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Executive Summary 

In February 2015, Mount Washington Alpine Resort suffered a high-profile loss of three chalets 

due to a major fire. Despite other previous fires and a significant level of risk to human life and 

property, there is currently no fire protection service for the resort community.  

Several attempts have been made by the Comox Valley Regional District (CVRD) and the 

community to establish fire protection over the past decade. Studies have looked at various 

options, including implementing introductory fire prevention initiatives and community planning, 

and establishing a full-time career fire department on the mountain.   

In March 2015, the community once again approached the CVRD, and a 15-member Steering 

Group was formed to assist with a renewed feasibility study for fire protection at Mount 

Washington. The Steering Group was facilitated and supported by CVRD staff, including Ian 

Smith, General Manager of Community Services and James Bast, Manager of Fire Services. The 

consultants (Sarah Morden of Defero-West Consulting and Sherry Hurst of Leftside Partners Inc.) 

were engaged and tasked with exploring options for a start-up fire protection service at Mount 

Washington including the potential for a service agreement with a Comox Valley fire department. 

At the advice of the Steering Group, the consultants focused on a defensive firefighting service 

aimed at preventing the spread of fire to adjacent buildings and forest with the ability to grow 

incrementally, over time, according to the community’s needs. 

The research phase included interviews with Chief Administrative Officers and Fire Chiefs for the 

Village of Cumberland, City of Courtenay and Oyster River Fire Department, as well as other 

Comox Valley fire professionals, provincial government staff (Fire Commissioner’s Office and 

Local Government Branch), and community stakeholders.  

Community consultation focused mainly on online communications due to the geographic 

dispersion of resort property owners, along with an open house at Mount Washington on 

Thanksgiving weekend.  

The findings of the study show that a service contract with a Comox Valley fire department for 

defensive fire protection at Mount Washington is feasible assuming that the agreement would 

be structured similarly (including the formula for calculating the payment for services) to other 

CVRD fire protection service agreements, and the minimum requirements set out by the Fire 

Chiefs for a service building, vehicles and equipment can be met. This approach satisfies the 

Steering Group’s goal of starting small with the ability to grow, and keeping the service cost as 

low as possible relative to a full-service fire department, recognizing that fire insurance premium 

reductions are not a priority for the start-up stages.  

 

Start-up costs are shown below, and have been estimated using both five and 10-year 

amortization of capital costs – the Steering Group’s preference is for 10-year amortization. 
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Based on the results of the study, it is recommended that the CVRD proceed with a service 

establishment bylaw to establish a new local fire service area at Mount Washington with a 

maximum requisition of $1.15/$1,000 of assessed value including land and improvements. Other 

key recommendations discussed in this report include: 

 

• that the CVRD borrow through the Municipal Finance Authority of BC (MFABC) to fund 

the one-time capital costs of the proposed service, amortized over a 10-year period as 

per the recommendation of the Steering Group; 

 

• that the CVRD enter into more detailed discussions and negotiations with the fire 

departments, with cost effectiveness, depth of resources (e.g. personnel, training 

programs, equipment) and willingness to train and work with on-mountain volunteers for 

initial response as guiding priorities for a Mount Washington service agreement; and, 

 

• that the CVRD pursue the option of elector assent by referendum subject to completion 

of a more detailed property ownership analysis and comprehensive voter education 

campaign to assist non-resident property owners. 

 
  

SUMMARY OF START-UP COSTS Unit Cost 

Capital 

Building (1000 sq. ft. @ $250/sq. ft. - includes site prep, utility hookups, geotech) 

Vehicles (number/models to be determined with contracted Fire Department) 

Start-up equipment 

 

$285,000 

$70,000 

$60,000 

Operating (annual) 

Service agreement 

Administration 

VIMC contribution (shower facilities for firefighters during emergencies)  

Training for on-mountain volunteers 

 

$80,000  

$8,000 

$5,000 

$5,000 

Capital Reserve (one of the following) 

- 5-year amortization (allocated to debt repayment in years 1-5); or, 

- 10-year amortization (allocated to debt repayment in years 1-10) 

 

$90,000; or, 

$50,000 
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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

The Mount Washington Alpine Resort is a 644 hectare privately-owned ski resort located within 

Puntledge-Black Creek (electoral area ‘C’) of the Comox Valley Regional District (CVRD). The 

resort area is bounded by Strathcona Provincial Park to the south and on the remaining three 

sides by private managed forest lands. Mount Washington is Vancouver Island’s largest year-

round alpine resort, with capacity to attract up to 5,0001 daily visitors during the winter ski 

season. The resort comprises a mountain-based recreational area with over 1,700 acres of 

terrain, 81 ski, nordic and snowshoe trails, five ski lifts, four magic carpet rides, two terrain parks, 

and a tubing park. The village area includes a mix of residential/tourist accommodation (chalets, 

condos and townhouses for a total of over 600 units/4,000 beds2), a small variety of commercial 

businesses located within the main lodge, nordic lodge, ski rental & store, and associated 

utilities/infrastructure.  

 

Despite significant building values, high forest interface exposures and substantial visitor 

concentration, Mount Washington does not have community fire protection. Although attempts 

have been made to establish a fire protection service, the community faces several unique 

challenges that impact the viability of doing so, including: 

 

• the community population fluctuates significantly on a seasonal basis with a very small 

number of permanent, year-round residents (approximately 50) 

• a limited tax base exists to pay for a fire protection service 

• the population from which to draw firefighters from is very small 

• local areas and buildings within the community vary to a significant degree in terms of 

fire risk - some of the newer multi-unit buildings have sprinklers and are inspected 

regularly, while most of the older multi-unit buildings and wood-frame chalets do not  

• when snow accumulates, vehicle access to some areas of the community is limited and/or 

unavailable 

 

A detailed feasibility study completed by the Regional District in 2003 strongly recommended 

establishment of a ‘recognized’ and ‘fully protected’ on-mountain fire service including a fire hall, 

three apparatus units, equipment, training and personnel consisting of a paid Fire Chief and 

complement of a minimum 15 volunteer firefighters. The proposed maximum requisition for the 

service was set at $5.00/$1,000 of assessed value. Insurance rate reductions were estimated to 

decrease as much as 65% for some classes of property. Electoral approval was subsequently 

sought through a petition process. At the time, the Local Government Act required support from 

67% of property owners representing at least 50% of the area’s total assessment in order for a 

petition to pass. Voter participation fell short at 39%. 

 

                                                           
1 Source: Mount Washington Integrated Resort Community Plan 
2 Source: Tourism Mount Washington  
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In 2005, the Mount Washington Community Association and the Regional District revisited the 

issue of fire protection through a review of the 2003 study and petition process, including lessons 

learned which were documented3 as follows: 

• take more time to avoid feelings of being rushed and pressured to make a decision 

• provide more detailed financial information 

• clearly identify the roles and contributions from all parties, including the resort, the CVRD 

and the owners 

• demonstrate why the proposal is better than the other options considered, and 

• request proactive support from the Regional District 

 

Roycroft Consulting Services was engaged to review alternatives to a full-time, career fire 

department (including a part-time force and volunteer society) and provide recommendations 

for establishing a fire service program. The report considered four options: 

1. a full-time career fire department  

2. a smaller-scale fire department operated through the CVRD  

3. a non-profit, volunteer community-based Society, and  

4. no fire service (status quo) 

 

The concept of a full-time career fire department was eliminated due to the high costs and low 

community interest. A non-profit, volunteer-based service was ruled out due to the difficulties 

involved with securing a sustainable funding source, and finally, a status quo option was not 

recommended in that it would not address the high level of risk at Mount Washington.  

 

The report ultimately recommended a smaller-scale department operated through the Regional 

District, but did not result in a fire service. At the time, the majority of properties at Mount 

Washington were leasehold on 75-year terms. Under the Local Government Act, non-resident 

leaseholders may only participate in alternative approval processes or referendums if they hold 

a lease of 99 years or longer. As such, a petition would have been the only method for the CVRD 

to establish a fire service. Given the results and low voter participation in the 2003 process, it 

was felt that a petition was not likely to succeed. (Note: this situation has changed significantly 

since 2005 - Mount Washington currently has 456 freehold units, and 197 units either on long-

term leases of 99 years or longer, or eligible to renew for a longer term that would meet or exceed 

the 99-year requirement.)   

 

In 2009, a three-phase plan to implement fire protection was proposed to the community 

following a structural fire earlier in the year. Phase 1 focused on fire prevention with Mount 

Washington engaging the services of a Fire Chief/Fire Prevention Officer; Phase 2 included 

establishment of a defensive fire fighting response, with minimal equipment and volunteers, 

along with community discussions aimed at moving towards a regional district fire protection 

service for Mount Washington. Phase 3 would have focused on establishing the fire service as a 

                                                           
3 “Mount Washington Community Association: Examination of the Steps to Establish a Fire Service Program” 

Roycroft Consulting Services’ Final Report – June, 2005.  
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function of the CVRD. The plan was generally supported by the community, but not to the extent 

required to support any significant service changes.  
 

A major fire in February 2015 resulted in the loss of three chalets, once again bringing the issue 

to the forefront. Representatives of Mount Washington Alpine Resort (MWAR) and the CVRD 

met in March to discuss the incident and options for moving forward. The discussion led to a new 

terms of reference for a service feasibility study, and the engagement of Defero-West Consulting 

in partnership with Leftside Partners Inc. to undertake the following: 

 

• a review/summary of the history and background information 

• a detailed analysis of current service options 

• consideration of the legislative requirements pertaining to electoral assent 

• preparation of a report including service recommendation(s) and an implementation 

plan 

• consultation with the Steering Group and broader Mount Washington community 

engagement on the service options and report recommendations, and 

• a summary presentation to the CVRD Electoral Area Services Committee (EASC). 

 

1.2 Objectives 

The study’s objectives include: 

• exploring various options for establishing a start-up fire protection service at Mount 

Washington including, but not necessarily limited to, the potential for a service 

agreement with a Comox Valley fire department 

• assessing the financial costs of the options  

• determining the financial impact to building owners and residents at Mount 

Washington, and 

• evaluating legislative options (bylaws/elector assent) for service establishment 

 

Establishment of a full-time, on-mountain career fire department was not included in the scope 

due to the fact that it failed to gain the support of the community in 2003. Furthermore, during 

the project launch meeting in June 2015, it was confirmed with the Steering Group that a 

reduction in insurance rates was not the motivating factor behind the community’s interest in a 

fire protection service. Preventing the spread of fire to adjacent buildings and forest through 

defensive firefighting was stated to be the community’s prime objective. Accordingly, the report 

focuses on options that provide a base level of defensive firefighting response and protection, 

but not at the service level or cost recommended in the 2003 proposed service. 

 

1.3 Information Sources 

In April 2015, the CVRD’s Chief Administrative Officer established the Mount Washington Fire 

Protection Steering Group to provide advice and local perspective regarding the development of 

a possible fire service for the Mount Washington community. The 15-member Steering Group 

included representatives from the Mount Washington ownership group, local strata 

corporations, residential property owners, and Tourism Mount Washington. The information, 
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guidance and input the Group provided throughout the study was of the utmost consideration in 

the development of this report and recommendations. 

 

The consultants interviewed: 

 

Comox Valley Regional District – Debra Oakman, Chief Administrative Officer; James Bast, 

Manager of Fire Services; and CVRD’s Oyster River Fire Department – Niels Holbek, retired Fire 

Chief and Bruce Green, incoming Fire Chief (June, 2015) 

 

Village of Cumberland – Sundance Topham, Chief Administrative Officer and Mike Williamson, 

Fire Chief 

  

City of Courtenay – David Allen, Chief Administrative Officer; Don Bardonnex, Fire Chief; and, 

Kurt MacDonald, Deputy Fire Chief 

 

Several follow-up communications occurred with the fire chiefs to gather more detailed 

information regarding their respective department’s capacity and requirements for entering into 

a potential service agreement for Mount Washington.  

The consultants also spoke with the City of Campbell River’s Fire Chief Ian Baikie, Deputy Fire 

Chief Tom Doherty and Deputy Fire Chief/911 Chris Vrabel (also asked for his input from a North 

Island 9-1-1 perspective); and, Dianna Porter, Michael Marson and Cathy Bickford, Advisory 

Officers with the Local Government Branch in the Ministry of Community, Sport and Cultural 

Development. The Mount Washington Alpine Resort (MWAR) staff contributed key information, 

and the consultants have maintained ongoing communications with Strata 799 President Richard 

Meiner. 

Key previous reporting and related documents reviewed included: 

- Mount Washington Fire Protection Feasibility Assessment, 2003 (IAO Municipal 

Consulting Services) 

- Mount Washington Community Association: Examination of the Steps to Establish a Fire 

Service Program, 2005 (Roycroft Consulting Services) 

- Mount Washington Integrated Resort Community Plan, 2013 

- Existing fire service agreements within the CVRD region 

- British Columbia Fire Services Minimum Training Standards (Playbook), 2015 

- Fire Underwriters Survey Dwelling Protection Grade System 

2.0 Research Findings 

During the project start-up meeting in June, members of the Steering Group expressed a strong 

desire for an incremental approach to establishing a fire protection service at Mount Washington 

– starting small, and growing over time based on the community’s needs. According to the 

Steering Group, reduction in insurance rates was not the motivating factor behind the 
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community’s interest in a fire protection service. Preventing the spread of fire to adjacent 

buildings and forest through defensive firefighting was stated to be the community’s prime 

objective. A proposal for a full service volunteer or career fire department and $1.5 million 

firehall amortized over 25 years (maximum requisition set at $5.00/$1,000 of assessed value) 

failed to gain the support of the community in 2003, in part, because it exceeded the 

community’s needs. The consultants were requested to focus on a more basic start-up defensive 

firefighting service that would provide some comfort and protection to the community, and allow 

them to build capacity and resources over time through reserve contributions. This included, but 

was not necessarily limited to, the potential for a service agreement with a Comox Valley fire 

department. 

2.1 Interview Findings 

In order to explore the potential for a service agreement, the consultants interviewed the fire 

chiefs and chief administrative officers of Cumberland and Courtenay, as well as the fire chief 

(outgoing and incoming) from the Oyster River Fire Department. The following is a brief overview 

of the consultants’ key findings stemming from the interviews and follow-up conversations with 

Oyster River, Courtenay and Cumberland fire departments: 

� Although specific requirements would vary, all three departments interviewed (Oyster 

River, Courtenay and Cumberland) are open to the possibility of entering into a service 

agreement for defensive firefighting at Mount Washington. 

 

� In order to enter into a service agreement for Mount Washington, Cumberland would 

require additional volunteers, particularly for daytime coverage. Oyster River could 

respond with existing volunteers but would ideally like to take on another five members. 

Courtenay would not require any additional volunteers. 

 

� For each fire department, the contract would be expected to provide full cost recovery 

based on similar terms as existing service agreements within the Comox Valley.4 None of 

the departments are likely to support an agreement based on significantly modified 

terms. There may, however, be an opportunity to negotiate additional operational 

services within the scope of the agreement including, for example, maintenance of the 

equipment stored at Mount Washington and/or community fire prevention programs. 

 

� Response times would be approximately 45 minutes for any of the three departments, 

depending on road/weather conditions. 

 

                                                           
4 calculated by apportioning the net cost of operating the service in the Mount Washington fire protection service 

area less the costs of extraordinary fire suppression and scene security in either the service area or the contracted 

fire department’s home community to the total net taxable value of land and improvements for taxation purposes 

within the Mount Washington service area divided by the sum of total net taxable value of land and improvements 

for taxation purposes within the contracted fire department’s home community boundaries and the service area. 
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� Basic storage (including heating, lighting, back-up generator and security) to house fire 

service vehicle(s) and equipment is required on the mountain. There is no existing resort-

owned space available for vehicle storage. Wood frame construction of a garage-style 

building (approximately 1,000 square feet) is recommended, and the budget needs to 

consider building code requirements for snow loading and post-disaster requirements for 

emergency services buildings (modern construction standards to withstand seismic 

events and activity). 

 

� Vehicle and equipment recommendations varied, but not to a significant extent. It was 

determined that the responding fire department could bring a crew of firefighters up to 

the muster station on the mountain in a 4x4 passenger truck or van owned by that 

department. The firefighters would then access equipment stored on the mountain to 

respond to the fire incident. A minimum of two fire service vehicles are required and must 

be available at all times, appropriately equipped for defensive firefighting, able to access 

all areas of the community in all weather conditions, and capable of transporting the 

equipment necessary to serve a broad range of building types/sizes, from chalets to large 

condominium buildings.  

 

� The fire departments are open to the possibility of working with a small group of on-

mountain volunteers who would access, transport and set up equipment prior to the 

responding fire department’s arrival. It was confirmed that if volunteers are members of 

the responding fire department, they would need to train towards whatever service level 

(exterior/interior/full service) that the fire department has set, by policy, pursuant to the 

BC Fire Service Competency and Training Playbook. There may, however, be an 

opportunity to establish a volunteer on-mountain response crew under the CVRD or 

privately, and train to a more basic service level. Careful consideration, in consultation 

with the contracted fire department, would need to be given to how best this is achieved 

within the context of employer liability, WCB coverage and responsibility for 

administrative record-keeping required by the BC Fire Service.  

 

� The importance of planning and prevention was emphasized. 

 

� Several of those interviewed felt that it is critical to have qualified, trained personnel on 

the mountain to provide (at a minimum) initial response. 

 

The consultants also confirmed the following: 

� The Mount Washington community already pays for 9-1-1 service, and radio frequency is 

available to support a new service. 
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� According to MWAR documents, Mount Washington’s water system meets the minimum 

requirements for fire flow and storage capacity. 

 

� None of the proposed service options meet the minimum requirements established by 

the Fire Underwriters Survey for fire insurance classification – the service falls short in 

respect to firefighters, apparatus and response times. If a service is ultimately established, 

property owners may wish to consult with their individual insurance providers to 

determine what impacts, if any, the service would have on their individual insurance 

policies or costs.   

 

 

3.0 Service Options & Costs 

3.1 Start-Up Service 

At the core of any fire protection service – large or small – are three basic elements: trained 

personnel, equipment, and a building. Figure 1 on the following page includes the consultants’ 

recommended elements for a start-up service for Mount Washington. The elements are based 

on the consultants’ research findings, and are intended as a reasonable starting point for 

assessing the feasibility of a fire protection service, establishing a budget, and determining a 

maximum requisition. If a service is ultimately established, the terms of the service agreement 

and/or extent of capital (equipment/vehicles/building) could vary, particularly where any 

government grants could be obtained or where cost savings/service efficiencies could be 

achieved within applicable regulatory and legal requirements.  

 

How would Strata 799’s work fit into a community-wide fire service? 
 

During its special general meeting in August 2015, Strata 799 approved procurement of equipment 

to address some of the strata’s unique fire risks (large forest interface, no road access) and labour 

costs to initiate an interim fire protection service. The arrangement uses a smartphone app to 

coordinate firefighter response by privately contracted firefighters, while a small group of 

volunteer residents transport the equipment to the incident, connect hoses and begin washing 

down the surrounding area to help protect surrounding structures. Once on the mountain, trained 

firefighters will access their gear in a strata-owned storage container, and report to a designated 

officer or chief. The community-wide fire service contemplated in this report aims to complement 

and build on Strata 799’s progress, offering a longer-term solution with a broader and stable 

funding source to support fire protection for all. Wherever possible, purchase of Strata 799’s 

assembled equipment is proposed as part of the community-wide Mount Washington fire service. 
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Figure 1 – Key Elements for a Start-Up Fire Protection Service in Mount Washington 

PERSONNEL EQUIPMENT BUILDINGS 

Firefighting  
Service agreement with Oyster River, 

Courtenay or Cumberland for defensive 

firefighting. Personnel brought up in 

four-wheel drive transport vehicle in 

approximately 45mins, depending on 

road/weather conditions. A small group 

of on-mountain volunteers may be 

established to assist with transporting 

and setting up equipment prior to the 

contracted fire department’s arrival.  
 

Equipment Maintenance  

Contracted to fire department, 

negotiated as part of the service 

contract. Hydrant maintenance 

continued by MWAR with results 

shared with contracted fire 

department. 
 

Road Access 
MWAR maintains road access to the 

fire vehicle & equipment building; 

individual strata corporations continue 

to plow and provide access to their 

respective developments and hydrants. 
 

Planning & Prevention  

Potential to negotiate some fire 

prevention programming as part of the 

service agreement in lieu of capital. 

Budgeting, ordering of equipment, 

insurance and other administration 

would be completed by the CVRD.  

Hiring of Fire Protection Officer 

included as a future option. 

 

Vehicles  
Minimum of two fire service 

vehicles available at all times, 

appropriately equipped for 

defensive firefighting, able to 

access all areas of the community 

in all weather conditions, and 

capable of transporting the 

equipment necessary to serve a 

broad range of building 

types/sizes, from chalets to large 

condominium buildings.  
 

Apparatus 
Basic equipment and apparatus 

as determined in consultation 

with Fire Chief of contracted fire 

department (hoses, nozzles, 

pumps, radios, axes, foam, 

oxygen). Potential to purchase 

some components from Strata 

799. 

 

 

Equipment Storage Building 
Garage-style structure (wood 

construction, approximately 1,000 

square feet) with heating, lighting, 

back-up generator and security 

that satisfies snow-loading and 

post disaster requirements. A 

structure built to these 

specifications could be expanded 

into a small fire hall in the future, 

if warranted.   
 

Land  
Building located on land donated 

by MWAR (adjacent to MWAR 

maintenance shop near general 

store) 
 

Firefighter Facilities 
Arrangements made with 

Vancouver Island Mountain Centre 

for firefighters’ use of shower 

facilities during/following an 

emergency. 
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3.2 Start-Up Costs 

3.2.1 Research & Methodology 

The following steps were undertaken to determine the approximate cost of the service: 

• Research on building costs, including meeting snow load and post-disaster requirements. 

The consultants reviewed the costs of several recent BC fire hall projects (which ranged 

from $200 to $500 per sq. ft.), as well as much simpler wood frame garage structures at 

around $100 per sq. ft. Recent local government analysis of pre-fabricated steel buildings 

shows that while costs are generally comparable to wood frame construction, expected 

life span is shorter (30-40 years, compared to 50-60 years). 

• Inquiries into the level of site preparation required, utility extensions and hook-ups 

• Review of service agreements already in place between CVRD and Comox, Courtenay 

and Cumberland for fire protection services 

• Review of the annual budgets and operating costs of the Oyster River, Courtenay and 

Cumberland fire departments 

• Review of the administrative costs and reserve structure included as part of the CVRD’s 

fire protection areas currently serviced through agreements with other fire departments 

• Interviews with fire chiefs and chief administrative officers to get a sense of the 

willingness to consider modified service arrangements 

• Input from the fire chiefs regarding equipment, including rough cost estimates, and 

• Supplementary equipment cost research through fire supply catalogues, vehicle pricing 

(ATVs and pick-up trucks) 

3.3 Summary of Start-Up Costs 

Based on the information gathered, the following costs are considered reasonable for budgetary 

purposes: 

 

SUMMARY OF START-UP COSTS Unit Cost 

Capital 

Building (1000 sq. ft. @ $250/sq. ft. - includes site prep, utility hookups, geotech) 

Vehicles (number/models to be determined with contracted Fire Department) 

Start-up equipment 

 

$285,000 

$70,000 

$60,000 

Operating (annual) 

Service agreement 

Administration 

VIMC contribution (shower facilities for firefighters during emergencies)  

Training for on-mountain volunteers 

 

$80,000  

$8,000 

$5,000 

$5,000 

Capital Reserve (one of the following) 

- 5-year amortization (allocated to debt repayment in years 1-5); or, 

- 10-year amortization (allocated to debt repayment in years 1-10) 

 

$90,000; or, 

$50,000 
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3.4 Discussion 

3.4.1 Start-Up Capital Costs (Building and Equipment) 

• A cost of $250,000 was estimated for the building, at approximately 1,000 square feet. As 

referenced in Figure 1, the building would be required to meet snow loading as well as 

post-disaster building regulations. Furthermore, the building will be heated, and include 

a security system to track entry, and a back-up generator. The building would be 

constructed with the intention of adding on at a future date should additional space be 

required, including the ability to expand to become a fire hall with permanent work 

and/or accommodation space.  

• Site preparation costs (including utility connections) were estimated at $35,000, including 

geotechnical analysis. 

• Due to the need for building and equipment costs to be incurred at the outset of the 

service, and the one-time nature of the expenditures, it is assumed that the Regional 

District would borrow on behalf of the service, and amortize the costs over either a five 

or 10-year period. The cost of borrowing through the Municipal Finance Authority (MFA) 

have therefore been included in the estimate. MFA rates for 10-year term (the term 

preferred and recommended by the Steering Group) are currently 2.7%, or 1.76% for five 

years. Borrowing for the equipment and the building, including debt servicing costs, will 

result in payments of approximately $90,000 per year over five years, or $50,000 annually 

for 10 years.   

• Exact types of equipment will be determined in conjunction with the responding fire 

department. For cost estimates, the consultants have allowed $70,000 for vehicles and 

$50,000 for start-up equipment including (but not necessarily limited to) hoses, nozzles, 

reels, pumps, foam and foam eductors, and radios. A further budget of $10,000 was 

estimated for turn-out gear for the Mount Washington based volunteers, if applicable 

(on-mountain response). 

• In addition to the initial complement of equipment, it is recommended that the service 

set aside money in its reserves to acquire additional equipment, and undertake 

maintenance or upgrades to existing equipment. In the first five or 10 years, the reserve 

amounts will be set aside for repaying the debt for the building and the initial equipment 

purchases, but in future years, that same amount, or a portion of it, can be set aside as a 

capital reserve.  

• The proposed service also contemplated the preparation of a fire emergency plan for the 

mountain community. The plan could either be prepared by a full-time officer hired once 

the start-up capital debt is fully repaid, or if no full-time officer is hired, there will be 

sufficient reserves available at that time (that would otherwise be used to hire a full-time 

officer) to hire a consultant to prepare the plan.  
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3.4.2 Start-Up Operating Costs (Personnel) 

• The service agreements currently in place between CVRD and other municipal fire 

departments are for the provision of fire service including all of the contracted 

department’s equipment and personnel.  The Mount Washington community would not 

receive the same level of service, nor would it be making use of the department’s full 

complement of equipment (fire trucks, hoses, apparatus). However, Mount Washington 

will require some services not currently provided in the existing service agreements, such 

as inspections of Mount Washington’s equipment, and the training of additional 

firefighters. Each of the interviewed departments indicated that any agreement would 

need to be on a cost-recovery basis. There was little interest in pursuing a fee-for-service 

model, nor adjusting the current service agreement formula (to remove, for instance, 

capital contributions or debt from the formula). While the exact costs of additional 

services such as equipment inspection are difficult to estimate, the higher service level 

agreements that are in place are used as a benchmark that should be sufficient to 

accommodate some of the extra costs.  

 

• The cost estimates do not assume a particular fire department will be chosen. The cost of 

the agreement, based on the current formula and 2014 actual expenditures, varies from 

approximately $57,000 to $97,000. However, the service agreement cost is only one of 

the factors for the CVRD to consider when selecting a department to provide the fire 

service. Other factors may include number of personnel available to respond and service 

level provided. Ultimately any agreement will have to be negotiated and then approved 

by the municipal Council and/or Regional District Board.  The agreement cost has been 

estimated at $80,000.  

 

• A budget of $5,000 has been added to the service agreement amount, to account for the 

annual cost of training five Mount Washington community volunteers who are not full 

members of the department (i.e. do not respond to fires anywhere other than Mount 

Washington). A budget of $10,000 for turnout gear for those five members is also 

included in the equipment budget. While these volunteers may not be part of the service 

when it is initiated, the intent is to build an initial response from volunteers on the 

mountain.  

 

• In addition to the service cost, estimates of administrative costs have been included. 

These costs are based roughly upon the administrative budget for other fire service areas 

within the CVRD, and particularly those with service agreements with municipal fire 

departments. All Regional District services include an administration cost allocation, 

which covers costs such as administering agreements, insurance, liability, and accounting 

services. All CVRD fire services also contribute toward the cost of the Manager of Fire 

Services position. 
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3.5 Option for a Fire Chief/Fire Protection Officer 

One of the options discussed with the study’s Steering Group was to hire a full-time Fire Chief / 

Fire Prevention Officer to work on the mountain. That person would be used to perform some 

inspections on existing buildings, recommend and implement fire prevention measures, recruit 

and coordinate on-mountain volunteers, liaise with the responding fire department, and 

complete a fire emergency plan. With benefits, it is estimated that a full-time employee would 

add approximately $100,000 to the operating cost of the service.  

Rather than include the Fire Chief/Fire Prevention Officer as part of the service at the outset, it 

was proposed that once the building and equipment debt is retired, more funds may be available 

to support consideration of this position. A portion of the $88,000 could be combined with a 

small increase to the budget to cover the costs of the full-time Officer, while still allocating a 

significant amount annually to capital reserves. It is therefore recommended that this option be 

reviewed as a possible next step once the building and equipment debt is retired.     

3.6 Costs to Residents  

To determine the cost to residents, the converted assessment is used to determine the overall 

cost per $1,000 of assessed value. The converted assessment amounts take into account the fact 

that different classes of properties (i.e. commercial, residential, industrial, recreational) are 

included in the assessed amounts, and that these property classes are taxed at different rates. 

The service budget can then be divided by the converted assessment for the service area to 

determine an amount per $1,000 that needs to be recovered. Residential taxes are included in 

the converted amount at their same value, so the resulting tax rate is the same as what they 

would see on their tax bills. Properties assessed as business class would pay a tax rate that is 2.45 

times the residential rate. 

Discussions were held with the Steering Group regarding the length of amortization for the 

building and equipment debt. Below are the estimated costs of service and recommended 

maximum tax requisitions for five- and 10-year amortization periods. The Steering Group 

preferred a 10-year amortization period. 

 

 5-Year Amortization  10-year Amortization 

Estimated Cost 

of service 

 

$1.29/$1,000 of 

assessed value 

$1.02/$1,000 of 

assessed value 

Maximum Tax 

Requisition  

$1.42/$1,000 of 

assessed value 

$1.15/$1,000 of 

assessed value 
 

The proposed service is anticipated to cost between $1.02 and $1.29 per $1,000 of assessed value 

(land and improvements) depending on the debt repayment schedule (five or 10 years).  Because 

these are estimated costs, to allow some room for cost refinements, a maximum requisition (the 
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amount set by bylaw to fund the service, which cannot be exceeded) is proposed at $1.42 per 

$1,000 of assessed value for a five-year debt repayment schedule or $1.15/$1,000 of assessed 

value for a 10-year debt repayment schedule. Using a residential unit assessed at $200,000 as an 

example5, the estimated cost for a five-year repayment schedule would be $258 per year, but 

maximum limit is proposed to be set at $284 per year. The annual cost for that same unit on a 

10-year debt repayment schedule would be $204 per year, but the maximum limit is proposed 

to be set at $230.  

These amounts do not include the 5.25% fee that the provincial Surveyor of Taxes places on all 

rural taxes it collects on behalf of the Regional District. 

4.0 Service Establishment & Elector Assent  

4.1 Service Establishment  

Under the Local Government Act, there are two ways to establish a local fire service area at 

Mount Washington: 

Option 1 - create a new local fire service area; or, 

Option 2 - expand the local fire service area boundaries of the Oyster River Fire    

Department 

After extensive consultation with the Ministry of Community, Sport and Cultural Development, 

the consultants recommend Option 1 – creating a new local fire service area. There are three key 

reasons for this recommendation, including: 

1. The fee structure and maximum requisition can be set based on local needs. Ministry 

staff have advised that in the case of a boundary expansion, Mount Washington would 

need to work within the fee structure in the current Oyster River service establishment 

bylaw due to the fact that the communities are within the same electoral area (Area C). 

The consultants have determined that, given Mount Washington’s assessed values, the 

amount raised using Oyster River’s current fee structure may not be enough to fund the 

anticipated start-up costs (operating and capital). Raising the rates would impact the 

current Oyster River service area without any corresponding benefit. 

 

2. Electoral Area Director consent to a bylaw amendment is not a feasible option. In some 

cases, amendments to service establishment bylaws (in this case, to expand the Oyster 

River service area boundaries to include Mount Washington) can gain approval through 

electoral area director consent, instead of assent by voting. This is considered appropriate 

where there are no financial impacts to existing service recipients and where the 

community has been consulted and there is strong evidence of support. Even if a Mount 

Washington service could be established within Oyster River’s current fee structure, 

                                                           
5 The average residential taxable value at Mount Washington is $202,846. 



Mount Washington Fire Protection Study   

March, 2016 

Page 18 of 22 

 

leftside partners inc. 

Ministry staff have advised that the Inspector of Municipalities would most likely require 

a petition as evidence of community support. The alternative (which the Inspector of 

Municipalities would order if a petition could not be produced) is elector assent by voting 

– in this case, referendum.  

 

3. A referendum to expand Oyster River’s boundaries would involve all of the participating 

areas. If the community could not produce a successful petition and the Inspector were 

to order elector assent by voting (referendum), that voting process would have to include 

not only Mount Washington property owners, but also existing service recipients within 

the Oyster River local fire service area (includes residents in Area C of the Comox Valley 

Regional District and Area D of the Strathcona Regional District). If a referendum is going 

to be required regardless, then establishment of a new local fire service area (Option 1) 

is preferable in the sense that it allows for the referendum, as well as the resulting service, 

to focus specifically on property owners in Mount Washington.  

4.2 Elector Assent 

Elector assent is required for a new service establishment bylaw.  According to the Local 

Government Act, there are three ways in which elector asset can be obtained – Alternative 

Approval Process (AAP), referendum, or petition.  

AAP and petition have been eliminated as options based on the following: 

• The maximum requisition for the service would exceed the limit for an AAP (maximum 

of .50/$1,000 of assessed value), and  

• A petition is not recommended based on the fact that it would need to be supported 

(by signature) by the owners of at least 50% of the parcels liable to be charged for the 

proposed service, which must represent a minimum of 50% of the net taxable value 

of all land and improvements within the proposed service area. Petition forms that 

are not returned are counted as a “no” vote.  As evidenced in 2003, this threshold is 

particularly challenging to satisfy in a resort community, where very few property 

owners reside in the community, and it can be difficult to encourage voter 

participation. 

The only remaining option is a referendum. Although Mount Washington has a very small 

resident voter population, property owners that do not reside in the community may be able 

qualify to vote as “non-resident property owners”. The Local Government Act specifies that this 

includes an owner of a registered estate in fee simple and/or the holder of a registered lease of 

a minimum 99-year term. Mount Washington currently has 456 freehold units, and 197 units 

either on long-term leases of 99+ years, or eligible to renew for a longer term that would meet 

or exceed the 99-year requirement. 
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It is important to note that only one non-resident property elector may vote per property – that 

person must be a minimum of 18 years of age, a Canadian citizen, a resident of British Columbia 

for a minimum of six months prior to voter registration, and have owned the subject property for 

a minimum of 30 days prior to voter registration. Where more than one person owns the 

property, the majority of owners must designate (in writing) one eligible owner to vote as the 

non-resident property elector for that property. 

  

The CVRD’s Elections Bylaw now allows for mail-in ballots; however, given the detailed process 

and requirements to register as a non-resident property owner (particularly where multiple 

owners are involved, and may be geographically dispersed), a significant amount of voter 

education would be required. It would be advisable to invest in a focused voter 

outreach/communications program well in advance of the scheduled voting days.  

5.0 Public Consultation 

5.1 Overview 

An Open House was held in the Main Lodge at Mount Washington on Friday, October 9, 2015 to 

coincide with Thanksgiving weekend (when property owners tend to be in the community to 

prepare for the upcoming ski season), but not conflict with any strata meetings or social events 

going on throughout the long weekend. All information materials were made available online 

and emailed to the Steering Group members (with a request to forward them to their respective 

members/neighbours/friends). Information handouts and feedback forms were also left at the 

Resort for people to pick up throughout the weekend, and Resort staff took copies to deliver to 

strata meetings.  
 

5.2 Key Findings 

Approximately 25 people attended the Open House – all but one of the property owners in 

attendance were from Strata 799. Comments regarding the service were mixed – some were in 

favour of the service as presented, others expressed concerns around cost, particularly around 

the proposed building, vehicles and equipment.  

 

The period for public comment ended October 18, 2015. Unfortunately, the response rate was 

very low – less than 10 feedback forms were received along with four letters/emails. All but one 

submission were from Strata 799. Once again, concerns regarding the service centered around 

cost and the rationale for the proposed building, equipment and vehicles. Due to the very low 

response rate, it is difficult to know whether these opinions reflect the broader views in the 

community. 

 

5.2. Steering Group Input 

Given the low response rate and nature of the concerns raised, many of which were echoed by 

several Steering Group members, a mid-November meeting was scheduled with the Steering 

Group to review and refine the service costs, consider options for longer amortization and discuss 
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the possibility of further public consultation. The recommendations of this report reflect the 

input received from the Steering Group members. Also at the recommendation of the Steering 

Group, and to ensure the low response rate did not reflect a lack of information in circulation 

within the community, the information brochure developed for the Open House was updated for 

distribution to Mount Washington property owners by email (via Steering Group members, strata 

presidents and, in some cases, direct to property owners where email addresses were voluntarily 

provided), and the website was updated accordingly. 

6.0 Recommendations 

Based on the research findings and extensive input received from the three fire chiefs, the 

consultants have concluded that a service contract for defensive fire protection at Mount 

Washington is feasible assuming the following minimum requirements can be met: 

 

Building – a fully serviced, secure structure that meets post-disaster and snow loading 

requirements, and can accommodate up to two service vehicles and firefighting 

equipment.  

 

Vehicles – minimum of two fire service vehicles available at all times, appropriately 

equipped for defensive firefighting, able (in combination) to access all areas of the 

community in all weather conditions, and capable of transporting the equipment 

necessary to serve a broad range of building types/sizes, from chalets to large 

condominium buildings.  

 

Equipment – essential start-up equipment for a defensive firefighting service to serve the 

entire community, to be determined in consultation with the contracted fire department 

(ex. hoses, reels, pumps, axes, foam, radios, etc.). 

 

A service contract would also satisfy the Steering Group’s goal of an incremental approach to 

establishing a fire protection service at Mount Washington – starting small, and growing over 

time based on the community’s needs and keeping the service cost as low as possible relative to 

a full-service fire department, recognizing that fire insurance premium reductions are not a 

priority for the start-up stages.  

 

The key challenges that remain are: 

• the public consultation phase produced very little evidence of the likelihood of 

community support at a referendum; 

• the referendum itself will be complex to administer given the number of non-resident 

property owners, which will involve a lengthier registration process and require 

additional documentation; and, 

• not all property owners will be able to vote due to the fact that the Local Government 

Act limits the number of non-resident property owners that can vote per property to 

one. 
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The following recommendations are provided for discussion purposes and are based on the 

research findings. 

 

Service Establishment – it is recommended that the CVRD proceed with a service establishment 

bylaw to establish a new local fire service area at Mount Washington with a maximum requisition 

of $1.15/$1,000 of assessed value including land and improvements. The bylaw will describe the 

service, define the service area boundaries, identify the method of cost recovery and set the 

maximum requisition amount. 

 

Capital Costs / Borrowing – it is recommended that the Regional District use its borrowing 

authority to borrow through the Municipal Finance Authority of BC (MFABC) to fund the one-

time capital costs of the proposed service, amortized over a 10-year period as per the 

recommendation of the Steering Group. 

 

Service Agreement – it is recommended that the CVRD enter into more detailed discussions and 

negotiations with the local governments/fire departments, with cost effectiveness, depth of 

resources (e.g. personnel, training programs, equipment) and willingness to train and work with 

on-mountain volunteers for initial response as guiding priorities for a Mount Washington service 

agreement. It is intended that the discussions result in an agreement with one fire department 

to act as the response team for the Mount Washington community. The agreement will clearly 

define the scope of services and any applicable conditions, terms of payment (including payment 

for extraordinary fire costs), as well as standard terms related to items such as insurance and 

liability, renewal and cancellation. It is anticipated that the terms of payment will align with the 

formula used in other existing CVRD fire protection service agreements. 

 

Elector Assent – under the Local Government Act (LGA), two options are available for seeking 

elector assent for the proposed service at Mount Washington – petition or referendum. A 

petition process is not recommended for reasons discussed in Section 4.2. Since the 2003 

petition, Mount Washington has transitioned the majority of properties (456 of 653) to freehold, 

and the remainder are either on long-term leases (99+ year) or are eligible to renew to a term of 

99+ years. This means that most properties now satisfy the eligibility requirements for non-

resident property owners to participate in referendums, the outcome of which would be based 

on simple majority of those who vote. A referendum is therefore the recommended method for 

seeking elector assent, subject to the following implementation considerations: 

 

Property Ownership Analysis – a more detailed review of the property ownership 

situation in Mount Washington is recommended prior to committing to a referendum. 

The method of elector assent may need to be reviewed if there are a significant number 

of leasehold properties that would not qualify due to ineligible lease terms (<99 years), 

corporate ownership and/or ineligible leaseholders (e.g. non-Canadian/BC citizens). 

Preliminary discussions with Resort staff indicate that citizenship qualifications would not 

likely be a significant issue, but the exact number of properties that are corporately 
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owned and/or do not currently meet the minimum term required to vote (99 years) is not 

known. The property ownership analysis should examine and include recommendations 

regarding any opportunities to increase eligibility, including lease renewals to eligible 

terms. 

 

Voter Education and Support Services – due to the complexities around qualifying and 

registering to vote as a non-resident property owner, it would be advisable to allow 

additional time and resources (compared to a typical referendum) for a comprehensive 

voter education campaign that includes at least one direct mailout to property owners 

and a dedicated webpage on the CVRD website. Voter eligibility and documentation 

requirements, registration forms, designated voter consent forms and mail ballot 

applications should be made available on a proactive basis well in advance of voting days, 

and it should be expected that CVRD staff will receive a much higher volume of phone 

calls, emails and requests for support than in previous referendums. Larger resort-based 

communities (such as Whistler) and/or the Ministry of Community, Sport & Cultural 

Development may be able to offer valuable tools and advice for the development of voter 

information materials. 

 

Due to the fact that non-resident property owners are limited to one vote per property, 

the CVRD may also want to consider a communications strategy for handling concerns 

that may arise in response to that particular limitation. It is difficult to estimate the 

number of people that would not be able to vote; however, if it is assumed that the 

majority of properties have a minimum of two people listed on title or as leaseholders, 

then at least 650 people could be affected. 

 


