COM-Ls & Incident

Training telecommunicators as Comm Unit Leaders

s technology frees the radio dispatcher from
Athe comm center, courses like the Federal

Emergency Management Agency’s (FEMA’s)
Communications Unit Leader (COM-L) are increas-
ingly relevant for today’s public safety telecommuni-
cator.

Right now, you could navigate CAD on a tablet
or use your cellphone to broadcast a message on
your primary radio channel from hundreds of miles
away. Portability and interoperability allow multiple
response agencies within a region to unite and tackle
a specific incident at a moment’s notice.

As more response agencies are able to work
together, more training is required to make sure all
the key players know their role and their resources at
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a moment’s notice.

The COM-L course first came to Tennessee in
January 2009. Members of the Tennessee Emergency
Management Agency (TEMA) heard about the course
from the Department of Homeland Security Office
of Emergency Communications (DHS OEC) while
evaluating statewide tactical interoperable commu-
nications plans.

DHS OEC worked with the National Wildfire
Coordinating Group to create the course content,
since wildfire fighters have used COM-Ls to manage
conventional radio systems on large wildfires since
the late 1970s.

So what does COM-L cover? This course is a hands-
on look at what it takes to ensure interoperability
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Which channels are available at the console in the
comm center? Which channels could or should be
used if the incident expands? Which channels will be
monitored and which won’t? Each of these decisions
are commonly made within the comm center, but
require a specific set of skills to hone when events or
incidents take operations to a mobile command cen-
ter. Effectively positioning responders and assigning
channels during an incident will allow for interoper-
ability and scalability later.

The first COM-L courses in the state were held
in 2009 at the State Fire Academy in Bell Buckle,
Tenn. Since then, Tennessee has trained more than
600 public safety personnel in COM-L in 31 classes.
More than 50 students came from neighboring
states. One-in-five of those trained were public safety
telecommunicators.

“We are trying to reach anyone involved in incident
command systems (ICS), working in communica-
tions,” says David Wolfe, chief of communications at
TEMA. “We want to train everyone, not just COM-L
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Nashville FIRST COM-L Linda Binkley works
with an officer on the ICS during a training
exercise. Photo Steve Martini
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but comms technicians (COM-T), communications
coordinators (COM-C) and incident commanders.
Whoever will come! They will pick up whatever they
can then, and when they see an incident from a com-
munications perspective, they’ll know what the oth-
ers are doing.”

Participation from COM-Cs (typically identified
as a traditional public safety telecommunicator) is
growing in Tennessee.

“In the COM-L course, COM-C is emphasized,”
Wolfe says. “From the COM-L’s point of view, when
I get a call from TEMA Ops from the state-on-call
about an event, I get the location and type of the
event and the location of the command post. Then
I call local dispatchers because they have all the rel-
evant information I need. Safety—How to get to the
scene safely. Infrastructure—Interop channels: Are
they still on local primary or are they using mutual
aid channels? Who is involved? A good COM-C with
COM-L training can start assigning talkgroups and
building the org chart, creating a rough draft of the
205 [the Incident Communications Plan form that
must be filled out for ICS deployments]. A lot of the
info I need, I can get from a good COM-C.”

As with most National Incident Management Sys-
tem (NIMS) courses, attendees do not sit with others
from their own agency or discipline, but are formed
into groups from a variety of work experience.

“Diverse representation within groups allows stu-
dents to learn from each other as much as from the
course material,” Wolfe says. “More time is spent
doing exercises than anything else. Doing forms,
assuming operations tactics and then drafting a
comms plan to fit that, is the goal of the course.”
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COM-Ls in training
learn to fully develop
the comms unit within
the logistics section

“They learn never go
to an incident alone.
Your most important
friend is the COM-T.
You may need assis-
tance from another
COM-C or radio opera-
tor (RADO).”

Hamilton  County,
Tenn., (with Chatta-
nooga as the county
seat) boasts the high-
est number of certified
COM-Ls in Tennessee
at nearly a dozen. To be
certified, COM-Ls must
not only attend the 32-hour course, but complete a
13-page taskbook featuring 23 tasks and various sub-
tasks associated with managing communications for
an incident or planned event. The taskbooks must be
evaluated and signed off by an agency head or cer-
tified COM-L who verifies the applicant observed or
performed each task.

Jeft Carney, operations
ton County 9-1-1, says
have attended the course, 11 of whom completed
taskbooks.

“I first heard about the COM-L course in 2008

when I saw an APCO ad about a class in Ohio,” Car-
ney says. “This is what we do every day. We assign

Emergency workers set up a mobile
command center to handle a fire burning
at a plastics recycling plant near Lyles,
Tenn. AP Photo/Mark Humphrey

manager at Hamil-

16 telecommunicators
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Public i
talkgroups and move responders
to side channels.” a e Y

Responders and talkgroups are
more easily managed if a COM-L o
moves responders to shared talk- ls ur
groups early, before an incident
becomes too large. o o
“If you’re building a radio sys- M 1 s s 1 o n
tem from the ground up, then you
would need a COM-T,” Carney
says, “but when it comes to knowl-
edge of which talkgroups are avail-
able and the existing abilities of
the system, telecommunicators are .
all over thac.” Public Safety Agency
Carney continues, saying talk-
group assignments are critical to
maintain clear communications
during an incident, so telecommu-
nicators should, “get it right in the hoous
beginning and guard it with a base-
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ball bat,” ensuring radio commu-
nications for an incident remain
clear and do not become over-
whelmed, cluttered or confused.

COM-L s specialty training for a
specific position within the NIMS
structure.

“I’s about the only specialty
training that offers certification,”
Wolfe says.

Certification doesn’t limit par-

ticipation. Instead, it offers an National Association of Tower Erectors
assessment and evaluation tool
605-882-5865 « 888-882-5865 (U.S.)

for deployment. Most trained
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COM-Ls are selected to work only at the local level.
TEMA requires certification for a COM-L to be
selected for deployment on incidents at the state
level or in a neighboring state.

Wolfe also considers the COM-L’s background for
long-range deployment.

“If T have an incident involving the military, 'm going
to send someone who is COM-L trained with a military
background because they are in that world every day,”
he says.

These training efforts are making a difference at the
state level as well. Wolfe recalled a story about a multi-
discipline response to assist a mentally impaired person
on a lake in Rutherford County, about 20 miles south-
east of downtown Nashville.

“The COM-C put all

responding  agen-

cies on a shared interop channel,” Wolfe says.
“That COM-C identified an event and a command
channel. That’s all they needed.”

The COM-C is the natural choice to serve as the
COM-L on planned events, Wolfe says.

Kat Hogan monitors radio channels
during a HNT training exercise.

“The Incident Commander
gets their org chart from plan-
ning, but the COM-L usu-
ally does the org chart in their
heads before that to determine
what channels they will need
for the 205. A lot of times it’s in
the COM-C’s head; the COM-L
just takes the time to fill out the
form, add the colors and make
it useful.”

Classes are promoted to for-
mer COM-Ls who share the
course with others within their
network, and Wolfe says they
never have trouble filling a class.
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When prioritizing which members of the PSAP
operational team should attend, Carney says he
would start with the supervisory personnel.

“They likely have the most ICS training already,
so they are likely qualified to attend the course
and are most likely to transition from the PSAP to
the field if the incident grows,” he says. “Then, any
telecommunicator.”

Hamilton County 9-1-1 focused COM-L partici-
pation on telecommunicators who participate in
incident dispatch teams or could be used in telecom-
municator emergency response taskforce (TERT)
deployment, which is another way other agencies
could prioritize which telecommunicator attends a
COM-L course and when.

COM-L course graduates return to assist instruc-
tors with presenting ICS Form 201 and the Incident
Action Plan, as well as facilitating exercises. More
than half of the courses taught in Tennessee use
course graduates to present exercises.

As word spreads, other disciplines are also getting
their personnel involved. After one mem-
ber of the Tennessee Association of Rescue
Squads completed COM-L, he started iden-
tifying people within the association with a
nemphasis on communications and send-
ing them to the class as well. Perhaps sur-
prisingly, the largest number of attendees
in Tennessee—more so than telecommuni-
cators—are amateur radio operators, most
of whom self-fund their attendance and are
volunteering their time away from home. a
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STEPHEN MARTINI is the emergency communica-
tions supervisor at Brentwood (Tenn.) 9-1-1 and
Chair of APCO’s Editorial Committee. Reach him at
martinis@brentwood-tn.org.

Trish Cummando in the unit’s
COM.-L for critical incidents.
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