Nextel tower gives better cell reception

By Dinesh Ramde

A new Nextel cell site installed at Argonne-
East in June will improve phone reception on
site as well as save the laboratory an expected
$1.5 million next year.

The new system allows employees who relied
on two-way radios to now use cheaper but
equally reliable cell phones instead.

The cell site is dedicated for Argonne use and
will enhance communication capabilities,
ensuring that a minimum of 95 percent of calls
inside buildings will connect. Mike Vonder
Heide (C(S), section head of tele-
communications, said reception quality is key.

“Our goal is to always have service of four bars
out of four, which we never had before” he
said, referring to the reception indicator on
most cell phones.

One impetus for this move is a mandate that
requires federal agencies to upgrade from wide-
band radios to narrow-band digital by 2005,
which would squeeze more communication into
the same airwaves.

To comply, Argonne would have had to
purchase 600 new Motorola radios for as much
as $2,500 each.

But with this Nextel agreement, Argonne can
instead make do with 100 Motorola radios and
replace the rest with Nextel phones for as little
as 99 cents a piece, for substantial savings.

Nextel was not the only carrier Argonne
considered. “We negotiated with all the major
cell phone companies” said Vic Omiecinski
(CIS), a telecommunications engineer. “But
Nextel was the only company to agree to install
a dedicated cell tower”

Emergency Management Officer Gary Winner
(EQO) said this technology will save money
and improve safety for the people who work
alone at night, on weekends, or in remote areas.

“Argonne policy requires personnel in remote
areas or hazardous activities to have the
capability to access help, which in the past
meant providing them with a radio that costs
several thousand dollars or assuring a land line
telephone was available. Now there is an
alternative: reliable cell phone capability for
peanuts,” Winner said.

That Argonne regular employees who are
Nextel users will notice improved reception is
an added bonus.

Omiecinski and Vonder Heide negotiated the
agreement with Nextel, an agreement Vonder
Heide calls a true win-win situations.

“We substantially cut our equipment costs,
Nextel gets guaranteed business, and the
taxpayer dollars are being used wisely.
Everyone wins, “ he said.

(CIS Division)



