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The ability of radio amateurs to provide emergency communications was formally recognised at the ITU World Radio Conference in 1979, while in 2003 the International Radio Regulations were further relaxed for radio amateurs providing disaster relief communications.  
This WIA information paper is written from an Australian viewpoint looking at the past, current and future role of radio amateurs in providing communications support during times of emergency.

It is a tradition in Australia for them to provide communications for the benefit of the community. This first occurred during the 1939 Black Friday bushfire disaster. Other major occasions include Cyclone Tracy 1974, Ash Wednesday bushfires 1983, the Newcastle Earthquake 1989 and various floods.
More recently after the Black Saturday disaster in February 2009 in the State of Victoria with its more than 30 bushfires claiming 173 lives, destroying more 2,000 homes and wiping out entire towns.

The Ash Wednesday 1983 disaster resulted in the emergency communications service arm of the Wireless Institute of Australia, WICEN gaining greater recognition by government and other players in emergency response and recovery. However by the early 1990s there were doubts that amateur radio would ever again play a significant emergency communications role.

This was due to the greater communications resources made available by government to emergency services, the universal availability of mobile phones and other factors including an under resourced WICEN adopting a somewhat low profile.

However extreme alpine forest fires in southeast Australia in January and February 2003 again saw radio amateurs providing emergency communications and winning high praise for their efforts.

The difference on that occasion was that their skill set and hands-on experience enabled them to readily take over the communications task of the fire response agency, Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE). They operated its radio and other systems at various fire control centres. 

That experience galvanised a new role for WICEN and radio amateurs generally, and since then a core group has undergone DSE refresher courses in radio operating methods and protocols.

WICEN was again called in to carry out similar duties during this year’s Black Saturday bushfire disaster, not only for DSE that responds to fires in forest land and national parks, but also the larger Country Fire Authority which has responsibility for most of Victoria. It won praise again for its support over an extend period of duty. 

The traditional role of amateur radio providing emergency communications was not a feature of the 2009 disaster, due in part to the rapid and pre-planned response of telecommunications companies that maintained or quickly restored telephone services in bushfire affected areas. 

Electricity supply companies also responded by restoring power within relatively short time-frames.  

In the aftermath of Black Saturday, Australia’s worst ever natural disaster, and with hindsight there may have been a greater role for radio amateurs and their equipment to provide communication links, given adequate preparation and awareness of the availability of this capacity.

Innovation, partnerships and the future

There are outstanding examples of how radio amateurs are contributing emergency communication expertise to other Australian agencies. 

A notable example is Red Cross Emergency Communications (RECOM) that began a decade ago and is quite sophisticated in its use of portable encrypted data communications. It began in Victoria but more recently developed flying squads that are available where needed throughout Australia. 

RECOM is run by radio amateurs who found a niche requirement for error-free data communication between the Red Cross volunteers in the field, particularly at relief centres which disaster evacuees are recorded and their information transmitted over HF radio to a central database. Their innovation has produced a system that could be a model for others.

Another example of the new role of radio amateurs is the Specialist Communications Group (SCG) that is part of government body, Emergency Management Queensland (EMQ).
This group began three years ago with EMQ providing it training, equipment and uniforms. It played an important role supporting the clean-up operation after a massive oil spill off the Queensland coast in March this year.

The level of sophistication of the SCG includes:

· Global position tracking of not only its members through radio beacons in their hard hats, but also teams of other volunteers in the field 

· Capability of visually displaying at a command post the location and movements of emergency workers at an incident, but also vision of the scene  

The SCG has taken the involvement of radio amateurs in emergency communication in Queensland in a new direction.
WICEN in the state of New South Wales is an accredited squad with the Volunteer Rescue Association and also affiliated with the State Emergency Service. 

Its members are accredited to take part in disaster situations, able to provide emergency and safety communications when normal communications do no exist or are inadequate. It has played a role during bushfires, storms and the Thredbo landslip in the Snowy Mountains. 

Other autonomous WICEN units exist elsewhere in Australia and are variously linked with state and territory disaster plans.  

Training, accreditation and competency

The WICEN, RECOM and SCG experiences show that there are important emergency communications roles for radio amateurs, provided they are well trained and increasingly demonstrate competency through regular training and accreditation. 

The WIA strongly believes that radio amateurs should have a much greater deployment during emergencies, but acknowledges that training and accreditation is essential for the potential user emergency service agencies.

In March 2008 it decided that the WIA’s Registered Training Organisation (RTO), TrainSafe (which also set up accreditation of amateur licence assessors for the WIA Exam Service in 2005), investigate and advise the best way to create a nationally recognised accreditation to quality radio amateurs with simple competency to provide emergency communications.

A year later at its Annual General Meeting, the WIA announced the intention to develop a competency and accreditation framework for radio amateurs providing emergency communications.  

The WIA’s RTO has identified an existing Public Safety training package that with modification could be cost effectively applied to the needs of the amateur service. Two competency levels are proposed for situations where:

1) Only manpower is provided to an existing emergency communications facility, safely located away from the disaster. Training and accreditation is to be offered to holders of any of the three Australia amateur licence qualifications, as well as trained non-ham persons and operators from other services.

2) Communications technology is also provided, often in a technically and challenging situation. Training and accreditation is to be offered to Standard and Advance amateur licensees or those non-hams who hold a higher level communications qualification. 

While this new accreditation system may not be operational until mid 2010 at the earliest, the WIA, in recognition of its importance, hopes to adopt interim arrangements by December 2009.

This will allow those who can demonstrate competency to be accredited for up to two years prior to completing the formal training and assessment requirements.

Nationwide and international capacity
The WIA recognizes the need to establish  the structure to provide emergency communications for a disaster or disaster relief outside Australia.

WIA members have actively participated in a number of the bi-annual Global Simulated Emergency Tests run by IARU Region 1 that involves radio societies and others in all three regions.

In another achievement since the Bangalore conference, following negotiations with the Australian Communications and Media Authority, the WIA was granted two channels in the 5MHz band, namely 5102 kHz and 5355 kHz, for emergency communications and training throughout Australia.

These channels will supplement the amateur bands while also providing potential inter-operability between amateur radio and a number of emergency services and support agencies which also have 5MHz allocations.  
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