Governance Structures
for Improving
Interoperability

Making interoperability a reality requires public safety agencies and
jurisdictions to work together to develop common solutions and sys-
tems. The primary reason public safety radio communication systems
are not interoperable today is because agencies within jurisdictions and
neighboring jurisdictions have developed radio communication systems
independently.

What is a governance structure?

The primary reason public
A governance structure is the group that is authorized to make deci-

sions about and oversee the implementation of an interoperability ini-

tiative. The governance structure can be an existing board, committee, safety radio communica-
council, or commission that has been authorized for this job, or a
board, committee, council, or commission that has been created tion systems are not inter-
specifically to oversee the interoperability initiative. Governance can
also be the shared responsibility of two or more entities or individuals.

operable today is because
Why create a governance structure? agencies within jurisdic-

Technology itself cannot solve all problems and even the best-equipped tions and neighboring juris-
effort will soon bog down without an effective governing body to chart

its course. A well-defined governance structure improves the process

of any major project, particularly the challenging process of developing dictions have developed
interoperability, by enhancing communication, coordination, and coop-

eration; establishing guidelines and policies; and reducing turf battles. radio communication sys-
Governance structures play a crucial role in securing funding for local,

regional, and State efforts. For many agencies, jurisdictions, and

States, funding is a key barrier to interoperability—funding for both the tems independently.
interoperability initiative itself and funding for the governance structure

that will plan and implement the effort.



Another important advantage of a governance structure is the level of
jurisdictional and agency equality it brings to the effort. It can set the
stage for involvement by small agencies that might not otherwise have

the resources or the inclination to participate in a large agency or juris-

diction dominated regional consortium.

Governance structures must weather political storms and other
changes. The governance structure and its vision, goals, and objectives
may need to be reviewed as the interoperability effort moves forward
to ensure that it continues to meet the needs of the effort as it evolves.
Because elected and appointed officials typically hold seats on the
board or committees, the governance structure is affected by political
cycles. The composition of the structure may change radically every 2
to 4 years, and it is possible to lose a strong supporter; however, this
does not need to overshadow the important contributions that elected
officials can make to the governance structure. In this context, the
support for and process of the interoperability effort must become
institutionalized.

What do public
officials need to know?

To exercise leadership successfully, public officials do not need to become radio communication
technology experts, but they do need to know the answers to the following questions.

What vision of interoperability do the public safety agencies have? What do they hope to
accomplish? What is the mission of the interoperability effort?

What are the goals and objectives of the interoperability effort? What do you want to achieve
and how can you get there? What problems do you want to solve? What systems need to be
interoperable to solve the problems identified?

Who are the stakeholders? Who are the lead agencies, if any? Who are the users and how many
would be impacted as a result of interoperability?

What kind of agreement do you need to create a governance board? Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU), joint powers agreement, statute or ordinance, or informal guidelines.

Which agencies and officials should be included in the governance board? Law enforcement,
including State police, State patrol, sheriff and police; fire department; EMS; transportation;
social services; public works; schools; elected and appointed officials; and others.




The governance structure generally performs the following
tasks:

Defines a vision for public safety communication interoperability
that addresses the nature, scope, and objectives of the effort.

Develops a strategy for implementing interoperability.

Formulates and approves policy to guide implementation and
operation of the interoperability system.

Oversees implementation-related activities, including infrastruc-
ture, equipment, and others.

Identifies and addresses implementation issues, including resolving

conflicts and overcoming obstacles affecting interoperability.

Identifies and quantifies fiscal and other resource requirements
associated with the implementation of an interoperability effort.

“Fire and rescue departments

Facilitates cooperation and collaboration among the principals from different jurisdictions rou-

within partmpatmg agencies. tine/y WOFk together to provide

emergency services to the pub-
lic, but they cannot always

The additional key element—leadership

communicate with one another.

It is critically important that
Leadership is key to the success of the interoperability initiative. . v mp
. . . the entire fire and emergency
Leadership can come from political leaders, agency heads, public safe- i . Y
ty, or well-respected members of the community, region, or State. services community support the

Because of the particular challenges of developing interoperability, it is need for improved communica-

important that the leader or leaders assume the role of project "cham- tions interoperability and addi-

pion." Public officials are faced with hundreds of competing needs as tional spectrum. State and
they make decisions that define policy and fund government services. municipal officials and the
Because there are so many priorities, a champion must be able to organizations that represent
emphasize and keep alive the significance and importance of the inter- them nationally, working with
operability issue for the decisionmaking body. emergency first responders, are

an integral part of this signifi-
A leader must be committed to the vision and goals of the effort and cant effort to improve interop-
able to focus on the project until its completion. An effective leader erability.”
must be knowledgeable about the issues and able to communicate the

benefits of interoperability to the general public. An effective leader Chicf Randy Bruegman, President,

International Association of Fire
Chiefs



Ensure involvement and

participation from all

agencies and jurisdictions

involved. Turf battles can

significantly be reduced

or eliminated if all rele-

vant agencies and jurisdic-

tions, regardiess of size,

are brought to the table

and allowed fair involve-

ment and participation.

understands political and institutional dynamics, has the respect of the
rest of the team, and the passion and time to devote to the effort.
Good strong leadership is key to direct inclusive, collaborative planning
at the local, State, and Federal levels. Nothing moves fast without a

champion.

Guiding principles for a governance
structure

There is no right or wrong way to build a governance structure.
Governance structures can be formal or informal but tend to begin
with agreements, such as MOUs, by the people who will be most
affected by the structures. Governance structures can be created in a
number of other ways as well, through State law, joint powers agree-
ments signed by agencies in separate jurisdictions or by several jurisdic-
tions in a region, or signed charters or other agreements. Whatever the
agreement, the document should be a statement of general goals that
identifies the members and the decisionmaking process.

As you establish a governance structure, consider the following guiding

principles.

Ensure involvement and participation from all agencies and juris-
dictions involved. Turf battles can significantly be reduced or elimi-
nated if all relevant agencies and jurisdictions, regardless of size,
are brought to the table and allowed fair involvement and partici-
pation. If a statewide or regional system is being developed, the
governance structure should be representative of all the disciplines

and levels of government.

Set realistic goals and objectives with a reasonable timeframe for
the plan to work.

Identify immediate short-term successes that can be achieved early
on in the planning process. Such achievements will motivate
participants to strive for long-term accomplishments.

Explore and secure funding for both the governance structure to be
able to do its job and to fund the interoperability effort. Funding
problems and concerns are major obstacles to interoperability and

can mean success or failure of the effort.




Maintain ongoing, open lines of communication with all agencies
and jurisdictions involved. A governance structure helps to facili-
tate ongoing dialogue and other communication between the

stakeholders. With all parties or representatives of the parties at

the table, needs and concerns will be addressed to the extent possi-
ble. Structures can be destroyed when decisions are made by
cliques within the structure, when essential parties are excluded
from the communication links, and when parties involved are not
open and honest.

Obtain the support of county boards, mayors and city councils,
governors and State legislators, and other elected and appointed
leaders. Many efforts fail because they do not have the support of
elected and appointed officials, such leaders do not understand
public safety radio communication needs, or they do not include
elected and appointed officials in the planning process.

The key to a successful effort resides within the strengths of committed

leadership and the governance structure. Well-defined and structured

governance will empower the effort because it requires the cooperation

Obstacles To Avoid in

These groups possess the detailed process knowledge about their com- Establishing a

of both the public safety agencies and elected and appointed officials.

munities, regions, or States that can provide deep and broad perspec- Governance Structure
tives on interoperability needs. Elected and appointed officials can play
vital roles in the development, implementation, and institutionalization V' Turf issues among

of interoperability. Working together, they can give governance struc- .
P ty gtog » they can give g users, agencies, or

tures a voice in the political arena and statutory authority, help fund .
P Y > nep governmental bodies
v Politics

V' Inadequate funding

v Untrained personnel
Examples of mechanisms to establish and support staff

interoperability efforts, and bring professional management and knowl-
edge to the process.

governance structures

A number of mechanisms to establish governance structures have been
or can be used to formalize partnerships between agencies and jurisdic-
tions. Examples include the following:

A voluntary consortium can be as simple as a series of informal
meetings of public officials from several agencies or jurisdictions to
discuss how to improve interoperability. These early meetings gen-
erally expand to include other stakeholders. It offers flexibility and
adaptability in improving interoperability across jurisdictional




boundaries. Often, this type of organization is better able to focus

on user needs and outcomes.

Joint powers is a written compact or agreement that specifies par-
ticipants, structure, and funding, accompanied by a set of bylaws.

State agency leadership relies on the State’s resources and expert-
ise to launch the effort to improve interoperability. This approach
can be used to host or incubate initial efforts until a longer term
governance structure is formed or it can serve as the long-term
host of the effort; for example, an integrated public safety commis-
sion.

Local jurisdiction as host is formed when a local jurisdiction, such
as a city or county, agrees to lend its expertise to an interoperabili-
ty effort. Few policy decisions would be made by the host jurisdic-
tion, instead those decisions would be made by all participants.

An interstate compact agreement and organization is a written
contract among States to cooperate on a policy issue or program
that extends across and through State boundaries. Such compacts
can gain additional authority by receiving approval by Congress.

Public authority or quasi-government taxing authority is a govern-
ment business organization that has dedicated sources or revenue
and the ability to operate independently of other jurisdictions.

Metropolitan planning organization sponsorship involves at least
some initial association with the federally designated Metropolitan
Planning Organization (MPO) in a region, most often known as
Councils of Governments (COGs). These organizations offer the
advantage of bringing a regional or multijurisdictional perspective
to solving problems.

A Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) is an agreement of
cooperation between organizations that defines the roles and
responsibilities of each in relation to others with respect to an issue
over which the organizations have concurrent jurisdiction.






