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Vaughan Fire and Rescue Service – An Overview
The City of Vaughan occupies 268 square kilometers situated on the northern border of Toronto. It contains residential, commercial and manufacturing occupancies providing an urban setting in the south and a suburban and rural setting toward the northern border with King Township. There are over 130,000 residents and over 6,000 businesses served by the 175 members of the Vaughan Fire and Rescue Service. The Service is divided into six divisions; Operations/Suppression, Communications, Fire Prevention, Mechanical, Training and Administration. These divisions are housed in several locations throughout the city. The Operations/Suppression Division occupies 5 stations spread across the area. The Communications Division is located in the dispatch centre in the basement of the Civic Centre. The Fire Prevention Division is co-located with the Administration Division in an annex building at the Civic Centre. The Mechanical and Training Divisions are co-located at the city’s Joint Operations Centre.

Communication
Loosely defined, communication is the means by which information and ideas are transferred from one person to another. For the Vaughan Fire and Rescue Service communication can be divided into two categories. They are external communication with the public and outside agencies, and internal communication within the service itself. Each category contains several methods of communication.

External Communication
Most external communication is done in a formal manner. The Fire Chief, the Deputy Fire Chief or other designated individuals, usually does it. There is no censorship of information or real restrictions on what is communicated, but persons dealing with outside agencies and the public have a heightened awareness that what they say and do reflects upon the whole service. There are no official guidelines about what should or should not be communicated but all personnel strive to be as accurate as possible to avoid subsequent confusion.

The methods used by the Vaughan Fire and Rescue Service to communicate externally include;

News stories and interviews in the local media. At significant incidents the media often request interviews with key individuals. Firefighters generally direct any requests to the Incident Commander or a Chief Officer if one is present. This allows the Firefighter to get on with his job and it helps the reporter find the person with the best overall view of things. On occasion press releases are also sent out to the media to announce things that concern public safety such as Fire Prevention Week. These are usually composed by the Chief Fire Prevention Officer an approved by the Chief before they are released.

Pamphlets and Colouring Books. The Vaughan Fire and Rescue Service produces pamphlets dealing with public safety issues as well as a children’s colouring book. It also provides pamphlets produced by other agencies such as the NFPA and the OFM. These are distributed from the Fire Stations directly to the public.

Fire Prevention Displays. Each year, during Fire Prevention Week, the Vaughan Fire and Rescue Service puts on a Fire Prevention Display in a local shopping mall. This includes display boards, models, videos, antique apparatus and personal contact. The Fire Prevention Division also runs a Fire Education Program in local schools that includes education, fire drills and a visit from Pumper the Fire Dog.

911 System. The Vaughan Fire and Rescue Service is connected to the local 911 emergency telephone system. The dispatch office is also capable of receiving YTD calls from the public. It monitors the OFM frequency and often contacts other Fire Departments in the area regarding emergencies.

Fire Reports. Each alarm is reported to the Ontario Fire Marshall’s Office on a Standard Incident Report. In addition, certain types of calls require other report forms to be submitted such as insurance claim forms and medical assist report forms. Likewise, Worker Safety Insurance Board documentation is submitted wherever there is a work-related injury or illness.

Emergency Voice Communication Systems. At most high-rise buildings in the city Emergency Voice Communication systems are installed. These act as a public address system for the building. Pre-typed announcement cards are placed in each system and many Firefighters also carry these cards. On the cards are three announcements that may be made at an emergency depending on what is happening.

Fire Marshall Communique’s. The Vaughan Fire and Rescue Service receives external communication from many sources including the OFM. Fire Marshall Communique’s are received at irregular intervals as they are published. They are photocopied and posted in each station.

Manufactures’ Information. When new equipment is purchased the manufacturer is required to provide information on its use and care. This information accompanies the equipment when it is put into service. Manufacturers also provide WHMIS sheets for any products that are used by the service.

Magazines. The Vaughan Fire and Rescue Service subscribes to certain fire service magazines. These are delivered to the stations for the officers and Firefighters to read.

Internal Communication
On the Vaughan Fire and Rescue Service, internal communication is both formal and informal. The city provides an interoffice mail service that is used to carry documents between the various work places. This mail service usually has a one-day turn around time. On weekends when the service is not in operation the Platoon Chief’s vehicle is used to carry the mail. Telephones are also employed for communication. The dispatch office has a direct phone line to each station and the Command vehicle carries a cellular phone. The radios operate on a Simplex system. Each vehicle is equipped with a radio capable of operating on the Vaughan frequency, the Fire Marshall’s frequency or the frequencies of two other Fire Departments in the area. Most trucks have at least two portable radios.

The methods used by the Vaughan Fire and Rescue Service to communicate internally include;

Memorandums, Safety Alerts and Health and Safety Minutes. Written memorandums make up a large part of the internal communication of the Vaughan Fire and Rescue Service. Policy memorandums that effect all personnel are posted on bulletin boards for one month and then stored in filing cabinets. 
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An Issue Where Efficiency Needs Enhancement
Despite the best efforts of the people involved many memorandums get lost. It is a common practice among Firefighters when they visit other stations to check the bulletin board for memos that never made it to their own station. Even doing this does not ensure that one has access to all the memorandums that are current. One reason cited for the mystery of the missing memorandums is that some memos are of such interest to certain individuals that they take them down and keep them for themselves. Since there is no way to make copies in the stations, the original is lost and there is no way to tell it was ever there.

Old memorandums are stored in a filing cabinet in each station. Several years ago an elaborate system was devised to sort memos into categories so that they would be easier to reference. After a few years of use, some of these file are getting quite full while other are almost empty. A better storage and retrieval system is needed.

Options For Improvement

Numbered Memos

Several years ago, when memorandum traffic was less, each memorandum was numbered in order of issue by year. This system allowed Firefighters to compare numbers and identify which memos were missing. To obtain the missing memos one would have to contact the Fire Chief’s Secretary and have another copy sent down. This system could be implemented again. It would help improve the situation by showing which memos have gone missing. Its chief limitation is that it does not actually provide the memo automatically. It would also require a central registry to assign numbers and contain copies of all memos. Considering the amount of memorandums being sent, that would be a major undertaking.

Monthly Disks

Now that each Fire Station has a computer, and each is running the same software programs, memorandums could be stored on disks and distributed monthly. A paper copy of each memo would still have to be sent as is done now. Then, at the end of each month, a backup copy of all the memos for the month would be placed on a computer disk and distributed to all stations. Although some would arrive a little late, this would ensure every memo made it to every station. In addition if someone wanted a personal copy of a memo it could be printed locally without removing the original. This system would also resolve the problem of memorandum storage because they would be in electronic form on the hard drive of the station computer. The obvious concern with this system is security. Rather than simply trust the inter-office mail system the disk would have to be carried from station to station by the Platoon Chief on the first weekend of the month when he does his normal rounds. To prevent tampering with the memorandums once they are in the station they would have to be stored as read only files.

Intranet

There has been some talk in the stations about an Intranet system being installed so that reports can be sent electronically to the dispatch office. If and when this system come online memorandums will most likely be sent as e-mail. This would ensure that all memos are distributed to all stations in a timely manner. It would also provide copying and storage capability for our memos. The difficulties facing this system are that at this time it is only rumored to be coming and if it does there will be significant costs in setting it up and in maintaining it.

The Best Choice at This Time

1. Although an Intranet seems to be the best solution to the challenge of getting all memos to all stations, it is not a practical solution at this time. The system that best suits our needs right now is the one where memos are collected on a disk and distributed once a month by the Platoon Chief. It would involve the following steps;

2. The Fire Chief’s Secretary would download all the memos for the month onto a floppy disk.

3. Utilizing the Windows NT ability to handle long file names, each memo would be given a filename that includes the date and the subject line.

4. The floppy disk would be given a file structure so that it could be copied straight onto a computer’s C:\ drive and the memos would end up in their appropriate folders or sub-folders.

5. The disk would be picked up by the Platoon Chief on the first weekend of the next month and carried with him as he did his rounds of the stations.

6. When the Platoon Chief stopped at a station to pick up the mailbag he would hand over the disk to be copied onto that station’s computer hard drive.

7. The Platoon Chief would then get the disk back and continue on to the next station.

8. Since the disk only holds back up copies of memos that should have already been delivered to the station, if a Platoon Chief cannot make it to each station for some reason it could be brought by later.

9. A Firefighter interested in reading about recent policy changes would open a word processor program and browse through a standard file structure to find the information desired.

Other information could also be added to the monthly disk if desired. An example might be the Fire Marshall Communiqués downloaded from the Internet. That would help alleviate the difficulties in storing binders full of paper and also make it easier to access the information.
Conclusion

As we become more and more dependant on Firefighters knowing proper policies and procedures it becomes more important that those same Firefighters have access to those policies and procedures. The first step in standardizing the Fire Service is to write the standards. The second step is to make sure Firefighters have access to those standards. This monthly disk distribution system will help to get the information into the hands of the Firefighters who need it. Communication involves not only transmission but also reception. We must ensure the message is getting through and monthly disks will do that.

PAGE  
11

