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Dorman, State Officials Meet with FEMA, State's Congressional Delegation During Trip to D.C.

OKLAHOMA CITY–(October 3, 2007)— A contingent of Oklahoma leaders and firefighting officials met with FEMA administrators and the state's Congressional delegation during a trip last week to Washington, D.C. to discuss the need for disaster relief, continued funding of vital firefighting grants and options for an statewide emergency communications system.

State Rep. Joe Dorman, an ambassador on the trip, said the meetings provided the local officials an opportunity to discuss their emergency needs and explain the benefits that previous federal funds have made throughout the state.

"The trip was better than I could have hoped for," said Dorman, D-Rush Springs. "We had the opportunity to sit down with the officials who make things happen and share with them our concerns and our needs. Too often, those who are inside the vacuum in Washington, D.C. have a surface perspective of the needs of the states they serve. It's important sometimes for local leaders to provide them information personally so they can make in-depth decisions that benefit those who actually need the help."

Dorman said the state officials met with Federal Emergency Management Agency Director David Paulison to discuss the state's ongoing disaster needs and reparations for the floods that damaged many state communities. The group also toured the National Emergency Training Center in Maryland to see the latest in emergency technology and training techniques.

Dorman said the group discussed with the state's Congressional delegation the importance of continued funding of the Assistance to Firefighters Grant (AFG) Program.

Though 2007 in Oklahoma has been an abnormally wet season, Dorman noted that the drought that began in late 2005 was called by climatologists the worst drought in Oklahoma in half a century and was responsible for millions of dollars in agriculture losses and wildfires that burned hundreds of thousands of acres throughout the state. 

"This year's weather patterns have been an exception to the rule, and most reports I have seen are predicting a return to dry weather and likely more drought conditions next year," said Dorman. "Our firefighters, especially our rural ones, rely on federal and state funding, along with local fundraisers to provide equipment and training. If we lose federal dollars, the likelihood that lives and property will be lost to fire increases tremendously." 

According to the state Fire Marshal, Oklahoma fire departments and other emergency medical service organizations received more than $49 million in federal grants from 2001 to 2006 to purchase equipment and gear and to hire additional staff.

The contingent also discussed the need for federal funding to provide a statewide interoperable communications system so that emergency responders can communicate with each other faster and more efficiently during a disaster.

Dorman noted that during the 2006 wildfires, emergency responders had enormous difficulty communicating and organizing an effective response to the fires because there is no statewide system whereby responders from one county or region can communicate with responders from another region. Several state legislators, including state Sen. Kenneth Corn, also a delegate on this trip, visited with groups that provided insight to new technologies that are potentially better and much more affordable.

Dorman said that law enforcement would also greatly benefit from a system that would allow the highway patrol to communicate with local officers when responding to incidents.

In 2000, Oklahoma Highway Patrol Trooper Matthew Evans and Oklahoma City Police Officer Jeff Rominger were both killed when their cars collided during a high-speed chase. A system that would have allowed local, state and federal agencies to communicate with each other likely would have saved the men's lives, said Dorman.

The U.S. Department of Homeland Security has provided nearly $30 million to Oklahoma in federal funds to set up an 800-megahertz system along the Interstate 44 corridor that would cover the state's most populous areas.

However, the state needs approximately $130 million more in order to cover the entire state. So far, the state has balked at appropriating any monies to the project. 

Dorman said the delegation also discussed options for a more cost-effective, Internet–based communications system similar to OneNet, the decade-old system the State Regents for Higher Education use to provide high-speed communications to a variety of Oklahoma entities such as public schools, colleges and universities, and local, tribal, state and federal governments.

OneNet utilizes fiber optics and wireless technologies to transmit video, voice and data throughout Oklahoma.

Regardless of which option Oklahoma chooses, Dorman said federal officials made it clear last week that the state will have to foot part of the bill if it expects any more federal dollars for any interoperable communications project. 

"The state Legislature is going to have to realize that safety is not free," said Dorman. "Our emergency responders do an amazing, thankless job, and they certainly deserve to have the best technology and equipment at their disposal in order to do the job that we ask them to do."

Accompanying the State Fire Marshall to D.C. were 39 fire, public safety and emergency delegates, including Oklahoma State Fire Marshal Robert Doke and Mustang Fire Chief Carl Hickman. Also attending were Secretary for Safety and Security Kevin Ward, and state Senators Kenneth Corn, D-Poteau, Don Barrington, R-Lawton, Roger Ballenger, D-Okmulgee, along with Dorman and state Representative Jason Murphey, R-Guthrie.

Trips such as this one are common for legislators and state officials to attend for gaining knowledge in specific areas. Legislative policies allow for state Senators to have their official expenses for the trip paid, while state Representatives receive partial reimbursement for travel and lodging, with a per diem for the official portion of the trip. Under ethics laws, expenses of state employees or officials paid for by individuals that do business with the state or lobby cannot exceed a certain amount and must be reimbursed beyond that limit.
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