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POLK COUNTY FIRE DISTRICT NO.1

1800 Monmouth St., Independence, OR 97351

Phone: 503-838-1510 Fax: 503-838-1235

Ben Stange, Fire Chief

May 8, 2024
Budget Message and Transmittal Letter for Fiscal Year 2024-25
Polk County Fire District No.1 Board of Directors, Budget Committee, Members of the Public, District Staff, and Volunteers,

It is an honor to present for your consideration the Polk County Fire District No.1 Budget for Fiscal Year 2024-25. This Budget, like previous Budgets, has been constructed through the collaboration of many members of the District. I would like to thank all those who played a part in the process. I’m particularly grateful for the incredible work and time Stephanie Hale has put into this year’s Budget.
Before I address the financial status of the District and highlight some of the changes in this year’s Budget, I would like to take a moment and explain the Fire District’s budgeting to those who may be picking up this document for the first time. In order to understand the area we protect, the services we offer, our method of staffing, and the way we are governed, I would encourage you to read the page titled, “District Demographics and Profile,” within the budget materials. 
Our Budget is comprised of six Funds. 
1.
General Fund: The General Fund includes resources from taxes and other sources, mainly ambulance service revenue. The expenses within the General Fund are Personnel Services (wages and benefits), Materials and Services, Capital Outlay, and Debt Service. 
2.
Equipment Reserve Fund: The purpose of the Equipment Reserve Fund is to set aside resources from year to year in order to save for purchases of apparatus and expensive equipment. The District uses an Equipment Replacement Plan to anticipate needs from this Fund. 
3.
Grant Fund: From time to time, the District receives grants and this Fund is set up to track grant resources and expenditures. 
4.
Mark and Mildred Laudahl Fund: The Laudahls were loyal residents of our community and left a generous donation to the Fire District. This Fund accounts for the earned interest from the donation and expenditures incurred in their honor. 
5 & 6.
Bond Capital Projects Fund and Bond Debt Service Fund: In 2014 the Fire District passed a two-million dollar Bond. The Bond Debt Service Fund tracks the repayment schedule. All expenses of the Fund have been completed.
Our Budget is a public document – it is, after all the public’s money. The District presents the Budget to our Budget Committee for review, deliberation, and approval. These are public meetings and public comment is always welcome. After approval from the Budget Committee, a Budget Hearing is held, then the Budget is presented to the Board of Directors for adoption by resolution. A complete schedule of the budgeting process is included in the budget materials.
Before introducing the 2024-25 Budget, I’d like to review the current 2023-24 Budget as it draws to a close.
In the 2023-24 Budget, after consulting with the County Assessor, we budgeted for an overall tax increase in Polk County of 5.0%. While our budgeted number is typically conservative and we end up easily surpassing our target, this year the rate of growth ended up slightly lower at 4.87%. Taking a deeper look into the 4.87% growth rate, it is important to note that the Urban Renewal Districts (URD’s) in Monmouth and Independence accounted for a disproportionate amount of the growth in the community. Growth within the Renewal Districts increased by 12.33%. After accounting for this growth discrepancy, the total increase of property applied to our permanent tax rate was 4.23%. While in the long-term, we will eventually be able to collect our full permanent rate from properties within the URD’s, in 2023-24, we lost approximately $221,000 to the increment retained by the Renewal Districts.
When looking at total revenue for 2023-24, the high interest rates have made up for the shortfall we expect to see in our taxing revenue. With interest rates high, in 2023-24 we saw record returns on our investments.
Ambulance service revenue is the second largest source of revenue for the District. After the 2023-24 Budget was prepared and approved, we received an unexpected windfall of revenue. This was a great surprise and we would love to anticipate the same this year. However, it is notable that from the beginning of Q2 of 2022-23 to the end of Q1 2023-24 (the timeframe within which we would expect to collect ambulance revenue for the current 2023-24 Fiscal Year), our medical call volume has decreased by 14% resulting in a 12% drop in transports. With the decrease in transports, we cannot expect the same quick increase in revenue to round out 2023-24. Ground Emergency Medical Transport (GEMT) revenue has been incredibly beneficial to the District. While revenue has been strong, I am constantly warned that the program is dependent upon the Federal Government and State of Oregon continuing to support it. There is also a trend of Medicaid recipients being transferred from the more beneficial Fee-for-Service program to the less favorable reimbursement provided by the Coordinated Care Organizations. While every public agency providing ambulance transport is urged to use caution when depending upon this funding in the future, it is funding that has become essential to the success of us all.
The combination of the unexpected increase in ambulance revenue, coupled with the passage of the successful local option levy in May of 2023, resulted in our ability to add personnel even beyond what was included in the 2023-24 Budget. The 2023-24 Budget called for the hiring of one additional Firefighter/EMT. However, we managed to hire two. As a result, since January of 2024 we have been able to consider five firefighters on duty twenty-four hours per day to be “fully staffed.”
We stayed close to or within budget for nearly every item within materials and services. The only notable exception was account #6022, Operation System Software. This was a new code that was created for FY 2023-24 due to the increasing number of software platforms that are needed to do everything from writing EMS charts, to conducting and tracking training, to equipment maintenance records. Nearly all of these have adopted subscription models. We were transitioning platforms throughout a majority of the year and thus had concurrent subscriptions which resulted in the overage.

In 2023-24, we also budgeted to start replacing some of our many computers that will not be able to run Windows 11 when it becomes necessary in October of 2025. Some of these were mobile computers on our units that are used to communicate with Dispatch. The new CAD (computer automated dispatch) that our dispatch center purchased is able to run on iPads. We managed to use grant money, money from other programs, and money within the computer budget to replace some of the computers that need to be replaced with much more budget friendly iPads, saving thousands of dollars each.
There were also some large purchases made out of the Equipment Reserve Fund in 2023-24. We received our new ambulance and paid for it with the money allocated for the purchase. 
Within this Fund, we had also scheduled for the replacement of the duty response vehicle. During the year, however, the District’s 1999 American LaFrance heavy rescue had multiple mechanical issues. Due to its age, costs, and increasing mechanical issues, the District declared the unit surplus. Rather than spend the budgeted money on the duty response vehicle, the Board approved using that money for a down payment on a light rescue with the balance being due at delivery in FY 2024-25. 
With wait times on new ambulances in excess of two years, the Board made the decision to move forward with the purchase of another new ambulance for delivery in FY 2025-26, or possibly 2026-27. The cost of apparatus is increasing quickly. Combined with additional items being added to the Equipment Replacement Plan, the Board is considering utilizing conflagration revenue to deposit more into the Fund for 2023-24 than what was originally budgeted.
Despite the constant struggle trying to maintain and fund a fleet of apparatus, we have had some relief as we have gone through the year working toward receipt of a water tender that we received in a grant from the Oregon State Fire Marshal (OSFM). We expect delivery in the coming months which will allow us to provide a water tender at each of our four stations.
We were also once again successful in receiving the seasonal staffing grant from OSFM in FY 2023-24. This resulted in an additional two-person crew working mostly in the rural from July through October. 
We received several other grants resulting in a total of $83,000 of grant revenue in addition to the new water tender.
Now that we’ve reviewed the major events of FY 2023-24, let’s look to each of the Funds that make up the 2024-25 Budget.
THE 2024-25 BUDGET

GENERAL FUND

Revenue
After missing our target tax revenue in FY 2023-24, we are budgeting slightly more conservative at 4.5% in Polk County with 15% growth in the URD. We are also anticipating ambulance revenue similar to what we expect to collect by the end of FY 2023-24. The largest difference to revenue was that the local option levy that voters passed in May of 2023 will be effective in FY 2024-25. This rate increases the local option levy from the previous $0.19 cents per $1,000 that had been in effect since FY 2014-15, to a rate of $0.78 cents per $1,000. This equates to about one million dollars in increased tax revenue.
GENERAL FUND

Personnel Services

The primary purpose of the levy that was approved by voters was to increase staffing. The intent was to have 18 firefighters on staff. It was expected to take until FY 2026-27 to make this happen. It has been the commitment of this Board to complete the hiring as quickly as possible. The unexpected increase in ambulance revenue at the conclusion of FY 2022-23 allowed us to already accelerate the timeline. As a result, this year we are planning on hiring three additional firefighters. This will bring the total to eighteen firefighters during the first year of the new levy. We will also be transitioning one of our part-time office assistants to a full-time position.

This is the first full year with Paid Leave Oregon. Under the program, each employee is charged 0.6% of their wages into the program and agencies our size are required to contribute an additional 0.4%. The District’s Board made the decision to “pick-up” the employee’s portion. The District received approval from the State to utilize an equivalent plan administered by The Hartford while subscribing to additional AD&D coverage for our employees at a reduced price.
GENERAL FUND

Materials & Services
Earlier this year, the District started the process of strategic planning. This Budget includes funds to continue that process. Another professional service we have contracted for is the use of a Communications Director. In January of 2024, we signed an Intergovernmental Agreement with the City of Independence to utilize their Communications Director to assist with our outreach and communications.
We have had several new employees in the past six months and more expected in the next fiscal year. In addition, we have a recruit academy with sixteen trainees. While we have tried to keep the budgets for protective clothing and uniforms tight, we know it will take diligence to stay within our goals. We also intend to apply for grants to leverage the resources we have committed to this task.
GENERAL FUND

Capital Outlay
As was already noted, we need to continue to replace computers that will not be able to run the Windows 11 operating system in October of 2025. This includes desktops, laptops, and mobile computers, We will continue this project this year.
We need to continue to improve our security system at Station 90. This is a twenty-four hour building with staff, volunteers, and the public passing through day and night. It is important that we are able to monitor and secure our premises starting at Station 90. 
There are several capital projects that did not get complete during FY 2023-24. Some are once again budgeted for in this Budget. 
EQUIPMENT RESERVE FUND
Within the budgeted expenditures of the Equipment Reserve Fund is the rest of the payment for a light rescue to replace the 1999 American LaFrance. 
We have also budgeted to replace our hydraulic extrication tools. Technology in electronic tools has greatly improved over the last several years. They are now faster than the hydraulic tools with the added benefit of not requiring gas powered motors or hydraulic cables. The improved functionality, reduction in needed space (particularly on the smaller light-rescue), and reduced maintenance needs since there are no gas motors, have made these the new standard in extraction. The District has located a vendor with demo sets that are available for purchase at a discount to the District.
In 2018, the District purchased a used Toyota Prius from the State of Washington’s surplus for $7,260. This year, due to a low impact crash in a parking lot (that was not the fault of the District’s driver), the Prius was totaled by insurance. We received a check for $6,260. The unmarked, fuel-efficient vehicle was used frequently by staff, volunteers, and students while attending classes, trainings, and meetings throughout the State. The District has budgeted to purchase another used vehicle with comparable fuel efficiency.
GRANT FUND

For the third year in a row, we have received the OSFM seasonal staffing grant. Once again we have reached out to our volunteers who are “ready to go on day-one.” They will be paired up and put on-duty during peak hours during the wildland season. When not responding to incidents, they will be posting grant-provided address signs, doing pre-planning, and consulting with rural residents interested in improving their defensible space. They will also assist with station upkeep tasks at our rural stations.
Last year, we successfully trained and licensed Emergency Medical Responders (EMR’s) from throughout Polk County thanks to a grant from the Healthcare Preparedness Program. We have received the grant once again for FY 2024-25.
For several of the past few years, we have been successful receiving grants from the Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde. This year, we will focus on submitting a matching grant for structural turnouts to leverage the money we have allocated to outfit our new employees and volunteers.

Last year, for the first time in over a decade, we qualified the ODF VFA/RFA Grant. Previously, we were excluded from consideration due to the sizes of Monmouth and Independence. Last year, in our first year qualifying, we were successful. This year, we are submitting a matching grant for various wildland items.

There are various other grants that we may apply for throughout the year.

LAUDAHL FUND

We have no new projects scheduled from this Fund during FY 2024-25. It is notable that the Fund started ten years ago with $660,000. Since then, it has paid to: remodel the workout room, install an ADA front door, replace nine bay doors, install an electronic reader board, and create a memorial garden. Despite having spent over $200,000 from the account, thanks to investments we will begin FY 2024-25 with $585,000 still remaining in the account.
BOND DEBT SERVICE FUND
The District continues to pay off the $1,980,000 General Obligation (GO) Bond that was issued in fiscal year 2014-15 with a maturity date in fiscal year 2029-30. This year, the District will make a principal payment of $150,000 and two interest payments totaling $31,675.
ENDING BALANCE AND CONTINGECNY
With a majority of the District’s revenue being received from taxes in November, the District must be thoughtful of the fact that at the conclusion of the FY 2024-25 Budget, there must be enough of an unappropriated ending fund balance to keep all of our essential functions going until we receive taxes. For this reason, the District anticipates needing approximately $1.35 million to begin the 2025-26 Fiscal Year.
Each year, it is possible for unexpected circumstances to arise that were not anticipated at the time the Budget was developed and adopted. The Government Finance Officers Association, League of Oregon Cities, and Special Districts Association of Oregon recommend between 5% and 8% of a fund’s budget be set aside for contingencies. This year, while the District is only able to comfortably set aside $100,000 in operating contingencies, representing only 1.5% of the General Fund, it is still a move in a positive direction.
SUMMARY
We are growing and we are doing it in a healthy, sustainable way. GEMT has provided a lifeline to our ambulance service. However, GEMT on its own would not sustain us let alone allow us to increase our capacity to meet our service demands. Our ability to grow and meet these needs is thanks to this community voting to support our local option levy in May of 2023. We are the only local government whose budget sets out to increase personnel, not reduce them. Our partnering tax districts are having to make very difficult decisions. In the coming years, nearly all will be soliciting the same taxpayers who supported us. We are in a unique spot to be perhaps the best supported service within this community. We are obviously fortunate to have a nearly universally supported mission. But it is not just our mission. It is the way our people pursue it. The relentless empathy they show, person to person, to everyone they serve. As organizations grow, they have a tendency to lose some of that. They can become impersonal, generic, unrecognizable, unattached to the community. As our taxpayers struggle to make funding decisions in the coming years regarding other services they receive, we must show our gratitude to them every day. We must not lose our service-driven compassion nor our embeddedness in this community. We must strive more than ever to show each of them that we are here for them, as a professional, but also as a person. Our community has come to trust us. We have a history, engrained in our culture, of consciously and thoughtfully allocating the precious resources they provide us with. As we grow, we must continue to be mindful of their expectations – both personal, and financial. 
I would like to thank District patrons for taking interest in the Fire District and our Budget. I would like to thank our staff for all the help and input in the budgeting process, and I would like to thank the Budget Committee and Board of Directors for your time and your thoughtful consideration of this Budget. 
Respectfully Submitted,


Ben Stange, Fire Chief 
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 “Serving Because We Care”

