OCTOBER 23, 2013
SPRINGDALE FIRE DEPARTMENT

BUSINESS MEETING MINUTES

Springdale Fire Department personnel met on Wednesday, October 23, 2013, at 9:00am at the Central Fire Station training room. 


Chief Michael Irwin called the meeting to order at 9:01am.  Chief Irwin announced that Union President Mike Price would like to say a few words. 

Union President Mike Price stated that he has developed a working relationship with Chief Irwin.  Mike stated that he has been getting lots of questions from the members.  He encourages those with questions to ask them in a respectful manner rather than keeping them inside.  Mike feels that Chief Irwin has fought harder for the fire department than any other Chief.

Chief Irwin briefly explained the voluntary “Fire Tax” which appears on the property tax bills of Springdale citizens.  According to Laura Favorite, the City collects between $40,000 and $80,000 each year for this voluntary tax.  This money is deposited into the general fund but is earmarked for the Fire Department.  This money is used to supplement the fire department budget throughout the budget year because our revenue does not cover our expenses.   

Next, Chief Irwin stated that they are currently in the preliminary stages of the budget process.  At 1800 hrs tomorrow night (10/24), he will present the Fire Department budget to the City Council.  Chief Irwin expects the final budget to be similar to our 2013 budget and that the department will be okay.  The current proposed 2014 budget is almost $10.6 million, and it currently includes a step for every employee.  The 2013 budget is $10.4 million.  They did remove the following items from the proposed 2014 budget:  an additional ambulance, replacement rescue, the second UTV, and the exercise equipment.  It could be possible to purchase some of these items with CIP funds.  Chief Irwin will have a better idea of the 2014 budget numbers after tomorrow night’s budget meeting.      

Then, Chief Irwin discussed our overtime situation.  He stated that $500,000 was budgeted for 2013 overtime expenses.  We have already spent $630,000 and he expects us to have spent approximately $700,000 by the end of the budget year.  Chief Irwin has explained to the Mayor, Wyman Morgan and the Council that several factors are contributing to the high overtime expenses.  Some of those factors are:  injured workers are remaining on light duty for longer periods of time, an increase in long term sick leave, lost personnel because of low pay and personal reasons, and the minimum and maximum staffing totals are too close.  Chief Irwin is hiring replacement staff as quickly as he can, but we are still behind because in most cases those new hires have to get their certifications.  Laura Favorite had initially budgeted $550,000 for overtime in 2014, but Chief Irwin proposed that a realistic figure of $680,000 be budgeted.  His number is based on 12% of the total personnel cost, which is what we have been spending.     
In addition, the Mayor told Chief Irwin that too much is being spent on overtime and asked for a solution.  Chief Irwin gave the Mayor 2 options.  Option #1 is hire more people because on average, 7 people are off per shift.  He told Mayor Sprouse that he would need at least 9 people (3 per shift) to make a difference in the overtime costs.  Mayor Sprouse suggested hiring only 3 people, but Chief Irwin explained that the City would only realize a savings of $80,000 to $100,000 in overtime costs, but their salaries would be more than the overtime savings.  Option #2 is to “brown out” stations when our staffing levels fall below minimum staffing.  The Mayor and Wyman suggested that we “brown out” Ladder 1 on those days when the staffing levels fall.  They also had in mind that when Station 7 opens they would just move the Ladder 1 company to the new station and no new personnel would be needed.  Chief Irwin still contends that he needs 21 more personnel to bring our overtime budget down.  The Mayor’s office and the Council told Chief Irwin that 21 was unrealistic, so Chief Irwin said they had the option to add 12 personnel or move the Ladder 1 crew to Station 7.  Chief Irwin does not support the second option, but he will do whatever the Council decides.   Chief Irwin then wrote the rebuttal letter regarding the Ladder 1 “brown out”.  He has curtailed that idea for now.  Chief Irwin has also been criticized for including the NFPA stats in that rebuttal letter.  He stated that the NFPA makes those statistics available every year and that the ICMA distributes these reports to the Mayors and City Councils.  Chief Irwin stated that he proves his points with statistics.  He stated that the department needs to be smart and stay united.  A divided department becomes vulnerable.             
Next, Chief Irwin stated that he meant nothing personnel by his September update.  He apologized if he offended anyone.  He stated that the reality is that layoffs and pay cuts are happening nationwide within the fire service.  There have already been 5 articles published this month regarding fire service cutbacks.  Chief Irwin states that there are citizens who would rather have a park than a fire service.  Most of the people in a community have no contact with the fire department.  Chief Irwin stated that he is trying to do the best he can with the situation and the statistics he has.  Since 2007, the City’s population, the City’s boundaries and the department’s call volume have all increased while the fire department staffing levels have not kept up with the growth.  
Chief Irwin then opened up the floor for comments and questions from SFD personnel.  The following topics were addressed: 
1. What is ICMA?  It is the International City Managers Association

2. Is the overtime budget being credited with the savings realized from unspent salaries and benefits when personnel leave?  No.  Chief Irwin did mention that $300,000 of the $680,000 overtime budget is for FLSA overtime payout.   

3. The Mayor and City Council have not set aside money to finance extra personnel to staff Station 7.

4. The citizens of Springdale showed their support of the Springdale Fire Department when they passed the bond issue.  Chief Irwin stated that these people are the silent majority.  He announced that 94% of the people who returned the customer satisfaction survey state that the service they received was excellent.   6% of the respondents stated that the level of service was good.  He has not received a survey rating of less than good. 

5. Chief Irwin thinks that the fire department will get beat-up in the papers once they find out how much these stations are really going to cost.  The fire department staff was never asked how much a station would cost when they came up with the figures for the bond issue.  They based their figures off of what Bentonville Fire Department was spending on their stations, but those stations are not built to code and will likely not meet the future needs of the department.  All of our new stations will have 3 bays and 8 bedrooms.  These stations are designed to code and will still fit our needs 30 years from now.   

6. Are any other fire departments looking at “brown outs” for costs savings?  No.  However, there are area fire departments who utilize cross staffing.  

7. Will the “brown outs” affect our ISO rating?  Chief Irwin has contacted ISO about the affect of moving the ladder 1 crew to Station 7, and he has gotten conflicting reports from them.  One ISO representative said that our rating would drop immediately while another representative said that “it depends”.  Chief Irwin stated that our response times are too slow and our staffing levels are not keeping up with the City’s growth and call volume.  He expects that our ISO rating could move to a 3 or even a 4.  It may also be possible that the City receives a split rating of 3 & 4.  

8. Will Arkansas continue with ISO or go to statistical data?  Chief Irwin stated that the statistical data is based on a location’s zip code.  In his opinion it is a better option since they are using historical data.  

9. It was also stated that the Fire Department should do a better job of promoting the department and its staff in a positive light.  Examples:  Big Brother Big Sister selected Blake Gadberry as this year’s Big Brother and Justin Pinkley represented Arkansas at the National Burn Camp.  

10. Personnel are upset because they have not been given the steps they claim they should have been given.  Chief Irwin stated SFD personnel’s pay is not far off from comparable departments in the area.  He thinks that the personnel have a problem with the step system, and he agrees.  Chief Irwin sat down with the Mayor almost a year ago and told him that the City either needs to follow the step system or get rid of it.  

11. Personnel were upset because Chief Irwin commented about the evaluations of basic performers in his September update.  He stated that if everyone is meeting the expectations that maybe the expectations are set too low.  For example:  hydrant maintenance is going away, but it needs to be replaced with something else.  Someone did point out that if the expectations are set too high, the personnel will get discouraged. 

12. The discussion turned back to pay.  Chief Irwin stated that it would cost the City approximately $300,000 to give each firefighter 1 step.  He went on to say that it would cost $1.5 million to get all firefighters back into the step they should be in.  It was also pointed out that everyone in the City has been affected.  It is not just isolated to the Fire Department employees.  The City policy does state that steps are given when they can be afforded, and it is up to the elected officials to decide if they can be afforded. 

13.  There will be an 11% increase in health insurance premiums for 2014.

14. Paramedic Clemons read a prepared speech about Chief Irwin’s September update.  Clyde stated that he was offended by Chief Irwin’s comments and felt that he had made lots of broad statements within that letter.  Clyde doesn’t feel that anyone is being greedy, they are just asking for what they were promised.  He doesn’t think that the pay raises received last year were fair, because Chief Irwin received a bigger raise than others in the department.  Clyde also stated that he has more skills than the average lay person and regularly sacrifices family time for this job.  He also stated that the expectations continue to rise while the pay does not.  Chief Irwin told Clyde that he didn’t mean anything personal in that update.  Chief Irwin wants everyone to get out of the “SFD box”.  As he mentioned before, SFD is currently under attack and there are elected officials out there that would be okay with “browning out” Ladder 1 and moving the crew to other stations.  Chief Irwin asked that fellow employees update Clyde later on the discussion that took place while he was away from the meeting.  Chief Irwin did state that he has and will continue to do as much as he can to get the SFD employees what they deserve.  Chief Irwin will support us behind closed doors as well as in the public.  
15. Captain Bitner encouraged people not to let their anger build up.  He pointed out that the Tulsa Police and Fire Departments recently had to choose between taking pay cuts and forced lay offs.  Dean reminded everyone that the City’s open enrollment is November 11th through 15th.  He encourages everyone to participate in the Nationwide Plan rather than the IMCA 457 plan.  He reiterated the fact that ICMA is attacking LOPFI and the Fire and Police Pensions.  
16. Captain Bitner also encourages the Fire Department and the Union to protect themselves and to inform the public on the number of calls made per year and our increased coverage area.  If we don’t promote our department, no one will!  In regards to pay, he feels that the fire department personnel have done their part but the City has let them down.   

17. Captain Bitner also stated that there was a lawsuit filed because LOPFI would not provide the State Auditors with a complete list of their participant’s full name, date of birth and full social security number.  LOPFI said that they could not trust that the state would keep all this information confidential, and that they would release names, dates of birth and the last 4 of the social security number.    
18. Finally, Captain Bitner announced that during the 2014 state convention, the IAFF will request that they be disassociated with the AFLCIO. 

19. Someone asked if the Mayor would consider increasing the pay for fire personnel only.  It is Chief Irwin’s opinion that the Mayor would not consider a pay increase unless it was a citywide increase. 
20. Chief Irwin has proposed a certificate pay based off of the Springdale Police Department’s current policy of $300/ certificate.  Chief Irwin would like to give certificate pay for 3 Hazmat certifications and 3 Special Ops certifications.  Wyman has told Chief Irwin that certificate pay is addressed in the City policy. 

21. Chief Irwin announced that the $1 million airport renovation was turned down.  Some fire department personnel feel that the City is not putting revenue into money making sources. 

22. Chief Irwin feels that the department’s voice is in the Union.  Mike Price is working to build a relationship with Chief Irwin and members of City Hall.  Chief Irwin stated that Lee Summit was powerful because they were united and stood up for themselves.  He also stated that it is much easier for elected officials to say no to the Chief than it is to say no to the Union.  He also stated that the public doesn’t know there is an issue, and we need to educate them.  

23. Someone asked what happened to the extra money that was set aside for the interchange.  Chief Irwin explained that some of it has been used for Ladder 6’s replacement, Engine 3’s replacement, and 2 new pick-up trucks.  The department only needed 1 pick-up at the time, but Chief Irwin thought that the money would not be available later.  So, Chief Irwin elected to buy one of the pick-ups 1 year earlier than scheduled. 
24. Someone asked if the department would be paying individuals to go to training.  Chief Irwin explained that individuals would be paid while at mandatory training.  He explained that if the department paid all the training it would drastically reduce the number of classes that our department member would be able to attend.  The reality is we just can’t afford to pay everyone to go to class. Chief Irwin further explained that classes needed to promote are not required, and training pay will not be received.  Chief Irwin did say that he would like to explore the possibility of not requiring that the employee report back to work immediately, but allow them to come back on their next regularly scheduled shift.  
25. Next the bidding process was discussed.  Chief Irwin stated that certifications should have priority over seniority when dealing with the specialty positions.

26. Someone asked if it would be counted against their shift swaps if they have to find their own replacement so that they can attend class.  Chief Irwin stated that if it is department sponsored training, the department will find coverage for you.  If you find a class that you want to attend, you will be responsible for finding your own replacement.  

27. Then it was asked if Station 3 replacements need to have specific Hazmat certifications.  Chief Irwin and Capt. Eric Smith agreed that they would like to have at least 2 people with Hazmat Tech certifications.  Chief Irwin stated that he would eventually like the whole department certified.  Chief Irwin did stated that he would like the new Medic 3 crew to be Hazmat Techs.  

28. Next the new station designs were discussed.  Chief Irwin stated that the architecture/ exterior designs of the proposed stations were set by the architect; however, the building committee gets to decide on the layout/ design of the interior.  It was noted that the architect and building manager get a percentage of the total cost.  Chief Irwin said that, because of cost, the original exterior design has been changed a little to reduce the amount of glass.  The bids are coming in at approximately $3.1 million per station and do not include the cost of land, site prep or furnishings.  Chief Irwin expects that dirt will be turned in January 2014 and that the 3 stations will be built simultaneously.  CIP funds will be requested to furnish the new stations.       
Next, Chief Irwin announced that up to 4 people will be allowed off for vacation starting in January 2014.  Training and long term disability will still impact the approval of short term vacation requests.  As Chief Irwin has stated before, priority vacation picks are guaranteed.  Vacation requests made after the priority period will be granted based on availability.  Shift Commanders will quickly approve or deny all vacation requests; however, the Firehouse request entry will need to be followed up with an e-mail to the Shift Commander.  If priority vacation is removed, that does not mean that the next vacation request will automatically be approved if there are more than 4 people off.  There was a discussion as to whether priority vacation should be able to be cancelled or not.  Chief Irwin stated that the Union needs to decide this issue by a majority vote.   

Next, Chief Irwin discussed shift swaps.  He stated that line personnel would be allowed to do 20 total shifts in the 2014 calendar year.  Rather than just looking at the initiator, they will count the occurrences on both sides of the swap.  Chief Irwin explained that shift swaps don’t affect pay; however, the City pays retirement benefits based on the time the employee actually worked.  The firefighters stated that they would like unlimited shift swaps.  Chief Irwin explained that they placed limits on them because of crew integrity and training.  Chief Irwin stated that if the firefighters would self-monitor the shift swaps and “do the right thing” that he won’t keep track of shift swaps.  Chief Irwin did state that if he found out that cash was being paid for shift swaps that all shift swaps would stop immediately.  We will be going paperless with the shift swaps.  Shift swaps will be submitted and approved via e-mail.  


Chief Irwin also stated that the next bid process will take place when Station 7 opens.     

There being no further business before the Springdale Fire Department, the business meeting was adjourned at 11:30am.  
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