November Column

Brenda Cowan, a Lexington fire fighter, did not know that her efforts to respond to a domestic violence call would lead to her own violent death just one day shy of Valentine’s Day in 2004. Unfortunately, emergency response workers’ efforts to help often are met with violence.

Because emergency response personnel selflessly put themselves in harm’s way to protect others, our legislature rightfully has established laws to help protect them in the line of duty.

The law, passed in 2005 and named the Brenda D. Cowan Act, makes an attempt (whether recklessly or intentionally) to harm an emergency response worker, paid or volunteer, a Class D felony, punishable by one to five years in prison and/or a $10,000 fine.

Before 2005, the law protected other employee classifications, such as peace officers, social workers, teachers and others. Now, anyone who injures or attempts to injure one of the following with a deadly weapon or dangerous instrument is guilty of third degree assault:

· A state, county, city or federal peace officer;

· Detention facility or state residential treatment facility employees; or

· A probation or parole officer. 

The following are protected under the Brenda D. Cowan Act when someone injures or attempts to injure them while they are performing job-related duties:

· Social workers employed by the Department for Community Based Services;

· Paid or volunteer emergency medical services personnel;

· Paid or volunteer members of an organized fire department;

· Paid or volunteer rescue squad personnel;

· A transportation officer who is transporting inmates when the county jail or county correctional facility is closed;

· A public or private elementary or secondary school employee or school bus driver; or

· A volunteer at a public or private elementary or secondary school.

Just as our protectors cannot always protect us, our laws cannot keep all from harm. However, it is the hope that the law will serve as a deterrent, and those who cause or attempt to cause harm to our emergency services personnel will be prosecuted accordingly.

