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TEXT:  
Omaha Fire Department spending has increased by $15 million, or 31 percent, since 2002 as a result of rising personnel costs.

Last week, fellow Omaha City Council member Franklin Thompson and I proposed an amendment to the city budget to cut $7 million from the Fire Department. We requested that $6 million be returned as a permanent tax cut to the taxpayers of Omaha and that $1 million be used for future public safety needs on an annual basis.

The savings would be accomplished by simply reducing the number of firefighters on each firetruck from four to three. A recent public safety report, provided to Omaha by the nationally known Matrix Consulting Group, recommended that Omaha could remove one firefighter per truck without compromising public safety.

Among other factors, the consultant arrived at that conclusion based on the following:

 National Fire Protection Association standards recommend that 14 to 16 firefighters respond to a fire call within eight minutes. Because of the number of fire stations, trucks and manpower, Omaha could still exceed the recommended standard with three firefighters per truck.

 Calls for fire suppression have markedly decreased in recent years due to stricter building codes and technology. There were only 12 multiple- 
alarm fires last year in Omaha.

 Nearly 80 percent of the Omaha Fire Department's responses are medical calls, which allow for an abundance of available support for the occasional single-alarm fire.

 The majority of cities of Omaha's size staff their firetrucks with three firefighters.

 Omaha has the second-most comprehensive fire coverage that Matrix has seen in more than 20 years of nationwide consulting.

No firefighter would lose his or her job as a result of the current council proposal. This year is unique in that 80 firefighters will retire to collect higher pensions than would be available in the coming years. The retirements this year and in 2008 would ensure that no firefighters would lose their jobs as a result of these proposed budget changes.

Reductions in the force would make the remaining firefighters more affordable for the taxpayers. The Matrix report indicates that Omaha firefighters' compensation is higher than that of nearly all peer cities.

The current compensation package includes the following:

 An average salary of $60,715, exceeding that of most peer cities.

 Forty-eight percent of the force paid as captains or equivalent.

 Contribution-free health insurance until age 65.

 Fourteen paid holidays.

 Six weeks of paid vacation for senior firefighters.

 Retirement at age 45 after 25 years of service.

 Pensions that pay 75 percent of the best combined earning months in the last five years of service.

 Ten-day work month, which allows for second jobs and additional income.

Omaha's Fire Department is a top force and should be paid as such. However, the high salaries and benefits are becoming increasingly unaffordable. Staffing three firefighters on a truck would allow for much of the higher compensation that the firefighters have become accustomed to  --  without overburdening the taxpayers and other city departments.

The proposed change would not create a void in qualified applicants for the Omaha Fire Department. Currently, 1,500 people apply for every 30 available positions. In the past 10 years, only 16 have left the department prior to reaching retirement, a rate of turnover that almost no other industry could match. This position will remain coveted regardless of firetruck staffing.

In west Omaha, any medical call, regardless of severity, is addressed by a fire truck with four firefighters and an ambulance with two firefighters within an average of 4 1/2 minutes. If the same citizen makes a priority one police call, it takes an average of more than seven minutes before the response of one police cruiser with one police officer.

Additionally, Omaha's police cruiser fleet is aging and gun violence is at an all-time high. We must reprioritize public safety spending.

We live in the largest city of an extremely overtaxed state. This tax situation can be changed only by elected leaders making difficult decisions. Politicians must resist the temptation of receiving large political cash contributions, "campaign foot soldiers," free union hall use and other perks that the Omaha Firefighters Union provides in exchange for support.

The facts indicate that additional firefighters on a truck is an example of union "featherbedding" and as such would be a practical and affordable cut. The real question is whether it is politically possible. 



