


RACOM: PRIVATELY DWNED PUBLIC SAFETY RADID SYSTEM

salety network, RACOM was up
against the Big Boys—Motorola and
MYA-COM-—in secking the bid. In this
instance, David won against Goliath,
only ta see the entire project go south

d

when local voters refused to back the
bond proposal to fund the system.

Thinking  creatively, RACOM
struck a deal with the now cash-
strapped Polk County Sheriff's Office,
RACOM already had its 300 MHz net-
work in place, and the county had just
enough money to buy M/A-COM
radios to use it. So the Polk County
Sheriff’s Depariment became the first
agency to become a paying user of the
RACOM network; a position it has
maintained to this day.

“Polk County was the first area we
covered with our towers,” said Terry
Brennan, RACOM's VP of sales and
marketing. “As more counties became
interested in using our network, we
built more towers. Today, we own and
operate a So-site 200 MHz M/A-COM
EDACS system, It is built to public
safety standards and used by 300 agen-
cies who pay a monthly subscription
fee.™
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What the Users Think

Thomas Jennings is chief of the
Waterloo  Police Department  that
serves a population of 68000, The
WPD is based in Black Hawk County,
1A, It and all other police, fire and
EMS departments in the county are on
the RACOM network. “We have about
&50 radios on RACOM,” Jennings
said.

“We signed on in 1994, back at a
time when every single department in
the county seemed to be operating [its]
own proprictary radio systems. Since
most of those systems were due for
replacement, the chiefs got together to
hammer out an interoperable commuy-
nications solution for the
county. After talking with
EACOM, we decided that
paying a monthly access
fee was a better, easier to
manage alternative o
building a new transmis-
sion system ourselves.”

Ken Runde is sheriff of
Dubugue County, 1A with
a population of 92,000,
“We've been on RACOM
since 1998." he said,
“Today, we have about
600 radios in serviee for
police, fire and EMS.”
Like Black Hawk County,
Dubuque opted  for
RACOM as a more
affordable alternative to
building its own interoper-
ahle radio system. “The
bids we got back to build a
countv-wide system came
in at $9 million," he said.
“In contrast, with the
radios included, the bid
from RACOM was only
£3.2 million. That is a sig-
nificant difference.”

Clearly, RACOM has

performed well on price for local law
enforcement. As for actual commumni-
cations performance? Both chiefs say
that they are =atisfied with RACOM s
relinbility and coverage. “The system
works great, and we are very happy
with il,” Runde said.

“RACOM was there for us during
the 2008 floods that hit much of lowa,™
lennings said. “When our Dispatch
Center in Waterloo was close o being
Noeded, they worked hand-in-hand
with us to keep things running and pre-
pare a backup dispatch site in case we
had to evacuate.” Working with Tyveo
Electronics, RACOM provided more
than 100 spare EDACS radios to first




respanders helping a1 the flood scenc.
"It was a tmae best of RACOM's actual
comimitment ta their first responder
subscribers, and they came through
with flying colars,™ he said.

“Tyeo Electronics supplied us with
I} EDACS radios in boxes, each
worih 54,000, snid Mike Miller, com-
pany president | CECY. “This allowed
us fo ensure that every hospital and
public health ngeney had the commuy-
nications they needed. We nlso set up
six fixed stations at various facili-
tica...o0 ensure reliable commumica-
tions when the foads were knecking
aut landlines and cell phone cover
e

The ane caveat that bath Jennings
ond Runde are concerned aboul is the
passibility of RACOM, as a third-party
private supplier, somesday going out of
business, leaving s public safery sub-
scribers high and dry. “RACOM is our
primary network and our heckup"
Jennings said, “1f something happened
ta thern, we would lave problems,” As
a precaution, Dubugue County has
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constructed s own barchones  racio
Eyslemn 85 a backup. “If they wen
Bankrupt, we'd be able 1o keep going
with this system, nt least |ocally,
Runde smid,

Analysis

Are the converiences of having a
third-party vencdor build and masntain
yaur piblic safety radio system warth
the risks? Acconding to Jennings, the
angwer is ves, "Thanks 1o RACOM,
we have solid interoperability and
rdio conunumdcations at a prece we
can afford.” he said. "In those simes
when funding is tight, the compan v has
even frozen their rtes fo help us out,”
Rumnde sdded, “There haven't heen any
dowwnsides to using RACOM for the

post 10 years. They have kept their

promises, "

This snid, these officers’ suppon is
linked directly 1o EACOM ineprity
and commitment to public sfety, In
Main English, RACOM has proven
itself 10 be a trustworthy pariner,
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allowing its povernment clienis 1o
enpvy the benefite of i3 services with
in ensy mind.

Can this model work in other juris-
dictions? Maybe. For one thing. it
costs millions of dellars to build a pub-
lic safety network, something that is
likely out of reach for most two-way
radio vendars. The repson FEACOM
was able to do so was becauss it buily
its network on a stage-hy-stage basis,
which allowed it te keep capital
eapenses under control while its sub-
seriber revene grew, It also helps that
RACOMs subscribers purchased their
EDALS mdios from this vendor, ngain
boosting its financial success,

Anpther point worth considering is
cofporate culiure, Grege Miller and his
company are clearly dedicated to sup-
porting the pueblic safery customers
they serve, Mo less o commitment
wold b required from any other pri-
vale company that supplies radio serv-
ices 1o lnw enforcement. Without it,
Iapses in public safety commumications
could accur at the cost of police and
public lives,

The bottom ling is if a roputable
vendor can be found thar is willing anx
hle 1o do what RACOM has alresdy
dome in lowa, then law enforcement
managers would be well-advised 1o
give this option serious thought, Afler
all, it is working well in the Hawkeye
Stane.
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