
August 5, 2008

To: 

SAR Alberta Members, Associate Members and SAR Stakeholders

From: 

Cindy Heselton, Director, South Central Region

Re: 

Development of standards for SAR Alberta

The following DRAFT Terms of Reference (TOR) for the development/documentation of SAR Standards for Alberta was reviewed and discussed at the July 5, 2008 SAR Alberta Board Meeting and the essence (recognizing that once the committee forms the TOR may change slightly) of the TOR was approved.  I volunteered to lead the committee and accepted.
It will be important to allow the committee and its project teams to conduct its work with as much freedom as possible.  The Standards Committee must be transparent to both the Board and its Members and that any decisions (i.e. approval of standards) will either be made by the current standards review/approval process or by a revised process as approved by the membership.   The Committee will ultimately only provide recommendations to the Board / Members.
The TOR does not make significant reference to the Emergency Services Training Initiative being conducted by AEMA (see last page).  This is deliberate as regardless of what’s happening with government, we need to have a process for our own sustainable future.  Clear direction has been provided by the SAR Alberta Board that our members be unified and take ownership for providing SAR services in Alberta.  I fully agree that whatever processes are developed should be developed to serve SAR Alberta members now and in the future. 

However, it is recognized that partnering and working with our tasking agencies / lead ministry and others is essential and important. I see no barriers to the Committee in being able to work with external stakeholders on projects or initiatives that may impact the delivery of volunteer SAR in Alberta.
Finally, while it is important to maintain a unified voice within SAR Alberta, in order to develop trust and unity we must encourage our members and volunteers to speak freely, sharing their thoughts and opinions as opportunities present themselves.  Ideally, these would surface via the various engagement mechanisms the Committee plans to employ but we recognize that this may not always be the case.  The Committee will promote mutual sharing of ideas and concerns between all stakeholders, including AEMA.
In the interests of transparency, I have included the information provided by AEMA on their training initiative and related comments on how the SAR Alberta Standard Committee’s work could mesh with their initiative.

Cindy Heselton

Director, South Central Region

Chair, SAR Alberta Standards Committee

SAR Alberta
DRAFT SAR Alberta Standards Committee Terms of Reference

Structure

The SAR Alberta Standards Committee is a standing committee that reports to the SAR Alberta Board . Its members consist of:

· Chair – appointed by SAR Alberta Board (does not have to be a member of the SAR Alberta Board)

· Vice Chair – appointed by Standards Committee

· Members – appointed by the Chair and Vice Chair
Ideally, committee members should have knowledge and skills in the following areas:

· Concepts and development of standards, certification, accreditation
· Stakeholder engagement and relationship building

· Organization and time management

· Desire to further SAR from a provincial perspective
The Standards Committee will strike working groups as needed to develop the specific standards as identified by the committee.  The working groups will be made up of one or more individuals who are considered subject matter experts for the standard being developed and led by someone designated within the working group upon approval of the Standards Committee.

Purpose of the Committee and its Working Groups (or Project Teams)
On behalf of SAR Alberta and its members:
· Develop, implement and review mechanisms for engaging SAR Alberta members, volunteers and stakeholders with respect to the development of standards
· Meetings and workshops (may be done utilizing AEMA resources and in partnership with AEMA as described in AEMA’s training initiative)
· Wiki page

· Email / newsletters

· One on one discussion

· Research and review existing SAR related standards, criteria and guidelines (extensive coordination with AEMA research as well as independent research)
· Develop, implement and review accreditation / certification mechanisms (partner with AEMA training initiative efforts on initial development accreditation / certification process, implementation to follow at a later date)
· Conduct gap analysis and needs assessment for SAR standards

· Prioritize standards needing to be reviewed / developed
· Risk and liability to member organizations

· Need for consistency and interoperability

· Ease of development (i.e. standard exists in practice but needs to be documented and reviewed)

· Develop and review training, operational and administrative standards

· Develop, implement and review documentation mechanisms
· Review the existing standards approval process and propose revisions if necessary
Standards Committee Principles (no particular order – input welcome):

· SAR Alberta members and related stakeholders are the subject matter experts for SAR in Alberta
· Content is more important than form

· Start at higher level (titles) – then work on details
· Consider starting with standards already in practice but not formally documented (low hanging fruit)
· Standards can be developed for operations, administration as well as training

· Standards should not hinder the group’s ability to function
· Members (groups and individuals) will be engaged and encouraged to participate.

· Standards are intended to be minimum required for due diligence and should be achievable with current resources (min additional resources required)
· Process needs to be sustainable and serve SAR Alberta and its members now and in the future

· Process does not rely on external agencies, but may include them where appropriate

· Members of the committee and working groups participate because they are interested in the betterment of SAR Alberta members as a whole and do not favour any particular region or group
· Members and volunteers are encourage to question, share thoughts and information
· Coordination and sharing of information will be promoted between the Committee and external stakeholders
· Transparency, honesty and fairness provide the foundation for trust

· Standards are accessible to all members, volunteers, stakeholders and the public

· The committee is entrusted to conduct its work on behalf of the members of SAR Alberta and the Board and as such will be given the maximum freedom possible to conduct its work unencumbered

· Groups are encouraged to examine their own operational situation and exceed the standards where required to achieve mission success.
· We recognize that SAR groups and volunteers have put into practice consistent approaches to SAR training, operations and administration.

· While simply accepting courses may providing an initial starting point, the development of criteria (the standard) that renders them appropriate for SAR Alberta members needs to be determined.

Related concepts

A training syllabus should be developed for SAR Alberta that encompasses all of the possible skills / knowledge learning objectives that SAR volunteers may need to conduct their work.   This may be considered as a separate but related project to the development of standards.
While it may seem simple and beneficial to simply list courses as acceptable standards, this will provide only short term gain to SAR Alberta as it will limit delivery mechanisms and may not provide the direction and level of due diligence required.  In order to choose a course as a standard, there must be some criteria that must be met.  The level of detail in developing the criteria should be appropriate to the resources available
The Alberta Emergency Management Agency Training Initiative
The following was taken from an email sent by Spence Sample to me (Cindy H) on June 16, 2008.  Please respect that this is simply background information.  
The Alberta Emergency Management Agency mandate is to ensure the protection of people, property, the environment and economy from emergencies. We are guided by the provisions of the Alberta Emergency Management Act and the Government Emergency Management Regulation in doing so. Alberta's system for managing emergencies, whether before, during or after an event, is a highly decentralized system and very dependant on a number of emergency management system partners whether employed by the province, communities, industries, other orders of government, non government organizations or volunteer groups such as those under the umbrella of SAR Alberta.
 

We have been tasked to complete a project that will touch on the training of various emergency services disciplines that the AEMA is responsible for. When I use the term "responsible" I mean that we have been designated as the lead government agency and either provide grants and training etc. in support of the activities of those disciplines or are tasked with ensuring they are coordinated and collaborate with other system partners. The disciplines we are focusing on for this project include fire services, emergency management practitioners, search and rescue technicians, disaster social services practitioners and amateur radio operators. The project includes the following:
 

1    A review of the current accreditation and certification processes utilized by the various disciplines. Our goal is to formalize existing training and accreditation regimes and to create them if they do not exist. Documented regimes will help improve communication, cooperation and collaboration within the larger system by assisting all other system partners to understand available competencies. Obviously there are many other benefits such as improved ability to support training required by organizations, clear expectations of and by volunteers and improved potential for greater amounts of interagency training programs. As part of this process, we would also look at existing training standards and the possibility of developing systems to track the training of people to ensure Alberta has sufficient people available in the various disciplines to respond when required.  
 

2    We are also reviewing the way training is delivered to the members of the various disciplines. This portion of the project has been largely driven by a need to address the stresses facing organizations who rely on volunteers. We are aware of the tremendous stress now on the fire service and are concerned there may be similar stresses on other disciplines as well. We would like to develop strategies that make it as simple and financially acceptable as possible for volunteer and career responders to become competently trained in their chosen endeavours. 
 

3    Lastly, we would like to explore the possibility of a partnership between Public Safety Canada (the Canadian Emergency Management College), the four western provinces and the territories to develop a western Canadian "Centre of Excellence and Leadership" to ensure that Alberta can and does produce the emergency management system leaders required to maintain our ability to effectively prevent and/or respond to emergency situations.   

Cindy, this is a very quick overview of the broad scope of the project. I am currently meeting with members of the above mentioned disciplines (excepting SARs) to determine what the training issues and concerns may be regarding their services and to see whether there are suggestions for enhancing or improving the current regimes. Sort of a current reality check. Once this is complete, I would like to develop working groups for each discipline to draft the more detailed "statement of work" for each. I am already finding that some disciplines are more advanced than others when it comes to formal accreditation and even training programs and each statement of work will differ slightly as a result.
 

I do have a deadline of October 31, 2008 to complete the accreditation and certification portion of the project. The balance I expect will take another year and perhaps a bit longer to finish, get approved and implement completely. 
