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Background and the problem “typing” Amateur Radio Operators (Ham’s)

Problem one, Description

Unlike the fire service and the Communications Support Team (CAP) typing described under the National Incident Management System (NIMS) 1, there is no nationally recognized typing system for Ham radio operators or their equipment. These projects have been in the works for years from the efforts by the World Radio League to efforts at most local Ham radio clubs and affiliated groups like the Red Cross, Salvation Army, the Amateur Radio Disaster Services (ARES), and the Radio Amateur Civil Emergency Service (RACES) under the Federal Communications Commission (FCC).

By its very nature Ham radio is a hobby to most Ham radio operators. As in any hobby the experience level and available equipment of any one operator varies from the grandmother with a portable radio her grandson programmed, to the die hard operator with tens of thousands of dollars of radio equipment and antenna farms.

Thus the problem. How do you quantify or even describe a type set of Ham operators and their equipment into a short list of requirements useful to a disaster response?

Problem two, Organization

What worked and what didn’t in the San Diego area?

At one time it was believed the answer to serving the public and volunteer agencies in San Diego was to develop a pool of trained Ham radio operators. From this pool, served agencies could call up operators and their equipment to serve during a disaster or public service event. This effort was about as successful as trying to herd a snake by pushing on his tail! After the dust settled what grew out of the rubble was the concept of each volunteer agency having it’s own pool of Ham operators. This concept seems to be working.

San Diego volunteer agencies and their Ham radio operators.

The short story in San Diego. Both the American Red Cross and the Salvation Army have a pool of Ham operators trained to serve the specific requirements of their organizations. Both agencies have provided training and radio equipment to support these programs. The Ham’s are an integrated part of each organization.

The RACES Ham’s are under the San Diego Sheriff and the Regional Communications system (RCS). The RCS purchases, installs and maintains Ham repeaters with the same level of reliability and quality as its public service radio systems. The Sheriff provides vetting and training to insure RACES is fully integrated into the County Emergency Management System.

Hams associated with ARES are working hard to provide service to the medical community. In spite of the problems in coordinating the many varied hospital and health clinics and the Federal requirements for patient confidentiality over the non-encrypted ham radio frequencies, this effort is moving forward.

CERT Teams. The recent effort to incorporate Ham radio into CERT Teams should be able to follow the successful models presented above. As the teams are sponsored by public service agencies the problems of  integration of their efforts with emergency responders is mostly solved.

Communications Types under NIMS

The Communications Support Team (CAP) typing described under the National Incident Management System (NIMS)1 describes the number of radio operators, type of equipment, availability (duration), and management support that comes with each of the four types of communications teams. As the CAP team uses public service frequencies the agency is licensed to use the communications frequencies and the agency trains the operators in proper radio operation. The key factor is, when you call up a communications team type you know exactly what communications capabilities you will be receiving.
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The Anatomy of the Ham Operator

Ham operators are different than public sector radio operators in one key area. Unlike public service operators, Ham operators are tested for technical knowledge and rules of operation and individually licensed by the FCC. There are currently three major classes of Ham.

Technician – Operation on frequencies from generally 50 Mhz to light.  These frequencies are similar in operation to public service frequencies like the California Highway Patrol (CHP) on low band and the many police and fire services on VHF 150 to 170 Mhz, and UHF 350 to 500 Mhz. Operation may be simplex, short range Ham to Ham or through repeaters, Ham to mountain repeater to Ham.

General – All of the above plus privileges on HF frequencies from 1.8 Mhz to 50 Mhz. HF provides both short and long range communications from Ham to Ham without repeaters.

Extra – All of the above plus extra blocks of HF frequencies.

As of April of this year there were 669,818 licensed Ham operators in the United States.

Typing Ham operators and their Equipment

The Amateur Radio Communications Team (ARCT)

A suggested system of Typing Amateur Radio Operators. When an agency or volunteer organization has a need for Ham operators its not just the operator they need, it’s the operator and their equipment. Just like the NIMS CAP typing, Ham Typing should describe the number of radio operators, type of equipment, availability (duration), and management support that comes with each of the four types of HAM Amateur Radio Communications Teams. The following is a Ham Radio Typing system suggested by the World Radio Relay League. http://www.wrrl.org/arct_program/
ARCT Type 1 - (Full field station and 4 mobile/portable units)

Complete amateur radio emergency/auxiliary communications team for single or multiple agency communications.

Capability: Short range (VHF/UHF) and long range (HF) voice and digital communications for tactical, logistics, health/welfare, administrative, and other radio traffic. Is not dependent upon any outside power source or infrastructure.

12 persons including one supervisor and one assistant supervisor. Consists of one ARCT (Type 2 or 3) base station; and four Type 4 units (mobile, portable, or "rovers".)

ARCT Type 2 - (Field/base station)

Capability: Short range (VHF/UHF) and long range (HF) voice and digital communications for tactical, logistics, health/welfare, administrative, and other radio traffic. Is not dependent upon any outside power source or infrastructure.

4 (or more) licensed and registered Amateur Radio Operators with one or two vehicles.

2 must be General class (or higher).

ARCT Type 3 (Mobile/portable field units)

2 licensed and registered Amateur Radio Operators with one or two vehicles.

Technician class or higher (At least 1 General or higher if available.)

VHF FM (minimum) equipped, HF mobile/portable desired.

ARCT Type 4 - (Mobile/portable field additional support unit)

1 individual licensed and registered Amateur Radio Operator with vehicle.

Technician class or higher.

VHF FM (minimum) equipped.

Availability (duration) of AR Communications Teams

Under previously proposed amateur community communications typing descriptions, the deployment duration of a communications team was fixed to Statewide, Operational Area, or Local Jurisdiction with undetermined to 14 day deployment requirements. If however, you are developing volunteer CERT Amateur Radio Communications Teams, it may be more difficult to get a reliable pre-commitment on deployment duration. In this environment it may be necessary to ask both for the required ARCT Type and the duration of deployment when the resource is called for. Such as:

3ea, ARCT Type 4, Local Area, 3 days

1ea, ARCT Type 1, Statewide, 14 days

1. http://nimsonline.com/resource_typing/Communications%20Support%20Team%20(CAP).htm
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