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sheriff from worrying about 
those very scenarios when 
they know some volunteer 
agencies are struggling to 
keep up.

Low recruitment and an in-
ability to ensure a paramedic can  
always respond to 
critical calls are  
having a big effect on 
small town EMS agen-
cies in Iowa and across  
the country. Talsma, who 
has served Jasper County 
the past four years, can re-
call concerns brought up to  
him as early as his first year in 
office.

“I knew it was issue and 
I’ve been having conversa-
tions with friends who work 
on different volunteer de-
partments before I ever got 
elected,” Talsma said. “I nev-
er worried too much about it 
until I got elected. The first 
year I was elected I had town-
ships from eastern Jasper 
County reaching out to me.”

Several of those townships 
contract with Grinnell in 
Poweshiek County, and Tals-
ma said they were in danger 
of being refused service from 
the neighboring region if they 
did not provide more money; 
and the issue “kept spiraling 
from there.” Officials were 
constantly being contacted 
by several township trustees.

Which is partly why Tals-
ma and his fellow supervisors 
had no problem supporting 
the pilot program, which has 
been funded exclusively by 
COVID-19 relief funds.

“COVID wasn’t a good 
thing, but it presented sev-
eral unique opportunities if 
people were willing to cap-
italize on it — and Jasper 
County was,” Talsma said, 
referring to CARES Act and 
ARPA funds. “One of the 
things we capitalized on was 
that COVID payment and 
ramping the ALS program 
up.”

The advanced life support 
(ALS) program is barely a 
year old at this point. Other 
than some pushback from a 
few volunteer EMS providers, 
the program has been largely 
accepted by elected officials. 
Supervisors sing the praises 
of the program and see it as 
something worthwhile for 
their citizens.

Altogether, about $2.18 
million has been allocated 
toward the program, which 
is run by part-time reserve 
deputy paramedics. It is a 
large sum of money to give 
to any new program. Talsma 
reasons it is one of the core 
services the county is sup-
posed to provide to citizens.

“I don’t like big govern-
ment, but that being said 
there are certain things a 
government should be in-
volved in and needs to be 
involved in: infrastructure 
and public safety are two of 
those,” Talsma said. “I see 
this as an extension of the 
sheriff ’s department’s and 
the county’s roles and re-
sponsibilities.”

ESSENTIAL SERVICE 
LEVY COULD BE ON A 
BALLOT IN COMING 

YEARS
Other counties in Iowa are 

already taking notice of the 
changes going on at the Jas-
per County Sheriff ’s Office 
and its advanced life support 
pilot program. Talsma said he 
has been contacted by town-
ship trustees and supervisors 
of counties in Iowa; county 
supervisors from Ohio have 
reached out, too.

“They’re kind of seeing the 
same things (the sheriff ) and 
I are, which is not necessarily 
this is the answer for the EMS 
shortages and struggling vol-
unteer departments for all of 
the Midwest, but it is a solu-
tion,” Talsma said. “And it’s at 
least someone being proac-
tive about it.”

Finding easy solutions to 
the EMS service gaps in ru-
ral areas and the dwindling 
volunteerism is a challenge, 
but from what Talsma can 
see few are willing to make 
a move. The “wait-and-see” 
approach does not cut it for 
him or Jasper County Sheriff 
John Halferty.

“It’s something we have to 
be proactive about,” Talsma 
said. “If nobody else is doing 
it and nobody else is pro-
posing solutions, then, OK, 
maybe it’s time for the coun-
ty to look at it and take a run 
it and come up with a viable 
solution and enhancement to 
the system we have in place. 
That’s exactly what we did.”

Some volunteer agencies 
have questioned why anoth-
er solution has not been ex-
plored: the essential service 
levy. Two years ago Iowa Gov. 
Kim Reynolds signed into law 
a bill that would allow coun-
ties to put a $0.75 tax levy on 
a public measure ballot. Cit-
izens could vote whether it 
passes.

Moneys collected from the 
levy would go toward EMS 
providers in the county. Tals-

ma claimed there have been 
some misperceptions about 
the levy, noting it is “very 
regulated.” If the levy collect-
ed $1 million, for example, it 
would not mean each small-
town EMS agency would get 
an equal check from that to-
tal.

“The county is not going 
to turn around and write a 
$100,000 or $150,000 check to 
every volunteer department 
and say, ‘Here’s $150,000 now 
go and do what you want with 
it.’ That’s not the way it’s going 
to work,” Talsma said. “I know 
there are a couple volunteer 
departments that think that’s 
what’s going to happen.”

Others are concerned the 
levy would go toward the 
ALS program rather than the 
small-town agencies them-
selves. Talsma said that could 
be a possibility, but it is still 
uncertain. However, it is like-
ly the county will put the es-
sential service levy up to a 
vote in the next few years.

“It’s something we prob-
ably will be doing down the 
road, but we saw with the 
CARES Act and the ARPA 
funds a unique opportunity 
where we could essentially 
get a lot of the upfront costs 
covered and paid for before 
going that route,” Talsma 
said, noting the program’s ef-
ficacy will be assessed.

From there the county will 
have a better idea of whether 
to continue with the program 
and find a way to sustain it 
or find another solution and 
dissolve the program. Talsma 
reiterated the county is not 
trying to seize or encroach on 
anyone’s territory, but rather 
to ensure adequate is being 
provided.

“If a loved one of yours is 
having a stroke or heart at-
tack or your kid gets in a car 
accident, don’t you like know-
ing that when you dial 911 an 
ambulance and a paramedic 
are coming? That’s exactly 
what we’re trying to provide,” 

Talsma said.
STATE COULD DO MORE 

TO INCENTIVIZE  
VOLUNTEERS

Dr. Pat Edwards of Newton 
Clinic briefly mentioned EMS 
struggles at the Jan. 21 legis-
lative gathering held by the 
League of Women Voters of 
Jasper County. Edwards said 
the county’s population is ag-
ing, emphasizing the need for 
good EMS services. Edwards 
is mayor of Lambs Grove, a 
town of about 180 people.

“A lot of these people live 
in rural areas, and they’re not 
going to stay there unless we 
can help them with EMS. I 
understand the Legislature 
has allowed … local commu-
nities and counties to decide 
whether EMS is an essential 
service or not,” Edwards said, 
referring to the essential ser-
vice levy.

However, Edwards argued 
it does not matter if the cit-
izens of Lambs Grove deem 
it an essential service when 
the small town cannot raise 
enough taxes to do that. 
Lambs Grove can contract 
with Newton Fire Depart-
ment to cover most of the 
community’s EMS needs, but 
other communities do not 
have such luxuries.

“For citizens of Mingo, 
even if you raise their taxes 
it’s not possible for them to 
have a consistent, compre-
hensive plan to take care of 
people out in the county,” Ed-
wards said. “…I think Jasper 
County is doing a great job 
moving forward on this. But 
it might require one of the 
leaders in the state. This is 
statewide.”

Although the essential ser-
vice levy does provide fund-
ing opportunities to small 
agencies, it has no effect on 
the recruitment challenges. 
Halferty said a county EMS 
student in 2014-2015 that 
recruiting and retaining vol-
unteers was a priority. As 
a member of the volunteer 

Mingo Fire Department, Hal-
ferty sees the decline.

“The amount of hours and 
commitment and things as-
sociated with it can be very 
time consuming and expen-
sive,” Halferty said. “People 
are busy now. It’s just been 
a challenge. It’s a different 
mindset as well. I don’t blame 
people at all now when we ask 
people to volunteer and they 
look at the potential time re-
quired.”

For as many years the 
United States has operated its 
EMS services with the help 
of volunteers, Halferty said it 
might be time to reflect.

“The state and the country 
really needs to look back at 
see how well off they’ve been 
because of volunteer services 
across the country for many, 
many years,” Halferty said. 
“There have been very good, 
dedicated people that sac-
rificed time and money and 
lot of other things in order to 
provide services.”

The state may need to find 
ways to incentivize volun-
teers who want to earn their 
paramedic certifications or 
trainings.

“The state needs to look at 
incentivizing, not subsidiz-
ing it. Maybe it comes in the 
form of an income tax credit 
where you’re a qualified EMT 
or a qualified paramedic on 
a volunteer department and 
you’ve logged ‘X’ amount 
of hours and ‘X’ amount of 
calls. Maybe you get a $1,000 
to $2,000 tax credit,” Talsma 
said.

But Talsma is not con-
vinced that alone will not 
solve the issue. The state 
needs to take a multi-facet-
ed approach and collaborate 
with its counties and cities.

Rep. Jon Dunwell posted 
about the EMS struggles on 
his Facebook page on Jan. 30, 
noting one way to commit 
to improving EMS services 
throughout the state is to 
authorize cities, townships, 
counties or agencies to im-
plement a length of service 
agreement awards. Dunwell 
also mentioned grant oppor-
tunities.

“The Local Government 
Committee has reintroduced 
House Study Bill 19 to cre-
ate a grant program to allow 
municipalities to provide an 
award to volunteer firefight-
ers, emergency medical care 
providers, and reserve peace 
officers,” he said. “The grant 
would provide up to $1 for $1 
match in funding for munic-
ipalities that have established 
the award.”

Still, Talsma said the best 
way to incentivize volunteers 
is to give them a full-time job 
with pay and benefits.

“That’s how you incentiv-
ize somebody,” he said. “You 
pay them for their time that 
they are rending and pro-
viding this service. Because 
that’s what it’s going to take 
to incentivize somebody. It 
takes a lot of time … Between 
the trainings, the certifica-
tions and being available to 
go on call. You’re talking a 
significant sacrifice in time 
and money.”

Secretary Naig calls on EPA to accelerate biofuel growth 
and protect Congressional intent in final RFS rule

DES MOINES – Iowa Sec-
retary of Agriculture Mike 
Naig submitted comments to 
the U.S. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency (EPA) regard-
ing its proposed rulemaking 
and volume obligations for 
the Renewable Fuel Standard 
(RFS) for 2023, 2024 and 
2025.Iowa is the undisputed 
national leader in biofuels 
production, with 42 ethanol 
biorefineries and 11 biodiesel 
facilities producing 4.5 billion 
gallons of ethanol and 349 
million gallons of biodiesel 
respectively in 2022. 

“Iowa’s renewable fuels 

industry is critical to Iowa’s 
economy, providing thou-
sands of good-paying jobs in 
communities across our state. 
Biofuels also provide more af-
fordable and cleaner burning 
fuel options to consumers and 
create value-added markets 
for corn, soybeans, and other 
agriculture feedstocks,” said 
Secretary Naig. “I am hopeful 
that EPA will carefully review 
stakeholder feedback, uphold 
and respect the intent of the 
law and adopt final RFS vol-
ume obligations that accel-
erate availability and use of 
higher ethanol and biodiesel 

blends.”
In the letter, Secretary Naig 

focused his comments on 
three areas:

On ethanol, EPA should 
proceed with finalizing its 
proposed annual volumes for 
2023, 2024 and 2025. These 
volumes, an implied 15.25 
billion gallons per year, will 
set a course for increased do-
mestic ethanol use and great-
er availability of higher eth-
anol blends such as E15 and 
E85 throughout the United 
States.

On biomass-based diesel, 
EPA’s proposed volumes for 

2023, 2024 and 2025 are un-
acceptably low. In fact, the 
proposed volume for 2023 is 
nearly 800 million gallons be-
low the actual production of 
biomass-based diesel in 2022.

With current production 
already exceeding EPA’s pro-
posed volumes and renewable 
diesel production anticipat-
ed to grow exponentially in 
the coming years, EPA must 
significantly raise both the 
biomass-based diesel and ad-
vanced biofuel levels.  EPA’s 
proposal to allow Renewable 
Identification Number gen-
eration from renewable elec-

tricity (eRINs) is inequitable, 
inconsistent with the statuto-
ry intent of the RFS program, 
and unenforceable.

The eRINs proposal turns 
the RFS program on its head 
by allowing electric vehicle 
manufacturers to generate 
eRINs, rather than the renew-
able natural gas producers 
that actually produce renew-
able electricity. The current 
eRINs proposal should be 
separated from the RFS vol-
umes and reworked in a man-
ner that is equitable to bio-
fuels and consistent with the 
RFS law.
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Steve Ashing, a reserve deputy paramedic for the Jasper County Sheriff’s Office, showcases the extra 
medical supplies and equipment the sheriff’s office routinely fills. Ashing is part of the advanced life sup-
port pilot program at the sheriff’s office, which allows part-time reserve deputies with paramedic-level 
training to respond to emergency calls in rural areas and assist volunteer agencies.

CONTINUED FROM 1

EMS


