WAYNE COUNTY
FIRE CHIEFS ASSOCATION

October 27, 2025

Dear Chairman Patton, Vice Chair Schaffer, Ranking Member Antonio, and Members of the Committee,

My name is Dallas Terrell, and [ serve as Vice President of the Wayne County Fire Chiefs Association.
On behalf of the Association and our member departments, [ am writing to express our strong opposition
to Senate Bill 180 as it is currently written.

Across Wayne County, fire and emergency services agencies have worked diligently over the past several
years to integrate drone technology into our emergency operations. Today, multiple public safety teams
across our county actively operate drones — including fire departments, water rescue units, and law
enforcement partners. These aircraft are used for fireground management, search and rescue, flood
response, hazardous materials monitoring, and post-disaster damage assessments.

Every one of these programs currently utilizes Chinese-manufactured drones, which have proven to be
reliable, cost-effective, and well-suited to the demands of emergency response. These systems have
become as vital to our operations as thermal imaging cameras, radios, or rescue tools.

The proposed May 1, 2027 operational ban outlined in SB 180 would have catastrophic financial and
operational consequences for our county and countless others across Ohio. The communities we serve
have collectively invested hundreds of thousands of dollars into these programs — through a combination
of local tax dollars, public safety grants, foundation awards, and generous community donations. These
funds were used not only to purchase aircraft, but also to provide extensive training, maintenance, and
specialized equipment.

If these drones are forced out of service prematurely, it will result in a total loss of those investments — a
waste of taxpayer money, grant funding, and community support that was given in good faith to
strengthen public safety. Beyond the financial impact, our agencies would immediately lose a tool that
has already saved lives and made operations safer for first responders.

Key Concerns

1. Massive Unfunded Costs and Wasted Investment
The total investment in drone programs across Ohio’s counties represents millions of dollars in
equipment, software, and training. Without a funded replacement plan, every dollar invested in
current drone fleets — including aircraft purchased as recently as 2023 and 2024 — will be
rendered worthless.

2. Operational Setbacks for Public Safety
Drones are now integral to fire suppression tactics, search and rescue coordination, and water
rescue operations. Grounding these drones would immediately degrade emergency response
capabilities and place both the public and responders at greater risk.

3. Training and Certification Loss
Firefighters, EMS personnel, and law enforcement officers across the county have completed
hundreds of hours of training and FAA certification on these specific aircraft. A mandated

equipment change without a realistic transition plan would invalidate years of skill development
and readiness.



4. Limited and Costly Alternatives
At this time, domestic drone alternatives are significantly more expensive and do not yet offer the
same flight stability, thermal imaging, or mission software integration needed for emergency
services. Expecting local departments to replace these fleets without financial assistance is
unrealistic and unsustainable.

5. Security Can Be Addressed Through Practical Safeguards
We fully support the goal of protecting critical infrastructure and data from foreign influence.
However, this can be accomplished through controlled firmware updates, local-only data storage,
and air-gapped operational policies — without grounding life-saving public safety equipment.

Recommended Solutions

To preserve public safety and protect taxpayer investment while addressing legitimate cybersecurity
concerns, we urge the committee to consider the following amendments:

e Delay or remove the operational ban until a fully funded and attainable replacement plan is
developed. Any ban should only take effect once compliant systems are available and affordable
to public safety agencies.

» Establish a state grant or assistance program to help departments replace banned equipment on a
one-for-one basis, covering aircraft, sensors, training, and software migration.

» Permit continued operation of currently deployed drones under approved cybersecurity standards
until suitable replacements exist.

e Create a working group including public safety officials, cybersecurity experts, and legislators to
develop technical and fiscal implementation recommendations before the 2027 deadline.

Conclusion

The Wayne County Fire Chiefs Association and our member departments share the Legislature’s
commitment to safeguarding Ohio’s security. However, Senate Bill 180 — as written — would ground
critical life-saving tools, waste millions of taxpayer and donated dollars, and reduce the operational
capability of fire and rescue services statewide.

We respectfully urge the Committee to amend or delay the bill’s operational ban until a responsible,
funded transition plan is in place. We stand ready to work with the Legislature and state agencies to
develop a balanced solution that protects both cybersecurity interests and the safety of Ohio’s
communities.

Respectfully submitted,

Dallas B. Terrell, OFE, OFC
Vice President
Wayne County Fire Chiefs Association



