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INTEROPERABLE COMMUNICATIONS 
 

SCOPE  

This guideline shall apply to all members of the Stoney Point Fire Department and shall 

be adhered to by all members.  

 

PURPOSE 

To establish the procedures for achieving interoperable communications which are 

essential for responses where agencies from different jurisdictions operate at an incident 

together. 
 

DEFINITIONS 

Guideline - a general rule, principle, outline of a policy  

Interoperability - ability of public safety service and support providers 

(law, fire, EMS, emergency management, public utilities, transportation) 

to communicate and operate with other responding agencies 

Member – any career, volunteer, staff, and auxiliary personnel affiliated 

with the department 

National Incident Management System – (NIMS) federally mandated 

system required by HSPD-5 for use by all levels of government in the 

response to natural or man-made disasters 

Shall - indicates a mandatory requirement 
 

GUIDELINES 

Stoney Point Fire Department is an all hazards emergency response organization that is a 

member of the Emergency Management Assistance Compact and several automatic aid 

agreements. The department and its members may be tasked with responding to incidents 

in nearby jurisdictions, counties and across the state of North Carolina as a condition of 

these agreements. Therefore, it is essential that all members are proficient in the 

principles of interoperable communications. Interoperable communications ensure that all 

responders can communicate with one another and are required by the National Incident 

Management System. 
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Interoperable Communications 

Efficient incident response operations are dependent upon effective communications. In 

an effort to ensure that responders from the various response disciplines (Fire, Law 

Enforcement, Emergency Medical Services and Emergency Management) and from 

multiple jurisdictions may effectively communicate with one another, the National 

Incident Management System mandated the introduction of interoperable 

communications. Interoperable communications include the hardware, such as radio 

systems, software, such as operating systems, and the procedures utilized, such as the 

words used to communicate. It is every responder’s responsibility to comply with these 

procedures in order to effectively communicate at an incident. 

 

Plain Language/Plain Text   

Prior to the mandates of the National Incident Management System there were no 

uniform communications systems or shared platforms, even within the 

same jurisdiction. This issue was further complicated by the use of codes 

and acronyms that were unique to each organization. The most prolific 

of this communications shorthand are the “10 Codes”. These codes 

utilized a series of numbers preceded by a “10”, such as “10-4”. The use 

of these codes led to confusion on multi-jurisdiction, multi-discipline 

incidents, each speaking their own language.  

The solution mandated by the National Incident Management System 

was to utilize "plain language" whenever interacting with other 

responders. The plain language dictate simplifies communication by 

utilizing words and phrases that every responder can easily understand. 

An example of the simplicity of plain language would be “motor vehicle accident” rather 

than “10-50”. A motor vehicle accident is easily understood, whereas “10-50” may have 

different meanings to different organizations.  

Same System Strategy 

There are many different types of radio systems available for use by emergency services 

organizations. Among these systems are Ultra High Frequency, Very High Frequency 

and Frequency Modulated systems, both analog and digital. These systems cannot 

communicate with each other. Therefore, the adoption of a same system strategy across 

the emergency response community is essential to ensure interoperability. The vast 

majority of emergency response agencies have transitioned to a Frequency Modulated 

system, in the State of North Carolina this system is the 800mhz VIPER network. This 

system permits users to communicate with all other users of the system through the use of 

a statewide repeater system. The repeater system allows units to cross jurisdictional 

boundaries and remain in communication with other units, and to communicate with 

mutual and automatic aid partners from across the state.  
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Communication Procedures 

While utilizing a shared system it is important to understand the capabilities and 

limitations of that system. The trunked repeater system permits multiple users to use the 

same repeater, however, there may be delays in the connection with the repeater causing 

a short pause between pushing the talk button and the radio transmitting. Therefore it is 

important to follow the following procedures to ensure efficient and effective 

communications: 

 Keep transmissions short, know what you are going to say before transmitting 

 Use precise plain language, minimize long explanations or transmissions 

 Keep transmissions task oriented, give specific guidance 

 Identify the unit that you wish to communicate with and then yourself 

 Speak clearly at a practiced rate to ensure understanding, control emotions  

 Prioritize messages, maintain situational awareness to prevent transmitting routine 

communications during an emergency situation 

 Never interrupt emergency traffic! 

 Move non-essential communications to an OPS channel 

 Pause between transmissions to permit other users to transmit 

 

References 

NFPA 1600 

Statewide Communications Interoperability Plan (NC) 

Cumberland County NC Emergency Operations Plan 

National Incident Management System 


