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Appendix B Operations of Call Takers and Dispatchers

Figure B-1 shows the operation of call takers and dispatchers. The Neutral 911 call takers are an
initial entry point to the system. They classify a call as going to Police or Fire/EMS, or refer it to
another agency. They transfer the caller to either a Police or Fire/EMS call taker, referred to as a
“warm-transfer.” Combined events, those requiring both Fire/EMS and Police response, are
transferred to Fire/EMS call takers. Neutral 911 call takers do not interact with the technical CAD
system, but they do use the VESTA call management system.

HPD and HFD call takers are the interface to the public requesting services. They obtain,
organize, and enter the information that is the basis for making resource decisions. They define
the call type and priority, “coding” the call. Some aspects of the call taking requirements are
explicitly incorporated into the CAD information entry system under the Special Instructions
(SINS) feature, but there are marked differences between Police and Fire/ EMS usage of that tool.
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Figure B-1. Operations of Call Takers and Dispatchers
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Upon completion of the basic entry of an event, the information is then passed to a dispatcher to
assign, monitor, and manage a response. At this point the police call taker may terminate the call,
but the Fire/EMS call takers may have responsibility for the delivery of “pre-arrival instructions,”
the coaching of the caller to take medical action prior to arrival of a medical unit. The dispatch
operations between the HFD and HPD have important distinctions. The diversity of response
possibilities is larger on the Fire/EMS side, choosing among types of equipment and possible
combinations (engines, ladder, tower, BLS ambulances, ALS ambulances, Paramedic vehicles,
command officers). There is automatic support by the CAD system for selection of asset
combinations. The continuous service delivery from the dispatcher is limited, with no direct
involvement in safety issues.

The variety of police dispatch choices are typically much more limited in terms of type of
response, although some specialized unit selection is occasionally involved. Practically, if not
officially defined, the police dispatchers do provide some degree of load management for the
officers in the field, making certain that the load on the officer is not driven by a simple “closest
officer” algorithm that might overload one officer. There is a very important continuous service
connection from the officer to the dispatcher that is unique to the police side of dispatch.

The analysis of the operations against the initial system design showed major differences and
expectations. The roll out of the new CAD system was expected to have minimal disruption
to the police call taking and police dispatching processing. The expectation by police
dispatchers was that the system would be modified to fit their existing police dispatch
processes and that departmental policies and procedures would not be affected. This is
consistent with the terms of the acquisition of the new system as an upgrade to the existing
police CAD system. In contrast to this view, the Fire/EMS participated in the new CAD
system project with the expectation that the implementation of the new CAD system would
result in changes to their business processing, but like the police dispatching staff, no
expectations existed for changes in the departmental reporting structure or impacts to their
existing departmental policies and procedures.

The newly formed HEC organization took on the role of integrating call taking and
dispatching business processes in anticipation that a single call taking and call dispatching
process and procedure would be followed when utilizing the new CAD system.
Furthermore, the HEC organization began to work towards standardizing staff policies and
procedures as they saw their role as a “service organization” to the Houston Police and Fire
Departments with overall responsibility and accountability for Houston’s Emergency
Services’ call taking and dispatching functions.






