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LETTER OF TRANSMITTAL

ORIGINAL ON CAFC LETTERHEAD
September 5, 2006

Mr. Brian Pallister, M.P.

Chair

Standing Committee on Finance

House of Commons

Ottawa, Ontario

K1A 0A6

Dear Mr. Pallister:

On behalf of the 1,000 Chief Fire Officers comprising the membership of the Canadian Association of Fire Chiefs (CAFC), it is a pleasure to present this pre-budget submission. 

Recommendations contained in this brief are derived from two sources: resolutions ratified by Canada’s Fire Chiefs at the Association’s Annual General Meetings; or, as a result of an extensive pre-budget survey of our members.

Our submission is entitled The Danger of Delay and its contents are heavily oriented toward addressing that issue.  The brief also addresses a number of other subjects that have budget implications for our members.

On behalf of the Canadian Fire Services in general and the membership of CAFC in particular, I would appreciate the opportunity to discuss the contents of this submission with the Standing Committee during its pre-budget consultations this autumn.

Yours respectfully,

Fire Chief Donald F. Warden

Chair, CAFC Government Relations Committee
(i)

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Canadian Association of Fire Chiefs (CAFC) is a national organization comprised of 1,000 Chief Fire Officers from all Provinces and Territories.  Positions advanced in this submission reflect resolutions ratified at CAFC Annual General Meetings or from this year’s pre-budget survey.  Fire Chiefs participating in this year’s survey are responsible for protecting the lives and property of over 13 million Canadians. 

Restoring Fiscal Balance in Canada states that the federal government collaborates with other levels of government to provide an “insurance policy” for all Canadians.  Eighty-three per cent survey respondents agreed with that observation.  Just 42.6 per cent of responding Fire Chiefs regard the Government as currently able of provide this insurance. 
Our submission focuses on two issues of fundamental importance to providing Canadians with the Government’s insurance policy.  The first of these is the need for the Office of the National Fire Advisor located within Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada.  The second urges a tax credit for volunteer firefighting personnel.

Presently, there is no voice within the federal government to represent the concerns of the Fire Services.  CAFC believes that the National Fire Advisor should fill that dangerous void.  A position paper on this subject is in the hands of PSEPC, and a synopsis of the functions of the National Fire Advisor is on pages four and five of this brief.        

During the previous Parliament, the Standing Committee on Finance said that “those who provide volunteer emergency services should be recognized by the federal government though the tax system.”  It posed 10 specific questions on this issue that were answered by CAFC and filed with the Finance Minister prior to the May 2006 budget.  Volunteer Fire Departments are experiencing recruitment and retention challenges.  Recognizing volunteers through the tax system would help address that problem  

Other non-tax recommendations in this submission include:

· provide federal funding to ensure that all Canadians receive basic fire protection; 

· increase JEPP funding to make it more meaningful today and sustainable in the future;

· continue funding for CBRN equipment and increase the annual funding level;

· ensure, through a shared-cost arrangement, that the entire first responder community is provided with handheld communications devices.

Other tax recommendations include:

· provide employers with a tax credit for employees who are volunteer firefighters;
· provide encouragement through the federal tax system for the installation of automatic sprinkler systems.
A.
INTRODUCTION

The Fire Services, as well as the general public, know that, in the presence of fire, time is a deadly enemy.  For example:

· a fire doubles in size for every minute that it is left unattended; 

· a person who has stopped breathing will die within 90 seconds unless successfully resuscitated; and there is  “golden hour” within which the victim of a serious accident must receive appropriate medical attention.

In the case of a non-fire related incident to which the Fire Services respond, success in saving victims’ lives is also significantly a factor of time. 

The primary propose of this submission is to demonstrate that time is also a deadly enemy of the Government of Canada and to advance recommendations for addressing this threat.

At the time of the May 2002 budget, the Government also released a document entitled Restoring Fiscal Balance in Canada.  It promised that the 2007 budget would “bring forward funding and legislation” to restore this balance.

Restoring Fiscal Balance in Canada contains two statements that are particularly important to the Fire Services.  They are as follows:

· “There are…circumstances that require the federal government to address unique circumstances, such as natural disasters, where its support must be targeted to the specific needs of a province, territory or region of the country.  This federal role is critical to the functioning of the federation because it ensures support for all parts of the country in times of need.”

· “In other cases, federal programs target needs that are not Canada-wide in scope, but concentrated in particular regions or at particular times.  For example, in responding to natural disasters and other emergencies – such as the floods in the Saguenay in 1996 and Manitoba in 1997, the 1998 ice storm and the (mad cow) and SARS…crises – the federal government collaborates with provincial and territorial governments to provide an  ‘insurance policy’ for all Canadians.”  

This submission describes what elements must be in place and functioning well before any of the circumstances referred to in the previous two paragraphs befall any part of Canada.  Only in this way will it be possible to respond quickly and meaningfully.  Any further delay in these preparations could prove costly or even deadly.

The April 2006 census report published by Statistics Canada estimated a total Canadian population of just over 32.5 million.  The 88 Fire Chiefs participating in CAFC’s pre-
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budget survey this year are responsible for protecting the lives and property of over 13.1 million of these citizens.

B. PRE-BUDGET INPUT

At each Annual General Meeting of the Association, delegates devote several hours to considering policy resolutions submitted either by individual Fire Chiefs or by associations of Fire Chiefs from across Canada.  The recommendations contained in this submission have all been ratified through that process and, therefore, represent the consensus position of Canada’s Fire Chiefs.

In preparation for this submission, CAFC surveyed its members on a range of issues.  Responses were received from all Provinces and the Yukon.

C.
PRE-BUDGET SURVEY RESULTS: DEMOGRAPHICS

Completed surveys were received from the following types of Fire Departments:

Full-time Departments
29.5%

Composite Departments
42.1%

Volunteer Departments
28.4%

“Composite” Departments have both full-time and volunteer firefighters.

Fire Departments serve urban and rural populations, including those in remote parts of Canada.  The distribution by types of communities is as follows:

     Urban communities
39.3%

Rural communities


21.3%

     Urban/rural communities
33.3%

Urban/rural/remote communities
  4.8%

The distribution of population per municipality is as follows:

     1 ,000 or fewer
     
  4.5%

1,001 - 5,000



15.9%

     5,001 -10,000

  9.1%

10,001 – 25,000


26.1%

     25,001 – 50,000

10.2%

50,001 – 100,000


13.6%

     100,001 – 250,000

  8.1%

250,001 – 500,000


  3.4%

     500,001 – 1,000,000
  6.8%

more than 1,000,000


  2.3%

The above tables mirror the realities of Canadian geography and population distribution.  Facts that should be noted by the Standing Committee include:
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· Almost 56 per cent of total responses came from Fire Chiefs in communities with 25,000 or fewer population each.

· Almost 23 per cent of total responses came from the Fire Chiefs of communities that are rural and/or remote.  Overwhelmingly, the Fire Departments in such communities are comprised of volunteer personnel.

Virtually no Canadian community is immune from the threat of a serious incident, either man-made or naturally occurring.  Fire-related incidents account for approximately 30 per cent of all responses by Canada’s Fire Departments.  Floods, power failures, incidents involving hazardous materials (such as train derailments, highway accidents, fires in industrial buildings, etc.), passenger vehicle collisions, and explosions at local factories are a few examples of the types of incidents that can be expected to occur virtually anywhere and at any time.

It is the local Fire Department that will almost inevitably be the first emergency response organization on the scene for such incidents that is capable of mitigating a dangerous situation.  Regardless of when or where these incidents occur, the Government of Canada should be concerned that minimum standards for training and equipment are in place to protect firefighters and allow them to address their primary mandate: to preserve the lives and property of all Canadians and visitors.  Such standards are also required to ensure that, when neighboring Fire Departments and other emergency responders arrive at a major scene, they are able to communicate readily and have compatible equipment and training.    

D.
THE FEDERAL RESONSIBILITY

As noted in this brief (see p. 1), Restoring Fiscal Balance in Canada states that the federal government should collaborate with the provinces and territories to provide an “insurance  policy “ for all Canadians.  CAFC’s pre-budget survey asked Fire Chiefs whether they agree that the federal government has a role to play in providing this insurance policy.  Eighty-three per cent of them believe it has this responsibility.  Of concern to the Standing Committee, however, should be the fact that just 42.6 per cent of responding Fire Chiefs believe the Government is currently capable of providing this insurance. 

In its pre-budget submissions of recent years, CAFC has consistently advanced recommendations that would have helped the Government provide its insurance policy.  These recommendations have been largely ignored, culminating in last May’s budget. There was widespread disappointment that the most recent budget made no mention whatsoever of support for the Fire Services.  This is despite the fact they are usually the emergency responders first on the scene at an incident and are expected to rescue and protect the public from dangers of all types.   
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Budget 2006 did provide $19 million per year to Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada to improve its ability “to coordinate and deal with emergencies that extend across provincial, territorial and international boundaries.”  CAFC has no quarrel with this budget allocation.  It bears repeating, however, that dealing with emergencies requires appropriate training, equipment and planning.  The Fire Services are not aware that any of the $19 million allocation has filtered down to first responder organizations.   

Time is truly a deadly enemy.  The Standing Committee should be deeply concerned by the fact that more than half of this decade has elapsed with little being achieved to provide the necessary insurance policy for Canadians.  This is despite the evidence that events such as September 11, 2001 and last year’s New Orleans hurricane and flooding do occur, demonstrating that Canada must be ready for disasters, whether man-made or natural.  Indeed, there is substantial evidence that indicates natural incidents will increase in severity directly as a result of global warming.

E.
NATIONAL FIRE ADVISOR

Fully 98.8 per cent of CAFC survey respondents stated that establishment of the Office of the National Fire Advisor within Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada is either very important (72.4%) or somewhat important (26.4%).  In addition, a resolution on this topic was presented at CAFC’s Annual General Meeting this August and was unanimously supported by the membership. 

That resolution stated as follows:

“The size and technical complexity of events facing the Fire Services have changed significantly.  Densely populated urban areas; trains and trucks regularly transport hazardous materials through most Canadian municipalities; and words such as ‘Avian Flu’ have entered our vocabulary.  
All are signs to the Fire Services that the range of responses that Canadians are expecting of them will continue to expand.  

“There is a need for the Fire Services to co-ordinate and standardize their approaches to training and equipment to the greatest degree possible.  Faced with major emergencies in the future, it will be imperative for the Fire Services to work collaboratively and inclusively within the Provinces and Territories.  The National Fire Advisor could make an important contribution by ensuring a strategic co-ordinated approach to planning.   

“The function of the National
Fire Advisor should include:

a)
national co-ordinator for the Fire Services for emergency preparedness (CBRN, USAR, etc.);
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b) 
responsibility for national fire training standards, fire prevention and education; co-ordinating body for provincial fire prevention activities.  Developing strategies on a national level for Fire Prevention in Canada;

c) 
responsibility for co-ordinating a national response by the  Fire Services to emergencies, both within Canada and internationally;

d) 
serve as a national link for the Provincial/Territorial Fire Marshals/Fire Commissioners; 

e)
ensure that national fire-related statistics are compiled and distributed in a timely and standardized manner; and

f)
serve as the voice of the Fire Services to liaise with agencies involved in the National Building Code and National Fire Code.


CAFC believes that the role of the Office of the National Fire Advisor would be totally consistent with, and supportive of, Restoring Fiscal Balance in Canada (see p. 1).   A comprehensive position paper on this subject has been prepared and is in the hands of Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada.

Recommendation #1

The Standing Committee should support establishment of the Office of the National Fire Advisor within Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada.

F. 
EQUIPPING THE FIRE SERVICES

Joint Emergency Preparedness Program

One area of federal financial support for the 
Fire Services, albeit indirect, is the Joint Emergency Preparedness Program (JEPP).  JEPP is intended to “encourage and support co-operation among the federal and provincial/territorial governments in working
toward a national capability to meet emergencies of all types within a reasonably uniform standard of emergency response.”  As such, JEPP is also totally consistent with the objectives of Restoring Fiscal Balance in Canada (see p. 1).

Monies allocated to JEPP have not been increased for several years despite rapidly rising equipment costs facing the Fire Services and the increasing number of major incidents and disasters across Canada.  Accordingly, the value of the money available through JEPP has been severely eroded over time.  The effectiveness of JEPP also depends upon an application process for individual Fire Departments that is not overly complex and time-consuming.  For many smaller Fire Departments, these issues outweigh the potential benefits of successful application.  

The Standing Committee should take note of two results of the CAFC pre-budget survey within the context of JEPP.  
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First, 83.7 per cent of survey respondents said it is either very important or somewhat important that the Government of Canada be financially responsible for ensuring that all rural and remote communities are able to provide basic fire protection.  Second, 95.5% of them called for an increase in JEPP funding grants and a reduction in funding limits.   

Recommendation #2

The Standing Committee should commit itself to the principle that all Canadians deserve to receive basic fire protection services, and that adequate federal funding is required to ensure this principle is attained. 

Recommendation #3

The Standing Committee should recommend as follows with respect to JEPP:
a)
increase funding for JEPP in the upcoming budget to make it more meaningful for the Fire Services; and

b) 
urge that a mechanism be established to ensure that JEPP funding remains responsive to escalating equipment costs for the Fire Services in the years ahead.

CBRN Equipment

The December 2001 budget provided five years of funding for the purchase of specialized equipment to strengthen Canada’s ability to respond to chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear (CBRN) threats.  In 2004, the Standing Senate Committee on National Security and Defence called upon the federal government to provide four additional years of funding at a rate of $5 million per year for the purchase of CBRN equipment.

CAFC has recommended to the Standing Committee for the past two years that the recommendations of the Standing Senate Committee be supported, but that the annual funding limit be increased to $10 million.  The Standing Committee, thus far, has declined to provide its support.  Since the five years of funding provided for in the 2001 budget is virtually complete, the need for an extension of the program has become acute.  That is why 88.5 % of pre-budget survey participants said that the four year funding extension was either very important or somewhat important and 87.5% of them, urged the level of annual funding be doubled to $10 million.
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Recommendation #4

The Standing Committee should endorse the recommendation of the Standing Senate Committee that the federal government provide four additional years of funding for the purchase of CBRN equipment.  The amount of that annual funding, however, should be increased to $10 million.

Handheld Communications Devices

The 2004 report of the Standing Senate Committee also called upon the federal government to share the costs of equipping the entire first responder community nationwide with handheld communications devices.  It recommended that the federal share should be at least one-third of the total cost.

Fire Services personnel are recognized as the emergency responders likely to arrive initially at the scene of an incident.  Their function is not only to secure the scene perimeter but to begin actively mitigating the danger.  As a result, they have often begun to work at that incident prior to the arrival of the other emergency services.  Thus, Fire Services personnel have to communicate with one another; with their command posts; and with the other emergency services.  The need to communicate with the police and ambulance services is particularly important both to the Fire Services and for the safety of Canadians.  Handheld communications devices would be a major step toward creating a true interoperability capability among the emergency first responder services.

This explains why 90.7 per cent of CAFC members responding to this year’s pre-budget survey favour being equipped with such devices.  Again, however, the Standing Committee should recognize that an equal sharing of costs between federal, provincial and municipal governments would likely mean that many smaller communities could not avail themselves of this arrangement.

This issue was addressed in CAFC’s 2004 and 2005 pre-budget submissions as well.  It has gone, however, unsupported by either the Standing Committee in its pre-budget reports or in the federal budgets.  There should be a genuine concern shared by all members of the Standing Committee about the lack of capacity among the first responder services to communicate with one another at the scene of an incident.

Recommendation #5

The Standing Committee should recommend that the costs of equipping the entire first responder community nationwide with handheld communications devices be addressed in the forthcoming budget.  The federal portion of this shared-cost arrangement should be at least 50 per cent.
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G.
TAXATION ISSUES

Volunteer Firefighter Tax Credit

 Of the 3,492 Fire Departments in Canada, 3,184 (91.2%) of them are volunteer departments.  Of the firefighting personnel in Canada, 84,314 of them (78.1%) are volunteers.  Attracting and retaining volunteer personnel is becoming increasingly more difficult in all parts of Canada.  

It is surprising, under these circumstances, that the Government of Canada continues to resist an amendment to the Income Tax Act that would provide a measure of tax relief to volunteer firefighters.  It would also be an incentive that would help recruit and retain effective numbers of volunteers in both urban and rural/remote areas where they protect the vast majority of Canadians.  These are individuals who are voluntarily prepared to risk their own safety to protect the lives and property of others in their community.  Almost 92 per cent of pre-budget survey respondents believe that volunteer firefighters should receive a personal income tax credit in recognition of their service.    

During the previous Parliament, Private Members’ Bill C-273 attracted wide support from the Fire Services in Canada.  Deemed a votable item, the Bill received Second Reading and was referred to the Standing Committee on Finance.  After consideration, the Standing Committee agreed that it would not recommend that the Bill proceed further.  In killing the Bill, the Standing Committee stated as follows:  

“Whereas the Committee is generally supportive of the intent of Bill C-273 and feels that those who provide volunteer emergency services should be recognized by the federal government through the tax system, there are unresolved questions.” 

The Standing Committee then posed ten specific questions that it said must be answered.  CAFC prepared a position paper that responded to all questions, and it was forwarded to the present Finance Minister together with the recommendation that tax relief for volunteer firefighters be included in the May budget.  Again, there was disappointment in the Fire Services with this lack of positive response from the Government.

Since the Standing Committee has stated that it is generally supportive of tax relief for volunteer firefighters, and since CAFC has filed its answers to all of these questions, it is difficult to imagine why such relief could not be fully supported.  

Recommendation #6
The Standing Committee should recommend that the forthcoming budget provide  volunteer firefighting personnel with a personal income tax credit for the time they expend performing their volunteer firefighting functions.
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In its response to the Standing Committee’s questions, CAFC recommended the following schedule be established for the volunteer firefighter tax credit:




  Hours


Deduction



50 to 99

   $1,000




100 to 199

   $2,000





200 or more

   $3,000

Employer Tax Credit

The time that volunteer firefighters spend as emergency first responders can cause financial hardships and inconvenience to their employers who depend on these same people to operate their businesses.  In some cases, this hardship and inconvenience may be such that employers will not permit their employees to be volunteer firefighters.  Again this can lead to problems of recruitment and retention in the volunteer Fire Services.  These conditions led 87.2 per cent of pre-budget survey participants to agree that tax relief for employers of volunteer firefighters is either very important or somewhat important.

Recommendation #7

The Standing Committee should urge that employers receive a $500 tax credit for each employee actively serving as a volunteer firefighter or officer.

Automatic Sprinkler Systems

Fires double in size for every minute that they are left unattended.  The important and positive role of automatic sprinkler systems in the suppression of fires until the Fire Services arrive at the incident is not open to question.  Despite this fact, most non-residential, high-rise residential and other residential structures in Canada are not required to be equipped with automatic sprinkler systems.  A full 95.4 per cent of pre-budget survey participants believe the Government of Canada has an obligation to ensure that its citizens are protected by automatic sprinkler systems in their residences.  

It has been suggested to CAFC that Members of Parliament lack the political will to require that automatic sprinkler systems be mandatory in a wide range of residential and non-residential constructs.  The Association finds it difficult to believe that this observation is accurate.  CAFC calls on the Government of Canada to take a major step toward the protection of citizens by embracing the following recommendations designed to make the widespread use of automatic sprinkler systems a reality.  
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Recommendation #8
The Standing Committee should recommend that the federal tax regime be amended to encourage owners of existing non-residential buildings and existing high-rise residential buildings to install automatic sprinkler systems.     

Sprinklers in Other Residential Structures

During the period of record levels of new housing starts in 2003 to 2006, no federal provisions existed to ensure that all new low-rise housing be equipped with automatic sprinkler systems.

Owners of existing low-rise residential buildings, who might otherwise be favourably disposed to the installation of automatic sprinkler systems, are also dissuaded from doing so by the cost of such installation.  

Recommendation #9

The Standing Committee should recommend an amendment of the Income Tax Act to permit the owners of low-rise residential structures to partially deduct from their payable taxes the cost of equipping their residences with required automatic sprinkler systems.

H.
CONCLUSION

CAFC thanks the members of the Standing Committee on Finance for their consideration 
of the pre-budget views of our membership.  Our organization looks forward to the opportunity of discussing these positions in an appearance before the Standing Committee this autumn.

All of which is respectfully submitted:

Fire Chief Donald F. Warden

Chair, Government Relations Committee

Appendix “A”

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendation #1

The Standing Committee should support establishment of the Office of the National Fire Advisor within Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada.

Recommendation #2

The Standing Committee should commit itself to the principle that all Canadians deserve to receive basic fire protection services, and that adequate federal funding is required to ensure this principle is attained. 

Recommendation #3

The Standing Committee should recommend as follows with respect to JEPP:

a)
increase funding for JEPP in the upcoming budget to make it more meaningful for the Fire Services; and

b) 
urge that a mechanism be established to ensure that JEPP funding remains responsive to escalating equipment costs for the Fire Services in the years ahead.

Recommendation #4

The Standing Committee should endorse the recommendation of the Standing Senate Committee that the federal government provide four additional years of funding for the purchase of CBRN equipment.  The amount of that annual funding, however, should be increased to $10 million.

Recommendation #5

The Standing Committee should recommend that the costs of equipping the entire first responder community nationwide with handheld communications devices be addressed in the forthcoming budget.  The federal portion of this shared-cost arrangement should be at least 50 per cent.

Recommendation #6
The Standing Committee should recommend that the forthcoming budget provide  volunteer firefighting personnel with a personal income tax credit for the time they expend performing their volunteer firefighting functions.

A…2
Recommendation #7

The Standing Committee should urge that employers receive a $500 tax credit for each employee actively serving as a volunteer firefighter or officer.

Recommendation #8
The Standing Committee should recommend that the federal tax regime be amended to encourage owners of existing non-residential buildings and existing high-rise residential buildings to install automatic sprinkler systems.     

Recommendation #9

The Standing Committee should recommend an amendment of the Income Tax Act to permit the owners of low-rise residential structures to partially deduct from their payable taxes the cost of equipping their residences with required automatic sprinkler systems.

