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Dorman Calls for Reform of Fire Funding

OKLAHOMA CITY (February 1, 2007) - To ensure that state money for firefighting is not "diverted to other uses," state Rep. Joe Dorman on Wednesday called for a revamp of the funding system while addressing the Oklahoma Fire Chiefs Winter Workshop in Stillwater. 

            "There have been problems in years past and it has become clear there's no guarantee money appropriated for fire-service training will actually make it to those programs under the current system," said Dorman, D-Rush Springs. "It's time the Legislature made sure fire funding is used for its intended purpose."

            House Bill 1519, by Dorman, will include language that consolidates funding for firefighting programs so it primarily runs through the State Fire Marshal Commission, which will ensure the money is used for training programs as lawmakers intend by legislation.   

            Dorman noted this shift will not include dollars currently administered by the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the State Department of Agriculture through their Forestry Division since much of their funding comes through the federal government.  "Efforts will be made to have these agencies work together to maximize dollars for training and grant-writing," stated Dorman.

            The bill will also include other reforms that reduce the cost of training for Oklahoma firefighters and make training more widely available.

            "We're going to make sure the training is as affordable as possible and provide adequate equipment to our firefighters," Dorman said.

            As part of that effort, he said the bill will allow firefighter training to be conducted at eight state CareerTech campuses across Oklahoma that have the proper equipment in place or at local 
fire departments. Currently, most training is done at Oklahoma State University in Stillwater.

            "Many firefighters have to travel across half the state to get the training in Stillwater," Dorman said. "Most of these individuals are already volunteers, and our training program forces them to take
extended leave from their regular jobs to become firefighters. We  should reward volunteer firefighters, not force them to lose income, and this bill will reduce the financial burdens they face."
            
           House Bill 1519 will also establish a new hierarchy of command for the direction of firefighters.  Another component will establish a "firefighter of the year" award to be given by the Governor at the beginning of each legislative session. 

            The proposed law will also enhance the fire chiefs' State Emergency Response Program (SERP) to create a standard process for mutual aid when fire departments aid other departments. The reform will also include the National Incident Management System (NIMS) as a guideline for proper evaluation of an incident command at a fire.             
           
            Dorman noted many of the proposals contained in House Bill 1519 have been developed by the Council on Fire Training (COFT).

            "The reforms contained in House Bill 1519 will make it much easier for our volunteer firefighters to receive the training and equipment they need," said State Fire Marshal Robert Doke. "The end result of this bill will be a better, more centralized system that benefits everyone. I know a lot of firefighters are excited to see this issue finally get the attention it deserves."

            "Last year's wildfires proved how important our volunteer firefighters are to the whole state," Dorman said. "We need to make sure the state does everything possible to aid these brave men and women."
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