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Firemen removed from 15 airports
________________________

Sa fety reduced, union s warn

BY HUGH WINSOR
Par lia m e ntary Bure au

OTTAWA – The Dep artment of Transport
remove d firefighters from 15 sma l ler airports
and trimmed fun d ing for eme rge n cy re-
spon se ser vic es at 10 others last Satur day, a
budge t-rela ted cutback that has led to accu-
sation s of reduced safety for trave lle rs and
flig ht crews.

Cana dian pilo t s join ed displaced firefig ht-
ers yest e r day to protest aga inst what they
call a compromisi ng of standards to comply
with the gov ernment’s fiscal age n d a. That
accusation was qui ckly rej ect e d by Transport
Mi nis ter Dou glas You ng.

"Eme rge n cy respons e se rvi ces at the affe c-
ted airports wil l now fall bel ow the Int e rna -
tion a l Civi l Av iation Organization and othe r
co mmonly accep ted standards," said Cap tain
Br ian Bou che r, the Canadian Air Lin e Pilo t s
As sociation’s exper t on groun d se rvi ces and
firefighting.

Cana da’s maj or int e rnation a l airports, the
only ones str ictly sub ject to the ICAO stan-
dards, are not affe cted by the cutbacks and
woul d be forced by int e rnation a l pres s ure to
ma int ain those standards in any case, Cap t.
Bou che r said.

While other Cana dian airports are requ ire d
only to meet standards set by Transport Cana -
da, the ICAO rules have been a referenc e
poin t.

The ICAO standard advi ses that eme r-
ge n cy respons e ve hicle s sh oul d be able to
re ach the end of the far thest runway in not
mo re than three min utes, but ideally in two
minu t es in nor mal con d ition s. Tr ansport
Cana da ha s adju s ted its own requi rement to
ap ply only to the midpoin t of the far thest
runw ay, usually a sho rter dis tanc e fr om the
fireh a l l.

The Union of Cana dian Transport Emplo y-
ees, whi c h repre sents 500 airport firefig hters,
is arguing safety in a bid to rev erse the cuts,
and has for med a coa lit ion of unio ns repre -
senting mos t wo rke rs in the avi a t io n in du s try.

The cuts amoun t to "playi ng Rus sia n rou-
le tte" wit h the liv es of air trave lle rs and work-
ers, the coa lit ion said yest e r day.

Emer genc y re spons e se rvi ces at the 15 air-
ports whe re firefig hters hav e been eli min a-

ted will now be provi ded by mun i cip al fire
departments, whi c h do not have firefig hters
train ed in the speci ali zed technique s fo r
dealing wit h airplan e fires.

Some of the mun i cip al ser vic es are as
mu ch as 30 min utes away from the airports.

Tr ansport Cana da ha s re act e d st rongly to
tr y to thw art the union’s pub lic-aware nes s
campaig n, war ning that any dep artment em-
plo yee cau ght dis tributing pub licity mat e ria l
will face dis ciplin ary actio n.

Emplo yees are prohibited by Transport Ca-
na da poli cy from pub licly criti cizing gov ern -
ment poli cy, Victo r Barbeau, the assis tant
deputy min is ter responsib le for airports, said
in an int e rvie w ye s terday.

"That rule appli es to the whole civ il ser-
vi ce," he added, arguing that only ele cted of-
fic e rs of pub lic ser vic e un ion s have the rig ht
to com ment on gov ernment poli cy.

The pilo t s and the othe r un ion groups are
st res sing the impor tanc e of hav ing firefig ht-
ers at the airports becau se respons e time in
the case of airc raft fire s is cruci al. They
also say 75 per cent of all air disa sters occur
on the runway wit hin 500 feet of the cent re
li ne and wit hin 3,000 feet of the takeoff or
la n d ing poi nt.

"A s an airli ne cap tain, I want to know that
properly train ed firefig hters can be the re
within two minu t es, or it’s all ove r", Cap t.
Bou che r said.

The pilo t s’ repre sent ative was suppor ted by
Denise Hil l, presid e n t of the airli ne div isi on
of the Canadian Union of Pub lic Emplo y-
ees, whi c h repre sents 7,500 flig ht att endants.

"The pub lic perceptio n of air trave l in
Cana da is that it is safe and in the eve n t of
an eme rge n cy, flig ht att endants and train ed
airport firefig hters in suf fi cie n t numbers wil l
assis t passeng ers to evacu ate the airc raft and
re scue sur viv ors from a crash. The reality is
qu ite different," she told the news conferenc e.

Mr. You ng discou nted the safety allegation s
in a prep are d st atement. "There is no que s-
tion that Transport Cana da will con tin ue to
ma int ain the hig h leve l of avi a t io n and air-
port safety Cana dians hav e co m e to expect.
Cana da’s air transportation sys tem is safe."

He als o said his dep artment’s pro pos ed
regula t ion s on eme rge n cy-respons e se rvi ces

will be sup ple ment e d by new avi a t io n rule s
to enhanc e safety and secur ity.

Mr. Barbeau said on-sit e firefighting is only
on e sm all par t of the ove r all sys tem of air
safety.

Each of thes e airports wil l have an eme r-
ge n cy respons e plan, whi c h in clu des provi-
ding early war ning to local fire dep artments
if a plan e is exper iencing diffic ulties.

The dep artment has been pla nning the
cu t backs for a year and has been con sul t i ng
all secto rs of the indust ry, Mr. Barbeau said.
"We want the rig ht number of people wit h
the rig ht equ ipment in the rig ht location de-
pending on the degree of risk. We are trying
to assure the ver y best degree of safety while
putting in motio n a lev el of ser vic e which
ma kes some sense."

Even wit h the cutbacks, 94 per cent of air
trave lle rs wil l pass throu gh airports wit h on -
sit e em ergenc y se rvi ces. But in 21 regio nal
airports, inclu ding places such as Victo ria
and Lon d on, Ont., that ser vic e will be pro -
vi ded by a single firefig hter with a single
fo am-sprayi ng truck.

Mr. Barbeau als o disp u t es the union con ten -
tion s that reducing the size of crews reduces
safety. The princip al oblig a t ion of the fire-
fig hters is to provi de a fire -fre e path for pas -
seng ers and crew leavi ng the pla ne and the
department wil l be pur c h asi ng new truck s
with inc rea s ed foa m capacities in single-ve -
hi cle station s.

Wher e firefighters
we re eliminate d

He re are the 15 airports that los t
thei r firefighters on Satur day, a
coa lit ion of unio ns says :

Ne wfo undland: Wa bush.

Nova Sco tia: Yarmou t h.

Quebec: Mo nt-Joli, Sep t-Iles, Val
D’Or and Baie-Comeau.

Manito ba: Chur c hil l and The Pas

Alberta: Fo rt McMur ray and
Lethbr idge.

Br itish Columbia: For t Nel son,
Quesnel, Sandspit, Smithers
and Wil lia ms Lake.
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