
Putnam County Dispatch (911)

In the spring of 1985, the Mayor of Greencastle, Jerry Warren, spearheaded a local effort to consolidate the existing public safety dispatch centers that were located at the Greencastle Police Department, Putnam County Sheriff’s Department, and Operation Life Ambulance Service. The main goals of combined dispatching were to reduce duplication of effort and lower taxpayer costs. A joint board was formed and through the board’s efforts, a Central Dispatch was born on September 1, 1985.  The dispatch was housed at the Greencastle Police Department which at that time was located at the corner of Indiana and Walnut Streets, the current location of Breadworks. Since both county and city were involved in this venture, it was agreed that the city would pay for the system hardware, the county, dispatcher salaries. Operation Life then relinquished $20,000 in its county subsidy to help cover the day-to-day operation costs.    

David Costin, who had been the head dispatcher at the Sheriff’s Department, was appointed as the Chief Dispatcher and placed in charge of overseeing the day-to-day operations of the agency. Initially, Central Dispatch was given the responsibility of dispatching Greencastle PD, Greencastle FD, Madison Township VFD, Operation Life ambulance, Putnam County Sheriff’s Department, DePauw University Department of Safety and Security, and all Putnam County town marshalls. The staff consisted of four full time dispatchers as well as Mr. Costin.  On September 13, 1985, Central Dispatch acquired its own universal emergency telephone numbers, 653-5115 and 795-4791.  

In the spring of 1988, after the Indiana General Assembly passed the Emergency Telephone System Fee statute allowing a county to pass the costs of an E-911 system onto a telephone subscriber via their telephone bill, the Central Dispatch Joint Board began exploring the possibilities of using E-911 to help pay for a 911 system in Putnam County. After a year of proposing the concept of 911 to various communities in Putnam County, the County Council passed the ordinance to institute a 911 subscribers fee on August 28, 1990. The initial fee was $1 per phone line.  

As subscriber fees came in and continued to add up, Central Dispatch was able to hire two more full-time employees on January 1, 1991. The county continued to move towards adapting a 911 system as the year progressed, and on August 19, 1991, the County Commissioners passed the ordinance mandating city-style addresses for all Putnam County rural route and box numbers. This change was completed on January 1, 1995. 

On September 1, 1991, Central Dispatch moved its operations from the Greencastle Police Department to the first floor of the Putnam County Courthouse.  This move did not sit well with the City of Greencastle, and they withdrew themselves from the inter-local agreement and started their own dispatching at the Police Department. After the city withdrew, the county commissioners passed an ordinance on December 30, 1991, to create a 911 Advisory Committee to oversee the 911 system and named Dave Costin as the County 911 Director.   

Putnam County officially became a basic 911 county on June 23, 1993. During the next few years, 911 began adding the remaining eight county fire departments to its system as well as PMH ambulance service, based out of Roachdale, and other miscellaneous agencies. 

Once the county’s  readdressing project was complete, an Enhanced 911 database was created and began operating on July 1, 1995. This was a monumental step toward faster emergency services. An enhanced 911 system has the capability of determining the physical location of the caller, especially helpful if the caller can’t provide an address or is sure of their location.

Based on the complexity of getting information and dispatching fire or police or ambulance services, a recommendation was made to form standard operating. procedures (SOPs) that provided basic guidelines for dispatchers to use when dealing with specific types of calls. Guidelines removed any guess work and allowed a dispatcher to follow a script that contained everything necessary to say and ask. On April 25, 1996, the first Putnam County 911 Procedures Manual went into effect.    

As technology expanded and wireless phones began to gain popularity, the Putnam County 911 center was faced with a new challenge. The original configuration only allowed for landline phones to be answered, necessitating an upgrade that would allow response to emergency calls made from cell phones. On June 25, 1999, Putnam County 911 began taking its first wireless calls. Funds received from the State Wireless Board later that year helped compensate for that service, since at the time the subscriber fees collected to help fund 911 were based on use of landline phones only.  

The City of Greencastle decided to reconsolidate with Putnam County 911 on September 17, 2000. Staffing was increased from seven to ten full-time staff members at the dispatch center and additional part-time funding was allotted. Based on the reconsolidation and an increase of calls coming into the center, on January 1, 2001, the Putnam County subscribers fee was increased to $2.10 per phone line. A second increase was needed, and on January 1, 2002, the fee was raised to $2.30.  

Technological advances prompted the 911 center to do a major hardware upgrade. On April 23, 2003, four different computer systems were combined into one main system, creating the foundation of the Computer Aided Dispatch (CAD) system and allowing for integration of data, mapping, mobile computers, radio dispatching, pre-arrival instructions, Phase 2 wireless 911, and other dispatching functions. Undoubtedly, having everything on one platform made the dispatcher’s job easier.

As the capabilities of 911 grew, so too did the need for more overseers. In January 2005, the county commissioners enlarged the advisory committee to from seven to nine members, allowing one police and one fire representative to have a voice for those agencies. Also, in September of that year, the county council created the Assistant 911 Director position and two Shift Supervisor positions to assist Dave Costin with the day-to-day operations of the growing service. Shawn Little was named the first assistant director, Dara Robinson was appointed the evening shift supervisor and Rebecca Chadd the night shift supervisor.   

The county fire departments instituted a Mutual Aid Box Alarm System (MABAS) on July 1, 2006. This type of fire dispatching was a predetermined set up, making it easier for dispatchers and fire departments to request mutual aid to fight fires. The dispatched fire department would simply request a certain box alarm number and the dispatch center would notify those agencies that had already agreed to send apparatus and personnel to assist that department. Also in August 2006, the Emergency Medical Dispatching (EMD) required by the State of Indiana was initiated. Like the MABAS set up, EMD slotted callers to specific agency callouts based on answers to basic dispatcher questions. Methodist Hospital’s Dr. Edward Bartkus was appointed as the medical oversight director and has provided this service to the County ever since. Emergency Police Dispatching (EPD) was added in 2009.  

Since 1991, Putnam County 911 had been located on the first floor of the Putnam County Courthouse. However, space was severely limited, so discussions began about having a dedicated facility to house the 911 center and create an Emergency Operations Center (EOC). At the same time, the county courthouse needed more room for expanding offices and services, so a 911 center move would alleviate two major issues. In August 2008, the 911 center moved to its current location at 1600 West County Road 225 South in Greencastle. This site was the location of the County Highway Garage. A new facility was constructed at the southwest corner of the property along 225 South that would house the 911 center, the EOC, and staff offices.    

In May 2016, the County 911 once again upgraded its computer system to include new integrated 911 calls with the ability to do call tracking, mapping, dispatch recommendations. In addition, the system provided mobile support for responders as well as case reports and jail management. Local police agencies placed laptops in their squad cars, allowing them to communicate with dispatchers and receive real time call and incident updates without the need to broadcast over the radio.  Putnam County EMS added this feature to their ambulances a few years later as did some county fire departments.

In 2021, Putnam County 911 answered 17,511 calls, an average of one call every 30 minutes. The total included 14,911 calls from wireless phones, a steep decrease in landline use. And calls continued to increase. In 2020, the total call volume was 15,613, an increase greater than 12% in one year. Besides the emergency calls, dispatchers answered a total of 40,274 administrative calls, spending an average of 1,493.50 hours on both types of call. The average 911 call lasts only 91.3 seconds.  





 


