The following information is being presented for consideration by members of the Professional Firefighters of Vancouver, Washington Local 452.

The information within, will detail the findings and recommendation of the Local 452 Alternative Work Schedule Committee that was formed in late 2008.

Local 452 Alternative Work Schedule Mission Statement:

The committee’s mission is to research alternative work schedules that will increase firefighter safety through company continuity.  Provide more efficient training by reducing firefighter skating.  Reduce firefighter work week hours, and increase recovery time between shifts.

Some of the issues identified by the committee that may benefit from a different work schedule are.

1.  Members not having a consistent station assignment.  36% are skaters.
2.  Members not working an assignment of preference, or not working the station that          provides their specialty (Haz Mat, Special Ops., Rescue Boat etc.)

3.  Inability to achieve required training.  Many skaters fall through the cracks and don’t      receive the monthly training and multi company drills unless they happen to be             working at a station that is assigned to drill that day. 

 4. Rest and recovery between shifts.

As an alternative to the 3 platoon system presently in place, a change to a 4 platoon system and a reduction in work week hours from 49 to 47.5 or 46 is being recommended for consideration.  

In presenting the 4 platoon system, the committee has attempted to thoroughly research the information and present it in an unbiased, factual manner.  There will no doubt be much debate about whether to pursue a change to a 4 platoon system or not.  We encourage all local 452 members to study the information and understand it completely in order to make an informed decision on how this may affect you, your work environment and your family.  A decision of whether to pursue this or not must come from the members of Local 452.  Not from the committee itself.  The committee will only present the findings and make a recommendation for consideration.  

Information about the 4 platoon system comes primarily from other Fire Departments in Washington State who presently work a 4 platoon system.  Some of them are our comparables.  Labor contracts were studied, members of other Fire Departments that work a 4 platoon system were interviewed, and in general, figures and details specific to Vancouver Fire Department were analyzed.

This report will include: 



· A general description of the 4 platoon system, the schedule rotation and various debit day scenarios, including a sample calendar.  

· Examples of other Fire Departments figures, schedule rotation, and work week hours.

· How the 3 platoon and 4 platoon compare side by side.

· FAQ’s 

· Conclusion.                 

The 4 platoon system being recommended for consideration is a 1 on, 4 off, 1 on, 2 off rotation. (A B C D B A D C ) or a 1 on, 2 off, 1 on, 4 off rotation (B A D C A B C D)  They are both the same it just depends on if the count begins after a 2 day period off or a 4 day period off.  This is a 42 hour work week.  In order to get to a work week consistent with what is currently in place, (49 hour work week) a work day (debit day) must be added into one of the 4 day off rotations at various times to achieve the contractual work week hours.  A debit day is similar to a Kelly Day in that it is inserted consistently into the schedule rotation.  It will be known a year in advance what debit days will be assigned.   But it differs in its effect.  A  Kelly Day is occasionally removed from the 56 hour work week of the 3 platoon system to achieve the 49 hour work week.  The debit day is occasionally added into the 42 hour work week of the 4 platoon system to achieve the 49 hour work week.  

The following D shift calendar will outline the schedule rotation of the 4 platoon - 1on, 2 off, 1 on, 4 off, and show how debit days would fit in.  It is based on a 47.5 hour work week (debit day every 32 days, every 4th, 4 day period off.) Starting with January 4th observe the D shift work days in purple.  Notice the pattern. 1-on, 2-off, 1-on, 4-off.  It goes this way consistently throughout the year.  The work days move forward one day each week.  Now notice the debit days D-1 thru D-8. Each D shift member will be assigned one of these days. D-1 is highlighted in yellow to be easier to follow.  Follow it thru the year as it lands consistently every 32 days.  The debit day will always land in the middle of one of the 4-day periods off.  When this happens, that  4 day period off becomes a 1-off, 1-on, 2-off, or 2-off, 1-on, 1-off, depending on which debit day is assigned in that 4 day period.  To see this more clearly look at the D-1 debit day on February 10th.  This 4 day off period becomes a 1-off, 1-on, 2-off.  The 4-day off period of the D-2 debit day next to it becomes a 2-off, 1-on, 1-off.  The next calendar shows how all the shifts fall together.  Pick any debit day, C-7 for example and follow it consistently throughout the year.  

49 Hr work week = 15 debit days/yr = debit every 24 days = every 3rd 4 day period off.

47.5 Hr work week = 12 debit days/yr = debit every 32 days = every 4th 4 day period off.

46 Hr work week =   9 debit days/yr = debit every 40 days = every 5th 4 day period off.                  


Note:     A shift always debits on C and D shift.
C shift always debits on B and A shift.

              B shift always debits on D and C shift
D shift always debits on A and B shift.
                

Numbers
VFD has 174 suppression or line FTE’s (full time employees). These are all currently filled with the 11 new hires on February 26th, 2009.  These 11 include the 4 additional for E87.   This is expected to rise to 187 in 2010 with the addition of 13 FTE’s for E810.

2009                                                                2010  Projected

7 Engine Co.s          (3 personnel)                 21        8 Engine Co.s                     24        1 Engine Co.            (1 person) Sta. 87          1         1 engine Co. (E87)              2

1 Heavy Rescue       (3 personnel)                 3         1 Heavy Rescue                  3

2 Ladder Trucks      (4 personnel)                  8         2  Ladder Trucks
        8

2 EMS Rescues      (2 personnel)                  4         2 EMS Rescues                  4                                                                    Total = 37                                       Total = 41 

Note: There are presently 22 Haz-Mat personnel to staff E81

          There are presently 20 Spec Ops personnel to staff HR 81

3 platoon system - 2009     (174 FTE’s)

37 minimum staffing X 3 shifts =111 assigned station positions     64 % assigned

                                                                                                        36 % skaters

3 platoon system - 2010  Projected     (187 FTE’s)

41 minimum staffing X 3 shifts = 123 assigned station positions    65 % assigned

                                                                                                        35 % skaters

4 platoon system - 2010  Projected     (187 FTE’s)

41 minimum staffing X 4 shifts = 164 assigned station positions     87 % assigned      

                                                                                                         13 % skaters  

	2009 3 - Platoon
	
	2010 Projected 4 - Platoon

	

	
	Total
	Per shift
	
	Total
	Per Shift

	Captains
	35
	11.6
	
	38
	9.5

	Capt. PM
	14
	4.6
	
	14
	3.5

	Firefighter
	74
	24.6
	
	85
	20.25

	FF / PM
	51
	17
	
	54
	13.5

	Total per shift
	
	57.8
	
	
	46.75


FAQ’s

Q - Why consider a change to a 4 platoon system? 

A - More permanent station assignments, crew continuity, more efficient delivery of training. Presently, under the 3 platoon system, 64% of VFD members have station assignments. Over 1/3rd are skaters  That number would increase to 87% under a 4 platoon system. 8 more Engine Co.s, 2 more Ladder Truck Co.s, 2 more EMS rescue Co.s, 1 more Special Ops. Co. 

Q - Will we have to increase staffing to do this?.

A - No.  We could implement a 4 platoon system with the personnel we presently have.  It can operate at a 49 hour work week.  But, it is the committee’s recommendation that

 If a switch to a 4 platoon system is made, it is made with a reduction in work hours to 47.5 or 46.  Note: A reduction in work hours would require an increase in staffing.  Or fill the positions with overtime as we presently do when staffing levels are low.

Q - Will there be costs associated with a switch to 4 platoon system?

A - Yes. If there is a reduction in work week hours, FTE’s will have to be hired or overtime paid.  It is possible that some money could be saved by a reduction in skating and holdovers.                

Q - What is a debit day?

A - Because a 4 platoon system is a 42 hour work week.  A debit day is added to the work schedule occasionally (how often depends on the work week hours) to bring the work week hours average up.    

Q - Will everyone have debit days? 

A - Yes.  Everyone would receive an equal number of debit days spread evenly throughout the year like we now have Kelly Days.

Q - How many debit days will I have?

A - It depends on the work week hours 
49.0 hour work week = 15 debit days - one every 24 days. (Every 3rd 4 day period off) 47.5 hour work week = 12 debit days - one every 32 days. (Every 4th 4 day period off) 46.0 hour work week =   9 debit days - one every 40 days. (Every 5th 4 day period off)

Q - Can I choose my debit days?

A - No, they are prescheduled consistently throughout the year.  Like Kelly Days presently are.

Q - Can I trade a debit day?

A - Yes, it’s a regularly scheduled day.  

Q - Can I take vacation on a debit day?

A - Maybe, it’s a regularly scheduled day.  But since a debit day is always scheduled on another shift, when vacation is taken on a debit day it is actually taking vacation on another shift. This could be handled how ever we choose.  For instance, when picking vacation, picking on a debit could be allowed beginning in the third round.  That way there are two rounds for everyone to choose on their own shift.  Also, if we choose to, we could allow for the provision of a debit Thompson pick.  Like how we now allow senior members to pick more than 7 vacation days in the first round to place them in between Kelly Days.  The debit Thompson pick would allow a certain number of members to cancel all their debit days with vacation in the first round.  Another possibility is allowing vacation to be taken on a debit day if that debit day falls inside of a group of vacation days being taken on a members regular shift.  How we handle this is up to us.

Q - Would a 4 platoon system affect trades or vacation at all?

A - Yes - The vacation on debit day issue is discussed above.  Also, due the 4 platoon system having a 4 day off period built into it, one trade or vacation day gives 7 days off.  2 trades or vacation days gives 12 days off as long as a debit day isn’t scheduled during one of the 4 day periods off during that time.  

Q - How many people will be assigned to each debit day?

A - Using the 47.5 hour work week numbers and the projected number of employees in 2010, there would be 6 assigned to each debit day.  It should be noted that debit days    roughly cover vacation days.  The number of people on vacation each day and the number that would be assigned to each debit day are very close.  

Q - Will I have to move to a different station on a debit day?

A - Very possible. The B.C.’s or whoever does the scheduling for each shift would have the debit day people and the extra people from the daily buffer (junior skaters) to plug into the schedule where appropriate.  If there is an opening (vacation, sick, comp) at your station on your debit day, at your rank, you would probably be assigned there.                            

Q - If we start with a certain number of debit days now, can they be reduced in the future?

A - Yes, it would have to be done in contract negotiations due to it being a change in work week hours.    

Q - If we try this, how would we choose a station and shift?

A - Like we do it now.  Station Captains are assigned, then other Captains choose a station and shift.  Then Firefighters choose a station and shift based on seniority.  

Q - What if we try this and decide we want to go back to a 3 platoon system.

A - We go back.  

Q - What about the Battalion Chiefs?

A - They are not part of our bargaining group.  How, if at all this affects the B.C.’s is up to the B.C.’s and the VFD administration.  More B.C.’s could be added and they could work a 4 platoon system or we could work with a different B.C. each shift based on their schedule.       

Conclusion

In general, the push to consider a change from a 3 platoon system to a 4 platoon system has come from some of the Firefighters of VFD.  The Local 452 Alternative Work Schedule Committee was formed in response to this.  The issues of crew continuity, training, and area familiarization are important if not vital for the effective delivery of the services we provide to our customers - the public.  Equally important is the welfare and morale of VFD members.  VFD’s look toward becoming more involved with the public through Integrated Risk Management is another consideration.  The 3 platoon system we currently operate under is a tried and true system that has worked for decades, and can continue to work.  Yet, other fire departments have switched to a 4 platoon system and continue with it.  Switching from a 3 platoon system to a 4 platoon system would probably be the biggest change for VFD since consolidation of Clark County Fire District 5, and the City of Vancouver Fire Department in 1994, and should not be taken lightly.  While it is nearly impossible to anticipate all questions and address all the issues that may arise when considering something of this nature, the committee has done its best to present an overall picture of the 4 platoon system being recommended for consideration.  This information will generate much discussion, and all views should be respected in a positive manner.  It has been the goal of this committee to present this information so each member who may be affected by it can decide for themselves, not to tip the scales in any direction.  It is only a possible alternative with pros and cons.

Interviews

During interviews with members of other fire departments who work a 4 platoon system, the comments were generally the same.  All we spoke to said that overall the 4 platoon system with debit days was more desirable than the 3 platoon system with Kelly Days.  The 4 day breaks more often with the 4 platoon system allowed better rest and recovery periods than the less often 5 day breaks of the 3 platoon system with Kelly Days.  Especially for those who work the busiest stations.  The debit days are a negative that has to be dealt with.  The only thing that wasn’t negative said about debit days was that they get to work a station and see some guys they haven’t seen for a few months.  Some trade debit days with other members of the station they work at, others are allowed to cancel some or all with vacation days.  The two main issues prior to the switch were perception - losing Kelly Days and being assigned a debit day did not sound like a good trade.   And understanding - some did not fully understand the system before it was implemented, and in some cases didn’t even see a calendar that detailed the work schedule before the switch.  One of the people we spoke to is open to taking phone calls and very much encourages it.  If you have questions and would like to talk to someone who went thru the transition from a 3 platoon system to a 4 platoon system, feel free to call Dirk Christensen.  He works for Snohomish Fire.  He is one who was initially opposed to the switch and voted against it.  He is willing to discuss issues before, during and after the transition.  Phone # 425-344-2433                
Comparison

                           3 Platoon System and 4 Platoon System at 49 Hour Work Week

	3 platoon pros                   
	3 platoon cons                      
	4 platoon pros                      
	4 platoon cons

	Consistent schedule
	64% have stations

36% skate
	85% have stations

15% skate regularly
	Debit days: 15 per year for 49 hr work week

	
	
	
	

	Kelly days 15-16 / year

5 days off
	Difficult for skaters to get required training
	More crew consistency
	1-on, 1-off, 1-on during debit day

	
	
	
	

	Familiarity
	
	Possible to not work 48’s
	Change

	
	
	
	

	
	
	4 days off 30 times per year
	


Full weekends at home (Saturday and Sunday) were calculated.  They are roughly the same for a 49 hour work week   24 each plus or minus 1 for both a 3 - platoon and 
4 - platoon.  This includes counting Kelly Days on a 3 platoon and Debit Days on a 
4 - platoon.

Disclaimer

All numbers presented have been calculated to the best of the committee’s ability.  Some numbers have been rounded up or down.  But all are within a few percentage points.  Mostly, because some numbers need to be tweaked to fit into the 8 day rotation of the 4 platoon system being presented.  For instance, a 47.5 hour work week is shown as consisting of 12 debit days - one every 32 days.  The actual numbers are a 47.38 hour work week, 11.4 debit days - one every 30.4 days.  This does not fit into the 8 day rotation of the 4 platoon system.  Therefore, the numbers have been rounded up to 12 debit days - one every 32 days.  Also, the calendars used represent a year with 12 debit days.  Move the example debit day used (D-1) forward 4 days and there are now 11 debit days that year.  Roughly it would be 11 debit days one year and 12 the next.  This is similar to how we presently have some years with 15 Kelly Days and some years with 16.  Our schedule does not fall perfectly within a 365 day year.  There may be other slight errors in this report.
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