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SB 5135
Brief Description:  Addressing volunteer fire fighters' and reserve officers' relief and pensions.

Sponsors:  Senators Kastama, Mulliken, Zarelli, Doumit and Rasmussen.

Brief Summary of Bill

• Prohibits members of the Volunteer Fire Fighters' and Reserve Officers' Relief and
Pension System (Volunteer Fire System) from earning credit in both the Volunteer Fire
System and the Public Employees' Retirement System for the same period of service.

• Increases the annual fee paid by employers for relief benefits to the Volunteer Fire System
from $10 to $30 per volunteer.

• Allows the Washington State Board for Volunteer Fire Fighters and Reserve Officers to
recover benefit costs when injured volunteers recover damages from a third party.

Hearing Date:  3/22/05

Staff:  David Pringle (786-7310).

Background:

The Volunteer Fire Fighters' and Reserve Officers' Relief and Pension System (Volunteer Fire
System) provides relief and pension benefits for members of regularly organized volunteer fire
departments and law enforcement agencies.  Members who serve and make monthly retirement
contributions for a period of at least 25 years are eligible to receive a pension benefit at age 65.
Relief benefits include payment of medical expenses and disability pensions for members injured
in the line of duty and payment of burial expenses and survivor benefits for members killed in the
line of duty.

Employers are required to participate in the death, disability, and medical benefit plans offered by
the Volunteer Fire System, but participation in the pension component is optional. About 18,000
members are covered by the death, disability, and medical benefits, and 12,000 members are
covered by the pension benefits.

The definition of "Fire fighter" in the Volunteer Fire System excludes full time paid fire fighters
eligible to participate in the Law Enforcement Officers' and Fire Fighters' Retirement System
(LEOFF).  Paid firefighters that are less than full-time, and consequently ineligible to participate
in LEOFF, may instead be eligible to participate in PERS.
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Volunteer Fire System benefits are administered by the Washington State Board for Volunteer
Fire Fighters and Reserve Officers (Board) and paid out of the Volunteer Fire System Fund
(Fund).  Revenues to the Fund come from: a 40 percent share of the premium tax paid on fire
insurance policies issued within the state; contributions from volunteer fire fighters, emergency
workers, and reserve officers; contributions from participating municipal corporations and
emergency service districts; and returns on the investment of moneys in the Fund.

Summary of Bill:

The definitions of "fire fighter" and "emergency worker" are clarified in order to prevent part-
time fire fighters and emergency workers from earning a benefit from both PERS and the
Volunteer Fire System for the same service.  The annual fee paid by participating municipal
corporations to fund relief benefits for volunteer fire fighters is increased from $10 per member to
$30 per member.  The Board is authorized to seek recovery of its benefit costs if a volunteer is
injured and sues a third party for damages.

Appropriation:  None.

Fiscal Note:  Available.

Effective Date:  The bill takes effect 90 days after adjournment of session in which bill is passed.
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