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Amateur Radio’s Role In The 2003 Northeast Blackout

On August 14 2003 an event occurred that caused 6 states to be hit hard with loss of electricity.  The states were in the north central and northeastern part of the United States.  New York, Detroit and also Cleveland were three of the cities most affected by this event.  Many people found themselves stranded.  Most forms of transportation were shut down or slowed to a crawl.  And with no power almost all forms of communication became useless.  Luckily for everyone, ham radio operators were more than eager to help and with their assistance the event was handled in an informed and effective manner.


All in all it was a good test of armature radio in the event of an emergency.  In many places some operators and stations had the chance to find out how their setups would fair in the event of a true emergency.  In this case, the only issue was loss of power but it was good practice for the case in which loss of power was caused by a more threatening event like a storm or an attack.  The amateur stations and operators that were able to help during the outage had generators setup to power their radios, and for the most part these setups worked.  However some did not fair so well.  In fact, one of the major repeaters in New York went down along with the power.


Two of the most effective response systems were ARES (The Amateur Radio 
Emergency Service) and RACES (The Radio Amateur Civil Emergency Service).  These are two groups that have been set up to organize hams during emergencies and regulate the flow of information across the radio waves.  Across the north these systems started up, from Michigan all the way to New Jersey.  The operators trained under ARES or RACES acted as net operators on the large repeaters that were still working or set up smaller nets on any frequencies they could use.  These operators were able to pass along information to the Red Cross or any other emergency relief units that could assist those in need at the time.


Hams that were not part of these ARES or RACES were still actively involved in helping improve the situation.  Amateur radio operators were stationed at Red Cross stations around the affected areas to help with their communications.  They also used their radio to pass along information to family member who had been left out of touch by the blackout.  This was extremely important especially around the New York are where transportation had come to nearly a complete halt.  Hams were also used by some hospitals to monitor their ambulance traffic or were used to accompany fire trucks to their calls in order that they stay in contact with their central dispatching locations.  They also did things as simple as passing along information about what stores were still operational and, very important at the time, what filling station still had fuel as well as working pumps.


It is important to remember that not only were ham operators in the affected areas of help during the blackout.  In many cases hams as far away as Nebraska were able to be of service.  They still had power and were able to relay messages even more easily than those hams operating on reserve power in the areas where the blackout was still taking effect.


There was a final estimate that 100 amateur radio operators around the New York area were part of the network that helped relay communications during the blackout.  Assuming that the population in that area is over 10 million it is impressive how much can be accomplished for so many by just a select few number of operators acting efficiently and effectively together to relieve the situation.


The response to the Blackout in the fall of 2003 is a testament to the effectiveness and importance of the amateur radio hobby.  Though there were some parts of the system that did not function as hoped on the whole the system worked well.  ARES and RACES responded as expected and were able to control large and small net, both of which were  effective at relaying important information.  And even hams that were not part of these organizations did whatever they could to help.  The situation could have been far more disastrous had amateur radio not been available.
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