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Sullivan-area emergency communications ‘dead zone’
repaired
By Amy Smith, Union staff writer | Posted: Wednesday, October 29, 2014 8:56 am

SULLIVAN — Sullivan-area residents can rest assured that the Jefferson County Sheriffs Office is looking out for
their safety.

For several years, that area had lacked coverage needed to receive adequate communications with the county’s
emergency radio system. However, that was remedied when an updated communications tower went live last
week.

“We accept full responsibility for the need of the communication system that was put in the Sullivan and Rome
area, and we apologize for the inconvenience that it has caused Sullivan Fire and EMS and any other responding
areas,” Jefferson County Chief Deputy Jeffery Parker said Tuesday. “This has been an ongoing process that has
taken time to make sure that every piece was in place so that when the system is up and running, we don’t have to
go back to where all of a sudden it’s not working again.”

The Jefferson County Sherriff’s Office first was made aware of the communication problems on June 27, 2008, via
an email from Sullivan resident Randy McHugh. McHugh noted in the email provided to the Daily Union by the
Jefferson County Sheriff’s Office “that the pagers in Sullivan are a little to be desired.”

“It appears the location of the towers is such that reception is spotty at best,” he said. “I was looking into ways to
improve it and wondered if Jefferson County has any technology advances that the folks here wouldn’t know
about. In my case, if a page goes out and isn’t picked up by my receiver, the odds of hearing a siren in this house
is pretty slim.”

Another email dated Dec. 17, 2008, from sheriff’s office communications supervisor Todd Lindert to the Johnson
Creek Fire Department discussed the beginning of negotiations to provide additional tower sites in Jefferson
County that would approve communications for several fire and EMS departments, including Sullivan and Rome.

In 2012, the Federal Communications Commission mandated a shift for all public safety and business industrial
land mobile radio systems to meet new narrow band requirements by Jan. 1, 2013, because the FCC had begun to
run out of radio frequencies. The shift to narrow banding involved the compression of the overburdened airwaves
to provide better communication.

With the mandated change, the Sullivan Fire Department lost almost all its ability to receive pages from the county
dispatcher, according to Sullivan Fire Chief Mark Flood.

“It wasn’t a perfect signal before the changes, but when they went to the narrow banding, that’s when the paging
system went downhill for us,” Flood said.

Along with the mandated change, the county, in 2012, took on a $1 million system upgrade, which provided the
addition of new tower sites in Ixonia and Johnson Creek and upgrades for existing sites in Waterloo, Jefferson,
Palmyra and Fort Atkinson.
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The upgrade was anticipated to resolve all coverage issues, but during a meeting on July 17, 2013, with all
Jefferson County-area fire and EMS departments, it was realized that the Sullivan and Rome fire departments still
were receiving little to no coverage.

According to Parker, a survey of the county’s coverage showed that 96.5 percent of the county was covered, but of
the 3.5 percent lacking coverage, 90 percent was in the Sullivan and Rome area.

The generally accepted standard coverage for emergency-response radio systems, according to Lindert, is 95
percent.

Flood noted that because of the lack of coverage, the fire department had resorted to implementing a phone tree in
which members of the fire department called each other to report a page.

“We were having people sit at home not knowing there was a call,” he said. “We had to develop an in-house
system to make sure everyone knew what was going on.”

The fire chief also had installed a scanner in his home, which he monitored to ensure the department did not miss a
page.

At the time of the meeting, Parker said, $180,000 in funds already had been set aside in the 2014 budget to
construct a communication tower in Sullivan. Following the meeting, a site in Sullivan between Pioneer Road and
U.S. Highway 18 was identified as a possible location for the tower.

The site, however, provided the county with several obstacles that delayed the timeliness of the project. At the
time, it was housed in an abandoned cable television tower still owned by Jones Intercable (now Charter
Communications), which was altogether unaware of the tower. In order to acquire usage of the land, ownership of
the tower itself had to be established and then transitioned to the owner of the property where the tower stood.

Once that was done, the county was able to negotiate a lease agreement with the property owner, but after an
inspection of the tower was performed. Documentation of the tower’s structural integrity could not be found, so an
inspection — which produced a favorable outcome — was required. That was completed in June, and the 10-year
lease with the property owner was signed Aug. 1.

The county also had to gain a land easement in order to access the site, further delaying the project. The only
access point to the tower is through an adjacent property.

Work at the site, which now has been completed except for the installation of two parts, was successfully tested on
Oct. 23 and already has shown significant improvements.

“What we have already accomplished has improved communication 110 percent,” Parker said.

In a recording of the test played by Parker Tuesday, Sullivan Fire Chief Mark Flood noted that communication
between county dispatch and Sullivan was 95-percent better. Flood can be heard explaining how a Sullivan
firefighter who previously could not receive pages in his basement is now able to do so.

As of Tuesday afternoon, Flood reported that the new system was successfully operating.

“People are now getting the pages, and they know where we’re going,” he added. “It’s an issue that needed to get
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dealt with, and I am glad it did.”

Parker noted that although the county’s system is now operating well above and beyond the accepted standard, no
communication system is going to be 100-percent fail safe, whether it is due to weather or dead spots that block
the signal.

However, he said he believes “the Jefferson County Sheriff Department has taken every action necessary to
deliver the best county coverage.

“I truly apologize to the citizens of Jefferson County, especially those in the Sullivan and Rome area, that it has
taken so long to get the problem rectified, but there was never a time where we became stagnant and were not
working on it,” Parker added.
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