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lives; twenty of them being young chil-

dren.  Before anyone could be dis-

patched to the call, the horrible reality of 

this unfolding nightmare was being re-

layed by telephone to the real first re-

sponder on the scene: Dispatcher Bob 

Nute.   
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The following is a reprint of the col-
umn “From The Chair” published by   
9-1-1 Magazine and authored by 
NHEDA board member Paul Bagley. 

 

The entire world stood in utter shock 

at the events that unfolded in a sleepy 

Connecticut community on December 

14th, 2012.  Children who had barely 

begun their journey through life were 

massacred in their school.  Emergency 

services were dispatched to the school 

to deal with the tragic events that oc-

curred that day … events that cost 

more than two dozen people their 
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Preparing for the Unthinkable 

NHEDA members come in many 

forms.  Regular members are 

emergency telecommunicators 

who serve the citizens of the 

State of New Hampshire.  They 

can be full or part time dispatch-

ers or 911 agents. 

Associate members can be any-

one who isn’t a regular member.  

This means NHEDA’s member-

ship can include anyone who is 

interested in keeping abreast of 

the training opportunities that 

are available in the Granite 

State.  NHEDA training sessions 

and the annual NHEDA training 

conferences are all public 

meetings and open to anyone 

who wishes to attend.  With ex-

ception of the annual confer-

ence in April, all are free of 

charge and only select few re-

quire prior registration, such as 

the annual supervisor’s confer-

ence. 

This month represents the first 

in several years that NHEDA has 

not added new members.  Alt-

hough we have grown tremen-

dously in the past three years, 

members still need to reach out 

to all those fellow telecommuni-

cators who have yet to join our 

ranks.  We need every dispatch-

er’s input in order to make 

NHEDA function for the benefit 

of all.  Recruit now!   
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Bob was partnered that morning with 

Senior Dispatcher Jenn Barocsi.  Due 

to the gravity and nature of the call, 

Communication Director Maureen 

Will also remained on hand to help 

field the deluge of incoming calls from 

parents, off-duty police officers and 

fire officials from neighboring towns. 

The media quickly descended upon 

the community, and over the next few 

days, we were all filled in on the grue-

some details. 

Within hours, the sleepy New England 

community of some 25,000 people 

was turned into a hysterical interna-

tional media circus where only those 

three emergency telecommunicators 

working at the dispatch center in 

Town Hall South were obliged to deal 

with the tsunami of radio and tele-

phone calls that ensued.  Reporters 

from all over the globe began calling 

for updates; disrupting the natural 

rhythm of the center, and compound-

ing the complexity of the dispatching 

function.   

The center’s primary function is to 

alert police, fire and ambulance per-

sonnel to emergency situations.  It is 

not to field spurious and disruptive 

inquiries from a frenzied press.  Yet, 

here those three dispatchers were, 

caught in the media maelstrom that 

accompanies every major tragedy.  

That maelstrom exists solely to satisfy 

the insatiable appetite of a twenty-

four hour news cycle. 

While it’s sheer luck that none of the 

dispatchers in this case were directly 

related to any of the shooting victims, 

Membership 
Reminder 

they won’t escape the pain and suffer-

ing that is associated with such an 

event.  The shock and trauma they 

suffer will come in due course; when 

the television cameras and micro-

phones have all been packed up, and 

the circus has finally left town.  In the 

interim, they are comforted by the 

knowledge that every single emergency 

telecommunicator in the country has 

thought of them.  Director Will said that 

her staff could actually feel the love and 

support of warm arms wrapping around 

them from their fellow dispatchers 

across the United States.   

Dispatchers don’t need to send cards or 

letters, bake brownies or angel food 

cake, to convey their feelings.  Their 

colleagues know that we know what it 

means to be in The Chair when every-

thing comes unglued.  And that 

knowledge is what sustains them in 

Newtown; knowing that their unsung 

efforts are appreciated, even if only by 

their dispatch brothers and sisters la-

boring in their own anonymity. 

One of the key signs of a dispatching 

job well-done is the lack of criticism 

after the fact. The Newtown Emergency 

Communications Center (NECC) has 

received little to no media attention in 

itself, which suggests that everything 

done was according to plan.  As it hap-

pens, and not by accident, the NECC 

actually had an active shooter plan in 

place that was based upon the latest 

models for our profession, and coupled 

with training for all personnel, including 
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2013 NHEDA 

Training Conference 

North Conway, NH 

The 2013 annual training confer-

ence being presented by NHEDA 

will be  

April 8, 9 & 10 

at the Red Jacket Mountain View 

Resort in North Conway, NH.  In 

order to insure your spot at this 

year’s conference, you need to 

go to  the NHEDA website and 

click on the conference page 

link.  There you can download a 

registration form, complete it 

and mail it in along with your 

payment per the instructions. 

Rooms at the Red Jacket Resort 

are available to NHEDA mem-

bers at a special low rate and 

you’ll need to let the reserva-

tions desk know that you are 

part of the NHEDA group in or-

der to get that rate. 

NHEDA is altering the schedule 

slightly to accommodate its 

many vendor-supporters by 

holding a one-day trade show 

on Monday April 8th.  There 

will be several educational 

tracks available during the one 

day on which vendors will be 

present.  The remaining two 

days will be devoted to formal 

training sessions that are tai-

lored to offer insight.   

To register for the conference 

and get the early-bird special 

registration rate you need to 

register prior to March 1, 2013. 

 

The website is: 

www.nheda.org 

and click on the 2013 Confer-

ence page.   

 

For hotel reservations at the Red 

Jacket Mountain View Resort call: 

1-800-672-0500 

Or 

603-356-5411 

Check out the many amenities 

available, including an indoor wa-

ter park.  You’ll find details on 

their website: 

www.redjacketresorts.com/

mountain-view-resort.php 
 

*Be sure to mention that you are 

a member of NHEDA in order to 

get the special NHEDA low group 

rate. 

We look forward to seeing you at 

this year’s conference! 
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Preparing for the Unthinkable 

those in the field.  Newtown may stay 

busy with everyday police, fire and am-

bulance activity like virtually every sim-

ilar-sized communication center in the 

country, but it also spends considera-

ble time preparing for the worst.   

Personnel in the Newtown center, like 

in many other centers, serve the dual 

role of call-taker and dispatcher.  They 

provide Emergency Medical Dispatch 

(EMD) for all their medical calls, and 

they maintain continuity on trouble 

calls by dedicating one dispatcher to 

that call while their partner handles 

everything else.  An active shooter call 

is not something that happens to every 

dispatcher, or even every dispatch cen-

ter, but if it happens to you, it is essen-

tial to be properly prepared, with 

guidelines and procedures already in 

place so that you know what to do and 

how to do it.  And of course, there 

must be a hierarchy that has your back.  

In these respects, Newtown, Connecti-

cut was well prepared.  What little has 

been said about the dispatching of the 

event has been laudatory, as it should 

be, which helps us conclude that what 

they did was all according to Hoyle. 

The trauma that erupted at the Sandy 

Hook Elementary School that Friday 

morning fell on the very heels of the 

Hurricane Sandy disaster.  Newtown 

had only just finished picking up the 

last of the storm debris the week prior.  

When the storm hit the town it was 

left without electrical power for ten 

long days.  The community had already 

experienced plenty of disruption in the 

routine of daily living, and when a dis-

ruption of that routine occurs it is felt 

first in dispatch.  Left with barely 

enough time to catch their breath, the 

school shooting came along furnishing 

the stark and painful realization that so 

many lay dead at the hands of a crazed 

individual.  The trauma continued to 

escalate as parents frantic with worry 

called the center in the hope of learn-

ing something other than the awful 

reports being broadcast on the Inter-

net and in the media.  One by one, the 

emergency telecommunicators of 

Newtown calmly held people at bay 

because it’s their job to acquire infor-

mation about critical incidents, not 

disseminate it to the public unless so 

directed.  It’s tough knowing the hor-

rific truth and having to put on a game 

face and tell the public to be calm.  

As if losing twenty-six townspeople 

wasn’t enough, the proverbial salt in 

the wound was coping with all the 

strangers in town, most of whom 

seemed intent upon either obtaining 

the gory details of the shooting, or 

getting townsfolk to unload their feel-

ings in some kind of cathartic rant.  

And just as the media circus was 

starting to wind down a little, the arri-

val of the President of the United 

States unleashed upon the community 

an army of aides, security personnel, 

and a new hoard of news-hungry re-

porters who jostled their way in and 

whisked their way out within the span 

of a single news cycle.  If ever a com-

munication center was in need of the 
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January’s training will be:  
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Telecommunications Emergency Re-

sponse Task-Force (TERT), this was it! 

Despite the fatigue of dealing with the 

aftermath of a hurricane, the exhaus-

tion of handling the non-stop on-

slaught of a media feeding frenzy, and 

the coordinated multi-level hand-

holding that accompanies a presiden-

tial visit, the dispatchers of Newtown 

rallied.  Despite the fact that they had 

homes and families that were ravaged 

by Sandy, despite being deprived of 

power for ten days themselves, de-

spite some having to traverse police 

lines and crime scene tape to simply 

go home at the end of their shifts, and 

despite sharing the horror of what 

transpired with their friends and 

neighbors, they rallied.  Despite being 

yelled at, and scoffed at, and cried at, 

and sobbed at by desperate citizens 

clamoring for information to assuage 

their anxiety, they rallied.  They did 

what all dispatchers do every day in 

every emergency communications 

center … they did the job. 

Those who have weathered the test of 

catastrophic events that attract the 

international media to their door are 

few in number, but great in stature.  

Columbine, Oak Creek, Tucson, Auro-

ra, Portland and now Newtown are 

forever linked together as places 

where the worst of man’s fears be-

came reality.  But those communities 

are fused together for another reason.  

They all share the good fortune of 

having alert and capable dispatchers.  

Those communities have emergency 

telecommunicators who control the 

chaos, neutralize the threats, mobilize 

the assets, and track the action in or-

der to keep everyone as safe as hu-

manly possible.  They are the first to 

hear the cries of the victims, yet they 

are the very last that anyone thinks to 

thank and most often aren’t.   They 

are first to alert the appropriate 

emergency services, yet they seldom 

rate even a mention in the after-

action reports.  Dispatchers make 

critical judgments constantly upon 

which lives often hinge, yet their pay 

is at the bottom of the scale.  They 

are the first responder at every emer-

gency scene, yet when the dust 

settles, no one remembers the voice 

on the phone or radio.  

I’ve said it before, but it bears re-

peating: emergency dispatching is 

simple; it’s just not easy.  It’s simply a 

matter of taking information from 

one source and giving it to another.  

Simple!  But let the average individual 

sit in The Chair on just one day such 

as Newtown had on 14 December 

and then tell me how just anyone can 

do the job.  The anger of residents, 

the distain of the press and media, 

the anguish and torment of victim’s 

families, the irritation of field person-

nel who are at wits-end trying to dis-

cern how to cope with the disaster, 

and the posturing of opportunistic 

public officials are only a fraction of 

what emergency telecommunicators 

can expect when the big one comes.   

Newtown, Aurora and the rest stand 

as beacons for all who dispatch.  They 

teach us to prepare with aggressive 

and substantive training.  They show 

us to plan out strategies and codify 

them.  Most of all, they demonstrate 

how we should fall back upon sound 

training and follow the tactical plan in 

order to minimize the collateral dam-

age, and bring the incident to a swift 

conclusion.  

No one has all the answers, least of 

all me.  But I do know a sound evolu-

tion in emergency telecommunica-

tions when I see and hear one; New-

town is one for the books.  If you 

haven’t yet undergone training for 

active shooter, do so.  If your center 

has yet to adopt a detailed policy on 

dealing with school lock-downs, 

pressure those in charge to make it 

happen.  If your dispatch center isn’t 

coordinating its efforts with the field 

agencies that it dispatches, start.   

There are likely many factors that 

motivate some berserk shooter who 

starts spraying bullets around a 

shopping mall, a movie theater, or a 

school. Because these killers often 

take their own lives while they are 

taking others, we may never learn 

what their individual motives were.  

That being a reality, emergency tele-

communicators everywhere need to 

contemplate the unthinkable and 

prepare for the absolute worst so 

that every shift they spend in The 

Chair is one where they’ll know how 

to handle whatever comes their 

way.  Newtown, Connecticut pre-

pared.  Imagine if they hadn’t!  Im-

agine the consequences if you 

don’t!      

Addendum: 

This 2012 report from the New York 

City Police Department's Counter-

terrorism Bureau is a valuable re-

source for understanding active 

shooter incidents, and developing 

effective procedures. 

"Active Shooter — Recommenda-

tions and Analysis for Risk Manage-

ment" 

http://www.nyc.gov/html/
nypd/html/counterterrorism/

active_shooter.shtml 
 
 

Special thanks to Michael Wallach 

for editorial assistance. 
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President’s Message 

Welcome to a new year! This is often a time of year where we reflect upon 
where we have been and where we could go. 

  
One thing that has come up recently within our group, but is a constant topic 
in general, is social media sites and self monitoring.  All too often we get 
comfortable with our online presence and start to post or say things that are 
questionable or which may make another feel offended.  Even though that 
may not be the original intent of the author, it is something to consider.  

 
Now is a good time to go through your friends list, and also a good time to 
recheck your privacy settings.  Although nothing is ever truly private, once 
you hit publish, there are ways to restrict what your "friends/followers" can 
see.  

 
Being a member of NHEDA, the Governing Body and I would like to think that 
you would conduct yourself in an appropriate manner when engaging in so-
cial media.  But we also understand that we are human and we make mis-
takes.  We vent about work, co-workers, the types of calls we take.  But just 
make sure you are doing that in an appropriate format/setting.  Remember 
never to discuss anything that is protected under HIPAA.  Remember alt-
hough you may not be formally representing NHEDA, you should always con-
duct yourself in an appropriate manner.  

 
Have you checked with your agency if they have a social media policy?  If your agency does have a policy, are 
you complying with it?  Just because your agency may not have a policy doesn't mean you need to become the 
reason they DO need one.  

 
It doesn't look good to go into your bosses office to ask for a raise and they show you some of your posts 
venting about work. 

 
Lastly, I will mention, please don't forget about nominations for our newly formed awards, which will be pre-
sented at our awards banquet during our Annual Conference! Check out our website for more information at 

www.nheda.org 

 

Cassie B. Leavitt     

the NHEDA Broadcaster 

The NHEDA Newsletter is 

produced monthly and avail-

able free of charge electroni-

cally to emergency telecom-

municators who serve the 

people of New Hampshire.  

Go to www.nheda.org today 

for details on free member-

ship and other benefits of 

belonging to NHEDA.   

Any NHEDA  member can 

contribute to the newsletter.  

Email Paul Bagley at:  

paul@berkshirecottage.com 

Submit articles, photos, 

training announcements and 

your ideas for articles. 
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