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It’s just as well that Constable Debbie Pettit means
what she says when she claims that she loves being
busy. As a member of the Radio Despatch Services
(RDS), she moves on the console with lightning
speed: operating the phone, the radio and the com-
puter at the same time as she verbally confirms
details of an ongoing incident with the operator at
the next console. A bewildering array of colour
coded numbers, flashing lights and computer
screens commands her attention at all times.

Hobart’s radio operators form the nerve centre of
the Tasmanian Police Service. The radio operators
receive all 000 police calls from around the state,
keep tabs on the whereabouts and safety of all the
police units around the state, maintain a vigilant
radio watch on the welfare of all units including the
speed camera operators, domestic crisis workers and
prison vans. When a crisis develops, they coordinate
the operation until such time as a forward command
post is established. The Major Incident Room (MIR),
also part of RDS, offers radio operators a unique
chance to become involved in the coordination of
major incidents.

The radio room is staffed 24 hours a day.
Telephonists receive, screen and forward all general
calls, while 000 calls, fielded by Telstra, go direct to
the radio operators, who also deal directly with the
operational police matters and all relevant calls allo-
cated from the telephonists. The radio operators
have direct lines to many services including ambu-
lance, fire and the State Emergency Services, as well
as to the Bureau of Meteorology, Hobart and
Launceston airports. A specially equipped ‘deaf
phone’ is also part of the facility.

Debbie Pettit is an old hand at radio operation,
having worked in the Hobart radio room in the early
1990s. Following several years in general policing at
Glenorchy, she made the decision to return to RDS
when she became pregnant three years ago.

“This can be a very stressful job, but I love it
because I love being busy. If you have been working
on the streets for some time and you want a change
but still wish to deal with the public as well as the
officers on the street, then this is a great job. You end
up gaining such a broad knowledge of all the areas
of policing as you are monitoring everyone all the
time. And we can be very, very busy. When the 000
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numbers start flashing, it can just go bang, bang,
bang, and every line and radio channel can be busy
at once on everyone’s console and it’s all systems go!
It can be difficult to monitor, but I prefer it busy to
boring!”

These sentiments are mirrored by Sergeant Scott
Bailey, a supervisor with RDS for the past 15
months. Describing his first shift at the RDS, Scott
recalls: “One hour after I had clocked off, I was still

on a high and my mind was just buzzing – I felt like
I had been eating loads of chocolate! 

“So often when I’ve worked here, I’ve just lost
track of time and am amazed when I look at my
watch and discover that maybe three hours have
passed! This is particularly the case when the 000
starts going off: the body starts to prepare itself, the
minds gets going, and the tempo of the whole place
changes. You get such a buzz, I suppose it’s like
being on drugs! This is the time that you rely on the
teamwork. There are four or five operators assigned
to each area of the state: north, north west and
south and we all work together. To be honest, after
26 years as an operational person, I was really sur-

prised by the degree of teamwork involved when an
incident occurs. The whole team works together to
ease the burden on the operational coppers at the
scene. I didn’t realise before just how much I didn’t
know about this outfit.”

The quality of teamwork is paramount to the suc-
cessful delivery of service. Scott maintains that the
radio operation teamwork is unique within the
Police Service, “Elsewhere you are relying on groups
of mostly two or three, but here you are restricted to
a confined space as part of a professional team that
is daily providing a quality service.”

Debbie Pettit agrees, “The teamwork has to be very
good and you have to work together during a critical
incident. The worst night of the year is the AFL
grand final, even more than New Year’s Eve, but it
can happen at any time. The first thing might be
that you hear the urgency in your colleague’s voice
so you know that something is happening, and then
suddenly we all get dozens of 000 calls about the
same thing, for example from concerned motorists
that someone is about to jump off the bridge. We
need to know who is dealing with it, or else it will
result in chaos. Much of the time this involves infor-
mal teamwork, just verbally checking with each
other, but it is vital. 

The recent appointment of Inspector David
Chambers as Officer in Charge of District Support
Services which includes RDS has resulted in the
introduction of a number of new initiatives within
the RDS. Enhancement of the technological support
to the radio operators means that they now have
ready access to more information via databases and
email, enabling them to operate more efficiently. A
newly revised competency based training process
was recently put in place for in-coming radio opera-
tors, and ongoing training and assessment to
increase professional skills is about to be introduced
for all operators, both police and civilian, as part of a
quality assurance program. The RDS is unique in
that it employs both sworn and unsworn staff with-
in an operational area.

A veteran civilian radio operator of seven years,
and one of the first to be employed by the Service
nearly eight years ago, Tony Bruce-Mullins has an
impressive background in emergency services, the
RAAF and security. The biggest challenge to him as
an outsider when he first began work with RDS was
the pervasive nature of the police culture, which he
claims was very different to how it was perceived on
the street.

In a bid to break down such barriers, Inspector
Chambers is introducing familiarisation programs
for all unsworn members to introduce them to crime
scenes, forensic services, crime management and
other operational areas. Over time he plans to enable
civilian staff to spend time out on the road with reg-
ular police units. Inspector Chambers believes that
an appreciation of the work and responsibilities of
the operational police is essential to the delivery of a
high level of service from the radio staff. “If our staff
can link a face and name to the number on the con-
sole, then valuable networks are being established.
This can only result in a more efficient unit.”
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The new-look five-week introductory training
course has been well received. With revised guide-
lines, a newly written manual and measurable com-
petencies, Inspector Chambers believes that RDS
staff are happier as their roles and responsibilities
are now well defined. 

Sergeant Michael Smith and Acting Sergeant Peter
May are now four weeks into the course. Having
spent five years with the Bellerive CIB, Sergeant
Smith brings valuable criminal investigation experi-
ence into the unit, while Acting Sergeant Peter May
brings nearly five years experience from drug inves-
tigation. Sergeant Bailey welcomes this injection of
expertise into the RDS. Both Acting Sergeant May
and Sergeant Smith are destined to be supervisors
after their training, and this means that operational
police out there in the street will be able to radio in
and get good solid advice when they need it.

Sergeant Smith has enjoyed the course, and found
the greatest challenge to be a technical one, learning
to master the CACS computerised system of call
management. “There are four of us undertaking
training at the moment and we have all found the
trainers to be excellent. In a couple of weeks we will
be released out onto the floor to fly solo, although
there will be back-up mentor support there if we
need it. I was quite happy to be promoted here, and I
have been pleasantly surprised by the way in which
the place operates. While some non-operational
areas can be somewhat removed from general polic-
ing, RDS provides the opportunity to keep in touch
with operational procedures as well as overseeing
incidents all around the state on a daily basis. I am
looking forward to the work.”

Acting Sergeant Peter May is looking forward to
developing skills in “…more diverse areas. I come
from an operational background, but here I am deal-
ing with civilians and State servants all the time in a
way I never have before and I am finding it intrigu-
ing. Historically the radio room has been viewed by
general police with mixed perceptions, but I have
found it to be a very professional outfit. I believe it
has been difficult to get people here in the past, but

now people are applying for RDS positions.”
Trainer Constable Stephen Ransley believes a num-

ber of qualities are necessary to operate successfully
in the RDS. In particular, you need a good short-term
memory and a sense of humour. “We’ve had ‘rocket
scientist’ types applying to come here, but this
doesn’t mean you will be a competent operator. You
need to have good communications skills, be able to
learn quickly, and have the ability to perform several
things at once. And of course, the ability to work in
a stressful environment is essential. Even though
you are removed from the incident, this can be a
very stressful environment, you can’t just get up and
go for a walk when you want a break. I think ideally
that the sworn staff need about two to three years of
police experience, and really you need to be relative-
ly young. The older you are the more difficult it is to
learn the new technology.”

Stephen believes the benefits are many, “The range
of incidents to which the radio operators are exposed
means that the place offers people the opportunity
to diversify. In addition, there is financial incentive.
Police receive an additional competency after com-
pleting three months of satisfactory service, and
then they go up a band in salary. It is a comfortable,
air conditioned environment and there is almost no
paperwork, no report writing, and negligible court
work. Although this is the only position in the police
force in which a police officer sits and works 7 hours
30 minutes of the 8 hours he or she is rostered, you
can get up and walk away at the end of it.”

Constable Pettit agrees. “You get to knock off on
time, and when you leave you leave. You don’t have
to take anything home with you. You walk out and

that’s the end of it. It is a very flexible, family friend-
ly workplace. In fact there are quite a few part-
timers here. Although it is stressful at times, you
have no fear of being assaulted, the most you will
experience is verbal abuse. A lot of police on the road
really don’t know what we do, and this can cause
problems, but we are beginning to promote a better
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image which can only get better. This is a great place
to work and the new Inspector has made a big dif-
ference, and led to a boost in morale.”

The ten telephonists are amongst the unsworn
staff, and are generally regarded as the backbone of
the radio room. The telephonists receive, screen and
forward all telephone calls from the public, maintain
the departmental contact directory and administer
the online key holder database. Telephonist Helen
Little has worked in the radio room for the past five
years. “It can be stressful and upsetting at times, as
some of the callers can be really abusive, but others
are real characters. People ring about anything, one
caller recently rang to tell us that her cat was locked
under her neighbour’s house!” Helen’s colleague,
Vicki Burn, has been in the job since 1975.
“Telephony has changed a great deal since I started,
and with the development of technology, the work-
load has actually increased. The job is great though,
there is a lot of variety, and you get to know the offi-
cers very well. It is a very close knit community up
here.”

Since the appointment of Inspector David
Chambers, regular feedback sessions on the opera-
tion of the RDS have been facilitated in the southern
and eastern districts as part of the new quality

assurance program. These sessions will shortly be
held in the western and northern districts. New
monthly meetings of all staff in Hobart have recently
been initiated. Sworn and unsworn, radio operators,
telephonists, CPSU representatives, in fact all stake-
holders, are encouraged to attend and raise any
issues of concern. Minutes are taken and later post-
ed to the intranet for all to see. It is a transparent

process and Sergeant Bailey is pleased with the posi-
tive response. 

“The development of a new internal website pro-
moting the work of the RDS has been well received,
and feedback has been pleasing to Inspector David
Chambers. We only launched the web pages a few
weeks ago and there has been a good response to
our invitation to operational police and supervisors
out in the field to submit feedback on all aspects of
our work, for example inappropriate procedures. All
our communications must be 100 per cent profes-
sional, and if there is short-fall, then this could indi-
cate a need for more training to perform at the opti-
mum level.”

In a bid to promote the work of RDS to new mem-
bers of the Tasmanian Police Service, a proposal for
police cadets to spend time at RDS as part of their
work experience is being pursued. This move will be
welcomed by the radio operators, many of whom
believe that there is a need to further inform those
out on the streets on the RDS operation. One of the
newest qualified radio operators, Constable Sarah
Castley has thoroughly enjoyed her first year in the
job, “I would recommend this to anyone as a good
workplace where you can gain excellent experience.
In fact, I think it should be like The Bill, with every-
one spending time up here.”

Inspector David Chambers has high hopes for the
future. With the introduction of ongoing training
and assessment, an increased emphasis on personal
development, good liaison between supervisors and
staff, and between the RDS and police on the street,
he believes that the RDS will attract more highly
skilled, well prepared police officers. As he continues
to strive for professional excellence in the delivery of
quality service, Inspector Chambers hopes that more
police officers will view service in the RDS as a valu-
able career move.
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