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l. Introduction

Chairman Patton, Vice Chair Schaffer, Ranking Member Antonio, and members of the Senate
Transportation Committee:

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony today regarding Senate Bill 180, which
seeks to prohibit the purchase and operation of small, unmanned aircraft systems (sUAS)
manufactured or assembled by entities deemed foreign adversaries by May 1, 2027.

My name is Mark Heefner, and | serve as the chief of New Washington Vol. Fire Department,
and also an administrator of our newly formed New Washington Public Safety drone team in
conjunction with our police department.

While | appreciate the bill’s intent to protect sensitive data and infrastructure from foreign
threats, the operational and financial consequences of SB 180 as currently written would cause
severe harm to existing public safety drone programs across Ohio. We are currently waiting on



grant funds to purchase a thermal imaging drone and this bill would negate our opportunity to
complete the purchase. As much as | would like to only purchase an American made system the
facts are they are cost prohibitive at this time and unfortunately not as well executed as their
Chinese counterparts.

ll. Operational and Financial Impact

Nearly all public safety agencies in Ohio currently rely on Chinese manufactured unmanned
aircraft systems (UAS). These platforms have become critical tools for emergency responses
due to their reliability, ease of use, cost-effectiveness, and robust safety features,
protecting and supporting public safety operations and the public.

Under SB 180, all such equipment would be banned from operation after May 1, 2027. This
single clause would have the following immediate and detrimental effects:

e Ground Over 90% of Public Safety Drone Fleets: This deadline would scrap thousands
of drones well before their end of service life, grounding over 90% of public safety drone
fleets in the state almost overnight. And prevent the needed expansion of drone capabilities
across the state.

e Invalidate Training: It would invalidate thousands of hours of training and flight
certification currently based on these platforms.

e Impose Unfunded Mandates: It would impose replacement costs of $50,000 to $250,000
per agency , with no funding available to replace aircraft one-for-one (rip and replace)

e Force System Abandonment: Agencies would be forced to abandon existing software
ecosystems, sensors, and data management tools, rendering them obsolete.

Ohio’s smaller and rural departments such as ours, depend on shared drone assets for missing
person searches, hazardous materials incidents, and storm recovery. We would be
disproportionately affected due to our lack of budget flexibility to replace entire fleets or even
start a program due to financial barriers. The added technology is greatly needed to help
supplement our decline in available manpower as jobs move out of our immediate area.
Departments in areas such as ours regularly depend on each other for resources and
personnel, any assets that help reduce the number of people needed at a scene are greatly
needed.



lll. Lack of Funding, Federal Legislation, and Viable
Alternatives

A. Funding Deficit

At present, there is no state or federal funding mechanism proposed to assist agencies in
replacing equipment banned under this bill.

B. Federal Legislation

At the Federal Level under the NDAA 2025 upcoming FCC restrictions on licensing new
equipment from these countries, essentially accomplishes the same goal. Limiting our reliance
of foreign made drones, while not undermining the current fleet during the transition that helps
public safety agencies save lives.

C. Limited Alternatives

Even if funding were provided, domestically produced alternatives remain limited.

e Current U.S.-made UAS options cost three to five times more.

e These alternatives lack mature software ecosystems.

This means agencies would pay significantly more for less capability, resulting in far fewer
aircraft than operationally needed and relied upon. This would effectively set back public
safety drone operations by a decade—reducing situational awareness, delaying response
times, and risking lives during emergencies.



IV. Public Safety Consequences

Public safety drone programs have saved lives across Ohio by:

Assisting public safety agencies in locating missing persons within minutes.
Providing real-time aerial overwatch for firefighters during hazardous operations.

Conducting damage assessments after tornadoes and floods, protecting responders from
danger and so much more.

If SB 180 passes as written, these life-saving capabilities will be severely diminished because
agencies will be forced to retire functional, secure, and field-proven equipment without viable
affordable replacements.

V. Recommendation

| respectfully urge the committee to consider amending SB 180 to ensure that legitimate
security concerns are addressed through measured, achievable policy, and not by dismantling
existing life-saving programs. Specifically, | recommend the following amendments:

3.

4.

Delay or Remove the Operational Ban: Delay or remove the operational ban (Section
B-3) until adequate funding and viable replacement systems are available.

Establish a State Grant Program: Establish a state grant program or procurement
assistance fund to support transition costs, with enough funds to replace aircraft currently
in use on a one-for-one basis.

Allow Continued Operation with Safeguards: Allow continued operation of existing
aircraft with certified cybersecurity measures or limited network connectivity. Also
remember we are not located near any sensitive infrastructure that can not be readily seen
on Google Earth.

Create a Working Group: Create a working group of Ohio public safety agencies, industry



experts, and cybersecurity professionals to evaluate practical implementation pathways.

VI. Conclusion

In conclusion, Senate Bill 180, though well-intentioned, would have unintended and far-reaching
negative impacts on Ohio’s emergency response capabilities. Without funding, realistic
timelines, or technical alternatives, this legislation risks grounding our first responders when
they need these tools most.

| respectfully request that the committee oppose SB 180 as currently written or amend it to
protect public safety operations statewide.

Thank you for your time and consideration. | am happy to answer any questions.

Respectfully Submitted
Chief Mark Heefner

New Washington Vol. Fire Dept./New Washington Public Safety aerial response team.
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