REPORT OF

2008 IAFF LEGISLATIVE CONFERENCE


Arrived late in the afternoon at our nation’s capital. Promptly registered and began looking up old acquaintances. I had a late dinner with some federal firefighters, mostly from the east coast.


MONDAY morning, up bright and early for the continental breakfast then we began the conference with remarks from President Harold Schaitberger, Kevin O’Connor and Barry Kasinitz. Harold’s remarks included an explanation as to why we chose to endorse Chris Dodd’s candidacy.             


Senator Jim Webb of Virginia was the first guest speaker. He reiterated some of president Schaitbergers’ remarks. His message was that our participation (the union) in government is more important now than ever before. He was a rather droll speaker, but made some good points concerning CEO comparisons and workers. One interesting item, our country has 5% of the world’s population and 25% of its prison population.

Governor Brian Schweitzer of Montana was up next. His message, “get it right”! He was very big on energy issues and more or less against big business. He was a very entertaining speaker.


Next up was Chris Matthews from MSNBC’s “hardball”. A humorous speaker, he talked about everything, from Iraq to the economy, including our latest financial crisis, social security and Medicare. His last comment was that congress has not done anything since 1964.


Issue briefings were conducted by congressmen John Shimkus of Illinois, George Miller and Pete Stark, both of California, and James Shannon, President and CEO of the NFPA. Rep. Miller, Chrmn. of the house committee on education and labor, spoke on behalf of collective bargaining. He was enthusiastic and definitely pro labor. Rep. Shimkus, who likes to tell stories, spoke for presumptive disability. He’s pleased with efforts put forth by firefighters and supports all of our issues. Rep. stark spoke about the efforts being made to get medical care for everyone, talked about Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid and children health care. He seemed to ramble on and didn’t really discuss the subject of his talk which was supposed to be on early retiree health care. Barry Kasinitz followed with a more in-depth briefing for collective bargaining and Shannon Meissner discussed firefighter safety. In 2006 there were 106 line of duty deaths, in 2007 – 115, and so far there have been 67 deaths in 2008..


The Republican Party keynote address was given by Congressman Thaddeus McCotter of Michigan (Chrmn., Republican Policy Committee). He was boring and unimpressive. I don’t have a clue as to what he said.


The next speaker was Senator Chris Dodd of Connecticut. He was very appreciative of our efforts, was very pro union. He talked of the failures of the republican administration and what we could do to right it. He touched on collective bargaining and the failure of congress and the senate to act on it.. The senator discussed the decline of the middle class, the differences between workers and CEOs. He endorsed president Schaitberger and was awarded an engraved fire bell and certificate from the IAFF.


The next guest was R. David Paulison, the chief administrator for FEMA.  He put out a lot of facts and figures, noted the many improvements that had been made. He stated that firefighters have more credibility with the public than anyone.


The Democratic Party keynote address was given by Senator Richard Durbin of Illinois, the senate majority whip. Senator Durbin spoke about the needs for the after and fire grants.


This concluded the day’s session at conference, we started at 8:30 A.M., skipped lunch, and ended just after 2:30 P.M.


Monday evening’s itinerary revolved around the annual dinner at Anna Maria’s hosted by the IAFF’s 7th District and the WSCFF. We had the surprise of congressman Jay Insley showing up and the privilege of having him sit at our table. It was most enjoyable.


TUESDAY morning it was a light breakfast and then splitting up for our appointments on the hill. I had two appointments in the morning. The first was with “Doc” Hastings (4th Dist.) of Yakima. We spent most of our 15 minutes talking about presumptive disability, primarily with his staff aide. Afterword, I discussed our meeting with Scott Brines of Richland and a firefighter from Hanford, both of whom are familiar with doc. They were in agreement that the congressman would vote for us if the bill gets to the floor. My second meeting was the office of Jim McDermott (7th Dist.) of Seattle. The congressman had already co-sponsored the presumptive disability bill. We actually spent over 30 minutes with the staff member, who asked questions on our other issues, but was non committal.


There were a lot of things going on in congress this day, so many of our representatives were in and out and not always available. In the afternoon, I was scheduled to see Kathy McMorris-Rogers (5th Dist.) of Spokane. As usual we met in the hallway with low a level aide who was very blasé about everything. Then it was over to see Senator Cantwell. As I began my spiel on presumptive disability, she kind of surprised everyone by asking “why is that”, referring to the disparity between public and federal firefighters. After eight years of pleading our case, a light finally went on.


That evening, it was down to the congressional reception, hopefully to meet with our representatives or staff members in a less formal atmosphere and to discuss how our day went with other firefighters.


WEDNESDAY morning it was breakfast and a political overview by Charlie cook of the “cook report”. He talked about the different polls and what they mean, think tanks and surveys, and the theories that come from those results. He also thought that the democrats need to pick up 15-16 house seats and 2-3 senate seats to be effective during the next two years.


Next it was Philip dine, an author, who wrote a book about the state of the unions today. Most of his talk concerned how unions interact with the media (personal stories) and their integration with politics. This concluded the conference for this year. We then went out for a tour of the white house before some of us came home. Or tried to.

Faithfully submitted,

Ron “Breezy” Brister

Chairman

Political Action Committee

IAFF Local F282

