
  

 
  COMMITTEE ON PUBLIC SAFETY, MILITARY 
 AND REGULATORY AFFAIRS 
   September 17, 2013 

ARIZONA HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES 
Fifty-first Legislature – First Regular Session 

 
 
 

COMMITTEE ON PUBLIC SAFETY, MILITARY 
AND REGULATORY AFFAIRS 

 
Minutes of Special Meeting 

Tuesday, September 17, 2013 
House Hearing Room 4  --  1:30 p.m. 

 
 
Chairman Pierce called the meeting to order at 1:36 p.m. and attendance was noted by the 
secretary. 
 

Members Present 
 
Mr. Borrelli Mr. Livingston Mr. Mitchell, Vice-Chairman 
Mr. Gallego Ms. Peshlakai Mr. Pierce J, Chairman 
   
 

Members Absent 
 
Mr. Cardenas Mr. Farnsworth  
 
 
Chairman Pierce spoke about the tragedy of the Yarnell Hill fire that happened in June and the 
people who lost their lives while trying to save others.  He acknowledged the support and efforts 
of the Legislature, the state and various groups that have come forward to help the families.  
Chairman Pierce stated that the Committee is meeting to address questions about this incident, to 
sort out policy issues and to have open dialogue.  He acknowledged that there will be difficult 
questions to answer and he asked Members to keep open minds in order to reach correct 
decisions. 
 
Speaker Andy Tobin, Arizona House of Representatives, spoke about the Yarnell Hill fire and 
how it brought to light problems in the system that need to be addressed.  He stated that 19 men 
died in that fire: 6 were full time and 13 were seasonal employees.  Their goal was the same, but 
their survivorship benefit packages were different.  Prescott’s cost to the retirement system is 
$5.2 million which is $320,000 annually and the cost of the Yarnell Hill fire was $3.8 million of 
which FEMA might reimburse 60 percent if approved.  The Speaker explained that twice 
Governor Brewer asked for disaster aid from Washington and was rejected.  With the help of 
House Minority Leader Chad Campbell, a joint letter was written to the President requesting aid 
but there has been no response.  Speaker Tobin acknowledged and publicly thanked all those that 
have helped throughout the state, both public and private, in helping Arizona take care of its 
own. 
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Speaker Tobin listed items to be considered by the Committee: 
• Reimbursement of local first responder entities 
• Survivorship benefits program 
• Catastrophic retirement reassurance 
• Memorial site 
• Actions retroactive to include this tragedy 
• Restore emergency funding authority to the Governor 
• Consider asking the Governor for a Special Session 

 
He stated that wildfires are on the increase and questioned if Arizona is going to have Hotshot 
crews who will protect the citizens and does the state of Arizona have the backs of those who 
protect its lands.  As state officials, there is an obligation to protect Arizona’s population and 
property and hire really great, willing individuals to fight these fires and to offer balanced 
compensation in return. 
 
Chairman Pierce explained that he would like to compartmentalize the issues and meet a few 
more times in order to address them individually. 
 
Jim Hacking, Administrator, Public Safety Personnel Retirement System (PSPRS), stated that 
PSPRS administers three defined benefit plans.  The largest plan covers police officers and 
firefighters who are full time and are engaged in hazardous duty occupations.  PSPRS is defined 
as an agent multiple employer retirement plan, comprising 320 separate groups and employers 
are responsible for their own individual groups.  For example, the City of Prescott is responsible 
for the liability insurance of its police officers and firefighters.   
 
Mr. Hacking addressed the Yarnell Hill fire, explaining that 19 men lost their lives, 6 of which 
were full-time firefighters and members of the PSPRS plan.  They all were survived by spouses 
and the firefighters ages ranged from 23 to 44 years; periods of service ranged from .23 to 8.9 
years.  He explained that the survivor benefits, compensation and the liability confined to the 
Prescott group is $5.2 million.  Mr. Hacking discussed contributions to the fund and an 
implementation of catastrophic plans for part-time employees.  
 
Mr. Hacking addressed Members’ concerns and questions of benefit plans that could include 
part-time employees, the setup, administration and cost of such plans.  He discussed the 
historical beginning of the PSPRS plan, cited legislative background and compared the benefits 
and disadvantages of the PSPRS plan versus the Arizona State Retirement System (ASRS) plan.  
Mr. Hacking explained the payout and contribution system of both plans.  Further discussion 
ensued on the 320 groups in the PSPRS system and local board control in the individual groups. 
 
Chairman Pierce stated that 13 of the 19 firefighters were members of ASRS.  Of those 13, 5 had 
dependents, 8 of them did not.  He asked Mr. Hacking to explain what they would have received 
if they were in the PSPRS system.  Mr. Hacking explained if they were full-time with no spouse 
or dependents, they would have received a refund of their past contributions which state law 
provides for.  Mr. Hacking also explained that in this example, those 8 firefighters would not 
have met the 5 years of service requirement. 
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Lesli Sorensen, Government Relations Officer, Arizona State Retirement System (ASRS), 
explained that ASRS covers employees who are employed by qualifying agencies and who work 
at least 20 hours a week for at least 20 weeks in the fiscal year.  She stated that ASRS 
contributions are employees and employer’s 50/50 match and employees can only be a member 
of one plan.  In the ASRS, it is a multi-employer aggregate plan, meaning the cost is shared by 
all.  It currently has about 700 employers and about 250,000 contributing members. 
 
Ms. Sorensen presented a powerpoint presentation entitled ASRS Non-Retired Survivor Benefits  
(Attachment 1) and explained the benefits of: 

• Payment Options 
• Taxability 
• Health Insurance 
• Enhanced Calculation of Survivor Benefits 
• Beneficiaries and Legislative Changes 

 
Ms. Sorensen mentioned that 16 of the firefighters who passed away were enrolled in ASRS at 
some point and they had funds in both retirement systems.  She stated that the status of 
beneficiaries, if they have spouse or dependents, does not matter in ASRS.  The sum is a straight 
calculation; there is not an enhanced calculation for survivor benefits like PSPRS.  Of the 16 
firefighters that had an account at ASRS, the average range of service was .33 to 2.25 years; 4 of 
them had named a beneficiary and a total payout of 23 survivors was approximately $86,000. 
 
Ms. Sorensen addressed Members’ questions and concerns on survivorship refunds, salary 
spiking, combining the two plans and catastrophic coverage.  She stated that each plan covers a 
different type of population.  ASRS does not usually have members who run into disaster areas 
or are on Hotshot crews. 
 
Chairman Pierce noted that the Committee will be receiving a person-by-person breakdown of 
each firefighter that died.  It will contain information on their contributions, payouts, donations 
and so forth. 
 
Molly Ottman, speaking on behalf of J.D. Ottman, Wildland firefighter, read a letter written by 
her husband, who was unable to attend because of his job, stating his occupation, his employer 
and hazardous job duties.  In his letter, he stated that he is a member of the ASRS system and 
requested that he be placed in the PSPRS system because of his unique type of employment. 
 
Members thanked Mrs. Ottman for attending on her husband’s behalf and thanked him for his 
service. 
 
Chairman Pierce stated there will be more information forthcoming and he thanked the Members 
for their time. 
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Without objection, the meeting adjourned at 3:13 p.m. 
 
 
       ______________________________ 
       Tracey Gardner, Committee Secretary 
       September 25, 2013 
 
 
(Original minutes, attachments and audio on file in the Chief Clerk’s Office; video archives 
available at http://www.azleg.gov) 
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