Proponent Testimony on House Bill 778

House Ways and Means Committee
Ohio House of Representatives

Chairman Roemer, Vice Chair Thomas, Ranking Member Troy, and members of the House
Ways and Means Committee:

Thank you for the opportunity to provide proponent testimony in support of House Bill
778.

My name is Joe Krouse, and I serve as the Assistant Chief of West Licking Joint Fire
District. I am here speaking on behalf of Fire Chief Jack Treinish as he is currently out of
the country.

[ am here today in support of House Bill 778 because this legislation protects voter-
approved fire and emergency medical services funding.

The West Licking Joint Fire District is made up of nine entities, covers more than 125
square miles, and received nearly 10,000 calls for help last year. Those calls represent
real people, real families, and real emergencies — fires, medical emergencies, vehicle
crashes, rescues, hazardous situations, and moments when residents had nowhere else to
turn but 911.

For over 4 decades we have provided these services with a strong commitment to
efficiency and minimal cost to our taxpayers. West Licking has done its part. As a joint fire
district, we have eliminated the need for individualized fire and EMS services in Licking
County and across multiple jurisdictions by using a shared-service approach.

Rather than requiring each community to duplicate major expenses, this fire district model
eliminates the need for multiple separate fire chiefs, administrative chiefs, fiscal officers,
administrative assistants, support staff, firehouses, apparatus, equipment, and the ongoing
costs associated with maintaining duplicative services. This shared-service approach saves
taxpayers millions of dollars while still providing professional and reliable fire and EMS
protection across a large and growing service area.

If this state truly desires to reduce the property tax burden on Ohioans, then shared-service
models like the West Licking Joint Fire District should be encouraged and protected. Our
district model works. It reduces duplication, controls costs, and provides essential
emergency services efficiently. However, the model only works if the voter-approved
revenue dedicated to fire and EMS services is protected.

The issue at hand is now the very entities we serve are able to redirect portions of our
citizen-voted fire and EMS levy dollars through abatements, Tax Increment Financing
districts, and Community Reinvestment Areas. These are dollars that voters approved



specifically for fire and emergency medical services. In many cases, those same voters are
not asked for permission, and may not even be informed, before those funds are diverted
away from the emergency services they believed they were supporting.

The fire district has no vote in these decisions. There is currently no mechanism to ensure
that we receive any portion of the funds generated through these tax districts. We receive
no direct revenue for the fire and EMS services, but we are still required to provide to
those areas.

Last year alone, West Licking Joint Fire District lost $7.1 million because of these
mechanisms. That is thirty percent of our budget. That loss has real consequences. It affects
our ability to plan responsibly, maintain staffing, replace apparatus, support training, keep
stations operational, and meet the growing demand for emergency response in our
communities.

Because of these losses, we have been forced to go back to our voters and ask for additional
funding — not because we have been irresponsible, but because voter-approved fire and
EMS levy dollars are being reduced and redirected. That is unfair to our residents, unfair to
our taxpayers, and unsustainable for a fire district that has already taken significant steps
to operate efficiently.

House Bill 778 does not prevent economic development. It simply ensures that public
safety is not weakened in the process. Growth should not come at the expense of
emergency response. As communities expand, the demand for fire and EMS services
increases, and the funding for those services must be protected.

House Bill 778 helps correct a serious problem. It protects the shared-service fire district
model, respects the will of the voters, and ensures that money approved for fire and
emergency medical services remains dedicated to fire and emergency medical services.

For these reasons, I respectfully urge the committee to support House Bill 778.
Thank you for your time, your service, and your consideration.

Respectfully submitted,

Jack Treinish

Fire Chief
West Licking Joint Fire District



