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On September 25, 2012, the First Responder Network Authority (FirstNet) held its first Board of Directors 
meeting.  FirstNet is the new federal agency that will hold the FCC license for the “D block” of upper 700 MHz 
spectrum - a spectrum band of 20 MHz roughly comparable in size and capacity to the 700 MHz licenses that 
commercial mobile operators like Verizon, AT&T, and Sprint hold.  FirstNet was created by the Middle Class Tax 
Relief and Job Creation Act of 2012, signed into law in February 2012. 

FirstNet is responsible for building a Public Safety Broadband Network (PSBN) that will utilize the 700 MHz D 
block spectrum band.  FirstNet currently has $2 billion to spend on design, construction, operation, and 
maintenance of the PSBN, and up to $7 billion over the next ten years. 

FirstNet is an independent government authority that will be housed within the Department of Commerce yet 
run by its own Board of Directors.  In August of 2012, per statutory mandate, the NTIA announced the 15 
member FirstNet Board of Directors.1  This first meeting of the FirstNet Board was not only an important 
organizational step, but it also provided some insight into how FirstNet views its mandate and how it will design 
the public safety broadband network.  

INAUGURAL MEETING ON SEPTEMBER 25, 2012, AND BOARD ACTIONS 

At its first meeting, the Board considered and adopted a number of organizational and administrative items that 
were prepared by NTIA staff.  The full records of the meeting can be found at http://www.ntia.doc.gov/other-
publication/2012/firstnet-board-actions-09252012  

During the meeting the Board adopted its bylaws where it commits to operating through an open and 
transparent process by taking actions only at public meetings and through resolutions.  The Board created a 
number of standing committees.  Among these is a State, Regional, Local and Tribal Consultation Committee.  As 
noted in prior Connected Nation Policy Briefs on this topic, FirstNet has an obligation to consult with state, local, 
regional, and tribal governments on the PSBN design and construction plans, and the NTIA has created a State 
and Local Implementation planning grant program to help inform that consultation process.  This committee will 
develop a plan for that consultation process and will also establish infrastructure data collection standards for 
that grant program.  Appointments of members to this committee are expected soon. 

In addition, FirstNet appointed Uzoma Onyejie, a telecommunications attorney, former FCC staffer, and former 
General Counsel of M2Z Networks, to be its first Corporate Secretary.  Onyejie is FirstNet’s first full-time, 
dedicated employee, and will play a key role in the development of the PSBN. 

PROPOSED CONCEPTUAL NETWORK DESIGN 

The bulk of the meeting focused upon an informational presentation offered by Board member Craig Farrill, a 
former wireless industry executive, on a conceptual network design for the PSBN. 

That presentation can be found here:  
http://www.ntia.doc.gov/files/ntia/publications/firstnet_fnn_presentation_09-25-2012_final.pdf  

The conceptual design contained a few important characteristics: 
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Multiple Means of Obtaining FirstNet Public Safety Services and Applications.   

Rather than building a “stand-alone,” silo network over the 700 MHz D block license, 
the conceptual design envisions several different means for first responders to access 
FirstNet’s applications and services.  First responders would be able to use commercial 
mobile platforms, existing state and local networks, and even satellite service networks 
to access applications that would be housed in FirstNet’s core network. 

FirstNet plans to take on the role of negotiating service agreements with this diverse array of providers to offer 
that access.  This approach would allow these FirstNet core services to be rolled out as soon as 2013. These 
networks would operate as primary paths of access to these services in which FirstNet has not built any last-mile 
infrastructure using its 700 MHz D block license.  As FirstNet builds out its own radio access network using this 
license, that pathway would become the primary means of access for first responders.  However, the 
commercial, government, and satellite networks would remain alternative, back-up pathways. 

It is important to note that conceptual design is fundamentally different than the way public safety 
communications networks have generally been built to date.  The traditional public safety model relies upon 
construction of stand-alone networks devoted exclusively to public safety.  FirstNet board member Craig Farrill 
and Chairman Sam Ginn stated that their approach would be more rapidly deployed, offer ubiquity, be reliable 
and redundant, and be lower in cost than a stand-alone network that exclusively used the 700 MHz D block.  
FirstNet’s conceptual design offers partnership opportunities with rural telecom, rural electric utility companies, 
commercial mobile satellite networks, and existing state and local networks.  

Core Network Architecture.  With regard to the core operations network, the proposed architecture would 
contain both an Enhanced Packet Core (EPC) network that would provide switching, routing, scheduling, and 
hold user databases.  The core also would include a Service Delivery Platform (SDP) where FirstNet public safety 
applications would live, including voice communications, push-to-talk, messaging, location locator applications, 
video applications, and data warehouses.  As discussed above, commercial mobile operators would be able to 
connect to this Core Network.  These applications also would be accessible to various public safety institutions 
that are in fixed locations, such as fire houses, police departments, and public safety answering points. 

Rural and Urban Coverage Operating Groups.  FirstNet is required by statute to ensure adequate rural build-out 
and coverage. FirstNet will create two separate operating groups, one focused on network design in rural areas 
without mobile coverage today, and one focused on areas that are currently served.  In currently unserved 
areas, FirstNet is more likely to need to build, or contribute to the building of, infrastructure like towers and 
backhaul networks.  In some remote areas with little or no existing reliable infrastructure, FirstNet will work to 
procure satellite coverage and capacity in order to deliver FirstNet core services.  In urban areas, FirstNet’s 
deployment challenges are apt to be different, as in these areas it will need to devote its attention to 
establishing agreements with existing providers, tower companies, and backhaul infrastructure providers to 
share and interconnect with their networks. 

Applications Development.  One of the primary goals of FirstNet is to develop a sustainable business plan for 
the PSBN.  Chairman Ginn indicated that the PSBN might need to have 100 million (paying) devices connected to 
it in order to be self-sustaining. As a result, FirstNet is looking at a wide variety of potential devices, and not 
simply smartphones and similar devices. Chairman Ginn discussed the need for the industry to build ruggedized 
devices and indicated that FirstNet might be considering large-scale purchases of such equipment, in order to 
drive down the per-unit costs.  Chairman Ginn noted that over 150 equipment manufacturers have approached 
FirstNet through NTIA expressing an interest in supplying standardized equipment, and that trials have already 
begun at NTIA’s field testing lab in Boulder, Colorado. 

 

For more information about FirstNet, please contact Connected Nation at policy@connectednation.org.  
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