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hen Richmond was incorporated in 1742, the ringing of bells 
was the only way to inform residents and firefighters of a fire 

in the city. With each emerging technology, methods of receiving 
and transmitting emergency messages in the city evolved, from 
electric fire alarms to two-way radios, mobile radios and  
walkie-talkies to telephone call boxes and the national 911 system. 

Since 1982, when the first computer-assisted dispatch system 
was used, change has accelerated. A 20-channel digital radio com-
munications system and a new emergency communications center 
were completed in 2001. In 2014, the Department of Emergency 
Communications was established as a department within the City 
of Richmond. In 2018, we began accepting text messages for 911 
emergencies and became one of the first in the country to begin 
using a new wireless broadband network for public safety. More 
technological advances are on the horizon. Within the next few 
years, a state-of-the-art radio trunking system and next-generation 
911 will offer additional capabilities and types of emergency 
communications.

Each of these technological changes has brought an increase 
in the knowledge and skills required of the 911 communications 
officers who use them to answer the requests for help, dispatch 
first responders and manage emergency situations. Not only do 
our communications officers process an ever-increasing number 
of requests, but they also are handling higher-impact events with 
additional functions and expanding amounts of data.

This new Training Center represents an investment in our most 
important resource – our staff. It will allow us to provide the best 
training for our communications officers and equip them with the 
technological tools to continue to provide excellent emergency 
communications services. 
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Throughout the many changes in emergency communications 
from the past through today and into the future, one thing remains 
the same: The dedication of the men and women who work for 
the Richmond Department of Emergency Communications to the 
safety of everyone in Richmond.

 Thank you to our past and present staff members and their 
families, city leaders and co-workers, citizens, friends and the 
construction team for each of your contributions and your support 
in making this new Training Center a reality. We hope you enjoy 
today’s opening festivities and take the opportunity to learn more 
about the Department of Emergency Communications. 
We welcome you, and we appreciate your support.

Stephen M. Willoughby



We exist to answer and dispatch all 9-1-1 and 
non-emergency calls as well as provide and 
support public safety infrastructures for citizens 
and other stakeholders of Richmond, internal City 
departments and other external partners in order to 
ensure safety by linking the public with first 
responders and other non-emergency services 
so that we deliver efficient, expedient, courteous 
quality service which promotes a safe, supportive, 
and thriving community.

We sustain customer trust by providing reliable 
emergency communications services in a timely 
and efficient manner.

Mission

Vision

Emergency 
calls

Richmond Department 
of Emergency  

Communications
The Department of Emergency Communications (DEC) is  

designated as the Public Safety Answering Point (PSAP) for the 
City of Richmond’s E-911 telephone system and is charged with 
the appropriate routing of E-911 and non-emergency calls for  
service. The department also is responsible for the  
coordination of all emergency radio and telephone communications 
for Public Safety Agencies of the City of Richmond.

425,532 calls in 2017
446,191 calls in 2018



The front of the existing 
Emergency Communi-
cations Center building 
pictured in April 2018.

“The aesthetic theme for the design centered around the principal public 
safety agencies being served: the police and fire departments. The  
exterior palette of colors was selected to recall and highlight the red 
and blue of these distinguished departments. In an informal, yet serious, 
recall of our communications history, the inter-woven masonry emblems 
on the east facade call to mind the ‘dot’ and ‘dash’ era of communica-
tions — a Morse Code mosaic. In their approval of the building, the 
city’s Urban Design Committee stated, ‘The building’s design is  
refreshing, playful, and upbeat.’”

— Craig Covey, president, HVC Chenault

Existing Emergency  
Communications Center

Year opened: 2000

Cost: $4.5 million

Size: 15,000 square feet

Designed: Hening Vest Covey Chenault (in 1998)

Construction: Davis Brothers, Inc.



The new 
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 Training Center

Year opened: 2019

Cost: $2.8 million

Size: 4,300 square feet

Designed: Hening Vest Covey 
Chenault (in 2015)

Constructed: Brooks & Co.

Additional electrical design: Dewberry

Aug. 23, 2018

Sept. 6, 2018 Oct. 22, 2018

Jan. 3, 2019
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City of Richmond, fire and police bureaus established, 1741-1893
Richmond is incorporated as a town by an act of the Virginia 
Assembly. The only means of “emergency communications” 
was a bell located at the Market House at 17th and Main 
streets that was rung when a fire was discovered. 

History of emergency  
communications 

 in Richmond

The city’s first electric “Fire Alarm and Police Telegraph 
System” was installed.

The Department of Fire Alarm and Police Telegraph was 
created.

Fire Alarm and Police Telegraph moved into the new city 
hall at 10th and Broad streets. A Police Patrol 
System was established at Second Police Station under the 
care of the Fire Alarm Department.

Department of Public Safety incorporates police, fire, alarms 
 and telegraph bureaus, 1906-1924

The Police Patrol System was moved to City Hall.

A charter amendment established the Department 
of Public Safety to include the Police and Fire departments, 
the Bureau of Fire and Alarm and Police Telegraph, Building 
Inspections and Weights and Measures.

Bureau of Fire Alarm and Police Telegraph moved into its 
new quarters at Monroe Park.

A bell tower was erected in Capital 
Square to not only toll the hour, but 
also to serve as an alarm for fires.

Information and photos provided by Bonnie Hoskin, who retired from the 
city of Richmond with 30 years of service in 2002.
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Radio communications installed, expanded, 1934-1966

The police broadcasting system was installed at Second 
Station at Smith and Marshalls streets with one patrolman 
and two civilian radio operators.

Photo by Richmond Newspapers

In 1966, walking patrol 
officers, including  
Robert Armstrong 
shown here, began  
using walkie-talkie  
radios to communicate 
with dispatchers. 

Two-way radio equipment 
was installed in all of the 
police cars.

Mobile radios, tuned to the 
police band frequency, were 
installed in the Fire Bureau 
cars.

The first two-way radio was 
installed in the fire pumper at 
Engine Co. 19.

The radio system moved from 
low band (30-40 Mc) to high 
band (150-160 Mc)  
frequencies.The Division of 
Communications and Records 
was established.

A three-way radio system was 
installed in the police bureau, 
which allowed officers in 
police cars to talk by radio to 
other police cars.

The Fire Alarm and Police Telegraph was placed under 
the Bureau of Fire. A radio tower erected in Monroe Park 
enabled the Fire Bureau to have its own radio system.

The Communications and Records Section was renamed the 
Services Division.

The Police Bureau moved into the new  
Safety-Health-Welfare Building at 501 N. 9th Street.



Telephone system, Emergency Communications, 911 established, 
computer dispatch systems activated, 1971-1986

1971

1977

1982

1983

1984

1986

Emergency Reporting Telephone System (ERTS), a city-
wide network of free sidewalk telephones that gave citizens 
a direct line to police, fire or other emergency services, 
was installed. In September, the Bureau of Emergency 
Communications began operations in the basement of the 
Safety-Health-Welfare Building and was staffed by civilian 
dispatchers. Messages received by the operators were sent on 
cards via conveyer belt to the affected radio.

In January the Bureau of Police began converting to the 460 
MHz ultra-high frequency (UHF) ban. In December, the city 
of Richmond and Henrico County became the first in the 
state to adopt the 9-1-1 emergency number. 

The Police Computer-Aided Dispatch (CAD) system 
became fully operational. Requests were typed into a  
computer, assigned a priority, the address verified, and the 
information immediately transmitted to the radio dispatcher. 
The ERTS boxes were removed, and for the first time since 
1870, Richmond had no call boxes.

The Fire Computer-Aided Dispatch system was  
activated.

An Emergency Medical Dispatch System was implemented. 
Certified bureau personnel gave pre-arrival self-help medical 
instructions.

The basic 9-1-1- system was replaced with the enhanced 
system.

An electronic status system, 
pictured in use in 1971, shows 
available police and fire units.

Photo by Richmond Newspapers
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Emergency Communications is accredited, transferred, becomes 
independent and upgrades systems, 1990-present

The Bureau of Emergency Communications became 
accredited by the Department of Criminal Justice Services 
Training Academy.

The Department of Emergency Communications was 
established.

Emergency Communications was placed under the 
Department of Business Services, which was abolished the 
following year and units incorporated into the Department 
of Public Works.

The first Dispatcher’s Academy graduated 12 
communications officers after six weeks of training.

Emergency Communications was transferred to the Police 
Department. A 20-channel digital 800 MHz radio 
communications system was completed, along with a new 
communications center located at 3516 N. Hopkins Road.
For the first time since the creation of the civilian agency in 
1971, the division became uniformed. 

A new, Microsoft Windows-based 9-1-1 system replaced the 
25-year-old one in use.

A digital, personal-computer phone system was installed to 
automatically distribute incoming calls to the call-takers.

Emergency Communications, once again, became an 
independent department within the city of Richmond. 

In September, construction began on the $2.8 million 
training center and second parking lot at the Emergency 
Communications Center at 3516 N. Hopkins Road. In 
December, the Department of Emergency Communications 
began accepting text messages for 911 emergencies.

In June, Richmond joined with surrounding counties and the 
city of Colonial Heights to announce that text-to-911 was 
available to all in Richmond Capital Region. 



www.richmondgov.com/ 
EmergencyCommunications

911: Call if you can,  
text if you can’t

u	Police reports: 804-646-5100

u	Administrative office during  
 business hours: 804-646-5911

u	www.facebook.com/911RVA

u	On Twitter @911rva

Richmond Department 
of Emergency Communications


