
No. 1508.

Executive Department

The Honorable Senate and House of Representatives:

I return herewith with my objections thereto in writing
an act entitled “ An Act to Regulate the Hours of Labor
for Members of the Fire Department in Cities of more
than Forty Thousand Inhabitants.”

This bill seems to be entirely unnecessary. Every
municipality has at the present time the right to hx the
hours of service of its firemen. When the public senti-
ment of any community demands that the firemen be
employed only twelve hours in twenty-four the public
officers who are the servants of that community, will
readily grant the demand. Xo legislation is necessary
for this purpose.

The legislature having given the right through city
charters to the local authorities to fix the hours of service
of the firemen, as well as to determine other matters of
detail in the conduct of the city departments, it follows
that this act is a needless interference by the legislature
with the authorities that it has constituted to attend to
such matters, and would establish a precedent for all
manner of legislative interference in the mere details of
municipal management.

The fact that the referendum is attached to this bill
does not relieve the legislature or the executive of
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responsibility. If it did, every petitioner for legislation,
no matter how unreasonable the legislation might appear
to be, would argue that the legislature need take no
responsibility itself, but should submit his matter to the
people for their determination. The referendum is still
a new principle, so far as its application to our form of
government is concerned. If it is to be of any value, it
must not be used carelessly. The people, in order to be
relieved of just such questions as the one involved in this
bill, have established a representative form of government,
and they expect their representatives in state and city
not to shift the burden of responsibility back upon them,
but to determine these questions after most careful study
and after due consideration of the welfare of the entire
communitv.

Not only does the application of the principle of the
referendum seem questionable in this case, but the par-
ticular form of referendum provided for in this bill is
specially objectionable. Under this form, if the people
of a city vote to accept this act they must forever after-
wards, even though the change results in detriment to
their city, continue to operate the department in accord-
ance with the provisions of this bill, for they are given no
power to change back again to them former system. For
example, the mayor of one of our cities has stated that if
this bill is adopted, his city will have to give up its per-
manent fire department and go back to the call system,
because the expense of a permanent department under
this bill would be prohibitive.

If such was theresult, we can readily understand that a
city having accepted this bill, but subsequently finding
that it was impracticable, would very much desire to re-
turn to the old system, but it could not do so unless,
indeed, the legislature should again interfere and pass
another act relieving it of the consequences of this one.
On the other hand, if a city does not vote to accept the
act, a small percentage of the voters may demand that
the matter be submitted again at the next city election,
and so on year after year until accepted, and then there
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can be no reversal of their judgment. Such a referendum
is therefore unjust to the municipalities interested.

Turning now from the form of the bill to the merits
of the question, the mayors of nearly all the cities af-
fected by this bill have appeared before me to protest
against its becoming a law, but they all unite in a tribute
to the bravery and the manhood of the fire fighters of
their respective cities. They are brave men, and have
taken up a calling full of dangers and one where of neces-
sity the3r must submit to many privations that arc not in-
cidental to other forms of employment. That being the
case, it is the duty of all persons having official relations
with them, to study their needs and requirements to the
end that every privilege and opportunity may be granted
them that is consistent with the efficiency of the force and
the business administration of the department. But my
inquiries have not revealed any such condition of affairs
as justifies the passage of this bill. The permanent fire-
men in this Commonwealth are permitted to meet their
families three times a day at meal hours, and on the aver-
age have nearly sixty days each year at their own disposal.
When firemen have been placed on a permanent basis in the
Boston Department, they receive twelve hundred dollars a
year for compensation. Their pay is sure, and there is
no deduction for stormy weather. Contrast the pay
which they receive with that of skilled mechanics, from
whose ranks firemen are often recruited, and it will be
found that their compensation is larger and larger also
than the average compensation paid to employees in the
mercantile world. In every city there are numbers of
men who are anxious to enter the fire department, and
the men rarely leave it. The mayor of one city informs
me that there has been no voluntary retirement from the
fire department in his city during the last ten years.
Men are constantly changing their other occupations be-
cause they are unsatisfactory, and the fact that men do
not leave the fire departments, must be taken as, in a
measure, indicating that the conditions of life in the de-
partments are attractive. It is true that on the days
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when firemen are on duty they are expected to spend
twenty-one hours at the fire house, and that the number
of hours is much larger than that required of policemen
or other city employees, but the policemen who patrol
the streets eight hours, or other employees of the city
who work constantly during the hours of their service,
are paid for that work, while the firemen are paid not so
much for their work as for their time. Having contracted
therefore to give their time to the city, and sought the
opportunity to do so, it seems unreasonable to expect that
their hours of service shall at one stroke be diminished
by one-half.

It has been urged that this is a question of morality and
humanity, but I cannot agree with this, nor do I think
that your Honorable Bodies will so claim, because, if it
was, the bill should have been applied to all the cities of
the Commonwealth, and not merely to those of over forty
thousand inhabitants, for questions ofmorality and human-
ity must equally concern the smaller cities.

No one would derive more satisfaction thanmyself from
seeing the firemen placed upon a twelve hour basis if that
could be done without impairing the efficiency of the fire
department and without adding an unreasonable burden to
the municipalities.

As to whether or not the change would lead to a
deterioration in the efficiency of the departments, I be-
lieve the Fire Commissioners of the several cities are best
qualified to judge. They all agree that it would. Divi-
sion of the responsibility as to the care of the houses and
of the costly apparatus, and division of responsibility in
the fighting of fires would lead to confusion and at times
possibly to demoralization ; but whether this be admitted
or not, it is certain that there would be an impairment of
the efficiency from the fact that the cities would find it
impossible to keep the same number of men on duty
because of the additional expense required.

But the most important reason of all for objecting to
this bill is the expense that it involves to the cities.
The city of Boston already spends a million and a
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quarter each year for its fire department. The expense
per capita is greater than that of any city in the country,
and yet this bill would add to the expenses of that de-
partment, if the same number of men were to be kept on
duty as now, $893,000 per year. I know the advocates
of this bill claim that the expense would be less than
this, but I believe that Fire Commissioner Russell is the
one best qualified to advise in regard to this matter,
and these are his figures. The City of Boston’s finan-
cial condition will not permit of this additional ex-
pense for its fire department. What is true of Boston
is true of the other cities affected by this bill, for
I am informed by the authorities that the additional
expense to the various cities, if the efficiency of the de-
partments is not to be impaired would be as folloAvs : To
Worcester, $155,000; to Lowell, $85,000; to Lynn,
$62,000; to Somerville, $50,000; to Fall River, $119,-
000; and in every instance the authorities tell me that
the expense is one which cannot be incurred except by
taking from other departments of the city the money
which they greatly need or by increasing the tax rate so
as to make it burdensome upon the tax payers. It is
further urged upon me that the tax rate of several of
these municipalities is so high as to discourage new en-
terprises. When we fail to guard the interests of capital
and enterprise in this Commonwealth avc fail to guard the
interests of the entire people, for the prosperity of all is
dependent upon them.

JOHN L. BATES




