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Welcome Message from Ray Lehr 

Hello, and welcome to our second newsletter 

about the State of Maryland's work to plan for 

and deploy the Nationwide Public Safety 

Broadband Network. As you've probably heard 

by now, on July 29, 2014, Maryland was the first 

State in the nation to meet with FirstNet for its 

Initial Consultation. We were honored to be 

chosen, along with the States of Minnesota, 

Oregon, and Washington, to pilot FirstNet’s 

Consultation process. We learned a lot from the 

meeting, and we shared our observations and 

feedback with FirstNet in that spirit of 

collaboration. (Our ideas are also posted on our 

website and excerpted here in this newsletter). 

FirstNet's leadership was very open and honest 

with us about our feedback, about what worked 

and what could be improved about the 

Consultation. We are confident in FirstNet's 

work as they move forward with the other States 

and territories in the planning for the NPSBN. 

This network won't be built overnight, and that's 

a good thing. We want to do the hard work now 

to plan for the Network, to make sure that it's 

built to the standards that will best serve our 

dedicated public safety professionals. As we 

continue to work with public safety and IT 

stakeholders here in Maryland, we need to 

know: What are your priorities, needs, 

expectations, concerns about the Network? We 

want to hear from you.  You can reach us at 

maryland.broadband@maryland.gov and via our 

web-site: http://mdinterop-

public.sharepoint.com or on Twitter 

@MDInterOP. 
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- Ray Lehr, Statewide Interoperability Director 

and FirstNet Single Point of Contact 

  

 

 

 

What has the team been doing? 

Since Maryland became the first state to hold its initial consultation meeting 

with FirstNet, the State's interoperability team has continued its 

comprehensive education, outreach and data collection efforts. At the same 

time, working with the Mid-Atlantic Consortium for Interoperable Nationwide 

Advanced Communications (MACINAC), the team has continued its role as a 

national leader in influencing FirstNet plans and policies. 

Following the successful July 29 initial consultation meeting, the 

interoperability team continued its effort to keep Maryland stakeholders 

informed about FirstNet, and began its effort to undertake data collection. 

Members of the team manned a booth at the annual Maryland Association of 

Counties (MACo) conference, and we have continued to meet with numerous 

stakeholders to give an overview of FirstNet. At the end of the summer, the 

team finalized a survey tool that will be used to collect data from public safety 

entities across the state. The survey is intended to gather information outlined 

in the State and Local Implementation Grant Program (SLIGP), such as current 

data usage and costs, and desired capabilities in a post-FirstNet world. The 

team will begin administering the survey to stakeholders across the state in 

the coming months. 



The Maryland team also helped the MACINAC group respond to FirstNet's 

Request for Information (RFI) and its Public Notice Regarding Interpretations of 

Title VI the Middle Class Tax Relief and Job Creation Act of 2012. In the joint 

response, MACINAC outlined its idea for a modified "opt-in" approach, in 

which regions could enter into agreements with FirstNet in order to maintain 

state and local control of network design and implementation. Working closely 

with our regional partners, the team offered substantive feedback on issues 

ranging from convergence with existing Land Mobile Radio (LMR) networks to 

user costs. 

Looking ahead over the coming months, the team will be focused on data 

collection and continued outreach, but will also continue to work closely with 

its regional and federal partners to influence key FirstNet policy decisions. 

 

Taking Stock of Maryland's Initial 

Consultation 

The State of Maryland was honored to be 

chosen as the first State to meet with the 

FirstNet Consultation team and officially kick 

off the planning for the Nationwide Public 

Safety Broadband Network. We knew this 

would be an important moment in the 

Consultation Process with FirstNet, and our 

MD FirstNet Broadband Team put a lot of 

work into planning for the day to ensure that 

it went smoothly and that our participants 

were thoroughly prepared.  

Earlier this year, the Team submitted its FirstNet readiness checklist focusing 

on key topics and issues for the Network such as our governance structure, 

our FirstNet outreach plan, and lists of public safety stakeholders and major 

state events. The checklist helped FirstNet improve its understanding of state 

specific issues, and to continue the conversation during the Initial Consultation 

around coverage, capacity, and eligible network users in the State. 

As we worked with FirstNet to draft an agenda for the meeting, we also 

developed an invite list of leaders from local and State Public Safety, IT, and 

Communications agencies. We chose to limit the group to about 40 invited 

guests because we wanted to have more of a give-and-take conversation and 

less of a lecture-type situation. Our final attendance was 30 from Maryland, 



including Governor Martin O'Malley and several of his cabinet members, and 

15 people from FirstNet. The number of FirstNet staff was higher than it will 

be for future consultations since several staff members were there to 

observe.  

Most of the invited participants were members of our Statewide 

Interoperability Executive Committee or our Practitioners Steering Committee 

and were quite familiar with FirstNet. However, to ensure that everyone was 

on the same page, the team put together an in -depth preparation packet that 

covered the following topics: FirstNet Basics; About Consultation; The Need 

for FirstNet; LTE Basics; Coverage Work, and Public-Private Partnerships 

Possibilities. We also held three webinars in the days leading up to the 

Consultation to go over what to expect at the meeting.  

During the Consultation we focused on governance, disasters, major events, 

eligible users, coverage, and state-specific issues to further refine our State's 

priorities and needs at this stage of the planning process. Ray Lehr, the 

Statewide Interoperability Director and FirstNet Single Point of Contact, 

framed the discussion around declared disasters such as hurricanes and 

tornadoes, and mass gatherings such as Ravens and Orioles games and the 

Preakness Stakes. Chief Pat Walsh of the Baltimore City Fire Department, who 

organizes the communications plans for the Preakness, shared his thoughts on 

the importance of having a secure and reliable network that could help at a 

large event, especially if the commercial network becomes overloaded. (See 

Q&A with Chief Walsh for more specifics). Participants agreed that a dedicated 

network for public safety's use is of vital importance.  

"My greatest takeaway was that the personnel representing the end-user 

community all seemed to have the same concerns: cost, coverage, and 

capacity. We listened as testimonials were given as to how the public-

commercial broadband systems have failed public safety in times of most 

critical need," said Charles Summers, Deputy Director of the Washington 

County Division of Emergency Services. "The past has taught us that when 

public safety needed broadband connectivity the most, in times of emergency, 

we have had a decreased level of service because we competed with the 

general public, who were also trying to access the same public-commercial 

systems."  

The concept of secondary users was a topic of much discussion, revolving 

around agencies or users that the participants work with during emergency 

responses, such as utilities, commercial EMS units, and state and local highway 

agencies. The conversation also focused on the potential uses of the Network 

and the benefits and advantages of having crucial information at the fingertips 



of first responders. 

“The meeting was a great opportunity to get in on the ground floor of this 

important nationwide effort to help shape the system as it is designed and 

built," said Dave Balthis, Chief of IT and Communications for the Maryland 

Institute of Emergency Medical Services Systems. "Improving communications 

systems for our first responders will improve incident operations, increase 

interagency coordination and access to information, and enhance personnel 

safety. All of this will lead to even better service to the public we serve.” 

Kenny Miller, Maryland's Deputy Geographic Information Officer and the 

National State Geographic Information Council Past-President noted the 

importance of mapping and the information that State GIS offices and public 

safety agencies have. “It’s clear from Maryland’s FirstNet Consultation and 

from the initial regional forums conducted around the State, that spatial data 

will be a key component in designing system coverage in the State. The data 

ranges from existing wireless providers coverage to local police, fire and EMS 

service zones to existing 9-1-1 call and dispatch density maps.” 

The day after the Consultation, we held a de-brief with FirstNet to share our 

mutual observations and suggestions about what we liked and what we would 

have liked to improve.  We were pleased that there was much more to like 

than not! FirstNet was very receptive to our ideas and had some great ideas of 

their own on how to improve the Consultation process for the next States. 

We also drafted two reports that we shared with FirstNet about our Initial 

Consultation. Both our "Summary of Maryland's Initial Consultation and 

Lessons Learned" and "Preparation Suggestions for Consultation with FirstNet" 

are available on our website and have proven to be very popular with other 

States. 

As FirstNet continues its Consultation Meetings with the States and territories, 

the MD FirstNet Broadband Team will continue its work in the State to plan for 

the development of this important Network.  

  

 

Top 5 FirstNet Social Media Engagement Tips 

1. Make Use of Established Hashtags: A small, but growing, FirstNet 

community has emerged on Twitter. The community has become particularly 

active over the past several months as FirstNet has begun its Initial 



Consultations with the States. Social media folks from the various States 

should join this community by leveraging the hashtags that already exist. The 

hashtag #firstnet is a good place to start, and the @MDInterop account started 

another hashtag for state broadband coordinators working on FirstNet under 

the SLIGP grant: #SLIGPeople. These hashtags will help keep you up to date on 

what the FirstNet community is talking about, and they’re a good place to 

meet and interact with other "SLIGPeople." 

2. Live Tweet Major Forums/Events: One of the ways the @MDInterop 

account has been able to build a relatively large following was to have a strong 

presence at events relevant to FirstNet. We live-tweeted both State and 

federal events full of stakeholders, and let it be known that we were live-

tweeting the event. Many of those attending the meetings followed us and 

saw instantly that we could add valuable perspective and commentary. You 

can also get retweeted by high-profile hosts of events if you use established 

hashtags. Those retweets, in turn, will get you even more followers. 

3. Tweet Like a Human Being: The easiest way for a Twitter account to 

become dormant and irrelevant is for tweets to sound like they were 

composed by a robot. Those accounts will bore stakeholders and won't give 

people any reason to follow you. The easiest way to add personality to your 

Tweets is through humor. Obviously there is a line of what is appropriate from 

an official account, but a touch of humor will give stakeholders a reason to 

keep listening. 

4. Filter Social Media Interaction Through One Person: When we first started 

the "@MDInterop" twitter account, each member of team had access. We 

wanted to make sure that any member of the team could engage online if they 

had an interesting thought or came across an interesting article. The problem 

that we ran into was that our message was losing consistency, and there was 

confusion about exactly what information was "tweetable." These problems 

were solved by giving one member of our team full control over the Twitter 

account. Other team members can contribute ideas and content, but the social 

media coordinator should control the content and message. 

5. To accumulate followers, follow others: Another way we were able to 

amass followers was to follow others. When we opened our account, we 

sought out emergency management professionals, state agencies, county and 

municipal leaders, and our federal partners. Most accounts get alerts when 

they get new followers, and that will generally spur them to check out our 

page. This was particularly important early in the process when we wanted to 

gain followers quickly to establish our social media presence.  
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Q&A with SIEC Member Pat Walsh 

Patrick Walsh is the Battalion Chief for IT 

and Communications for the Baltimore 

City Fire Department. He's been a 

member of the department for 35 years. 

Chief Walsh is a member of our Statewide 

Interoperability Executive Committee, representing the North Central region 

of Maryland.  

We posed several questions to Chief Walsh for his thoughts on the current 

state of public safety communications and the potential and promise of 

FirstNet.  

1. Through your seat on our Statewide Interoperability Executive Committee 

you've been involved in Maryland's planning for FirstNet from the beginning. 

From that perspective what do you think the Network's most important 

benefits to public safety around the State will be?   

While we’re still very much in the planning stage of this enormous project, the 

core item is to provide a public safety grade broadband system. Many years 

ago we tolerated radio communications that were intermittent, lacked 

coverage, and just weren't dependable. Today we recognize the need for a 

dependable radio communications. The same is occurring with data. As public 

safety personnel utilize data systems more, these systems become fixtures in 

the operation. The civilian grade broadband, especially wireless systems, just 

don’t support public safety in a manner that is necessary. Having a dependable 

broadband system will provide the foundation for moving ahead with data 

applications that will soon become just as important in the performance of 

duties and safety of personnel as voice systems have become today. 

2.  In your daily job you're the Battalion Chief of Fire IT/Communications for 

the Baltimore City Fire Department. Thinking about what you do every day, 

what do you think about the Network's most important benefits to Fire and 

EMS at your agency?   

IT and Communications provide support to those performing the job of public 

safety. The commanders of an event and the officers on the street are 

dependent upon wireless voice and data. We have the voice system in place. 

FirstNet will provide the broadband system built and maintained to a public 

safety standard, that we control.   



In my department we have Mobile Data Terminals on our Suppression and 

EMS units. We have a Mobile Command Unit with multiple computer 

terminals on board. Our EMS units use patient tracking software via tablets at 

every event. All of this data is being transmitted on civilian grade cell service. 

When we have a weather event, a large emergency or planned event or just a 

vendor having problems, we lose our connectivity. That could mean a loss of 

mapping to the commanders of an active shooter event, or updates on a 911 

call going to responding units. It could mean the transport officer at a mass 

casualty event won’t be able to see live hospital status reports. We can do 

better and with FirstNet we will have the backbone we need to maintain our 

connectivity and provide the support our public safety personnel require. 

3. You recently handled BCFD's communications for the Star-Spangled 

Spectacular: a 10-day event in September that drew a million people to 

downtown Baltimore on one of those days, the most ever on record, and 

that included visits from the President and Vice President. Did the 

communications plans with all the various agencies involved go as 

scheduled? Did you encounter any challenges where a dedicated broadband 

network for public safety would have helped or that would have allowed 

your team to do anything differently?  

For us, this was the second go around for the War of 1812 celebration. The 

Sailabration 2012 kicked off with what we thought was a huge event.  This 

Spectacular 2014 was considerably larger. The comm plan went as scheduled, 

with the anticipated hiccups of course, but nothing major and nothing that left 

anyone without reliable voice communication. 

I spent the week in our Mobile Command Unit which we used as the 

communications control center. While the unit was in a location that had a 

fiber feed, most of the units we were supporting were utilizing wireless 

connectivity. And we not only had land units but we also had a number of 

waterborne assets, from federal, state and local jurisdictions. 

Our contingency plans, whether for a weather event, mass casualty or 

something that went bang, all had to cover the anticipated loss of wireless 

data systems. A dedicated broadband system would have severely lessened 

the risk of losing that pipeline. Now I’m not saying that a dedicated broadband 

system will be bullet proof. We also had contingency plans for loss of radio 

systems. But a dedicated public safety broadband system would severely 

lessen the risk of loss. At the same time, a more reliable system would lend 

itself to support more mission critical applications.   

One of the supporting tools used during Spectacular was video feeds from 



cameras throughout the venue. Most of these cameras, especially the 

temporary ones, were using civilian broadband for their carrier. What a risk. 

When we may have needed them most, we almost certainly would have lost 

the feed as the carrier most likely would have become overwhelmed. 

During the event we had a demonstration project, with the help of ESRI, live 

mapping fire and EMS units, along with calls for service. The calls for service 

were gained by a feed from CAD, while the unit locations were gained from 

the broadband modem on the units MDT. As nice of a tool as this provided the 

staff in Baltimore City Unified Command, we knew that any major event would 

likely overwhelm the civilian broadband carrying the MDT data. 

 4. You also played an important role at Maryland's Initial Consultation with 

FirstNet back in July. We asked you to describe your role as Incident 

Commander for the Preakness and BCFD's communications plans, and share 

how you think FirstNet could improve information-sharing and situational 

awareness during the event. It turned out to be a highlight of the day, as 

real-life examples are key to helping FirstNet understand the users, 

coverage, and capacity needs in the State. What was it like to take center 

stage and share your thoughts?  

I always wish for a retake button. A little better prepared and a few different 

words. 

 5. Anything else you'd like to add?  

Thanks for allowing me to participate in the State Interoperability Executive 

Committee. I think the work being done is of such importance and assistance 

to the first responder community. It’s truly an honor to work with Ray Lehr, 

the Statewide Interoperability Director and FirstNet SPOC, and the other 

committee members. 

  

 



 

 Request a FirstNet Maryland 

Presentation 

We’d like to hear your thoughts about 

FirstNet and what this new network will 

mean for public safety professionals in 

Maryland. We're traveling around the 

State holding FirstNet Outreach and 

Education events, and we'd like to meet 

you!  We're available to speak at agency 

and organizational meetings, conferences, 

and workshops.  Please send us an email 

and we'll be in touch! 
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