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Katrina Ham Radio Communications Update
There has been a trickle of information into New Mexico via ham radio about the well being of people in the devastated area. These are being delivered as they are received. Non-emergency messages destined for the gulf coast are being delayed until emergency response coordination and rescue efforts by radio operators slow down.
The Middle Rio Grande Chapter of the Red Cross is collecting information from those worried about family in the path of the hurricane. Amateur Radio Emergency Service (ARES) nation-wide is working with the Red Cross to facilitate communications. Any information sent to New Mexico ARES will be relayed into the effected areas as soon as we are able. Please remember that emergency and official messages have priority. Only after these types of messages have slowed will health and welfare queries be sent into the disaster area. 

According to the ARRL, the national association for amateur radio, over 250 ARES volunteers in Louisiana are engaged in the Hurricane Katrina recovery effort and more are waiting in the wings to help as soon as they can enter storm-ravaged zones. Louisiana ARES Section Emergency Coordinator Gary Stratton, K5GLS, told ARRL that some 250 ham radio operators have been working with the Red Cross and the state's Office of Homeland Security Emergency Preparedness. State officials have not allowed emergency or other units to enter many of the zones still flooded, and there is still no communication with many coastal areas.  ARES volunteers from outside the directly affected areas have been mustering to assist, but, Stratton says, until units can enter the flooded disaster areas "there's no place they can go yet. If everyone who has volunteered came, we could fill the state.  But please hold on, it’s going to be a very long time [recovering] for this.”  Meanwhile there are many reports of trapped residents who are calling relatives long distance or just dialing randomly on cell phones hoping for rescue.  Some of these calls are connecting and being relayed into the 911 center.  There the hams are taking the messages and relaying them to the emergency units closest to the trapped person. 

Louisiana ARRL Section Manager Mickey Cox, K5MC, reported that some other Louisiana ARES teams also are in a holding pattern, awaiting word from relief agencies trying to assess what they need in terms of communication support and where, before they can officially activate.  Cox also reported that Richard Webb, NF5B, from New Orleans was on the air from the Louisiana State University Hospital.

In Alabama, ARRL Section Manager Greg Sarratt, W4OZK, reports Amateur Radio SKYWARN nets were active Monday, reporting the severe weather conditions to the National Weather Service (NWS). Sarratt himself handled a volunteer shift at the Huntsville NWS office Monday evening. He told ARRL Headquarters that ARES groups throughout the state--and especially in central and southern Alabama--have been supporting communication for local emergency management agencies and the Red Cross.

Mississippi ARRL Section Manager Malcolm Keown, W5XX, in Vicksburg, was reported on the air at different times. According to Assistant Section Manager Edwin Franks, AD5IF, Keown was using generator power, his regular antennas are all down and his area has no electrical power or telephone service.  Franks also reports that he has been getting requests for information about friends and relatives from people calling him at home.  W4WLF, Thomas Hammack, is the ham who has been providing emergency communications for the Harrison County Emergency Operations Center.

ARRL Northern Florida Section Manager Rudy Hubbard, WA4PUP, reports his section is putting together a team of Amateur Radio operators to assist in neighboring Mississippi, once they get clearance to go there. The Florida mutual assistance team will be coordinated through the Florida State Emergency Operations Center.

The Hurricane Watch Net (HWN) ended days of operations for Hurricane Katrina on Tuesday. This network of ham radio stations works in cooperation with the National Hurricane Center to gather ground-level weather data during storms.  Forecasters use the reports to help fine-tune their predictions of a storm's behavior.
Communications into New Orleans is extremely difficult. The Mayor of the city, Ray Nagin, has been in the Superdome with many of the evacuees. Yesterday, President Bush made a telephone call to the mayor in the Superdome using the only means of communications possible, amateur radio. The President was patched through the ARES™ network using high frequency radio.

As you are probably aware, the reports from the area are wrenching, the destruction is unimaginable, the loss immeasurable. Our hearts and prayers go out to those affected by this tragedy.
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