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National Interagency Fire Center

3838 S. Development Avenue

Boise, Idaho  83705

                                                               August 30, 2005

To:  Christopher Lewis, Department of the Interior

        Tom Thomison, USDA—Forest Service

From:  National Multi-Agency Coordinating Group

Subject:  Fire Fighting Frequency Management

In recent years the complexity of providing radio frequency support for wildland fires and “all risk” incidents has increased.  As wildland fires have generally become larger and more intense, the support requirements reflect the emphasis on communications, and the safety margins that positive communications can provide.   Due to heightened safety concerns as a result of incidents such as the Cramer Fire and 30 Mile Canyon, where fatalities occurred, the requirement to provide positive communications for fire crews on the fireline has expanded the radio coverage requirements.  Beyond the fireline radio coverage, there is an increased requirement to provide positive communications for travel routes to and from the operational area and to support initial attack responsibilities within the Incident Management Team (IMT) area of responsibility. This requirement for positive communications has been reinforced by LCES, a reminder to all firefighters of operational safety standards.  LCES stands for Lookouts, Communications, Escape Routes, and Safety Zones.  It is the Communications portion of LCES that requires positive communications for firefighter safety on the line.

The ability of the National Interagency Incident Communications Division (NIICD) at the National Interagency Fire Center (NIFC) to support these frequency requirements is quickly becoming limited.  The coverage requirements translate into a nearly standard communications operation requiring two repeaters linked together to provide the fireline coverage.  This has had a direct effect upon the frequency resources that NIICD has available.  NIICD is not only limited in its assigned resources but those resources are increasingly conflicted.  These conflicts reduce the ability for NIICD to fully utilize our own resources before requiring frequency resources from outside the Division.  This equates to delays in providing starter systems and additional repeaters, which directly relates to an increase in the size of the fire, and subsequently the cost of fire suppression due to Incident Commanders deciding to not engage the fire in areas where there are no positive communications. 

NIICD has utilized the Vhf FM assignments provided by dividing them into three categories.  These are repeater pairs, referred to as command; air to ground, referred to as air tactics; and tactical frequencies used in the simplex mode for division communications assignments.  The assignments available to NIICD result in 7 command repeater pairs, 7 air tactics channels, and only 7 division tactical assignments.  

NIICD has found that nearly 70-80% of the time an additional repeater is requested when the initial resource order is submitted once the location of the fire is known.  Most of the fires staffed by Type I or Type II Incident Management Teams (IMT) are clustered together or are easily located within a 100 to 150 mile radius of one another.  Depending upon the terrain we typically cannot get the geographical separation required to reuse a frequency so we provide separate frequencies.  NIICD can provide the first 3 fires with a starter system repeater and one additional repeater, but the fourth fire in the area is limited to only one repeater.  This fire may be the one that poses the largest threat.  NIICD does, however, have access to an additional 5 repeater pair set aside by the National Telecommunication and Information Agency (NTIA) for incident response.  These assignments are set aside by NTIA for use by any Federal agency for incident response and are not exclusive to NIICD.  An assignment for a repeater must first be cleared for use by notifying our departmental frequency managers for Interior and Agriculture prior to retuning and deployment of the equipment.  This can sometimes create delays in providing additional support in a timely manner.  

To a larger extent we may be providing support in an area where our assigned frequencies are in conflict.  For example, in the Southwest several of our repeater pairs are used separately and paired with different frequencies and used in a repeater to support an administrative need for a forest, refuge or reservation.  There are similar examples of our air tactics assignments where a frequency may be used in a repeater as the repeater input thereby restricting use within several hundred miles.  There are numerous examples all around the country.

NIICD requests that the Vhf frequencies assigned to us for our use (see figure 1) be deconflicted to the largest extent possible, and that additional frequencies be found for assignment to NIICD to create a larger pool that can be used, as needed, for either repeater, air tactical, or tactical division assignment.

/s/ Don Artley

Chair, NMAC

Figure 1

	Frequency
	Use
	Allotment

	168.6250
	Air Guard
	A

	166.6750
	Air Tactics
	A

	166.6875
	Air Tactics
	A

	167.9500
	Air Tactics
	I

	169.1500
	Air Tactics
	A

	169.2000
	Air Tactics
	A

	170.0000
	Air Tactics
	A/AGA

	171.1375
	Air Tactics
	A

	170.9750
	C1 Rptr Rcv
	A

	168.7000
	C1 Rptr Xmt
	A

	170.4500
	C2 Rptr Rcv
	A

	168.1000
	C2 Rptr Xmt
	A

	170.4250
	C3 Rptr Rcv
	A

	168.0750
	C3 Rptr Xmt
	A

	168.4000
	C4 Rptr Rcv
	I

	166.6125
	C4 Rptr Xmt
	I

	169.7500
	C5 Rptr Rcv
	I

	167.1000
	C5 Rptr Xmt
	I/TVA

	173.8125
	C6 Rptr Rcv
	AGA

	168.4750
	C6 Rptr Xmt
	I

	171.7875
	C7 Rptr Rcv
	A

	162.9625
	C7 Rptr Xmt
	A

	163.1000
	Common User
	AGA

	168.3500
	Common User
	AGA

	168.5500
	NIIMS
	I

	164.1375
	Tactical Channel
	A

	166.7250
	Tactical Channel
	I

	166.7750
	Tactical Channel
	I

	168.0500
	Tactical Channel
	A

	168.2000
	Tactical Channel
	A

	168.2500
	Tactical Channel
	I

	168.6000
	Tactical Channel
	A
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