
IN regards to Collective Agreement WUV13 

                 May 6, 2015 

 

To the Chair and Board of Trustees. 

 

As a ratepayer I would like to add my voice to a request that the Trustees review the agreement to hire two 

new firefighters, one of whom I understand has already been hired. 

 

I make this request for a number of reasons, principally the lack of any evidence via Ms. Lucich’s FOI 

request, of a documented planning strategy that was supposed to exist before a hiring agreement was made. 

The importance of this missing documentation is because a recent census of Salt Spring Island showed little 

if any growth in our population since the last census and, based on the bankruptcy of a number of key 

development properties, used in projections by the FUSA report at the time, it is now clear that the fire 

department was preemptively anticipating a much greater service demand than what has come to pass. 

 

Upon reading the Collective Agreement WUV13, I see that there seem to be tools within that contract that 

entitle a union employee to file a grievance against the employer. Regrettably, the contract does not offer a 

similar remedy for ratepayers who may feel aggrieved by the process and its outcome. A ratepayer’s 

grievance process is sorely missing. 

 

Obviously a properly contracted Union Negotiator would be better suited to examining available options, 

but in reading the agreement I have highlighted a few clauses that may give the Trustees some wiggle room 

to move forward with a "Grievance" on behalf of ratepayers. 

 

The agreement states: "The District shall have the right to select, promote, discipline or discharge its 

employees for proper cause, provided that employees shall retain the right to appeal under the Grievance 

Procedure contained within this Agreement". In this case I believe something equivalent to an 'honourable 

discharge' might be an alternative option to firing someone, thus giving the community the freedom to scale 

back or expand the department according to actual community needs. Discharging or relocating the most 

recently acquired firefighter might be a good way to test this option and see what happens. Ratepayers have 

a right to expect the department to acknowledge the 2010 FUSA report which made it clear that “…actual 

community experience with fires should not be over-shadowed by too much emphasis on potential risks 

to the point of building a fire department that is beyond the financial acceptability of taxpayers who pay 

for the service. 

 

When listening to what appears to have been a glowing report by the chief during the AGM, he indicated 

no particular deficiency or need for more firefighters, which is the same message conveyed in the last few 

Annual Chief's Reports. 

 

WUV13 does appear to give the District control of this aspect of need and numbers of employees. 

 

In the steps to putting forth a "Ratepayers' Grievance", I would presume that it would be democratic 

enough in nature to provide sufficient grounds to be voted as a motion and then pursued by the board of 

Trustees who represent the ratepayer(s). 

 

I think the statement that the Chief made at the AGM regarding no particular request for more firefighters 

is certainly high on the list of reasons to lodge a "Ratepayers' Grievance".  It may be ironic that the contract 

includes as stated in Section 5.01's First Stage: 

 

Any grievance shall in the first instance be taken up with the Fire Chief. 

 

Whereas union employees have a right to approach the Chief with a grievance, it would seem that the 

ratepayers should also be able to pursue a grievance, if for instance, his judgement (or the trustees failure to 

consider it) creates a condition perilous to our collective well-being.  Ratepayers should be able to 

determine if there is a written record of his judgement regarding the number of necessary full-time fire 

fighters required if only to confirm whether he is in fact recommending the increase or not. Again, we are  



reminded that area protection requirements have not been born out by earlier development or population 

projections for our service area. 

 

I would suggest that a 'Ratepayers' Grievance' based simply on an adjustment in employment levels due to 

the contraction of development projections on Salt Spring over the last few years is justification enough 

and not too much to ask. We need the freedom to budget accordingly as we are not a Municipality and 

unionized fire departments within improvements districts are simply not the norm. We may in fact be 

unique in that respect. 

 

Budgeting for important, high paid union employees should be particularly flexible in an unincorporated 

district that is generally only represented by volunteers willing to come forward as Trustees. In this case, 

Trustee, Mr. Schubart's dilemma is that he may have been out of his depth as an uncredentialled negotiator 

for this contract. We now see that ratepayers may have been misrepresented in being forced to hire two new 

firefighters unnecessarily. Many of us have problems accepting Mr. Schubart's claim that this was a mere 

"concesion" as he alluded to at the AGM 2015. I would propose that any Trustee’s, uncredentialled union 

negotiating skills should be included in a Ratepayers' Grievance to the union beseeching them to 

understand that Union Negotiators, on their behalf, too, were egregious in negotiating with an 

unsophisticated improvement district’s representative.  

 

The agreement to hire more union employees was unfairly executed without a documented planning 

strategy and some ratepayers are not happy about it. We need an 'undo' clause based on actual needs of the 

community! To address this shortfall, it would be much appreciated if the Trustees would choose to move 

forward with the creation of such tools for ratepayers, just as they are provided in WUV13 for employees.  

In particular, I would encourage Trustees to urge the union to reconsider its staffing demands as provided 

via the suggested Letter of Understanding at the tail end of WUV13. 

 

Employee numbers required by the District surely should be proportionate to actual need and by request of 

front line people like the Fire Chief who can and should provide sound reasons and evidence for such a 

need.  Volunteer Trustees really should then be required to hire a union negotiator to best represent the 

community’s interests. If the Trustees could, at the very least pass a motion of this nature for future 

assessment of needs and negotiations it would certainly be much appreciated by . 

 

Finally, adding to a grievance that ratepayers were not professionally represented, I note that near the end 

of WUV13 "The Employer agrees that the general wage rates of a Salt Spring Island Fire Fighter shall be 

one hundred two percent (102%) of that of a Municipality of Saanich Fire Fighter"... is this clause  

adinfinitum or what? I seriously question this and would add it to a Ratepayer’s  Grievance based simply 

on the actual declining number of structure fires and far fewer times actual risk is faced by Salt Spring Fire 

Fighters in contrast to urban centers and municipalities. 

 

I realise the work involved in creating such a concept as a Ratepayers' Grievance process, particularly in 

regards to addressing previous commitments may seem formidable, but in all fairness, if union employees 

can access such a process then so too ratepayers who fund the department should be able to. It is my hope 

that some effort is made in this direction because even a single, extra firefighter can cost ratepayers over 1 

million dollars per decade.  

 

Given the downturn in our local economy, particularly since 2008, the recent census, along with the Islands 

Trust's continued mandate to discourage development, we are living in an environment where it is very 

difficult for ratepayers to understand any further expansion of the fire department. 

 

I thank the Trustees for taking the time to consider the points raised and without being too formal a request, 

it is hoped more that these suggestions contribute to improving a service we only wish to continue to be 

well-served by, yet, proportionate to our actual needs for the dollars we provide the Improvement District.  

 

Paul Marcano 

Vesuvius 

 


