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Over 240 Officer-Reported Failures in Radio System 

Open Records Law Uncovers Deadly Details in Officers Words

MILWAUKEE – Official internal Milwaukee police documents reveal the Mayor and the police chief know police officers lives are placed in jeopardy as $20 million in radios fail in deadly situations, a citizens group announced Thursday.  Now, the Mayor plans to put firefighters in the same danger.
Citizens for Responsible Government unveiled over 500 pages of officer reports of failed radios that the watchdog group received under Wisconsin’s Open Records Law.  The reports reveal a radio system that regularly fails street cops in dangerous situations when calling for back up and under siege.

“It is simply a miracle that no one has been killed yet,” said Chris Kliesmet, executive director of the Wisconsin Citizens for Responsible Government.  “Every one of these reports document an officer unnecessarily put at risk because the Mayor can’t fix a problem or admit to a mistake.  There is a gaping hole in your new radio system Mr. Mayor.  It’s been seven years, plug the darn hole!”
One chilling report from September 30th, says:

“Dispatcher gave out the address for ‘officer shot’.  She stated over Ch 14, [redacted] and the rest was garbled. Someone asked her again for the address and she stated [redacted] and again the rest of the transmission was garbled.  Someone then asked, ‘You keep cutting out on the street’ …”

CRG unveiled the complaints at a news conference Thursday at City Hall.

The same radio system that is still putting police officers lives in danger is expected to be forced on Milwaukee’s firefighters next.  “Mayor Barrett can’t pawn off responsibility for this mess on the police chief anymore,” said Kliesmet.  “Once this broken system goes to the fire department, responsibility rests solely with the guy in charge of both departments.”

“We call on Mayor Tom Barrett to block the use of these radios for any other public service agency until they work,” Kliesmet said.  “Putting more of the people who protect us at unnecessary risk is unthinkable.”

In November the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel reported: “A digital radio system that has cost the Milwaukee Police Department about $17.5 million since 2003 still is not fully operational, and the system's dispatch consoles - which cost a total of $1.9 million and were installed in 2004 - are becoming obsolete and must be replaced by 2012.”

The Journal Sentinel went on to report:  “Florida-based Harris Corp., which bought the radio system's manufacturer this year, said in an e-mailed statement that it is committed to making the system work. The company is ‘working closely with MPD to develop the best path forward for replacing the consoles over time,’ according to the statement.”

Citizens for Responsible Government filed an open records request for street officer reports of radio failures. “What we found in stunning,” Kliesmet said.  “On a daily basis, our cops are dealing with radios that fail in deadly situations.   We’re heading into the dog days of summer – when crime spikes – and we need to make sure the men and women who protect us are protected.  Providing radios that work for our police officers and firefighters is a basic function of our government.  This is simply unacceptable.”

Kliesmet showed a timeline demonstrating the Mayor and Police Chief have approached this as a PR problem and offered talk and more spending instead of solutions to protect officers.  “The fact is, the Mayor and Police Chief have only been protecting their own backsides and not their officers,” said Kliesmet.  “After years of broken deadlines, cost overruns and warnings from cops on the street, the system is still broken and officers are still at risk.”
“The police chief has watched out for himself and the Mayor.  Who watches out for the hundreds of cops on the street?” said Kliesmet referring to the reports documenting officers put at risk.

NOTE TO EDITORS:  See attached timeline of radio failures, and a summary of a handful of examples of radio failures revealed in official internal police records.
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