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Hams to the Rescue: The Indian Ocean Tsunami Disaster

Amateur radio serves as a vital source of communications during crises and natural disasters.  When cell phones and other popularly used communications devices fail, amateur radio steps up to the plate as the only functioning means of communicating.  It operates with a power source and an antenna and works on numerous frequencies. Unlike cell phones, it does not depend on cell sites or any other vulnerable land equipment.  Amateur radio operators harbor the ability to construct simple radios by improvising an antenna and a power source, which in times of emergency is often a car battery.  These improvisational skills have been put to the test numerous times in various crises and natural disasters such as the attacks on the World Trade Center in 2001 and Hurricane Katrina in 2005, which was the largest disaster response by amateur radio operators in the United States.  
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On December 26th, 2004, an earthquake with a magnitude of 9.0 on the Richter scale occurred in the Indian Ocean off the west coast of the Indonesian Island of Sumatra.  This devastating natural phenomenon was the most immense earthquake on Earth in forty years.  It caused such a massive force in the ocean that colossal tsunami waves devastatingly hit the coasts of Indonesia, south Asia, eastern Africa, and Madagascar.  The confirmed death count from this earthquake is just under 200,000.  Directly after the tsunami waves hit the coasts of these unfortunate lands, humanitarian aid became necessary due to damage of infrastructure, food and water shortages, and the risk of disease and infection from the deceased.  Moreover, many families were concerned about missing relatives or loved ones, and communications were disrupted and disorderly.  Luckily, hams came to the rescue!  
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Bharati Prasad VU2RBI or VU4RBI, one of India’s most prominent ham radio operators, remarked, “In situations like this, the only thing that works is radio.”  She had traveled to Andaman Island for a DXpedition, a radio sport activity for amateur radio operators to travel on an expedition to a foreign place.  Reportedly, she was making contacts for her DXpedition on the ham radio when she felt the earthquake, consequently shouting, “Tremors!” into her microphone.  Her DXpedition team in Port Blair on Andaman Island began emergency communications directly after the disaster struck.  The team worked nonstop to dispatch information about health and welfare to the outside world.  

Various other radio organizations began providing information about those affected by the natural disaster.  The Space Rays Amateur Radio Club of Kerala, South India communicated with victims trapped in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands and Sri Lanka, thereby offering some solace to relatives.  MG Biju, a member of the club, reported, “We could trace almost sixty percent of the missing reported to us since we opened our service to the public on December 26th.  We mostly searched for people trapped in Andaman Island and in Colombo.”  Because of their efforts, the Space Rays Amateur Radio Club received two free telephone lines and aid from district authorities from Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limited, a prominent telecommunications company in India.   
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Ham radio played an important role in all of the affected countries.  Sri Lanka’s prime minister had no contact with other countries until Amateur Radio operators provided their services.  Victor Goonetilleke 4S7VK, president of the Radio Society of Sri Lanka, noted, “Our control center was inside the prime minister’s official house in his operational room.  [This] will show how they valued our services.”  According to Goonetilleke, satellite phones were not functioning and the Amateur Radio High Frequency link was the only communication pathway that was working.  

The tsunami disaster in the Indian Ocean was one of the deadliest tragedies in history.  Amateur radio operators took initiative and immediately began emergency communications when no other method of communication was possible.  The Police Radio in Sri Lanka connected their links again twelve hours after the catastrophe struck, but amateur radio operators were already at the disaster-stricken sites, relaying information and coordinating emergency communications traffic.  As Victor Goonetilleke says, “When all else is dead HF is alive.”
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