Bylaw No. 962 (1997) – which defines the powers and 
authority of the fire departments established by or operating under the RD’s jurisdiction (the 
“Operational Bylaw”), and the terms of the service agreement between the RD and the Society 
(the “Service Agreement”).   

The Operational Bylaw is an essential piece of legislation which defines the powers of all of the 
RD’s fire departments, their members and their fire chiefs. It should be noted that there are no 
inherent “powers” in a fire department or its members:  these must be specified by bylaw.36  The 
Consultants have provided specific comments on the terms of this bylaw, which are set out in 
the Recommendations section later in this report. 

The Operational Bylaw, a copy of which is attached as Appendix 5, defines (among other 
things): 

 how a Fire Chief is appointed (section 2); 
 the powers of a Fire Chief to appoint firefighters and designate members to act in his or 

her stead (sections 3, 4); 
 the jurisdictional limitations of the fire department and its members (section 5); 
 the general authority of the Fire Chief over the operations of the fire department (section 

6) 
 the right of the Fire Chief to establish operational guidelines and procedures for his or 

her department (section 7); 
 the right of the Fire Chief (or designate) to have control at the scene of an “Incident”, and 

the obligation of the Fire Chief to act as the local assistant to the fire commissioner 
(“LAFC”) and to be responsible for all “Fire Protection” matters within the fire 
suppression area (sections 7, 8); 

 the right of the Fire Chief (or his or her designates) to conduct fire inspections (section 
11); and 

 the authority of a fire department to undertake fire suppression and related operations, 
including crossing over adjacent properties, tearing down buildings or structures to 
control the fire, controlling access to the immediate scene of an incident, 

                                                
35 The Society’s books are reviewed annually by an external accountant, who prepares a financial 
statement which is provided to the Society and which the Society shares with the RD. 
36 There is no over-arching provincial legislation which defines the powers of a fire department or its 
members (in part, because fire departments are a local government’s responsibility).  While a court may 
be prepared to “read into” an establishment bylaw and stipulate that a fire department has certain powers 
(perhaps by reference to the Fire Services Act (B.C.) or the Local Government Act (B.C.)), such a process 
is, to say the least, risky.  The preferred approach is to specifically define the powers that a fire 
department and its officers and members are entitled to exercise. 
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commandeering equipment to deal with an Incident and requesting assistance from 
bystanders (sections 12, 13, 14 15, 24, 25).  

The interaction between the Operational Bylaw and the Service Agreement is somewhat 
opaque.  Care should be taken to ensure that the terms of the Service Agreement are 
completely consistent with the bylaw.37  Given the termination of the Service Agreement, this 
issue is largely moot, but should be kept in mind given that the “RD – Society” structure remains 
in place for the Moberly Lake and Tomslake fire protection areas. 

Service Agreement. The most recent version of the Service Agreement dates from 2005; 
although this agreement has expired, the parties have elected to treat it as still in force. The 
Service Agreement makes the Society principally responsible for the delivery of fire services 
within the Charlie Lake fire suppression area. 

The Society is a separate legal entity and directly responsible for immediate oversight and 
control of the Department – a point which, historically, was not as well understood as it should 
have been.  The confusion arose, in part, because the Service Agreement also established a 
“Fire Committee”, comprising the two Area directors, two members of the public, the Fire Chief 
and Deputy Chief, and the President and the Secretary of the Society”. 38   The review of the 
available meeting minutes since 2005, showed that meetings of the “Fire Committee” were 
confused with meetings of the “Society”.39  Indeed, the minutes also suggest that the public 
appointments to the Fire Committee were mistakenly assumed to be appointments to the 
Society.  It was not until 2010 that the distinction between the two entities was properly clarified. 

This confusion contributed to some of the strains in the relationship between the RD and the 
Society/ Department, and a certain amount of confusion over which entity was responsible for 
undertaking various matters or initiatives. 

The legal structure of the existing relationship is diagrammed below: 

                                                
37 At a minimum, the Service Agreement should cross-refer to the Operational Bylaw, and use consistent 
terminology and defined terms. 
38 Service Agreement, section 13. 
39 The meeting minutes up until 22 February 2010 were headed “Charlie Lake/Grandhaven Fire 
Protection Society” rather than “Fire Committee”, and suggested that the Area Directors and public 
representatives were members of the Society.  The error was specifically noted in the 27 April 2010 
meeting of the Fire Committee. 
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Figure 8:  Current Governance Structure. 

Under the terms of the Service Agreement,40 the Society is responsible for: 

 providing the “Service” (as defined) within the Service Area, as that area may be 
expanded in accordance with the Service Agreement – sections 2(a), (b); see also 
section 3 which deals with Service Area expansion; 

 recruitment of personnel – section 2(c); 
 reporting quarterly on Fire Department membership to the Regional District – section 

2(d); 
 the training of its firefighters – section 2(f); 
 ensuring the Fire Department operates to all required standards – sections 2(e), (f), (g), 

(h) and (i); and 
 generally doing all things necessary for the proper and efficient provision of the Service 

– section 2(j). 

                                                
40 Capitalized terms in the following list which are not otherwise defined, are as defined in the Service 
Agreement. 
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Fire Committee and Governance Issues.  The current governance problems afflicting the 
Charlie Lake fire service stem, in part, from a historical lack of clarity about the respective roles 
of the Society and the RD, and a poorly conceived Fire Committee.  These structural issues 
exacerbated underlying communication problems between the RD and the Society/Department. 

Under the Service Agreement, the Fire Committee was made responsible for reviewing and 
submitting the annual budget for the Society and Department.  The composition of the 
committee, however, was heavily weighted towards the representation from the Department 
(essentially, half the voting members of the Fire Committee were Department members, since 
the Society representatives were, by the terms of membership in that organization, also 
members of the Charlie Lake VFD).  There also was no defined process for selecting the public 
members, other than that the Society and RD were to mutually agree on the selection.  

If the role of the Fire Committee was to ensure that there was public input into and oversight of 
the Department’s budget, its structure largely precluded that possibility.  Representation by the 
Department was simply too large for that to occur.  There also was a failure on the part of the 
members of the Society/Department to understand that the acceptance of the budget by the Fire 
Committee did not ensure that the request would be approved.  The discretion of the Electoral 
Area directors, as members of the RD Board, cannot be fettered by the Fire Committee’s 
decisions.  The director for Electoral Area C, who represents the vast majority of the taxpayers 
in the fire protection area,41 was fully within his rights to continue to oppose a budget that he felt 
was ill-advised. 

Current Issues.  As part of the review process, the Consultants met extensively with the Fire 
Chief, the President of the Society and RD staff, as well as the two Electoral Area 
representatives.  It is clear from those discussions and from the review of the meeting minutes, 
that there has been a significant communications gap between the RD and the 
Society/Department.  The aim of this review is not to ascribe blame, but to point to areas where 
improvements can be made.  It is fair to say that the problems are shared, as the following 
overview points out. 

On the RD side, RD staff have no particular background in the fire services;42 they consequently 
relied on the terms of the Service Agreement which made the Society responsible for almost all 
aspects of the delivery of fire protection services.  The Society, however, is largely volunteer 
(only the Fire Chief is paid), and found it extremely difficult to try to manage external 
relationships without the active support of the RD.  It was, perhaps, unrealistic to assume that 
the RD’s only role needed to be passing the budget and paying the agreed amount to the 
Society. Thus, from our discussions with the Society and the Department, and the available 
written records, it is apparent that the Department felt that it would have benefited from more 
active RD support on issues such as the conclusion of mutual aid arrangements, negotiations 
with the City of Fort St. John regarding a water supply for the fire hall, and problems with the 
                                                
41 Based on comments from RD staff, it appears that there is only about a dozen or so properties in 
Electoral Area B. 
42 A situation which is not uncommon, particularly where the regional district in question – as is the case 
with Peace River – only has a few fire departments for which it is directly responsible. 
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Ministry of Transportation regarding the widening of the Alaska Highway (and the impact on the 
fire hall). 

Similarly, the RD’s position on some issues has not been entirely consistent.  Thus, the 
Department on several occasions raised the question of whether it could conduct inspections of 
properties for fire hazards.43  In fact, the power to conduct fire inspections is granted under the 
Operational Bylaw.44  By the terms of the Service Agreement, moreover, a strong argument can 
be made that the Society was contractually obligated to ensure that such inspections did 
occur.45  After initially suggesting that the Department could conduct such inspections, however, 
the RD retreated from that position and indicated that it would prefer the Department not 
undertake such work.  In some respects, the RD was operating without sufficient background 
information on issues such as fire inspections and pre-planning to make informed choices and 
the presentations by the Department lacked sufficient detail and persuasive effect to harness 
the RD’s support on such matters.   

The Society and Department generally have adopted an ineffective communications strategy 
and general approach to their external relationships.  A significant component of a paid fire 
chief’s role is to manage the relationship with the public and the responsible political structure 
(in this case, the RD Board and RD staff).  These aspects of the chief’s role require an ability to 
communicate effectively with relevant stakeholders.  While it can be, at times, a frustrating 
process, there was evidence of a “bunker mentality” within the Department: any problems in the 
Department became synonymous with the RD.  To the extent that they viewed the RD as “the 
problem”, however, it was incumbent on the Department and the Society to improve 
communications and actively seek solutions.  The issues they were facing – RD staff who were 
stretched by their workloads and elected officials who were concerned about costs and tax 
increases – are shared almost universally across the fire and emergency services, whether 
volunteer or career.  These are not unusual challenges for a fire department. 

The approach taken in calling the public meeting in February 2011 epitomizes the problem.  In 
our view, it was an error in judgment on the part of the Department and the Society to claim the 
“potential loss of fire insurance rating” as the basis for seeking public support of the 
Department’s budget.46  The error was compounded in that the Department relied on the FUS 

                                                
43 Fire inspections are separate and apart from inspections conducted by the RD building inspector.  The 
latter looks at new construction or material renovations to ensure that they comply with the BC Building 
Code and relevant RD bylaws.  Fire inspections are an on-going review principally of commercial sites 
and public buildings to ensure that potential fire hazards are identified and, where appropriate, cleared up 
or corrected. 
44 Operational Bylaw, section 11. 
45 Service Agreement, section 1: the definitions of the “Service” and “Fire Protection” make “fire related 
building inspections, [and] inspections under the Fire Services Act” part of the service that was supposed 
to be delivered.  
46 Public meeting notice, calling a public meeting for 1 February 2011 [undated:  received by the RD on 
28 January 2011].  The notice essentially stated that if the budget increase was not approved, the fire 
protection area would lose its semi-protected status under FUS, resulting in a doubling of house 
insurance costs for local residents. 
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Study, which had not been publicly released and, in the Consultants’ view, does not support all 
of the claims that were being advanced.47 

Going forward, it will be necessary for both groups to move beyond the issues which have 
arisen in the immediate past.  The recommendations in this report on revising the governance 
and administrative structure are intended to ensure that RD staff and the Department are able 
regularly to communicate needs and concerns, that there is an opportunity for public input into 
the budget process and public support of the Department, and an opportunity for elected 
officials to engage with both the Department and the public on issues related to the delivery of 
fire services. 

Fire Department Operational Overview 

Introduction.  The Consultants conducted an inspection and audit (the “Review”) of the Charlie 
Lake VFD on 5 and 6 July 2011. The Review consisted of an interview with the Fire Chief and 
Mr. Doug Allen (Society President and Safety Officer in the Department), followed by an audit of 
Department records and inspection of apparatus, fire hall facilities, equipment and training 
facilities.  

The Consultants did not witness actual operational training of Department members and 
therefore have relied on training records as an indicator of the level of operational readiness of 
the Department to carry out its mandated emergency response activities.  Not all records in 
each category were reviewed; rather, a sampling was considered and confirmation obtained 
from the Chief that the sampling was fairly representative of the other materials.  The Review 
was supplemented by a facilitated session with the Department volunteers, a consideration of 
the FUS Study and meetings with the Department’s mutual aid partners, Fort St. John FD  and 
Taylor Fire Rescue (“Taylor FR”). 

The following assessment is based on the Review as described above. 

Fire Department Records 

In general, the Department’s records are in fair condition. Please see Appendix 3 for detailed 
information and recommendations on improving specific categories or types records. 

In recent years, the Department purchased some data management software to maintain 
records such as training, maintenance, incident reports and assets. Unfortunately, although the 
software has sufficed for incident reports, it has not proven user friendly for training or 
apparatus/equipment maintenance records. As a result the Department has returned to 
hardcopy for these items, which makes it extremely difficult to track individual training records 
and leads to inconsistencies in style and content.  

Recommendation:  The Department should investigate contracting to use the Fort St. 
John FD’s records management system (they use the FDM Records Management 
System). This would ensure a searchable data base and provide security for records.  

                                                
47 Our analysis of the FUS Survey is found below. 
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Sharing of such systems is well established in B.C. and each department’s records are 
protected by ‘work-spacing’ the records to maintain confidentiality.  It provides a cost-
effective solution to ensure the Department has a modern and capable records 
management system. 

Fire Hall Facilities 

The original fire hall was constructed in 1980; an addition, consisting of a further single 
apparatus bay and the upstairs training room, was built in 1992. The general condition of the fire 
hall is good, although there are a few deficiencies which are listed below. General maintenance 
of the fire hall is done by the Fire Chief with larger maintenance and repair tasks being 
contracted out. The hall appears to be well maintained.   

The original hall provided space for an office which is currently occupied by the Fire Chief to 
conduct his administrative duties. There is a small washroom facility (though no shower facilities 
for decontamination after fires), a health and wellness area for firefighters to exercise, some 
hose storage on moveable racks and a small table for charging radio batteries. 

The 1992 addition provided more vehicle storage, a hose tower, a laundry area for cleaning 
turnout gear and a janitorial equipment room. 

The second floor is used as a training room and contains a small area for a kitchen and a 
second small washroom, but no shower facilities. The training room has sufficient room for 
classroom type training sessions. 

The apparatus floor area is well maintained, with ample room for movement around vehicles. 
There is an up-to-date diesel exhaust extraction system installed in the original section of the 
hall. Consideration should be given to extending the exhaust extraction system into the final 
apparatus bay. The fire hall apparatus floor is full to capacity and in addition there are two 
vehicles (bush trucks) which must be parked outside year round. Parking fire apparatus outside 
has the potential to cause early deterioration of the vehicles. Given that “bush trucks” are 
considered summer only use vehicles, the Department should consider finding off-site winter 
storage facilities until such time as additional inside storage can be provided at the current fire 
hall (see also the notes under “Fire Department Apparatus”) 

The fire hall is located in a good geographic position to respond to incidents in the fire protection 
district within the required timeframe. Any future growth within the existing boundaries of the fire 
protection district should not affect response times, provided the number of responses does not 
exceed the capacity of the Department.  It should be noted that the recent FUS Study indicated 
that a small percentage of properties within the Department’s response zone were actually 
outside the 8 kilometre limit by road from the fire hall, which is necessary for those properties to 
be included in the DPG 3B rating that was given to the area in general.  It remains to be seen 
whether this will impact insurance rates for the affected property owners. 

The following recommendations are viewed as deficiencies and should be corrected as soon 
reasonably possible: 
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Deficiency #1:  The fire hall has no shower facilities. This is a health and safety issue for 
Department members returning from fires and unable to shower prior to 
going home.  Soot and other fire residues can be toxic and /or 
carcinogenic. 

Recommendation:  This should be considered a priority issue. Shower facilities, 
appropriate for the current workforce should be retro-fitted into the fire hall.  

Deficiency #2: Existing bay floor wash-up facilities are currently used for cleaning 
equipment and floor washing tools. 

Recommendation: Separate wash-up facilities should be provided for equipment 
such as SCBA masks and other equipment than those used for floor washing. 

Deficiency #3: Two “bush trucks” parked outside year round. 

Recommendation: A determination should be made by the Department as to whether 
or not the two bush trucks are required. (Note: See Consultants’ remarks under 
Apparatus & Equipment.) In the event the decision is to keep both trucks, consideration 
should be given to a second addition to the fire hall to provide additional apparatus 
storage or secure additional storage off-site. 

Deficiency #4: The additional apparatus bay constructed in 1992 does not have diesel 
exhaust extraction system.  Appropriate venting of diesel exhaust is a 
requirement of WorkSafe BC regulations.48 

Recommendation: Install diesel exhaust extraction system on all apparatus bays. 

Fire Department Responses 

In 2010, the Department responded to 57 incidents, of which approximately 9 were actual 
structure fires. Based on the data from Fort St. John dispatch, since 2002, the Department has 
averaged approximately 50 calls per year.   

In addition to fire suppression, the Department responds to and its members are trained for, Ice 
Rescue and Wildland/Urban Interface Fires, as well as some limited training in hazmat 
awareness (although they have no hazmat equipment). Department policy dictates that a 
minimum of two members must be present or have verbally committed (via radio) to attend an 
incident before a fire apparatus leaves the fire hall. 

The Department does not respond to medical calls or do auto extrication, although they would 
consider providing these services if additional career staff were added. Any decision on 
providing such additional services, however, requires careful consideration as demands put on 
volunteers for both training and incident responses may dramatically increase. 

                                                
48 Workers Compensation Act (B.C.), Occupational Health and Safety Regulation, Part 31, s. 31.32. 
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Similar to many other volunteer departments in the province, responses by volunteers during 
the day have been an issue. The Fire Chief reports that, on average, he can expect between 2 
and 6 members to respond during the hours of 8:00 am – 6:00 pm. Of those responding only 
one or two are under the age of 65 years. Section 31.23 of WorkSafe BC Regulations49 
stipulates that an interior attack on a structure fire cannot be contemplated unless there is a 
minimum of four firefighters on site and additional firefighters will arrive at the incident to form a 
Rapid Intervention Team (“RIT”) within 10 minutes. It was this situation that resulted in the Fire 
Chief requesting additional career staff be hired for daytime responses.  

Volunteer responses during evening hours are generally good, with between 12-18 members 
responding, which provides adequate numbers for an initial interior attack on a structure fire and 
the formation of a RIT team in accordance with the WorkSafe BC Regulations. 

The recent FUS Study credited the Department with 15 responding firefighters, the minimum 
with which a volunteer fire department can operate. Since that report, however, the Department 
has gained new recruits and the Fire Chief has indicated there are currently 28 firefighters on 
the Department’s roster. 

The Charlie Lake fire protection area does not have a water distribution system, which requires 
the Department to rely on water tenders for fire suppression activities. According to RD staff this 
situation will not change in the foreseeable future, as it would not be cost effective to install a 
water system given the size of the lots in the area and the distances from property to property. 
As a result of the lack of a water distribution system, the fire district was rated as “DPG 3B” 
during the recent FUS Study (this is the highest rating achieved for most volunteers 
Departments throughout the province, where no water supply is available). A “DBG 3B(S)” 
rating (Superior Tanker Shuttle Service), which is treated as equivalent to “DPG 3A”,50 could be 
achieved but (given the Department’s available apparatus and personnel) would require the 
assistance of the Fort St. John FD. Whether this higher rating would actually decrease 
homeowner insurance rates would need to be researched with local insurance companies, to 
determine whether the additional investment in training, equipment and (potentially) payments 
to Fort St. John, would make economic sense.  The FUS standards are reviewed in greater 
detail below, in our consideration of the FUS Study. 

Current Internal Fire Department Organizational Structure  

As noted above, under the existing organizational structure the position of Fire Chief is a full 
time salaried position employed by the Society. The Society provides contract fire protection 
services to the RD. In essence, the Society is legally responsible for managing the Department 
and the delivery of the service. 

The Fire Chief is currently responsible for all administrative and operational duties including 
preparing the budget, purchasing, record keeping, most of the training (including scheduling), 

                                                
49 Workers Compensation Act (B.C.), Occupational Health and Safety Regulation, Part 31, s. 31.23.  
50 The difference between a “3A” and “3B” rating is that the former is considered “fully protected” status, 
while the latter means the community has only “semi-protected” status. 
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equipment maintenance, building maintenance and external community relationships. Very little 
appears to be delegated to other officers in the Department. This has the potential for the 
Department to become overly reliant on the Fire Chief and it impedes officer development. 

Currently the Department is structured as follows: 

1. Fire Chief 
2. Deputy Fire Chief 
3. Training Officer (Captain) 
4. Safety Officer (Captain) 
5. Captain (vacant) 
6. Firefighters 

During discussions with the Fire Chief, he indicated his preference for having fewer officer 
positions. The rationale suggested was his belief that having more people at the firefighter level 
with just one or two people in officer positions resulted in a smoother running Department. In 
addition to wanting to reduce the current number of officer positions within the Department, 
vacant positions are not posted. Instead, the Fire Chief appoints people based on years of 
service, training and experience, and the individual’s personality and ability to get along with 
others.  

While we can respectfully sympathize with the Fire Chief’s belief that having most of the 
members at the firefighter level makes for a smoother running operation, experience has shown 
that a cohesive and well trained officer structure within any fire department is paramount to its 
success both on and off the fire ground.  It also enhances succession planning and assures 
greater depth of supervision should the Fire Chief be absent.   

In addition to better fire ground operations, a strong, competent officer structure would permit 
the Fire Chief to delegate a number of the duties he currently manages, thereby providing him 
with needed time to concentrate on the priority issues.  A good example of this is that proper 
delegation of training duties to a qualified officer would enable the Department to run training 
sessions designed for new members, while the Chief conducts more advanced training for more 
senior members – thereby avoiding the problem of everyone having to repeat training already 
taken, as a result of the high volunteer turnover (discussed further below) that the Department 
experiences. 

Recommendation: That the existing officer structure as outlined above be maintained 
and consideration be given to maintaining a ratio of approximately 25% of total 
membership being officers. 

Recommendation: The Department develop minimum standards and qualifications 
for all officer positions within the Department and identify the training required of existing 
and future officers.  During the facilitated session with volunteers, the need for a better 
defined officer training program was also identified as an issue, and should be a focus 
for the Department as it reinvigorates its officer structure.   
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Recommendation: Vacant officer positions should be posted allowing all qualified 
members to apply and be considered based on their qualifications. 

Recommendation: Once a cohesive and well trained officer structure is in place the 
Fire Chief should delegate tasks for which the individual officers are well suited. 

Fire Apparatus and Equipment 

The Department is sufficiently equipped to respond to the type of structures currently being built 
throughout the community and to other emergencies covered within its fire protection area 
(which is not intended to suggest that the Department does not require a well considered mutual 
aid arrangement with its neighbouring departments).   

Generally, the residential building stock in the fire protection area is one and two storey wood 
construction, averaging between two and three thousand square feet.  On average, lot sizes are 
large (one acre or more) thereby reducing risk of neighbouring homes being exposed to an 
adjacent house fire (exposures are a major issue in most modern townhouse complexes and 
subdivisions).  Construction in the commercial/industrial area varies: some is standard 
warehouse construction consisting of brick or cinder block with flat or slightly pitched roofs;  
others are wood frame, clad with exterior metal sheathing; and, finally, some are tilt up style with 
steel truss rafters overlaid with tar and gravel roofs. Warehouse buildings are generally 
constructed with a large open workshop and/or storage spaces, and normally include office 
space within the building.  

The Department has developed and operates to an incident response plan which details 
apparatus response for all fire incidents within the community. A first response (better known as 
a first alarm) would consist of Engine 1, Tender 6 and Engine 5, providing members are 
available to staff the units.  This response provides 6,500 gallons of water and two vehicles, 
each capable of pumping 1,050 g.p.m.51  The first out truck in most cases responds with only 2 
personnel on board and meets other responding members at the incident.52 Tender 6, while 
capable of carrying a large quantity of water, unfortunately does not meet FUS standards as a 
tanker and is therefore not included in the Department’s fire fighting grade rating. 

The Department also has a third spare engine, which is stored outside but rarely utilized 
(Engine 3). Because of its age (over 20 years) it is no longer rated by FUS, and serves as a 
spare vehicle or is used for brush and grass fires only. A newly purchased second hand tender, 
which is currently being equipped and readied for service, will eventually become the 
Department’s official FUS-rated water tender. Brush truck 4, which is a unit used specifically for 
interface type fires and Rescue 7, a unit that is sent to working incidents as a first aid station for 

                                                
51 Gallons per minute. 
52 The Department has devised a process for assembling members at an incident scene. Personal 
protective equipment is brought to the scene, and members gear up at the incident.  This approach helps 
to improve overall response times and the Department should be commended for adopting this innovative 
approach. 
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the firefighters and the community if need be, round out the Department’s complement of 
vehicles. The chart below provides further detail on all of the Department’s apparatus. 

Make & 
Year 

Equipment 
Type 

Age Replacement 
Year 

Water 
Capacity 

(Gals) 

Pumping 
Capacity 
(g.p.m.) 

FUS Rated 
Y/N 

 
2006 

Sterling Hub 

 
Engine 1 
(1st Line) 

 
5 

 
2025 

 

2000 
+ CAF 
System 

 
1050 

 
Y 

 
1999 

International 

 
Engine 5  
(1st Line) 

 
12 

 
2018 

 
1000 

 
1050 

 
Y 

 
1983 GMC 

 
Engine 3 

 
28 

N/A 
spare unit  

 
300 

840 N 
(too old) 

 
 
 

2002 
International 

 
 
 

Tender 6 
(1st Line) 

 
 
 
9 

 
 

No 
mandatory 

requirement 

 
 
 

3500 

 
 
 

90  

 
N 

(no dump 
valve or 
enough 
pumping 
capacity) 

1987 Ford 
(currently 

being 
equipped) 

 
 

Tender 9 

 
 

24 

 
No 

mandatory 
requirement 

 
 

1000 

 
 

unknown 

Not 
currently 

but will be 
when 

equipped 
1986 Chevy 

1 ton 
4X4 

 
Bush 4 

 
25 

No 
mandatory 

requirement 

 
200 

 
90   

 
N/A 

2005 Ford 
1 ton pickup 

with 
removable 

box 
mounted in 
truck box 

 
 
 

Rescue 7 

 
 
 
6 

 
 

No 
mandatory 

requirement 

 
 
 

N/A 

 
 
 

N/A 

 
 
 

N/A 

 
2008 Ford 
150 pickup 

 
Command 

8 

 
3 

No 
mandatory 

requirement 

 
N/A 

 
N/A 

 
N/A 

Table 4:  Charlie Lake VFD Fire Apparatus 

Engine 1 is the most recent vehicle added to the fleet. It is a 2006 Sterling with less than 6,000 
kilometres. Engine 1 has a 1,050 g.p.m. Hale mid-ship pump with a water tank capacity of 2,000 
gallons. Other suppression capabilities include a 200 psi CAFS53  premix system piped into the 
pump; in addition it carries Class A foam. The engine is very well equipped, and carries all the 
small equipment that is required. 

                                                
53 Compressed air foam system. 
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Tender 6 is a truck specifically designed as a water transport only and it carries 3,500 gallons of 
water. It is considered by the Department as “First Line” and responds on all fire calls. The 
vehicle was built within the community for the Department as a water carrier; however, it is does 
not meet NFPA requirements and is not ULC S515-04 certified. As such, it is not rated by FUS. 
A dump valve and appropriate pump would have to be retro-fitted onto the vehicle to receive an 
FUS rating. Notwithstanding that the vehicle does not meet the specified standards, it is still an 
effective water-carrier for the Department. 

All of the Department’s ladders are tested annually against NFPA 1932 standards54. To pass 
this certification, they are required to be able to support 750 pounds of working load with a 4:1 
safety factor.  This covers: 

 3 firefighters fully equipped; or 
 1 patient and 2 firefighters; or 
 2 firefighters and 1 charged hose line. 

Recommendation: The Department should conduct an audit of its current apparatus 
and determine if it is all required. Special attention should be given to Engine 3 as it 
carries very little water and does not provide significant pumping capacity. 

Recommendation: The Department should investigate the costs of retro-fitting Tender 
6 with a “dump-valve”, a large diameter discharge valve and increase the vehicle’s 
pumping capacity in order to meet FUS requirements for rating as a tender. 

Recommendation: The Department should ensure the vehicle reserve account is 
sufficiently funded to replace fire apparatus as it ages or is no longer serviceable.  To its 
credit, the Department has earmarked sums each year for the last five years into its 
capital reserve.  As noted in the discussion of the tax base and budgeting above, the 
Department’s capital reserve will have approximately $290,000 by the end of 2011.  The 
process of building up an appropriate capital reserve should be specifically dealt with as 
an issue in the strategic planning process which is recommended in the “Forward 
Planning” section below. 

Fire Department Training 

As indicated in the introduction to this section, the Consultants did not witness actual 
operational training of Department members and therefore have relied on training records as an 
indicator of the ability of the Department to carry out its mandated emergency response 
activities. Based on the records reviewed and discussions with the Fire Chief and various 
members of the Department, the Charlie Lake VFD appears to be a well trained volunteer fire 
department. 

                                                
54 NFPA 1932, “Standard on Use, Maintenance and Service Testing of In-Service Fire Department 
Ground Ladders,” (2010 edition).  Service testing is described in chapter 7 of NFPA 1932. 
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Many members are trained and certified to Firefighter Level 1 and several are trained and 
certified to Firefighter Level 2 - NFPA 1001 (career firefighter training). Several of the members 
currently hold fulltime positions as industrial firefighters in the surrounding area. 

The Fire Chief is a certified Justice Institute trainer, which enables him to teach accredited 
programs. The result is that many of the Department members are enrolled in Justice Institute 
Programs and will eventually gain Firefighter Level 1 or 2 certification.  

Records indicated that training nights over the past year are generally well attended (16-20 
people) and that both the Fire Chief and the Training Officer attempt to keep training interesting 
in order to maintain high attendance.55 During extreme winter conditions, it is difficult to maintain 
outside training for long periods, however the Fire Chief indicated they do train outside on 
occasion during this period. Winter months are also an opportunity to review training videos, 
conduct small equipment familiarization and similar exercises. 

Live fire training is conducted in Fort St James; however distance and time commitment make 
this inconvenient for volunteers. A local regional training centre would greatly benefit the 
Department, as well as the other RD and municipal departments in the region.  The initial capital 
costs could be share amongst participating departments and the savings on travel and time 
commitment would repay the investment being made.  Moreover, the availability of a local 
training centre would make it possible for members to carry out regular (annual) live-fire training, 
which is recommended, but not currently possible.56 

The Department has built several training props on the fire hall property which include a smoke 
house, confined space container and several small tool practice props. The fire hall site has a 
large paved drill area which provides ample space for pump, hose and ladder practice. The lack 
of a fire hydrant on site is currently being addressed and will enable the Department to practice 
multi-unit drills during the spring, summer and fall season. 

In addition to the fire hall property, the Department regularly practices throughout the Charlie 
Lake area, including regular sessions involving drafting water from the lake. These sessions 
away from the fire hall provide the members with a variety of practice sessions which will test 
their skill levels and maintain their interest in attending practice nights. The Fire Chief is to be 
commended for his dedication to having a well-trained Department. 

                                                
55 This is a significant change from September 2010, when FUS conducted its review.  At that time, 
practice attendance was down and listed as a concern in the report.  See page 20 of the FUS Study.  The 
Department and its members are to be commended for improving their performance in this area and 
building up practice attendance. 
56 The Consultants briefly reviewed the previous plans for a regional training centre, which were 
developed by the City of Fort St. John.  A number of the basic concepts from that work can still be applied 
(including the of concept attracting a certain amount of third party business from the industrial fire 
brigades of private companies in the region).  We would recommend, however, that the design of the 
centre be “expandable” over time, rather than attempting to build out the entire site immediately.  Focus 
should be on the immediate and most significant training needs; additional props and training equipment, 
etc., can be added over time.  This approach will make the initial capital costs more manageable. 

AD0005
D-2

AD0005
Aug25



PRRD – Charlie Lake VFD Review.   Page 38 
 

Recommendation:  The Regional District should join with the City of Fort St. John, 
Taylor and other area fire departments and explore the options regarding the 
development of a regional training centre which would enable live-fire training. 

Volunteer Recruitment and Retention 

One of the many issues facing volunteer departments throughout the country is recruitment and 
retention. The Charlie Lake VFD is no different in this respect and has the added problem of a 
very transient workforce living in the Fort St. John area. 

At the time of the Consultants’ review, the Department had on staff a strong complement of 
volunteers (28 members as of the third week in July 2011); however, this has not always been 
the case nor can it be assumed to be in the future. Volunteer departments need to ensure they 
have an active recruitment program in place and that once a firefighter is recruited, they need to 
ensure that member interest is kept high. On average it takes two years of training before a new 
recruit reaches a level where he or she can safely conduct an interior attack. This requires a 
serious commitment on the part of both the Department and the volunteer:  volunteer training is 
expensive and time consuming. 

The average age of the volunteer group is estimated to be 30-35 years of age. The average is 
somewhat distorted in that several of the members are over 65 years. The age group that 
appears to be under-represented are the 45-55 year olds. Traditionally, people is this age group 
tend to be more settled in life, are nearing the completion of their child raising responsibilities, 
have more free time and are still healthy enough for the rigors of fire fighting. 

The Department currently conducts a recruitment drive once per year during Fire Prevention 
Week. The drive typically consists of radio and newspaper ads in addition to signs posted 
throughout the community. The Fire Chief indicated that their most successful recruitment is by 
“word-of-mouth” from existing volunteers, and where interest has been raised as a result of 
actual emergency incidents in the community. 

The Charlie Lake fire protection area is home to a significant mercantile, commercial and light 
industry base. Virtually all of these establishments are staffed during daytime hours and provide 
a potential source for recruitment which should be actively pursued. Provided the proper 
approach is made, it is likely that many of these businesses would consider, as a civic duty, 
allowing those staff who become volunteers to leave work to respond to emergency calls. Given 
the low number of daytime emergency calls (1-2 per month on average) and by scheduling 
these members into rotational duty crews, it is likely they would only need to leave work 4 or 5 
times per year. Managed properly, this should not be overly onerous to most employers. As an 
additional incentive the Department should consider having an annual business partner 
recognition program to publicly thank the participating companies.   

The Department has a high volunteer turnover rate (9+ per year) which makes it even more 
important to ensure an active and targeted recruitment program be in place. According to the 
Chief, most of the members leaving the Department cite as their reason for leaving the fact that 
they are moving or seeking employment out of town. If this is in fact the case, little can be done 
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other than additional recruitment. One method of accurately recording reasons for leaving the 
Department would be an exit survey. Information received from the surveys could assist the 
Department in future recruitment or advise it of internal organizational issues which may not 
otherwise be recognized. 

One of the topics raised during the volunteer stakeholder meetings was the lack of recognition 
of the time and commitment volunteers give to the community. Functions such as volunteer 
recognition nights, dinners, news releases and similar publicity events, are well deserved and 
should be commonplace within the community. In general, volunteers in any area of a 
community need to know they are appreciated, that the work they do is important and that they 
have the respect of the community in which they live and serve. Recent events and some 
adverse publicity regarding the Department have led many of the firefighters to feel 
unappreciated. This has led to a drop in morale and a feeling of discontentment. Once the issue 
of governance and management of the Department has been settled, a serious effort to improve 
Department and community relations should be undertaken. In addition, an effort to develop 
internal and external recognition programs should be undertaken, with the RD as active 
participant. 

The final issue to be considered regarding recruitment/retention, and to potentially improve 
daytime responses, relates to firefighter honoraria and a salary replacement program. 
Volunteers are currently paid $10 per hour for emergency responses; they receive no direct 
payment for attending practices.  Currently most members who leave their place of employment 
during the day to respond to an emergency incident do so with a loss of pay. Volunteering as a 
firefighter should not be cost prohibitive; rather, at the very least, it should be cost neutral. 
Recent reviews conducted by the Consultants on other projects have recognized the need for a 
reasonable hourly wage for volunteer firefighters, both in relation to emergency call outs and 
training (whether regular weekly training or weekend sessions).  

The issue of remunerating the volunteers needs to be considered carefully.  The program 
should be developed in consultation with the members, to ensure that it is an effective 
application of Department resources.  This task should be integrated into, and be considered 
part of, the strategic planning process following transition to direct RD responsibility for the 
Department.  The goal is not just to provide remuneration, but to ensure that such pay 
addresses structural concerns or impediments to volunteer participation and turn-out.  The 
areas that need to be reviewed include the following: 

Practice Pay and Weekend Training.  Currently, the Department does not actually pay 
the volunteers for practice time – whether the regular, two hour per week sessions, or 
all-day or all-weekend training.57  Some departments – most notably, Sechelt Fire-
Rescue, only pay their members for training (although Sechelt has recently introduced a 

                                                
57 We understand that the amount slated for practice pay is used by the Department to purchase, for 
example, members’ t-shirts and similar items.  This is not uncommon in volunteer departments. Indeed, in 
many such departments, all amounts “earned” by the members are actually paid to the “volunteer 
firefighter association” which is linked to the department.  That association then distributes benefits to its 
members on the basis agreed with the membership. 
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“salary replacement” option to cover situations where a member loses pay as a result of 
responding to an emergency call out).  The aim is to motivate members to attend 
practices and weekend practice sessions, which is critical for ensuring that that they are 
qualified and can work together as a team. 

Other regions (including Columbia Shuswap Region District and the Regional District of 
North Okanagan, among others), apply a standard hourly or daily rate for practice 
attendance and weekend training sessions. 

Fire Pay/Salary Replacement.  As noted, Department members are currently paid $10 
per hour for emergency call-outs.  The purpose of fire pay is (1) to ensure that members 
are appropriately rewarded for turning out and responding to a fire call; and (2) for 
members who leave work to respond to a day-time page, to compensate them for lost 
wages. 

The first issue is a matter for general consideration.  Some regions are moving to or 
utilizing a “paid on call” model, in which their members are or will be paid in the range of 
$15 - $18/hour.58  It was not clear from the session with the volunteers, however, that the 
$10/hour rate was considered to be a significant issue.59  At the same time, for day-time 
responses, a volunteer will be unlikely to turn out if he or she is going to lose a 
significant amount of wages or salary.  On that basis, the Department should consider a 
“salary-replacement” approach for affected individuals.  The arrangement would need to 
be carefully tailored to the Department’s (and each volunteer’s) specific circumstances, 
and ideally would be developed in consultation with the volunteer’s employer.  To limit its 
financial exposure, the Department could set a maximum amount payable on a daily and 
annual basis.  It may also look at issues such as a staggered page-out of such 
individuals, so that they are not responding to false alarms (or, to put it another way, are 
only responding to calls where their presence is required, such as structure fires or 
major brush fires). 

Weekend Duty Crew.  The Department currently has a “Duty Crew” roster which largely 
relates to the tasks required to be performed at the fire hall.  Some regional district 
departments establish weekend duty crews, where members on that crew agree that, for 
the weekend in question, they will remain in the immediate vicinity of the fire protection 
area, and will keep themselves fit and able for responding to emergency calls.  Use of a 
duty crew ensures that for weekend calls, an agreed team is always certain to be 
available.  Some departments then compensate their members for making this 
commitment.  The amount is highly variable, and again is department- and site-specific.   

On the basis of the foregoing, the Consultants would recommend as follows: 

                                                
58 For example, Columbia Shuswap Regional District and Regional District of North Okanagan. 
59 In our experience, volunteer firefighters do not, in general, participate in their departments because of 
an hourly rate for emergency call outs.  Charlie Lake VFD volunteers are no different in this regard. 
Setting a reasonable rate for such calls is really intended to ensure that their efforts are being 
acknowledged and that they are not “out of pocket” as a result of responding. 
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Recommendation: The Department needs to develop a formal recruitment program 
and have a minimum of two recruitment drives per year. The Department should also 
consider a targeted recruitment of males and females in the 45-55 age range. 

Recommendation: The Department should develop an exit survey for completion by 
all members leaving the Department. Results of the survey should be used to amend 
and update the recruitment program and be considered when reviewing Department 
policies and programs. 

Recommendation: The Department should investigate the possibility of recruiting 
from local businesses that would allow their staff to respond during daytime hours. In 
addition the Department should consider developing a “Local Business Recognition 
Program” to acknowledge and thank those employers who participate.  The Department, 
RD and the public advisory committee60 should work cooperatively to establish this 
program.  The concept as applied in Charlie Lake can then be utilized in the fire 
protection areas of the other fire departments for which the RD has responsibility. 

Recommendation: The RD should review, in consultation with the volunteers, the 
existing compensation levels for volunteer firefighters, including (1) the currently hourly 
rate for emergency calls; (2) the idea of a “wage-loss” program; (3) the institution of 
practice pay; and (4) the idea of compensating weekend duty crews.  The development 
of such a programme should be formally reviewed by the Operations Committee and 
based on comparisons with other jurisdictions.  The best approach is very much site-
specific, and is affected by the nature of local demographics and the area’s economy.  
The primary goals in conducting such a review are to ensure that volunteers are 
adequately compensated for their efforts and to determine whether day-time responses 
can be improved. 

Recommendation: The RD and the public advisory committee should assist the 
Department in developing a formal volunteer recognition program.  The program should 
have and include community input and participation. 

Fire Underwriters Survey Study 

The most recent FUS Study of the Charlie Lake fire protection area was delivered to the 
Department in November 2010.  The report was based, in part, on a two-day on-site review 
carried out in September 2010. FUS is a national organization administered by SCM Risk 
Management Services Inc. (“SCM”), formerly CGI Insurance Business Services, formerly the 
Insurers’ Advisory Organization and Canadian Underwriters Association.  

SCM is owned or controlled by the insurance industry; its primary purpose is to establish the 
Public Fire Protection Classification (“PFPC”) and Dwelling Protection Grade (“DPG”) for each 
community in the country. The DPG rating generally applies to single family detached 

                                                
60 If implemented; see discussion of the creation of a Fire Services Advisory Committee below. 
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residences61; and the PFPC rating evaluates the ability of a community’s fire defences to 
prevent and control fires that may occur in commercial, industrial and institutional buildings 
and/or districts, and generally is applied by the “commercial lines” arm of the insurance industry 
or to multi-family residential complexes.62   

Given the importance of the FUS rating to the net cost of operating the Department, it is worth 
setting out the essential components of the analysis that is conducted and considering the 
impact of various factors on the fire protection area’s overall rating. 

Overall Ratings Weighting.  The FUS ratings are weighted against the following four areas of 
assessment: 

 Fire Department:   40% 
 Water Supply:    30%63 
 Fire Safety Control   20% 
 Fire Service Communications  10% 

The fire department assessment includes a consideration of apparatus, equipment, staffing, 
training, operations and administration, and the location/distribution of fire halls and fire 
companies.  In this segment of its review, FUS seeks to analyze the fire department’s ability to 
effectively extinguish fires in all parts of the community. 

The “Fire Safety Control” category covers fire prevention programs/public education, fire 
inspections and building/fire code and bylaw enforcement.  FUS will look at whether a 
community is making effective use of these tools in managing the level of fire risk throughout the 
community.   

The “Fire Service Communications” category involves an assessment of dispatch services, 
paging systems and radio communications.  Oddly, however, the FUS Study for the Charlie 
Lake fire protection area did not include an explicit analysis of this category.  

Dwelling Protection Grade system.  The DPG rating is calculated on a five-point numerical 
scale, while the PFPC rating is based on a 10 point scale.  In both cases, a “1” is the highest 
rating achievable.  In general, significant reductions in insurance rates can be expected for 
residential property owners where the DPG rating is either 3A or 3B or better;64 while for 
                                                
61 Under the FUS definitions, the DPG ratings generally apply to the following:  “One- and Two-Family 
Detached Dwellings (buildings containing not more than two dwelling units) in which each dwelling unit is 
occupied by members of a single family with not more than three outsiders, if any, accommodated in 
rented rooms.”  Also under this system, a “typical” detached dwelling is a maximum of 3,600 square feet 
in size. Fire Underwriters Survey website, “Terms of Reference”, http://www.fireunderwriters.ca/dpg_e.asp 
accessed on 18 July 2011. 
62 Fire Underwriters Survey website, “What is the PFPC” at  http://www.fireunderwriters.ca/pfpc_e.asp , 
accessed on 18 July 2011. 
63 The lack of a hydrant system means that this category is not applicable to the Charlie Lake fire 
protection area, and limits the rating that can be obtained. 
64 The DPG 3B rating is essentially the same as the 3A rating, but without an FUS-approved water supply 
and additional equipment requirements.  Based on Fire Underwriters Survey, “Synopsis: Feasibility of Fire 
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commercial operations, a PFPC rating of 7 or better generally is needed65. In simplest terms, 
FUS provides insurance companies a grading of fire protection services within individual 
communities. Insurance companies use the grading rate provided by the FUS as one of the 
many factors in determining local fire protection insurance rates.  It should be emphasised that 
the system is quite fluid, and individual insurers can and will set rates based on considerations 
other than the FUS ratings (either higher or lower, depending on the insurer’s perception of 
actual risk, competitive concerns and other factors).66  It is up to individual insurance companies 
to determine what weight they give the FUS grading when determining insurance rates. 

One of the cost-benefit analyses that goes into having an FUS-rated fire department is the 
trade-off between the taxes needed to pay for the department, versus the saving on insurance 
costs.  The saving in insurance premiums will offset, in whole or in part, the costs of operating 
the fire department.  For an individual with a house that is assessed at a replacement cost for 
insurance purposes of $300,000, a “semi-protected” rating will generally result in cost saving on 
insurance of $1,000 a year or more.  From this saving on insurance, the tax cost of maintaining 
the department would then need to be deducted to determine the net direct financial benefit of 
having a “rated” department.67  

The FUS minimum requirements to achieve a “Dwelling Protection Grade 3B” rating (which is 
considered “semi-protected and is the grade at which insurance costs for homeowners generally 
are materially reduced), are as follows:68 

Fire Department.  For each fire hall with a DPG 3B rating, the credited available responding 
fire force will include, at a minimum: 

 1 Fire Chief (required to respond but not required to be on-duty); and 

                                                                                                                                                       
Protective Services within Apex Mountain Resort” (undated [2006?]) (at p. 3), and other publicly available 
CGI or FUS documents, a 3B rating generally falls into the semi-protected category for insurers.  A “semi-
protected” classification still produces significant insurance cost savings.  The “Synopsis” is based on a 
2006 FUS report prepared for the Regional District of Okanagan Similkimeen in relation to the potential 
establishment of a volunteer fire department at the Apex Mountain resort.  The Synopsis can be viewed 
at: http://www.rdosmaps.bc.ca/min_bylaws/finance/FireProtection/Apex_FUSSynopsis.pdf (accessed 18 
July 2011). 
65Based on Fire Underwriters Survey, “Synopsis: Feasibility of Fire Protective Services within Apex 
Mountain Resort” (undated [2006?]) (at p. 7).  PFPC ratings of “8” and above are generally treated as 
unprotected.   
66 See a list of other factors on the Fire Underwriters Survey website, “How the PFPC affects individual 
insurance policies” at  http://www.fireunderwriters.ca/pfpc_e.asp , accessed on 18 July 2011.  
67 The actual cost for insurance for any homeowner varies based on a number of factors.  While the FUS 
fire grading for the area has a significant impact, a host of other considerations are also involved in the 
setting of insurance rates, including matters specific to the individuals involved, or the competitive forces 
at work in the region.  It is also important to note that the insurance value of a dwelling is not the same as 
its assessed value for tax purposes (which also incorporates the value of the land as well).  Nevertheless, 
most volunteer departments which achieve a “DPG 3B” rating, result in more savings on insurance for 
homeowners than they cost in taxes.  
68 This information is drawn from the Risk Management Services website, “Dwelling Protection Grade 3B”, 
at http://www.fireunderwriters.ca/dpg_e.asp accessed on 18 July 2011.   
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 15 auxiliary firefighters scheduled to respond. 

Fire department volunteer members must work and reside within a reasonable travel 
distance to the fire hall thus avoiding undue delay when responding to fires. 

Apparatus.  For each fire hall, fire apparatus must include a minimum of: 

 one triple combination pumper rated at not less than 3,000 litres per minute at 1,000 
kPa (625 Imperial g.p.m. at 150 psi); and 

 a minimum of one mobile water supply apparatus with: 
o a minimum rated water carrying capacity of 4,000 litres (880 Imperial 

gallons), and 
o a permanently mounted fire pump with a minimum rated capacity of 1,000 

litres per minute at 1,000 kPa (210 Imperial g.p.m. at 150 psi) net pump 
pressure.69 

For full credit, apparatus must be designed in accordance with Underwriters’ Laboratories of 
Canada (ULC) S515 Automobile Fire Fighting Apparatus, or NFPA 1901 Standard for 
Automotive Fire Apparatus. The combined water carrying capacity of the two units must be 
at least 6,800 litres (1,500 Imperial gallons) total and the fire department must have a 
transfer system capable of supplying the pumper with water as needed. This may be 
accomplished by pump or dump valve to a portable tank of at least 4,550 litres (1,000 
Imperial gallons) capacity. 

Fire Hall.  Equipment must be housed in a well designed and located fire station. 

Training.  Training drills must be held regularly (preferably weekly). Adequate training 
records must be maintained. 

Emergency Communications.  An adequate and reliable means of receiving alarms of fire 
and dispatching firefighters is necessary (e.g., public fire number, pagers etc.). 

Boundaries.  The boundary of the protected area must be clearly established and 
registered with the province. 

A community using tankers for water supply can receive the equivalent of a DPG 3A rating if it 
obtains “Superior Tanker Shuttle Service Accreditation” from FUS (the actual rating is “DPG 
3B(S)”).  The requirements for achieving this status are quite detailed, and require (among other 
things) reliable, year-round sources of water, sufficient apparatus to move the water and 
sufficient personnel to manage the shuttle operation in addition to fighting the fire.70   

                                                
69 It is the lack of a permanently mounted fire pump meeting this requirement that prevents Tender 6 from 
meeting FUS requirements. 
70 RMS Risk Management Services website, “Superior Tanker Shuttle Service Accreditation,” accessed 
at: http://www.fireunderwriters.ca/dpg_e.asp on 18 July 2011. 
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The DPG rating is independent of the commercial, PFPC rating.  So, a community can have a 
PFPC rating of 9 or 10, but still have a DPG rating that results in a reduction in fire insurance 
costs for residential homeowners, as is the case in the Charlie Lake fire protection area. 

The FUS Study resulted in the community maintaining its DPG 3B grading (semi-protected) and 
improving its PFPC grading from 10 to 9. It is unlikely the improvement in the PFPC grading will 
result in reduced fire insurance rates for commercial properties, as a 9 grading is still considered 
unprotected. However, maintaining the DPG 3B and a minor improvement in the PFPC grading 
should be viewed as positive for both the community and the Department. 

As part of its report, the FUS Study made 13 recommendations for improving the delivery of fire 
services in the Charlie Lake fire protection area. We are not proposing to comment on all of the 
recommendations.  Rather, we will review those that are pertinent to the report which we have 
prepared.  The relevant recommendations can be grouped into four distinct categories: 
Apparatus/Equipment, Training, Staffing, and Services/Programs. Our comments in those areas 
are as follows: 

Apparatus/Equipment 

The FUS Study has two recommendations which deal with apparatus (Recommendations 1 and 
2). 

The first recommendation deals with replacing apparatus on a regular basis prior to the 20 year 
mark.71 Not replacing apparatus within this timeframe results in it no longer being recognized by 
the FUS as a serviceable vehicle to provide fire protection. This in turn will negatively affect the 
community’s DPG 3B grading.  The replacement program requires that the Department ensure 
its capital reserves are built up in a manner that reflects the anticipated replacement dates for 
major apparatus.  The Department has a capital expenditure plan, developed in 2009,72 which 
should be reviewed as part of the recommended strategic planning process (see the 
recommendations on Forward Planning later in this report). 

The 20 year replacement requirement does not impact water supply tenders or tankers. 
Replacement decisions for these vehicles should be based on serviceability, dependability and 
condition of the vehicle itself. It is recommended that all vehicles undergo a service inspection 
each year to determine its continued suitability for service. 

The second recommendation deals specifically with the mobile water supply apparatus. The 
recommendation raises concerns about Tender 6 and seems to suggest that the Department 
does not have a mobile water supply vehicle that would meet the above noted FUS standards. 
Taken together, however, the current apparatus within the Department appear to meet the 
necessary standards. Engine 1 fulfils the requirement for a “‘pumper” apparatus and Engine 5 
would appear to qualify as a “mobile water supply as defined by NFPA 1901”.  Thus, Engine 1 
and Engine 5, together, meet the necessary requirements (which is likely why the DPG 3B 

                                                
71 FUS requirements, in this regard, are derived from NFPA 1901.  
72 “CLFD 8 Year Capital Expense Proposal,” prepared 1 January 2009. 
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rating was affirmed).73 The fact that Tender 6 does not meet the standard (an issue that is 
discussed above under the Operational Review section) does not mean the Department lacks 
the apparatus to meet the necessary FUS requirements.  In any event, since the FUS Study, the 
Department has acquired a second-hand water tender which currently is being updated slightly, 
and which the Consultants understand meets NFPA requirements for a mobile water supply. 

Training 

The FUS Study has two recommendations that deal with training (Recommendations 8 and 9), 
which indicate that the Department should seek to train its firefighters to NFPA 1001 and its 
officers to NFPA 1021 certification levels.  

In general, the Consultants would agree with these recommendations, with the caveat that, for 
most volunteer departments, the standards are difficult to achieve and maintain (particularly 
where there is a high turnover of volunteers as is the case with the Department).  The Province 
has established the training standards applicable to the fire service under the terms of a 
ministerial order (the “Minister’s Order”) issued pursuant to the Fire Services Act (B.C.).  The 
Minister’s Order reads as follows: 

“Further to the authority granted by Section 3(3)(b) of the Fire Services Act, the training 
standards for fire service personnel in British Columbia are those published by the 
National Fire Protection Association, effective January 1, 2003.  Previous editions of the 
British Columbia fire service training standards are hereby rescinded.” 

The Minister’s Order therefore sets the NFPA Standards as the basis for fire service training.  
Ideally, this would mean achieving NFPA 1001 qualification for firefighters and NFPA 1021 
qualifications for fire officers. The reality of volunteer departments makes this goal exceptionally 
difficult to achieve.   

It is worth noting that the Minister’s Order does not specifically provide that all firefighters must 
be NFPA 1001 qualified before serving on the fire ground.  We believe that what it intends is 
that, before performing a particular task, the individual in question must have been trained to the 
appropriate NFPA standard for that task.  It is then the responsibility of the incident commander 
(and the fire department) to ensure that firefighters are tasked only with those functions for 
which they have been trained. 

This issue of appropriate training levels also needs to be considered in light of WorkSafe BC 
requirements and the obligation of employers to ensure that their workers are properly trained 
for their duties and supervised while performing them.  An employer which fails to train and 
supervise its employees properly is in breach of the Workers Compensation Act (B.C.).  The 
goal, therefore, should always be to maximize training for all firefighters, and to limit their fire 
ground operations to those tasks for which they have been properly trained.   

To put it another way:  firefighters should never be permitted to exceed their training. 
                                                
73 So designating the vehicles, however, means that the Department would have only one frontline engine 
that could act as a pumper. 
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The recommendation from the FUS Study regarding the need for better officer training is borne 
out by this review.  The NFPA 1021 “Standard for Fire Officer Professional Qualification – Level 
I and Level II” should be considered as the goal for the Department, not only to improve the 
officers’ abilities to fulfil their roles, but also to better meet provincial requirements.  That being 
said, it is not realistic immediately to attempt to meet all of the requirements of the NFPA 1021 
standard.  Rather, the goal should be to ensure that fire officers have those components of the 
training required to manage all fire ground operations for which they will be responsible, and to 
develop a program for training up the “softer” functions – management skills and leadership 
skills – contemplated by the NFPA 1021 Fire Officer standards, over a reasonable period of 
time.  As the program matures, the Department will be in a position to increase the requirements 
before a candidate is promoted to an officer rank, and/or shorten the time frame during which 
such qualifications must be achieved. 

Staffing 

As noted in the “Background and History” section of this report, recommendation 4 of the FUS 
Study states that the Department should create additional career firefighter positions. It is clear 
that this recommendation has become one of the catalysts for some of the recent problems 
between the Department, the community of Charlie Lake and the relationship the Department 
has with the RD. Our recommendation regarding this issue is set out in greater detail in the 
Recommendation section, under the heading of “Paid Personnel”.  In short, given the 
Department’s administrative requirements, and our recommendations on training and the 
development of an effective fire inspections / fire prevention program, the Consultants are of the 
view that there is justification for hiring one additional member, at the officer level.  The 
Consultants do not believe that the Department’s plan to hire three additional personnel, as 
formulated, would have been a cost-effective way to address the issue of day-time responses 
(and would note that the FUS Study does not expressly state that the addition of such paid 
personnel would be a solution to this issue). 

Services and Programs 

The FUS survey has three recommendations dealing with services and programs 
(Recommendations 3, 7 and 11) 

Recommendations 3 (Mutual Aid Agreements) and 7 (Firefighter recruitment and roster 
strength) are covered in other areas of this report.  The mutual aid agreement is reviewed in the 
recommendations section later in this report, and there are recommendations on recruitment, 
retention, volunteer remuneration and recognition, in the section above, under the Operational 
Review of the Department. 

Recommendation 11 of the FUS Study addressed the need to develop fire prevention, fire 
inspection and public education programs, issues which are also covered elsewhere in this 
report. The message, however, bears repeating.  An effective fire prevention, fire inspection and 
public education program within a community will greatly reduce the level of fire risk and overall 
hazard profile.  It can also greatly reduce the risks faced by emergency responders when a fire 
does occur, and make them more effective when they arrive on scene.  Taken together, these 
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preventative measures can make the community safer for residents and emergency responders 
alike and help the fire protection area maintain its DPG 3B rating. 

Public Consultation and Survey Results 

A public meeting was held on the evening of 6 July 2011 and a public survey was provided to 
obtain feedback from area residents.  The survey was not, and was not intended to be, a 
scientific, controlled method of input, but rather was intended to provide something of a straw 
poll of resident opinion.  The aggregated results from the survey are attached at Appendix 6.  As 
the comments were potentially attributable to identifiable individuals, they have not been 
included.  The RD, however, has been provided with a complete tabulation of all comments 
under each question, in addition to being provided with the more extensive comments received 
from certain area residents. 

During the public meeting, the Consultants reviewed the individual survey questions and invited 
comments from the meeting participants.  The floor was then opened to questions from the 
public. 

In general terms, from both the survey responses and the discussion at the public meeting, it is 
clear that there are concerns about the management and organizational structure of the 
Department.  Some residents were also concerned about the overall tax costs of the 
Department, particularly if additional paid positions were adopted.  Other participants, however, 
were prepared to pay somewhat higher taxes if necessary to improve the Department’s 
effectiveness. 

The majority of those responding to the survey indicated their agreement with the RD assuming 
overall control and management of the Department, but many saw a need for on-going public 
input into how the fire service is managed.  The Consultant’s recommendations on governance 
and administration seek to meet both of these requirements. 

Recommendations 

Administrative and Governance Structure 

Introduction.  The current administrative and governance structure reflects the application of a 
devolved model of control.  Although the service is an RD function, governed by service 
establishment and regulatory bylaws, control of the delivery of the fire service and the 
Department has been devolved to a not-for-profit society.  In light of the issues which have 
arisen in recent years, and based on input from the public and the Department itself, this model 
is to be replaced by more direct oversight and control by the RD. 

The recommendations set out below seek to take into account the issues specific to Charlie 
Lake VFD, while providing structures and processes that can be used by the RD in managing its 
responsibilities in relation to the other fire departments over which it has jurisdiction.  The 
general structure is based on a consideration of the approaches taken by other regional 
districts, including Alberni-Clayoquot, Columbia Shuswap, Comox Valley and Fraser-Fort 
George (all of whom the Consultants have worked with, or are working with, on similar issues). 
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Regional Issues.  In the course of conducting this review, the Consultants met with the two 
other fire departments in the immediate area:  Taylor FR and the Fort St. John FD.  The 
purpose of these meetings was both to understand the role of these other departments as 
mutual aid partners of Charlie Lake VFD, and to assess whether a sub-regional approach to fire 
service delivery might be possible. 

Taylor FR, like Charlie Lake VFD, is a composite department.  It has a paid, part-time fire chief, 
who has the dual role of fire chief and building inspector.  The Taylor department benefits from 
the participation of volunteers who are also on industrial brigades in the course of their 
employment, and the presence of some of those employers in the immediate vicinity of the fire 
protection area.  Given Taylor’s location vis-à-vis Charlie Lake’s fire protection area, however, 
and the travel times involved, neither party is likely to be providing mutual aid to the other, 
except in the most extreme of circumstances.74 

The Fort St. John FD is also a composite department, but the majority of its fire suppression and 
related activities are provided by career firefighters, supported by an active roster of about a 
dozen volunteers.  Fort St. John FD also provides dispatch services to the Charlie Lake VFD 
and the departments have trained together.  The two departments’ fire protection areas directly 
abut one another, and the departments regularly provide mutual aid to each other. 

The Consultants reviewed, at a very high level, the concept of creating a sub-regional 
department with the two other regional departments.  Neither department rejected the idea 
outright, and each saw that some benefits and efficiencies could be derived if such a venture 
were properly, and carefully structured, with transparent cost sharing and budget processes, 
and appropriate recognition of each area’s own issues.  From the perspective of Fort St. John, 
moreover, it was clear that the City would need to be convinced of the benefits to its own 
service area from any such restructuring. Given the timeline for the transition for the Charlie 
Lake VFD, it was clear that a sub-regional approach could not be accomplished by 1 April 2012.  
That being said, it is a subject which may be worth reviewing, in a considered manner, over the 
coming years by the RD and its municipal counterparts, in close consultation with the three fire 
departments. 

The Consultants also reviewed, again at a high level, the idea of automatic aid arrangements 
between Fort St. John FD and Charlie Lake FD.  The principal benefit of automatic aid is that, 
for defined responses, or for certain defined areas, it means that both departments are 
dispatched simultaneously.  Increased resources mean better and faster fire suppression, 
limiting property damage and increasing life safety. The Consultants are currently working on a 
similar project for three departments in the Alberni-Clayoquot Valley: the arrangement involves 
two volunteer and one career department.  In that case, each party sees clear benefits from its 
participation – an assessment that is critical if such a project is to be successful. 

                                                
74 There should be mutual aid arrangements in place, however.  The frequency of call-outs may be few, 
but where the assistance is needed, it can be critical. There may also be a back-fill role involved, where 
the Fort St. John FD is providing mutual aid support to one or the other of the two departments. 
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In this instance, Fort St. John FD properly raised concerns that this type of arrangement would 
be of greater benefit to the Charlie Lake area than to the City, and that the regular provision of 
services beyond its fire protection boundaries potentially could adversely affect responses in its 
own area.  Concerns were also expressed by the fire chief that such an arrangement may also 
negatively impact the City’s own FUS rating. 

It may be that some type of automatic aid arrangement is negotiable:  perhaps with an annual 
standby charge to Fort St. John and a charge-out for each automatic aid response.  These 
additional funds could then be used to ensure that Fort St. John FD staffing is not unduly 
impacted by providing automatic aid to its neighbour.  Additionally, the arrangement could be 
limited in scope – covering only specific geographic areas and/or call-types or times of day.  
Again, this is an area where the time frame did not allow the Consultants fully to explore all of 
the possibilities; nor did the Consultants discuss matters directly with City staff outside of the fire 
department.  Even so, it is an issue which RD staff (or the recommended “Operations 
Committee”) should consider in greater detail with their City counterparts. 

Recommended Governance and Administrative Model. 

The move to more direct control by the RD over the Charlie Lake VFD requires the balancing of 
a series of factors, including: 

 efficient management of operational issues; 
 budget oversight and control; 
 public input and participation; and 
 engagement of elected officials. 

From an operational perspective, the RD needs to have comfort that the Department is 
operating within the required standards (including, for example, WorkSafe BC regulations, 
NFPA standards, the Minister’s Order on Training75 and similar matters).  At the same time, 
there is a significant learning curve for RD staff in relation to fire service operations, and the 
Department needs to be able to make necessary operational decisions, and to be supported in 
its efforts to deliver its services safely and effectively. 

The options open for consideration, given the time frames involved, are relatively limited.  A 
sub-regional approach involving Fort St. John may be worth considering, but is unlikely to be 
achievable by 1 April 2012.  It should also be noted that the tax rates for rural areas which 
receive service from Fort St. John are significantly higher than the comparable rates for the 
Charlie Lake fire protection area. 

In theory, the RD also could “privatize” the delivery of the service, by hiring in a private 
contractor to deliver fire protection.  A number of such private services exist in the north, 
providing support to various industrial and oil field operations. The Consultants have never seen 
                                                
75 Resume of Orders in Council, volume 29, number 41:  Ministerial Order 368, Minister of Community, 
Aboriginal and Women’s Services, 18 December 2002, with effect as of 1 January 2003.  This order, 
made under the Fire Services Act (B.C.), set the standards for firefighter training in British Columbia as 
being “those published by the National Fire Protection Association.” 
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this method adopted anywhere in the province for municipal or regional fire services, however, 
and it is highly unlikely that such an approach would be less costly than the existing service 
being provided.  We also would note that the RD has publicly indicated that the existing fire 
department volunteers would continue to play a major role in the service delivery, and that the 
changes would principally involve how the Department was administered and managed. 

Based on the discussions with the RD Staff, and the Department and Society members, and the 
input received from the public at the meeting and in the survey forms, the Consultants believe 
that the most viable option is direct RD control of the service, potentially supplemented by public 
participation through an advisory committee. 

Operations Committee.  Following the transition, the Fire Chief position will become an 
employee of the RD, directly reporting to the RD.  We understand that a job description for the 
position will be created and that the job will be posted for competition, as part of the transition to 
more direct RD oversight.  With the RD assuming more direct responsibility, a clear and certain 
process for reporting by the Fire Chief needs to be established.  The Consultants would 
therefore recommend that an “Operations Committee” be created, comprising RD staff and 
Department representatives.  

The Operations Committee would meet at least quarterly; it also would meet in the event of any 
major incident involving the Department, including a line of duty death or serious injury, or any 
major fire or emergency event where concerns reasonably exist about the Department’s 
performance.  Additional meetings could be called by either the RD staff or the Fire Chief.  
Other RD staff or fire department members may be invited to attend to provide specialized input 
(e.g., financial staff if budget issues or concerns are being raised, etc.). 

The Consultants have reviewed the current organization chart for the RD.76  We believe that the 
representatives for the RD should be the CAO (or designate) and the Manager of Community 
Services (the “MCS”).  From the Fire Department, the representatives should be the Fire Chief 
plus:   

1. if the recommendation to hire an Assistant Fire Chief/Training Officer is 
implemented, this individual should be the second representative; or 

2. the Deputy Fire Chief. 

The meetings would include a report by the Fire Chief covering: 

 operations during the previous quarter, including the number of calls, a review of 
any structure fires, department response times to major incidents and similar 
matters; 

 the Department’s current position in relation to its budget and any issues which 
potentially will impact future budget cycles (e.g., an identified need for apparatus 
or major equipment replacement, fire hall expansion or similar issues); 

 the development of a draft budget for succeeding years; 

                                                
76 See Appendix 4. 
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 any major issues or concerns which have arisen over the previous quarter or 
which remain unresolved (e.g., any WorkSafe BC issues, training or discipline 
concerns, mutual aid/automatic aid issues, any expressed concerns from the 
public, any particular concerns over identified and uncorrected fire hazards, etc.);  

 any areas where the Department needs particular support or assistance over the 
coming quarter (e.g., publicity, recruitment, recognition events, administrative/ 
records keeping assistance, etc.); and 

 the level of overall staffing with an update on net changes to the Department 
roster in the previous quarter; this report should also comment on the number of 
firefighters qualified for particular tasks such as interior-attack and other  skill 
sets, to be agreed.  

At each meeting, the participants would seek to arrive at agreement on particular issues by way 
of consensus.  Following the transition in April 2012, however, the RD will become the “authority 
having jurisdiction”77 over the Department.  The RD CAO, as the representative of that authority, 
should have the power to determine a matter if consensus cannot be reached.   

In the period between Operations Committee meetings, the MCS would act as the first point of 
contact for the Fire Chief in relation to any administrative or operational issues or concerns.  

The Operations Committee should also assist the Department in undertaking regular strategic 
planning exercises.  The initial strategic planning session should be undertaken at some point in 
the first six months after transition; it should then be updated at least every three years 
thereafter.  See the recommendation later in this report, entitled “Forward Planning”. 

We recognize that the existing RD staff will need to invest some time in increasing their 
familiarity with fire department operations, as well as improving communications with the 
Department.  Accordingly, we would recommend that for the first year or so following transition, 
the MCS  attend and watch one practice per quarter at the Department.  This will provide an 
opportunity, as well, for the MCS to review with the Fire Chief any matters stemming from the 
Operations Committee meeting, or any new issues which have arisen in the interim.  The 
Department should take the opportunity to ensure the MCS is apprised of what training is being 
undertaken, how it impacts their operations and any other issues which may be of interest or 
concern.  These quarterly meetings will also ensure that there are regular opportunities for 
informal communications between the RD and the Department, to help avoid the problem of the 
communications gap which developed in the past. 

The Operations Committee could also be used to provide a reporting point and oversight 
mechanism for the other two fire services for which the RD has jurisdiction.  The Societies 
responsible for delivery of fire services in Tomslake and Moberly Lake could provide operational 

                                                
77 A term used by the NFPA, in reference to the authority having ultimate authority over a fire department. 
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reports and reviews to the same RD staff on this committee, once the process is established 
and staff are comfortable with their new roles).78 

Fire Services Advisory Committee. 

While the Department could be operated directly by the RD, without the creation of a public 
committee, volunteer fire departments are strongest when there is active community 
engagement and involvement.  The operation of a standards-compliant fire department is also 
an expensive undertaking, one which, in a regional district context, should involve the 
community in the budget-setting process.  The use of public committees to enable this type of 
participation and oversight is not uncommon and there appeared to be strong support at the 
public meeting and in the survey forms for an opportunity to provide input into the provision of 
the fire service.  

The previous Fire Committee, established under the Service Agreement, suffered from a lack of 
separation from the Department and the Society.  Accordingly, the Consultants would 
recommend that the RD establish a public Fire Services Advisory Committee (“FSAC”) 
comprised as follows: 

 five members of the public, serving staggered three year terms; and 
 the two Electoral Area representatives. 

The Fire Chief would be advisory to this committee, but would not sit as a voting member. It is 
also suggested that the MCS attend these meetings in an advisory role and provide a 
communication link between the FSAC and other RD staff. 

The FSAC would have two principal roles: 

1. budget oversight and review; and 
2. assisting the Department with public relations efforts, including recruitment drives, public 

recognition events involving the volunteers or local businesses, and similar non-
operational matters.  

Nominations and Qualifications for Public Members. 

There should be a public call for nominations to the FSAC, open to residents of the Charlie Lake 
fire protection area, who are of the age of majority and not currently a serving member or officer 
in any fire department. 

The terms of service should be three years.  The initial appointments, however, should be for 
terms of one year (one representative); two years (two representatives) and three years (two 
representatives). Maximum service should be three consecutive terms. 

The nomination paper should include (among other things) an outline from the person briefly 
explaining their interest in serving. The Operations Committee would review the nomination 
                                                
78 These reporting obligations would need to be reflected in the underlying service agreements covering 
the operation of those two departments. 
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papers and select preferred candidates, who would then be interviewed.  The RD CAO will 
determine the five members, in consultation with the other members of the Operations 
Committee. 

Participation would be without remuneration, although FSAC members should be entitled to 
expense reimbursement (for example, where the FSAC Chair travels to Dawson Creek to 
participate in either a meeting with RD staff or the RD Board). 

Committee Chair 

The Committee Chair will be elected from amongst the public members of the FSAC.  A Deputy 
Chair will similarly be selected.  It is suggested that the Electoral Area representatives not be 
eligible for nomination to the Committee Chair or Deputy Chair positions. The Committee Chair 
(or, in his or her stead, the Deputy Chair) will be entitled to attend meetings of the Operations 
Committee as an observer.  

Meeting Frequency 

The FSAC would meet not less than quarterly.   

Budget Oversight Role 

The Fire Chief will be responsible for the preparation of the annual budget, and should be 
assisted in its preparation by the Operations Committee.  The Fire Chief will present the draft 
budget to the FSAC for review and consideration by 15 November of each year.  The FSAC will 
review and provide feedback on the budget and any concerns they have.  The goal will be to 
obtain consensus between the Department and the FSAC on the annual budgets.  The budget, 
as agreed between the Department and FSAC will be presented to the RD Board. 

In the event that consensus cannot be reached it is recommended that the draft budget minus 
the disputed issue or issues be presented to the RD Board.  The Fire Chief would be invited to 
the board meeting to present the specific matters in dispute, which the Department would like 
added to the budget. The Chair of the FSAC would present the committee’s rationale for 
excluding the disputed items. 

In light of the budget concerns which have arisen in recent years, it must be emphasized (and 
should be explicitly explained to the FSAC members) that the Electoral Area directors, as 
elected members of the RD Board, would not be bound by the decisions of the FSAC on the 
budget.  The committee has an advisory role; it remains up to the publicly elected officials to 
make a decision at the board level as to whether that advice is to be adopted. 

Public Engagement Role 

During the facilitated session with the volunteers, it was noted that the Department could use 
assistance in improving its communications with the community, and that there was insufficient 
recognition of the efforts of Department members – particularly of the long-serving volunteers.  
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The options for ensuring a steady flow of information about the Department to community are 
numerous.  Electronic media – including a Department website, blog and Facebook page79 – 
should be considered.  We also would recommend that the FSAC develop and publish quarterly 
notices or newsletters which can be made available online to keep the community apprised of 
the happenings and events involving the Department. An FSAC email account also could 
established and monitored by members of the committee to receive and provide feedback from 
the citizens of the community.  

The FSAC also should help foster relations with the local media.  Most local papers are happy 
to print submitted articles.  The FSAC could take the lead on preparing articles about events 
and matters involving the Department (including, for example, upcoming recognition events for 
volunteers, recruitment drives, public open houses, fire prevention information and similar 
topics), and submitting them to one or more local news outlets. 

Voting and Quorum. 

Voting on the FSAC shall be a majority of the members present.  Members of the committee 
may participate by conference call or web-hosted means.  Quorum should be a majority of the 
members present, in person or by telephone/web-hosted session. 

Other issues 

Attending practice nights:  The Department should consider inviting FSAC members to attend at 
practice nights to watch its members train.  This attendance could be scheduled to occur on the 
same practice night that the MCS is attending, to avoid undue distractions.  This type of 
involvement by FSAC members will increase their understanding of the Department, and its 
operational requirements and needs.   

As part of the effort to further strengthen relations with the local community and increase overall 
community engagement, the Department also should consider hosting a practice where the 
general public is invited to watch.  This type of event could be mounted once or twice a year 
(perhaps, spring and fall) and could be combined with membership recruitment efforts.  Even if 
the FSAC is not created, the Department and the RD should seek to engage community interest 
and support by having annual open houses and by taking an active role in local community 
events.  

Orientation package/materials for FSAC members:  The RD, in consultation with the 
Department, should develop an orientation package for new FSAC members.  Based on our 
experience working with similar volunteer fire service committees, there is a significant learning 
curve, particularly for new participants.  The orientation package should include (among other 
things): a description of the role of the FSAC, an outline of committee members’ responsibilities, 
an outline of FSAC procedures, a descriptive overview of the Department and copies of the 
Department’s budgets for the current year and two previous years. 

                                                
79 If electronic media are to be adopted as a means of increasing communications with the residents, the 
FSAC will need to ensure that it is committed to keeping the information fresh and up-to-date. 
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Meeting attendance requirements: Public committee members should be encouraged to attend 
all FSAC meetings; however a minimum attendance record of not less than 75% of all 
scheduled meetings should be required.80 Failure to attend the minimum number of meetings 
will result in the individual being ineligible for future nominations unless a reason acceptable to 
the remainder of the FSAC members is provided.  Where a committee member’s attendance 
becomes problematic, the FSAC Chair should be entitled to request that the member’s service 
on the committee be ended and that the RD appoint a replacement committee member for the 
unexpired balance of the term. 

If the RD chooses not to implement a formal committee in the manner recommended above, it 
will be critical for the Operations Committee to develop an effective alternative means for 
engaging community interest and support.  It is important to note that, unlike many other RD 
functions, volunteer fire departments are heavily dependent on the local community for almost 
all aspects of their operation.  This reliance will not change with the RD assuming more direct 
oversight; indeed, the need for a mechanism that ensures a close connection with the local 
community will likely become more important than ever.  

Bylaw Changes  

Implementing the recommended structure will entail the passing of one or more new bylaws.  
Although we provide an outline below of what we believe is required for this new structure, the 
RD will need to consult its legal counsel to ensure that all matters have been properly 
addressed. 

The existing bylaw structure has been described in the section reviewing the current 
administrative and legal structure, above.  Taken together, Bylaw No. 267 (1980) and Bylaw No. 
1360 (2001),81 authorize the RD to “undertake and carry out or cause to be carried [out] and 
provide fire protection services.”82  

With the RD now becoming directly responsible for the operation of the Department, we would 
recommend that a fire department establishment bylaw be passed, which would: 

1. formally establish the Charlie Lake [Volunteer] Fire Department;  
2. establish the Operations Committee, and the reporting lines and mechanisms described 

above;83 and 
3. create the Fire Services Advisory Committee on the basis described above.84 

                                                
80 As noted above, to facilitate attendance, the FSAC should ensure that members can attend by 
conference call and web-based means. 
81 When the specified area was converted to a local service in 2001 under Bylaw No. 1360, the powers 
and authorities granted to the RD to operate a fire service were not reiterated in the new bylaw, which 
therefore requires reference back to the original 1980 service establishment bylaw. 
82 Bylaw No. 267 (1980), section 1(b). 
83 Typically, reporting lines and responsibilities are reflected in the bylaw which creates the fire 
department.  Since the Operations Committee is to be a formal reporting line for the Department, it is 
essential that the ambit of it operations and authority be clearly specified. 
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The new bylaw should expressly cross-refer to the Operational Bylaw (as that bylaw may be 
amended or replaced from time to time). 

We would note that the name of the Department should be discussed with its Chief and 
members:  it is not always referred to with “Volunteer” in the title, and it may be that the 
Department prefers this reference to be dropped. 

Summary of Administrative and Governance Recommendations. 

The following is a general summary of the principal recommendations related to transforming 
the administrative and governance model.  The summary should not be relied upon without 
reference back to the discussion in the main text of this section.   

Recommendation:  The RD establish an Operations Committee comprising the CAO 
(or designate), the Community Services Manager, the Fire Chief and either the Assistant 
Chief/Training Officer (if hired) or the Deputy Chief, to ensure proper reporting and 
oversight of the Department. 

Recommendation:  The RD establish an advisory committee, to be called the “Fire 
Services Advisory Committee,” comprising five members of the public resident in the 
Charlie Lake fire protection area and the two Electoral Area representatives.  The Fire 
Chief would be advisory to this committee.  The FSAC would be responsible for 
providing budget oversight and support the Department’s public relations and 
community-engagement efforts.   

Recommendation:  The RD pass one or more bylaws establishing the new structure, 
including formally establishing the fire department, setting up the Operations Committee 
(and its terms of reference and powers) and establishing the FSAC (including its role, 
composition, manner of selecting public members and procedures). 

Recommendation:  The RD explore with Fort St. John and Taylor, the possibility of 
developing a sub-regional approach to the delivery of fire services, such effort to be 
conducted in consultation with the three fire departments involved.  The RD should also, 
in consultation with the Department, explore the possibility of developing an automatic 
aid arrangement with the Fort St. John FD. 

Bylaw Updates 

In the previous section on the Administrative and Governance Structure, the need for a bylaw 
which formally establishes the fire department and implements the recommended reporting and 
oversight structure was noted.  In addition, the Consultants would suggest that the RD, in 
consultation with its legal counsel and fire departments, consider updating both the Operational 
Bylaw and (if necessary) service establishment bylaws. 

                                                                                                                                                       
84 Alternatively, the Fire Services Advisory Committee could be established in a separate bylaw. 
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(a) Operational Bylaw. 

As noted above, the Operational Bylaw85 is an essential piece of the statutory structure for the 
fire service, as it clearly establishes the powers of the fire departments and their members 
which operate under RD jurisdiction.  There are some areas, however, where this bylaw could 
be considered for revision or improvement.  Our views are set out below, but should be 
confirmed with the RD’s legal counsel.  Capitalized terms used below and not otherwise defined 
in this report have the meaning ascribed to them in the Operational Bylaw.  For ease of 
reference, a copy of the Operational Bylaw is attached to this report as Appendix 5. 

Definitions and Application of the Bylaw. The recitals to the Operational Bylaw indicate that 
its intent was to regulate the “operation of” the “Charlie Lake, Moberly Lake and Tomslake Rural 
Fire Protection Areas”.  However, the Operational Bylaw, by its terms, is made to apply to a 
“Fire Department”, as defined.  The definition of the term “Fire Department” in the Operational 
Bylaw is potentially problematic.  It reads as follows:   

“Fire Department means a Fire Department established by the Peace River Regional 
District” (emphasis added).   

It is not clear that this term necessarily applies to fire departments which are operating under 
the devolved model (although it will not be an issue for the Charlie Lake VFD after the transition 
to direct RD control, it will still potentially affect the Tomslake and Moberly Lake departments).   

Although the original service establishment bylaws authorize the RD to provide fire services, 
they do not actually establish the fire departments in question. Our understanding is that the RD 
has continuously contracted for the supply of fire protection services with the respective fire 
protection societies. Under the current structure, the fire department itself is actually an entity 
established and operated by the Society, not the RD.  To avoid any uncertainty, the definition 
should be amended to include situations where the fire department is established by a third 
party and operates under contract with the RD.  

The definition of “Fire Protection Area” covers all such areas designated by RD bylaw, whether 
a service area or specified area.  This definition would include various “rural” service areas 
where fire services are provided by contract with a local municipal department.86  In such 
circumstances, the powers being given to the municipal department under contract should be 
the same as those enjoyed by the relevant department within its municipal limits (an issue which 
should, as a minimum, be addressed in the contract and ideally would be addressed in either 
the Operational Bylaw or the establishment bylaw for the local service area).  This definition 
should therefore either:   

                                                
85 Bylaw No. 962, “A by-law of the Peace River Regional District to provide for the operation and 
regulation of Fire Departments in the Peace River Regional District,” adopted 27 March 1997. 
86 For example, the service areas established under Bylaw No. 639 (contracted to Fort St. John) and 
Bylaw No. 709 (contracted to the District of Taylor), discussed above. 
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 specifically exclude Fire Protection Areas where the service is provided under 
contract from a proximate municipal department; or   

 alternatively, it could provide that where such a situation exists, the municipal fire 
department in question enjoys, in the relevant Fire Protection Area, all of the rights, 
powers and authorities granted to it by its municipal government, except as those 
powers may specifically be restricted by contract. 

The approach taken in defining an “Incident” also is not ideal.  It should cover any situation or 
event where a Fire Department has responded, or would normally respond, whether alone or in 
conjunction with other fire departments or emergency services.  It could then include the matters 
specifically enumerated in section 6. 

Section 2 – Selection of Fire Chief.  This section indicates that the selection of a Fire Chief 
will be made by “the Society or Municipality” providing fire protection service, and “endorsed by 
the Board”.  It is not clear what is intended with the Board’s endorsement, or what would happen 
if the Board failed to endorse a particular candidate for Fire Chief.  It also is not clear whether 
this section also requires the Board to endorse the Fire Chief of a municipality which supplies 
fire services by contract (it likely was not intended to have this effect, and should therefore be 
limited). 

Section 4 – Delegation of Powers.  This section is intended to enable a Fire Chief to delegate 
powers to fire department members. The aim of such a provision is to ensure that incident 
commanders have all of the necessary powers to act as required to control an emergency.  
However, rather than saying that they are to act as “Fire Chief”, it should permit the powers of 
the Fire Chief to be delegated as required (including as set out in the Fire Department’s 
operational guidelines).   

Section 5 –  Fire Department Jurisdiction.  This section limits the jurisdictional authority of the 
Fire Department (and therefore the ambit of the powers being granted) to a department’s Fire 
Protection Area, unless there is express authorization in a “written agreement”.  This section 
should be expanded to include the authority to respond outside of the immediate Fire Protection 
Area: 

 to combat an interface situation or wildfire in the RD which, in the view of the Fire Chief, 
threatens the Fire Protection Area; 

 to combat an interface situation or wildfire under an agreement with, or in accordance 
with operational guidelines established by, the provincial Wildfire Management Branch 
(or any successor provincial ministry or division of a ministry); 

 in connection with an activation of, and in response to a direction from, the RD’s 
emergency operations centre (whether or not a local state of emergency has been 
declared); or 

 as may be directed by the Regional Board or appropriate RD staff. 

When crafting these provisions, a distinction needs to be made between the right to authorize a 
fire department to respond outside of its jurisdiction, as opposed to the powers that can be 
granted to a department at an emergency scene.  The RD may permit any of its departments to 
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respond out of jurisdiction.  If that response is into another part of the RD, then it has the 
authority to grant powers to operate at and control the emergency scene.  However, if that 
response is into another regional district or into a municipality, the RD cannot specify what 
powers the department has once it arrives.  These matters would need to be addressed in 
mutual aid or similar agreements. 

The distinction is important, since, as noted, fire departments in British Columbia do not have 
any inherent jurisdiction or authority outside of their ordinary operational boundaries. 

Section 6 – Scope of Services.  The scope of services is fine in terms of describing the 
potential services that may be undertaken.  However, the RD should stipulate that the Fire 
Department will only offer those services which are set out in the service agreement between 
itself and the entity providing the fire service, or, if offered directly as a function of the RD, as set 
out in a bylaw or otherwise authorized by the RD.  The one item in the list that probably should 
not be there is “dispatch”, which likely should be identified as a RD function or responsibility.   

Section 6 also authorizes fire inspections by the relevant fire departments.  The power to 
authorize such inspections is found in section 522(1) of the Local Government Act (B.C.).  We 
note elsewhere in this report how important fire inspections are for fire prevention and the safety 
of responding emergency crews.  We would recommend, however, that the RD consider 
expanding this section to address questions such as what happens if a hazard is discovered, 
the power to order rectification of problems and similar matters.   

Section 7 – Operational Guidelines.  While the Office of the Fire Commissioner (the “OFC”) 
and the Fire Chiefs’ Association may provide templates for operational guidelines, neither are 
“required”.  The OFC has the power to establish requirements for fire departments, but has not 
exercised that power in relation to mandating specific operational guidelines.  However, 
WorkSafe BC does have requirements which impact fire department operational guidelines.87  
This clause should require the Fire Chief (rather than permit) to establish written operational 
guidelines covering all of the principal functions and operations of the Fire Department, such 
guidelines to meet all of the standards established from time to time by WorkSafe BC and other 
relevant authorities.   

Section 8 – Incident Command.  The Operational Bylaw should provide that the Fire 
Department will utilize the incident command system as established by BC Emergency 
Response Management System (“BCERMS”) and set out in the Fire Department’s operational 
guidelines. 

Section 9 – LAFC Appointment.  The appointment of a Local Assistant to the Fire 
Commissioner (“LAFC”) is a matter which is within the purview of the OFC.  The Board (or 
relevant Area Directors) may permit the Fire Chief to apply to be an LAFC, but cannot stipulate 
that this appointment will occur, and the language in this section should be revised accordingly.  
The Fire Chief’s obligations in relation to Fire Protection matters should be limited to those 

                                                
87 See, for example, the requirements contained in Part 31 of the regulations to the Workers 
Compensation Act. 

AD0005
D-2

AD0005
Aug25



PRRD – Charlie Lake VFD Review.   Page 61 
 

services which the Fire Department is required to deliver under the revised section 6, discussed 
above. 

Section 14 – Crossing over other Property.  This section deals with situations where, to 
access an Incident, it is necessary to cross over other properties.  The language used likely 
should be broadened.  The section currently authorizes crossing over of “adjacent” properties, 
which may be construed as limiting this authority to properties which are immediately 
contiguous to an Incident.  Depending on the nature of the emergency and local access issues, 
the Fire Department may have to cross over several other properties, including ones which are 
not immediately contiguous to the Incident. 

Section 25 – Power to commandeer equipment.88  Where privately-owned equipment is 
commandeered, there should be provision for compensation of the owner for its use or any 
damage to such equipment.  The owner also should be indemnified against any claims arising 
from the use or misuse of such equipment by the Fire Department.  Standards for compensation 
in use provincially are the contractor “Blue Book” rates; otherwise the compensation should be 
“reasonable in the circumstances”. 

A further issue which may need to be addressed is ensuring that public accesses to lakes are 
not blocked.  For the Charlie Lake VFD, lake access can be critical for water supply and access 
problems have arisen on a number of occasions (though there may be an issue of jurisdiction 
that also needs to be considered). 

(b) Establishment Bylaws 

As noted in the discussion of the current administrative and legal structure, it currently is 
necessary to refer to two bylaws89 (three, when one also considers the increased requisition 
limit which was passed in 2005) when considering the service that has been established.  It may 
be preferable to update the local service establishment bylaw, by incorporating specific 
reference to the service that the RD is empowered to provide.  At the same time, the updated 
requisition limit can be rolled into the updated bylaw.  This is really a matter of “tidying up” rather 
than necessity, but it will simplify the overall bylaw structure. 

In summary, the recommendations regarding the updating of existing bylaws are as follows:: 

Recommendation:  The Operational Bylaw should be reviewed by the RD with its fire 
departments and its legal counsel.  The bylaw should be updated and revised, taking 
into account the issues identified in this report.   

Recommendation:  The RD should consider updating and collating the existing service 
establishment and tax requisition bylaws. 

                                                
88 This power is currently provided for in the Operational Bylaw.  The RD should confirm with its legal 
counsel that it has the right to commandeer private property absent a declaration of local emergency. 
89 Bylaw No. 267 (1980) which defines the service that has been authorized; and Bylaw No. 1360 (2001) 
which converts the specified area to a local service area and changed the requisition limit.  Bylaw No. 
1587 (2005) raised the requisition limit further. 
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Mutual Aid 

Charlie Lake VFD’s mutual aid partners are Fort St. John FD and Taylor FR.  The RD is in the 
process of extending the existing mutual aid agreement, which is considered below, and has 
indicated an interest in reviewing and updating this arrangement with the Department’s mutual 
aid partners.90 

Mutual aid is an essential backstop for fire departments, career and volunteer alike.  No fire 
department can expect to be able to handle the full range of demands that potentially could 
afflict its fire protection area.  Thus, even the largest departments in the province have mutual 
aid arrangement in place with their neighbours.   

In general, written agreements are necessary as fire departments have no jurisdiction and no 
authority to act in relation to matters beyond their boundaries, unless that authority is granted by 
bylaw or agreement.  Indeed, the current form of the Operational Bylaw governing Charlie Lake 
VFD prohibits the use of its apparatus, equipment and personnel beyond the fire protection 
boundaries, unless a written agreement is in place.91 

The following comments relate to the existing form of the mutual aid agreement.92  As with the 
comments on the bylaws, the RD should consult its legal counsel when redrafting or renewing 
this agreement. 

Parties.  The fourth party to the Agreement is identified as the “Charlie Lake Volunteer Fire 
Department”.  In its original form, the contract actually should have named the Charlie 
Lake/Grandhaven Fire Protection Society  as the fourth party, since the Society was then legally 
responsible for delivering fire protection and related services in the Charlie Lake Fire Protection 
Service Area (though in 1999, it was technically still referred to as a “Specified Area”).   

Given the transition which is occurring, the parties should be the Regional District and 
respective municipalities; the names of the fire departments they represent could then also be 
included. 

Definitions.  While a number of refinements can be contemplated, at a minimum there should 
be introduced the concept of a defined term of “Fire Department”, which would encompass and 
properly describe each of the three fire departments involved.  The terms “Providing Party” and 
“Requesting Party” would then be replaced with the terms “Requesting Fire Department” and 
“Responding Fire Department” (since it is the fire departments, not the parties per se, who are 
engaged in the responses under the agreement).  

                                                
90 The form of the mutual aid agreement has expired, but the parties to it have agreed verbally to extend 
its operation.   
91 Operational Bylaw, section 5.  See, however, our recommendations above on revising this provision. 
92 Mutual Aid Agreement, dated 10 November 1999, made between the Peace River Regional District, the 
City of Fort St. John, the District of Taylor and the Charlie Lake Volunteer Fire Department (the 
“Agreement”).  Authorized by Bylaw No. 1259 (1999). 
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Section 2 – Request for assistance.  Section 2 establishes the right of a Fire Chief of a 
particular department to request assistance.  This right, however, is limited by section 8 which 
reads: 

“It is further understood and agreed by and between the parties hereto that the 
jurisdiction in which the emergency occurs will utilize its full complement of firefighters 
prior to calling for assistance.” [emphasis in original] 

As a matter of organization, any limitation on the right to request assistance should be built into 
the section dealing with that issue (or be the next following section).  In addition, the language in 
section 8 is not the best formulation of this limitation.  Strictly applied, it could conceivably lead 
to significant delays before mutual aid is requested.  A better formulation is that the request can 
be made when, in the view of the Requesting Department, the emergency is, or is likely to be, of 
a nature or size that is beyond the ability of the Requesting Department to manage.   

Section 6 – Incident Command.  The Agreement should contain a better description of how 
incident command is to be managed.  Use of the incident command system as established by 
the BCERMS is recommended.  Where there is language referring to a Responding Party 
retaining control of their personnel, it should acknowledge that overall command and control of 
at the emergency remains with the incident commander.  This section also should address 
situations where the Responding Department arrives on scene and takes control of responding 
to an emergency before the Requesting Department has arrived.  This scenario can arise in 
certain border situations; it can also arise where the Requesting Department is delayed in its 
response because it is already managing another incident within its boundaries. 

Other Issues.  Ideally, the mutual aid agreement would address or cover a number of other 
issues, including: 

(a) establishing a committee of the fire chiefs to review matters such as: ensuring that 
the each department’s operational guidelines are consistent with the others (so 
everyone approaches matters in a consistent fashion, including incident command); 
ensuring that there are means of rapidly identifying the training levels of responding 
mutual aid personnel; developing joint training exercises; reviewing how mutual aid 
responses have worked or dealing with issues or concerns arising from such 
responses, etc.; 

(b) an explicit discussion of the powers of a responding mutual aid department when in 
another department’s response area.  Language like this (or a variation thereof) 
should be considered: 

“Firefighters of a Responding Department shall have all of the powers and 
authority granted to Firefighters of the Requesting Department under the relevant 
bylaw(s) governing the operations of the Requesting Department, to operate at 
and control the scene of an Emergency Incident.  Each Party and each Fire 
Chief, hereby grants all necessary designations or authorities to provide such 
powers and authority to the Firefighters of each Responding Department in 
connection with their operations at the scene of an Emergency Incident.” 
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(c) ensuring that the area dispatch provider is aware of the mutual aid agreement (and 
any changes to it).  The parties may also look to develop a provision where dispatch 
would automatically initiate mutual aid, where it knows that the Requesting 
Department is already engaged on another call (so, Department A gets a call to a 
structure fire in its area; dispatch then receives a call of a second structure fire in the 
same response zone.  In that case, it would automatically initiate a mutual aid 
callout); 

(d) where a department is not going to respond to a mutual aid call out for whatever 
reason, the Agreement should have a provision dealing with how the Requesting 
Department is informed of this; 

(e) some agreements expressly address minimum required insurance levels; 

(f) it is worth considering whether “consumables” expended by a Responding 
Department should be reimbursed by the Requesting Department (even if there is 
not going to be any amounts paid for an actual response); 

(g) in terms of renewal, if possible the RD should consider whether the agreement 
should automatically renew for additional one year terms, following an initial term 
(unless a party indicates that it wishes to withdraw).  Given the importance of mutual 
aid and the impact if a party were to withdraw, it may also be worth considering 
making the termination period somewhat longer than 90 days (say, six months). 

Recommendation:  The RD should ensure that a written mutual aid agreement is in 
force at all times for the Department (and for all other departments under its jurisdiction, 
which have mutual aid arrangements).  The existing mutual aid agreement for the 
Department should be considered for revision on the basis of, among other things, the 
points noted in this section. 

Paid Personnel 

The issue of additional paid personnel was raised initially in February 2010, and again earlier 
this year, at which time the Department proposed that two additional day-shift firefighters should 
be added to augment the low volunteer turnouts during normal business hours Monday to 
Friday. This proposal was ultimately rejected by the RD Board.  

The FUS Study does not explicitly link its recommendation regarding the establishment of 
additional career firefighter positions to the fire protection area’s DPG 3B rating.  We have 
offered suggestions elsewhere in this report that, if implemented, should help address some of 
the problems with day-time responses. 

That being said, however, the Department is entering into a major transition period.  The 
recommendations in this report, and in the FUS Study, involve a greater administrative burden 
for the officers and Fire Chief.  We have also noted that there is a need for the Department to 
upgrade its officer training and run contemporaneous training at different skill levels:  one for 
newer recruits and one for more experienced personnel.  There is, therefore, a case to be made 
for the addition of a full time position with primary responsibility for managing training, including 
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all aspects of documenting the training that is delivered and certifications that are achieved. One 
key deliverable for this individual would be to develop a more detailed annual training plan that 
would include multiple training scenarios. This would address the issue raised by some 
members of the Department regarding a lack of more advanced training scenarios for the 
longer-term members. The addition of a training officer would also enable the Department to 
focus on training up its officer ranks. 

The Consultants suggest that this position be created at the level of Assistant Chief/Training 
Officer.  The individual would work Monday to Friday and would also be available to respond to 
fires and other emergencies as required. He or she would also attend the practice night and 
work closely with members of the Department to ensure that training programs were provided 
for new recruits as well for more senior members and for the officers.  The Department should 
be invited to participate in developing the job description for the position.  

The Assistant Chief/Training Officer would also be available to assume command at times when 
the Fire Chief is absent and would provide an initial step toward succession planning. This 
position should be filled in early 2012, so that the new Assistant Chief/Training officer would be 
in place to assist with, and participate in, the transition to more direct RD oversight and control 
of the Department.  

As an alternative, the RD could consider creating a position at a more senior level – something 
similar to the position of “fire services coordinator” or “fire services advisor” used by some other 
regional districts.  This individual would be made responsible for overseeing (in general terms), 
the operations and administration of the fire services for which the RD is responsible.  
Corresponding changes would then need to be made to the staffing of the Operations 
Committee, and the cost of the position would be shared amongst each of the functions being 
supported.  Changes also would likely be required to the underlying contractual arrangements 
with the other RD fire departments, and the powers and authority of the new position would 
ideally be reflected in a bylaw. 

These positions can often be filled with former career firefighters who have attained senior 
officer levels in major departments.  In many cases, the positions are filled (at least initially) on a 
part-time, contract basis.  The fire service advisor or coordinator helps to develop standardized 
training, operational guidelines, joint purchasing programs, and occupational health and safety 
programs, in addition to providing (or identifying the need for) administrative and records 
keeping support.   

The downside to this approach is that the individual in question, while potentially relieving some 
of the administrative burden from the Department, would not be in a position to provide 
substantive assistance for developing the recommended dual-level training system, offer relief 
support for the Fire Chief or assistance with conducting an inspections program.  Given the 
immediate needs of the Department, the Consultants believe that a position dedicated to the 
Charlie Lake fire protection area is required.  A part-time fire services advisor, however, may 
also offer a cost-effective solution if it is determined that the MCS position requires additional 
assistance to manage the new responsibilities contemplated by the recommendations in this 
report. 
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Recommendation:  That one further paid officer be added to the Department, at a rank 
of Assistant Chief/Training Officer.  The individual would have a series of training, 
operational and administrative responsibilities, developed in consultation with the 
Department.  The job description should be developed and position posted in the fall of 
2011 with a start date in early 2012.   

Fire Prevention:  Inspections and Public Education 

As noted in the review of the underlying legal structure, the Department has the authority (and 
possibly a contractual obligation) to conduct fire inspections.  Confusion about this issue, 
however, has been evident, and as a result of the position taken by the RD, the Department 
does not currently conduct any regular fire inspections.  The Charlie Lake VFD has a significant 
number of commercial, or commercial-use, properties in its fire protection area.  These 
properties have unique hazards, including the presence of material quantities of flammable 
liquids and hazardous chemicals, which pose potential risks for occupants, neighbours and 
responding emergency service personnel.  

It is worthwhile examining the purpose of such inspections, as well as considering the 
opportunity that they present for the Department (and the risks that exist as a result of not 
conducting them).  Also, it should be emphasized that fire inspections are an entirely separate 
issue from the building inspections conducted by RD staff on new construction or renovations, 
as fire inspections are an on-going process, whereas building inspections are typically “one-
time” events related to the construction or renovation process.  

The aim of fire inspections is twofold:  

 first, they enable a fire department to identify and have corrected unsafe conditions or 
practices which might otherwise cause or exacerbate fires or, in the event of a fire, 
increase the chance of injury or death to the occupants and those responding to 
emergencies; and  

 second, they allow the Department to construct pre-plans for commercial sites and 
public buildings.   

Pre-plans are an essential fire department tool, which significantly enhances emergency 
responses.  Pre-plans identify potential hazards, power shut-off locations, access issues and 
other vital information required by fire crews during emergency responses. It is quite common in 
the fire service to have written pre-plans for all commercial and public assembly buildings within 
a fire district, which are then made available to responding emergency agencies. Simply having 
the information close at hand or having previously been in the building prior to the emergency 
occurring, will result in a more effective and safer response by the Department. In addition, 
firefighters will know not to enter a building if it contains hazardous chemicals or large quantities 
of flammable liquids. Without that pre-plan knowledge, fire crews take a far greater risk than is 
necessary. 
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Although the Department does occasional visits to the local school, given the uncertainty about 
the extent of their authority, they have not developed a formal fire inspection program. As 
outlined earlier in this report, this policy had created mixed feelings within the Department. It is 
viewed as a safety concern for the members who are asked to respond to large commercial 
buildings without advance knowledge of the potential risks the structure might contain. 

In this review, the Consultants were provided with several examples of instances where the 
Department had found potentially dangerous situations within commercial buildings during 
emergency responses, including a situation involving the presence of several thousand litres of 
aviation fuel in the immediate proximity of a small electrical fire.  It takes only one such incident 
to go wrong to result in line of duty deaths for fire personnel. 

It should be noted that, in addition to the authority granted under the Operational Bylaw and the 
Service Agreement, the Fire Chief, by virtue of his appointment as a Local Assistant to the Fire 
Commissioner (LAFC), does have authority under the Fire Services Act (B.C.) (the “FSA”) to 
conduct inspections within the Charlie Lake fire protection area. Section 21 of the FSA provides 
as follows: 

Inspection of fire hazards 

21 On complaint of a person interested or, if believed advisable, without complaint, the 
fire commissioner and the commissioner's inspectors may at all reasonable hours enter 
any premises anywhere in British Columbia to inspect them and ascertain whether or not 
any of the following conditions exist: 

(a) the premises are in a state of disrepair that a fire starting in them might 
spread rapidly to endanger life or other property; 
(b) the premises are so used or occupied that fire would endanger life or 
property; 
(c) combustible or explosive material is kept or other flammable conditions exist 
on the premises so as to endanger life or property; 
(d) a fire hazard exists on the premises. 

LAFCs are accorded this power under section 24 of the FSA. However, as a result of RD policy 
and because he has been instructed not to conduct inspections, the Fire Chief refrains from 
doing them unless he gets a direct complaint. 

The Consultants recognize that for the Department to move to a formal fire inspection program 
will involve a cultural change for businesses in the area.  However, properly handled, it also 
provides the Department with an opportunity to meet with and work with local businesses and to 
assist them in ensuring that their properties and worksites are safe.  Fire inspections should be 
treated by the Department as an extension of a “public education” program and an opportunity 
to meet the commercial entities in its service area.  Inspections need to be handled with tact, 
and should be approached from an educational rather than punitive perspective. 

The concept of fire prevention also encompasses “public education” – simply put, the practice of 
educating the community in fire-safe practices which will reduce the risk of fires and fire related 
injuries. Public education programs can vary greatly from simple seasonal messages such as a 
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reminder to get the chimney swept annually, how to deal with the Christmas trees, changing 
batteries in smoke detectors and what to do in the event of grease fires, to more detailed 
programs which might be taught in the schools, such as: “Home Fire Escape Plans” and the 
“Learn not to Burn Program”. An effective public education program will result is fewer fires and, 
more importantly, fewer fire-related injuries. 

In addition to the significant safety benefits noted above, fire inspections and public education 
programs comprise up to 20% of a fire service area’s rating for FUS purposes. 

Recommendation: That the RD, through the Operations Committee, develop a fire 
inspection and pre-planning program directed at commercial, commercial-use and public 
assembly buildings within the Charlie Lake fire protection area.  These inspections 
should be initiated along with a public education program related specifically to 
inspections, which helps businesses understand their obligations under applicable 
legislation and bylaws. Before commencing inspections, the Department should ensure 
that any participating members are properly trained to conduct them. The inspections 
themselves should be intended to help educate business owners and increase safety, 
rather than impose penalties.  In extreme cases, where hazards are significant and 
cooperation is lacking, the issue should be directed by the Department to the Operations 
Committee for resolution.   

Recommendation: That the Department develop a public education program which 
promotes fire safety within the fire district area and provide annual fire education 
programs to the local school. 

Coordination with Development Services 

As part of the review process, the Consultants met with the General Manager of Development 
Services.  An issue raised by the Department was concern over the lack of information 
regarding, and fire service input into, the subdivision and planning process.  This problem is by 
no means unique to the Charlie Lake fire protection area:  it is a concern that we have 
encountered in other regional districts and in municipalities as well. 

In part, some of the confusion arises from the different roles played by the parties.  The 
province, through the Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure (“MOTI”) is responsible for 
actual subdivision approval in the RD.  MOTI provides application information to the RD for its 
review and comment, but retains the ultimate authority regarding approval.  In the Charlie Lake 
area, there have been relatively few multi-lot subdivision approvals in the last decade; most 
have involved the subdivision of a larger parcel into two or three smaller lots.   

We would recommend, however, that the RD’s Development Services improve its coordination 
with the Department.  Accordingly, we would recommend as follows: 

Recommendation:  Copies of all subdivision applications within the Charlie Lake fire 
protection area that are forwarded to Development Services for comment from MOTI, be 
provided to the Department for its review and comment.  The Fire Chief, in his quarterly 
report to the Operations Committee should identify any such applications that have been 
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received, the comments provided back to Development Services and any issues or 
concerns arising. 

Recommendation:  Where new construction is proposed, and applications for building 
permits made, within the Charlie Lake fire protection area, these applications should be 
identified to the Department for information purposes.  The construction phase of any 
new building presents a significantly higher fire hazard than existing construction.  The 
NFPA has identified this as a particular concern and developed a recommended 
standard around it.93  As such, to mitigate risk major new permitted construction or 
renovation should be identified to the Department on a regular basis. 

Forward Planning 

Forward planning for emergency services organizations is crucial.  These types of services are 
challenging to manage, and the costs associated with their safe and effective operation are 
substantial.  Strategic planning is essential to ensure that the services being delivered meet an 
area’s changing needs, while remaining cost effective and efficient.  The transition which the 
Charlie Lake VFD is undergoing makes this type planning even more crucial.  Properly 
conducted, it will help rebuild the communications links between the Department and the RD, 
will provide a mechanism for integrating and educating the newly recommended governance 
and administrative structure, and provide an agreed path for future development of the 
Department, thereby increasing transparency with the community. 

The Department appears to have conducted an internal strategic review of some form in 2009.  
It is not clear from the available documentation who the participants were in that undertaking.  
For the recommended structure going forward, the Consultants are of the view that the initial 
strategic planning process should incorporate: 

 Volunteers (or their representatives)94, 
 the Fire Chief and senior officers, 
 RD staff, 
 the public members of the newly created FSAC, and 
 the two Electoral Area representatives. 

If the FSAC is not created, it will be necessary to establish another mechanism enabling public 
participation in the planning process.  As already noted, given the local nature of fire protection 
services and the importance of community engagement, public participation in the strategic 
planning process is critical to its success.  Since the strategic planning process will be 
intrinsically tied to future Department budgets, it is also important to include the elected 
representatives in the exercise. 

                                                
93 NFPA 241, “Standard for Safeguarding Construction, Alteration and Demolition Operations” (2009 
edition). 
94 Given the numbers involved, it may be necessary to select participants from amongst the volunteers as 
representatives.  Care should be taken to ensure that there is a mix between long-serving and newer 
members, as the viewpoints and issues facing the two groups may well be different. 

AD0005
D-2

AD0005
Aug25



PRRD – Charlie Lake VFD Review.   Page 70 
 

The goal of the planning process would be to map out the short (1 – 3 years), medium (3 – 5 
years) and potential long term (5 years+) plans and needs of the Department.  For fire 
departments, certain major capital items – such as apparatus – have recognized life spans:  
replacement of these items should be built into long range planning and included in the 
Department’s capital plans.  The process would be intended to cover the Department’s 
operational needs, capital requirements, overall Department costs, and community relations 
issues, as well as the integration and change management issues that will invariably arise from 
the transition from the Society to a new governance and administrative structure. 

The planning process likely should be initiated sometime after the new structure has been 
implemented and operating, so that transition and change management issues can be identified 
and addressed. Our suggestion would be that it should occur within about six months of the 
transition date. 

The planning process needs to be active and continuous.  The Operations Committee should 
review the strategic plan annually, and the development of the annual budget should indicate 
how planned expenditures meet the goals and objectives identified.  The strategic plan should 
be renewed at least every three years.  

Recommendation:  The RD and the Department conduct a strategic planning session 
within six months of the transition.  The participants should include the Operations 
Committee, representatives of the volunteers, senior fire officers, the FSAC members 
and the two Electoral Area representatives. The strategic plan should be shared with the 
community. 

Recommendation:  The budget planning process for subsequent years should be 
explicitly tied to the results of the strategic planning exercise.   

Recommendation:  The strategic plan should be formally renewed as required and not 
less than once every three years. 

Implementation 

The following is a high-level consideration of the timing involved in implementing the major 
recommendations in this report.  We have not sought to ascribe a timetable to the operational 
matters which were identified; rather, we have focused on the implementation of the governance 
and administration recommendations, transition issues, the hiring of a new Assistant Chief / 
Training Officer and the posting of the Fire Chief position.  For the operational 
recommendations, we believe that the issues identified in this report should become part of the 
strategic planning process, where the different matters can be prioritized and then built into 
subsequent years’ budgets. 

September 2011 

1. Develop position specification and conduct wage survey to establish wage rates for the 
new Assistant Chief –Training Officer position. 
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2. Commence formal discussions with Society about winding down.  Develop a list of 
issues to be addressed, responsibilities and a time-line.  The issues that will need to be 
considered include:  transfer of billing for utilities and other regular Department 
purchases, transfer of any standing contracts for service (e.g., for apparatus or SCBA 
maintenance), plan for dealing with the Society’s assets and any other issues related to 
the administrative transfer of control of the Department. 

October 2011 

1. Advertise and post Assistant Chief – Training Officer position. (Posting should remain 
open 30-40 days) 

November 2011 

1. Conduct interviews for Assistant Chief – Training Officer position.  

2. Select candidate. Start date 2 January 2012. 

3. Commence formal review of bylaws and development of bylaw to implement the new 
governance structure. 

January 2012 

1. Develop position specification and conduct wage survey to establish wage rates for the 
Fire Chief position. A salary survey needs to be conducted with reference to similarly 
situated fire departments within the province (typically, this is based on a series of 
factors including call volume and department size). 

February 2012 

1. Advertise and post Fire Chief position. (Posting should remain open 30-40 days.) 

2. Substantially complete bylaw revision and drafting. 

March 2012 

1. Conduct interviews for Fire Chief position 

2. Select candidate. Start date 1 April 2012 

3. Passage and implementation of revised and new bylaws to take effect 1 April 2012 

4. Advertise for FSAC Members 

5. Develop Orientation Package for FSAC Members 

April 2012 

1. Transition of department to RD takes place 1 April 2012 
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2. Complete winding up the Society. 

3. Interview and select FSAC members from within the community. 

Summary of Recommendations 

For the sake of convenience, we have gathered together the recommendations contained in the 
main body of the report into a single list.  These recommendations should not be considered in 
isolation from the corresponding analysis. 

It also should be noted that, in the course of conducting the Operational Review, the 
Consultants also developed particular recommendations related to various aspects of the 
Department’s operations and record keeping.  Not all of these recommendations have been set 
out in the main body of the report.  These recommendations can be found in Appendix 3: 
Operational Review –  Detailed Survey. 

Dispatch Recommendations 

1. Recommendation: That the RD develop a contract for dispatch service with Fort St. 
John that sets agreed service level standards, preferably by reference to compliance 
with the NFPA 1221 Standard and that the reporting be provided on a monthly basis 
to confirm call taking and dispatch timeframes. 

2. Recommendation: That the RD review with Fort St. John the business continuity 
process for the provision of fire dispatch for the Department to ensure that secondary 
call paths are provided and regularly tested. 

3. Recommendation: That the RD regularly review the times taken for 911 call transfer 
(in addition to call answer) from the RCMP PSAP to the fire dispatch at Fort St. John 
to ensure that these occur within the NFPA 1221 30 second time frame when 
measured on a monthly basis or that it ensure such times are reviewed by its 
dispatch provider and reported upon (an issue that could be addressed in the 
recommended service agreement with Fort St. John FD). 

4. Recommendation:  The Department analyze its response data and, in particular, 
situations where there have been multiple false alarms.  The Department should 
work with the property owners in question to ensure that the alarms in question are 
functioning properly. 

Fire Department Records 

5. Recommendation:  The Department should investigate contracting to use the Fort 
St. John FD’s records management system (they use the FDM Records 
Management System). This would ensure a searchable data base and provide 
security for records.  Sharing of such systems is well established in B.C. and each 
department’s records are protected by ‘work-spacing’ the records to maintain 
confidentiality.  It provides a cost-effective solution to ensure the Department has a 
modern and capable records management system. 
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Fire Hall Facilities 

6. Deficiency #1:  The fire hall has no shower facilities. This is a health and safety 
issue for Department members returning from fires and unable to shower prior to 
going home.  Soot and other fire residues can be toxic and /or carcinogenic. 

Recommendation:  This should be considered a priority issue. Shower facilities, 
appropriate for the current workforce should be retro-fitted into the fire hall.  

7. Deficiency #2:  Existing bay floor wash-up facilities are currently used for cleaning 
equipment and floor washing tools. 

Recommendation:  Separate wash-up facilities should be provided for equipment 
such as SCBA masks and other equipment than those used for floor washing. 

8. Deficiency #3:  Two “bush trucks” parked outside year round. 

Recommendation:  A determination should be made by the Department as to 
whether or not the two bush trucks are required. (Note: See Consultants’ remarks 
under Apparatus & Equipment.) In the event the decision is to keep both trucks, 
consideration should be given to a second addition to the fire hall to provide 
additional apparatus storage or secure additional storage off-site. 

9. Deficiency #4:  The additional apparatus bay constructed in 1992 does not have 
diesel exhaust extraction system.  Appropriate venting of diesel exhaust is a 
requirement of WorkSafe BC regulations. 

Recommendation:  Install diesel exhaust extraction system on all apparatus bays. 

Current Internal Fire Department Organizational Structure  

10. Recommendation:  That the existing officer structure as outlined above be 
maintained and consideration be given to maintaining a ratio of approximately 25% 
of total membership being officers. 

11. Recommendation:  The Department develop minimum standards and qualifications 
for all officer positions within the Department and identify the training required of 
existing and future officers.  During the facilitated session with volunteers, the need 
for a better defined officer training program was also identified as an issue, and 
should be a focus for the Department as it reinvigorates its officer structure.   

12. Recommendation:  Vacant officer positions should be posted allowing all qualified 
members to apply and be considered based on their qualifications. 

13. Recommendation:  Once a cohesive and well trained officer structure is in place the 
Fire Chief should delegate tasks for which the individual officers are well suited. 
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Fire Apparatus and Equipment 

14. Recommendation:  The Department should conduct an audit of its current 
apparatus and determine if it is all required. Special attention should be given to 
Engine 3 as it carries very little water and does not provide significant pumping 
capacity. 

15. Recommendation:  The Department should investigate the costs of retro-fitting 
Tender 6 with a “dump-valve”, a large diameter discharge valve and increase the 
vehicle’s pumping capacity in order to meet FUS requirements for rating as a tender. 

16. Recommendation:  The Department should ensure the vehicle reserve account is 
sufficiently funded to replace fire apparatus as it ages or is no longer serviceable.  To 
its credit, the Department has earmarked sums each year for the last five years into 
its capital reserve.  As noted in the discussion of the tax base and budgeting above, 
the Department’s capital reserve will have approximately $290,000 by the end of 
2011.  The process of building up an appropriate capital reserve should be 
specifically dealt with as an issue in the strategic planning process which is 
recommended in the “Forward Planning” section below. 

Fire Department Training 

17. Recommendation:   The Regional District should join with the City of Fort St. John, 
Taylor and other area fire departments and explore the options regarding the 
development of a regional training centre which would enable live-fire training. 

Volunteer Recruitment and Retention 

18. Recommendation:  The Department needs to develop a formal recruitment program 
and have a minimum of two recruitment drives per year. The Department should also 
consider a targeted recruitment of males and females in the 45-55 age range. 

19. Recommendation:  The Department should develop an exit survey for completion 
by all members leaving the Department. Results of the survey should be used to 
amend and update the recruitment program and be considered when reviewing 
Department policies and programs. 

20. Recommendation:  The Department should investigate the possibility of recruiting 
from local businesses that would allow their staff to respond during daytime hours. In 
addition the department should consider developing a “Local Business Recognition 
Program” to acknowledge and thank those that participate.  The Department, RD and 
the FSAC should work cooperatively to establish this program.  The concept as 
applied in Charlie Lake can then be utilized in the fire protection areas of the other 
fire departments for which the RD has responsibility. 

21. Recommendation:  The RD should review, in consultation with the volunteers, the 
existing compensation levels for volunteer firefighters, including (1) the currently 
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hourly rate for emergency calls; (2) the idea of a “wage-loss” program; (3) the 
institution of practice pay; and (4) the idea of compensating weekend duty crews.  
The development of such a programme should be formally reviewed by the 
Operations Committee and based on comparisons with other jurisdictions.  The best 
approach is very much site-specific, and is affected by the nature of local 
demographics and the area’s economy.  The primary goals in conducting such a 
review are to ensure that volunteers are adequately compensated for their efforts 
and to determine whether day-time responses can be improved. 

22.  Recommendation:  The RD and the FSAC should assist the Department  in 
developing a formal volunteer recognition program.  The program should have and 
include community input and participation. 

Administrative and Governance Structure 

23. Recommendation:  The RD establish an Operations Committee comprising the 
CAO (or designate), the Community Services Manager, the Fire Chief and either the 
Assistant Chief/Training Officer (if hired) or the Deputy Chief, to ensure proper 
reporting and oversight of the Department. 

24. Recommendation:  The RD establish an advisory committee, to be called the “Fire 
Services Advisory Committee,” comprising five members of the public resident in the 
Charlie Lake fire protection area and the two Electoral Area representatives.  The 
Fire Chief would be advisory to this committee.  The FSAC would be responsible for 
providing budget oversight and support the Department public relations and 
community-engagement efforts.   

25. Recommendation:  The RD pass one or more bylaws establishing the new 
structure, including formally establishing the fire department, setting up the 
Operations Committee (and its terms of reference and powers) and establishing the 
FSAC (including its role, composition, manner of selecting public members and 
procedures). 

26. Recommendation:  The RD explore with Fort St. John and Taylor, the possibility of 
developing a sub-regional approach to the delivery of fire services, such effort to be 
conducted in consultation with the three fire departments involved.  The RD should 
also, in consultation with the Department, explore the possibility of developing an 
automatic aid arrangement with the Fort St. John FD. 

Bylaw Updates 

27. Recommendation:  The Operational Bylaw should be reviewed by the RD with its 
fire departments and its legal counsel.  The bylaw should be updated and revised, 
taking into account the issues identified in this report.   

28. Recommendation:  The RD should consider updating and collating the existing 
service establishment and tax requisition bylaws. 
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Mutual Aid 

29. Recommendation:  The RD should ensure that a written mutual aid agreement is in 
force at all times for the Department (and for all other departments under its 
jurisdiction, which have mutual aid arrangements).  The existing mutual aid 
agreement for the Department should be considered for revision on the basis of, 
among other things, the points noted in this section. 

Paid Personnel 

30. Recommendation:  That one further paid officer be added to the Department, at a 
rank of Assistant Chief/Training Officer.  The individual would have a series of 
training, operational and administrative responsibilities, developed in consultation 
with the Department.  The job description should be developed and position posted 
in the fall of 2011 with a start date in early 2012. 

Fire Prevention:  Inspections and Public Education 

31. Recommendation:  That the RD , through the Operations Committee, develop a fire 
inspection and pre-planning program directed at commercial, commercial-use and 
public assembly buildings within the Charlie Lake fire protection area.  These 
inspections should be initiated along with a public education program related 
specifically to inspections, which helps businesses understand their obligations 
under applicable legislation and bylaws.  Before commencing inspections, the 
Department should ensure that any participating members are properly trained to 
conduct them.  The inspections themselves should be intended to help educate 
business owners and increase safety, rather than impose penalties.  In extreme 
cases, where hazards are significant and cooperation is lacking, the issue should be 
directed by the Department to the Operations Committee for resolution. 

32. Recommendation:  That the Department develop a public education program which 
promotes fire safety within the fire district area and provide annual fire education 
programs to the local school. 

Coordination with Development Services 

33. Recommendation:  Copies of all subdivision applications within the Charlie Lake fire 
protection area that are forwarded to Development Services for comment from MOTI, 
be provided to the Department for its review and comment.  The Fire Chief, in his 
quarterly report to the Operations Committee should identify any such applications 
that have been received, the comments provided back to Development Services and 
any issues or concerns arising. 

34. Recommendation:  Where new construction is proposed, and applications for 
building permits made, within the Charlie Lake fire protection area, these applications 
should be identified to the Department for information purposes.  The construction 
phase of any new building presents a significantly higher fire hazard than existing 
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construction.  The NFPA has identified this as a particular concern and developed a 
recommended standard around it.95  As such, to mitigate risk major new permitted 
construction or renovation should be identified to the Department on a regular basis. 

Forward Planning 

35. Recommendation:  The RD and the Department conduct a strategic planning 
session within six months of the transition.  The participants should include the 
Operations Committee, representatives of the volunteers, senior fire officers, the 
FSAC members and the two Electoral Area representatives. The strategic plan 
should be shared with the community. 

36. Recommendation:  The budget planning process for subsequent years should be 
explicitly tied to the results of the strategic planning exercise.   

37. Recommendation:  The strategic plan should be formally renewed as required and 
not less than once every three years. 

  

                                                
95 NFPA 241, “Standard for Safeguarding Construction, Alteration and Demolition Operations” (2009 
edition). 
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Appendix 1: Review Process and Consultations 

Background Documents and Materials 

In the course of the preparation of this report, the Consultants reviewed a broad range of 
background RD, Department and other materials connected with the operation of the fire 
services in Charlie Lake and the RD.  The listing set out below is intended to be illustrative of 
the materials reviewed, not exhaustive.  The materials reviewed include the following:96 

Bylaws, Agreements and Constitutional Documents. 

Bylaws 

Bylaw No. 267, “A by-law to establish a specified area within Electoral Area C for the purpose of 
Fire Protection,” adopted 27 November 1980. 

Bylaw No. 285, “A by-law to authorize the extension of a Specified Area for Fire Protection 
within Electoral Area “C” of the Peace River-Liard Regional District,” adopted 29 May 1981. 

Bylaw No. 602, “A by-law  to establish a specified area within Electoral Area “C” for the purpose 
of fire protection,” adopted 24 November 1988. [This bylaw established one of the rural fire 
protection areas serviced by Fort St. John FD.] 

Bylaw No. 639, “A by-law to convert the Fort St. John Rural Fire Protection Specified Area to a 
Local Service Area,” adopted 14 September 1989. 

Bylaw No. 709, “A by-law to convert, and merge two fire protection specified areas to a single 
local service area, and to establish new requisition limits,” adopted 29 November 1990. [This 
bylaw merged two areas which were receiving service from Taylor FR, and established them as 
local services.  The two original bylaws establishing the specified areas, Bylaw No. 350 (as 
amended) and Bylaw No. 384 (as amended) were not reviewed.] 

Bylaw No. 962, “A by-law of the Peace River Regional District to provide for the operation and 
regulation of Fire Departments in the Peace River Regional District,” adopted 27 March 1997. 

Bylaw No. 1236, “A by-law to amend Fort St. John Rural Fire Protection Local Service 
Establishment By-law No. 639, 1989,” adopted 30 November 1999. 

Bylaw No. 1259, “A by-law to authorize the signing of an agreement to provide for fire and 
emergency response mutual aid in Charlie Lake, Taylor and Fort St. John and the rural areas 
surrounding those communities,” 10 November 1999. 

Bylaw No. 1360, “A by-law to convert the function of Charlie Lake Fire Protection Specified Area 
to a [Local] Service Area and amend its boundaries,” adopted 23 May 2002. 

                                                
96 Note:  certain Department-specific materials are listed further down in Appendix 1. 
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Bylaw No. 1563, “A by-law of the Peace River Regional District for the purpose of entering into 
an Agreement with the Charlie Lake/Grandhaven Fire Protection Society,” adopted 24 March 
2005. 

Bylaw No. 1788, “A by-law to authorize the signing of an agreement with the Corporation of the 
District of Taylor regarding Rural Fire Protection Services,” adopted 14 February 2008. 

Bylaw No. 1895, “A bylaw to authorize the signing of an agreement with the City of Fort St. John 
regarding Rural Fire Protection Services,” adopted 13 May 2010. 

Agreements 

Mutual Aid Agreement, entered into between the Peace River Regional District, the City of Fort 
St. John, the District of Taylor and the Charlie Lake Volunteer Fire Department,” dated 10 
November 1999. 

Service Agreement, entered into between the Peace River Regional District and Charlie 
Lake/Grandhaven Fire Protection Society, [copy undated; adopted under Bylaw No. 1563 on 24 
March 2005]. 

Service Agreement, entered into between the Peace River Regional District and the District of 
Taylor, [copy undated; adopted under Bylaw No. 1788 on 14 February 2008]. 

Service Agreement, entered into between the Peace River Regional District and the City of Fort 
St. John, [copy undated; adopted under Bylaw No. 1895 on 13 May 2010. 

Constitutional Documents 

Charlie Lake/Grandhaven Fire Protection Society, Certificate of Incorporation dated 9 May 1994 
and Constitution and Bylaws. 

Meeting Minutes, Reports and Related Materials. 

Charlie Lake/Grandhaven Fire Protection Society:  Meeting Minutes for the years 2004, 2005, 
2006, 2007, 2008, 2009 and 2010.  Note:  these materials included the meetings of the Fire 
Committee established under the Service Agreement. 

Charlie Lake VFD, “Strategic Operating Plan for the Charlie Lake Fire Department,” [undated:  
presented to the 8 December 2009 Society/Fire Committee meeting]. 

Charlie Lake VFD, “CLFD 8 Year Capital Expense Proposal,” dated 1 January 2009. 

SCM Risk Management Services Inc., “Fire Underwriters Survey – Charlie Lake Fire Protection 
Area,” 5 November 2010. 

Financial Documents 

We reviewed a variety of financial information pertaining to Charlie Lake VFD, including: 
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Budget Requisitions and Tax Rates, 2005 – 2011; 

Charlie Lake Budget Information spreadsheet, prepared by the RD for the 22 February 
2011 public meeting; and 

Financial Information (Society Trial Balances and other financial information), 2006 – 
2009 inclusive. 

As part of the review of the Society-provided minutes, we also examined the annual financial 
statements prepared by an external accountant, summarizing the Society’s financial position.   

NOTE:  Our mandate did not extend to conducting any type of audit of the financial information 
provided. 

Correspondence and Memoranda 

In the course of our review, we considered a wide range of correspondence and memoranda, 
including materials exchanged between the Society/Department with the RD, and public 
correspondence either to the RD, the Department or local newspapers.  The documents and 
materials dated from 2002 to 2011, and included summaries or reviews of the public meetings 
held on 22 February 2010 and on 1 February 2011. 

We also reviewed correspondence from the Municipal Insurance Authority, dated 24 May 2011 
explaining why the MIA was unable to provide insurance to the Society and Department. 

PRRD Staff and Elected Representatives 

The Consultants conducted an initial meeting with RD staff and the directors for Electoral Areas 
B and C, on 18 May 2011. 

Throughout the process, the Consultants conducted conference calls and on-line Webex 
sessions with RD staff, generally on a weekly basis. 

The Consultants met with RD staff again on 6 July 2011. 

Fire Department  

Our meetings with the Fire Chief and the Society have been described in some detail in the 
body of the Report.   

Chief  

We met with the Fire Chief and the Deputy Chief on 19 May 2011, and again on 5 – 6 July 
2011, during the Operational Review. 
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Fire Protection Society  

We met with Doug Allen, in his capacity as President of the Society, on 19 May 2011.  As the 
Department’s Safety Office, he also participated in the discussions with the Fire Chief and 
during the facilitated session with the volunteers. 

Volunteers  

We met initially with the volunteers on the evening of 19 May 2011. During this initial meeting, 
we introduced ourselves, set out the background and scope of the project and invited the 
volunteers to participate and provide us with their views and feedback.  At the end of the 19 May 
2011 meeting, we distributed a survey for their completion, which focussed primarily on 
occupational health and safety issues within the Department. 

We conducted a facilitated session with the volunteers on the evening of 5 July 2011. 

Public Consultation  

A public survey was created and made available.  This survey was not intended to provide a 
scientific review of public views, but rather to conduct more of a straw poll of residents’ opinions.   

The primary form of public consultation was a meeting held on the evening of 6 July 2011 at the 
Pomeroy Hotel.  The meeting lasted approximately two hours.  The Consultants reviewed the 
questions from the survey and invited comments at the meeting, both on the issues identified in 
the survey and any other issues or concerns of the residents present. 

Area Fire Departments  

In connection with reviewing issues related to mutual aid, dispatch and possibilities of 
developing better sub-regional connections with other departments, the Consultants met with 
officers of the Fort St. John FD on 19 May 2011 and 6 July 2011, and with Taylor FR on 19 May 
2011.  
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Appendix 2: Consultants’ Resumes 

Dave Mitchell 

Dave Mitchell retired as Division Chief, Communications in 1998 from Vancouver Fire & Rescue 
Services following a career spanning 32 years. During this time he was responsible for 
managing the emergency call taking and dispatch for the Vancouver and Whistler Fire 
Departments. In 1997 he managed the transition of dispatch service for the five Fire 
Departments on the Sunshine Coast from an independent contractor, to Vancouver 
Fire/Rescue.  

In 1998, Dave was hired by E-Comm, Emergency Communications for Southwest BC as its first 
Director of Operations. In this role he was a member of the founding senior management team, 
and was responsible for the transition of the Regional 9-1-1 Control Centre staff from the 
Vancouver Police Department to its current location at 3301 East Pender in June 1999. By June 
2000 this included the management of approximately 200 call takers, dispatchers and team 
managers in addition to a ULC listed alarm monitoring service.   

He left E-Comm in June 2000 to work as a consultant, and since that time has managed the 
development of corporate, strategic and operational plans for a number of clients. In addition he 
has completed a number of fire hall location studies for clients throughout the Province, 
provided transition management services to Vancouver Fire/Rescue as it implemented a new 
Computer Aided Dispatch system. In 2004, Dave provided technical advice to the Hon. Gary 
Filmon as part of the Firestorm 2003 Review. In 2005, along with ICTconsult Inc. he conducted 
a full review of the radio system for the fire departments on the Sunshine Coast Regional 
District and in 2006 he conducted a similar review for the Central Okanagan Regional District.  

More recently, along with a number of associates he has conducted master fire plans for West 
Vancouver, Saanich, North Vancouver District, Sidney, Port Moody, North Vancouver City and 
Pitt Meadows in addition to managing major communications upgrades for E-Comm and the 
Regional District of Fraser-Fort George along with fire hall location studies for the Fort St. John, 
Central Saanich and Pitt Meadows Fire Departments. He has also led a number of 
communication centre reviews for clients such as the Prince George Fire Department, the City 
of Lethbridge Public Safety Communications Centre and the Toronto Fire Service. He has 
recently conducted fire services reviews for the Comox Strathcona, Columbia Shuswap 
Squamish Lillooet and Alberni-Clayoquot Regional Districts. He also was retained by the Fire 
Commissioner to advise her office in connection with the project in 2009 to develop a region-
wide mutual aid agreement that encompassed the Olympic corridor up to Whistler and more 
recently is developing a fire services resource allocation strategy for 2011. 

Dave holds a Bachelor of Arts Degree (Geography) from Simon Fraser University in addition to 
a diploma from their Executive Management Development Program. He is past Chair of the 
Board of Directors of the Vancouver General Hospital and University of British Columbia 
Hospital Foundation, a Director of the Justice Institute of British Columbia Foundation, a 
member of the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA), the National Emergency Number 
Association (NENA), the Association of Public-Safety Communications Officials (APCO), the 
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Fire Chiefs’ Association of British Columbia (FCABC), the Canadian Association of 
Management Consultants (CAMC) and is a member of the Public Safety Communications 
Advisory Committee of Kwantlen Polytechnic University. 

Ian MacDonald 

Ian MacDonald is a former lawyer who practiced international corporate law in Canada and the 
United Kingdom.  Ian started as a lawyer with Davies Ward & Beck in Toronto in 1990 and 
worked on large corporate transactions in Canada, including corporate financings, shareholder 
agreements and corporate restructurings and corporate acquisitions.  Ian became a partner in 
Davies Ward & Beck in 1994 and an equity partner in 1996. 

After moving to England in 1998, Ian became managing partner of Arnander, Irvine & Zietman, 
an intellectual property/litigation firm, and had a varied practice advising clients in respect of 
company formation, shareholder and members’ agreements, corporate financing, governance 
issues, and privacy matters.  He also did extensive work on litigation files related to corporate 
fraud.  

Ian retired as a lawyer in January 2004 and returned to Canada, since which time he has acted 
as a volunteer director on two boards, acting as the chair of the governance committee for both, 
and assisted various community groups in developing long term strategic and business plans. 
Ian has previously worked with Planetworks Consulting Corporation on the Capital Region 
Emergency Service Telecommunications project, conducting a full governance review of that 
organization.  With DMA, Ian has worked on the Comox Strathcona Regional District Fire 
Innovations project, the fire service reviews for the Columbia Shuswap Regional District 
(“CSRD”), Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, Pitt Meadows and the Alberni-Clayoquot 
Regional District, and the quality assurance and operations review for the City of Toronto’s fire 
dispatch operations. The work for the CSRD included assisting with the development of bylaws 
to implement the recommended reorganization.  He also has advised the CSRD regarding the 
development of a new fire department for the Kicking Horse Mountain area, worked with the 
Alberni-Clayoquot Regional District and City of Port Alberni to develop and implement an 
automatic aid arrangement between their respective fire departments, and is currently working 
on projects for the Office of the Fire Commissioner and a fire department audit for the Regional 
District of Fraser-Fort George. 

On this project he will be extensively involved in reviewing the governance, establishment 
bylaws and operational guidelines as well co-facilitating workshops or focus groups with the fire 
department, local residents and staff of the PRRD.  

Doug McRae 

Deputy Fire Chief Doug McRae (Retired) served with Vancouver Fire/Rescue from 1973 
through various ranks, until his promotion to Operational Deputy Fire Chief in October 1999. In 
Vancouver, the operational deputy is responsible for the overall management and performance 
of one-third of the fire suppression services.  Doug has extensive experience with all aspects of 
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fire department operations, from suppression activities, apparatus and equipment through to 
training, organization and management. 

During his tenure as Deputy Fire Chief he was also responsible for all communications issues 
related to E-Comm and was the project sponsor for the implementation of a new CAD system in 
2001 along with the ongoing management of the regional radio system. As Deputy Chief, Doug 
also managed the hazardous materials teams and in addition to facilities management which 
included the planning and development of replacement fire halls. 

Since his retirement in 2005, Doug has been engaged in a number of consulting assignments 
where he has focussed on fire operations and facilities as well as the organizational structures 
within various departments. These projects include the fire services reviews for the Squamish 
Lillooet and Comox Strathcona Regional Districts as well as master fire plans for West 
Vancouver, North Vancouver (District and City), Sidney, Saanich and Pitt Meadows. He also 
participated with the fire station location review for the Delta Fire Department as part of the 
impact assessment of the South Fraser Perimeter Road.    

Geoff Lake  

Geoff Lake is a talented professional with over 33 years experience in the fire service. He has 
extensive experience in budget analysis, strategic planning/analysis, project management, 
executive leadership, contract negotiations and organizational change. Applying this experience 
successfully, results in effective and practical business solutions for organizations. 

During his long and successful career in the City of Richmond’s Fire-Rescue Department, Geoff 
rose to the position of Deputy Fire Chief - Administration responsible for the Fire Prevention 
Division, the Mechanical Division, the Public Education Division, and Communication/ 
Technology.  He managed a $22 million annual budget and was responsible for the 
procurement of capital equipment including fire apparatus and other fire services equipment.  
From 2004 to 2007, Geoff oversaw the completion of two new fire halls, from the initial planning 
and budgeting stage through design and final construction.  These complex projects included 
conducting fire hall location studies, liaising with the city real estate agent to procure the 
property, and working with architects, planning and the city project manager to design and 
oversee construction of the facilities. 

With responsibility for the communications and technology requirements of the Department, 
Geoff oversaw the selection and implementation of the new Records Management System 
(RMS) and a new Computer Aided Dispatch (CAD) System. He took an active role in setting up 
Project Fires, a jointly owned/operated fire services RMS currently hosted by E-Comm. In 2003, 
under Geoff’s leadership, Richmond Fire Rescue took a lead role in the emergency services 
Combined Events Radio Project (CERP). The project provided emergency personnel from all 
services with the ability to communicate directly with each other prior to arriving on scene. 

During his career Geoff had the opportunity to practice labour relations from the perspectives of 
both a union representative and a senior manager.  These experiences have left him with a 
clear understanding of just what it takes to build and maintain healthy, respectful and beneficial 
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workplace relationships.  As Deputy Chief he was responsible for overseeing and implementing 
interpretation of the collective agreement. 

Since retiring from the fire service in 2008, Geoff has been working as a consultant within the 
public safety industry, most recently spending 13 months as Olympic Coordinator for Safety & 
Security for the City of Richmond 2010 Olympic Festival Site. He is currently working with Dave 
Mitchell and Associates on a project involving the inspections and audits of the Regional District 
of Fraser Fort George volunteer fire departments and on the development of a Fire Services 
Emergency Resource Mobilization Program for the Office of the Fire Commissioner. 
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Appendix 3: Operational Review –  Detailed Survey 

The following survey was conducted over the course of 5 – 6 July 2011, at the Charlie Lake 
VFD fire hall. 

Charlie Lake VFD      July 05-06, 2011 
Fire Chief Al Pinkerton 
 
Part A – FIRE DEPARTMENT ORGANIZATION 
GOVERNANCE AND AUTHORITY 

Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

1) Are the following types of records available for 
inspection?  

Apparatus Related Records 

(a) List of apparatus. Y  

(b) Apparatus maintenance, including inspection 
and repair. Y 

All records were 
reviewed and were up 
to date. The 
mechanical repairs are 
contracted out to Triple 
D mechanics. 

(c) Maintenance records including annual pump 
tests.  Y 

All the maintenance 
records were reviewed 
and were current. No 
record was in the file 
with regard to the 
annual pump testing. 
The Chief stated during 
his interview that the 
pump tests were 
maintained 
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Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

(d) Driver training records.  Y 

Certificates (2009) for 
Front-Line driving 
course available for 
most members. Front-
Line is scheduled to 
conduct driving 
program July 2011. No 
records of ongoing 
monthly driver training 
are kept. 
Recommendation: 
Monthly records of 
driver training should 
be kept and 
maintained. 

(e) Drivers abstract and license.  Y 

2009 driver abstracts 
available for 
inspection. OK. 
2010 driver abstracts 
not done.  
All new members are 
required to provide 
driver abstract upon 
join the department. 
Recommendation: 
The department is 
required to do yearly 
driver abstracts 
reviews of all members 
driving department fire 
apparatus.  

(f) Vehicle pre-trip inspection.  Y OK 

(g) Vehicle post trip inspection (back in service 
inspections and/or call logs acceptable).  Y 

Weekly vehicle checks 
are done on all 
vehicles except the 
“Bush Trucks” Records 
OK. 
Recommendation: 
Any department 
vehicles that are 
considered “in service” 
need weekly checks.  

(h) Trip log.  Y Records OK 

(i) Weekly air brake checks.  Y  Records OK 

AD0005
D-2

AD0005
Aug25



PRRD – Charlie Lake VFD Review.   Page 88 
 

Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

(j) Vehicle weights.  Y  

(k) Overweight permits (if required).  Y 
Not required, and no 
record on file was 
found. 

Equipment Records  

(l) Equipment maintenance (including SCBA, 
turnout gear, ropes, gas testing equipment, 
PASS alarms).  

Y 

SCBA – Tested 
annually records OK. 
Monthly testing records 
OK 
Turnout Gear – No 
records kept on turnout 
gear although it is 
replaced every 10 
years as per WCB 
requirements. 
Recommendation: 
Turnout gear is to be 
inspected, maintained 
and records kept in 
accordance with  
NFPA 1851 

(m) Hose testing.  N 

Hose Testing has not 
been done since 2009. 
Some hose appears to 
have not been tested 
since 2005. 
Recommendation: 
Hose testing should be 
inspected, maintained, 
tested (annually) and 
records kept in 
accordance with NFPA 
1962 

(n) Ladder testing.  Y Records OK 

Personnel Records Minimal personnel records are 
kept for such thing as DOB, Start 
Date, JI Certificates etc. (o) General Personnel records including: 

 work performance reviews N/A   

 discipline  N/A   

 WorkSafe BC (work related incidents).  Y 
See OHS Committee 
notes at end of 
document. 
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Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

(p) Practice (training) attendance.  Y Records OK 

(q) Call (on shift) attendance.  Y Records OK 

(r) Training records, including new firefighter and 
officer training. Y 

Generally records are 
OK. In the past 2 years 
the computer system 
has not been updated 
with weekly training 
sessions. Hardcopy of 
weekly training records 
were available for 
inspection. The dis-
advantage of hardcopy 
records is that tracking 
of an individual’s 
annual training is very 
time consuming. 
Recommendation: 
The department should 
investigate the 
possibility of using Fort 
St. John’s RMS to 
manage and track 
department training. 

Basic Operational Records  
(s) Public relations and education 

programs/activities. N/A   

(t) Fire prevention and inspections. N/A   

(u) Map indicating water supplies. Y  

2) Are minimum standards and qualifications established 
for officers by the governing body? List the standards for 
each position and attach to the form. 

N 

Promotions are based 
on seniority within the 
department + training 
and experience. Fire 
Chief makes final 
decisions on 
promotions. 
Recommendation: 
The department should 
develop minimum 
standards and 
qualifications for 
officers. It is suggested 
that NFPA 1021 form 
the basis for those 
standards. 
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Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

3) Are Chief Officers are formally appointed by the 
governing body?  Y 

 4) Are Department officers formally appointed by the 
Chief?  Y 

5) Is there a published and posted organization chart?  Y 

(a) Does the chart illustrate the relationship with 
governing and advisory bodies? Y SOG’s 

(b) Does the chart show the chain of command? Y SOG’s 

6) Are there written job profiles or descriptions for all 
positions? N 

Recommendation: 
Job descriptions are 
developed for all 
positions within the 
department. 

7) Are there posted rules and regulations? Y SOG’s 

8) Is there a clear, documented distinction between 
operational and social activities? Y SOG’s 

9) Is there a written policy regarding a designated duty 
crew during social events (re: alcohol consumption)? Y 

SOG’s - The SOG 
contemplates that 
members should not 
respond to incidents if 
they have had more 
than two drinks 
Recommendation: 
The SOG should be 
amended to read that 
those members 
responsible for driving 
fire apparatus are 
permitted “no alcohol 
consumption prior to 
responding”.  

10) Does a senior officer conduct a formal post-incident 
critique (i.e., “lessons learned”) for major incidents and 
all calls that resulted in injury or had a ‘near miss’ of 
injury?  

Y  

(a) The findings from injury or near miss 
incidents are documented and effectively 
communicated. 

Y  
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Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

11) Are there written hiring practices for new recruits?  N 

Recommendation: 
Develop a SOG 
outlining the hiring 
practices, requirements 
and recruit training 
program. This will be of 
assistance to the 
department during 
recruitment drives and 
provide new members 
with a clear 
understanding of what 
is required of them. 

(a) Which of the following do they include:  No formal program but do 
conduct the following. 

 background checks (including criminal) N See note 11 (a) 

 drivers abstracts Y  

 physical/medical assessment Y In house assessment. 

 probation period with performance 
assessment Y  

 are the tasks permitted of probationary 
members clearly defined and explained to 
probationary members and firefighters. 

Y  

12) Do you have a junior fire fighting program?  N  

13) Have written policies / operational guidelines been 
developed providing restrictions of duties for junior 
firefighters and probationary members. 

N/A   

14) Is there a documented disciplinary process, with 
different stages of discipline depending on 
circumstances?  

Y 
 
 
 
No formal Fire 
Inspections are done 
by the dept. 

15) Has a Local Assistant to the Fire Commissioner been 
duly appointed?  Y 

16)  Are fire safety inspections conducted by the Local 
Assistant to the Fire Commissioner?  N/A   

(a) Have all buildings subject to fire safety inspection 
been identified and mapped? N/A   

(b) Is there a defined schedule of inspections? N/A   

(c) This schedule has been endorsed by the 
Regional District?  N/A   

Operational Guidelines  
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Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

17) Are the following areas covered by an operational 
guideline or other documentation (e.g., governing body 
policy)? If so, list the OG or policy #. 

(a) Apparatus – vehicle response safety. Y  

(b) Apparatus – warning devices. Y  

(c) Apparatus – operation and placement. Y  

(d) Chain of command. Y  

(e) Dangerous goods. Y  

(f) Disaster planning & response. N RD does this. 

(g) Dispatch procedures. N  

(h) Electrical emergencies. Y  

(i) Emergency planning. N RD does this. 

(j) Emergency response to fire scene. Y  

(k) Entry into buildings (including rescue). Y  

(l) Managing and tracking firefighters at an 
emergency incident (accountability). Y  

(m) Exposure to blood borne pathogens and 
reporting system. Y  

(n) Firefighter training standard. Y  

(o) Fire suppression – vehicle fire. Y  

(p) Ground ladders. Y  

(q) Hazardous materials and substances. Y  

(r) Hoses. N  

(s) Hydrants. N/A   

(t) Incident Command System. Y  

(u) Incident safety. Y  
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Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

(v) Medical examinations and periodic health 
monitoring (e.g., hearing test, lung function, 
etc.) 

Y 

Internal testing only. 
Once per year set up 
firefighter challenge 
course on training 
ground and have all 
members participate. 
Session is times and 
recorded. 

(w) Health and safety provisions during salvage 
and overhaul, specifically: Y  

 air quality Y  

 physical condition of firefighters Y  

 site structure stability. Y  

(x) Managing stress arising from an incident that 
is likely to cause adverse health effects to 
firefighters. 

Y 

Recently started CISD 
program but have not 
had the occasion to 
use it yet. 

(y) Personal protective equipment. Y 

See note 1 (l) 
requirement to develop 
Turnout Gear records 
and maintenance 
program. 

(z) Rescue team (RIT). Y  

(aa) Respiratory protection program. Y 

SOG Yes. Do not have 
a formal respiratory 
program. 
Recommendation: A 
formal Respiratory 
Program should be 
developed as per WCB 
regulations. Program to 
add to the SOG 
manual. 

(bb) Safety. Y  

(cc) Self-contained breathing apparatus. Y See note (aa) above. 

(dd) Special operations such as:  

 hazardous materials Y  

 confined space Y  
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Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

 first responder N/A Do not do. 

 auto extrication N/A Do not do. 

 high angle N/A Do not do. 

 trench or excavation N/A Do not do. 

 swift water N/A Do not do. 

 ice rescue Y  

 building collapse. N 

Do in training but no 
SOG. 
Recommendation: 
Develop a SOG 
procedure for building 
collapse. 

(ee) Buildings seven stories up or higher. N/A   

(ff) Firefighting underground (e.g., underground 
parkades). N/A   

(gg) Fire fighting over water. N/A   

(hh) Traffic control at incidents. Y  

(ii) Use of alcohol and drugs. Y See notes in section 9 

(jj) Vehicle air brake systems. N  

(kk) Operating vehicles in emergencies, including 
mandatory use of seat belts. Y  

(ll) Operating vehicles in non-emergency 
situations including mandatory use of seat 
belts. 

Y  

(mm) Personal accountability system. Y  

(nn) Rescue team of two firefighters on the scene 
after initial attack/SCBA/10 minutes. Y  

(oo) Effective voice communication with firefighters 
inside buildings. Y  

(pp) Water supplies. N  
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Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

(qq) Wildland/urban interface. N/A 

Do not regularly do but 
did training to S100 
last year. 
Recommendation: If 
department is prepared 
to respond to 
Wildland/Urban 
Interface fires, an SOG 
including policy and 
procedures should be 
established. 

(rr) Work site safety. Y  

(ss) Investigation of accidents. Y  

(tt) Supervision of workers. Y  

18) Are there operational guidelines specific to your 
regulatory bylaw that define the extent of involvement of 
firefighters in the following types of incidents? If so, list 
OG #. 

 

FIRE 

 Wildland N/A See not (qq) above. 

 Structure Y  

 Multi-story N/A   

 Involving hazardous materials N/A Do not do. 

 Offensive or defensive firefighting Y  

 Response out of district N 

Current unwritten 
policy is that 
department does not 
go out of district unless 
under mutual aid 
agreement. 
Recommendation: An 
SOG should be 
developed outlining 
department policy on 
response out of district. 

 Mutual aid/Automatic aid. N 

Recommendation: A 
copy of the current 
Mutual Aid Agreement 
should be included in 
the SOG manual. 
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Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

MEDICAL  

 First responder level. N/A   

RESCUE  

 Auto N/A   

 Water N/A   

 High angle N/A   

 Confined space N/A   

 Hazardous materials. N/A   

19) Are department-specific operational guidelines dated 
and signed by the current Fire Chief?  Y 

Most are signed and 
dated. Needs to be 
reviewed occasionally. 

20) Is there a fire prevention committee or member 
appointed to be responsible for fire prevention activities?  Y 

Fire Chief – although 
Fire Inspections are 
not conducted. 

21) Are fire flows from hydrants calculated and included on 
maps?  N/A   

(a) Alternate water sources are formally 
identified on a map. Y Local maps only. 

(b) User agreements are in place for alternate 
water sources. Y Handshake deals only. 

22) Do Pre-plans exist for major buildings or identified fire 
risks (e.g., schools, theatres, significant commercial 
operations, etc.) 

N  

(a) Are the pre-plans current (reviewed within the 
last 36 months) N/A   

(b) Are the pre-plans used in training? Y The few they do have. 

23) Are there written policy statements on requirements and 
standards for firefighting training and certification that 
dictate what firefighters cannot do at the fire scene, e.g., 
defensive (exterior) or offensive (interior) firefighting. 

Y SOP’s 

(a) Are there training standards for the following:  

i. Chief officers Y  

ii. Company officers Y Including TO and 
Safety Officer 

iii. Firefighters Y  
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Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

iv. Driver/Apparatus operators. Y/N 

No defined standards 
but drivers must have 
completed Front Line 
driving program. 

24) Is there a training officer in place?  Y  

(a) Are there standards and qualifications 
established for the training officer? Y  

(b) Is there a posted training schedule covering 
at least the next month of regular training 
activities? 

N  

25) Is there a written recruit training program in effect? N  

26) Is Inter-agency training conducted:  

(a) With Mutual Aid partner departments Y Fort St. John. 

(b) With Automatic Aid partner departments N/A   

(c) With Wildfire Management Branch N  

(d) With other emergency agencies (e.g., RCMP, 
BCAS, local emergency authorities) in 
relation to possible area-wide emergencies 

N  
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Part B – HEALTH AND SAFETY 
OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY PROGRAM 
A compliant Occupational Health and Safety Program is a requirement of 
WorkSafe BC 

Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

1. Is there a health and safety program for 
the fire department addressing the 
following items? 

Safety Meetings but no formal OHS Committee. 

Recommendation: A formal OHS Program 
should be developed. See WorksafeBC 
guidelines for requirements. 

(a) A policy statement of the employer's 
aims and the responsibilities of the 
employer, supervisors and workers. 

  

(b) Provision for the regular inspection of 
premises, equipment, work methods 
and work practices, at appropriate 
intervals, to ensure that prompt action 
is undertaken to correct any hazardous 
conditions found. 

  

(c) Appropriate written instructions 
(Operational Guidelines), available for 
reference by all workers, to supplement 
the Occupational Health and Safety 
Regulation. 

  

(d) Provision for holding periodic 
management meetings for the purpose 
of reviewing health and safety activities 
and incident trends, and for the 
determination of necessary courses of 
action. 

  

(e) Provision for the prompt investigation 
of incidents to determine the action(s) 
necessary to prevent their recurrence. 

  

AD0005
D-2

AD0005
Aug25



PRRD – Charlie Lake VFD Review.   Page 99 
 

Issue / Question Yes/No 
N/A 

Comments 

(f) The maintenance of records and 
statistics, including reports of 
inspections and incident investigations, 
with provision for making this 
information available to the joint 
committee or worker health and safety 
representative, as applicable and, upon 
request, to an officer, or the workers at 
the workplace. 

  

(g) Provision by the Department for the 
instruction and supervision of workers 
in the safe performance of their work. 

  

(h) Operational Guideline and/or governing 
body policy for the training of new and 
young workers as required by 
WorkSafe BC. 
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Part C – Qualifications and Standards 
Training Levels and Training Records 

See notes attached below for definitions of the different levels. 

New Firefighter Orientation: What percentages (%) of firefighters have completed New 
Firefighter Orientation and have documented records verifying that? _100% but no records to 
indicate this.._____________________________________________ 

Basic/Fundamental Firefighter: What percentages (%) of firefighters have completed 
Basic/Fundamental Firefighter (Exterior team member) Training and have documented records 
verifying that? __.!00% Records viewed. OK__________________ 

Firefighter Level I: What percentages (%) of firefighters have completed NFPA Firefighter 
Level I (Interior attack team member) Training and have documented records verifying that? 
_70% Records viewed OK..____________________ 

Firefighter Level II: What percentages (%) of firefighters have completed NFPA Firefighter 
Level II (Interior attack team leader) Training and have documented records verifying that? 
_7/20 completed – Records viewed OK. 
___________________________________________________  

Does the CLVFD have written policy or guidelines that clearly state the acceptable level of 
training standards for all functions and services being provided? 
_NO___________________________________________________ 

If this is a Regional District department, has the department adopted stricter standards than 
those supplied by the Regional District?   _ 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________ 

Notes & Definitions:  

All firefighters responding to emergency calls should have first completed New Firefighter 
Orientation. This includes: 

 Firehouse health and safety rules 
 Fire Department’s core OGs 
 Chain of command 
 Personal protective equipment 
 Emergency procedures 
 Working alone or in isolation 
 Rights and responsibilities 
 Violence in the workplace, appropriate behavior, impairment 
 WHMIS 
 Fire Department’s H&S Program  
 Contact information for H&S Committee 
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 Location of first aid, reporting of injuries 

All firefighters responding to emergency calls and working as exterior attack team members 
should have first completed Basic/Fundamental Firefighter training.  

All firefighters working as interior attack team members should have first completed NFPA 
Firefighter Level I training and been duly certified as such. 

All firefighters working as interior attack team leaders should have first completed Firefighter 
Level II training and been duly certified as such. 

(Note:  Certification can include internal training meeting all NFPA requirements, which has 
been properly taught, supervised and recorded, by appropriately qualified personnel.) 
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Appendix 4: Current RD Organization Chart 
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Appendix 5: Copy of Operational Bylaw – Bylaw No. 962 (1997) 
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Appendix 6: Public Survey Results 

As a number of the comments would have been attributable, we have included only the results 
in each category. 

 

Question/Issue Yes No Unsure Blank 
1) Are you satisfied with the service delivered by Charlie 

Lake Fire Department 124 12 31 1 
2) Do you have concerns about the FD as it currently 

exists? 65 71 30 2 
3) At present, the FD provides fire suppression services.  

Would you support the idea of the department 
providing other services, such as medical first 
responder & road rescue – understanding that to do so 
will involve higher taxes? 

58 86 23 1 

4) Do you support the idea of the FD conducting fire 
safety inspections of public buildings and local 
business to ensure that they meet Fire Code 
requirements and to preplan for emergencies? 

124 31 12 1 

5) The current residential tax rate for fire service is 
$0.63/$1000 of assessed value (which is $189 for a 
residential property that is assessed at $300,000).  
Would you pay higher taxes to support one or more full 
time fire fighters if necessary to ensure the operational 
effectiveness of the department?  (Each career fire 
fighter will increase residential taxes by about 
$0.15/$1000 or about $45 per year for a $300,000 
property.) 

122 20 19 7 

6) Would you be willing to become a volunteer fire fighter? 15 121 28 4 
7) Do you support the idea of the Regional District directly 

administering and managing the operations of the FD? 94 19 52 3 
8) Would be in favour of the RD exploring the idea to 

create a “regional” fire department by margining Charlie 
Lake’s department with Fort St. John and possibly 
Taylor? 

77 48 41 1 
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