ARES Moments

July

As radio operators we use radio spectrum that belongs to the public.  So what does the public get in exchange for allowing us to have a really keen hobby?  Check out the FCC regs.  The very first item in the rules establishing the amateur radio service says it all.  Our hobby is recognized for “the value of the amateur service to the public as a voluntary noncommercial communication service, particularly with respect to providing emergency communications.”  Wow.  This means we are obligated to serve the public in times of emergency.  Check out Gwinnett Amateur Radio Emergency Service (ARES).  Start with the web page: http://www.gwinnettares.org/ Get involved.  Make a difference.  Be prepared.

August

A casual listener on the 147.075 repeater any Monday evening around 21:00 might hear a few dozen people participating in an emergency communication (emcomm) net.  There is little hint in the network traffic that this is the tip of a communications iceberg.  

Our little ARES net is connected via a formal structure that covers the entire nation.  If emergency conditions warranted escalation, liaison stations could pass traffic from our county level to District, Section, and National levels.  The Amateur Radio Emergency Service has defined relationships with the government at local, State, and national levels that tie our organization into a highly scaleable system governed by something known as the Incident Command System (ICS).  The ICS defines the organizational response needed for anything from a local power blackout to a hurricane-of-the-century that takes out half of the State.  

Learn more about this emcomm iceberg.  Visit the Gwinnett ARES web site: http://www.gwinnettares.org/

September

Being prepared is not just for the Boy Scouts.  And there is no better way to be prepared than to practice.  That’s what the Simulated Emergency Test (SET) is all about.  Scheduled for a Saturday in October, the SET is a full-scale nationwide emergency communications (emcomm) exercise.  If you tune into the 147.075 repeater or decide to participate, you’re likely to hear a complete disaster unfold, be handled, and wrapped up all in the space of a morning.  It’s great fun but very much worthwhile.  You can check-in from your home station, go mobile, or operate under realistic emergency power conditions.  There is even the chance that you’ll end up a casualty yourself and have to go off the air – all as part of the roll playing, of course.  
If you’re an ARES member be sure to take advantage of this training exercise.  If you’re not yet an ARES member, be sure to tune in.  It may whet your appetite for further involvement.  Remember, emcomm is one of the major justifications for the Amateur Radio Service.  It’s our duty to be prepared.

October

October is a great month for camping.  And camping means gathering together the thousands of items needed by a family for a weekend in the wilderness.  Is this also your approach to emergency communications?  It shouldn’t be.  If you are a trained emergency communicator and have your ARES badge, you should also have your personal Go Kit.  Your Go Kit holds all the essential items you might need to immediately respond in a communications emergency.  These include your ARES badge, spare batteries, hat, gloves, notebook, and dozens of other items that mark you as a trained professional who happens to be an amateur radio operator.  

For more Go Kit ideas, see the Gwinnett ARES web page (http://www.gwinnettares.org/) under the Plans link.  

November

Winter is approaching.  Now is the time to make sure you are prepared to handle winter emergency communications (emcomm).  Is your own house ready?  Have you pruned dead and weakened trees and limbs that could fall on your home or power lines?  Have you checked your batteries?  Run your station on battery power to see if they still hold a charge.  Do you have an emergency dipole ready when that tri-bander crashes down from too much ice?

Ice is one of the biggest threats for our area of the country.  Do you remember the ice, snow, and extreme cold (single digit temperatures for a week!) from 1982?  This could happen again.  Or worse.  In ’82, large areas of metro Atlanta were without power.  Burst water pipes were epidemic.  Abandoned cars littered the expressways.  Are you ready with the equipment and training needed should the Red Cross open a couple of shelters in our county to house stranded motorists?  

Now might be the time to begin your involvement in emcomm.  Check into the ARES net (Monday 21:00 147.075), surf over to the web page (http://www.gwinnettares.org/), or attend an ARES meeting (4th Tuesday 19:30).  

December

Time for a New Year’s resolution: become involved in emergency communications (emcomm) or take your involvement to a higher level.  If you’re not yet registered with Gwinnett Amateur Radio Emergency Service (ARES) start with the web site (http://www.gwinnettares.org/) and take the first steps toward getting an ARES badge.  

Then sign up for the ARRL Emergency Communication Course Level 1.  If you’re already in ARES, take the level II or level III courses.  Consider Red Cross disaster training or check out online training opportunities with the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), http://training.fema.gov/EMIWeb/IS/crslist.asp.

Resolve to check into the Monday evening ARES net more often (147.075 21:00) or attend the monthly meeting (4th Tuesday 19:30).  Put your station on emergency power.  Prepare a Go Kit for immediate response.  Expand your technical capability with packet, get on 440, and practice message handling.   
January

Do you ever listen to the Monday night ARES net on the 147.075 repeater and wonder about the strange "grid squares" mentioned during each check-in?  You might be more familiar with the popular Maidenhead grid squares used worldwide, especially for VHF and higher frequency operations.  The Maidenhead coordinate system originated in 1980 at a VHF conference in the city of Maidenhead, UK.  Each grid square encompasses 1( latitude by 2( longitude.  

The grid square system used by ARES has nothing to do with the Maidenhead system and is far more mundane.  ARES grids used in the metropolitan Atlanta area are based on the map numbers of a map book!  While this may seem arbitrary, it is actually a pretty good system.  ADC “The Map People” publish a selection of atlases covering the metro area.  One giant book has the entire area.  Smaller books cover just sections of the Atlanta region.  Some regional books have overlapping coverage.  But no matter what book you have, the same geographical area will appear on the same map number.  

The ADC Gwinnett County atlas begins with map 560 and runs through map 842.  If you open up the giant ADC map book and find map 651, for instance, it will be exactly the same as map 651 in the Gwinnett County book.  So everyone operating in the Atlanta metro area can exchange coordinates that match a common street atlas.  This is very handy for emergency work.

A Maidenhead grid is a four-character code of two letters and two numbers, for example, EM84.  That’s pretty good if you’re trying to identify where in the world a station resides that you’re working via 2 meter meteor scatter, but it’s pretty useless if you’re trying to report tornado damage and downed trees.  

February

Say you have a nice new rig with a pretty good antenna on your four-wheel drive with all terrain tires.  Do you think you’re ready to help out in a communications emergency?  Sorry, it takes more than equipment to be an emergency communicator.

Having some equipment is just a beginning.  The next step involves training on the techniques and terminology used in emergency communication, or emcomm.  In fact, in a true emergency where the Gwinnett ARES organization has been activated to serve the Gwinnett County Emergency Management Agency, you will likely not be permitted to participate unless you’re trained.  Fortunately, the specialized techniques and the emcomm vocabulary are easy to learn.  To get started in emcomm, check-in to the Monday night net (21:00 local, 147.075), attend a monthly meeting (4th Tuesday 19:30), visit the local ARES web site (http://www.gwinnettares.org/) or sign up for the ARRL Emergency Communication Level 1 course (ARRL web site).  A tiny amount of effort may let you put your equipment to use when the public needs you most.  You can’t help unless you’re trained.

March

Are you charged up for emergency communications (emcomm)?  How about your batteries?  Have you ever wondered about the battery capacity needed to run your radio when commercial power isn’t available?  Here’s an example from the ARRL emcomm level 1 course for a 24-hour power budget:

Receive current:  1 amp x 24 hours      
= 24 amp/hours (AH)

Transmit current: 11.5 amps x 4 hours
= 46 AH (16% duty cycle)




Total AH 
= 70 AH

Actual battery (with 50% fudge factor)
= 105 AH

That 105 AH of capacity is around 25 lbs in batteries!  So the moral of the story is to get more ARES training.  Why?  You’ll learn communication techniques that make every word count – concise, clear, yet brief.  

April

Welcome to tornado month!  According to statistics collected on tornados in Georgia for the last 50 years, April is the month most likely to see tornados.  Are you ready?  Does your family have a plan?  Would everyone know where in your house to go in the event of severe weather?  Would your children know what to do if no adult were home?  Do you know the difference between a tornado watch and a warning?

Are you ready as an emergency communicator?  Can you check-in to an ARES net and properly report weather observations or report property damage?  To brush up on your weather skills, see the SkyWarn links in the Training section of the Gwinnett ARES web page (http://www.gwinnettares.org/).  
