10 CLAY TODAY « July 7,2016

CLAYTODAYONLINE.COM

The signal heard ‘round the world’

Ham radio alive and growmg in Clay County

By Katherine Marshall
Staff Writer

ORANGE PARK — Members of Clay
County Amateur Radio Emergency Ser-
vices and the Orange Park Amateur Ra-
dio Club recently hoisted up their 42-foot
tall antenna outside of Orange Park High
and set out on a mission to make as many
contacts as possible within the allotted 24
hours.

The exercise was part of the American
Radio Relay League’s Annual Field Day, an
event running continuously from 1 p.m.
June 25 to 12 p.m. June 26, where thou-
sands of amateur radio operators sel up
their gear in locations across the United
States and Canada to test their emergency
response skills. Since the first Field Day
in 1933, the event has become the largest
single emergency preparedness exercise
in the country, with more than 35,000 ra-
dio operators taking part in 2015.

“Field Day gives us a chance to set up
as if we were setting up in a real emergen-
cy event,” said Scott Roberts, the CCARES
public information officer and an assistant
emergency coordinator. “The object of
making the contacts here is (o make sure
that we can test our equipment. Gan we seb
up an antenna that will make the distance
to California, but also cover here locally in
Florida?”

While Field Day functions as an emer-
gency preparedness exercise, it also

Dan Ahlskog sending out messages in Morse code

serves to showcase just what amateur ra-
dio operators are capable of, and allows
them to demonstrate the services that they
provide to communities. Because they op-
erate completely independent of the Inter-
net or phone towers, ham radio operators
are able to provide communications with-
in minutes if other options fail in severe
weather or natural disasters.

When Hurricane Katrina knocked out
power across New Orleans in 2005, ham
radio operators around the country were
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making contacts in Louisiana to ensure
that emergency responders were able to
communicate and have the supplies they
needed.

Clay County Amateur Radio Emergency
Services is trained to respond the same
way. When the Clay County Sheriff’s Office
had their power knocked out by a storm a
few months ago, and then their generator
was struck by lightning, the CCARES team
was on standby, waiting to deploy their
operators to restore communications be-
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tween dispatch vehicles.

Clay County hams also provide their
communication talents in non-emergency
community events such as Bike MS, an an-
nual bike ride from Ponte Vedra Beach to
Daytona Beach and back that raises money
for multiple sclerosis research and treat-
ments.

“We offer communications along the
150-mile route, and that's a two-day event
for us. We're in vehicles monitoring the
route. If anybody’s bicycle falls off for some
reason, we can help them out by offering
communications because cell phones may
not always work out there,” Roberts said.
“We also support the Florida Striders for
all their runs — we offer their communica-
tions along their routes.”

While Clay County Amateur Radio
Emergency Services provides disaster
communications help, the Orange Park
Amateur Radio Club is the more casual
side of the hobby. For them, amateur radio
is more about learning meteorology, phys-
ics and electronics, having a chat with a
stranger in Puerto Rico or Wales, or simply
watching the wonder on a young boy’s face
as he uses the radio to talk to his uncle
several states away in Texas, as the club
had the opportunity to do this Field Day.

As radio and Morse Code have been
replaced by the Internet and texting, it's
reasonable to assume that amateur radio
is well on its way to obscurity, but that
couldn’t be farther from the truth, at least
for Clay County’s clubs. Clay County Ama-
teur Radio and Emergency Services has
grown from 48 members to 72 members in
the past two years alone, and the Orange
Park Amateur Radio Club has recently
grown to more than 100 members.

“A lot of the public doesn’t understand
what ham radio is, because radio used to
be your grandpa’s hobby,” Roberts said.
“Nowadays, you see a lot of younger Kids
getting into it. Yesterday we talked to a li-
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censed kid yesterday on the radio, he was
seven years old working Field Day.”

Roberts also hopes that events such as
Field Day can encourage more potential
hams by dispelling the myth that amateur
radio is an expensive, difficult hobby to get
started in.

“You can get a license to become an op-
erator as fast as you can study,” he said. “I
know of one young boy who was on a radio
for the first time at one of these events,
but he studied and got his license the next
weekend. Once you get your license, there

are radios as inexpensive as $35. And il’s
a real friendly community, we help each
other out. If a kid comes in and wants to
get his license, we're going to help him
get a radio. For $100, anyone can join the
hobby.”

By the end of Field Day, CCARES and
OPARC were able to make contacts in all
50 states and several Canadian provinces
from their portable at Orange Park High.
They made a total of 852 contacts, 304
voice contacts and 548 with Morse code.

For more information on Field Day, the
Clay County Amateur Radio Emergency
Services, or the Orange Park Amateur Ra-
dio Club, contact Scott Roberts at (904)
759-7812.
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