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      Back “in the day,” you could simply pop down to Radio Shack and buy a scanner with the the proper “crystals” installed, and you were good to go. My dad always had these growing up in the 70s. We often listened to the police dispatcher make a call and then we’d listen for the sirens a few minutes later. It was great. Once or twice we heard a fire call and got to the the location before the fire trucks did. That was amazing fun for seven year old me. As happens with life, I got away from listening to the police scanner for a few decades.

      When I eventually developed a new interest in the topic, I learned that everything had changed. “Crystals” were no longer a thing; everything was now trunked. Some city services, like the buses and road crews, still used regular analog radio signals, but the police forces had nearly all gone to a trunking system. The police dispatcher was, of course,  where the action was. I had to figure out this new thing called “trunking” and get a compatible radio that understood trunking systems. I had a good variety of decent amateur radio equipment, but none of that would work, as trunking systems are a whole different ball game.

      I figured it out eventually, and got it all programmed and working-- everything was wonderful in scanner-land. I started out with a TrunkTracker III system (Uniden BCT15X), as seen in the movie “Nightcrawler,” which is what got my interest raised in the first place. It ran about $200 at that time, which was more than I wanted to spend, but was close enough to my budget that I could make it work. I enjoyed my new police radio for about three months, when it suddenly stopped working for the police channels. Some other channels still worked, so what happened?

      I hit the Internet, re-downloaded the frequencies, and re-programmed the radio. Nothing. It still didn’t work. I eventually figured out that my local police had suddenly switched from analog trunking to something called an “APCO Project 25 Phase II system.” This P25 system required a digital radio to listen, whereas the system I had been using was analog. Translation: I needed a different radio. After much grousing and swearing, I ended up with the TrunkTracker V (Uniden BCD996P2) for around $350, which is still working fine today, although I’ve had to update the frequencies twice since then. The days of buying a cheap radio and using it for years without an update are past!

      There are mail-in services out there that will happily program your scanner for you for money (the most popular one is $70 plus shipping costs both ways), but as often as agencies change their systems around, it’s to your benefit to learn to program the radio yourself. That’s the purpose of this book-- It’s a “what you need to know” guide to getting a trunking scanner working for you.

      Why Do This?

      As I mentioned earlier in this introduction, the most common reason to listen to a scanner is that it’s fun! You can listen to the local police, fire department, and other city services dispatch and work through all manner of situations and crises. News people and reporters of all varieties listen in on the police and other first responders. Some people like to “keep an eye on” the police to monitor for civil rights violations. Depending on the situation, getting early warning information about natural disasters and other large-scale issues can be lifesaving. Mostly though, it’s just fun to listen to what’s going on in your city or neighborhood.

      Is this legal?

      I can only answer for the United States, but yes, it’s perfectly legal. The only restrictions I am aware of are that in some states (Florida, Indiana, Kentucky, New York, and Minnesota) it is illegal to drive a car with a police scanner. Some other states will add an additional criminal charge if you are caught using a scanner during the commission of a crime. Assuming you aren’t doing either of these things, there are no restrictions on using a police scanner.

      What kind of radio do I need?

      This is a tricky question. There are three major types of radios that are currently in common use:

      
        	
Conventional Analog Radio: This is just a “normal” radio listening to a “normal” transmission. A cheap scanner or amateur radio receiver should be able to pick up this kind of signal. It’s what has been used since the police started regularly using radio in the 1970s. Although fading fast from urban areas, some smaller towns still use this.

        	
Analog Trunking-capable Scanners: In large cities, trunked radio systems allow more users to share the same frequencies. There may be many users sharing a large pool of frequencies, and conventional analog scanners are unable to monitor all of these users.

        	
Digital Police Scanners: Larger cities are switching to digital systems because they allow for clearer sound and improved reception. With digital systems, channels may be encrypted, and only authorized users are able to hear the transmission. Digital police scanners pick up analog, conventional trunked, and digital trunked radio transmissions, and are more expensive than analog scanners, but they are the most flexible in what you can hear.

      

      As you might expect, as you move from conventional to analog to digital radio, the cost of the radio goes up. A conventional radio will only be able to pick up standard radio, while analog can also pick up analog trunked systems as well as conventional radio. A digital system can pick up all that as well as the newer, digital transmissions. If it sounds like the digital radio is the best way to go, you’re right, although the cost may be prohibitive.

      Just to cloud the issue further, there are more than one kind of trunking “standard.” The most common trunking systems are:

      
        	Motorola

        	EDACS

        	LTR

        	Project 25

      

      You can buy scanners for any of these systems, but not all scanners work on all systems.

      Also, some municipalities are starting to encrypt their digital signals, and if they’re doing that, there’s nothing at all you can do to listen in. We’ll talk about encryption more later, but for now, the main takeaway should be that if your local PD uses encryption, you’re done. Go home. Save your money.

      So, getting back to the question, which radio do you need? When we get into the next chapter and start looking up the necessary frequencies, then we’ll know what our requirements are.
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