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February 22, 2016

Richard Pearce

President, MERA Board of Directors
c/o Novato Fire Protection District
95 Rowland Way

Novato, CA 94945

Dear Mr. Pearce,

We are writing to request consideration of the MERA Executive Board to include Marin County's School
Districts in the MERA system through the allocation of 20 MERA handheld radios for each District Office,
and at the Marin County Office of Education. This request is made with the understanding that each
district would pay for the cost of the radio.

This request comes at a time when the Marin Schools Emergency Radio Network is no longer fully
functioning due to the age of the system components and radios that are no longer supported. Since
1987 our Marin County Schools have operated an 800 MgH emergency radio system, originally
repurposed from school buses that were no longer in operation. With technical support from the Marin
County Radio Shop, monthly tests of the system have been performed during the school year for almost
30years. Over the past 18 months communications have been deteriorating, with significant work
performed at the Big Rock repeater and a recent failure of the base station at the Marin County Office of
Education. The system is now unable to link the following school districts to the Marin Schoois
Emergency Network:

» Bolinas-Stinson Union School District e Nicasio School District

e Dixie School District * Novato Unified School District

e Kentfield School District e Ross School District

¢ Llaguna Joint School District ¢ San Rafael City Schools

e lagunitas School District e Shoreline Unified School District
e larkspur-Corte Madera School District « Union Joint School District

The maintenance and operation of a reliable emergency communication system between our schools that
will allow us to communicate during a regional emergency when land lines, cell towers and Internet
communications may be down remains a critical priority, as we care for some of the most vulnerable in our
community. With schools also identified as emergency shelters, evacuation centers and transportation
resources - we know that it is vital to address this emergency communications link in the most effective
way with our community public safety partners.

BUILDING THE FUTURE - . . ONE STUDENT AT A TIME




The mission of MERA, to effectively and efficiently facilitate critical emergency communication, and the
vision to enhance the safety of citizens, are so important to our community. We see inclusion of our school
districts in the MERA system as a central and vital step in that mission.

Thank you so much for your consideration, and for the important work that you do to support our public
safety.

Sincerely,
et
TOM LOHWASSER MARY JANE BLﬂKE
President, Marin Association of Superintendents Marin County Sgiperintendent of Schools

Cc: Matthew Hymel, Vice-President and Chair
MERA Executive Committee




MARIN EMERGENCY RADIO AUTHORITY

27 Commercial Blvd., Suite C, Novato, CA 94949
Phone: (415) 883-9100 FAX: (415) 883-9155

April 22, 2003

Mary Jane Burke

Marin County Superintendent of Schools
P.O. Box 4925

San Rafael, CA 94913-4925

RE:  Adoption of Equipment for Schools and Use of MERA System
Dear Superintendent Burke:

The Marin Emergency Radio Authority (MERA) at the meeting of April 17, 2003, approved a
policy whereby Marin County schools, both public and private, could obtain MERA equipment.
The policy adopted by the Board of Directors provides:

1. MERA radios will be made available to schools for use of emergency drills and
emergency events only

2. The schools or the local MERA agency will buy the needed equipment. There will be no
cost for this equipment paid by MERA.

3. There will be no operating cost apportioned to the schools districts for the use of thlS
equipment.

Mr. McCann will continue to work with Mr. Chuck, the MERA Project Engineer, to determine
the appropriate equipment for the individual schools, its cost and the procedures necessary to
order, deliver, install train on the new equipment.

artin J. Nichols,
Executive Officer

MIN/mel

ce: Richard Chuck

DiGovemmental Solutions\Shared\ MER A\Letters\Ltr-MJIBurke-School Equip.doc




Improving School Emergency Radio
Communications in Marin

| Background |

Marin County has 19 separate school districts that have School Emergency
Preparedness Plans identifying emergency communication as a priority.

The current protocol for emergency communication has local schools
communicating, by various methods, to their district office and local public safety.
During a major emergency, the district office has a protocol of using the Marin
Schools Emergency Radio Network to notify the Marin County Office of
Education. The Marin County Office of Education then reports information on the
condition of schools to the County EOC.

| This current system has several flaws. |

“School to district” communications rely on land line phones and cell phones in
most districts and is not interoperable with public safety communications or
MERA.

“‘District to Marin County Office of Education” through the Marin Schools
Emergency Radio Network is not interoperable with public safety
communications or MERA.

Marin Schools Emergency Radio Network equipment and infrastructure is
outdated.

| The current system can be improved. |

Goal - Marin County schools will have an emergency communications system
such as MERA or one that permits interoperability to better provide for the safety
of students and staff during times of major emergency.

With this goal in mind and with the understanding that Marin County schools are
responsible for funding and maintaining its MERA equipment, and that use of the
system is limited to monthly drills and emergency use as per the April 22, 2003
letter from Marin Emergency Radio Authority Executive Officer (attachment #1),
we have developed a Preliminary Plan for Improving School Emergency
Radio Communications (attachment #2).
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MARIN EMERGENCY RADIO AUTHORITY
371 Bel Marin Keys Blvd., Suite 100, Novato, CA 94949
PHONE: (415) 883-9100 FAX: (415) 883-9155

MEMORANDUM

DATE: June 9, 2008

TO: Karin Hern, Grand Jury Committee Chair

FROM: Maureen Cassingham, Executive Officer

SUBJECT: MERA BOARD OF DIRECTORS RESPONSE TO GRAND JURY FINDINGS
AND RECOMMENDATIONS - 2007-2008 MARIN COUNTY GRAND JURY

“EMERGENCY COMMUNICATIONS AT MARIN SCHOOLS: A TALE OF
CATASTROPHE” REPORT DATED MARCH 13, 2008

On June 5, 2008, the Marin Emergency Radio Authority Board of Directors approved the
attached response to the findings and recommendations in the above Grand Jury report at a
publicly noticed meeting. Please contact me should you have questions.

Attachments

MERA_Board_Response Grand_Jury.doc




F1:

F2:

F3:

F4:

F5:

F7:

GRAND JURY FINDINGS

MERA began as a communications system for first responders for use in emergencies.

The Marin Emergency Radio Authority, per its joint powers agreement, was formed “to
plan, finance, implement, manage, own, and operate a multi-jurisdictional, county-wide
public-safety, public-services, and emergency radio system” for use by its member
agencies including law enforcement, fire management, emergency medical, public works
maintenance, transit, local government, and other public service agencies in Marin
County.

MERA has evolved into a general network embracing most of Marin’s public service and
public safety day-to-day communications. Emergencies are one segment of its function.

The MERA system continues to function, per its original purpose, as “a multi-
jurisdictional, county-wide public safety, public service and emergency radio system” for
use by its member agencies.

No public or private school in Marin is part of MERA.

In 1999, MERA offered the Marin County Office of Education, on behalf of all schools in
their jurisdiction, an opportunity to participate as a mutual aid agency and a waiver of
their share of system construction (estimated 1999 dollar value — $60,000) provided they
purchase their own radios and participate in extensive radio training as did all MERA
members. To date, this offer has not been accepted.

Marin County is a likely candidate for-a major disaster at any time.

All counties in the State of California, including Marin County, are candidates for a major
disaster at any time.

The present public-school emergency radio communications system is about to go
belly-up, leaving the schools with no emergency radio communications capabilities.

The present public-school emergency radio system is operational but aging and in need of
replacement. Every communications system, whatever its condition, is susceptible to
being compromised in a disaster.

Money for Homeland Security grants for MERA radios in the schools has not been made
available because of questionable interpretations of Homeland Security guidelines by
local authorities.

MERA is supportive of the County Office of Education’s efforts to seek external funding.
MERA is unaware of any questionable interpretations of Homeland Security funding
guidelines.

(M
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GRAND JURY FINDINGS (continued)

F8:

F10:

Fll:

Money has been the stumbling block for MERA radios in the schools. The immediate
need for an emergency radio communications system for Marin schools has been trumped
by the lack of financing and what seems to be a widespread attitude that puts money
before school safety.

Since 1999, MERA has offered to waive the County Office of Education’s share of
system construction/expense (estimated 1999 dollar value — $60,000) to facilitate their
participation in the system. This is a considerable ongoing financial commitment on the
part of its member agencies in the interest of school safety. MERA has also provided
technical assistance to aid Marin schools in evaluating other emergency communications
options.

There is a belief that installing MERA radios now could instill a false sense of security in
the schools, because in any major crisis, the MERA system would be overwhelmed, with
any immediate help unlikely in spite of MERA.

As a matter of best practices, reliance on any one communications system in a crisis is
unwise. Alternative systems should be identified and utilized as fallback in the event of
primary system failure. MERA, like any other communications system, can be
overloaded, which is why other communications options will be utilized as backup.

An alternate plan to equip the schools with an emergency radio communications system
that could be outside the MERA radio network is in an early state of consideration.

MERA’s Communications Engineer has provided communications alternatives to the

Marin County Office of Education and is awaiting the schools’ input on their operating
requirements to provide additional technical assistance.

2
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R1:

GRAND JURY RECOMMENDATIONS

The Board of Supervisors, the Marin Emergency Radio Authority, the Disaster Council,
the Marin County Office of Education, the Marin County Office of Emergency Services,
the Marin County Department of Public Works, the Marin County Administrator’s Office,
the Marin County Department of Health & Human Services, the various public-school
districts, and the private schools should immediately work together to fund and install the
MERA system and its radios in all of Marin’s public and private schools.

MERA continues to be proactive in facilitating Marin schools’ emergency communica-
tions by offering to fund their share of MERA system construction costs and by providing
technical assistance in evaluating other communications alternatives. MERA will work
cooperatively with other agencies in the County to help identify resources to fund the cost
of radios, should the Office of Education opt to use the MERA systemi.

In the event it is determined that MERA is not a feasible option for Marin’s schools, an
effective, alternative emergency radio communication network, independent of MERA,
should be immediately modeled, funded, and installed in Marin’s public and private
schools through the collective efforts of the entities identified in Recommendation R1.

MERA is currently providing technical assistance to the Marin County Office of
Education on alternative communications systems. MERA will work cooperatively with
other agencies in the County to assist the County Office of Education in identifying
funding sources to implement an alternative to the MERA system, if it is determined to be
more feasible.

(D
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