
Hebgen Basin Fire District 
Meeting Minutes 
January 2, 2018 

 
Meeting was called to order at 18:04 hrs. 
 
Board Members Present:  Gay McBirnie, Kyle Goltz, Nancy Heideman, Ken Davis  
 
Also in Attendance:  Chief Grube, AC Jessop, Emily Barnes, Scott Waldron, Daniel Palmer, Ethan McDowell, 
Scott Johnson, Jeremy Gallagher, Cassandra Mitchell, Tyrel Stoker, Mikee Reesmen, James, McBirnie, Carrie 
Egging, Tyler Beam, Helene Rightenour, Dave Rightenour, Denice Sabolsky, Dan Sabolsky, Marge Warner, Scott 
Newell, Clyde Seely, Greg Forsythe, Teri Gibson, Nathan Palmer, Karrie Taggert 
 
Recorder of Minutes:  Emily Barnes 
 
Public Comment for Items Not on Agenda:  No public comment.  
 
New Business:  
Fact Finding Recommendation: 

1. Accept the Districts Wage Proposal for All Three Years of the 2017-2019 Collective Bargaining 
Agreement 

2. Accept the Union’s Residency Proposal to Allow Bargaining Unit Employees to Reside in 
Communities Outside of West Yellowstone that are 150 Minutes or Less Response Time from 
Station 1.  

Chief Grube reports the fact finder, Mr. Larney, looked at both sides of the proposals and came back 
with a recommendation that is non-binding at this time. His recommendation is to accept the district 
wage increase proposal of 2% + COLA, 1% + COLA, 1% + COLA, while the union is seeking 5% + COLA, 
5% + COLA, 5% + COLA. The district currently has a residency policy stating all employees must live 
within the Hebgen Basin Fire District and through negotiations with the union, the board decided 
rather than a district line go with a time limit of 26 minutes. The fact-finder came to a recommendation 
of a 150 minute or less response time. Kyle Goltz would like to open up the meeting to the public for 
comments. Scott Johnson would like to first hear from the firefighters to hear them speak out their 
point of view first. James McBirnie, president of IAFF Local 4432, explains that they are at the current 
impasse due to lack of affordable housing in the area. He would also like to state that the union has 
accepted the fact finders recommendation. Scott Waldron explains that the emergency service 
employees are there to meet the needs of the community, not the other way around. He states that 
the current employees do not have to work here and they can go elsewhere if they choose. He also 
wants it to be known that employees that haven’t lived here have also left employment, so the lack of 
housing is not the sole reason employees are leaving this job. He realizes housing costs are an issue, 
but also says housing is not much cheaper anywhere else. Scott Johnson has a few questions about 
how we compare to other departments and their residency policy as well as wages. Kyle Goltz explains 
there is not one way to go about it and that other departments are across the board with their 
residency policies. He explains that some departments don’t have a residency policy, some have a 
policy based on a response time, but there is no clear cut way to go about it. Scott Johnson thinks that 
we are making permanent decisions for a temporary problem. Johnson raises concern that we can’t 
solely rely on volunteers to respond in a major event. Les McBirnie asks about going to mandatory 
arbitration and the costs associated with it. Gay McBirnie presents the current incurred fees for the 
negotiations: it has cost the district $14,130.35 in legal fees for the year 2017, $4,200 to pay the fact-



finder for his services, and $900 for the fact-finder’s accommodations during his time in West 
Yellowstone totaling $19,230.35 of tax payer money. Scott Waldron replies by stating there have been 
insurance drops for the residents in this community and will continue to save the community money by 
not having to hire another employee to cover for the lack of available personal for response. He 
explains that reducing the insurance policies will save the taxpayers a lot of money and part of the way 
we do that is have employees living in district. Scott Waldron asks about conflict of interest with Gay 
McBirnie being on the board seeing as her son is a firefighter, but she ensures him that it is not 
affecting her position. Tyler Beam is wondering what additional evidence will be put forward in binding 
arbitration to make the outcome different than the fact-finder, since the fact-finder is also an 
arbitrator. Kyle Goltz explains that he cannot answer that due to legal strategy, but ensures that they 
will bring forward new information. Richard Gibson asks about the 150 minute recommendation and 
asks about renegotiating this item with the union once this housing issue is solved. He states he would 
like his firefighters to live within district, however, understands there is currently not enough housing 
and he is worried about becoming a training district with high turnover. Gibson would eventually like 
our firefighters to become a part of the community and work towards making our town the most 
beneficial we can in order to keep the highly skilled people here. He would like to see if it’s possible to 
renegotiate this policy in the future and have them live as close to our community once possible. James 
McBirnie would like to ask the fire board to accept the fact-finder’s recommendation as the union has 
and work together in the future to come back to a negotiation. Clyde Seely explains he understands 
that it is difficult to find people to work here. He talks about when Three Bear Lodge was on fire and 
thinks that if the firefighters were 150 minutes away, not much of Three Bear or the surrounding 
structures would be left. He is worried once the employees live elsewhere, they will not come back to 
live here, even if housing becomes available. He is worried if this happens, the community will have an 
absentee fire department which could be detrimental. Dan Palmer sees it as a problem that the 
firefighters have to live in a fire station because there is nowhere else for them to live. He adds a point 
that he would like to see the families of firefighters to be comfortable as well, and living in a fire 
station makes that difficult. Nathan Palmer asks about the length of the contract and when it would be 
up for renegotiating. Ken Davis explains there is a difference between negotiating policies versus a 
wage package for the employees. He explains the residence policy will not be renegotiating unless 
initiated by the union, and a wage package is negotiated every 3 years. In response to Clyde Seely, Les 
McBirnie states there are at least 2 firefighters on shift every day, 24 hours a day. He also brings up 
that there are no immediate solutions to the housing issue. He says that the 80 acres the town 
purchased is not an immediate solution to the housing problem. He explains that the land has been 
purchased, but there has been no development and may still be 4-5 years out. He then asks for a list of 
affordable housing for the firefighters and their families. Terri Gibson is concerned with the idea of 
expanding the residency policy to 150 minutes, then trying to renegotiate once housing is available. 
She believes once the policy is expanded, there is no renegotiating to have them live closer later on. 
Karrie Taggert is opposed to going to arbitration because there is an ability for the board and the union 
to work together and come to a solution before spending more money. She states that because there 
are other alternatives, the board and the union should be able to come to a compromise. Taggert also 
says that if there is on duty staff at the station, we shouldn’t ask the fire department personal to stay 
within a certain distance when off-duty. She explains that if we do that, then we should have to ask all 
personal for any service to live within the district. Taggert would like there to not be a right and wrong 
and to work together towards a solution. Marge Warner thinks 150 minutes is too far away for a 
response time and that if they aren’t willing to live here, then the district shouldn’t hire them. 
Cassandra Mitchell has worked for the department for 10 years and explains that she has tried to move 
here and wants to live here with her family, but can’t due to lack of housing. Les McBirnie explains that 
the housing isn’t here and it isn’t going to be available for some period of time. He thinks expanding 
the base is logical and won’t hurt the operation of the fire department. Greg Foresyth explains that 



when he was a part of a union, all they want is more. But also, working on a board is the same; both 
sides always want more. Forsythe recognizes that the lack of housing issues are specified during the 
hiring process, so when they still make that choice to come here after they know the facts, it is their 
choice. He also explains that as a member of the town council, the town is currently working on a 
housing solution and states that in under two years there will be affordable housing and emergency 
service personal will take precedence for that housing. Dave Rightenour questions if the fact finder’s 
work and recommendation will make an impact in the arbitration since he is a neutral source. Chief 
Grube explains that they are allowed to bring in new evidence and material for the binding arbitration 
hearing and that they have a clean slate to work off of. Gay McBirnie states that the fact-finder’s 
research and recommendation will still be used in the arbitration hearing. James McBirnie wanted to 
address Scott Johnson’s question earlier about other department’s policies and he explains that Big Sky 
Fire Department just expanded their residency policy to a 1 hour response time. Seely recommends 
thinking seriously about meeting somewhere in the middle for a response time closer to 60-70 
minutes. Gay McBirnie agrees with Clyde Seely and would like to try and resolve this issue with the 
union and turn it into a positive thing. She explains that she does want everyone to live here and we 
can be hopeful that in the future there will be more housing, but it currently isn’t possible. Nancy 
Heideman thinks that there is still room for negotiations and appreciated hearing both sides of the 
public comments. Heideman doesn’t think we should go another 6 months to wait for a decision made 
by an arbitrator for our 1000+ residents. She would like to see the board go back with negotiations and 
try to compromise with the union. She also thinks that giving the community time to voice their 
opinions and concerns is important before the board makes a decision about arbitration. Ken Davis 
explains there has always been turnover in the community and he understands that this community is 
a stepping stone for people to grow their careers. This is how they get their foot in the door and then 
they move on. He states that there will be a cost to the district if we eliminate the residency policy and 
he originally voted for the policy because we need resources here before mutual aid is able to get here. 
He explains that the first line of defense would be employees that aren’t currently on duty, but are 
able to respond and help. Davis wants to see our staff members become members of this community 
and he would like to see them around town when they are off duty, but they can’t do that if they don’t 
live here. It is crucial to get families to live here to be able to grow a community. He explains that the 
wages for the employees are being paid from people in this district, and that is why they are being 
resented for not wanting live here and contribute to the community. He states that there is no going 
back once this policy is changed. He thinks that the policy in some form has to stay. He is willing to go 
back and renegotiate the response time, but a policy has to stay in some way. Kyle Goltz thinks that 
emergency services happen within the district, not from other communities 150 minutes away. As a 
taxpayer, he wants to see his money going into the community he resides in, not to pay someone to 
take their money elsewhere. He isn’t sure there can be another negotiating of response time due to 
the impasse they are in with the union. AC Jessop would like to talk about community needs and public 
safety needs and how as a stepping stone department, we’re never going to have those community 
members that Ken Davis wants. Jessop states that we cannot be a revolving door and be able to handle 
major events with new personal. We need to keep the good firefighters that want to be here and not 
have to be constantly training new employees.  
 

Decision on Moving to Binding Arbitration 
Gay McBirnie motions to not go to arbitration yet and have the board go back to meet with the union and try 
to resolve this with a different manner and try to come to a middle ground. Nancy Heideman seconds motion. 
Heideman agrees with Gay McBirnie and would like to see a compromise, but thinks there needs to be a 
timeframe for discussions with the union. Ken Davis also agrees with the idea of discussions and negotiations 
with the union. Nancy Heideman, Gay McBirnie, and Ken Davis are in favor. Kyle Goltz opposes. Ken Davis 
suggests amending the present motion to include a timeframe for the board and union to try and renegotiate 



terms. Ken Davis motions to allow a window of time, being until the board meeting on February 13, 2018, to 
discuss the residency policy with the union and try to renegotiate the terms. Gay McBirnie seconds. All in 
favor. Motion passed.  
 
 
Meeting adjourned:  19:33 
 


