
 

 

Page 1  GAO-18-173R Emergency Communications 

441 G St. N.W. 
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October 30, 2017 
 
The Honorable Greg Walden 
Chairman 
The Honorable Frank Pallone, Jr.  
Ranking Member 
Committee on Energy and Commerce 
House of Representatives 
 
The Honorable Fred Upton 
Committee on Energy and Commerce 
House of Representatives 

 

Emergency Communications: Overlap and Views on the Effectiveness of Organizations 
Promoting the Interoperability of Equipment 

Public-safety communications systems are used by first responders, such as police officers and 
firefighters, to respond to various types of emergencies. Interoperable communications systems 
are important because they allow first responders to communicate with their counterparts in 
other agencies and jurisdictions, even though the systems or equipment vendors may differ. 
Currently, the public-safety community uses land mobile radio systems to transmit and receive 
critical voice communications, but land mobile radio systems may have issues with 
interoperability and capacity during large-scale emergencies or disasters.  

A number of organizations have been created to promote the interoperability of emergency 
communications. In 2006, the Post-Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act created the 
Department of Homeland Security’s (DHS) Office of Emergency Communications (OEC).1 OEC 
works with three emergency communications advisory groups: SAFECOM, the Emergency 
Communications Preparedness Center (ECPC), and the National Council of Statewide 
Interoperability Coordinators (NCSWIC). These organizations promote the interoperability of 
emergency communications systems by focusing on technologies including, but not limited to, 
land mobile radio and satellite technology.  Additionally, in 2013, the First Responder Network 
Authority (FirstNet) established the Public Safety Advisory Committee (PSAC) to provide advice 
to FirstNet, an independent authority within the Department of Commerce’s (Commerce) 
National Telecommunications and Information Administration. FirstNet’s goal is to develop and 
implement a nationwide public safety broadband network (see fig. below).   

 

 

                                                 
1 The Post-Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act was enacted as Title VI of the Department of Homeland 
Security Appropriations Act, 2007, Pub. L. No.109-295, 120 Stat. 1355 (2006). 
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We focused on the efforts of federally-supported organizations that promote the interoperability 
of emergency communications. We focused our review on the four main organizations—
SAFECOM, ECPC, NCSWIC, and PSAC—that receive federal support from OEC and 
Commerce’s National Telecommunications and Information Administration and that promote 
interoperable emergency communications.  

We addressed the following questions:  

1. What are the missions and memberships of organizations that promote the 
interoperability of emergency communications, and to what extent, if at all, are they 
overlapping or duplicative?  

2. What are selected stakeholders’ views on the effectiveness of the efforts of these 
organizations?  

On August 30, 2017, we briefed members of your staff on the results of our review. This report 
formally transmits the final briefing slides (see enc. I).  

To describe the mission and memberships of SAFECOM, ECPC, NCSWIC, and PSAC, we 
obtained and analyzed documents from each organization and interviewed Homeland Security 
and Commerce officials who work with these organizations. We assessed the missions and 
memberships of these organizations against criteria developed in GAO’s Fragmentation, 
Overlap, and Duplication: An Evaluation and Management Guide to determine the extent to 
which, if any, overlap or duplication existed.2  

To obtain stakeholders’ views on the effects of any overlap and duplication, as well as the 
overall effectiveness of these organizations, we identified 32 public safety organizations that are 
members of both SAFECOM and PSAC, and grouped them into five categories: 

• public safety—law enforcement organizations;  

                                                 
2GAO, Fragmentation, Overlap, and Duplication: An Evaluation and Management Guide, GAO-15-49SP 
(Washington, D.C.: Apr. 14, 2015). 

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-15-49SP
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• public safety—fire and emergency-medical-service organizations;  

• public safety—public works and broadly represented organizations; 

• state organizations; and  

• county, municipal, and tribal organizations. 

We conducted semi-structured interviews with stakeholders from 11 of the 32 organizations. We 
selected two organizations from each category to interview, except the county, municipal, and 
tribal organizations category, where we selected three organizations. We selected organizations 
representing key units of government or disciplines (e.g., firefighting, law enforcement, and 
emergency management services) within each category, and used professional judgment to 
select an organization when multiple options within a category were available. While these 
interviews provide relevant insights, they cannot be generalized to all organizations that are 
members of SAFECOM and PSAC. We also interviewed Homeland Security and Commerce 
officials. Further, we obtained stakeholder views about the collaboration among these 
organizations and compared these responses to selected practices from our leading practices 
on collaboration.3 Leading practices were selected that were most applicable to our review of 
OEC’s effectiveness. 

We conducted this performance audit from December 2016 to October 2017 in accordance with 
generally accepted government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and 
perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained 
provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.  

In summary:  

• There is some overlap in the missions of SAFECOM, ECPC, NCSWIC, and PSAC 
because all of the organizations promote interoperable emergency communications. 
However, each organization has a specific focus and role. There is also overlap in 
membership, especially between SAFECOM and PSAC. However, we found that the 
organizations are complementary and not duplicative and that the overlap in mission 
among the organizations appears to have positive effects.  

• Most stakeholders told us that SAFECOM, ECPC, NCSWIC, and PSAC operate and 
collaborate effectively. For example, stakeholders said SAFECOM, along with NCSWIC 
in some cases, has developed effective written products that promote the interoperability 
of emergency communications. However, three stakeholders—representing tribal, 
county, or municipal interests—of the 11 we interviewed, told us that they believed the 
views of tribal, county, or municipal organizations were not fully represented on 
SAFECOM and PSAC.  SAFECOM, an organization with over 50 members, and PSAC, 
with 43 members, have two associations that exclusively represent counties, two 
organizations that exclusively represent cities, and one that exclusively represents tribal 
interests. This representation is lower than the representation of federal, state, police, 

                                                 
3GAO, Managing For Results: Key Considerations for Implementing Interagency Collaborative Mechanisms, GAO-
12-1022 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 27, 2012) and GAO, Results-Oriented Government: Practices That Can Help 
Enhance and Sustain Collaboration among Federal Agencies, GAO-06-15 (Washington, D.C., Oct. 21, 2005).  

  

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-1022
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-1022


 
 

Page 4 GAO-18-173R Emergency Communications (101286) 

and emergency-medical-service organizations. A leading collaboration practice is 
ensuring that all of the relevant participants have been included in the collaborative effort 
or mechanism. Five of 11 stakeholders did not identify this as an issue.4  

We are making two recommendations, one to DHS and one to FirstNet: 

• The Secretary of Homeland Security should direct that OEC examine the composition 
and functioning of SAFECOM to determine whether all relevant stakeholder groups are 
adequately represented and their views adequately expressed and considered through 
memberships in the organizations, executive committees, subcommittees, working 
groups, or other means. (Recommendation 1) 

• FirstNet should examine the composition and functioning of PSAC to determine whether 
all relevant stakeholder groups are adequately represented and their views adequately 
expressed and considered through memberships in the organizations, executive 
committees, subcommittees, working groups, or other means. (Recommendation 2) 

Both DHS and Commerce provided written comments, reproduced in enclosures II and III 
respectively, where they concurred with our recommendation and discussed actions they are 
taking or plan to take to implement the recommendation. 

We are sending copies of this report to the appropriate congressional committees and the 
Secretaries of the Department of Homeland Security and the Department of Commerce. In 
addition, the report is available at no charge on the GAO website at http://www.gao.gov.  

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact me at (202) 512-2834 or 
goldsteinm@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices of Congressional Relations and Public 
Affairs may be found on the last page of this report. GAO staff who made key contributions to 
this report are Faye Morrison (Assistant Director), Kieran McCarthy (Analyst in Charge), Melissa 
Bodeau, Camilo Flores, Chris Keisling, James Lager, Hannah Laufe, Joshua Ormond, Amy 
Suntoke, James Sweetman, Sarah Veale, and Elizabeth Wood.  

 

Mark Goldstein 
Director, Physical Infrastructure Issues  

Enclosure 

  

                                                 
4Three stakeholders asked about this issue did not respond.  

http://www.gao.gov/
mailto:goldsteinm@gao.gov
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Enclosure I: Emergency Communications: Overlap and Views on the Effectiveness of Organizations Promoting the 
Interoperability of Equipment 
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Enclosure II: Comments from the Department of Homeland Security 
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Enclosure III: Comments from the Department of Commerce 
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copyrighted images or other material, permission from the copyright holder may be 
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The Government Accountability Office, the audit, evaluation, and investigative 
arm of Congress, exists to support Congress in meeting its constitutional 
responsibilities and to help improve the performance and accountability of the 
federal government for the American people. GAO examines the use of public 
funds; evaluates federal programs and policies; and provides analyses, 
recommendations, and other assistance to help Congress make informed 
oversight, policy, and funding decisions. GAO’s commitment to good government 
is reflected in its core values of accountability, integrity, and reliability. 

The fastest and easiest way to obtain copies of GAO documents at no cost is 
through GAO’s website (http://www.gao.gov). Each weekday afternoon, GAO 
posts on its website newly released reports, testimony, and correspondence. To 
have GAO e-mail you a list of newly posted products, go to http://www.gao.gov 
and select “E-mail Updates.” 

The price of each GAO publication reflects GAO’s actual cost of production and 
distribution and depends on the number of pages in the publication and whether 
the publication is printed in color or black and white. Pricing and ordering 
information is posted on GAO’s website, http://www.gao.gov/ordering.htm.  

Place orders by calling (202) 512-6000, toll free (866) 801-7077, or  
TDD (202) 512-2537. 

Orders may be paid for using American Express, Discover Card, MasterCard, 
Visa, check, or money order. Call for additional information. 

Connect with GAO on Facebook, Flickr, Twitter, and YouTube. 
Subscribe to our RSS Feeds or E-mail Updates. Listen to our Podcasts. 
Visit GAO on the web at www.gao.gov. 
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Website: http://www.gao.gov/fraudnet/fraudnet.htm 
E-mail: fraudnet@gao.gov 
Automated answering system: (800) 424-5454 or (202) 512-7470 

Katherine Siggerud, Managing Director, siggerudk@gao.gov, (202) 512-4400, 
U.S. Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7125, 
Washington, DC 20548 

Chuck Young, Managing Director, youngc1@gao.gov, (202) 512-4800 
U.S. Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7149  
Washington, DC 20548 
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U.S. Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7814, 
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