CLAYTODAYONLINE.COM

COMMUNITY

Thursday July 3, 2014 CLAY-TODAY 5

Ham radio operators more than just enthusiasts

By Gregory A. Phillips
Staff Writer :

ORANGE PARK — Despite all of the
modern forms of communication, such as
smart phones, text messaging, social me-
dia and Internet chat, one communication
medium is standing the tests of time.

Last weekend, ham radio operators
from the Clay County Amateur Radio
Emergency Services and the Orange Park
Amateur Radio Club celebrated the climax
of the week long “Amateur Radio Week” in
partnership with the American Radio Re-
lay League. The field day — held at Orange
Park High School — allowed club members
to check their radio equipment to ensure it
will work at peak proficiency in the case of
an emergency. Local ham radio operators

are often called on to augment the commu-
nications abilities of emergency services
providers around the country.

During the height of 2012's Super
Storm Sandy, some municipalities in the

Northeast Atlantic area completely lost .

their communications abilities. Unable to
direct emergency personnel to where they
were needed, those municipalities reached
out to the ham radio operators from around
the country for help, including those from
Clay County.-

“Sometimes in a storm like that, they
can’t connect to their responders directly.
That's where we come in. We relayed di-
rections for emergency responders letting
them know where they were needed,” said
Scott Roberts, public information officer

Fine Tuning

lI;/lelr(n"liers of the Clz.ay County Amateur Radio Emergency Services and the Orange
Jar 2mateu‘r Radio Club are shown here setting up their ham radio antenna
une 28 on the campus of Orange Park High School. It was part of a celebration
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culminating Amateur Radio Week across America. See story, page 5

for Clay County Amateur Radio Emergency
Services. “We also relayed messages be-
tween family members letting them know
their families were safe and sound.”

In times of catastrophic weather emer-
gencies, the CCARES ham radio operators
are ready to help when other forms of me-
dia, such as smart phones and other Inter-
net communications fail. ;

“Atmospheric conditions do affect the
range of our signals. What's funny is how I
can talk to someone in Atlanta and then 10
minutes later Atlanta won't be able to hear
me, but someone in Colorado will,” Roberts
said. ”

CCARES also assists the Clay County
Sheriff’s Office to help ensure safety on lo-
cal waterways via the Marine Volunteers in

Police Service program. They a.re working

“ with the Marine Patrol of the CGSO to co-

ordinate safety inspections by the marine
patrol as well as responding to emergency
calls. ;

Ham radio operators, or hams, are re-
quired to have a license from the Federal
Communications Commission as part of the

 Communications Act of 1934. In the U.S.,

there are three license classes — techni-
cian, general and extra.

“The differences in the licenses are in
the operating capabilities. Generally, the
higher the license, the more frequencies

- you can broadcast on [legally],” said Mike

Hendershot, an assistant emergency coor-

SEE HAM RADIO, 8

frompaped

dinator with CCARES.

An estimated six million people are still
involved with this hobby that began at the
start of the 20th century. HAM radio op-

.erators communicate with each other us-
ing short wave radio, a technology that has

-grown since. its development.

What once was housing filled with vac-
uum tubes and transistors are comprised
of microprocessors and digital signal pro-
cessors today. As the science grows, the
strength and abilities of these ham radio
operators will grow in kind. But there is -
still a potential need to keep one foot in

the past.

“I've been doing this for 56 years. I'm
here manning the [Morse Code] radio for
the field day,” said Clarence Kerous. “Sev-
eral years ago they removed the require—'
ment to know Morse Code from the test
to get your license. There's probably only
about 30-percent of the licensed people
~who still know it. But what happens in the
event of an Eleciro Magnetic Pulse? All of
the new radios-are useless and we're back
to vacuum packed tubes and Morse code.”
~ Currently there are 48 members of the
Clay County Amateur Radio Emergency
Services and 93 members in the Orange

Park Amateur Radio Club.





