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The Salt Spring Island 
Fire Rescue New 
Firehall Project:

Six Decades in the Making

1.0  Background: Six Decades in the Making 

Salt Spring Island Fire Protection District, also commonly known as 
Salt Spring Island Fire Rescue (SSIFR), or Salt Spring’s Fire Department, 
has been operating out of Firehall # 1 in the center of Ganges since 
1959. The island has changed dramatically over six decades, but the 
island’s emergency response center has remained headquartered in a 
building that has steadily become insufficient to the task. The need to 
build a new modern firehall has been recognized for many years, but 
although plans were proposed in 2013, gaining community support for 
construction of a new facility proved elusive. 

The SSIFR Board of Directors took the lessons learned from the 
unsuccessful referendum of 2013 to heart, initiating a public review 
process starting with convening a Fire Rescue Advisory Committee. 
That committee took the first steps toward the goal of building a 
new firehall that is supported by island residents, commissioning 
an independent third-party expert to assess the state of the current 
firehall. The Firewise Consulting Report in March 2018 concluded 
that based on operational challenges, space requirements, and the 

location of the old firehall in a seismically threatened area that becomes 
congested at times (think Saturday morning market days) “the SSIFR 
move immediately to…develop a new Fire Hall.” 

Internally, the SSIFR Board of Directors began to put plans into 
place to build for tomorrow, setting aside reserve funds to enable the 
construction of a new firehall and initiating discussions with the Capital 
Regional District to monetize the value of the old firehall location. 
By 2021, architects, planners and consultation firms were engaged 
to provide the necessary expertise to bring to life practical plans for 
a new firehall that the whole community could support. This report 
summarizes those efforts up to April 15, 2022. 

2.0 Community Consultation and Public Outreach 

2.1 Public Outreach and Surveys
A professional public opinion company, Return On Insight, developed 
a multi-phase process of consultation with the community that 
is ongoing. It started in 2021 with in-person meetings with key 
stakeholders, leading to the launch of a representative online survey 
of Salt Spring Island residents in January-February 2022. Additional 
meetings with neighbours, businesses, and other Salt Spring Island 
organizations continue. Open Houses have been scheduled for 
April and May 2022 to provide an opportunity for the public to see 
the designs being developed and to ask questions of the staff and 
design team. A self-selected survey remains online to gather input at 
saltspringfire.com. 

https://saltspringfire.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Fire-Wise-Consulting-Report-Final-Report-March-2018.pdf
http://saltspringfire.com
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The representative online survey of 212 residents in early 2022 
assessed perceptions of Salt Spring Island fire services and facilities 
as well as informing decision-making on finalizing design options 
for a new firehall. The completed surveys, summarized below, were 
weighted demographically to ensure the sample is representative of the 
statistically known population of Salt Spring Island by age and gender. 

2.2 Perceived Strengths and Weaknesses of SSIFR 

Most residents view SSIFR favourably when it comes to responding 
to emergencies (eight in ten), and they also believe they receive fairly 
good value for the taxes they pay to SSIFR (just over half), although 
one in six residents believe they get poor value from SSIFR for their 
tax dollars. The department’s state of readiness is not in question, 
however, there remain questions among some islanders about how 
efficiently SSIFR spends tax dollars. While a majority believe SSIFR is 
doing a good job planning for future emergencies, spending efficiency 
and future planning are two areas where SSIFR needs to more clearly 
communicate the actions that have been taken recently. 

2.3 Awareness and Interaction with SSIFR 
Connection. One of the biggest assets of SSIFR is the extent to which 
residents personally know members. Despite the relatively low staff 
complement, almost six in ten residents say they know someone on 
the force. The personal connection to SSIFR (we are your neighbours, 
friends, family) is an important aspect of the department’s image. 

Engagement. One in three have attended some SSIFR meeting or 
had SSIFR show up at a call for someone they know. This direct 
engagement is also essential to highlight to reinforce the job SSIFR 

does, and to illustrate transparency of decision making. 

Old and New Firehall. There is widespread awareness and acceptance 
of the need to replace Firehall #1, with nine in ten agreeing Salt Spring 
needs to build a new firehall. There is also high awareness of plans 
to build a new firehall (four in five), although fewer (six in ten) have 
familiarity with the details. Public communication of those plans will 
raise that level of awareness. 

Voting. About half of residents say they voted in the 2013 referendum, 
with slightly more saying they voted no, rather than yes. Half of the 
potential voters in a 2022 referendum have no direct history with the 
previous vote. 

2.4 Budget Realities and Challenges
At the root of some of the critical perceptions about SSIFR lies the 
issue of efficient budgeting. Clearly communicating the steps that have 
been taken to set aside reserves for future apparatus purchases and 
construction of the new firehall will help bolster this perception. Up to 
three quarters of residents are unaware of those important decisions 
that have been taken. Another issue at the heart of opposition is wages. 
Understanding the fact that 98% of BC communities who are part of 
the International Association of Firefighters have comparable salaries 
may address this issue. Raising awareness of the budget realties and 
the steps taken by management to put the organization on a good fiscal 
footing will also be important to strengthen public trust. 

The impact of communicating the budget steps that have been taken 
reflects positively on SSIFR. Once respondents are made aware of the 
budgeting steps that have been taken, positive attitudes toward SSIFR 
increase threefold. 
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2.5 Reaction to Facilities and Features
With respect to examining initial plans for a new firehall, different 
aspects have varying degrees of positive response:

• Eco-friendly steps that have been taken in the design process 
(riparian protection, energy efficiency, water catchment) are the 
most positive aspects of the plan (over four in five rate those aspects 
positively).

• Operational layout details (and the emergency preparedness 
equipment required) are also positively rated (three in four).

• Redeployment of Firehall #1 as a Public Market garners 
a positive response among seven in ten people. This aspect of the 
proposed move to a new site will be important to communicate once 
arrangements have been finalized. 

• Reducing the required space also provokes a positive response 
among two thirds of people. The 36% space reduction from 2013, 
discussed below, from 18,000 square feet to 11,500 square feet, is an 
important feature of the proposed new firehall.  

With respect to the overall estimated project costs of $13.5 million, 
almost three quarters of respondents thought that the estimated range 
of building costs per square foot for comparable projects ($900-$1350) 
seemed reasonable. 

2.6 Initial Design Input 
Reaction to design options were assessed in several ways. First, initial 
impressions of each design were sought. Option B came out slightly 
on top of option A. Secondly, people were asked to choose which 
option they liked best. This produced a mixed response, but it still 
favoured option B. Finally, each option and its anticipated tax impact 
was presented, and people were asked if they would vote yes or no to 
authorize borrowing. The preferred option would result in no new taxes.
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Option
Net First

Impressions
(+/-)

Liked Best
Impressions

(+/-)

Would Vote YES 
in a Referendum

+22
(46% positive,
24% negative)

27% 69%

 +46
(62% positive,
27% negative)

37% 58%

-2
(43% positive,
45% negative)

30% 40% 

A • “Industrial”

B • “Contemporary”

C • “Heritage”
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2.7 Ongoing Consultations and Design Adjustments 
Since the survey was completed in February 2022, additional adjustments have continued to the design configuration based on public input. 
Space requirements have been kept to a bare minimum necessary for safe operations, while renderings and site plans have evolved. The net effect 
has been to produce a rendering shown below, and discussed in person at community consultations, along with elevations and site plans. The 
rendering below if it is approved and proceeds, would produce a design close to the proposed option B noted in the research consultations, with 
no tax increase based on the current budgeting framework. 

An open house was held April 28, 
from 6-9 pm at Firehall #1, to review 
plans and invite input and questions 
from the community. 

Additional open houses and 
public meetings will be held to 
review the detailed cost estimates 
in May.  An ongoing series of 
meetings is being organized to 
consult with stakeholders prior 
to the referendum vote, including 
neighbours, businesses, elected 
officials, public boards and staff, 
and other community organizations. 
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3.0 The Approval Process 

3.1 Approval of Ratepayers for $9.7 Million in 
Borrowing
The Salt Spring Island Fire Protection District has put aside reserves to 
help defray the cost of building a new firehall, earmarking $3 million in 
reserves in addition to a $1 million contribution arranged through the 
CRD for Firehall #1. Ratepayers will be asked to approve borrowing of 
$9.7 in a referendum, with votes received at Firehall #1 by 430 pm June 
30, 2022. No new taxes will be required to proceed with the project 
based on the current budget framework. 

3.2 Voter Eligibility 
Eligible voters must be 18 years of age or older, Canadian citizens, 
residents of B.C. and be named on title of a property on Salt Spring 
Island. Any dispute about eligibility will be adjudicated by the 
independent returning officer and or their deputy who will preside over 
the election process and the counting of ballots. 

3.3 Mail-in Balloting
In similar recent elections on Salt Spring Island, mail-in ballots have 
proven to be superior to in-person voting. The experience of North Salt 
Spring Waterworks District is instructive:

• For the last all-in-person NSSWD election (2019) the NSSWD received 
110 votes out of a possible 2,864, a low 3.8% turnout rate.

• For the all mail-in-ballot election (2020) the NSSWD sent out 3,030 
ballots, and 706 were returned, for a 23.3% turnout rate. 

To facilitate more voter participation, a-mail-in ballot will be held for the 
SSIFR firehall referendum. 

4.0 Concept Design Deliberations 
Salt Spring Island Fire Rescue is planning the replacement of Fire Hall 
#1, currently located at 105 Lower Ganges Road, to a new greenfield 
site at 455 Lower Ganges Road. The existing fire station has reached 
the end of its life expectancy. Therefore, a new station on a new site is 
proposed to serve Salt Spring Island residents now and in the future. 
The final concept was developed using a cost-effective building form 
while providing an exterior design aesthetic that will complement the 
surrounding community and be a source of pride for SSIFR and the 
Island as a whole. The concept design presented meets current code 
requirements for life-safety and energy efficiency. It is intended to be 
constructed using the resources, materials, and trades best suited for 
Salt Spring Island. 

4.1 Site Assessment
The proposed site is a greenfield location redesignated for non-
agricultural R3 land use. Riparian areas run through the site: a 
stormwater ditch at the East property line, drainage at the South 
property line, and another small drainage course that bisects the middle 
of the site. The proposed site development mitigates riparian concerns 
by way of a stormwater path, including a location for storm water 
ponding with off-site discharge. The site access is from Lower Ganges 
Road along the south property line.  

The site design on the next page includes space outside of the 
front tarmac for maneuvering apparatus on site. These needs were 
instrumental in the entire design decision-making process, including 
site and building layout, sizing, services, and exterior design / finishes 
selection.
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4.2 Needs Analysis
S2 Architecture performed a needs analysis and programme review of 
the requirements for the new building based on information provided 
by Salt Spring Island Fire Rescue (SSIFR). In addition, budget sensitivity 
and value for the residents of Salt Spring Island were given high priority. 
The resulting concepts, and final concept, encapsulate various plan 
iterations, programme refinements and public engagement feedback. 
The proposed site and building are the result of this collaboration and 
include input from structural, mechanical, and electrical engineering 
consultants.  

4.3 Design Studies
Based on the currently available site information, the SSIFR programme, 
a preliminary code review, and public engagement feedback, the project 
team considered several site and building plan options to address the 
functional needs refined during needs analysis. The site design studies 
were narrowed down to four early design options which were explored 
in more detail for the final concept design presented in this report.

This study provides an indicative design that includes design 
summaries for structural, mechanical, and electrical systems. 
Landscape and Civil scope were not included in this study. The 
information gathered and the options described will allow for the 
development of a high-level budget for the schematic building concept 
and systems presented to the Salt Spring Island Fire Rescue team. 

4.4 Requirements for Building an Emergency 
      Response Center
One question raised by some residents in the community consultations 
bears examination: “why does it cost so much to build a glorified 
garage to park fire trucks?” The answer to that is simple yet profound. 

The proposed firehall will be the centerpiece of Salt Spring’s emergency 
response network, and as such, must be built to exacting post-
emergency standards. A review of the numerous detailed building 
codes and regulations that must be satisfied gives some indication of 
the complexity of the task.  

0.0.1. Codes, Guidelines and Other Requirements (21)

At the time of this report, the current codes and standards that must be 
followed include, but are not limited to the following: 

 • British Columbia Building Code, 2018 (BCBC)

 • British Columbia Fire Code, 2018 (BCFC)

 • British Columbia Plumbing Code 2018

 • National Building Code of Canada, 2015

 • Geological Survey of Canada Open File 7893, Seismic Hazard   
   Model

 • National Energy Code of Canada for Buildings, 2017 (NECB)

 • ANSI, IEEE, EEMAC Standard for High and Low Voltage   
   Switchgear

 • Canadian Electrical Code – Part I, latest adapted

 • Illuminating Engineering Society of North America Standards   
   (IESNA), latest adapted

 • NFPA 13 – 2013 Standard for Installation of Sprinkler Systems

 • NFPA 10 – 2013 Standard for Portable Fire Extinguishers

 • ASHRAE 55 – 2010 Thermal Environmental Conditions

 • ASHRAE 62 – 2001 Ventilation for Acceptable Indoor Air Quality –  
    Except Addendum N
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 • ASHRAE 90.1 – 2016 Energy Standard for Buildings Except Low- 
   Rise Residential Buildings

 • CSA B149.1 – 2015 Natural Gas and Propane Installation Code

 • CSA Standard B651-95 Barrier Free Design

 • CSA Fire Alarm Standards and ULC Standards, latest adapted

 • CSA S16 – Design of Steel Structures

 • CSA A23.1, A23.2 and A23.3 – Concrete Materials and Methods  
   of Concrete Construction/Test Methods and Standard Practices  
   for Concrete/ Design of Concrete Structures

 • CSA S136 – Design of Cold-Formed Steel Structural Members

 • CSA S304 – Design of Masonry Structures

0.0.1. Codes, Guidelines and Other Requirements (3)

At the time of this report, the current policies and bylaws guiding the 
project include: 

 • Islands Trust Salt Spring Island Land Use Bylaw No. 355

 • Islands Trust Salt Spring Island Official Community Plan Bylaw 
   No. 434

 • CRD Building Regulation Bylaw 3741 

0.0.1. Other Reports Approvals and Studies Required (8+)

Any future project development emerging from this study will need to 
follow the codes, guidelines and policies that will be current at the time 
of the development. Other reports and studies to be considered during 
future phases of development include but are not limited to: 

 • The Environmental Site Assessment (ESA) report

 • Legal Land Survey

 • Power, telecommunication and gas servicing easements and   
   alignments confirmation

 • Water and sanitary servicing off-site agreements 

 • Other reports required, as noted within Section 6.0, Engineering  
   Commentary of the S2 Architecture Report #2211169

 • Development and Building permits

 • Development Permit (DP)

 • Building Permit (BP)

For future phases of the project, reports and assessments at federal 
and provincial levels may be required in addition to the documentation 
listed above. The final list of applicable Codes and approvals will need 
to be determined at the next phase of the Project, in coordination with 
Islands Trust, BC Ministry of Transport and Infrastructure, the CRD, and 
BC Ministry of Forests. 


