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Emergency Radio Communications History of Foothills Fire Protection District 
and the Decision to Build a VHF high band Communications Network 

 
VHF low band (45.08 MHz): 1950-2002 
 
From the inception of our predecessor departments, we communicated via low band 
radio. Originally, the radio system was used only to coordinate responses. Dispatching 
occurred via land-line telephone from the Sheriff’s Office. In the late 1960’s, two-tone 
signaling technology was adopted which allowed emergency services to be alerted via 
radio. Low band remained the radio communications platform of choice through the 
1990’s. All of the mountain volunteer departments (except Evergreen), participated in 
the “Communications Authority”. The cost of maintaining the four-antenna site radio 
system was shared until the early 2000’s, at which time emergency communications in 
Jefferson County was fragmented. Genesee Fire Department eventually inherited the 
remains of the low band radio system and continues to operate it for the purposes of 
volunteer notification. 
 
800 MHz Digital Trunked Radio System: (2002-Current) 
 
In the late 1990’s, Jefferson County Sheriff’s office decided to build, in cooperation with 
other agencies, a radio network which would later become known as the State DTR 
System (“800”). By the early 2000’s, “800” was billed as the ultimate solution to 
emergency communications for Jefferson County, and the State of Colorado. A variety 
of future functionality was promised, including unit-to unit private calling; radio to 
landline calling; and group notification. Fire Departments dispatched by the Sheriff’s 
Office were required to make a choice: Switch to “800” or build a stand-alone system. 
All fire departments were given their own “talk group”, along with main operational 
channels which were assigned geographically. The emergency communications 
evolution during this time looked roughly like this: 
 
Elk Creek, Indian Hills, Inter Canyon and North Fork established and operated their own 
or shared VHF high band Radio Systems, at cost to each agency. 
 
Foothills and Pleasant View opted to change to “800”. The cost of new equipment 
(mobile radios, handheld radios) was paid by the home agency. Foothills assumed 
“lease purchase” of “800” equipment for several hundred thousand dollars. 
 
Genesee and Golden Gate opted to change to “800” and maintain the low band radio 
system. Eventually, Golden Gate could no longer afford to participate in the low band 
system and Genesee became the sole owner of the equipment. 
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From its inception, “800” has had a variety of issues, the most substantial being 
coverage on mountainous terrain. Promised functionality was never built out due to the 
cost of maintenance and the need to spend additional monies to upgrade and expand 
basic system coverage. Today, the “800” system faces a variety of funding and 
technological challenges. Details on various challenges faced by “800” can be found at 
https://ccncinc.org/ and https://sites.google.com/a/state.co.us/pscs/netops-
announcements/2015pscsannualreport. The main issues faced by Foothills are the 
continued degradation of coverage, lack of future support for currently operated radio 
equipment, and concerns about future fees for service to utilize the system. Additionally, 
we are an “island” in a predominantly high band area. The majority of our neighbors 
operate on high band. As a rule, high band is the radio of choice for wildland fires state 
wide. 
 
VHF high band (150MHz): 2016- 
 
Since 2012, Foothills has been studying and evaluating both the benefits and 
drawbacks to transitioning to a high band radio system. After a thorough review, we 
have decided to move forward with the implementation of our own high band radio 
network. The main benefits of this switch are: 

 Increased interoperability 

 Better radio coverage 

 Lower cost equipment and infrastructure 

 Upgrades as needed, not as mandated by a larger agency 

 No future fees for service 

 System stability 

 Coverage for our entire service area, including Genesee (see coverage maps) 

 Option for other local agencies to participate 
 
The main drawbacks to switching are: 

 New and ongoing cost to our agency 

 Additional responsibility for members 

 Continued need for a smaller “800” equipment cache for interoperability 
 
After thorough evaluation, we have opted to fund our own high band radio system. We 
truly feel that this move is in the best interests of our community and of the fire 
department. We have received generous donations from neighboring agencies in the 
form of radio-repeater equipment. We received $250,000 in Homeland Security grant 
money to equip every member and truck with a modern high band radio. The 
construction of our radio network is the final step in this project. The total cost is 
anticipated to be $150,000 and paid for by capital reserve fund. 
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