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The Statewide Public Safety Communications System currently consists of 74 radio
tower sites and 15 dispatch centers across Montana. This system provides critical
Public Safety Radio Communications to city, county, state, Tribal, and federal
agencies across Montana. This radio system supports emergency medical services,
fire, law enforcement, military, and public works agencies across Montana.

Dispatch Centers with statewide equipment: Richland Co. 911,
Roosevelt County 911, Billings 911 (new), co-located with Yellowstone
Co. 911, Bighorn County (new), Flathead County, Hill County 911,
Blaine County 911, Central Montana 911 (Fergus, Judith Basin,
Petroleum Counties), Helena 911, Great Falls 911, Broadwater County,
Pondera County, Butte Silver Bow County and Montana Highway
Patrol Dispatch. Additionally, Valley County and Jefferson County use
the statewide system extensively but with their own, county owned,
dispatch equipment.

The 2017 Legislature passed HB 604, which gave administrative authority of the
Statewide Public Safety Communications System to the Department of Justice.
https://leg.mt.gov/bills/2017/hb0699/HB0604 x.pdf This bill did not provide a
funding mechanism to fund all the necessary upgrades needed to the Statewide
Public Safety Communications System

The 2019 Legislature passed SB 352, which funded the Statewide Public Safety
Communications with $3.75M per year to maintain the existing system.
https://leg.mt.gov/bills/2019/billhtml/SB0352.htm

From July of 2019, up to the last 2022 Report to the Interim Committee on Statewide
Public Safety Communications, radio equipment at tower sites and dispatch centers
across the state has been replaced and a System Upgrade Agreement with Motorola
has provided hardware and software upgrades to keep the system up to date. The
last upgrade of the statewide Motorola radio equipment was completed this summer
in August. Along with the radio equipment, the Statewide Public Safety
Communications Program maintains the microwave network that connects dispatch
centers to the radio tower sites. The microwave network was also upgraded this
summer with hardware and software, as well as MPLS routing equipment.


https://leg.mt.gov/bills/2017/hb0699/HB0604_x.pdf
https://leg.mt.gov/bills/2019/billhtml/SB0352.htm
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Additional agencies and functionality have been added this year. Significant
additions include:

City of Lewistown used county funds to install additional 800 MHz
radio equipment at the Lewistown Police Department. This addition
results in greater in building coverage in the Lewistown area for the
benefit of all Statewide system users.

City of Billings partnered with the Statewide system by using county
funds to purchase three radio sites worth of 800 MHz radio equipment
inside Billings city limits as well as dispatch console equipment (10
positions) in the Billings 911 center. This additional radio equipment
connects to the statewide equipment in the Billings area to provide
increased in-building coverage and increased capacity for users in the
Billings area. In May 2024, the city migrated the Billings Police, Fire,
EMS and Public Works over to the new equipment.



Roosevelt County partnered with the Statewide system by using
county and ARPA funds to update their 911 center with dispatch
consoles that connect to the statewide system. They have completed
their upgrade as of this report and are operational on the Statewide
system.

Critical Connect: The Statewide system is equipped with a component
called Critical Connect, which connects other systems with the Montana
radio system. It is used to connect cell phone devices to the radio system
to communicate radio to phone, dispatch to phone, or phone to phone on
radio talk groups. Currently this product and the WAVE application on
LTE devices are connecting radio to dispatch at the Valley County
Sheriff's Office, Central Montana Dispatch Center, Lewis and Clark
County, Helena 911, Montana Highway Patrol and Billings Clinic
MedFlight.

The Critical Connect upgrade will allow the Montana system to
connect to the Wyoming radio system Wyo-Link. Connecting to Wyo-
Link will increase interoperability between Montana users and their
partners in Wyoming. It will also allow Montana users near the
Wyoming border to operate off Wyoming towers and provide seamless
roaming for users on each system. This connection is in the
implementation phase and could alleviate the need to build Montana
towers near the Wyoming border where Wyoming coverage exists. The
project is also in the planning phase with Idaho, South Dakota, and
North Dakota.

Big Horn County: Big Horn County has joined the Statewide Public
Safety Communications system. Big Horn County has purchased
dispatch console equipment for their 911 center and has connected that
to the zone core in Billings. They have purchased compatible radios for
responders in Big Horn County. The Statewide Radio Program has
partnered with Big Horn to purchase radio tower equipment at Little
Wolf Mountain. This equipment is ordered and will be installed as soon
as possible once it arrives. This tower equipment will provide radio
coverage for a large part of Big Horn County that did not exist before. It
will enable Big Horn dispatch to communicate with responders in the
county, as well as any other statewide users to communicate on the
statewide system in that area.

Madison County: Madison County requested to use the statewide
system. Prior to this request, no Statewide radio coverage existed in
Madison County. As a result of Madison’s request, the statewide radio
program has purchased radio tower equipment to be placed at the



Virginia City Pass radio site in Madison County. This will provide radio
coverage in Madison County and allow Madison and all other statewide
users the ability to communicate in the county. The radio coverage in
Madison may continue to improve with the plan to use Critical Connect
to link Idaho tower sites that provide coverage along the Madison
County border with Idaho.

Glacier, Liberty, and Daniels County have each expressed interest
In joining the statewide system. The Statewide Public Safety
Communications Program is committed to assist in providing dispatch
console equipment that is in stock to be used in those counties.
Statewide radio coverage already exists in those counties and the radio
program will be working with them to bring the state-owned dispatch
equipment online to connect to the existing radio coverage.

The Statewide Public Safety Communications Program continues to upgrade,
maintain, and sustain public safety communications in Montana. The program is
staffed with only 3 radio techs and one manager, compared to other Statewide
systems, such as Wyoming, that has up to 17 techs. These three techs cover the entire
state of Montana, end to end, and the techs regularly work overtime to manage the
system, limit downtime, and ensure general maintenance is conducted. In 2023, the
Legislature, through HB 251, allocated $18.6M into the Public Safety
Communications special revenue fund to pay off the existing program debt. Not
included in this, however, was spending authority to pay off the debt in a lump sum.
The Department will be asking for expedited one-time-only authority to spend the
2023 appropriation outlined in HB 251. While HB 251 did provide the mechanism to
eliminate the debt, it also stripped the annual appropriation for future operating
expenses. This will leave the program funded only through FY2028.

The program now has the most capable, most used, most functional radio system in
Montana. We continue to look for opportunities to expand the coverage and use of
the statewide system for all citizens of Montana by partnering with additional
agencies, cities, counties, and states to increase coverage and capabilities for
statewide users.

Questions concerning this report can be addressed to:

Montana Highway Patrol
Statewide Public Safety Communications
Program Manager

Mike Feldman
mfeldman@mt.gov
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