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Intro/Purpose
The City of San Augustine is currently reviewing many of its policies, procedures and practices to modernize where feasible.  Due to this exciting effort, Modern Public Safety LLC (MPS) was hired by the City Manager, John Camp to: 1) evaluate City of San Augustine dispatching procedures, 2) determine possible improvements and enhancements, 3) provide written report outlining current practice and recommendations.

We want to thank the San Augustine City Council, Mayor Leroy Hughes, City Manager John Camp, Fire Chief Charles Sharp, Police Chief Gary Fountain, County Judge Samye Johnson, Sheriff Robert Cartwright, Chief Deputy Sheriff John Welch, Sheriff’s Department Administrator Cheryl Maxey, Director of EMS Bethany Butler, and many others for the warm welcome and kind assistance with this important study.  We would like to commend you all for the wonderful spirit of cooperation that exists between the city and county. Additionally, we want to extend a special thanks to the City of San Augustine volunteer firefighters and dispatchers for their hospitality and valuable input.  They are a credit to the city and county they serve so well.  

Methodology

To accomplish our assigned task, Modern Public Safety (MPS) made extensive site visits, interviewed numerous stakeholders, provided informational meetings, facilitated discussions and addressed San Augustine City Council in July 2018.  Our time here was memorable as everyone was helpful, passionate, and obviously interested in providing constructive input.  

Discovery and Findings

City of San Augustine Dispatching

The city’s dispatchers are a dedicated, hardworking and passionate group.  They do an amazing job within the circumstances of their working environment.  Any critiques of current practices are in no way meant to be interpreted as critical of these fine employees.  

The City of San Augustine currently provides dispatching services to all fire departments within San Augustine County at no cost to the individual departments. These services do not include serving as a Public Safety Answering Point (PSAP) for 911 calls, as this is provided by the San Augustine County Sheriff’s Department dispatch center.  

As the PSAP, the sheriff’s department receives all 911 calls for the county; once the nature of the call is determined to be a fire within the county, the 911 caller is forwarded to the City of San Augustine dispatchers.  This practice creates an unnecessary delay in response times, can be confusing for coordination of additional resources (such as police, highway patrol, EMS, public works, utility companies, etc.) and is an unnecessary redundancy.  Upon forwarding the call to the city’s dispatchers, the call information is processed a second time (county dispatcher first time) before it is dispatched to the various county fire departments.  

The countywide dispatching of fire departments policy was approved by a San Augustine City Council action in 2016 but lacks interlocal agreements with San Augustine County, Broadus, Denning New Hope, Powell Town, Attoyac, and possibly others. 
The city provides 24/7/365 dispatching services (fire calls only) to all county fire departments.   Monday through Friday, 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., the City of San Augustine utilizes City Hall clerical staff to serve as both clerks and fire department dispatchers; these duties are performed from inside city hall, where a secondary radio console is located; this equipment lacks modern recording and data tracking capabilities.   As dispatchers, the staff is taking important information such as name, phone number, address, details of the emergency, names of responding firefighters and information on vehicles used to respond; they may possibly be involved with getting directions and solving problems due to incorrect information.  The dispatch console is near the city hall staff’s work stations and is open and visible to the public.  Challenges with this situation include: 1) dispatchers may be easily distracted and interrupted by the public, 2) dispatching is not their primary focus, 3) a lack of adequate training, 4) significant privacy issues  from handling emergency calls within the publics ear and view , 5) lack of backup power/generators for City Hall, thus creating the potential of losing an emergency call due to a power outage as well as other continuity issues while handling emergency calls.
After normal business hours and on weekends, a dedicated part time employee assumes the role of dispatcher at the adjacent fire station where dispatching equipment and living quarters are present.  There is a backup generator here to allow for continuity of operations during power outages and the dispatcher radios and equipment at this location appear to be in good working order but adequate only for basic radio communications.   The equipment at the fire station lacks modern recording and data tracking capabilities.  Also, of concern, after hours dispatchers can sleep while on duty, thus creating delays in receiving and handling calls due to grogginess upon waking.    The practice of having both city and county dispatchers is an unnecessary redundancy, employing two individuals when one is enough to complete the tasks.
All staff assigned to dispatch receive approximately 8 hours of “on the job” training but no formal Public Safety Telecommunicator training and/or certifications.  City employees assigned the task of dispatching receive minimal training to handle the stressful and complex duties of a Public Safety Telecommunicator who must deal with panicked callers in emergency situations and coordinate response personnel and resources. 
The city has two formal dispatching areas, one inside City Hall and the other at the fire department.  These dispatching areas do not have industry standard consoles, television monitors for news access or weather monitoring stations to provide critical information for area incident command.  Additionally, these dispatching centers are not conducive for multiple personnel handling communications and command decisions.  The practice of dispatching/toning out fire department units from any location other than formal dispatching stations (i.e. San Augustine Tribune should cease immediately as it creates unnecessary risk and liability).
The City does not have plans or funding available to upgrade or enhance current dispatching equipment, procedures, or personnel.  Due to the geographic distance between the county’s dispatch and the city’s dispatch, there is a disjointed level of cooperation in coordination of fire resources.  The current process and method of dispatching without handling 911 intake is no longer a common practice in similar communities in Texas.

San Augustine County Dispatching

The San Augustine County Sheriff’s Department is the Public Safety Answering Point (PSAP) for all 911 calls in the county, including 911 calls originating from within the City of San Augustine.  They are seamlessly providing county wide 911 call intake and dispatching services to all first response agencies, except the fire departments.   The sheriff’s department currently provides these services (PSAP and Police dispatching) at no charge to the City of San Augustine.  

To provide this service 24/7/365, the sheriff’s department employees full time public safety telecommunicators (“dispatchers”).  During normal business hours the sheriff maintains a minimum of three dispatchers on duty, after hours a minimum of two.  The jail administrator is also available during normal business hours to act as a fourth dispatcher to assist during times of high call volume.  Anyone assigned to serve as a Public Safety Telecommunicator receives approximately six weeks of on the job training and is certified as a Texas Basic Telecommunicator, per the Texas Commission on Law Enforcement standard.  An additional 40 hours of training is required every two years to maintain this certification. 

 The dispatch center, or Public Safety Answering Point (PSAP), is housed within a secure jail facility and has dispatching consoles, computers, television monitors and access to local, regional, and national news.  At this location, all dispatch communications are audio recorded and available for review and there is adequate space for at least 6 people to work and monitor field activity.  

The Sheriff’s Department is currently upgrading its dispatching system to a modern Computer Aided Dispatching (CAD) system.  This enhancement will be implemented within six months and will provide greater services to the county in the form of accurate handling of GIS data (mapping/addresses), time/date stamping of incidents and improved tracking of emergency responders county wide.  The enhancement will also provide all agencies an electronic record of number of incidents, length of incidents and types of incidents, which will allow annual reporting and aid in budget preparation.  To increase current capacities and capabilities, the sheriff’s department is seeking additional funding and support from DETCOG for new dispatch consoles/computers which will benefit PSAP services being provided county wide.  The Sheriff has a vision for further modernization of the dispatch center, utilizing funding from DETCOG and other agencies.

The Sheriff and his staff are accessible, cooperative, positive and eager to increase their partnership with the City of San Augustine.  A consolidated county run dispatch center is common practice throughout the Texas and the United States.

Note:  Expanding current city dispatch operations to include adding staffing, creating its own Public Safety Answering Point PSAP, etc. was not an option due to the current funding streams available to the city.  Also, the City wants to avoid unnecessary duplication of services and allow the City and County to share the costs of providing a de facto County Fire Department.
Recommendations

1. The city should enter into an interlocal agreement to outsource county wide fire dispatching (to include the City of San Augustine Fire Department) to the San Augustine County Sheriff’s Department.  The agreement should also include verbiage formalizing the current agreement of dispatching City of San Augustine Police Department.  The benefits of the interlocal agreement are:

· Provides a written agreement outlining expectations, performance requirements, dispatcher training requirements, duties, and responsibilities of both parties.

· Reduces liability.

· Formalizes processes and practices thus providing continuity during changes in city and/or county government management.

· Both parties will be able to discuss and decided on cost sharing.

The benefits of outsourcing dispatching to the sheriff’s department are:

· Response times for all county fire assets will be improved by eliminating call hand-off, and the potential for distraction.

· Unnecessary risk and liability to the city is reduced. 

· Delay and risk associated with dispatchers sleeping while on duty will be eliminated.

· Funding and resources can be gained through DETCOG and other sources, because San Augustine County Sheriff’s Department is the designated PSAP for the entire county.

· The sheriff is the most experienced and capable dispatching entity in the county serving diverse types of first responder agencies.

· Creates a larger dispatch staff with improved training standards and professional certifications.

· The sheriff and his staff have a great reputation among the agencies they currently provide dispatching services to, including the City of San Augustine Police Department and San Augustine County EMS.

· Allows the city to focus its time and resources on other important areas to modernize.

· Costly and unnecessary redundancy in staffing will be eliminated.

· Working conditions for city hall staff (dispatchers) will be improved as it eliminates stressful distraction from their primary duties.

· It is a cost-effective method for increasing capabilities and capacities of dispatching for the citizens of San Augustine.

· The ISO rating of the fire department may be improved.

· This is a cost-effective way to provide professional, effective and expedient dispatching within the corporate limits for the citizens of San Augustine

· This type of agreement/consolidation is common locally, regionally and nationally for many cities and counties.  

· Centralized dispatching from a single source improves multi-agency coordination during typical and common events, such as motor vehicle collisions, where multiple agencies are involved.

· Mutual aid/automatic aid coordination and unified command functions are improved during large events, such as floods, damaging storms, criminal violence, etc., where law enforcement, EMS, fire, emergency management and other regional, state and federal agencies are responding. 

· The Emergency Management Coordinator for San Augustine County currently offices at the sheriff’s office, this will enhance their ability to assist with coordination and support of multi-agency responses.

· This type of consolidation and cooperation is more attractive to outside funding sources such as DETCOG, State of Texas, Homeland Security, non-profits and private corporations.

· The current practice of dispatching City of San Augustine Police Department, which the city and police department are quite pleased with, will continue.

· There is minimal cost associated with the equipment migration from city hall to the sheriff’s department.  

· The city will benefit from Sheriff Cartwright’s vision for modernization and increased capacities, which will directly impact to the quality of dispatching.  

2. The perception that fire calls are dispatched at a lower priority than law enforcement and EMS calls needs to be addressed. While we found no evidence to support this perception, MPS suggests the sheriff and his staff meet with those who perpetuate the idea, for concerns to be addressed.   Implementation will be less complicated if the fire volunteers have “buy in.”  

3.  A standing stakeholder committee should be created with representatives from each agency receiving dispatch services from the sheriff’s department.  This allows each agency to have a “voice” in the process for continuous review and improvements.

4. A phased approach to transitioning dispatch is recommended.  This will allow both parties to transition successfully.

5. All radio dispatching equipment, whether owned by the city or not, should no longer be used for dispatching/toning out firefighters.  This is especially important once the responsibilities of dispatching migrate to the sheriff’s department as this could create confusion and interruption of response.  

6. Develop a reasonable severance package for the City of San Augustine part time dispatchers whose jobs will be eliminated.  The package should include incentives for those who remain as employees in “good standing” throughout the migration process.  This allows the City of San Augustine to recognize and show their appreciation for employees’ service.  It will also lend itself to continuity in the migration process and provides a backup for unforeseen challenges.

7. Develop interlocal agreements with all parties for using and/or supporting operations at the radio tower sites owned by the City and County of San Augustine.  Include all entities, such as counties, municipalities, agencies, the county firefighter association (who owns the generators), school district, private companies, etc.  This will provide a written agreement outlining expectations, performance requirements, duties, and responsibilities of both parties, while reducing risk and liability by outlining responsibilities.

8. Partner with San Augustine Sheriff Department to request DETCOG perform and fund a radio coverage study of San Augustine County.  This will determine what portions of the county need radio coverage enhancement for all first responder agencies.  Regional partnerships between cities and counties attract more funding sources such as DETCOG, State of Texas, and Department of Homeland Security.

9. Partner with San Augustine Sheriff Department to request funding from outside sources to improve infrastructure and security at the city and county owned radio tower sites.  Improvements will enhance continuity of operations during threats from manmade and natural disasters.  Current plans to conduct a radio tower engineering study should continue, this study will guide the migration process in a cost-effective manner.  Regional partnerships between cities and counties attract more funding sources such as DETCOG, State of Texas, and Department of Homeland Security. 

10. When funding allows, enhance fire hall dispatching area with new computer, news and weather monitoring capabilities, etc. to serve as a City Emergency Operations Center (EOC) and a backup radio dispatch system.

Implementation Recommendation

MPS recommends this initial phase last approximately 90 days to allow both agencies to adapt successfully.  The stakeholder committee should develop a recommendation for Phase II implementation.  The principles of change management indicate that rapid implementation leads to the highest rates of success.  Therefore, these actions should be implemented as soon as feasible and without significant delay. 

Phase I

1. Develop and implement all interlocal agreements.

2. Sheriff and his staff hold information meeting to address “perceptions issue”.

3. City issue a policy/memo addressing the practice of using radio dispatching equipment to tone out firefighters from remote locations.  

4. Develop severance package agreements.

5. DETCOG request for support and funding of migration and other recommendations. 

6. Launch stakeholder committee to oversee migration process (initially limited to county and city stakeholders).

7. Migrate one set of radio equipment and E-Dispatch equipment from the city to the sheriff’s department.  

8. Provide in house training for sheriff department dispatchers on unique aspects of dispatching fire departments.

9. Begin dispatching all calls from the sheriff’s department Monday through Friday, 8am to 5pm, while continuing to use city dispatchers for evenings and weekends.

10. Fire Department should develop policies and procedures to handle the absence of evening and weekend dispatchers.

Phase II

1. Migrate remaining dispatching duties to sheriff’s department.

2. Evening and weekend dispatchers continue to support fire department operations for an additional two weeks after complete migration.

3. Stakeholder committee now becomes a standing committee made up of all stakeholders receiving dispatching services from the county.

4. Enhance City Emergency Operations Center (EOC) capabilities at fire station.
