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RE: Radio Communications System 

The implementation of the Open Sky radio system has been a source of concern to every 
member of the Milwaukee Police Department. Once again, it is necessary to clarify the 
record and address the most recent controversies surrounding this project. 

First, we must remind ourselves that this transition is not optional. Congress has
 
mandated that all public safety agencies migrate from analog to digital trunked radio
 
systems by January 1,2013. Unfortunately, Milwaukee jumped out in front ofthis
 
change before the technology caught up. We are still paying the price of premature
 
innovation. You should know that every major city making this transition is experiencing
 
similar challenges. Indeed, there are entire web sites devoted to the issue.
 

Second, as frustrating as the change process has been, I am simply not in a position to 
discard Open Sky. This has been a seven-year project that has cost over $17 million in 
taxpayer money. It is a sunk cost. lowe you, as police officers and taxpayers, my best 
efforts to get a value return on that investment, one that simply cannot be remade, in the 
current economic environment, with new money. I can say with absolute certainty, that 
we have made more progress in the last twelve months than in the preceding six years. 

Third, due to our relentless pressure on our vendor, Harris Communications, we have
 
been offered new consoles at no cost (the computer work stations that interface with the
 
radios). The current consoles were bought long before the radio system was field-tested
 
(in 2003) and have been a documented source for many of the radio problems reported by
 
our officers. The replacement value would have been nearly $3 million. That is a
 
remarkable concession. We are currently negotiating the terms of this offer and an
 
installation schedule.
 

Fourth, we are making plans to purchase new handheld radios for every officer in an 
operational assignment. This will enable all of our officers in the field to have a personal 
radio. This will probably take two budget cycles but will result in a better system and
 
safer officers.
 

Fifth, we have constantly been working with Harris to identify and rectify dead spots 
while relying on our officers to diligently, accurately, and promptly report any and all 
problems to the chain of command. We can't fix what we don't know about. A critical 
component of problem identification has been field testing during what are known as 
"seven day tests." These are periods when the analog system is turned off and only digital 
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technology is used. As you well know, we have aborted several seven-day tests already, 
when the volume of problems identified required curtailment in the interest of efficiency 
and safety. I can report to you that, for the first time a seven-day test (this one) is actually 
going to be completed. Although there have been a few documented instances of 
substandard radio performance, the system, as a whole, has performed more reliably than 
at any other time . This is not the time to abandon our efforts at achieving a useful system. 
We will learn from and correct the problems that arose this past week, as that is the entire 
purpose of the seven-day test in the first place. 

Sixth, through the use of seized asset forfeiture money, we have hired a nationally-known 
and respected engineering contractor to evaluate and monitor final implementation of this 
system. Federal Engineering has an extensive reputation for holding vendors accountable 
for their product. This system will not be accepted until Federal verifies to its and our 
satisfaction that the system and its components are fully functional. 

Finally, I renew my commitment to your safety. I recognize that uncertainty regarding 
your radio communications system is a source of stress, and pledge our ongoing best 
efforts to make this system reliable. In the meantime, I urge you to continue to apply your 
best efforts to learning the new protocols and properties of your new radios while 
identifying issues and promptly reporting them. Together, I am sure that we can succeed 
in implementing a system that will ultimately be more reliable, flexible, clear, secure and 
versatile than any radio system in use in the country. 
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