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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
This business case outlines the current shortfalls in SGI funding for fire service attendance at 

Motor Vehicle Collisions (MVCs), defining the causes for the shortfall, and proposing 

possible solutions through changes in policy and rates. 

 

1.1. Issue 

Under current call classifications and payout rates, fire departments are not receiving 

sufficient reimbursement to cover their costs.  

 

Fire departments must choose between reducing the level of service provided at MVCs, 

potentially endangering their firefighters, or suffering a significant funding shortfall that 

must be borne by their municipalities. 

 

In addition, negotiations and disagreements between fire departments and adjusters 

result in an administrative burden on both SGI and the fire service. 

 

1.2. Anticipated Outcomes 

Changing call classifications and adjusting rates to reach cost recovery will reduce 

financial pressures on fire departments and their employing municipalities around the 

province, reduce administrative burden for SGI and the fire service, and ensure 

firefighter safety when responding to MVCs.  

 

1.3. Recommendations 

Hourly rates for fire departments across the province vary considerably, due to 

differences in equipment, honorarium/compensation levels for firefighters, and 

frequency of callout. However, the majority of fire departments responding to motor 

vehicle collisions seem to agree that $1,200 per hour would allow them to recover costs 

for most calls—though they note that costs for calls requiring significant consumables, 

such as foam or disposable gear would continue to exceed recovery. 

 

It is recommended that SGI adopt new callout rates and practices, such that: 

 non-productive call rates are reserved for situations in which the fire department is 

returned to their municipality before performing any services; 

 productive calls are paid out at $1,200 per hour, per fire department in attendance; 

 calls are either productive or non-productive, with no change in classification 

applied through the life of the call; and 

 fire departments may claim for consumable items over and above the callout rate, 

when the cost of those consumables is significant. 

 

1.4. Justification 

Fire departments in Saskatchewan are not obligated to provide rescue and extraction 

services. Doing so requires significant training, expensive specialized equipment, and a 

willingness to divert resources from their primary objective of providing fire assistance 

to residents to serving a broader public safety mandate for the province. 

 



   
 

  3 

While many of the equipment and training costs were subsidized, to a degree, in the 

past, changes to services and programs at the provincial and federal level have left 

municipalities to pay the entire bill. Escalating costs to recruit and retain volunteers or 

pay firefighter salaries, the need to update expensive, essential equipment, and the 

increasing cost of consumable supplies have had a staggering effect on the cost of 

operating a municipal fire service, to the point where doing so is becoming nearly 

unsustainable. 

 

One of the most costly specialized services that fire departments can offer is rescue and 

extraction. The need to control traffic to ensure firefighter safety, and the provision of 

on-site first aid, medical services, fire suppression, and actual extrication duties, requires 

significant manpower and equipment, which is then reflected in the overall cost of an 

event.  

 

Fire departments are consistently finding themselves at odds with SGI adjusters, many 

of whom have no direct knowledge of what may or may not be necessary equipment for 

attendance at an MVC. These conflicts are a misuse of valuable time and resources for 

both SGI and the fire service, which could easily be avoided if clear rules were put in 

place regarding call classifications, and a fair rate agreed upon for MVC responses. 

 

Should status quo be maintained, fire departments will find it increasingly difficult for to 

provide extraction services; many municipalities may need to withdraw MVC services 

entirely, to ensure that sustainable fire protection can be provided within their 

municipality. 

 

 

2. BUSINESS CASE ANALYSIS TEAM 
 

The following individuals comprise the business case analysis team. They are responsible for 

the analysis and creation of the Fire Service Motor Vehicle Collision Attendance Rates 

business case. 

 

Role Description Name/Title 

Executive Sponsor 
Provides executive support for the 

project 

Debra Button, SUMA President 

 

Executive Sponsor                                                                                                
Provides executive support for the 

project 
Ray Orb, SARM President 

Development Lead 
Develops the business case and 

coordinates input from partners 

Sean McKenzie, SUMA Senior 

Policy Advisor 

Development Partner 
Provides sector-specific input and 

support for the business case 

Shelley Kilbride, SARM Director of 

Policy and Research 

Development Partner 
Provides sector-specific input and 

support for the business case 
Trent Lee, SAFC President 

Development Partner 
Provides sector-specific input and 

support for the business case 
Doug Lapchuk, SVFFA President 
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3. PROBLEM DEFINITION 
 

3.1. Problem Statement 

Fire departments in Saskatchewan are municipally owned and operated, using funds 

derived from property taxes. Each municipality has the freedom to determine levels and 

types of services that will be provided, based on their risk profile and willingness to pay, 

resulting in a significant variance in service within the province. Some municipalities 

provide only basic exterior fire suppression for dwellings, others may provide 

suppression, hazardous materials cleanup, rescue and extrication, multi-story structural 

fire support, and grassland fire suppression. Each of these lines of business requires 

unique training and equipment, at a cost to the fire department, the municipality, and the 

local taxpayer. 

 

Though it is not mandatory, many fire departments near major highways attend MVCs 

to provide fire suppression, cleanup, and extrication services. MVC response is 

extremely expensive, requiring a large number of resources and specialized equipment, 

and is both emotionally and physically taxing for firefighters, who are exposed to 

dangers of traffic and psychological trauma from dealing with victims. 

 

The provincial government has sought to alleviate the financial effects of providing 

extrication services and encourage municipalities to continue providing such services, 

despite the difficulty of doing so. Prior to 2007, fire departments received compensation 

for responding to MVCs from SGI through a SUMA-administered fund called the 

Municipal Rescue Services Fund; unfortunately, funds were often depleted in the first 

half of the year, leaving no compensation available for the latter months of the year. In 

2007, the Government of Saskatchewan instructed SGI to provide compensation directly 

to fire departments for their attendance at MVCs. While compensation levels were lower 

than they needed to be for complete cost recovery, the system was considered a 

significant improvement over the old system, as fire departments could generally expect 

to receive funding for bills submitted throughout the year. Firefighters and 

municipalities were also guaranteed that compensation levels would be increased year-

to-year through inflation adjusts using the Consumer Price Index (CPI). 

 

Since 2007, the cost of providing fire services has risen significantly. Difficulties in 

recruitment and retention of volunteer firefighters has led to significantly increased 

honorariums for volunteer departments, and arbitrated contract settlements have led to 

skyrocketing salaries for career firefighters. Standards for safety, equipment and training 

have increased, requiring municipalities to increase investment in their fire departments 

just to continue providing the same level of service: New alloys in vehicle 

manufacturing have required upgrades to extrication equipment; more effective foams 

and clean-up materials have been developed; and new codes of practice and National 

Fire Protection Association standards have been adopted to improve on-scene firefighter 

safety. 
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On-site safety at productive calls has been one of the major cost drivers for fire 

departments. MVC calls are often along busy highways, requiring some form of traffic 

control to ensure responder safety. While traffic safety is theoretically the responsibility 

of the RCMP, in practice, the RCMP are either not in attendance, or attending to other 

duties on-site, such as taking witness statements or collecting evidence for accident 

reconstruction. It is left to fire departments to provide their own traffic control through 

positioning of response vehicles, which provide physical coverage to firefighters 

working to suppress fires or extract victims. 

 

The number of personnel required for safe operations on-scene directly affects the cost 

of response. While there are no specific requirements set out for on-scene personnel, 

training manuals from the International Fire Service Training Association indicate that 

best practices for MVC collisions involving only one vehicle, in ideal conditions 

(daylight, clear summer day, low-traffic highway), require a total of nine people, 

including: one incident commander; one traffic control/safety officer; one victim 

stabilizer; two fire suppression; and varying extrication personnel (with some techniques 

taking up to four people). These estimates also assume that police and EMS are on-scene 

to provide traffic control and medical services, which is not always the case. At a typical 

$25 per hour honorarium for volunteer firefighters, this means that a minimum of $225 

per hour is spent on personnel alone—and those costs would quickly escalate, should 

additional vehicles be involved, or weather conditions exist. 

 

While standards and requirements have been escalating, federal and provincial funding 

has been eliminated. Under the former Joint Emergency Preparedness Program (JEPP), 

the costs of firefighting equipment, including Jaws of Life and other extraction tools, 

could be split 1/3 to the federal government, 1/3 to the provincial government, and 1/3 to 

the municipality. JEPP was dissolved by the federal government in 2012-13, and a 

replacement for the program has not been introduced at either the federal or provincial 

level, resulting in a complete downloading of costs to municipalities. The closure of the 

Canadian Emergency Management College in 2012-13 exacerbated the financial 

downloading onto municipalities, forcing them to seek for-profit options for training and 

professional development for the emergency management side of fire service provision.  

 

It has become increasingly necessary for fire departments to operate like businesses, 

amortizing assets, and ensuring that their call-out charges are reflective of the overall 

costs for equipment, consumables, and human resources. In a survey of SUMA members 

providing MVC attendance and expertise, the average cost of service per hour was 

$1,200, with a number of departments considering a change to $1,600 in the near future, 

just to ensure full cost recovery for services provided. Additional details and examples 

of current shortfalls between actual costs and SGI compensation can be found in 

Appendix 1. 

 

In 2014, SGI provided compensation through two rates: $862 per hour for “productive 

calls” and $511 per hour for “non-productive calls.” Often, SGI adjusters will deem only 

the specific portion of the call during which Jaws of Life are being used as productive, 

classifying the remainder of the call time as non-productive. Unfortunately, the nature of 
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a fire response is such that equipment and personnel cannot simply appear on the scene 

when needed and disappear once their specific function has been fulfilled. Dispatched 

equipment and firefighters cost departments money from the moment they leave the 

station until after they have been returned to service. Reducing the already inadequate 

productive call rates to non-productive rates ensures that cost-recovery remains an 

impossible goal, and leads to heated disagreements between fire chiefs and SGI staff that 

waste time and money for both parties. A standard, agreed-upon rate for calls, fair 

application of call classifications, and regular re-visitation of rates to ensure full cost-

recovery for fire departments would reduce administrative burden for all involved, and 

ensure that fire personnel are able to return to the business of fighting fires. 

 

3.2. Environmental Scan 

Inter-jurisdictional scans on fire service compensation for MVCs are difficult to carry 

out in a manner that is fair to all parties; varying levels of provincial support for fire 

services, and differing methods of compensation make direct comparisons difficult. 

However, the current compensation provided in the prairie provinces can be briefly 

summarized as follows: 

 

Alberta: 

Paid per unit, per hour. 

Rescue vehicles, ladder and pumper trucks: $615 per hour 

Command units: $180 per hour 

 

Manitoba: 

Manitoba has a “basic call” rate and a “complex call” rate for the first hour of response. 

These rates are $771 and $1,028, respectively, and departments may apply for an 

additional $60 for “securing the site.” After the first hour, Manitoba Public Insurance 

may provide reimbursement for additional use of equipment and material such as foam, 

pumper trucks, rescue trucks and apparatus, and water tankers. 

 

4. PROPOSED SOLUTION 
SUMA, SARM, SAFC, and SVFFA recommend immediate changes to call-out rates, call 

classifications, and the ability to bill for additional consumable costs, when the volume of 

consumables used is significant. 

 

4.1. Solution Description 

Call Classifications 

The call classification system should be amended to better reflect actual costs to 

municipalities. Non-productive call classification should be limited to calls in which fire 

departments are returned home with no services having been performed. 

 

Productive call rates should not be adjusted or pro-rated to focus solely on extraction 

time. A productive call should remain at productive call rates from the moment the fire 

crew leaves the fire hall until they have cleaned up and returned equipment to service. 
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Rates 

The current call rate for productive calls should be raised immediately to $1,200 per 

hour. This figure should be increased by CPI annually, and reviewed by a board 

comprised of SGI, SUMA, SARM, SAFC, and SVFFA representatives every three 

years. 

 

Consumables 

In situations where a considerable amount of consumables are used (for example, 

significant amounts of foam, or extraction gloves that must be discarded following 

victim/corpse removal), additional billing for cost-recovery purposes should be allowed. 

Incidental or minor consumable use may continue to be considered part of the 

productive call rate. 

 

5. ALTERNATIVES ANALYSIS 
 

Alberta/Manitoba Model 

It would be possible for Saskatchewan to adopt a model similar to either Manitoba or 

Alberta, where billing would be on a per-unit basis, with or without a base fee for the first 

hour.  

 

The benefit of this model would be much more accurate cost recovery, to the benefit of both 

municipalities and SGI. Bills would itemize each cost for the fire department, based either on 

agreed-upon rates, or actual costs per individual department. 

 

Potential difficulties with this alternative relate to both administration and policy. While most 

fire departments are already producing itemized records or invoices for MVC calls, it may be 

an additional burden on smaller departments that are already under-resourced. The burden on 

SGI adjusters may also be higher than under the proposed solution, as they would likely have 

to examine each item on a receipt, rather than simply applying a flat rate. Policy difficulties 

may also arise with the specific rates being applied for each piece of equipment. Should a 

standard set of rates apply, they may fail to meet cost recovery needs for all fire departments, 

resulting in ongoing negotiations over a much larger cross-section of costs, potentially 

requiring expert consultation or arbitration. Should individual fire department rates be 

accepted, conflicts between fire departments and SGI may arise about what precisely 

constitutes a “fair” rate, leading to further wasted administrative time for all parties. 

 

Status Quo 

SGI could continue at present rates, despite their failure to ensure cost recovery for 

municipalities.  

 

The results of this alternative are not entirely predictable, though numerous fire departments 

have indicated to SUMA that they may be unable to continue offering MVC services, if rates 

remain the same or increase only by CPI. The discontinuation of services from some fire 

departments would require other departments to travel farther, at greater cost to both public 

health and the department itself, to deliver MVC services. These costs may, in turn, become 

too much for fire departments to bear, leading to further discontinuations of service. 
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Even should all departments currently providing MVC attendance and services continue to 

provide those services, the discontent among the fire service, the strain on municipalities, and 

the opposition between fire departments and SGI would continue. Pressures will continue to 

build until some form of service disruption or public campaign inevitably occurs. 

 

 

6. CONCLUSION 
Fire departments in Saskatchewan are not mandated to provide MVC services. Those that do, 

do so as an added service for their own municipality, and provide their services outside of 

those boundaries out of a sense of duty to greater public safety in the province.  

 

SUMA, SARM, SAFC, and SVFFA appreciate the work that was done to transition from the 

Municipal Rescue Services Fund to the current system, ensuring that some level of funding 

would be available throughout the year. This represented a major step forward in developing 

an adequate compensation model for MVC services, but more work remains. 

 

The present compensation system penalizes departments for providing these services by 

providing insufficient compensation and unfairly applying call classifications. Municipalities, 

already over-burdened by meeting service and infrastructure needs of their residents, can ill 

afford to continue to providing services, at a loss, outside of their borders. The time has come 

to reexamine the reimbursement scheme for MVC responses, to ensure that fair 

compensation is being provided. 

 

The contents of this business case have provided what SUMA, SARM, SAFC, and SVFFA 

believe to be an equitable and reasonable model for change in Saskatchewan. All four 

organizations look forward to working with SGI to implement changes, and ensure that the 

program continues to meet the needs of SGI, municipalities and fire departments in the 

future. 

 


