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Interoperability Fixes Must Not Ignore 
The Human Factor, Advises Fire Chief 
 
 Editor’s note: The following article is the sec-
ond in a two-part series about the interoperability 
challenges faced by emergency responders and 
some solutions on the horizon.  Part I emphasized 
the technological side of interoperability (EPN, 
May 2, p. 65); Part II addresses the human factors. 
 
 Although major disasters often highlight inter-
operability challenges, the communications that 
occur among public safety agencies day-to-day can 
be equally as frustrating and worrisome when in-
compatibility interferes with responders performing 
their jobs. 
 
 “I don’t believe that it’s mainly an issue of 
technology; it’s how you use that technology,” says 
Willis Carter, first vice president of the Association 
of Public-Safety Communications Officials Interna-
tional and chief of communications for the Shreve-
port, La., Fire Department.  Carter has observed 
 

interoperability from the day-to-day to the dra-
matic—his department assisted in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Katrina, and he served on an APCO fact-
finding mission to gather lessons learned from the 
Gulf Coast disaster about how 911 system opera-
tions can be improved. 
 
 The Shreveport Fire Department can offer a 
case in point about how policy decisions are as im-
portant to interoperability as technology.  Although 
radios for both the department and the Louisiana 
State Police operate in the 800 MHz band, they 
lacked interoperability due to special software tech-
nology in the police system.  The fire department 
had to purchase a firmware patching system, obtain 
authorization to communicate with the police, and 
register to talk on their network—a process that cost 
$800 per fire department radio, according to Carter.  
So far, 16 of the department’s 275 radios are com-
patible with state police equipment. 
 
 Interoperability is more widespread in Carter’s 
own region, where 52 different agencies subscribe 
to a public safety system that provides them with 
common channels over which fire fighters, police, 
emergency medical technicians, and other respond-
ers communicate at the scene of an event.  “A lot of 
jurisdictions do not have the ability to talk across 
those lines” even during routine operations, he told 
EPN, and emergency response is slowed because 
messages must go through dispatch centers.   
 
 The first wave of interoperability hurdles 
thrown up by the catastrophic disaster that was 
Katrina were actually “operability” problems due to 
 
                                                 (Continued on p. 74) 
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