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Analog vs. Digital Radios:  
What’s the Difference?

By Dick Woolf, NSP Telecom Advisor

T eleco     m m u nic   ations   

I’ve recently received some inqui-
ries from patrols asking if they should be 
looking at digital radios as replacements 
for non-narrowband-capable units. Be-
cause of the great amount of misinforma-
tion in the marketplace, here are the facts.

A “digital radio” is a radio that uses 
“digital modulation” to transmit speech. 
The radio converts your voice to data, 
transmits that data, and the receiving 
radio converts the radio signal from data 
back to voice. A “digital radio” is NOT 
a radio with a digital display showing 
the channel name or number, nor a ra-
dio employing sophisticated electronic 
components to transmit (analog) voice 
signals. Ski patrols have traditionally 
used “analog” radios.

Different manufacturers employ a va-
riety of digital transmission techniques 
to lock the buyer into a particular brand 
or model. At the top end, “public safety” 
market radios, typically sold to large 
police, fire and EMS customers, have to 
comply with a set of industry standards 

(referred to as APCO Project 25, or just 
P25 in North America) in order to qual-
ify for DHS grant funds. These radios 
are very expensive ($1500+), and can 
theoretically communicate with other 
P25-compliant radios, regardless of 
brand. Most of these high-end radios are 
also analog capable for interoperability.

Low-priced digital radios are spe-
cifically designed to communicate only 
with similar models from the same 
manufacturer, because they don’t have 
to be P25-compliant. Some, but not all, 
models have analog capability.

Because they’re transmitting data in-
stead of voice, digital radios offer features 
that analog radios cannot. Direct unit-
to-unit “private” calling, group calling, 
alerting (paging) specific units and dis-
patch (text) messaging to specific radios 
are some examples of digital features.

Analog transmission gets noisier as 
the signal gets weaker due to terrain, 
low battery or a defective antenna, but 
the person receiving the message can 

still understand it, even though it may 
have static. Since digital radios transmit 
packets of data, if too many packets are 
missing, the reconstructed voice may 
be garbled or absent; it depends on the 
“packet loss rate.”

For reasons of interoperability, most 
“common channels” are, and likely 
will remain, analog. The FCC has not 
required, and is not requiring, radio 
licensees to convert from analog to 
digital radios.

The FCC’s narrowbanding require-
ment is scheduled to take effect Jan. 1, 
2013. There is no need to migrate to nar-
rowband before then. Keep in mind that 
narrowbanding of other licensees with 
which you communicate may force you 
to take action sooner. 

Finally, there is NO NEED to pay 
money to anyone to modify your license 
from the existing wideband to narrow-
band. The FCC is working on a no-cost 
administrative solution. All NSP licenses 
will be modified for your patrol. +
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Work Continues on OEC  
5th Edition

When the OEC 5th edition project 
began almost two years ago, the goal 
was to create a textbook that all patrol-
lers, not just new candidates, would 
use as a resource for new informa-
tion, as well as a reference when they 
needed a refresher on learned skills. 
As the work continues, here are some 
highlights about the project.

New Candidate Training: The OEC 
core curriculum has seen minimal 
change, and instructors will teach the 
course to the established curriculum 
and standards. The old Student Work-
book will now be incorporated into the 
textbook, which will allow the student 
to keep his or her notes in one book, 
closer to the actual content.

The NSP Board and division di-
rectors charged the OEC task force to 
produce a textbook that would be the 
“gold standard” for outdoor emergen-
cy care training. Working with physi-
cians, EMS professionals, mountain 
and backcountry rescue agencies, and 
patrollers from around the globe, the 
OEC 5th contains information on new 
skills and practices, as well as some 
older, tried-and-true techniques that 
had been removed from previous OEC 
editions. 

In 2009, new national EMS guide-
lines were written and are in the 
process of being approved on a state-
by-state basis. Emergency care skills 
presented in the new textbook are in 
compliance with these new guidelines 
and far exceed the requirements of the 
new EMS “Emergency Medical Re-
sponder” level. 

Emergency Care Reference: Writers 
and editors of previous OEC textbooks 
struggled with the fact that OEC tech-
nicians from across the country are 
not equal. We all have the same base 
level of training, but the needs of, and 
demands on, patrollers are different in 
each division. Sixty seconds to the first 
aid room at one ski area can be as long 
as 20 or 30 minutes at another. Patrol-
lers must have different skill sets, and 
many areas have developed local pro-

tocols that are different than the skills 
presented in previous textbooks. The 
OEC task force has looked at these dif-
ferent skills, and many will be found 
in the 5th edition. These techniques 
are there for reference only, and each 
patrol and mountain management 
will have to make the decision about 
whether or not it will be possible to in-
corporate these practices. OEC instruc-
tors will adhere strictly to the OEC 
course curriculum and not teach these 
skills/practices in candidate classes. 

Bringing it Together: While the 
creation of a totally new textbook has 
been a major challenge, there are many 
elements and components that must 
come together to make the total project 
a success. Deb Endley, assistant OEC 
program director, heads the collateral 
team. Patrollers from every division 
are involved with this part of the proj-
ect, which includes the creation of a 
new OEC instructor manual, new OEC 
test bank, new OEC evaluation materi-
als, new scenarios, new training CD, 
and new refresher information.

Review Process: On May 14, the 
first 16 chapters of the new textbook 
were sent to a patroller review team 
that includes NSP members nomi-
nated by each division director. This 
is the final step in a review process 
that far exceeds anything that has been 
done in the past, and with a goal of 
eliminating any errors or inconsisten-
cies in the new textbook. Comments, 
suggestions and corrections generated 
by this group will be forwarded back 
to the OEC task force and the publisher 
for consideration. 

The OEC 5th edition is going to open 
a lot of eyes and raise a few eyebrows. 
The format is different and the appear-
ance exciting. There will be something 
new for every patroller, which will 
make each a better emergency care pro-
vider and a better patroller. 

Look for the OEC 5th in 2011. The 
OEC 4th edition will be the basis for 
the 2010 refreshers, so don’t throw 
out the old book just yet.—Larry 
Bost, Chairman, NSP Education  
Committee +


