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Premier of Quebec
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Dear Premier, 

I wish to draw to your attention offences committed with impunity by public officials in the file concerning the fire that destroyed the house of Gatineau Park founder Roderick Percy Sparks on July 15, 2001, a house located in the Municipality of Chelsea at 420 Meech Lake Road. 

According to information I’ve gathered, violations have been committed with respect to section 34 of the Quebec Fire Safety Act, to section 59 of the Act Respecting Access to Documents Held by Public Bodies and the Protection of Personal Information (Access to Information Act), and to sections 4.4.1, 4.4.2 and 4.4.3 of the Municipality of Chelsea’s bylaws.

Ms. Rachel Routhier, from the fire safety division of the Public Security Department confirmed to me on August 6, 2002, that the Municipality of Chelsea’s Fire Department had failed to file a report on the fire at 420 Meech Lake Road with the Public Security Department, no later than March 31 of the year following the blaze. This constitutes a violation of section 34 of the Quebec Fire Safety Act.

The explanations given to me by the Municipality are not very convincing. The director general, Mr. Paul Saint-Louis, told me in his letter of September 11, 2002, that this situation was caused by a “procedural error,” an “oversight,” attributable to the “volunteer officer responsible for forwarding those reports being on vacation at the time.” Moreover, according to Mr. Saint-Louis, the colleagues of the officer in question simply “forgot” to mention that a fire had taken place and that a report had to be prepared. Please note that all other reports concerning fires that occurred in Chelsea in 2001 were filed within the delay prescribed by law … 

However, a review of the facts casts doubt on the Municipality’s explanations. The fire occurred on July 15, 2001 and the report had to be filed by March 31 of the following year at the latest: was the officer in question on vacation all this time (8.5 months)? Furthermore, I seriously doubt that members of the fire department could have “forgotten” this blaze, since it attracted a good deal of attention. For instance, on October 9, 2001, the fire chief sent a report on this fire to the Library of Parliament. Shouldn’t he also – and especially – have sent a report to the Public Security Department? As well, articles on the subject were published in the Ottawa Citizen, on December 15, 2001, and in the West Quebec Post, on December 13, 2001. And to confirm the notoriety of the incident, a member of the fire department told me, when I went over to the fire hall on December 31, 2001, that all his colleagues were under instructions not to talk about the fire, since the matter was “controversial.” Moreover, of the seven fires that occurred in Chelsea in 2001 – Ms. Rachel Routier confirmed this number to me on December 10, 2002 – none attracted so much attention. 

Adding to the confusion and mystery, the Municipality of Chelsea gave me three different answers concerning the date of this fire: 1) “some time in August 2001”; “on July 15, 2001”; 3) “on July 15, 2002” … Furthermore, the municipality prepared two other reports on this subject: one for internal use; the other to be filed with the Public Security Department (that makes for three reports altogether). And the date written on the reports, i.e., the dates they were prepared – July 15, 2001 – seems completely implausible. The fire occurred on July 15, 2001, being reported at 10:52 p.m. that day. So, the officer in charge of writing the report would have displayed excessive zeal by completing the report while the fire was raging … taking pains to include the year the house was built and its value … Allow me to doubt the plausibility and worth of those reports.

As for the second violation, it pertains to occurrence report MDC010715-1631 prepared by the MRC des Collines police department. On August 19, 2002, Ms. Danielle Brisebois, an employee of the police department, confirmed to me that the permission of Mrs. Ruth Fleming, the first person mentioned in the report, was not obtained before its release (the document being released to the Senate Finance Committee, at the request of a senator). However, the permission of National Capital Commission Chairman Marcel Beaudry was obtained – since the other person mentioned in the report was an NCC officer. Besides being a double standard, this violates section 59 of the Act Respecting Access to Documents Held by Public Bodies and the Protection of Personal Information …

In an attempt to shed some light on this issue, I met with MRC Director General Normand Vachon on November 25, 2002. He confirmed that the MRC’s police department had violated section 59 of the Act Respecting Access to Documents Held by Public Bodies and the Protection of Personal Information. Giving no explanation as to why or how, he suggested I contact the officer who had written occurrence report MDC010715-1631, constable Martin Fournel, to obtain more information. And when I spoke with constable Fournel on December 5, 2002, he gave me a few details about the incident, saying that the nature of the blaze would have justified an investigation. However, he added, none had taken place, since the NCC had not requested it …

As for the third violation, the Municipality of Chelsea confirmed to me in January 2004, that the NCC, the owner of the house at 420 Meech Lake Road, demolished all buildings at that address, without obtaining a demolition permit. This violates sections 4.4.1, 4.4.2 and 4.4.3 of the municipality’s bylaws, and flies in the face of the 1990 Gatineau Park Master Plan’s expressed intention of cooperating with municipalities around the park, and establishing solid partnerships with them.

I underline in passing that I informed Minister Serge Ménard of the violations of the two laws mentioned in this letter on December 20, 2002, urging him to appoint an investigative commissioner to look into the situation. However, the answer given to me by his officials, besides being late and incomplete, is totally unacceptable. For instance, with respect to the violation of section 34 of the Quebec Fire Safety Act, the associate deputy minister, Mr. Denis Racicot, contented himself with telling me, in his letter of April 30, 2003, that an investigation wasn’t necessary, since this new law had “created a period of adjustment for many municipalities,” which “had had to modify their operating procedures.” However, this answer has nothing to do with the Muncipality of Chelsea’s conduct, since it filed all reports for the fires that occurred in 2001, save the one pertaining to the blaze at 420 Meech Lake Road. As for the violation of section 59 of the Act Respecting Access to Documents Held by Public Bodies and the Protection of Personal Information, I still await a reply – 19 months later!

You will doubtless agree that this file, besides being fraught with violations, irregularities and administrative blunders, has more questions than answers. Accordingly, since the citizens of Chelsea are entitled to all the facts in this regard, and since public officials must be above all suspicion, and must be held to the highest standards of professional conduct, I urge you very strongly to appoint an investigative commissioner to shed some light on this issue. Failure to do so will compel me to conclude that anarchy prevails over the rule of law in Chelsea, and that public officials can do as they please and with complete impunity.

Enclosed, please find copies of the letters I sent to the MRC Director General and Mayor of Chelsea, the three reports prepared by the Chelsea Fire Department, occurrence report MDC010715-1631, the report written by the Gatineau Park, and articles from the Ottawa Citizen and West Quebec Post concerning the fire. Also enclosed are the replies sent to me by the MRC Director General, the Municipality of Chelsea’s Director General, and Associate Deputy Minister Denis Racicot. 

Yours sincerely,

Jean-Paul Murray

JPM/

Att.

cc. Jacques Chagnon

      Benoît Pelletier


