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FROM THE EDITOR
By James Coones, Editor

O n Wednesday June 5, 2013,
I was standing and speak-
ing with a group of Toronto

Fire Fighters in the lobby of the
Comfort Suites in Sault Ste. Marie. I
was somewhat dressed up for the
semi-formal event and was feeling a
sense of anticipation, as we awaited
the start of Local 529’s Banquet. It
promised to be very entertaining, 
as illusionist Ryan McFarling was 
performing. I felt that it was going to
be a good night!

Not long into the conversation with my colleagues however, a
troubling fact came to light, which instantly put a damper on the
evening, before it had even really begun. A Local 3888 Executive Board
Officer started to talk about the tragic and disturbing events that had
unfolded earlier that same morning; one of our own members, at the
age of fifty and having just over twenty years of service as a Toronto
Fire Fighter, had taken his own life.

I did not know this member very well but our paths had crossed
a few times while I worked as an Acting Captain within the same
command and on the same platoon as him. This fact didn’t lessen the
shock, sadness or empathy that seemed to consume my first emotions
regarding this news. I will also admit that there was a slight twinge
of anger as to why he would do this and many questions filled my
mind, including the obvious, “How bad could things have been for this
to be the chosen, permanent result?”

I made it through the evening and was sufficiently distracted, for the
most part, by good friends from around the province and the amazing talents
of the illusionist. However, the thought of this person and the complete 
personal turmoil and anguish that he must have been experiencing – and
how long he had been experiencing it before that fateful morning – often
crept back in to my restless mind over the next few days.

The visitation for this member was held on Tuesday June 11th,
where family, friends and Local 3888 members alike were able to begin
the grieving process together and pay their respects. Following the
funeral the next day, it would be time to return to the realities and
responsibilities that are omnipresent, to varying degrees, in each of our
lives and “carry on.”

That same day in June however, came the astonishing, unfath-
omable and heartbreaking news; another Toronto Fire Fighter had
taken his own life once again. That was the second valuable member
that we had lost in six days! This time it was a forty-one year old
with just over eleven years of service. I knew him better than the first

person and had actually worked a shift with him only months prior,
as he worked a duty exchange for another member of my crew.

How could this possibly be? Were they sure that this information
was correct? If so, why did HE do it and was there anything that any of
us could have done to alter this devastating outcome that was weighing
heavily on all of us now?

Suicide has always been conceived as a “dirty” word; a topic better
left unspoken; something that is taboo. This is extremely ironic when you
consider that talking and listening openly about suicide is likely one of
the most positive things that we are able to do as a society, in order to
help those who are feeling hopeless, helpless and alone.

As fire fighters, it is highly likely that at some point in your career,
you will run a call that involves a suicide or at the very least, a suicide
attempt. Personally, in my almost twenty-one years on the job thus far,
I need both of my hands to count the number that I have attended –
unfortunately, the vast majority of them successful.

They are stressful incidents to be involved in - as are most of the
calls that we run – but with the added stigma of the situation that has
just occurred and the added discomfort of dealing with a family left
behind by suicide.

We have to change the stigma surrounding suicide. We have to
become trained in this area and not be afraid to talk about it. It’s no 
different than many of the other cultural changes that we have all had to
make as fire fighters over the years in order to improve our health and
safety, such as riding in a closed cab apparatus, wearing SCBAs, wearing 
seatbelts, eating healthier, etc.  We owe it to ourselves, our families and
the citizens that we faithfully serve to be better educated in this area.

Please take the time to read Scott Chisholm’s informative introduc-
tion to the subject of suicide on pages 18 through 21. Scott is a Thunder
Bay Fire Fighter who I met many years ago. He is the founder of the
“Collateral Damage Project” and is a nationally recognized mental health
and suicide prevention advocate. He also has personal experience in the
area of suicide, as he lost his father this way in 1982. 

Scott was the first person I thought to turn to shortly after the 
two tragic events, as detailed above, occurred in my own Local. I had
many questions and I wanted some answers. I also felt strongly that 
I had to do what I could to get this important message out across the
province (and further if possible), in order to promote a proactive
dialogue on suicide across all fire services.

As fire fighters, let’s be leaders and take a proactive approach
when it comes to starting the dialogue about suicide and mental
health. Ask your respective administrations to develop training on this
important subject.

Suicide can no longer be ignored. It’s time to start talking about this…

James Coones

THIS IS LONG OVERDUE…
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T his past June, the Ontario
Professional Fire Fighters
Association held its 16th

Annual Convention in Sault Ste. Marie,
Ontario. The convention, attend from
delegates across Ontario was held
from June 2nd through to June 6th. 

Attending this year were a number
of delegates from our largest Local all
the way down to one member from one
of our smallest Locals. Attending his
Local’s first-ever OPFFA convention was
Clint Walker, representing the Scugog

Professional Fire Fighters Association. I single out Clint and his Local
because with just four members, it’s not easy getting time off from the fire
hall to attend. Clint had to use vacation time and for the most part, cover
all of his expenses on his own. We thank and congratulate delegates 
like Clint for recognizing the importance of participating in his provincial
association, especially when it is not easy to do so.

This year, delegates discussed and debated numerous resolutions,
covering a wide array of topics. From pensions to fire apparatus stan-
dards, and from administrative issues to establishing new standing
committees, the debate and discussions were productive and resulted
in some positive change.

A 2013/2014 Operating Budget was passed setting our per capita
at $12.08 per member per month. This Operating Budget will give your
Executive Committee and our Standing Committees the resources they
need to provide the services that you have come to expect, in a fashion
that ensures you are getting the best value for your dues.

As alluded to previously, convention action this year re-established
an EMS Committee and converted our Ad-Hoc Occupational Disease
Committee to a Standing Committee. These two important initiatives
will allow representatives to address areas of need when it comes to
professional fire fighters’ responses to emergency medical calls, as well
as expanding and formalizing our Occupational Disease Committee to
ensure that we have the people and resources required to properly
address our members’ and their family’s needs when it comes to 
occupational disease and illnesses.

Also of note at our Convention this year were some keynote speakers.
Ontario’s Minister of Finance, the Hon. Charles Sousa, joined us during our
banquet and brought greetings from the Premier and her government. 

During sessions, we heard from Jim Christie, President of the
Ontario Provincial Police Association. President Christie delivered a
presentation that enlightened delegates with regard to the emerging
trends and challenges associated with policing, their membership and
their members’ wages, benefits and pensions, not only in Ontario, but
also across the country and worldwide.

Also addressing the delegates was Mark Docherty, President of the
Michigan Professional Fire Fighters Union. Mark talked about the many
challenges that Michigan’s professional fire fighters have faced. Much like
you hear about in Ohio, Wisconsin and other states, they have faced much
adversity. However, Mark was able to share some of the victories that they
have had in fighting the attack on bargaining rights, as well as attacks on
their pensions and benefits. Not yet familiar to Ontario’s fire fighters, the
most significant threat that they are facing currently is the creation of
Public Safety Officers (PSO’s). Public Safety Officers are a combination
police officer and fire fighter, usually resulting in police officers being
trained to fight fires, at the expense of hiring professional fire fighters.

With the convention over and the OPFFA Executive Committee
starting the second year of their two-year term, it’s back to focussing on
our goals of expanding our presumptive cancer legislation to include
multiple myeloma, breast, testicular, skin, lung, and prostate cancers;
fighting off challenges from right-wing politicians and municipalities
who advocate for reductions to our benefits and pensions, changing our
interest arbitration process to tip the balance in their favour, and the
destruction of labour and bargaining rights in a way that would minimize
our ability to advocate for you and your families and ensure that your
wages, benefits, pensions, health and safety, and protection from the
impacts of workplace injuries and disease are protected.

MPP introduces Private Members Bill to 
expand Fire Fighters’ Presumptive Legislation

Ontario’s professional fire fighters commend Vaughan MPP Steven
Del Duca for introducing legislation at Queen’s Park that will help fire
fighters and their families get the compensation they deserve for job-
related illnesses and deaths caused by six additional types of cancer.

Del Duca’s bill, if passed, will amend the Workplace Safety and
Insurance Act by adding testicular, breast, skin, lung and prostate 
cancer, as well as multiple myeloma to the list of those presumed 
job-related for the purpose of WSIB benefits, if they are contracted 
by a fire fighter with a specified number of years on the job.

The legislation builds on so-called presumptive legislation passed
in 2007, which deemed brain, bladder, kidney, ureter, esophageal and
colorectal cancers, Non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, leukemia, and heart
injury within 24 hours after fighting a fire to be occupational in fire
fighters. If passed, Del Duca’s bill will bring Ontario in line with the
occupational disease coverage that exists for professional fire fighters
in most other provinces.

Presumptive legislation is a matter of fairness for fire fighters and
our families, and we welcome legislation that strives to recognize more
of the cancers that studies have linked to our profession.

The bill would cover cases of the six new cancers diagnosed on or
after January 1, 1980, and the coverage for skin, lung and prostate cancers
would be phased in at the beginning of 2014, 2015 and 2016 respectively.

Mark McKinnon

PRESIDENT’S REPORT
By Mark McKinnon, OPFFA President

2013 OPFFA CONVENTION



Coverage is rebuttable, which means the cancer is presumed occupational
unless the contrary is shown.

We urge all MPPs to look at the issue seriously and to support Del
Duca’s bill in the legislature.

Our message to MPPs and to all Ontarians is - we protect your
families – please protect ours.

President McKinnon Thanks Sault Ste. Marie Host
This past June, the OPFFA held its annual Convention in the city of

Sault Ste. Marie.

On behalf of the OPFFA Executive Committee, our staff and the
delegates and guests present, President McKinnon would like to
thank Sault Ste. Marie, Local 529 President Rob Greve, his Executive
Committee, his Host Convention Committee and the members of the
Sault Ste. Marie Fire Fighters Association.

Special thanks must go out to Jeremy Van Hoek and Richard Bishop,
who together co-chaired the Association’s efforts. The hospitality shown
to the OPFFA and its delegates was second to none.

Great job guys, you played a big part in making our 16th Annual
Convention the success that it was.

Summer 2013 – 5
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EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT’S REPORT
By Jim Holmes, OPFFA Executive Vice President

T hose words ring as true now as when 35th 
U.S. President, John F. Kennedy spoke them.
Labour is under attack on a National basis and

as I will illustrate below, is under attack in Ontario as 
well. Fortunately, for the time being, we have avoided a
provincial election. However, we must always be vigilant
and keep on top of these issues.

I would like to take the time to review a number of
Bills that have been introduced into the Ontario
Legislature since 2011, which directly affect fire fighters
in the province of Ontario through the Fire Protection
and Prevention Act, 1997 (FPPA) or other Legislation.
The focus will primarily be on Bills that have been put
forward by Conservative Members of Provincial
Parliament; however, a few Liberal and NDP Bills will be
included. Unless indicated with a Royal Assent, Bills
were either lost due to the prorogation of the
Government in October 2012, have been referred to a
Committee or are still moving through the system. As a
matter of Parliamentary respect, all private members
motions are allowed to pass first reading. This is a very
brief overview of these Bills. You are able to find further
details on these Bills at www.ontla.on.ca.

2011
Bill 181 - Fire Protection and Prevention Amendment Act
First reading April 18th, 2011 by Charles Sousa (LIB). 
Royal Assent June 1, 2011. 
This Act entrenches Duty of Fair Representation and Mandatory
Retirement for those in the Fire Suppression Division in the FPPA.

2012
Bill 70 - Trust in Arbitration Act 
First readingApril 18, 2012 by Randy Hillier (PC). 
Replace an agreed to arbitrator with a Commission.

Bill 92 - Comprehensive Public Sector Compensation Freeze Act, 2012
First reading May 16, 2012 by Jeff Yurek. (PC)
Defeated at second reading May 31, 2013. 
Freezes the annual compensation for employees in the public sector 
for two years.

Bill 119 - First Responders Day Act
First reading September 1, 2012 by Frank Klees (PC)
Proclaimed May 1st of each year as First Responders Day

Bill 121 - Ability to Pay Act
First reading September 12, 2012 by Jim Wilson (PC)
Expands the definition of Ability to Pay to include National, Provincial and
Local unemployment rates and personal income levels.

2013
Bill 5 - Comprehensive Public Sector Compensation Freeze Act,
2013 by Peter Shurman (PC)
First reading February 25, 2013
Second reading February 28, 2013….Carried

Currently at standing committee on the Legislative Assembly
Freezes the annual compensation of employees in the public sector for a
period of two years

Bill 13 - Ontario Forestry Industry Revitalization Act (Height of
Wood Frame Buildings), 2013 by Vic Fedeli (PC)
First reading February 27, 2013….Carried
Amends the Building Code Act to allow wood frame constructed buildings
up to 6 storeys in height

Bill 15 - First Responders Day Act, 2013 by Frank Klees (PC)
First reading February 28, 2013…Carried
Proclaims May 1 in each year as First Responders Day

Bill 18 - Hawkins Gignac Act (Carbon Monoxide Detectors), 2013 by
Ernie Hardeman (PC)
First reading February 28, 2013…Carried
Requires owners of residential buildings that have a fuel burning appliance
to install and maintain carbon monoxide detectors

Bill 25 - Sick Days are for Sick People Act, 2013 by John O’Toole (PC)
First Reading March 6, 2013…Carried
Defeated at Second Reading March 21, 2013
Under the Act, public sector employees are not permitted to compensate
employees for unused sick days. Also speaks to requirements of sick notes.

Bill 44 - Public Sector Capacity to Pay Act, 2013 by Jim Wilson (PC)
First Reading March 28, 2013…Carried
Defeated at Second Reading April 11, 2013
Amends 11 Acts including the FPPA in connection with interest arbitration.
Also restricts wage increases based on the criteria that no tax rate will be
increased as a result of an arbitrator’s decision.

Bill 62 - Defending Employees’ Rights Act, 2013 by Randy Hillier (PC)
First Reading May 1, 2013…Carried
Prohibits the Ontario Labour Relations Board from certifying a trade union
as the bargaining agent of the employees in a bargaining unit unless a
representation vote is held among the employees. 

Bill 64 - Defending Employees’ Rights Act (Collective Bargaining
and Financial Disclosure Act), 2013 by Randy Hillier (PC)
First Reading May 1, 2013…Carried
This Bill does not require an employee to be a member of a trade union
in a bargaining unit where a collective agreement exists. The bill also
limits union dues of a member to that of collective bargaining. As well,
the bill requires a trade union to file a yearly statement with the
Minister with particulars of expenses and a breakdown of expenses of
$5000.00 or more.

Bill 67 - WSIB Act (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder) 2013 
by Cheri DiNovo (NDP)
First reading May 7, 2013…Carried
Amends the Workplace Safety and Insurance Act, 1997 to create a 
rebuttable presumption relating to post-traumatic stress disorder 
affecting emergency response workers.

As you can see, most of the Bills put forward by
the Ontario PC Party members involve major changes 
to the arbitration system, pay freezes, restrictions 
on sick time payouts and usage of negotiated sick
banks and dues evasion. In essence, this is an open
attack on Labour in the Province of Ontario. Feel free to
check out the PC White Paper (Paths to Prosperity) at
www.ontariopc.com/paths/

Jim Holmes

“Our Labor
unions are 
not narrow, 
self-seeking
groups. They 
have raised
wages, 
shortened 
hours, and 
provided 

supplemental
benefits. 
Through 
collective 

bargaining and
grievance 
procedures, 
they have 

brought justice
and democracy 

to the 
shop floor.” 

- John F. Kennedy

http://www.ontla.on.ca
http://www.ontariopc.com/paths/
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C ontract negotiations between
Police Services Boards and
Police Associations, as well 

as between Municipalities and Fire
Fighter Associations, often result in
freely negotiated settlements. It is these
settlements that Arbitrators use to
assist them in determining wage rates
of the parties before them at a Board of
Arbitration. However, if you listened to
Tim Hudak, leader of the Progressive
Conservative Party of Ontario, and to
AMO (the Association of Municipalities
of Ontario), they both want you to

believe that the opposite is true; that it is the Arbitrators who are leading
these settlements that are not in keeping with what is happening in the
rest of the Province, with the Awards they are issuing. 

The role of the Arbitrator in Interest Arbitration is to replicate what
he/she believes would have happened had the parties been able 
to reach an agreement in their contract negotiations. To accomplish
this, among other things, they make comparisons between the
municipality involved in the arbitration and other “compa-
rables.”  Comparables usually involve the Police Service
serving the respective municipality and other Fire
Services (which could encompass other Fire Services
within the Region, and/or other Fire Services in a similar
geographic area, and/or other Fire Services of 
similar size). If five comparables have, for example,
agreed in negotiations to an annual salary of WXYZ
for 2013 and 2014, it seems logical to me that the 
Fire Fighters requesting a salary, in keeping with their 
comparables, would receive WXYZ from a Board of Arbitration – especially
when history indicates that all six comparables have, within a few dollars,
had the same annual salary for the past 20 years. I see this as replicating a
wage request to an amount that should have been agreed to during the
course of negotiations with the municipality. In this case, the Arbitrator’s
Award followed a wage trend – I don’t see it as setting the trend.

I personally do not like having to go to Arbitration, because you are
leaving the decision making process in the hands of a third party (the
Arbitrator), when I believe it should have been made at the bargaining
table between the parties involved. Associations also do not like having
to go to Arbitration, not only for the preceding reason that I stated, but
because it is costly, time consuming and it doesn’t do anything to
improve the working relationship between the parties.

Much has also been said lately by Mr. Hudak and AMO about the
Interest Arbitration Award that recently came out involving Scugog Township,
where the Fire Fighters were awarded their first Collective Agreement,

which took effect January 1, 2009.  The Award covered four years, with an
increase in their wages of 23% - January 1, 2009 ($65,405) to December
31, 2012 ($80,440).  What Mr. Hudak and AMO would have you believe,
depending on who’s calculator they are using, is that the Scugog Fire
Fighters received an Award increasing their wages of anywhere from 
24% to 27% over the four year term of the Award.  You do the math.  In
addition, what they don’t tell you is that in 2008, prior to affiliating with
the I.A.F.F. and the O.P.F.F.A., the Scugog Fire Fighter’s annual salary was
$63,363; making them among the lowest paid fire fighters in Ontario. They
had also not had a wage increase in two years. Keep in mind that 
this Award covers only four Fire Fighters and involved the Corporation
retaining the services of a Lawyer from the Law firm of Hicks Morley to
conduct their negotiations - I suspect their legal fees exceeded the cost of
the entire Award. The Award included a wage increase in January and 
July in each of the years from 2009 to the end of 2012. These split wage

increases are sometimes referred to as a catch-up adjustment, designed
to bring a group up to the same level as their comparables - in

this case, to the same level as police and fire fighters in
comparable municipalities, with a view to gradualizing
the cost to the municipality. This Arbitration Award 
took the Scugog Fire Fighters from being among the 
lowest paid in Ontario ($65,405 in 2009) to a point where
they are still behind their comparables by almost $5,000
annually in 2012. In this regard, in my opinion, a catch-up
adjustment was long overdue to bring them more in 

line with their comparables. I had hoped for a catch-up
adjustment in the Award that would have brought their
wages closer to their comparables. 

There were valid and justifiable reasons for
the Scugog Fire Fighters to receive the wage
increases that they did, including, but not limited to

the fact that the Scugog Fire Fighters had a two-year
wage freeze immediately prior to 2009, making their

Award a catch-up adjustment in wages over a period of six
years, not four years.    

Wouldn’t it be nice if the people talking about this story would tell
the whole story? I know it doesn’t sound as sensational as their spin...but
it sure sounds like the truth.  

More numbers… 

So, what is really happening in the private sector in comparison to
the public sector, as it relates to recent wage increases? According to
Statistics Canada, Human Resources and Skills Development Canada
(www.labour.gc.ca), the average annual wage adjustment, from 2001 to
2011, was higher in the private sector (2.1%) than in the public sector (1.7%).
Again, this is not as sensational as saying that public sector wage increases
are out of control and out of line with private sector wage increases.  

The truth…they’re not my figures...you tell me….

SECRETARY-TREASURER’S REPORT
By Ernie Thorne, OPFFA Secretary-Treasurer

Ernie Thorne

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF AN ARBITRATOR?
ARE ARBITRATORS SETTING THE WAGE TREND? WHAT IS THE TRUTH?

http://www.labour.gc.ca


The Ed Hothersall Award
History
This award is to be presented by the OPFFA in honour of Ed Hothersall,
who worked for the Association for many years. He was recognized in
April of 1982, at that time serving for 30 years as an Executive Officer for
the OPFFA. He was the Secretary for the OPFFA and also the Executive
Secretary/Treasurer when a reorganization of that job function took place.

Brother Hothersall had a stellar career on the London Fire Department.
When he took on the job of Executive Secretary/Treasurer of the
OPFFA, he was legendary for his frugality as keeper of the finances
for the Association.

He was instrumental in the formative years of the Association, helping it
grow into the progressive institution that it is today. He was a delegate
to the first Labour Relations Seminar held by the OPFFA in October of
1958. He was involved in community initiatives and was known for his
compassion in helping brother fire fighters at anytime when they were in
need of personal assistance.

Brother Hothersall has been deceased for quite some time but his contri-
bution to the OPFFA is still remembered by current and retired members.

Purpose
The purpose of this award is to recognize and encourage any full-time or
retired fire fighter who has displayed a dedication for service to their
Association and the community.  The cornerstone of the award is the
concept of dedication and service (i.e. such as regular attendance at

Association meetings, participation in Association events, active partici-
pation in their community and/or works at improvement of local society).

The goal of the award is to recognize, encourage, support and focus
some attention to a member of an Association, who may otherwise go
unnoticed for his/her contributions of dedication and service.

Criteria
Nominations for this award shall be limited to one member nominated
per Local Association per annum.

The nominee shall be a member or ex-member from an Association who
you believe best deserves recognition for their dedication or service to
the Association or the OPFFA.

The nomination form and attached documentation outlining in a concise
statement the reasons you believe your nominee meets the above criteria
for the award must be submitted in compliance with this policy.

The 2013 Ed Hothersall Award Recipient
The award was presented to Dave Lang from Sault Ste. Marie, Local 529.
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OPFFA
MEMBER
AWARDS

T he OPFFA hosts a formal banquet biennially, in odd numbered years, at its June Convention. The highlight of this banquet is the announcement
and presentation of the OPFFA Awards.

The three awards that were established by the membership through convention action over the years, allows us as an organization to recognize
three very special individuals, all who have made lasting impressions on our Association and its membership.

Brothers Ed Hothersall, Patrick DeFazio, and Joe Adamkowski have contributed in different ways and the awards named in their honour are
presented to individuals who embody similar characteristics.

This past June, at the OPFFA’s 16th Annual Convention in Sault Ste. Marie, members from Clarington (Local 3139), Cornwall (Local 849) and the
host city of Sault Ste. Marie (Local 529) were all formally recognized for their significant contributions to Ontario Fire Fighters and their communities.



Brother Lang has been a very active member of Local 529 for over
31 years, garnering the respect and admiration of fire fighters, from
rookies to chiefs, with his dedication, commitment and zeal for the
job, his family and the community he serves.

In the 1980’s, when the Sault Ste. Marie community was in 
desperate need of a CT scanner, Dave immediately initiated
fundraising by organizing a 24-hour hockey game, whereby the 
fire fighters would play 24 one-hour games against 24 other 
teams – consecutively! It was a huge success; so much so, that
the same fundraising concept is still being held today – only on 
a much larger scale.

Dave has participated in all 32 Terry Fox runs to date. He has 
never missed a TAPS charity baseball game, has attended 18 of
the last 19 MD Boot Drives and never once missed a Christmas
Cheer charity event.

Dave’s impressive resume continues in the area of sports with 
him leading the department baseball team that went to the 
nationals. He also organized a curling team to attend the Fire
Fighters’ Bonspiel in Thunder Bay and Kenora the past two years
and he is also an integral part of the Sault Ste. Marie Fire 
Fighters Hockey Team.

Regardless of rank, age or background, if someone on the job
needs a helping hand, whether physical labour, organizing and
event, speaking to the media, or just an ear to listen after a 
particularly hard shift, Dave is the guy that people turn to.

Congratulations Dave from all OPFFA members on your 
inspirational conduct and the acceptance of this much 
deserved award.

The Patrick J. De Fazio Award
History
This Award is to be presented annually by the OPFFA in honour 
of Patrick J. DeFazio. Patrick DeFazio served for many years 
as the Chair of the OPFFA Occupational Health and 
Safety Committee. 

Patrick was a leader in the Province in the area of Health and
Safety for fire fighters. As a representative of the OPFFA on the
Provincial Section 11 Committee (presently Section 21) he was
instrumental in establishing the Canadian General Standard for
Fire Fighter Bunker Clothing.  His knowledge of fire fighter Health
and Safety issues and his sincere concerns for the safety of fire
fighters is the subject of this award.

Purpose
The purpose of this award is to recognize, encourage and show 
appreciation to any active member, retired member or ex-member 
of an Association who has worked diligently and contributed in the
area of improving fire fighter health and safety.

Criteria
The nominated fire fighter should be an active member, retired
member or ex-member in good standing with their Association. 

The individual should show or have shown leadership in health
and safety and encourage safe practices to other members.

The individual has contributed in the area of health and safety in
your Fire Department and/or on the Provincial level.

The individual has shown a dedication and commitment to Safety
Committees' and their issues.

The individual has been supportive in the areas of pro-active
physical fitness, technological improvements in equipment,
involvement in testing committees and improvements to the 
general health and safety of fire fighters.

The nomination form and attached documentation outlining in a
concise statement the reasons you believe your nominee meets
the above criteria for the award must be submitted in compliance
with this policy.

The 2013 Patrick J. De Fazio Award Recipient
The award was presented to 
John Powers from Cornwall, 
Local 849.

John is a 10-year plus veteran of 
the Cornwall Fire Service. He has
served as Local Vice President and
Health and Safety Committee Chair
for several years.

John is constantly on the lookout for
new techniques, technologies and
products that will help us perform our
jobs in a safer manner. He has been
instrumental in all of the following
initiatives (and more not listed):

Starting “Friendly Fitness” competitions that encourage other 
members to workout.

The installation of new “Smart” repeaters on every apparatus.
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The purchase of headsets in the vehicles to improve communications
and protect members’ hearing.

The purchase of new portable radios that allows Command and
Dispatch to view who is transmitting. These new portable radios
also have “Emergency Activation” buttons.

Contacted the OFM to request a full review of training deficiencies

Applied to the Federal Government to obtain a second radio 
channel to operate on.

There is no doubt from the partial list above that the Health and
Safety of Cornwall Fire Fighters has been drastically improved over
the last several years, due to John’s tireless efforts.

Congratulations John from all OPFFA members on your dedication
to fire fighter Health and Safety and the acceptance of this much
deserved award.

The Joe Adamkowski Award
History
This Award is to be presented annually by the OPFFA in honour of
Joe Adamkowski, former OPFFA 7th District Vice President. 

Brother Adamkowski was a Thunder Bay Fire Fighter for over 
23 years. Joe personified union leadership by representing his
Local for over 20 years and the OPFFA for over five years. Joe 
was known for his wide-ranging knowledge of matters affecting
professional fire fighters. His passion to represent professional
fire fighters and his dedication to our union as a whole was
unparalleled.

Joe was astute at political action and a vehement fighter at 
the bargaining table, grievance arena, the boardroom, and the
convention floor. His most valiant fight was his battle against 
cancer. Brother Adamkowski lost this battle on May 14, 2006.

Purpose
The purpose of this award is to recognize, encourage and show
appreciation to any active, retired or ex-member of an Association
who has demonstrated selfless dedication and diligence on behalf
of his or her Local, the OPFFA or the IAFF.

Criteria
The nominee's contribution may consist of, but is not limited to:

They will have shown a high level of commitment to leadership 
on labour based issues on behalf of their fellow members and 
significantly contributed to the improvement and/or maintenance
of labour related issues within their own Local, the OPFFA or 
the IAFF.

They may have contributed in the areas of Political Action, Public
Information and/or Public Awareness.

They may have shown dauntless determination in their attempt 
to bring a corporation to terms while negotiating; and

The individual may have demonstrated dedication to the internal
workings of their Local, ensuring the integrity and application of
the OPFFA and IAFF Constitutions, and/or the education of fire
fighters in the area of labour relations.

The nomination form and attached documentation outlining in a
concise statement the reasons you believe your nominee meets
the above criteria for the award must be submitted in compliance
with this policy.

The 2013 Joe Adamkowski Award Recipient
The award was presented to 
Frank Azevedo from Clarington,
Local 3139.

Frank has been an active member
of Local 3139 since 1994. He has
been an instrumental team player
with the Clarington Association
and has held such roles as Vice
President, Political Action
Committee Chair, Steward, WSIB
Representative, Public Relations
and Fundraising Committee 
member and also sat on the Joint
Health and Safety Committee.

Most people may recognize Frank’s name and recall an incident in
the summer of 2004, in which he was fired by the municipality of
Clarington for speaking to the press about corporate issues and the
lack of training for large-scale incidents, particularly those involving
the Ontario Power Generation.

The IAFF and the OPFFA became involved immediately and a
request was made and granted for the IAFF Guardian Fund to help
support Frank’s unjust termination.

This termination affected not just Frank but his entire family as
well. With no income and no benefits, including medical coverage
for his family, including a son with a neurological disorder that
requires ongoing medications, Frank held his ground and risked
everything on principle.

Frank’s tenacity and determination, along with the help of the IAFF’s
Guardian Fund, saw him eventually win his wrongful dismissal
grievance and he was re-hired by the Municipality of Clarington.

Congratulations Frank from all OPFFA members on your steadfast
determination and courage to stand up for what you know is right
and the acceptance of this much deserved award.
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I was privileged to have had the opportunity to attend the IAFF ALTS
seminar earlier this year as the District Field Service Rep for the
13th district. The Advanced Leadership Training Summit is a venue

where IAFF affiliate leaders can become further educated on items such
as leadership, communications, fighting back against attacks on unions
and many more subject areas. This year featured dozens of courses. In
Ontario, through the OPFFA, we are fortunate to see some of these 
subjects and learning opportunities afforded to both leaders and 
members by way of the IAFF Partnership in Education Program (PEP),
brought to the Dr. Eric G. Taylor Education Seminar every few years.

The PEP program brings several subjects to the OPFFA membership,
however, due to the size and 
scope of ALTS, instructors from
various labour, communications
and leadership backgrounds often
facilitate courses geared more
specifically to our unions' leaders.
One focus of this year’s courses
was communications. Whether a
steward, a member, or an executive
board member - and regardless of
your training or background - every
individual in the IAFF, whether 
you know it or not, is an ambassa-
dor of our union, and how we 
communicate is important.

Everything and everyone has
a brand; we're branded by our
traits, our image and how others
see us. We're branded very highly in the public eye as
professional fire fighters, a brand that carries with it an
image of service, bravery and honour.  

All OPFFA members promote this image and deliver on the public's
expectation daily, in all that we do. The fire fighter brand and image is
strong. As union members, however, in a social climate where the middle
class has declined and seen erosion of wages and benefits, organized
labour continues to be attacked as the cause of economic hardship.

I could not do justice to the ALTS class I attended in January 
entitled "How to Effectively Talk Union,” taught by University of
Nebraska’s John Kretzschmar. This class hit a home run, emphasizing
ways we must humanize our unions, ease public anxiety and reinforce
what unions stand for every time we speak. Our plea has to be emotion-
ally compelling to the public and our own members alike. In short, our
goal is quite simple: raise your Local, the OPFFA and the IAFF union
brand as high as the fire fighter brand.  

We won’t win over the hard-core anti-unionists; however, a consis-
tent message about your union can reflect the virtues of professional fire

fighting. There are enough people out there trash-talking unions; 
we should not be repeating words and phrases like, ‘union thugs 
and bosses’, ‘right to work’, ‘wasteful government spending’ or
‘putting tax dollars in employees pockets’. Instead, consider core
union values. Unions were the first anti-poverty movement; thank
unions for weekends, maternity leave, health and safety and
Medicare. Largely, the public forgets those things; yet, they will know
that unions actively plan for their members’ futures by negotiating 
to defer income to pension plans and securing other benefits. We 
are the collective voice for those workers who are wrongly treated.
We ensure fairness and equality in workplaces and we speak for 

public safety. As union fire fighters,
we can promote these union values
and virtues - on the fire ground and
in the union hall, we have each
other’s back.

Local leadership who often
speak publicly for their Locals
should consider creating a few
‘elevator speeches’ - 30-second
sound bites of why we do what 
we do. Additionally, research 
current media items that are
swirling; refute the credibility of
the Sunshine list with authority;
comment with conviction on the
need for proper staffing to meet
public expectations; and promote

the strong community service
involvement of your Local and so on.

Utilize services at your disposal through networking with your
peers, databases, OPFFA surveys and IAFF services. 

A Municipal Financial Analysis review of your municipal-
ity’s finances will help you understand how they

account, collect and spend finances. Utilize the IAFF’s
Geographic Information System (GIS) service to illustrate fire 
protection coverage. The more we know, the more information we
have, the more we can speak knowledgably to our members and
community leaders.  

Fire fighters have the ear of the public; we have a valued, 
recognizable brand. There are already too many voices speaking
against unions. Each of us should think of our message and make it
a positive emotional one about professional fire fighting and our
unions. In the uprising against labour and the public sector, we can
each make a difference!

Mark Train
mtrain@iaff.org

HOW TO
EFFECTIVELY ‘TALK’ UNION

By Mark Train, District Field Service Representative, IAFF 13th District

mailto:mtrain@iaff.org


OPFFA LOCALS
CONTINUE LONG
TRADITION OF
SUPPORTING
By Pamela Musgrave, MDC Senior Regional Manager – Ontario & Nunavut

M uscular Dystrophy Canada’s mission is to enhance the
lives of those affected with neuromuscular disorders
by continually working to provide on-going support

and resources, while relentlessly searching for a cure through
well-funded research.  

Muscular dystrophy is the name for a group of neuromuscular 
disorders that are characterized by progressive weakness and wasting
of the voluntary muscles that control body movement.

Canadian Fire Fighters have played a significant role for those
affected with muscular dystrophy since 1954, when a group of parents
whose children had Duchenne muscular dystrophy approached their
local Fire Department and requested assistance in raising
funds. Toronto Fire Fighters led the way and in 1954, began a great tra-
dition; one that now involves more than 100 IAFF Locals in Canada and
has the IAFF pledging their continued support in assisting those affect-
ed with muscular dystrophy, until “a cure is found”. 

Fire Fighters have been a part of Muscular Dystrophy Canada for
almost 60 years and continue to be our best ambassadors and champi-
ons for those affected. You truly are our most important stakeholder
and partner. To date, Canadian Fire Fighters have raised over $70 mil-
lion dollars, with more than $11 million being given by members of the
Ontario Professional Fire Fighters Association.  

Our vision has never been more clear – To find a cure for neuro-
muscular disorders in our lifetime. You are contributing to that vision
with your dedication and commitment.

The funds raised go to support Muscular Dystrophy Canada’s pro-
grams and services. These programs are invaluable to people with mus-
cular dystrophy and their families. Equipment and mobility aids can be
expensive, but their value to people with muscular dystrophy cannot be
quantified. It means they can be more independent, active and fully
contributing members of our society. 

With regards to Advocacy work, we are currently involved in nine
partnerships that assist with changes in policy at federal, provincial and
municipal levels.  These policies can assist in the areas of ageing with
a disability, Ontario Disability Support Program, and Vent Strategies,

just to name a few.  Our services staff support those affected in their
day-to-day lives and help them find innovative solutions to some of
their daily challenges and also help fund equipment. In 2012, we were
able to assist those affected with over 1200 pieces of equipment that
have a total leveraged value of $2.706 million.

The OPFFA and its members support our organization in several
ways throughout the year. Some of you brought your trucks to our Walk
for Muscular Dystrophy Events, you signed up a Fire Fighter Team,
helped with the BBQ or were just there to meet those affected. The
OPFFA annually donates Air Miles that we use to purchase items for
auctions or fundraising events. You continue to include us in your sem-
inars, conventions, union meetings or award nights, so that we can
again thank your members and their families for being so supportive.
You mention us in the Intrepid, on Twitter, Facebook and your own indi-
vidual websites. Most of all, you continue to fundraise.  

Our year end wrapped up on March 31st, and because of your Boot
Drives - Fill the Boot Events, your Golf Tournaments, your car washes,
your Rooftop Campouts and other donations given from your associa-
tions and communities, we are thrilled to tell you that OPFFA members
have had their best year to date! 

Here are just a few highlights from last year
• Eight Ontario Locals supported the IAFF Charity Hockey Game

during the Federal Legislative Conference.

• Eleven Locals came back on board and the total Money raised by
those eleven was $53,575, with Sarnia raising $17,439. They
gave concert tickets to Owen McGonigal and his family for an
outdoor concert, did a Boot Drive there, and they organized a
Rooftop Campout in December. 

• Elliot Lake, despite dealing with a local community tragedy, still
managed to organize their boot drive and had their best year to
date, raising $4,479.

• Cambridge grew their Boot Drive by involving more Scotiabanks
and made a young boys dream come true when they arranged for
him and his family to visit their hall for a special tour.
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• Ottawa took the Wheelchair Dare
Challenge so they could experience what it
is like to sit in a wheelchair and understand
some of the challenges and barriers.

• Guelph did their annual Boot Drive and 
by involving their local Scotiabank,
increased their donation by $6,298 from 
the previous year. 

• Brampton was the Local that increased
their donation by the most from the 
previous year. Two years ago they raised
$35,577 and this past year they raised
$43,157, an increase of $7,580. They also
had their fire fighters take on the Honourary
Chair role for their local Walk for Muscular
Dystrophy and were the third largest
fundraising department in Ontario.

• London was named MDC’s Fire Department
of the Year, implemented a new event idea
called “The Mount Everest Climb,” did a
Boot Drive and a Rooftop Campout and 
are Ontario’s second largest fundraising
department with $46,466.

• Barrie continues to hold the single 
largest Boot Drive in Canada and is our top
fundraising department in Ontario this 
year and is the second top fundraising
department in Canada. They raised $55,176.

These are just a few examples of what
members of the OPFFA are doing for those
affected. It is not just about fundraising but also
about the relationships you are establishing
with those affected, and the awareness you are
creating in your local communities.

The dollars you raise help us support our
mission, and I am excited to tell you that the
combined efforts of 49 Ontario Locals raised
$479,508, an increase of $34,432 from the 
previous year. Congratulations and thank you to
all 49 Locals and your members.
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OPFFA LOCAL FUNDS DONATED
April 1st, 2012 - March 31st,  2013

Ajax Professional Fire Fighters' Association - Local 1092 $22,294.14
Amherstburg Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 3803 $1,592.76
Barrie Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 1753 $55,176.45
Bradford Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 3940 $3,905.60
Brampton Fire & Emergency Services - Local 1068 $43,156.95
Brantford Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 460 $4,432.20
Brockville Fire Fighters Association - Local 536 $2,316.00
Burlington Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 1552 $5,566.67
Cambridge Fire Department - Local 499 $31,182.36
Central York Fire and Emergency Services - Local 2511 $4,600.00
City of Kawartha Lakes Fire & Rescue - Local 1701 $1,500.00
Clarington Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 3139 $3,635.72
Elliot Lake Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 1351 $4,479.25
Gananoque Fire Fighters Association - Local 2306 $4,500.00
Georgina Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 3691 $9,500.00
Greater Napanee Fire Service - Local 2822 $7,273.86
Guelph Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 467 $14,366.00
Hawkesbury Fire Fighters Association - Local 1677 $11,341.75
Kenora Fire & Emergency Services - Local 943 $450.00
Kirkland Lake Fire Services - Local 573 $3,300.05
Kitchener Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 457 $7,385.08
La Salle Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 1407 $545.00
London Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 142 $46,465.93
Markham Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 2727 $8,028.04
Midland Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 1581 $2,500.00
Milton Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 3168 $620.00
Mississauga Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 1212 $13,281.96
Niagara Falls Fire Department - Local 528 $5,310.00
Oakville Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 1582 $6,003.69
Orillia Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 1100 $3,229.43
Oshawa Professional Fire Fighers Association - Local 465 $20,000.00
Ottawa Airport Professional Aviation Fire Fighters Association - Local 3659 $2,000.00
Ottawa Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 162 $11,780.00
Pembroke Fire Fighters Association - Local 488 $500.00
Port Colborne Professional Fire Fighters Associaion - Local 2307 $1,200.00
Richmond Hill Fire & Emergency Services - Local 1957 $2,025.00
Sarnia Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 492 $17,439.09
Sault Ste. Marie Fire Services - Local 529 $4,420.00
Smiths Falls Fire Fighters Association - Local 1593 $4,500.00
St. Thomas Fire Department - Local 447 $2,249.03
Stratford Fire Department - Local 534 $7,911.04
Sudbury Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 527 $26,011.19
Timmins Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 535 $3,851.25
Toronto Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 3888 $12,368.44
Vaughan Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 1595 $3,334.10
Waterloo Professional Fire Fighters Association - Local 791 $3,000.00
Whitby Fire & Emergency Services - Local 2036 $23,415.00
Windsor Professsional Fire Fighters Association - Local 455 $2,047.32
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MDC’S ONTARIO
FIRE FIGHTER 
OF THE YEAR!
On behalf of Muscular Dystrophy
Canada and the thousands of
Canadians affected with muscular 
dystrophy, Congratulations to Keith
Clarke from Local 499, The Cambridge
Professional Fire Fighters Association,
who has been named the Ontario Fire
Fighter of the year for Muscular
Dystrophy Canada. 

This award is based on fundraising,
advocacy, awareness and supporting
those affected with muscular dystrophy.

Again, congratulations to Keith as 
well as the Cambridge Local for 
being so supportive in the fight 
against muscular dystrophy.

The Cambridge Local has some amazing
fire fighters in their Local.  We are so
fortunate to have you as our partner.

SARNIA PROFESSIONAL 
FIRE FIGHTERS ASSOCIATION

ROOFTOP CAMPOUT
By Jason Davison, Sarnia Professional Firefighters Association L492

When Chris Ireland, our Muscular Dystrophy Canada Fire Fighter representative
approached us with the idea of the Rooftop Campout, I knew that I wanted to be
on that rooftop. It was something new and fresh that still incorporated filling 

the boot for a great cause, but with a twist. As soon as Chris started looking for campers, 
I e-mailed him immediately. Within a few days, we had heard back that the following 
members would be camping on the roof: Kevin Leplante, Doug McCurdy, Brad Lumgair, Randy
McDonald, Jim Rose and myself.

Over the next couple of months, the campers were busy organizing what amenities,
activities, living areas and entertainment would be needed to get us through the three days
we would be spending on the roof. Meanwhile, Chris would be extremely busy organizing
sponsors for the event, the donation of meals for the campers, lining up members of the
Association to volunteer their time to collect donations, and promoting the event. 

Saturday, December 1, 2012, was the day we were heading up to the roof. Here’s how our
first day went:

8:00 am: We started the day off with a great breakfast that was cooked by fire 
fighters. Our families, friends, members of local council and the public also came for
breakfast. A wonderful little boy named William, who was wearing his full fire fighting
gear, was also there to enjoy breakfast. William, who has a form of muscular dystrophy,
came to support our Rooftop Campout. He joined us for the opening ceremonies and
posed for many pictures.

10:00 am:With the Honour Guard at attention and a piper playing, we said goodbye to our
families and headed up the ladder truck to the rooftop, where we spent the next three days. 

12:00 pm: Generous restaurants from around Sarnia donated all of our meals. For lunch,
we ate chicken wings, hamburgers, wraps and fries from Norm’s Pub and Grill on London
Road in Sarnia. We also had many generous people send up treats! 

2:00 pm: We hosted a few visitors while on the roof, such as local radio stations and a
photographer to capture us in action. 



5:00 pm: Brownstones sent us a great snack to enjoy before playing some more of our rooftop
games. On the rooftop, we had one tent for sleeping in and one tent that we used for our 
living area - where we ate our meals and played poker, Atari and tabletop hockey. Coffee
Lodge sent us some hot drinks to try and keep warm during our first evening on the roof!

By the second day, we were running out of things to do so we went to Facebook to 
ask for some ideas - some of which were knitting, dancing and push ups! We also had a
football that we threw back and forth as well as just hanging out and telling stories. It
turned out to be a pretty great campout, even in December. 

While we were on the roof collecting donations – by lower-
ing a boot on a rope and then hauling it back up - many other fire
fighters donated their time in the mall by collecting donations
and talking to the public. In total, we raised over $14,000, which
was way over our goal. Thank you Sarnia!  

The after party was held at Brownstones restaurant. They
provided us with appetizers and a great environment to hold our
party. We had a draw and one lucky winner won a 55" TV! 

I had a great overall experience. I really enjoyed my time
on the roof with my fellow fire fighters and connecting with 
the community that gave to such a great cause. If I have the
opportunity I will be doing it again!

A rooftop campout is a fundraising event where fire 
fighters camp on the roof of a building and collect donations
in support of Canadians affected by muscular dystrophy.
Depending on the time of year, fire fighter participants will
endure sub-zero temperatures, inclement weather, and
whatever else nature throws their way during the three-day
rooftop campouts, in order to raise funds and awareness
for muscular dystrophy.
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ARE YOU READY FOR THE 
RETIREMENT YOU WANT?
The peace of mind of lifetime income and survivor benefits that your OMERS pension delivers may
be all you need for your retirement. If you are looking for more than that though, Additional
Voluntary Contributions (AVCs) could be for you.

Similar to RRSPs in some ways, AVCs are part of the OMERS Primary Pension Plan but separate 
from your OMERS defined benefit pension. Funds in an AVC account are invested in the 
OMERS Fund, a globally diverse portfolio, which returned 9.5% for AVC accounts in 2012. 

Active, deferred and retired members 
can transfer money from other 
registered retirement savings 
vehicles such as RRSPs to an AVC 
account, which can be done any time 
throughout the year. Active members can 
also contribute regularly by pre-authorized 
debit, from as low as $40 a month. AVCs have 
minimal management fees and no margin is 
built into the calculation of fees and expenses.

Everyone has their own unique retirement 
goals, maximizing your retirement income 
could help you reach yours. 

Learn more about AVCs at www.omers.com/avcs

Summer 2013 – 17

http://www.omers.com/avcs


– Summer 201318

Not talking about it isn’t working!
Suicide and mental illness have a
stigma and taboo surrounding it 

that has made it the only topic that is not
talked about around the fire station coffee
table. Brothers and Sisters, it’s time to break
the silence that fuels the stigma. 

In 1982, when I was 17 years old, I lost
my father to suicide. When I returned to
school, my teachers didn’t talk about it -
nobody talked about it. Almost thirty years
later, I founded the Collateral Damage Project
with a mandate to create a proactive dialogue
on suicide, in order to break the stigma, by
showing portraits and stories of those who
have lost loved ones and friends to suicide.
We also advocate for ‘gatekeeper’ training,
such as SafeTALK, QPR Institute and Mental
Health First Aid.

As fire fighters, we are highly trained 
professionals with many diverse skills 
that are utilized to save lives and keep our
communities safe. However, there remains

one very significant void in our training;
tools on how to talk about suicide and to
recognize when even our own colleagues,
friends and family are struggling with
thoughts of suicide. We even struggle to
acknowledge our own suffering.

SafeTALK, created by LivingWorks, is a
three-hour workshop that teaches partici-
pants to identify persons with thoughts 
of suicide, keep them safe and connect
them with local mental health resources.
SafeTALK also gets us talking openly about
suicide, often for the first time. SafeTALK 
is very much like CPR and First Aid and I
believe it should be made mandatory for all
fire fighters in Ontario. 

According to the Canadian Mental
Health Association, 1 in 5 Canadians will 
personally experience a mental illness in 
their lifetime. This means, of the 11,000 
members within the OPFFA, 2,200 of our
members will deal with mental illness. The
suicide rate in Canada for men between the

ages of 40 and 59 is 32.5 per 100,0001. For
comparison, the mortality rate for prostate
cancer is 19 per 100,0002. As is cancer, suicide
too is a major health issue for fire fighters.

We work in environments where our
communities expect us to be 'superhuman'
and our culture and traditions have made
vulnerability and fear unacceptable. The
problem is, these are human feelings and
we all have them. By providing training 
and 'tools' for fire fighters to understand
mental health and suicide, we will learn 
to acknowledge our vulnerabilities and
fears. In doing so, these will become great
strengths for not only the safety of fire
fighters but also for our families and com-
munities as a whole.

Warning Signs
The following warning signs may mean
someone is at risk for suicide. The risk of
suicide is greater if a behavior is new or

Suicide…
it’s time
for fire 
fighters 
to talk 
about it!

By Scott Chisholm, Thunder Bay Fire Fighter

1 Statistics Canada, Canadian Vital Statistics Death Database; Statistics Canada, CANSIM, table 051-0001—Estimates of population, by age group and 
sex for July 1, Canada, provinces and territories.

2 Canadian Cancer Society

A.J. Doiron, Miramichi New Brunswick, 
is a Canadian veteran of three wars. AJ 

came to see me speak at the New Brunswick
Community College, where he now attends the
Protective Services program. At the end of my
talk, he came on stage to give me a thank you
gift on behalf of the college. Before doing so, he
announced to the audience, "I too lost my Dad
to suicide when I was 17 years old and this 
is the first time I've ever told anybody.” 

When I asked why he did this, he stated, "I
thought, if you can talk about it, so can I.”



has increased in frequency and/or intensity,
and if it seems related to a painful event, loss
or change.

• Talking about death, dying or suicide

• Talking about feeling trapped or 
unbearable pain

• Talking about being a burden 
to others

• Increased alcohol and drug use

• Feeling trapped

• Hopelessness

• Anger, chronic anger, irritability, 
outbursts

• Violence and aggression

• Relationship problems

• Isolation

• Recklessness

• Mood changes

Risk Factors for Suicide
Risk factors are characteristics that 
make it more likely that an individual 
will consider, attempt or die by suicide.

• Mental disorders, particularly mood 
disorders, schizophrenia, anxiety disorders
and certain personality disorders

• Alcohol and other substance use disorders

• History of trauma or abuse

• Family history of suicide

• Lack of social support and sense 
of isolation

• Stigma associated with asking for help

• Exposure to others who have died 
by suicide (in real life or via the media 
or internet)

How do I talk to some-
one who might be having
thoughts of suicide?

Are you ready to ask?
Asking someone and talking about suicide
can feel scary. Breaking the silence, 
however, sends a powerful message to
someone that it is okay to talk about what
they are feeling and thinking; that they are
not alone and that you care. When someone
is feeling suicidal, it is often less about
wanting to die and more about feeling that
they have run out of options and hope. The
fear and shame surrounding these feelings
will keep people isolated and cut off from
accessing help, which allows their fear,
hopelessness, and embarrassment to 
grow bigger and bigger.

Asking about and giving people permission to
talk about suicide is the first step toward
hope and almost always helps reduce the risk.

Asking someone about suicide doesn't put the
idea in their head, it gives them the chance to
let their fear out and talk about other options.
Breaking the silence surrounding suicide
increases realistic opportunities to save 
lives and to reduce suffering.

Here is an example of 
how you may approach
someone and talk about 
suicide using the 
TALK steps from the
SafeTALK educational 
program (LivingWorks, 2007):
T - TELL: We would like the person to tell us
openly and directly that they are thinking
about suicide but often this does not happen. 

Summer 2013 – 19

Canadian Olympic swimming
champion, Alex Baumann, 

lost his brother Roman to suicide. 

"On April 21, 1980, twenty 
minutes after learning that
Roman had died by suicide, 
I received a birthday present 
from him. The card read, "All 
the best in your swimming."

- Alex Baumann

Alex is photographed with his son Ashton
after a morning swim practice.

Jamie lost his
father, who was a

fire fighter, to cancer
in December of 2010.
Three months later,
Jamie's sister, Sarah
Anne died by suicide. 

"I really want to 
be a part of what 
you are doing.
Suicide needs to be
talked about more."

- Jamie Timmons

Much like CPR,
SafeTALK 

prepared me 
to save lives. 

By having tools 
to talk about 
suicide and 

mental health, 
we create a 

safer workplace
and a safer 

community." 

Adam Munshaw, 
Thunder Bay 

Fire and Rescue
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Instead, we may need to tune into more 
subtle "invitations" to begin the conversation
about suicide and inquire if thoughts of 
suicide are present.

The "invitations" may be things we see, hear,
sense, or learn about the person.

A - ASK: It is okay to ask openly and 
directly about suicide.

This is not always the easiest question to
ask but if the person is thinking about 
suicide, it is important to do.

“Are you thinking about suicide?”

If the answer is “Yes,” acknowledge that
this is serious. Your next steps should be to:

L - LISTEN: Allow the person to share 
with you more about how they are feeling
and what has led them to thinking about 
suicide. By listening, you are showing 
empathy and understanding, building a 
rapport with the person so that you can
express your concern about needing to 
get help to keep the person safe.

K - KEEPSAFE: You need to get resources
or helpers involved that can do a suicide
intervention today, in order to support the
survivor, so that they can keep safe.

It is important that a person with thoughts 
of suicide is not left alone and that they 
are connected to a helper or resource that
can do a comprehensive suicide assessment
and intervention today. (LivingWorks 
Canada, 2007)

Talking about suicide will not cause it or 
put the thought in someone’s head.

When I’m at a call where
someone has died by 
suicide, what can I do?
Unfortunately, as fire fighters, we go to 
far too many of these calls and we often 
feel helpless. 

When we respond to calls that involve 
suicide, we know that the family who has
lost a loved one to suicide has just gone
through the greatest trauma of their lives,
yet we are trained to do little or nothing for
them. Now, let’s consider being at the same
call and we saw a family member with a
bone sticking out of their arm, we would
attend to them with the utmost care, 
based on definitive training, protocols 
and policies. 

With tools like SafeTALK, we learn about 
our local resources for people in crisis. 
These same resources can be helpful and
made available to those who have just lost 
a loved one to suicide. We know this is the
greatest trauma of their life and we know
they need help.

The emotional stress in coping with the
aftermath of suicide is some of the greatest
we will face in our careers. It is critical that
we reach out for help to counselors and psy-
chologists who understand our profession
and the impact on us. Take advantage of our
Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) and
encourage our colleagues to do the same.
There is no shame in asking for help.

“As fire fighters and first responders, you 
have an important role to play in the role of
suicide prevention. It is critically important 

to know the signs of severe distress that 
could lead to suicide attempts and more
importantly, what to say and what to do. 
Not only is this knowledge imperative in 
your professional capacity, it is equally 
beneficial as a parent, colleague and
friend. The demographic of the fire fighter
closely mirrors the highest suicide mortality
rates. By including suicide prevention 
knowledge in your job description, you 
are also helping yourselves and your fire
fighter community.” 

- Tana Nash, President Ontario 
Association for Suicide Prevention

What else can be done to
prevent suicide and create
suicide safer communities?
Can you imagine putting the words ‘breast’ 
and ‘prostate’ on a billboard 30 years ago?
People like Terry Fox got us started talking
about cancer, which was also taboo years 
ago. By talking about cancer, we started 
preventing it with early detection and
lifestyle changes. Suicide is no different. 
As we start the dialogue on suicide, we 
will begin to talk about the complex issues
that lead up to suicide and what we can do
to help. Ultimately, we need to talk long
before thoughts of suicide arise.

Fundraising and community awareness
events are effective ways to create suicide
safer communities. Locals should seek out
community, provincial and national suicide
prevention organizations and ask how fire
fighters and our Locals can get involved to
spread the message of hope and prevention,
and help raise much needed funds.

How can I help 
prevent suicide?
• Learn the warning signs and get 

trained on how to talk about suicide;
SafeTALK, QPR Institute, Mental 
Health First Aid. Advocate for policy
change within your Fire Service to 
make this mandatory.

• Make suicide prevention an integral 
part of your Local’s community 
fundraising. As fire fighters, we are
leaders in our communities. When 

The Roberts family of St. Catharines, Ontario lost their daughter/sister, Callie to suicide. 

"Our tragedy is still very raw but one day we will be ready to do whatever is in our power
to make changes and help others. We want people to be aware that no one is immune to
suicide." 

- Louise Roberts



we talk about it and break the stigma,
the community will follow.

• Research the resources in your 
community and create a brochure 
or information package to give to 
families when you go to suicide 
calls. By talking to the families and 
providing information, you are 
breaking the stigma by encouraging
conversation and facilitating families 
to get help, even if this means going 
to the hospital.

• Fire fighters can start preventing 
suicide today by talking about it and
advocating for training for all fire 
fighters, officers and administration.
We are all in this together.

• Join us as we begin the dialogue.

Suicide Myths vs. Realities
MYTH: Talking about suicide will 
give a person the idea, or permission, 
to consider suicide as a solution to 
their problems.

REALITY: Talking calmly about suicide, 
without showing fear or making 
judgments, can bring relief to someone 
who is feeling terribly isolated. A 
willingness to listen shows sincere 
concern; encouraging someone to speak
about his or her suicidal feelings can 
reduce the risk of an attempt.

MYTH: Suicide is sudden and unpredictable.

REALITY: Suicide is most often a process,
not an event. Eight out of ten people who 
die by suicide gave some, or even many,
indications of their intentions.

MYTH: Suicidal people are determined 
to die.

REALITY: People with thoughts of suicide
are in pain. They don't necessarily want to
die; they want their pain to end. If their 
ability to cope is stretched to the limit, 
or if problems occur together with a mental
illness, it can seem that death is the only
way to make the pain stop.

MYTH: A suicidal person will always be 
at risk.

REALITY: Most people feel suicidal at some
time in their lives. The overwhelming desire
to escape from pain can be relieved when
the problem or pressure is relieved. Learning
effective coping techniques to deal with
stressful situations can help.

Resources
A Guide for Early Responders 
Supporting Survivors
http://www.suicideprevention.ca/
wp-content/uploads/2012/07/
Early-Responders.pdf

Fire Fighters Coping with the 
Aftermath of Suicide
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ryy7EyAi
yeQ&feature=youtu.be

Ontario Association for Suicide
Prevention
http://www.ospn.ca/

Canadian Association for Suicide
Prevention
http://www.suicideprevention.ca/

Suicide Prevention LIFELINE: 
1-800-273-8255,
http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org/

LivingWorks
http://www.livingworks.net/

A Manager’s Guide to Suicide
Postvention in the Workplace
http://actionallianceforsuicideprevention.org/
system/files/Managers-Guidebook-To-
Suicide-Postvention-Web.pdf

The Tema Conter Memorial Trust
http://www.tema.ca/

The Mental Health Commission of Canada
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/

About the Author
Scott Chisholm has been an active 
member of Thunder Bay Professional 

Fire Fighters, Local 193, for 21 years. 
Scott is the founder of the Collateral
Damage Project and is a nationally 
recognized mental health and suicide 
prevention advocate.

You can reach Scott by email at 
scott@leftbehindbysuicide.org.

About the Collateral 
Damage Project 
The Collateral Damage Project invites fire
fighters who have lost loved ones and
friends to suicide to share their story and 
be photographed. 
http://leftbehindbysuicide.org/participate/

Founded by Scott Chisholm, the Collateral
Damage Project works to prevent suicide in
Canada by stomping stigma, creating proac-
tive dialogue and pushing for gatekeeper
training. With open communication at its
heart, the project includes a touring gallery
exhibition and book (both depicting portraits
of those “left behind” by a loved one’s 
suicide), a number of annual fundraising
events and local, national and international
speaking appearances by Scott and members
of the advisory team, some of Canada’s most
respected and recognized athletes, musicians
and doctors. In 2012, the Canadian Alliance
on Mental Illness and Mental Health 
honoured Scott Chisholm with a prestigious
Champions of Mental Health Award. 

For more information, visit 
www.leftbehindbysuicide.org
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O n Friday May 10th, 2013, the Toronto Professional Fire Fighters’
Association hosted a Fire Ops 101 day at the Toronto Fire
Academy. This event provided an opportunity for elected offi-

cials at all levels of government, their staff and local media to experience
a day in the life of a Toronto Fire Fighter.

Local 3888 has hosted previous events in co-operation with
Toronto Fire Services; the most recent being held in August of 2006, in
conjunction with the IAFF Convention, which was also hosted by Local
3888 that year. We were fortunate to have had a newly elected Prime
Minister, the Right Honourable Stephen Harper attend and take part in
some live fire scenarios during the 2006 event.

Holding a Fire Ops event is a major undertaking for any Local. The
IAFF provides resources and access to materials that are needed for the
day, but the bulk of the planning is done directly by the Local.

Prior to planning the event, it’s important to discuss what your goals
and objectives are and whom you are targeting.

Fire-Ops is meant to be a hands-on experience for the participants;
including real life scenarios that today’s fire fighters face on a regular basis. 

To recall an old adage, “I hear and I forget; I see and I remember; I
do and I understand.”

By fully immersing participants in the experience of fire fighting, it
is hoped that they can attain some measure of understanding of the
challenges we face every day.

As our role in emergency services evolves, today’s fire fighter
possesses many additional skills and competencies that past genera-
tions of fire fighters did not require. We have truly become the ‘Swiss
army knife’ of emergency services. (Thanks Jim Lee!)

Our main objective in holding a Fire Ops 101 event in Toronto was
to demonstrate the many diverse roles that fire fighters must fill in order
to serve all of the emergency services needs of a modern city. 

It is imperative to properly convey that message to the media and
elected officials that ultimately set service levels and determine what
communities need to properly protect them.

Our challenges have increased dramatically since 2010, when a new
administration was elected on an austerity platform. An agenda to
reduce city services and “stop the gravy train,” put all city services under
the microscope. “Efficiencies” became the buzzword in a move to pare
down services across the board.

In a growing city, whose fire services had not grown proportionally
in years, there was an agenda to reduce the number of fire fighters on the
streets. It was Local 3888’s position that this would put people at risk
while waiting longer for fire trucks to arrive and would also endanger the
lives of fire fighters who would not have adequate resources on the
scene of an emergency to ensure the safety of all involved.

Initial planning for this year’s event began in January. Discussions
were held with all involved parties regarding a workable date. It’s critical
to select a date that best suits the target group of participants; in our
case, this was City Council. 

Invitations were sent out with direct follow up calls to constituency
offices. Elected officials at all levels of government have extremely busy
schedules so only persistent effort will guarantee a commitment to
attend an event.

Discussions were held on the type of evolutions that would be the
most appropriate for the participants to experience.

Toronto
Fire Ops

101 FEEL
THE
HEAT!

By Damien Walsh, Vice President, Local 3888



It was critical to demonstrate the various skills that today’s fire
fighters must possess in the many different types of emergencies that we
face today. It was decided that we would run the following scenarios:

• Vehicle Fire/Transportation incident with various hose lay evolutions
to demonstrate the need for swift intervention in these situations

• Medical/Defibrillator incident to demonstrate the importance of hav-
ing fire fighters quickly attend life threatening medical emergencies

• Live Fire with a Search & Rescue component and Personal Protective
Equipment demonstration

• Auto Extrication/Haz Mat demonstration

These evolutions would guarantee a full day of direct, hands-on
experience that our participants would not soon forget.

Putting on an event of this kind requires a partnership with
Management in order to achieve a common goal, as well as a full
commitment from all parties - Association, Management, training
staff and membership. 

Management had pledged to commit the necessary resources,
equipment and staff; the Association would look after any additional
expenses and provide volunteers to ensure that enough fire fighters
were on hand to make the event run smoothly.

A good mix of participants is important. Political figures would
come if they knew there would be a good media presence and the
media would come if they knew that there would be a number of high
profile political figures. 

We received a commitment from most major media outlets that they
would attend and have a reporter participate. We also received a large
number of requests to participate from City Councillors, MPPs and MPs.
Having photos of the Prime Minister’s participation at our previous event
was a valuable tool in enticing others to want to try the experience.

On Friday, May 10th, with a brisk wind and steady rain in the forecast,
we held our Fire Ops 101 at the Toronto Fire Academy. Participants knew
this was a rain or shine event, as fire fighters don’t get to choose the 
environment in which we perform our job. 

While we initially had commitments from over 40 participants,
we ended up with 25 due to circumstances arising from outside events
occurring that day - a developing media story and an unprecedented
4th day of Council, which disappointed the many City Councillors 
who wanted to attend. We will be holding a future event
specifically for them.

We were pleased to have the Hon. Yasir Naqvi, Minister
of Labour, as well as members of his staff participate. Having
a provincial minister participate for the entire day was a great
achievement, as their schedules are extremely demanding and

this Ministry has a significant
impact on our profession on a
regular basis. 

Additionally, we were 
honoured to have MPP Peter
Tabuns, MPs Craig Scott,
Rathika Sitsabaiesan, Mike
Sulllivan, Dan Harris, Mark
Adler, Matthew Kellway and
many staff from both provincial
and federal ministries taking
part. This will be valuable for us
when we meet in the future to
discuss our issues. We also had
participants from all of the major
media outlets and received
some excellent coverage.

As I stated earlier, it is
impossible to stage an event of
this kind without an incredible
commitment from a number of
people. On behalf of Local
3888, I would like to thank
Deputy Chief Ron Jenkins,
Acting District Chief Scott
Eyers, Captain John Hartley,
Julie Frost, President Ed Kennedy and
our entire Executive Board, the Box 12
Association, Support 7, TFS Training
and Public Information staff and the
over 50 members of our Association
who volunteered on their day off to
assist in the day’s events. 

This very successful day could not
have been possible if not for the com-
mitment of all of these individuals.

We learned some valuable 
lessons throughout this experience,
which we would be pleased to
share with any Local considering
holding such an event.
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We Have All Suffered From Smoke Inhalation
Don’t believe me? Blow your nose into a tissue after your next fire call
and then try to rationalize with yourself a reason for the black snot.
Sounds crude but it emphasizes the point.

So, here is what we know: smoke is bad and breathing smoke is really
bad. Fire smoke contains all sorts of nasty toxins and we as fire fighters
are being exposed to these harmful materials every time we step foot onto
the fire ground. We know that we are absorbing these materials through
our skin (even with full PPE) and unfortunately, many of us are still making
the somewhat conscious choice to breathe them in. Double whammy!

I will be the first to admit that I have found myself, on various occasions over
the past 12 years, breathing in harmful and deadly fire smoke. I think if most
of us were to honestly reflect back on the careers that we have had thus far,
we would likely admit to the same thing. Statements like, “It’s just a pot on
a stove” or “It’s only a small dumpster fire” or “I am upwind of that car fire
{cough, cough}…well, I was upwind when we got here,” would likely be
things that we have heard said on the fire ground or have said ourselves at
some point. The truth is that these types of occurrences are actually the
most deadly for Hydrogen Cyanide levels, as shown in the 2008 Columbia
S.C. Fire Department study, and these are the same occurrences where fire
fighter complacency, specifically the use of SCBA, would be most prevalent. 

Most of us have likely experienced workplace symptoms such as weak-
ness or fatigue, dizziness, headache or increased heart rate but have not
associated those with being related to breathing in smoke. Instead, we

assume we are just tired and hungry or overworked after the big call. We
hear the message over and over, “Don’t breathe in smoke,” yet we still
allow the practice of individual decision making to determine “SCBA or
no-SCBA” or “on-air or off-air” to continue. 

Awareness Is the First Step
Fire smoke contains Carbon Monoxide (CO) and also Hydrogen Cyanide
(HCN), among a myriad of other serious toxins. We know that all modern fire
smoke contains CO and HCN in some quantity; we have plenty of research
to back this up. These two materials have been referred to by many as the
“toxic twins” and they are being directly associated with more and more
smoke related illnesses and deaths. There is an ever-increasing database of
information on the topic of Hydrogen Cyanide in the fire service and most of
us have likely heard about it in some form or another but are we paying
attention? What are we doing about it? If this is the first you are hearing of
it then here is a really quick synopsis of the basic facts on HCN: 

• HCN is produced when products such as grass clippings, 
certain green woods, nylon, plastic, cotton, wool, foam,
melamine, synthetic rubber, polymers, and polyurethane burn. 
It is present at every fire we encounter.

• HCN is 24 times more toxic than CO. The two products together
act synergistically to harm us.

• HCN attacks the heart and brain and can enter the body through
absorption, inhalation and ingestion.  It can incapacitate a victim

HYDROGEN CYANIDE: IF YOU HAVEN’T
DONE SO ALREADY, PAY ATTENTION…

By Captain Stephen Jones, Burlington Fire Department, Local 1552



in a very short period of time.  HCN can cause rapid death
by metabolic asphyxiation.

• HCN has a half-life in the blood of 1-hour.

• Signs and symptoms of mild to high exposure include 
cognitive dysfunction, drowsiness, stupor, confusion,
headache, drowsiness, tachypnea, cardiac arrhythmia,
enlargement of the thyroid gland, coma, respiratory
depression, respiratory arrest, and cardiovascular collapse.

• The allowable exposure
level for HCN is 4.7ppm.
It is Immediately
Dangerous to Life 
and Health at 50ppm.

The Columbia Fire Department
in South Carolina - who are
pioneers in HCN work in 
North America - conducted an
eight-month study in 2008, in
which they performed HCN 
air monitoring at 40 fires over an eight month period. What they
found, among other things, was that the byproducts of combustion
from an average kitchen fire contained roughly 75 parts per million
(ppm) of Hydrogen Cyanide, making this routine, low hazard pot-on-a-
stove call among the worst offenders for HCN. Car fires, dumpster
fires and overhaul operations are almost as bad. Again, these are
unfortunately the types of occurrences that we, as fire fighters, might
find ourselves making the choice to not be on air, “Ahhh, it’s not that
bad.”  It IS that bad and now we know it.

In early 2006, a Providence Rhode Island Fire Fighter collapsed at a
scene and was treated for HCN poisoning with the use of an antidotal
therapy kit, trade name Cyanokit. He was released on medical disability
in 2008. As a result, additional fire fighters were tested for HCN after
three separate structure fires (Milkovits, Amanda, Providence Journal,
2006).  Eight of the 27 fire fighters that were tested had elevated levels
of HCN in their blood and required treatment. It is important to note that
all 27 of the fire fighters tested did have cyanide in their blood but only
the eight had “high” levels. Most of the testing that was done on the fire
fighters was conducted well after the fires themselves, so, the evidence
points to the fact that all 27 of the fire fighters would have had high 
levels in their blood at the time of departure from the scene.  If we think
of this process in our own cities it would likely be similar.

Unfortunately, there is no readily available Canadian data on HCN
poisoning or smoke inhalation, but according to the American Council
of Governmental Industrial Hygienists, workers who were exposed to
concentrations of between 4 and 12 ppm of HCN over seven years,
reported more headaches, weakness, throat irritation, changes in
tastes and smells, and nervous instability.   

Another source of information is the United States Cyanide Poison
Treatment Coalition (www.firesmoke.org), who reported that over ten
weeks in 2009, 583 civilians were transported with smoke inhalation
and 261 of those patients died. Fifty-five fire fighters were transported
in the same period; none died. In February 2010, 191 civilians were
taken to hospital for smoke inhalation in the United States, along with
eight fire fighters. Eighty-nine of the civilians died; none of the fire
fighters died.

In May of 2011, the Congressional Fire Services Institute and the
National Advisory Council in the United States passed a “Resolution
to Address a New Epidemic.”  This resolution calls for educating the
fire service about the dangers of smoke inhalation - including those
of HCN - through a national education program; the development of
HCN poisoning treatment protocols for all local and state emergency
medical services; and efforts by the Centre for Disease Control to
establish a national database of smoke inhalation injuries, medical
complications and deaths linked to HCN. This was the tipping point
for US departments to start really paying attention to HCN.

A 2012 Swedish research paper (Stamyr, Thelander, Ernstgard, Ahlner,
Johanson, 2011) reported, “Nearly one third of the fire victims in 
our study had blood cyanide levels above 0.5ug/g, showing a consid-
erable exposure to HCN. Moreover, in contrast to CO, cyanide 
in blood could be underestimated since cyanide continues to be 
eliminated from the blood after death. These findings support the
notion that HCN contributes more to the cause of death among 
fire victims than previously thought.” This is just one more piece of
evidence to support this discussion - and the list goes on and on.

So what does all this add up to? The message is simple: fire smoke is
bad news - don’t breath it in!

WHAT DO WE DO?
It is imperative that we train our members on the presence of Hydrogen
Cyanide on the fire ground, including recognition, protection and 
prevention techniques.  
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So, here is what we do…

At the Burlington Fire Department, we have developed and implement-
ed a comprehensive program for HCN monitoring at fire occurrences.
Our program consists of the following key elements:

• HCN Monitors – we have a single gas HCN detector on every
front line fire apparatus

• HCN training for all staff, including our EMS and Police partners

• S.O.G implementation – a comprehensive guide to HCN monitoring
on the fire ground

• Air Management training to ensure we never have to be 
off-air in a smoky environment

• Decontamination Procedures which we implement at all fire calls
and strict guidelines for cleaning and replacing contaminated gear

• Reporting and documenting HCN levels at all fire occurrences

Our operational implementation of the HCN detectors has assisted us in
determining scene perimeters, the need for on-scene gear decontamination,
the severity of smoke inhalation cases, and the determination of when we
can safely operate off-air at an occurrence. This program was an easy sell
to management when we did the cost comparison to current presumptive
claims in Burlington alone. Spend now – save later. But it was also an easy
sell based on the principle of being responsible and accountable to our
employees and the families of our fire fighters. This issue is very much a
case of doing the right thing for the right reason.

BUT WHAT IF WE ARE EXPOSED? 
ARE WE PREPARED?
It is a really good question. Currently, the only known and available treat-
ment for HCN exposure due to smoke inhalation is Hydroxocobalimin
administration. This is essentially high dose vitamin B12 and is marketed
in Canada and the US under the trade name Cyanokit. We need to 
advocate, ensuring that this kit is carried by both our local EMS providers

and our base hospitals, which is unlikely the case currently
in most municipalities. The previous style amyl nitrate 
antidote kits (Lily, Pasadena) will not work as their use is
contraindicated for a smoke inhalation patient, and they are
no longer manufactured or used in Canada. Health Canada
recommends the use of the Cyanokit for cyanide exposures.  

This is a really big deal for us as fire fighters because
there is an unfortunate likelihood that your municipality
does not have the capacity to appropriately treat you
medically if you are exposed to cyanide. This is our next
big challenge.

IN CLOSING
So, here is what we know: the truth is that this is a good news story.
The good news is that we are starting to pay attention to the issue
of HCN and we are implementing protocols to protect our personnel. 

I have been speaking across the province at various fire departments
and seminars, including the annual Fire Chiefs Association Meeting,
OPFFA Health and Safety Seminar in Toronto, Training Officers
Association of Ontario Seminar, and at the Ontario Fire College. The
interest is high and people are taking the message and making real
change in their respective departments. 

I have spoken with hundreds of fire fighters, training officers and
fire chiefs and many have now implemented these programs in their
own cities and towns. I have been fortunate to connect with other
major cities such as the Ottawa Fire Department, where they are
doing amazing work on protecting their members from the hazards
of HCN. I have heard many personal stories of smoke exposures,
thyroid problems, cancer diagnosis and much more, and the
resounding message from all of those individuals is, “Don’t breathe
smoke.”  

The word is getting out and we are collectively working safer and
smarter - let’s continue to do so and to take care of one another.  
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T rying to take a ‘snap-shot’ of any particular fire 
fighter Local is a difficult task, as with such dynamic
colleagues and great achievements, something is

sure to be left out or not given the attention it deserves.
Burlington Professional Fire Fighters Local 1552 is no differ-
ent. Our members go to work every day to serve the public in
many different capacities. We train our members, prevent
fires, educate the public, take their calls in times of need –
expertly and calmly dealing with their emergency, respond
to those calls and then assist after the emergency is over.
This dedication is apparent while at work and off the job. 

Located in Halton Region, the city of Burlington sits at the western
end of Lake Ontario and the GTA. This City of 180,000 is made up of low
to high-density residential areas with mixed-use commercial/industrial
and has several major transportation corridors running through, including
400 series highways and rail lines. Our response area includes a mixture
of urban and rural, bordering on the City of Hamilton as well as the Towns
of Oakville and Milton. Lake Ontario forms the southern border, adding
another diverse response area.

Burlington was incorporated as a town in 1874 with the first
organized fire protection coming twenty years later when a 
bell-ringer was employed at the rate of $50 per year to notify area
residents of a fire. By 1916, the Burlington Volunteer Brigade was
divided into three companies, Central, East and West, comprising 36 men.
The fire equipment was reportedly quite modern with several motorized fire
apparatus. From this low-tech beginning, today’s department was born.

For the first 90 years, the department was solely volunteer, running
out of a variety of stations. However, by 1963, the population had grown
significantly and the first six full-time fire fighters were hired, earning
$3,300.00 per year, working straight days with very limited benefits. 

Between 1874 and today, the scope of our services has broadened,
as has the equipment and techniques we employ. Highly professional
Communications, Maintenance, Fire Prevention and Training Divisions
have been added and expanded over the years. 

Local 1552 of the IAFF was founded in February 1965, at the insistence
of then Fire Chief, Reginald Law. By that time, the department had grown to
18 full-time members on four shifts, providing suppression and communica-
tion services. The charter members elected their first Executive Board 
with Bob McLeod as President. The Local’s first Collective Agreement was
largely taken from the Hamilton Collective Agreement at the time. 

Today’s Suppression fire fighter and Communicator works 4 on, 4 off
(10s and 14s), staffing seven fire stations and ten pieces of front line
apparatus. Fire Prevention works a compressed schedule, while the rest
of day staff works a five-day week. The Bargaining Committee is actively
trying to attain the 24-hour shift pattern and is currently at arbitration.

In 1974, the Town expanded with the amalgamation of Nelson
Township, Aldershot and the Town of Burlington. The population grew
and stations & staff were added. With this, the volume and variety of
calls also increased, as did the roll of the Association. Bargaining,
Grievance, and the Health & Safety Committees were formed in the
late 1960s – and of course, are still functioning to this day.

Since our inception, the Health & Safety Committee has played 
a vital role. Our current committee builds on the gains made by their
predecessors, as we strive to reduce workplace injury, illness and death
through better equipment, changed practices and education. Recent
gains have included ‘Neiderman’ exhaust extraction systems, leather
fire fighting boots and better work techniques.

Our WSIB Committee has also been instrumental in the wellness of
our members. With the assistance of the OPFFA WSIB and Occupational
Disease Committees, they continue to look after the interests of our
members and their families, as they guide them through the system and
seek the coverage and protections that they deserve. As a Local, we
hold very highly, the success of the collective OPFFA lobby efforts in
attaining presumptive legislation and we look forward to future gains in
this area. Because of this hard work, we have had several widows and
families properly looked after.

BURLINGTON
LOCAL 1552
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A key component of our organization is our Benevolent
Committee. During off-duty hours, our members have given self-
lessly of their time and skill; coaching sports, converting homes
for area residents with disabilities, building for Habitat for
Humanity and Camp Bucko, as well as participating in many
fundraising events. Fundraisers have included: barbecues, Fire in
the Kitchen dinners, calendars, dinners and shows, as well as
Robert Munsch kids plays and silent auctions.

As fire fighters, Muscular Dystrophy has always been near
to our hearts. Our local hospital, Joseph Brant Memorial, has
always been one of our main beneficiaries, receiving over
$500,000.00 from our fundraising efforts. We have adopted the
local ‘Carpenter Hospice,’ to which we continue to donate.
Movember and pink shirt sales round out our annual fundraisers.

Although not under the umbrella of our Benevolent
Committee, one of our most important campaigns, established
and operated by member Tim Catterall, is F.A.C.E. Brother
Catterall established this not-for-profit charitable foundation
in 2006 to help fire fighters. F.A.C.E. stands for “Firefighters
Against Cancer’s Existence” with a mission to symbolically
unite all fire fighters one day a year on September 21st, and
donate five dollars per Ontario Fire Fighter to F.A.C.E.  Monies
raised throughout the year are directed to leading cancer
research facilities that search for cures into the types of 
cancers that mainly affect fire fighters. Currently, we donate to
eight cancers under Presumptive Legislation. Supporting
research and development to find a cure will not only help our
fire fighters, it helps others afflicted as well.

Our Wellness Committee provides member guidance on
physical, lifestyle and dietary issues, following the IAFF guidelines
as closely as possible. Our
Local also has trained
PEER fitness instructors 



and runs a program through the ‘Wharton Clinic,’ designed to take a ‘base-line’ reading of 
a member, with regular updates, to assess for changes in health. The Wharton program has
nearly 100% member participation and will definitely help in preventing or catching health problems
early on, as well as establishing links for illnesses and claims in the future.

In 2001, the Town of Oakville and City of Burlington entered into an agreement to merge
dispatch capabilities. This joint Centre provides coverage for 360,000 people throughout both
municipalities. Our members in this division professionally deal with members of the public in
their worst possible moments, dispatching approximately 16,000 calls per year.

Many Intrepid readers will be familiar with the Burlington Fire Fighters Pipes and Drums.
Assembled and coached by Suppression Captain, Jeff Swance (Pipe Major), this band is
somewhat unique in that it is made up entirely of emergency services members. In their brief
history, they have played many venues around the province, including memorials and cele-
brations, most recently piping in new Fire Chief, Tony Bavota.

In 2009, we held a very successful Fire Ops 101 event. Burlington MPP Mike Wallace,
Mayor Goldring, Councillors, City staff and other area leaders took part. We have had a very
positive experience from this event and would recommend that every Local conduct a Fire
Ops event. Attendees continue to talk about their experiences that day and we find that
their newfound knowledge gives them a better understanding, helping us explain various
aspects of our job and clarify why we are asking for certain items. This event was only pos-
sible with the huge time and skill commitment of our members, as well as the buy-in from
Fire Management. 

Currently, we are proceeding to arbitration on two grievances, as well as to resolve our
Collective Agreement, which expired in April 2011. We continue to educate our members, taking
advantage of the valuable opportunities offered at the OPFFA’s Dr. Eric G. Taylor Labour Education
Seminars and ourselves. With a new Fire Management team in place and some new faces on
Council, we hope to build strong relationships and prepare for the future.

As we near our 50th Anniversary, Local 1552 continues to evolve, protecting our basic rights as
workers and the wages, benefits and working conditions that have been gained, with enhanced
labour-education and political action, as well as a firm focus on wellness. Previous and current
Union leaders of the IAFF, OPFFA and Local 1552 have fought hard and positioned us well for the

AT A GLANCE
District: 4

DVP: Carmen Santoro 

Number of members: 196

Area Covered: 187 Square Km

Base 1st class salaries:
$83,013.00 (as of April 2011)

Population served:
Approximately 180,000

Shift worked:
10/14 (4 Days, 4 Off, 4 Nights, 4 Off)

Call volume:
7,500 per year

Fire halls: 7 Full-time stations
(plus 1 volunteer)

Average grievances:
5 per year. Currently 5 active 

Current CA:  
September 1, 2009 to April 30, 2011

Divisions: 
Communications, Maintenance,
Prevention, Suppression and
Training.

Executive Board:  
President Dan Vanderlelie
Vice President Kevin Ritchie
Secretary Paul Cunningham
Treasurer Mike McKay
Trustee Simon Smith
Trustee Chris Burville

Office Location:
533 Brant St. Suite 5
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OCCUPATIONAL DISEASE COMMITTEE REPORT
By Paul Atkinson, Co-Chair, OPFFA Occupational Disease Committee
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T here are several well-known
hazards associated with the
occupation of fire fighting,

including the onset of cancer, heart
disease and a myriad of medical
issues such as SARS, associated with
exposure. The Ontario Professional
Fire Fighters Association has been a
leader in the submission of claims to
demonstrate a relationship between
these exposures and the resulting 
illnesses. Unfortunately, this process
does not appear to have any end in

sight. Each day, more of our members develop illnesses; some 
are currently covered, while others do not fall under the list of 
presumed cancers.

The process of filing a claim through the Workplace Safety and
Insurance Board (WSIB) is never an easy one. This is very true when
we have a member who develops a life-altering illness. It is always a
very sad day when a member reaches out for help with an aggressive
cancer or a near death cardiac event. The OPFFA will do, needless 
to say, whatever can be done with respect to advocating a WSIB
claim, advancing a long-term disability claim or providing support as
is necessary. 

The recognition that an illness may be related to a work 
exposure is always a consideration when processing a WSIB claim.
The OPFFA takes the position that we will file all illnesses as a WSIB
claim. The reason for this is primarily that we are not adjudicators;
we, as an organization, do not determine whether a claim is or is 
not work related. Additionally, by placing claims into the WSIB, we
may end up demonstrating a relationship over time with an unusual
number of claims.

As an example of this type of perseverance, the OPFFA has filed
a number of testicular cancer claims. We had advocated within the
WSIB to senior advisors, advanced the supportive research documents
and had always discussed the testicular issue whenever we had the
opportunity. The efforts have finally paid off in that testicular cancer
will be accepted for fire fighters over 20 years service. As an addition-
al feature, the OPFFA had direct input into the adjudication process 
for claims that fall under the 20-year mark. While these files are just
starting into the review process, we remain cautiously optimistic that
the process will work in the favor of the fire fighter.

Another very important recent development involves cardiac 
disease and fire fighting exposures. As the organization announced
at the OPFFA Health and Safety Seminar, a recent Tribunal decision

accepted fire fighting exposures as a risk factor for coronary artery
disease. For our members, this is a huge step forward in the
advancement of benefits and ultimately should support the argument
for having earlier and more comprehensive screening for illness for
the career fire fighter. The OPFFA has long advocated for members to
be proactive about their health, including cardiac screening. We are
currently working with the WSIB to determine how they intend to
respond to this very important development. 

Contained in the decision from the Tribunal, were some very
important points addressed from our perspective, and in the end,
supported our contentions that the fire fighting community has an
inordinate level of coronary artery disease. 

The following citations are all drawn from WSIAT decision 
1228-11 and that decision is available in its entirety at
www.wsiat.on.ca/Decisions/2012/1228%2011.pdf:

"The primary aspect of the evidence which troubles us, and 
which undermines the worker’s claim, is that none of his 
treating physicians has formally opined that the worker’s 
occupation as a fire fighter was a significant cause of his 
coronary artery disease."

"However, the worker’s treating physicians have not opined 
that the worker’s coronary heart disease was unrelated to his 
occupational exposures to smoke and toxins; they have simply 
not opined on the issue."

"What also makes this case difficult to decide is the fact that 
the worker had several non-occupational risk factors for heart 
disease. In particular, the worker was a male of middle-age, 
was obese, had a history of smoking cigarettes and had high 
cholesterol. The worker also had hypertension, but it is not 
clear whether this was a non-occupational or an occupational 
risk factor."

"Dr. Beanlands described the worker’s non-occupational risk 
factors as ones that play a “major role” in causing coronary 
artery disease. However, Dr. Beanlands characterized the 
worker’s occupational exposure to smoke and toxin similarly, 
that is, as a “major” factor in the onset of disease."

"Thus, we understand Dr. Beanlands’ report to mean that the
worker’s occupational and non-occupational risk factors were
both “major factors” in the causing the onset of heart disease. 
In our view that is a sufficient evidentiary basis on which to
grant entitlement to benefits."

These excerpts from the decision detail the essential decision
process in any appeal. Not all claimants are pristine from a viewpoint
of causality; illness is a multifactor issue. However, the question

Paul Atkinson

CORONARY ARTERY DISEASE AND 
THE CAREER FIRE FIGHTER

http://www.wsiat.on.ca/Decisions/2012/1228%2011.pdf:
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becomes, “What can be considered to be the most significant 
contributing factor to the onset of the illness?” While the Tribunal
addressed the major non-occupational risk factors for coronary
artery disease, which were present, the Tribunal also addressed the
work contribution to the onset and correctly identified that work as
a major factor as well. In this case, the tie went to the worker, as
is dictated in the Act and Policy. 

As a result of the Tribunal decision, the OPFFA now views
those members with the coronary artery disease without any of
the usual major risk factors as having the illness as exclusively
related to fire fighting exposures. This is now something that the
organization must pursue. 

When the Association deals with
a member who has a cancer that is not
covered under the presumptive legislation, all
efforts are made to find a way to get the claim approved. We 
have had success in the not too distant past where a member’s 
cancer was recognized as a form of Non-Hodgkin's Lymphoma 
and therefore covered under presumptive legislation. In other files,
the Association has had to proceed to appeals and Tribunals.
Currently, it is projected that four or five files will be taken to the
appeal system, as the cancer is not covered. The OPFFA feels
strongly that the cardiac Tribunal decision is an encouraging sign
that our cancer appeals will be seen in a positive light.
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The Ontario Professional Fire Fighters Association invites its members
to experience the new Digital Version of the Intrepid.

Simply visit www.opffa.org and click on the “Intrepid Magazine” under “Media”

BENEFITS OF THE DIGITAL INTREPID INCLUDE:
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