
                              BIG MOUNTIAN FIRE DISTRICT (BMFD) BOARD OF TRUSTEES 
 
                                             MEETING MINUTES SEPTEMBER 21, 2020 
 
 
CALL TO ORDER:  2:08pm (Zoom meeting) 
   
 
ROLL CALL:  Board members Phil Waddell, Jay Johnston, Sue Oemichen, Paul Silverman, and 
Jerry Meislik;  Chief Ben DeVall;  Firefighter Ken Wensel;  Bookkeeper Tracy Armstrong 
 
 
APPROVAL OF MINUTES:  A motion to approve Minutes of June 22, 2020 Board Meeting was 
made by Jerry Meislik and seconded by Sue Oemichen.  The motion was passed unanimously. 
 
 
FIREFIGHTER REPORT: 
 

- The new BMFD fire truck was delivered on August 18, 2020, and District firefighters 
have been training regularly on it.  On September 1, David Ryder from truck 
manufacturer HME provided training for the full staff.  Required accessories have been 
identified and are being purchased to get the engine in service.  It is garaged at the 
BMFD fire station, and the old truck, until it is sold, is being stored at Chief Ben DeVall’s 
residence.  Chief has had a difficult time getting the new truck registered because he 
cannot reach Montana Motor Vehicle Department (MVD) by phone.  The dialogue must 
be pursued because the process for registering the truck is different from private 
vehicles. 
 

- Big Mountain Firefighters Association (BMFA) has created a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) to document donation of the new truck to the District by a 
private donor.  A motion to approve the MOU was made by Jay Johnston and seconded 
by Jerry Meislik.  The motion was passed unanimously.  Board Chairman and attorney 
Phil Waddell is reviewing the MOU text for comments/edits.   
 

- BMFA has paid off the balance of the firehouse mortgage ($11,500.00). 
 

- The Flathead County/FEMA Assistance to Firefighters Grant (AFG) for mobile radios is 
moving forward.  Chief is part of the group putting the grant together for 24 regional fire 
departments.  All BMFD Board trustees must sign an MOU agreeing to the stipulated 
10% match.  Chief and Board Chairman Waddell are authorized to execute follow-up 
documents after further review.  Cost of the radios is around $3,800.00 apiece.  A 
motion was made by Jay Johnston and seconded by Sue Oemichen to generate the 
MOU.  The motion was passed unanimously.    

 



- Chief and BMFD firefighter Wayne Perry had an initial meeting with the Winter Sports, 
Inc. (WSI) incident management team (Dan Graves, Bill Cubbage, Elyse Knudsen, Kristi 
Hanchett) to discuss the District’s wildfire plan and the roles WSI personnel could play.  
The meeting lasted 2 1/2 hours, and more discussions are planned in the future. 

 
- BMFD received a Volunteer Fire Assistance (VFA) grant of $1,181.00 from the Montana 

Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC).  BMFD will have to spend 
$1,300.00 to obtain the VFA funds.  The money will be used to purchase three fire 
shelters. 

  
- WSI’s tree thinning projects above the fire hall and east of Chair 1 have been completed.       

The U.S. Forest Service (USFS) also is thinning in the area of the Holbrook Overlook off 
Big Mountain Road. 

 
- Chief talked with USFS official Manny Mendoza and Justin Kaber of WSI about the 

prescribed burn planned for Haskill Basin.  Hopefully, depending on weather, it will get 
done this fall and will include BMFD firefighters.  The USFS/Haney slash piles along Big 
Mountain Road also may be burned soon.    

  
- Paperwork on the new BMFD engine has been filed with DNRC in the event the 

department is called to a fire and could be compensated for it. 
 

- Chief is again working with the Flathead County Health Department on its COVID 
response. He’s been asked to serve as Planning Section Chief for the flu clinic scheduled 
for October 7. 

 
- Chief has obtained a draft of the County Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP).  It is currently 

being edited before public distribution.  
 

- BMFD will pay increased health insurance premium costs in fiscal year 2021.  There will 
be a $39.00 monthly increase per individual, or $3,276.00 per year.  The District will 
receive a 5% rebate from Western Mutual Insurance (WMI) for total premiums paid in 
2019.  A letter should be sent in the next billing cycle detailing the total amount of funds 
to be received. 

  
- The Firefighters Union Collective Bargaining Agreement (CBA) negotiation group has 

met twice.  Firefighter Colin Christopoulos has provided all requested BMFD documents 
to the group. 

 
- BMFD participated in multiple mutual aid calls to Whitefish this summer. 

 
- District firefighters have been working on a BMFA mailer to be sent out shortly.  The 

letter will be a thank you for community support but will not solicit additional 
donations. 



 
- Chief will meet with WSI and other Whitefish Mountain Resort (WMR) businesses to 

discuss what the ski season will look like with COVID still in the area.  After these 
discussions, Chief will contact Jordan Owen of Flathead County Emergency Medical 
Services (EMS) to discuss any possible changes to BMFD’s transport locations. 

 
- Chief will have a Flathead FireSafe Zoom meeting on October 24, to be followed by a 

field trip to observe fire safety work being done in the local area. 
 

- Chief will attend an EMS advisory meeting on September 21 to discuss the County EMS 
levy and whether funds will continue to be distributed as they are currently. 
 

 
PUBLIC COMMENT:  None 
 
 
 
TREASURER’S REPORT:  (See following financial statements.) 
 



 







 
A motion to approve the Treasurer’s Report was made by Paul Silverman and seconded by Jerry 
Meislik.  The motion was passed unanimously.   



 
 
OLD BUSINESS: 
 

- Chief DeVall and previous Board Chairman Paul Okerberg will submit the necessary 
application, due November 20th, to renew the District’s Firewise certification.  Board 
member Sue Oemichen volunteered to assist future Firewise community efforts.  A 
replacement for Okerberg in his former Firewise coordinator role will be appointed in 
the near future. 
 

- Board Chairman Phil Waddell is spearheading BMFD CBA negotiations with the 
Firefighters Union.  The pay system will be on a 24-hour, hourly basis beginning October 
1, 2020, with the maximum daily rate being limited by Flathead County.  Board 
Treasurer Jay Johnston noted that the District’s overall goal is to reduce expenses while 
increasing firefighter salaries.  The intent is to return labor line savings to BMFD staff.  
BMFA also was cited as key to budget efficiencies.   BMFD firefighters will receive a 6 
percent pay increase effective October 1, 2020.  A motion was made by Paul Silverman 
and seconded by Jerry Meislik to approve the CBA agreement.  The motion was passed 
unanimously. 
 

- Chairman Waddell reported that a firefighter sleep time complaint has been resolved.  
Sleep time will not be paid in the future.  A motion was made by Jerry Meislik and 
seconded by Sue Oemichen to approve the sleep time agreement.  The motion was 
passed unanimously. 
 

- Chief DeVall reported that according to Type 2 Incident Commander Lincoln Chute, area 
fire restrictions are unlikely to be raised from the current Very High level to Extreme 
because of a favorable humidity outlook.  

 
 

 
NEW BUSINESS: 
 

- A 100-acre tree thinning project in the Elk Highlands conservation easement has been 
approved by the Elk Highlands board.  The initiative will require line logging because of 
the steep slope involved.  A contractor has not yet been selected. 
 

- A motion was made by Sue Oemichen and seconded by Jerry Meislik to add 2% to 
Chief’s DeVall’s planned 4% salary increase.  The change, effective October 1, 2020, 
would mirror the 6% pay raises approved for BMFD firefighters.  Treasurer Johnston 
noted that funds for the proposed increase have not been budgeted and therefore 



would have to come from the District’s cash reserve.  The motion was passed 
unanimously. 
 

- Board member Sue Oemichen asked whether BMFD might encourage District residents 
to employ “File of Life” capability.  The system, somewhat similar to a medical bracelet, 
gives first responders expeditious access to a patient’s current medications usage.  Chief 
expressed reservations about the process, because it relies on individuals keeping their 
information updated continuously and therefore may not always be accurate.  Chief and 
firefighter Brodie Verworn will study cost and possible legal liability issues associated 
with the system. 
 

- A large slash pile has been assembled adjacent to the Home Again ski trail at the border 
of the Medicine Rock development and WSI property.  Chief will speak with Doug 
Yeager of WSI about planned disposition of the pile.                

 
 
EMPLOYEE COMMENT: 
 

- Firefighters Union rep Ken Wensel advised that BMFD employee physicals will now 
occur at Glacier Medical Associates rather than Kalispell Regional Hospital.  The required 
physicals have not yet happened. 
 

- Wensel also expressed gratitude for the Board’s ongoing efforts to increase BMFD 
firefighter salaries.  He conveyed his conclusion that BMFD personnel are vastly 
underpaid relative to other area departments and that take-home pay is more 
important than benefits.  He projected that as new homes are constructed within the 
District’s jurisdiction, BMFD’s budget should increase.  Board Treasurer Jay Johnston 
noted that additional property tax receipts will also benefit BMFA.  Sue Oemichen 
commented that Firefighters Unified Retirement System (FURS) dues are a significant 
new cost to firefighters.        

 
 
NEXT MEETING:  Scheduled for November 23, 2020 at 2pm 
 
 
ADJOURNMENT:  A motion to adjourn was made by Jay Johnston and seconded by Paul 
Silverman.  The meeting was adjourned at 4:28pm.  


