September 26, 2011
     The next interim study which I would like to review is a non-partisan joint request by me and Rep. Charles Key, R-OKC.  This study was a suggestion proposed to us by Insurance Commissioner John Doak to review ISO ratings and how they affect local property owners and will be held at the State Capitol on October 13th from 2 to 4pm in room 432A.  This rating is based upon the quality of fire prevention we have in a region designated as a fire district.  There are over 45,000 fire districts in the United States covered by a variety of fire departments, ranging from all-volunteer to professional.  The ISO rating classification ranges from 1 to 10, with 1 being the most efficient.  Obviously, it costs quite a bit of money, especially with the high standards expected, to qualify for this high rating which impacts local property insurance.  We have very few 1's in Oklahoma, but I suspect this study could lead to more opportunities for regions to improve their status, along with reducing insurance costs.
     The goal of the study is to review what we currently see in Oklahoma and innovative approaches the different fire departments take to improve their ratings.  We see a significant level of support in this effort from rural fire coordinators who work with the Department of Agriculture to find surplus military vehicles and equip them with firefighting apparatus for use.  We must maximize our dollars for the full benefit since almost every department operates solely on their fundraising and the grants offered by the State of Oklahoma, which fall short of $5,000 per volunteer department.  Fundraising is vital to provide gas, equipment upgrades and other essentials needed to maintain departments, especially in the drought conditions we have faced this year.  
     The intent of the study is also to look at departments on the verge of a status upgrade and provide through state resources the opportunity for that enhancement.  Often, it is just one class needed to increase the training standards, some extra communications equipment, one additional specific vehicle or improved access to water for fire department use necessary for the improved rating.  Each of these is something that is supported by the local councils of government in grants for communities, as well as promoted through the various fire protection organizations, ranging from the Council on Firefighter Training, OSU Fire Service Training, the career techs and even the tax credits offered through state law to volunteer firefighters to increase the number of firefighters and the level of training they achieve.  There are set amounts of personnel required to maintain a local volunteer department as most volunteer firefighters hold down other jobs and are unable to take off work each time their pager goes off for a call.  It is critical to have well-trained personnel who can respond to calls.
     We see almost 20,000 people injured by fires and 3,000 deaths to Americans.  Every bit we can do to improve the response time and the quality of handling a fire only benefits property owners.  Insurance companies recognize this, so they provide the incentive through the ISO standard for those areas which upgrade the resources for fighting fires.  This, in turn, almost assures a significant reduction on the devastation caused by fires.  I'm hoping this study will allow us to provide a bit of assistance to those areas which have worked to put their region on the border of an improvement and provide an avenue to take it to the next level and save the people in that area on their insurance rates.  
     On a final note, please keep the friends and families of Nichols Hills Fire Chief Keith Bryan, Sergeant Mycal Prince and L.D. Brady in your thoughts and prayers.  Each of these men passed away this past week and all their families certainly appreciate the warmth sent their way by friends and well-wishers.  All three men were public servants in their own way and will be greatly missed.
     It is an honor to represent your views at the State Capitol.  If you wish to contact me to discuss one of these or another issue, I can be reached at my office in Oklahoma City toll-free at 1-800-522-8502, or directly at 1-405-557-7305.  My email address is joedorman@okhouse.gov at work.  My mailing address is PO Box 559, Rush Springs, OK  73082 and my website is www.joedorman.com on the Internet.  Thank you for taking the time to read this column and I look forward to seeing you soon. 

