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ADMINISTRATIVE REPORT 

 
 Report Date: April 24, 2009 
 Contact: Daniel Hilton 
 Contact No.: 604.665.6082 
 RTS No.: 08095 
 VanRIMS No.: 08-2000-20 
 Meeting Date: July 7, 2009 
 
 
TO: Vancouver City Council 

FROM: General Manager/Fire Chief, Fire and Rescue Services 

SUBJECT: Joint Vancouver Fire & Rescue Services (VF&RS) and Vancouver Fire 
Fighters’ Union (Local 18) Physical Fitness Training and Equipment Program 

 
RECOMMENDATION 

A. THAT Council approve the initiative between VF&RS and Local 18 to develop 
and implement a joint physical fitness training and equipment program through 
a 50/50 cost-sharing arrangement. 

 
B. THAT Council approve the purchase of 22 treadmills and 22 elliptical trainers, 

with the capital and one time implementation costs of approximately $324,000 
to be cost-shared (50/50) between VF&RS and Local 18; source of funding to be 
a loan from the Truck and Equipment Plant account.  

 
C. THAT Council approve the annual operating costs of $45,000 ($90,000 total 

costs with $45,000 cost-sharing from Local 18) for the fitness training and 
equipment program, with funding to be provided from within VF&RS’ operating 
budget beginning in 2010.  

 
CITY MANAGER'S COMMENTS 

The City Manager recommends approval of the above recommendation. 
 
COUNCIL POLICY 

Council’s policy is to secure contracts for the purchase of equipment, supplies and services 
that will provide the best value, based on an overall assessment of quality, service and price. 
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PURPOSE 

The purpose of this report is to obtain Council approval for VF&RS to: 
 

• Implement a physical fitness training and equipment program in partnership with the 
Vancouver Fire Fighters’ Union Local 18. 

• Authorize the purchase through a Request for Quotation (RFQ) to purchase 22 
treadmills and 22 elliptical trainers at an estimated cost of $324,000, cost-shared 
50/50 between VF&RS and Local 18.  

• Add ongoing operating costs of $45,000 to VF&RS’ operating budget to support the 
ongoing associated costs for continued program development, as well as maintenance 
and future replacement of the fitness equipment.  

 
DISCUSSION 

The nature of firefighting and emergency rescue work requires staff to engage in periods of 
strenuous physical labour.  While firefighters may have periods of inactivity during various 
parts of their shifts (e.g., late at night), they are inevitably required to carry out their duties 
at a moment’s notice, often inside of challenging and time sensitive environments.  They do 
so while carrying heavy tools and equipment and while wearing personal protective gear (PPE) 
that restricts movement, adds weight and increases core body temperature. The PPE consists 
of a coat, pants, gloves, boots, helmet, balaclava and Self Contained Breathing Apparatus 
(SCBA gear) all of which weighs approximately 40 lbs.  Firefighters are called to respond to 
many emergency situations, including, but not limited to: 
 

 providing emergency medical aid that may involve lifting, carrying or tending to 
patients who are in awkward positions and/or spaces.   

 responding to fire alarms that involve walking up numerous flights of stairs, in full PPE 
while dragging water filled hoses and other assorted rescue tools to their destination.   

 
Firefighters perform their work without the benefit of an actual warm up and, as a result, 
face increased risk of injury.  It is widely recognized that a key component of injury 
prevention is maintaining a reasonable level of physical fitness.  Ideally, firefighters should 
have a good balance of strength, endurance and cardio vascular conditioning.  Because of 
these fundamental work requirements there is an expectation that firefighting staff maintain 
a high level of physical fitness. 
 
In the past, firefighters were provided with the ability to participate in physical activities 
while at work.  Primarily, these activities were a competitive type of sport like handball or 
volleyball.  Initially, these activities were seen as a way to promote “team building” while 
encouraging firefighters to remain active when they were not on a call and not scheduled to 
other duties such as technical training or drills.  The department provided staff the time and 
space to engage in these activities and the Vancouver Fire Fighters’ Union (through their 
Athletic Committee) funded and supplied the bulk of the equipment.  Unfortunately, 
participation in sports like volleyball led to firefighter injury.  As a result, in late 2007 VF&RS 
advised firefighters that they were no longer permitted to participate in competitive sports 
while at work.   
 
This has resulted in frustration by our firefighters who have continued to express their 
disappointment that no formal undertaking by the department to replace previous activities 
with other more appropriate fitness initiatives. To date, firefighters have used whatever 
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limited fitness equipment is available to them (primarily treadmills supplied by the union - 
now past or near the end of their life cycle) to maintain some form of physical activity.    
 
In view of the above, and during the most recent contract negotiations between the City and 
the Vancouver Fire Fighters’ Union, it was agreed that the parties should work together to 
identify reasonable opportunities to enhance firefighter fitness and wellness.  Specifically, the 
parties agreed to:  
 

1. Form a committee with three representatives from the Union and management 
2. Develop (and recommend to principles) a Fitness/Wellness Program that serves to: 

• Increase employee awareness of wellness 
• Improve and maintain overall employee fitness with a view to reduce sick leave 

usage 
 
The parties have met on several occasions sharing information and ideas. The joint initiative 
laid out in this report (including identified rationale) is a result of the Committee’s efforts to 
date. 
 
Upon approval by Council, VF&RS and Local 18 will enter into a Letter of Agreement (LOA) to 
define the specific parameters on cost sharing for this program. Both parties have agreed to 
share all costs 50/50.   
 
Why Have Fitness Training? 
 
In 1996, the International Association of Fire Chiefs (IAFC) and International Association of 
Fire Fighters (IAFF), created and adopted the Fire Service Joint Labour Management Wellness-
Fitness Initiative (WFI). In conjunction with this program a study of participating departments 
that looked at injuries and their related costs was carried out. What the study found was that 
for the WFI departments there was a reduction in lost work days of 28%, with a resulting 
reduction in average cost per claim of 23%. An excerpt from this document relating to these 
findings is included as Appendix A. 
 
Data for our department shows that absence due to illness or injury (sick leave) comprises a 
significant amount of musculoskeletal injuries (MSI). The percentage of days lost that are 
related to MSI is estimated at 50-60%, with back injuries making up approximately 20-25% of 
these injuries. Because of the physical job demands of the work, a staff member with a MSI is 
not able to work as a firefighter. As the department must maintain a minimum staffing level 
in order to provide appropriate emergency services to the communities it serves, injured 
firefighters must be replaced at overtime costs  
 
The department has a progressive return to work program, placing staff members into 
temporary transitional work until they are able to return to their full (pre-disability) duties. 
However, the Department is still required, at additional cost (overtime), to backfill the 
temporarily injured and reassigned firefighter to maintain required staffing levels in 
suppression.  Consequently, any reduction to the time a firefighter spends off the job 
(including reassignment to temporary alternate work) will assist the Department to reduce 
absenteeism rates and corresponding overtime costs.  
 
In addition to the requirement to maintain minimum staffing levels when Firefighters are 
injured and off the job, the average age at time of hire for successful Firefighter applicants 
has increased from 24 to 31 over the past three decades.  As a result and because as we age 
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we are more susceptible to musculoskeletal injuries and take longer to recover when injured 
the requirement to remain physically fit and active becomes even more important in 
relationship to reducing the risk of injury as well as managing the physically demanding 
elements of the fire and rescue work.   Currently VF&RS mean age for staff is 42.2 years old.  
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VF&RS, like the general Fire Service industry, recognizes the importance and benefits 
associated with having a physically fit fire force. Consequently, VF&RS tests every prospective 
new firefighter to determine if they meet a level of physical strength and conditioning 
necessary to perform fire and rescue work. This begins with timed physical testing that 
measures their fitness in relationship to the work they would be required to perform as 
firefighters.  

 
Fitness Training Models 
 
The department has examined several options and models to facilitate fitness training for 
staff.  
 
A. We have looked into using community centers throughout the city. This model was 

inappropriate because it required too much movement of staff and apparatus to engage in 
the training. Staff would either be moving to the community center for training or moving 
to another fire hall to provide fill-in coverage to allow other staff to go for training. Such 
movement would negatively impact response capabilities, interrupt firefighting standards 
training, and increase fuel usage and not align with the principles of environmental 
stewardship by increasing green house gases  
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B. Another model examined was to put fitness equipment in geographically central firehalls 

within the city and have staff attend those firehalls to do fitness training excessive 
apparatus movement, reduced response capabilities and the related increase in fuel use, 
pollution and green house gases.  

 
C. The third approach was to follow a fitness training model that is used in other fire 

departments within Canada and the USA, which has equipment available within each 
worksite (firehall) and time scheduled for staff to train at these locations. This model 
maintains response capabilities, eliminates the need for staff to travel to other locations 
(no pollution or green house gas issues) and allows the scheduling of fitness training at any 
available time. 
 
In Calgary and Edmonton which follow the complete WFI program they have provided the 
following equipment in each worksite (firehall): 
• One treadmill 
• One elliptical trainer 
• One stationary bike 
• Resistance training equipment including:  

Bench press 
Squat machine  
Lat pull down machine 
Rowing machine 

 
Vancouver Fire Fighters’ Union Local 18 has partnered with Groundwork Athletics to design a 
fitness program that is specifically tailored to the firefighter occupation, is adaptable to 
different fitness levels, targets the core and requires minimal financial commitment. Local 18 
evaluated several companies prior to committing to Groundwork. Groundwork has been 
training professional athletes for the past four years and was able to meet the union’s criteria 
including best price.  
 
Groundwork have developed four exercise programs, a 30 and 60 minute total body workout, 
a push-pull workout and a legs and shoulder workout. These programs do not use traditional 
resistance training equipment, but rather rely on lighter weights, bands, a bosu ball, an 
exercise ball, medicine balls or the person’s body weight to perform exercises that build body 
strength and endurance with a focus on core conditioning.  
 
This model is extremely cost effective when compared to the financial commitment to 
purchase and maintain a variety of resistance training equipment for each worksite and 
encourages staff to exercise as a group working at different stations simultaneously.  
 
750 suppression staff will participate in this program at an annual cost of $45,000: cost per 
person would be $60 per person annually to facilitate this program.  

 
The goal of VF&RS’s fitness program is not intended to train unfit people and make them fit, 
rather to maintain the already fit staff we have. With that in mind the program will have two 
main components: 

• Cardio vascular conditioning 
• Strength/endurance/core training 
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Staff would be expected to use the treadmill, elliptical trainer or stationary bike to maintain 
a high level of cardio vascular training. In conjunction with this, all staff would participate in 
the core training program designed by Groundwork Athletics. Fitness coaches would be 
trained to champion and facilitate the fitness program.  
 
Both parties agree that to be successful and provide the most benefit, the fitness program 
would have to be designed in the following way: 
 

• Fitness programs would be structured with identified fitness activities and scheduled 
while on shift rotation. All staff members would work out at least twice during a four 
shift rotation. 

• All staff members would be required to participate at their own fitness levels. The 
fitness program is designed to be easily adaptable to different fitness levels ensuring 
participation. 

• Fitness coaches drawn from firehall staff, would be trained to assist in the facilitation 
of fitness training. Staff members (coaches) would attend Groundwork Athletics to 
participate in a half day workshop to understand how to promote, guide and coach co-
workers through the different workouts. The goal to identify one coach for each of the 
eighty worksites (80 coaches - 20 firehalls x 4 shifts). Coaches would also facilitate 
measurements to quantify changes in staff fitness levels. 

• The fitness program though mandatory, can not contain punitive elements, 
quantifiable program evaluations or measurements are acceptable. Initial 
measurements based on weight, height, blood pressure and resting heart rate and VO2 
max would be recorded. The highest, lowest and average for each age group would be 
recorded. All data would be blind with no names attached to specific data, which 
looks at overall age group metrics.  

 
Union Participation 
 
Both VF&RS and the Vancouver Fire Fighters’ Union are committed to supporting firefighters 
to improve their overall health and wellness to better perform on the job and enjoy a better 
quality of life.  To this end, the union has committed to supporting the program’s 
development and implementation as well as sharing the costs associated with the program on 
an equal basis (50/50 cost sharing).   
 
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

Capital and One-time Implementation costs 

The table below shows the total capital costs for implementing this fitness program. These 
costs would be paid incrementally over the life span of the equipment through a loan 
repayment to the Truck and Equipment Plant account. A competitive bid process would be 
used to ensure the best price for the equipment is obtained. 
 
Component Description 
 

Capital Costs 

Purchase Costs for Fitness Equipment  $310,500 
Delivery and Installation  $5,300 
Firehall Electric upgrades (8 Fire Halls) $8,200 
Total Capital and one-time Implementation Costs $324,000 
CoV Portion $162,000 
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Ongoing Operating Costs 
 
The on-going cost to the City of Vancouver associated with implementing the joint physical 
fitness program is estimated to be $45,000 annually, comprised of the City’s share of loan 
repayment for purchase of fitness equipment, fitness equipment maintenance and staff 
training. It is anticipated that there will be a cost savings in WorkSafe BC premiums paid by 
VF&RS due to improved attendance and a corresponding reduction of days lost to MSI. Any 
savings achieved through a reduction in WSBC rates will be used to offset these costs in future 
budget years. However, an up-front investment is needed to purchase the equipment and 
implement the fitness program. 
 
The fitness program would need to be re-evaluated and updated to keep it fresh and relevant 
every two years. The department would like to continue the partnership with Groundwork 
Athletics that was started with Local 18 to fully assess the value and appropriateness when all 
members are participating in the newly structured fitness program. Appropriate measurement 
tools will be developed collaboratively to measure the program’s success.  Fitness coaches 
(fire personnel) would be trained by Groundwork Athletics as necessary to facilitate the 
program. 
 
Table1 - On-Going Maintenance & Loan Repayment Costs 
Component Description 
 

Operating Costs 

Maintenance Costs for Fitness Equipment  $12,000 
Staff Training Costs  $12,000 
Loan Repayment to the Truck & Equipment Plant 
account 

$66,000 

Total On-Going Operating Costs $90,000 
Increase in annual operating budget (CoV portion) $45,000 

 
 

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN 

1. Issue a Request for Quotation (RFQ) for 22 treadmills and 22 elliptical trainers with 
purchase and delivery to worksites. 

2. Select vendor identify schedule to supply Halls with Fitness Equipment.  
3. Train fitness coaches.  
4. Schedule fitness training times into firefighter work schedules at all suppression 

worksites (minimum twice a set of shifts). 
5. Develop measurement tools to evaluate the program’s success as well as methods for 

future enhancement. 
 
CONCLUSION 

 
The City, through its promotion of fitness initiatives (i.e. Fit City), recognizes the value and 
benefits to encouraging a more physically fit workforce.  Similarly, VF&RS recognizes that it is 
essential for firefighters to maintain a high degree of physical conditioning to meet the 
strenuous occupational demands that fire and rescue work entails.  It is for this reason that 
the Department wishes to implement a regimented fitness program that aligns with the bona 
fide job requirements of firefighting in the workplace. This level of commitment to physical 
conditioning will assist to ensure that firefighters are ready and able to serve the citizens of 
Vancouver. 
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Finally, the department sees significant benefits to a formalized, mandated fitness program.  
Some of the expected benefits include:  
 

• Improved firefighter fitness levels and better job performance; 
• Reduction of workplace injuries; 
• Earlier recovery and return to work from injury; 
• Reduced absenteeism and corresponding costs (i.e. - overtime); 
• Enhanced employee engagement, well-being and morale; 
• Demonstrated commitment to employee wellness through a proactive and regimented 

approach to firefighter fitness; and 
• Improved union/management relations through a positive employee-focused 

partnership.  
 
 

* * * * * 
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Pricing for fitness equipment (treadmills and elliptical trainers) based 

Treadmills
22 Units

Manufacturers list 
price in US dollars
Cybex Pro 550 T $6,100 $134,200
Matrix T3X $5,859 $128,898
Matrix T3XI AC $6,995 $153,890

Average Price $6,318 $138,996

Life 95Ti (current 
model ordered by 
community centers in 
Can dollars) $6,500 $143,000

Total average price in 
Canadian dollars $6,100 $134,200.00

Elliptical 
Trainers
Cybex 630A Total 
Body Arc Trainer $6,500 $143,000

Matrix E5XC elliptical $5,350 $117,700
Matrix 15X elliptical $6,250 $137,500

Average price $6,033 $132,733

Total Average price 
in Canadian dollars $6,500 $143,000.00

Additional costs could include taxes, delivery, shipping and set up

Cost $277,200.00
GST $13,860.00
PST $19,404.00
Delivery and Installation $5,280.00
Total $315,744.00

Hall Electric Installs $8,200 $323,944.00
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Fitness Equipment Costing
2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Capital Cost 6% inf 1 1.06 1.124 1.191 1.262 1.338 1.419
Treadmills 5 yr life 134,200.00$  169,424.41$  
Eliptical Trainers 7 yr life 143,000.00$  202,848.23$  
Capital Outlay 277,200.00$  169,424.41$ 202,848.23$ 

Operating Costs
Loan Repayment 65,700.00$  65,700.00$  65,700.00$  65,700.00$  65,700.00$    65,700.00$  65,700.00$    65,700.00$    
Maintanance Costs 8,800.00$    9,328.00$    9,887.68$    15,721.41$  13,887.25$    14,720.48$  12,482.97$    12,118.26$    
Training Costs 10,000.00$ 10,600.00$ 11,236.00$ 11,910.16$ 12,624.77$   13,382.26$ 14,185.19$   11,991.20$   
Total Operating Costs 84,500.00$ 85,628.00$ 86,823.68$ 93,331.57$ 92,212.02$   93,802.74$ 92,368.16$   89,809.45$    
Union's Share- Local 18 42,250.00$  42,814.00$  43,411.84$  46,665.79$  46,106.01$    46,901.37$  46,184.08$    
City's Share- Incremental Budget 42,250.00$  42,814.00$  43,411.84$  46,665.79$  46,106.01$    46,901.37$  46,184.08$    44,904.73$    
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