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The local grocery with all your island needs!
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Fresh Fish  

 Fresh Produce 
 Meats Cut To Order 

Organic Products 
Boar’s Head Deli  

Serving Hot Lunches 
Fresh Rotisserie 
Chickens & Pork 
Spare Ribs Daily

Hours: Monday - Friday, Closed Saturday and Sundays 
964-2621 • Fax: 964-1795 • 441 Park Avenue, Boca Grande
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operations/communications system 
that will be vital to our island.

There is hope that other island or-
ganizations will donate as well to help 
the committee reach their goal, which 
is a fl uid number at this time – some-
where around $270,000. 

The need for this type of technology 
became apparent after Hurricanes 
Irma and Ian, as Irma created a sit-
uation in which communications and 
cell phone failure took place sporad-
ically up and down the Gulf Coast. 
Ian was worse, obviously. Not only 
did the island lose its cell tower, but 
also there was the realization  that 
this one lone tower was serving us for 
just about the entire signal we had. If 
a tower goes down on the mainland, 
one might get a signal here and there 
– sometimes even a clear one – by 
repositioning and triangulation of other 
cell phone towers in the area, but we 
do not have that luxury here. 

As you will recall, the service we 
had prior to Ian was sporadic at the 
north end and the very southern end 
of the island. Not to mention, the 
satellite phones that a select few on 
the island possessed did not work, 
because the system was overloaded 
with others trying to use it after the 
storm. 

Sometimes it isn’t even a failure 
of the multiple antennas and other 
equipment used to keep cell phone 
communications fl owing, as was the 
case when an Internet headquarters 
facility was destroyed by fl ooding after 

Hurricane Irma. 
In other words, there are many 

ways we can lose communications 
after a disaster, and having an on-is-
land communications network that is 
separate is important.

The plan would be implemented 
in three phases. In the fi rst phase, 
top-shelf handheld radios would be 
purchased, as well as antennas, a 
repeater system and a “hub” radio 
that would be manned by a dispatcher 
at a Public Safety Answering Point. 
Police, fi re, EMS, street cleaners, tree 
trimmers, fi rst responders and health 
workers would be able to communi-
cate with each other on island, at the 
bridge and possibly with the Charlotte 
County Fire and EMS station just off 
island near Publix, without any reli-
ance on off-island dispatch centers. 

There would be training done with 
the radios as well, as they are capa-
ble of a great many things that some 
people who use them every day now 
don’t even know about. Small radio 
masts supporting radio repeaters will 
be placed strategically around the is-
land – at the Gasparilla Island Bridge 
Authority and the Boca Bay Power 

House and on the cell tower (when it 
is completed).  

Committee members have said 
that each installation would be able to 
operate independently if others were 
down, and each would have a backup 
generator available.   

The second and third stages of 
the emergency communications plan 
would make available more effective 
communication with the mainland 
through the use of our own emergen-
cy operations center.

Discussion within the committee re-
garding the project began after it was 
realized that our emergency response 
system on the island for private cit-
izens currently is dependent on cell 
phone service. 

“Potentially deadly defi ciencies 
in island emergency response are 
severely aggravated to this day by the 
fact that the Boca Grande Fire Depart-
ment cannot directly, routinely and 
instantly communicate with on-island 
Lee County and Charlotte County 
sheriff’s deputies. All coordination and 
dispatch is done by those respective 
counties’ distant dispatch centers, 
despite the existence of State Mutual 

Aid Channels.”
In many cases, the lack of use 

regarding those channels directly 
corresponds with a lack of train-
ing on the part of law enforcement, 
fi re and EMS. Those tasked with 
instituting an on-island, fi re depart-
ment-owned-and-operated emergency 
communications system believe that 
full-scale interagency cooperation and 
true interoperability are key to com-
pleting the project.

That’s why, after four months of 
extensive research by engineers at 
Motorola and Suncoast Expeditionary 
Associates to create a system that will 
work for us, the committee can begin 
to test the waters and start imple-
menting the fi rst phase of the project 
before the new cell tower is up.

More information will be forthcoming 
on how you can fi nancially help the 
group achieve their monetary goal 
to purchase the equipment needed, 
as well as fi eld experts to help train 
island residents.

To be frank, you might think that 
this emergency communica-
tions project sounds outlandish 

and created to cater to a community 
with too many monied people who 
feel they should have preferential 
treatment in the event of a disaster. 
Nothing could be further from the 
truth. If you are confused as to why 
this is necessary, take a look at a few 
key factors fi rst.
 – We are a long way from our 
county’s home base. It isn’t a 
mystery to many of us that we don’t 
get the same attention or the same 
funding as other places in unincorpo-
rated Lee County, which we often grit 
our teeth over but deal with because 
in remaining unincorporated we have 
a certain amount of autonomy. Lee 
County loves nothing more than for 
us to deal with our own problems, so 
they don’t have to worry about get-
ting anyone angry at them. By using 
private funding (or funding from other 
grants or resources) to pay for the 
system, we have complete control 
over it and don’t have to worry about 
bureaucracy getting in the way. 
 – Again, knowing that we are so 
far away from Lee County’s base of 
operations, we are much more fa-
miliar with the nooks and crannies 
of the island. It is much easier for 
one of our fi refi ghters or sheriff’s dep-
uties to know where The Range Light 
or Pilot Street is, in the event that is 
the only locator given for an emergen-

cy. We have had much evidence of 
Lee County 911 dispatchers not only 
not knowing where The Range Light 
is – or what it is –  but also that some 
of them don’t even know where Boca 
Grande is.
 – During a crisis it is more clear to 
our island’s fi rst responders where 
to fi nd immediate help. Anything 
from street clearing to additional on-is-
land manpower, fi nding boats for a 
search party or just fi nding bags of ice 
nearby would be quicker. And if the 
fi rst responders don’t know where to 
fi nd an island resource, they probably 
know whom to ask to fi nd it.
 – Everything about this system 
saves time. Saving time saves lives 
in disaster situations. Our fi rst re-
sponders know this island inside and 
out, while very few fi rst responders 
based out of mainland Lee County do. 
And while Charlotte County is much 
closer, until we can repair our relation-
ship and communication with them it 
is a moot point.

Last year a little place called Tybee 
Island off the coast of Chatham Coun-
ty, Ga. decided they were going to 
“go rogue” with their 911 service and 
create their own island emergency 
communications system. They had 
many reasons for this, but the two 
primary ones were that the respond-
ers from Chatham County weren’t as 
well versed about the intricacies of 
Tybee as the island fi rst responders 
were, and because so many people 

were calling 911 for things that weren’t 
so 911 in nature. For instance, where 
could they take a stranded sea turtle? 
Could they be on the beach after sun-
set? These calls were infuriating 911 
dispatchers in Chatham County, which 
was hurting communication between 
the public and Tybee Island. 

So, even though the island could 
have saved about $225,000 annually, 
as well as achieving interoperability 
with Chatham County, they decided to 
stick with their own service instead.

While this system is not designed to 
take the place of our regular 911 sys-
tem, it would feature an Emergency 
Operations Center capable of fi elding 
emergency calls, disseminating the 
calls to the appropriate agencies and 
logging these calls. It would allow resi-
dents a bit more security in knowing 
that they were being taken care of 
by someone they probably know by 
name and who might even know 
some of their medical background. 
People who would help them look for 
lost pets as well as pull them out of a 
destroyed building. 

In short, a primary reason to strong-
ly consider this system crucial for us 
(particularly knowing how helpless we 
can be in communicating with each 
other after a disaster scenario, thanks 
to Ian and Irma) is to be able to con-
tinue on with our small-town mentality 
and neighbors helping neighbors, 
especially in life-or-death situations.

Still not convinced we need it? Let’s bring it down to brass tacks
■ BY MARCY SHORTUSE
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