Response to SAFENET ID: 20140722-001 and 20140723-001
As of 2007, a single VHF radio channel was established as the intra-crew channel with the Communications Duty Officer (CDO) at the NIICD, in coordination with USDA and DOI frequency managers, with 3 additional channels being available for use as needed.  The four (4) channels used are the “Common Use Channels” as stated in section 4.2.5 and 4.2.6 of the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA) Manual of Regulations and Procedures for Federal Radio Frequency Management (NTIA Red Book).  The manual states that these channels are available “on a shared non-priority basis only, and will not be authorized nor are they intended for the exclusive use of any one agency.  No protection from interference will be provided to any stations operating on the same frequency.”  “The use of equipment with tone coded squelch is strongly encouraged to reduce nuisance interference from other users”.  These channels were assigned with corresponding tone codes (CTCSS and NAC) to each hotshot crew with the understanding that they are only to be used for intra-crew logistical type communications and not as tactical or command channels.  It is the crew’s obligation to monitor command and tactical channels at all times. It was never the intent, nor is it permissible for these channels to be used in a tactical use.   Because of the “shared” nature of these channels, there is not always the separation and coordination with surrounding users needed to mitigate co-channel interference. These facts should be considered when doing a risk analysis on how crews want to rely on these channels and what is the backup plan to meet the crew’s internal logistical communication needs. 
Radio frequencies are scarce. The spectrum available for use by land management agencies is in high demand, with that demand only growing.  If the channel-loading within a division does not allow adequate air-time for essential communications, additional channels should be requested.  A request should come from either the Division Group Supervisor (DIVS) or Operations (OSC) to the Communications Unit Leader (COML). The CDO in coordination with USDA and DOI Frequency Managers will request additional spectrum resources to assign to the incident. Any frequencies assigned to an incident are to be released at the completion of the incident and removed from the programming in the radios.  
These four “Common Use” channels were established as a utility for the IHC’s to coordinate logistical activities. They lack the interference protection to be used as a critical communications link.  We should also consider the limitations of just how much radio traffic can be effectively monitored.  Listening to the command channel, a division tactical, air-to-ground and Air Guard can make for the possibility of missed critical messages.  A balance must be struck to maintain a safe communications capability.
We also live under a regulated environment in the use of NTIA spectrum.  Misuse of regulated spectrum carries substantial monetary penalties (personal as well as agency).   Those penalties are not an idle threat.  Both the NTIA and the FCC routinely levy significant fines for non-compliance.   Penalties and fines should not be the driving element.  Safety and effective fire-line communications must remain the focus.  Proper utilization of communications systems, frequencies and procedures are key (see NMAC Letter on Appropriate Use of Radio Frequencies, http://www.nifc/administrative/nmac/index.html).  
[bookmark: _GoBack]As with everything we do, training is vital.  Operational communications training has been all too often relegated to the oral tradition.  Regular and re-occurring training must be developed across all levels of fire management.
