Are Montreal firefighters dying from dirty equipment
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It’s one thing to risk your life running into a burning building to save lives… it’s another when you’re putting your life in danger just wearing your protective gear. That is, if you have your gear.
For almost 10 years, the Montreal Firefighters’ Association, which is comprised of 66 stations, has been asking for more washing machines to clean their gear after fires because the mere two cleaning machines they currently have can’t possibly keep up with the backlog. Covered in ash, soot, and other harmful carcinogenic materials, firefighters are getting sick and even dying because they are wearing equipment that is contaminated. The dirty equipment must be sent to a central cleaning locale in the East End of the city, whereas in other Canadian cities, every firehouse is equipped with their own cleaning machine.
When firefighters don’t have their equipment (because they’re en route to and from the cleaning centre), they can’t be dispatched – that means delayed response times because departments further away are forced to respond. This is something they say that the public should be very concerned about.
Not only that, but a proper inventory of equipment is non-existent.
“We started talking about the inventory issue [a decade ago], and this was at the heart of the auditor general’s report – we have absolutely no inventory of this equipment,” said Chris Ross, Lieutenant and President of the Montreal Firefighters’ Association. The first complaint was filed with the CNESST (Commission des normes, de l’équité, de la santé et de la sécurité du travail, or the Commission of Labour Standards, Equity, Health and Safety) in 2015, and a second in 2024. “The reason we’ve also been asking for increased washing capacity is: cancer is killing firefighters in a significant number from contaminated gear. We wash it once a year. In 2018, it became clear that the recommendation is washing this equipment after every fire because once a year is not getting the contamination out, and it’s killing firefighters. Imagine – it’s not the fires that’s killing our firefighters but wearing the gear on a daily basis. They need to be washed 20-30 times a year instead of just once.”
In August, the Montreal Fire Association put out a press release that said: “The Auditor General’s report reveals a security crisis that is known, ignored and maintained by the municipal administration. More than 20,000 pieces of protective equipment used by Montréal firefighters are operated by the Service de sécurité incendie de Montréal. The audit concludes that their management is incomplete, unreliable and non-compliant, directly compromising the safety of firefighters.” They went on to point out that 11% of air cylinders were not found and some of which are out of date, there is no reliable inventory of masks and harnesses, combat gear is not accounted for properly, with contaminated items still in service, and helmets are expired or without a date of manufacture.
Ross said that they sat down with management five years ago and yet nothing was done. Since then, they’ve had discussions with town hall, the public safety commission, and last fall they turned to the CNESST, and they have yet to see any changes. “The city has put a lot of energy into saying that they would start doing inventory and that machines had been ordered and stuff is coming, but it’s been like this for 5-12 years – it took them the Auditor General’s report to finally start acting,” he explained.
Montreal Fire Department (SIM) Chief Richard Liebmann told local media that the facts within the report are accurate, though clarifies the department has been working on improving the situation for years. “Look, firefighting is a job that has certain risks, and while I think the tone may have been a little bit alarmist, a lot of the facts are nonetheless correct, but I don’t think firefighters’ lives are at risk,” Liebmann explained.
Transporting the equipment to a central washing station for 66 fire stations requires significant logistics behind it, like transportation to and from the location, which causes huge backlogs. “These delays are causing delays in response times,” said Ross. “Meanwhile, on average, eight firefighters’ deaths yearly are recognized as being directly related to their work as a firefighter. And I’m traumatized by the number of firemen who are dying from this.”
Ross added, “What’s really important for the public to understand is, when we don’t have the right gear, or gear is waiting to be cleaned, the trucks are out of service. During peak hours, there were up to 34 fire trucks that were out of service because firefighters have nothing to wear, and 34 trucks is 25-30% of the trucks in Montreal. They were unable to respond to calls, and this majorly affects response times. It has an impact on public safety on a daily basis because other trucks have to respond that are coming from further away. You’re paying taxes and, tell me: how you would feel if your house were on fire and you had to wait an extra 5-8 minutes for the fire department to arrive? This is a serious problem.” n

