AMATEUR  RADIO / ARES  RESPONSE  TO  NATURAL DISASTER – HURRICANES  KATRINA & IKE
GREGORY ADRAGNA

PHYS-401  Rice University   Dr. Reiff

April 11, 2009

One of the core missions of possibly the oldest amateur radio organization in the world, the American Radio Relay League (ARRL), is public service.  In 1935 the ARRL created the Amateur Radio Emergency Service (ARES), which is staffed with volunteers to provide communications during natural and man-made disasters.  The only requirement for admission to ARES is the possession of an Amateur Radio license and a desire to serve the general public; membership in a specific club or organization
 The organization of this service is national, sectional, district and local.  The National Coordinator is the Field and Educational Services Manager located at ARRL headquarters.  The Section Emergency Coordinator (SEC) is appointed by the Section Manager who is elected by ARRL members in his section.  The SEC develops the emergency plan for his section and appoints the district and local Emergency Coordinators (DEC and EC).  A district may conform to boundaries of governmental emergency planning or may simply be based on repeater coverage or geographical boundaries.
Operating an emergency net, a communications network in an emergency, requires training in handling written messages and other general preparation.  These procedures are covered in detail in the AARL Operating Manual, that is required reading for all ARES members and for all amateurs desiring to participate in disaster communications.  Amateurs also need to hone their skills as communicators by practicing the appropriate procedures, which is the best way to be a truly effective tool in an actual emergency.
Hurricane Katrina slammed into the Louisiana coast on Monday, August 29, 2005, with sustained winds of 125 mph.  This hurricane resulted in a total of over 1800 fatalities and $81billion in property damage.  The author was a resident of New Orleans at the time of the storm and was situated in the uptown Garden District when Katrina struck.  
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Several hours before the storm made landfall at 6:10 a.m., electric power went out and cell phone signals were nonexistent.  By the time the storm was on land later in the day, most of the residential phones had become inoperable and only a handful of radio stations were still able to broadcast whatever incomplete information to which they had access.  I found out that the city was flooded and the extent of the damage when I managed to call a relative living in Houston from a payphone that was still working. I managed to successfully drive out of New Orleans on Monday afternoon.  Many were not as blessed or as lucky.
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Louisiana ARES SEC, Gary Stratton, K5GLS, said that on August 31, 2005, over 250 ARES members were working with relief organizations and emergency management agencies.  This number was only a small number that had volunteered but many coastal areas were still flooded and impassable.  By September 6,  according to Alan Pitts, a spokesman for ARRL, over 700 ham radio volunteers were at work helping in the rescue efforts.
In Katrina, a number of amateur radio stations were involved in providing information about the disaster.  This included WX4NHC, the amateur radio station at the National Hurricane Center, the Hurricane Watch Net on 14.325 Mhz (3.950 Mhz alternate), the Waterway Net, Skywarn (which operates by combining both the Echolink and IRLP linked repeater networks), and the Salvation Army Team Emergency Radio (SATERN).  SATERN on 14.265Mhz was accepting so many health and welfare reports 
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that they also started using Amateur Radio for its tactical communications.  

A call for help that involved a combination of cell phone and Amateur Radio calls was credited with saving 15 people stranded on a rooftop in New Orleans.  One of those stranded, unable to use an overloaded 911system, called a relative in Baton Rouge, who then called a relative in Oklahoma.  This individual called the American Red Cross chapter who contacted the Tulsa Repeater Organization.  A member of this organization relayed a request for help on the 20 meter SATERN net via stations in Oregon and Utah to Louisiana, where the ARES net contacted emergency personnel who rescued those stranded individuals. Although this particular rescue is well documented, such rescues were numerous.
When Hurricane Ike targeted the Texas coast on September 13, 2008, ham operators were again ready to help in humanitarian and rescue operations.  In response to conference calls from 3ARRL Sections in Texas to ARRL Headquarters, Emergency Preparedness and Response Manager, Dennis Dura, K2DCD, sent Ham Aid equipment to the affected Sections on September 8.  In Louisiana, ARRL SEC, Gary Stratton, again put district and local emergency coordinators on alert, preparing for the storm surge from Ike.  ARRL West Texas SEC, John Dyer, AE5B, got his district ready to receive the influx of people fleeing from South Texas.  In North Texas, SEC Bill Swan, K5MWC, got hams ready to assist in the various American Red Cross shelters in the region.
Ham radio’s unique contribution to alleviate human suffering and save lives in these situations is undeniable.  At sometimes distant, sometimes portable and self-contained stations, the volunteers of ARES, and Amateur Radio operators everywhere stand ready to help in any emergency.
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