
 

 

 

 

 

To:  Steering Committee - Mount Washington Fire Protection Study 

From:  Sarah Morden, Defero-West Consulting 

  Sherry Hurst, Leftside Partners Inc.  
 

Date:  August 25, 2015 

Re:  Mount Washington Fire Protection – INTERIM REPORT 

1. Introduction 
The work plan for the Mount Washington Fire Protection Study included a meeting with the Steering 

Committee during the month of August to: 

� share key research findings;  

� outline and obtain feedback on the proposed basic service and add-on options; and,  

� confirm if any information is missing prior to drafting the detailed report and proceeding to 

community engagement. 

2. Project Update 
 

2.1 Who We’ve Consulted 

Throughout the months of June and July, the consultants met with and interviewed: 

 

Comox Valley Regional District – Debra Oakman, Chief Administrative Officer 

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 

 

A follow-up questionnaire was sent to 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 

leftside partners inc. 
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Washington Alpine Resort (MWAR) staff were also consulted several times for information, and the 

consultants have maintained ongoing communications with Strata 799 President Richard Meiner. 

2.2 What We’ve Learned 

The following is a brief overview of the consultants’ key findings following the interviews 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; 

� Likely the most significant differentiating factor between the three departments had to do with 

human resources (personnel) - 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 5 

members. Courtenay would not require any additional volunteers; 

� It is anticipated that each department would require an agreement similar to the contract 

agreements already provided for the other rural areas with the CVRD. The contract would be 

expected to provide the departments with full cost recovery; 

� Response times would be approximately 30-45min from any of the three departments, 

depending on road/weather conditions; 

� Basic storage (including heating, lighting, back-up generator and security) to house fire service 

vehicle(s) and equipment is required on the Mountain; 

� Vehicle and equipment recommendations varied, but not to a significant extent. A vehicle is 

required to service the areas not accessible by road (Village), as well as a truck that can 

transport personnel and equipment to areas accessible by roads; 

� The importance of planning and prevention was emphasized; and, 

� Several of those interviewed felt that having qualified, trained personnel on the mountain to 

provide (at a minimum) initial response is critical. 

It was also confirmed that the Mount Washington community already pays for 9-1-1 service, and that 

radio frequency is available to support a new service.  

How does Strata 799’s work fit into the options? 

During their Special General Meeting earlier this month, Strata 799 approved procurement of equipment 

to address some of their unique fire risks (large forest interface, no road access) and labour costs to 

initiate an interim fire protection service. Briefly, the arrangement uses a smartphone app to coordinate 

firefighter response by privately contracted firefighters, while a small group of trained, 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 proposed basic “starting point” service aims to complement and build on Strata 799’s progress, 

offering a longer-term solution with a stable funding source to support and advance community-wide fire 

protection. Wherever possible, purchase of Strata 799’s assembled equipment is proposed as part of the 

basic service. 
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3. Towards “A Made-in-Mount-Washington” Solution 
 

3.1 A Starting Point – Basic Service 

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

equipment and a building. During the project start-up meeting in June, members of the Steering 

Committee 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. 

A proposal for a full service volunteer fire department and $1.5million firehall amortized over 25 years 

(service estimated at $3.00 to $3.75/$1000 of assessed value with a total operating budget of 

approximately $335,000/year) failed to gain the support of the community in 2003, in part, because it 

exceeded their needs. 

To ensure a better fit moving forward, with the Committee and Community input, we are seeking to 

define a more basic service that provides some comfort and protection to the community, and allows 

them to build capacity and resources over time. The key will be in determining the “base level” that 

balances the cost with the level of protection desired by the community.  

Interviews with fire chiefs have informed our understanding of a basic level of service that could be 

provided, and an order of magnitude of costs. This “Basic Service” is proposed as a starting point for the 

community and the elements (trained personnel / equipment / building) of that service level are 

outlined in Figure 1 below. However, the steering committee, and indeed the community, may prefer to 

add some of the “optional” items to the base case. Figure 1 therefore includes elements of a basic 

service, but then identifies some optional building blocks which could be added, depending on the 

direction from the committee and the community. A more detailed discussion follows in Sections 3.3 

and 3.4.
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PERSONNEL EQUIPMENT BUILDINGS

Firefighting – Service

agreement with Oyster River, 

Courtenay or Cumberland FD 

for defensive firefighting. 

Personnel brought up in 4-

wheel drive transport vehicle 

in approximately 30-45mins, 

depending on road/weather 

conditions. 

Equipment Maintenance –

contracted to Fire 

Department, negotiated as 

part of the service contract. 

Hydrant maintenance 

continued by MWAR with 

results shared with FD.

Access – MWAR maintains

road access to the fire vehicle 

& equipment building; 

individual stratas continue to 

plow and provide access to  

their respective 

developments/hydrants.

Planning – qualified and 

experienced consultant hired 

on contract to prepare a 

community-wide Fire Safety 

Plan. Budgeting, ordering of 

equipment, insurance and 

other administration would 

be completed by the CVRD.

COST ESTIMATE - $130,000

Vehicles

- Vehicle to service Village 

(Strata 799) where road 

access is not available 

(includes 2 ATVs on 

tracks)

- One pick-up 4-wheel 

pick-up to transport 

firefighters and 

equipment (hose 

reel/pumps) to fire site 

(where road access is 

available)

Equipment

- Basic equipment and 

apparatus as determined 

by contracted FD (hoses, 

nozzles, pumps, radios, 

axes, foam, oxygen)

COST ESTIMATE - $120,000

Storage

- Oversized double garage 

Quonset-hut style 

structure on concrete pad 

with heating, lighting, 

back-up generator and 

security (power/water 

hookup in close proximity)

- Building located on land 

donated by MWAR 

(adjacent to MWAR 

maintenance shop near 

General Store). Site is 

level and mostly cleared, 

but would require some 

excavation of rock debris.

Facilities

- Arrangements made with 

Vancouver Island 

Mountain Centre for 

firefighters use of shower 

& lounge facilities 

during/following an 

emergency (annual 

contribution in operating

budget)

COST ESTIMATE - $75,000

Full-time Fire 

Chief/Prevention 

Officer      +$120,000

O
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On-hill peak season 

volunteer support         

+$5,000

Accommodations and 

office space for full-

time officer                     

+$15,000

Used pumper truck              

+$60,000

Satellite fire hall 

(equipment, office 

space and 

accommodations)         

+$700,000

2-4 local volunteers 

trained (beginning 

with Basic, towards 

Level 2) to provide 

initial response

+up to $3,000 per 

person, per year

Hydrant snorkles

+$88,000

Ideas for additional 

equipment raised 

during interviews: 

breathing apparatus, 

perimeter hoses, gel 

bombs, thermal 

imaging camera

(could cost for 

inclusion in base 

package or acquire 

over time with capital 

reserve)

Customized snow cat                       

+$60,000

On mountain 

response (chief and 

volunteer) 24/7 

Figure 1 – Proposed Basic Service for Mt Washington
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3.2 Cost Estimates 

The costs provided in Figure 1 are preliminary estimates of the costs to provide various components of 

the service. The costs include those that would be part of the annual operating costs of the service, such 

as the costs to contract personnel from one of the fire departments within the Comox Valley, as well as 

a budget to maintain and supplement the equipment and apparatus, and administer the service. Other 

items, such as the building construction and acquisition of the equipment, represent one-time capital 

expenditures. It may be possible to amortize some of these costs over a few years, through short-term 

borrowing or leasing.  

Preliminary Estimate - Summary of Basic Service Costs 

Budget Item Unit Cost 

Capital 

Quonset Hut (includes foundation, utility hookups) 

Vehicles (Strata 799’s ATVs/trailer/pods and 4-wheel drive pick-up truck) 

Start-up Equipment 

 

$70,000 

$60,000 

$60,000 

Operating 

Service Agreement 

Administration 

VIMC contribution for showers/lounge   

Fire Safety Plan Consultant (Year 1 only) 

 

$80,000  

$20,000 

$5,000 

$30,000 

Capital Reserve (beginning Year 2, replacing amount for Fire Safety Plan) $30,000 

 

Costs will be refined and detailed financial implications outlined once the Committee has provided 

feedback on the elements they wish to include/exclude as part of a basic service proposal to bring 

forward to the community. 

3.3 Discussion: Basic Service 

The basic service attempts to marry the needs of the departments that would be providing the service, 

with the unique needs of the mountain community. The basic service includes the following elements: 

Personnel 

- a contracted fire department would be providing manpower only. Firefighters would meet at 

their own hall, bring their own personal gear, and get in a vehicle that will bring 4-5 persons up 

the Mountain to the equipment storage facility; 

- response times are expected to be in the range of 40-45 minutes; 

- there is the potential for local volunteers to train (beginning with basic training, towards FF 

Level 2) with the responding Fire Department in order to provide an initial response, and 

prepare the equipment; 

- it is proposed that the hydrants (44 in total) would continue to be maintained by RMOW, and 

regular maintenance information shared with the fire department; 

- fire equipment maintenance would be performed by fire department (as part of contract); 

- a fire plan is proposed as part of the basic level of service. This would be prepared by a 

consultant. 
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Equipment 

- the equipment on Mt. Washington needs to be able to service both the areas that are not 

accessible by road (ie. the Village, or Strata 799), as well as those buildings that are accessible by 

road; 

- given that Strata 799 is proceeding with some fire protection in advance of any service 

establishment, it is anticipated that they may have purchased some equipment. It is assumed 

that the service may purchase that equipment as part of the equipment and apparatus for the 

service. That equipment is expected to include two ATVs on tracks to access areas with no 

roads; 

- the basic service assumes a pick-up or four-wheel vehicle is needed to transport personnel and 

equipment (hose reel, pumps, etc.) to the buildings accessible by road; 

- other equipment or apparatus has been identified in collaboration with the fire chiefs, and 

includes axes, foam, nozzles, pumps, hoses, radios, etc. Specifics will be determined in 

conjunction with the contracted fire department, but a general equipment/apparatus allowance 

is included as an order of magnitude cost. 

Buildings 

- all fire departments identified a structure to store equipment up at the Mountain that can be 

accessed by the contracted fire department. The equipment needs to be kept dry and warm, so 

heating is required, as well as lighting and a back-up generator. Security was also identified as a 

need, to ensure only those authorized to be in the building have access; 

- a Quonset hut was identified by the chiefs as a low-cost structure that could be used, 

preliminary estimate includes site prep (excavation of rock debris), concrete pad, and 

hydro/water hook ups; 

- the building could include some limited space for a desk/work area; 

- the need for shower facilities and potentially accommodations was identified in discussions with 

the chiefs. Preliminary contact was made with the Vancouver Island Mountain Centre to 

determine whether an arrangement or contract might be available for firefighters to use 

washroom and possibly even accommodation facilities at the Mountain Centre. The Centre was 

receptive to options or agreements for firefighters. An allowance has be included for an 

agreement with the facility. 

3.4 Discussion: The Options 

The options below were raised during discussions with the chiefs regarding protections that would be 

beneficial for the community. Some of the options were identified as minimums by some, but the basic 

service level has been created in an attempt to balance the costs and provide a “starting point” that may 

be more likely to gain voter support, rather than an ideal situation that will provide maximum 

protection. These options could be added to the base case – much like building blocks – to determine 

the “made in Mt. Washington solution”. Ultimately, only one service level will be taken forward for 

approval by the community and the CVRD Board. Elements not included in the service level proposed 

can be included at a future date as the needs of the community grow.  
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Personnel 

- a full-time chief/fire prevention officer was raised by many departments. The need for someone 

who is on the mountain on a full-time basis, and who has the training to command the 

volunteers who respond, was considered essential by some. This same person could fulfill the 

equipment maintenance duties, as well as perform fire protection inspections, prepare a fire 

plan (replacing the proposed consultant-prepared Fire Plan in the basic service), recommend 

upgrades to buildings, etc. In addition, strategies to coordinate a volunteer response on the 

mountain, such as providing five or six season’s ski passes for the department’s volunteer 

firefighter’s use would be more likely with a full-time coordinator. It was not anticipated that 

the full-time chief would need to reside on the mountain, so this would not necessarily provide 

24-hour on-mountain response.  

- full-time (24 hour, 7 days a week) response by a minimum of 2 members would require a 

program more akin to Silver Star where there is a firehall that provides accommodations. Two 

volunteers staff the hall at all times. It is anticipated that the volunteers at the hall at any given 

time would be required to be paid for their time on the mountain.  

Equipment 

- additional equipment would allow for faster and potentially a more targeted response to the 

fire, as well as the ability to transport more personnel and equipment. Potential equipment 

includes a used pumper truck as well as a snow cat that is customized to carry hose reels, 

nozzles, equipment, etc.  

- hydrant snorkels are also identified as additional equipment, to help locate and connect to 

hydrants during periods of heavy snow (steady plowing is critical in the basic service). 

- other equipment would be identified by the contracted fire department, and may include 

breathing apparatus, thermal imaging camera, turnout gear for on-mountain volunteers and 

other equipment. 

Buildings 

- it is assumed that if a full-time officer is expected to stay on the mountain, that 

accommodations would be provided for the officer. The cost is an estimate of the cost to rent a 

small condo on the mountain year-round. 

- if the service grows to the point where on-mountain response is required 24-hours a day, then 

this will likely involve the construction of a more substantial fire hall that includes vehicle and 

equipment storage, as well as accommodations for a limited number of volunteers on a 24-hour 

basis.

Page 7 of 9



 

 

 

4. Key Legislative Research Findings 
 

4.1 Establishing a Local Fire Service Area 

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  

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

The consultants are currently working with staff from the Ministry and the CVRD to determine the most 

feasible option. Service provider options may be limited by the outcome. A recommendation will be 

included in the draft report due in September. 

 

4.2 Elector Approval 

If expanding Oyster River Fire Department’s service area to include Mount Washington is the preferred 

option, it may be possible to amend the bylaw by electoral area director consent. In this case, the 

electoral area director for Area C would consent to the amendment on behalf of the electors in the 

participating areas. The amending bylaw would ultimately require the approval of the Inspector of 

Municipalities – the Ministry advises that the Inspector would consider any cost impacts to current 

participants, and would look for a very comprehensive community consultation process. If these 

elements are not to the Inspector’s satisfaction, he may order approval of the electors is required. The 

 New Service Area Expanded Service Area 

Legal 

mechanism 

New local service area establishment 

bylaw 

Amendment to existing local service area 

(Black Creek/Oyster River)  establishment 

bylaw (No. 1964) 

Elector 

approval 

required? 

Yes Not necessarily - consent on behalf of 

electoral area directors may be an 

option.  (see section entitled “Elector 

Approval” below) 

Options to 

obtain 

elector 

approval. 

Alternative Approval Process if cost of 

service is below .50/$1000 (not likely) 

 

Referendum if cost of service exceeds 

.50/$1000 

 

Petition – not favoured by the 

community due to high thresholds to 

pass.  

Alternative Approval Process if cost of 

service is below .50/$1000 (not likely) 

 

Referendum if cost of service exceeds 

.50/$1000 

 

Petition – not favoured by the 

community due to high thresholds to 

pass. 

Options for 

Service 

Provider 

Could contract with Oyster River, 

Courtenay or Cumberland. 

Oyster River Fire Department 
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consultants are working with Ministry staff to determine if two separate rate structures can be included 

within the same bylaw, and what level of consultation would most likely satisfy the Inspector.  

If elector approval is required (either to introduce a new local service area establishment bylaw or if the 

Inspector were to require it in order to amend to Bylaw #1964), a referendum would be the 

recommended option. It is unlikely that the service, once fully costed, will be less than the required 

$.50/$1000 to utilize the Alternative Approval Process. The only other option is a petition, which 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 next taxable value of all land and improvements within the proposed service area. As 

evidenced in 2003, this threshold is particularly challenging to satisfy in a resort community, where very 

few property owners reside in the community. 

For a referendum, 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 653 freehold units, and 198 units on long-term lease.  The consultants 

are working with MWAR’s solicitor to determine how many of the lease units are on 99-year terms. 

It is important to note that only one (1) 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 6 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. Next steps 

Over the coming weeks, the consultants will be working on the following: 

- refining costs for the “Basic Service” based on the Committee’s feedback regarding items to 

include/exclude; 

- consulting with the Ministry/CVRD staff to determine the best option for establishing a local fire 

service area and elector assent; 

- consulting with the FUS to determine if the Basic Service might qualify for “partially-protected” 

status; 

- consulting with the Fire Commissioners Office for their information and any feedback;  

- preparing a draft report complete with a service provider recommendation and implementation 

plan (to be circulated to the Committee in September); and, 

- preparing a community consultation plan for October. 
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