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Importance of Ham Radio during Disasters
The Ham Radio network is a group of amateur radio operators located around the world that are connected by communication through the use of radios and antennas.  These groups of amateur radio operators relay messages to one another by transmitting and receiving radio signals, reflecting them off of the ionosphere.  Although many messages are conversational, the rest of them deliver important information relating to weather, shipping, and emergencies.  The goal of this network is to provide an alternative means of communication locally and around the world.   
Ham Radio is particularly effective during natural disasters when cell phone towers are overloaded or downed due to environmental forces.  Since Ham radio can be used with rechargeable batteries and/or generators, it provides communication despite power outages or other disaster related issues.  Many firemen, police, emergency medical technicians, military, and rescue volunteers use this method of communication due to this advantage.   Certain bandwidths are set aside during emergencies and disasters to help aid victims of these tragic events
 
 Recently during the earthquake in L’Aquila, Italy on April 6, 2009, amateur radio operators were used to send messages more efficiently between emergency responders.   This 6.3 magnitude earthquake struck central Italy killing over 260 people, injuring over 1,000, and leaving over 28,000 people homeless.  More than 4,000 buildings collapsed making travel and communication difficult.   Amateur radio operators from Italy were used to relay emergency information.  “Italian Amateur Radio operators are conducting emergency traffic on the Amateur Radio bands.”   Bandwidths were restricted to emergency use only to aid these responders. The following transmission was made to limit idle conversation on specific frequencies:  “Listen before transmitting, especially on the frequencies that have been reported to be in use for emergency nets -- 3640, 3643.5 and 7045 kHz -- and if you are asked to keep a frequency clear for emergency traffic, please comply and QSY.”    Even Italian government institutions took advantage of ham radio to coordinate aid efforts by locating in a central area to receive and transmit messages.  "We [Italian emergency agencies] operate from an institutional building especially equipped for emergencies where, joined with the police, fire department, Red Cross and other public services, all committed to provide aid. Our national emergency service is working in a very good manner and all activities seem to proceed well."
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http://www.boston.com/bigpicture/2009/04/the_laquila_earthquake.html

Ham radio operators not only help with relief efforts they also relay information to news stations and families about what is happening on the ground.  They describe damage, warn of hazardous locations, and inform families about casualties.  This up to date information and mobility are the key to the popularity of ham radio during emergencies.     

Ham Radio is a high tech hobby for many, but its usefulness during emergencies and disasters is underrated.  Many ham radio operators spend countless hours tuning their equipment, practicing contacting people from all over the world, and setting up networks to prepare for emergencies in their area.  While an exciting hobby, the reality to most operators is that they may be called on in a time of emergency to help aid in relief efforts, and they must practice their skills to be equipped and prepared for what may come.  Disasters may come in all forms, but these networks of antennas, radios, repeaters, and most importantly operators are standing by to assist others when the need arises.  
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