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Amateur Radio Operators and

Community Disaster Preparedness

Amateur Radio’s Role in San Diego County Disaster Planning

The Stimulus, 2003 San Diego County Wildfires

During the wild fires of October 2003 several communities in the Mountain Empire Area, far East San Diego County, were used as disaster evacuation locations for displaced people and animals. An after action analysis of these operations showed a need to put in place additional plans and resources, prior to the next disaster. This presentation will focus how these plans were put together, how they worked during the 2007 wildfires, and how local Amateur Radio operators participated in, and in many cases were the leaders of these efforts in their communities.

What happened and what we needed to do.

Evacuation and Shelter. For over a week the population of our community almost doubled with 2000 evacuees sheltered by the American Red Cross at our High School. Due to fire damage there was no power or phone service during the period. The Red Cross had relied on cellular telephones for communications. The cell sites went down quickly as their minimal backup systems ran out of propane. Amateur Radio repeaters and operators were quickly called in to provide communications between the shelter and the ARC offices in San Diego.

What we needed to do. The Ham operators and ARC volunteers involved were from the city some 50 plus miles away. As the fires were between us and the city, their travel time to the shelter was doubled. We needed to develop local resources of trained Ham operators and shelter managers to be available for the next time.

Community Support. As everyone in the area is on wells, without power for seven days, people and animals were starting to run out of water. Without power the local community center was having problems performing their normal community support like daily senior meals and meals delivered to shut-ins. Using the community center as a meeting point we rallied local ranchers with water trucks to bring water to animals and portable generators to operate wells and re-fill storage tanks. ( All in all still better than the city people faired where there were no wells to pump and no storage tanks to fill!) Communications to the community was spotty with the majority of the land line phones down. We got by with direct mailings to all local addresses and PO boxes advertising the resources available at the community center, used portable generators for power at the center, and word of mouth to further get the word out but:


What we needed to do. We needed a community disaster plan that identified local people, agencies and resources available during and after an emergency. We needed to install a reliable backup power system at the community center. We needed a community communications plan that encouraged people to use FRS radio. We needed more Amateur Radio operators. We needed a communications center at the local volunteer firehouse where people could go for information, equipped with public service, amateur and FRS communications capability. We needed to include the resources and assistance of the San Diego Office of Emergency Services to develop the plan.

A Regional Approach

Since the October 2003 fires the Mountain Empire Disaster Preparedness Council has prepared a set of operational plans and procedures to aid local communities in organizing their disaster preparedness efforts. These plans and procedures, and a detailed description of our activities and drills, are available on the World Wide Web at www.campofire.org/disaster . The Council consists of representatives of all public safety agencies, plus, the Office of Emergency Service, San Diego County RACES Amateur Radio Operators, CERT Teams, the American Red Cross, San Diego County Health Services, rural medical clinics, and citizen representatives from the major communities in this unincorporated area. The Council currently meets Quarterly.

The San Diego, Mountain Empire Disaster Preparedness Council

Mission Statement

To improve the San Diego County Mountain Empire Area’s ability to respond to and recover from, all types of natural and man-made emergencies/disasters, including but not limited to, earthquakes, structural and wildland fires, floods, acts of terrorism, technological, utility related, and any other event that would cause a disruption of normal services and security to the population. The Mountain Empire Area includes communities on Highway 94 from Jamul through Jacumba, on Interstate 8 from Descanso through Jacumba, and South from the Mount Laguna area to the International Border.
· Facilitate Meetings between Communities, State and Local Government Agencies, and volunteer agencies and groups active in disasters, to assist in the development and coordination of Disaster Preparedness Plans and Procedures in the Mountain Empire Area. Participate in all related committees, groups and organizations.

· Assist in the preparation and updates of local Community Annexes to the San Diego County Community Protection / Evacuation Plan.
· Conduct Emergency Preparedness training and awareness presentations for citizens and various organizations so they better understand what they should do before, during, and after a disaster or major emergency.

· Conduct and participate in Tabletop, Functional and Field disaster exercises with local Community Disaster Committees and County Agencies.
· Conduct and participate in Community Education Projects with local Community Disaster Committees, Fire Safe Councils, and Government Agencies.
Local Community Disaster Plans, the Campo / Lake Morena Communities

One of the major goals of the Mountain Empire Disaster Preparedness Council is to assist communities in the development of community disaster plans. In San Diego counties unincorporated areas these plans are organized by Community Planning Group boundaries. With final review and approval of the County, through the Office of Emergency Services, these community plans are incorporated as an Annex to the County’s overall Disaster Preparedness Plan.

For the detailed Campo, Lake Morena Disaster Plan see http://campofire.org/campodisaster .

1.Community Overview & Current Conditions (for a typical community)

1.1 Key features of the Campo-Lake Morena area include the type of canyons described in the history, but also large flat areas of fuel loads that can result in rapid spread of fire. Winds are common with the dry strong north and east winds (Santa Anas), the most deadly in relation to fire. The usual wind is from the west and south that also can be a problem as they can be strong at times.

1.2 Although the area is not densely populated, there are five areas with fairly dense clusters of housing: Campo, Cameron Corners, Lake Morena, Shockey Truck Trail area, and the southern part of Buckman Springs Road. These areas are all highly vulnerable to fires.

1.3 Besides the major water storage at Lake Morena, the area has many small lakes and ponds. This provides the area with a readily available water supply for firefighters, especially helicopters.

1.4 The railroad is a potential hazard because of the types of freight it can haul (i.e., propane tank cars). There have been situations where wheel sparks, overheated brakes, or carbon sparks from the engine exhaust have resulted in brushfires.

1.5 Only two roads, Buckman Springs and La Posta, can be used for north/south traffic to the freeway. Both roads can and have been blocked by natural problems of flooding, snow fall, and/or fire. Vehicle accidents have also closed them.

1.6 Until the 2010 Easter, magnitude 7.2 earthquake, this area had not had a severe earthquake since about 1890. There are several known faults 50 to 100 miles east of here, such as the San Jacinto, Elsinore and the San Andreas, that could have significant effects in this area.

1.7 Also, there is the new danger posed by possible terrorist events in San Diego. A significant event could cause power outage, disease and a mass influx of people to this area in need of shelter and support.

1.8 The US-Mexico border has historically been a source of many problems. Fires that start in either country, depending on wind conditions, can easily spread to the other.

1.9 The map in Figure 1 shows the general location of some of these potential problem areas and the type of problems considered possible.
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Communications Plans

Communications, in all its various forms, plays a central role in the efficient performance of the various agencies, groups, Incident Commanders and Disaster Center operations. The communications can be in the form of written notes, telephone calls, verbal messages, television, Internet Email and a wide variety of radio exchanges. We have focused on some of the specifics associated with radio that require more details to make it perform well. The tables and charts below focus on the Campo/Lake Morena area and deal with Amateur Radio, Community Radio, the Office of Emergency Services Radio, and State and Federal Fire Agencies. Note that except for the Community Radio Frequencies special licenses and training are required to operate on all these two-way frequencies. However, anyone with the proper scanner can listen to the exchanges on these channels and stay up-to-date with the events. ( Frequencies are in Mhz.)

	Amateur Radio Frequencies
	
	
	
	
	

	Repeater Location
	Receive *
	Transmit *
	Offset
	PL Tone
	Assignment

	2 Meter Simplex
	146.520
	146.520
	None


	
	Local short range

	220 Simplex
	223.500
	223.500
	None
	 
	Local short range



	440 Simplex
	446.000
	445.000
	None
	
	Local short range



	Laguna SANDRA


	147.150
	147.750
	+600 kHz
	107.2
	Community to Community

	Monument ECRA
	147.240
	147.840
	+600 kHz
	103.5
	Community to Community Links to Arizona

	Otay Mt. SANDRA
	224.200
	225.800
	+1.6 mHz
	107.2
	Community to Community & linked to HiPass

	Otay Mt. SANDRA
	449.500
	454.500
	+5.0 mHz
	107.2
	Community to Community

	Otay Mt. SANDRA
	146.640
	146.040
	-600 kHz
	107.2
	Community to Community



	Lyons Peak SANDRA
	146.265
	146.865
	+600 kHz
	107.2
	Community to Community

	Hi Pass (Boulevard) SANDRA
	145.280
	144.680
	-600 kHz
	107.2
	Community to Community East to Yuma AZ

	RACES G1 Voted System
	448.780
	443.780
	-5.00 MHz
	131.8
	RACES. Assigned by County EOC

	RACES R1 Voted System
	147.195
	147.795
	+600 kHz
	114.8
	RACES. Assigned by County EOC

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Community Radio Frequencies
	
	
	
	
	

	Type
	Receive *
	Transmit *
	AKA
	PL Tone
	Assignment

	Red Dot "Jobcom" low power W/T
	151.625
	151.625
	Red Dot
	None
	Local communications

	Family Service Radio (FRS) W/T 
	462.5625
	462.5625
	Chan 1
	None
	Local communications


A typical community drill, the June 26, 2004 Disaster Drill

With disaster Plans and Procedures in place the next step is to test these plans with local and regional drills. The goal of this exercise was to test Community Disaster Organizational Plans, and the emergency communications capabilities of local communities in the Mountain Empire Area of San Diego County.

The Mountain Empire Area includes communities on Highway 94 from Jamul through Jacumba, on Interstate 8 from Descanso through Jacumba, and South from the Mount Laguna area to the International Border.

Background

This exercise had two major components.

· Opened the Campo Community Center, 976 Sheridan Road Campo, CA 91906 (619) 478-2384, as an Emergency Operations Center / Evacuation Center to test our disaster response procedures.

· Opened the Flying “A” Ranch, 1880 Lake Morena Dr, Campo, CA 91906  (619) 478-9144, as an animal evacuation center.

More than 50 people participated in the drill. From 9:30 till 11:00 AM. simulated wildfire, animal and citizen evacuations and medical emergency scripts tested our ability to coordinate people and resources during a disaster.

Amateur Radio stations were setup and manned by RACES, the Radio Amateur Civil Emergency Service, ARES, the Amateur Radio Emergency Service, and local Amateur Radio Operators, at the Community Center and the Flying A Ranch.  Messages to support the drill were passed between these locations and, the Red Cross HQ in San Diego, and the RACES ECHO I, mobile communications truck located at the CDF Air Attack Base at the Ramona Airport.

Details of this and other community drills hosted by the County and our Council are available at http://campofire.org/campodisaster/index.html .
Amateur Radio and the 2007 Wildfires

The far east area of San Diego County, the Mountain Empire area, encompasses over 800 square miles of land but only 2% of the counties population. With many widely scattered communities reliable communications during disasters is a high priority for life safety. During the county wide wildfires of 2003 and 2007 the wired telephone and power infrastructure was burned out in a large area. Some areas did not have utilities restored for eight weeks. Cellular communications in many areas is spotty under normal conditions. With commercial power down, many cell sites quickly used up their  backup power. In the 2007 fires, Amateur radio was called in to provide communications between communities. Community centers, volunteer fire stations and other points of distribution (POD’s) were setup by community CERT teams and non government organizations (NGO’s). Amateur radio operators provided communications between these POD’s, and between the POD’s and the San Diego County Emergency Operations Center. In San Diego the RACES Radio Room is adjacent to the EOC. RACES Amateur repeater systems, maintained by the county radio shop, are co-located on the public service repeater sites and take advantage of their extensive backup power systems. These “voted” amateur radio systems include the 6M, 2M and 70Cm bands. Additionally, the RACES room is equipped with computers tied to the EOC’s WebEOC information management system (http://www.esi911.com ).

Amateur radio operators were also called in from throughout the southwest to man the California State Auxiliary Communications Services (ACS) OASIS satellite communications trailers. Located at community POD’s, these trailers provided telephone communications to communities during the recovery phase of the fires.

Due to the large geographic area of the 2007 fires, and the extended period of utility outages, we soon ran out of Amateur Radio Operators. Even with Amateurs from all the major San Diego County clubs, ARES, RACES, and volunteers from outside the county the length of the incidents soon exhausted the pool.

New Amateur Radio Operators

Since 2007 there has been a major effort in San Diego County to train and test new Amateur Radio Operators. Between the local ARES group and the San Diego County Office of Emergency Services Community Emergency Response Team (CERT) programs, hundreds of new Ham Operators have been licensed. The majority of these new operators are members of a local CERT program. Since CERT programs are sponsored by local fire departments, these new operators quickly become a part of the counties emergency response resources. If, and when our next major event comes, we will have a much larger pool of trained Ham Operators to draw from.

Summary

Start Local Many efforts over the years to organize Amateur Radio Operators on a county or state wide level have met with failure. You have a better chance of success if you start with your local community citizens and Ham operators. Integrate with your local first responders. Start a CERT team or integrate with CERT if they are in your community.

Find your local RACES and ARRL ARES groups. They may have something going on you don’t know about! They may also have local government contacts and agreements on disaster preparation and emergency response.

Move to the County level Once you have your local group organized go to your county office of emergency services and show them what you have.

Stay in touch with each other Meet, train and drill! Without regular meetings and training / drill sessions your group will drift apart and not be ready to serve during an emergency.

GOOD LUCK!
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