Discussion Paper on the future of ARES/EmComm in Canada and the way forward
by Doug Mein VA3DM Special Advisor to RAC VP – Field Services


RAC's efforts over the past several years to re-design its ARES programs and “rethink” parts of what it has always done have not produced the desired results while emergency management and emergency preparedness programmes at all levels of government have progressed rapidly since 9/11.
Although I have used the "ARES" acronym in this paper, I am told that most EmComm groups in Canada have, for various reasons, chosen not to use the term ARES!  For example, “PERCS” (Provincial Emergency Radio Communications Society) is used in British Columbia while similar organizations like ”EMRG” – Emergency Measures Radio Group) operate in other provinces and territories.  Although RAC "owns" the ARES label in Canada, it is important in my opinion that ALL EmComm Groups across Canada be freely allowed to use the ARES moniker as a "single brand" to avoid confusion among clients.  Regardless, I am left with the clear impression that many EmComm-minded hams want absolutely nothing to do with RAC! In the wake of the “professionalization” of government emergency planning since 2001, the problem for ARES in Canada seems to have boiled down to the following question:

"How can responsible government emergency planning officials take seriously the participation of radio amateurs who, in most cases, understand very little about how front-line and back-room emergency personnel handle disasters and emergencies in real life?" (N.B. and the word “amateur” doesn’t help either)!

Given the evolution of Canada's technology infrastructure and demography and her geographic realities, I believe that the time has now come (to use an old catchphrase) to "think outside the box" as we contemplate the future of RAC/ARES.  As a retired senior executive from the federal government in Ottawa, it has been my experience that "cookie cutter" solutions often fail while driving away “free-thinkers” and dedicated action-takers.  This sometimes can often lead to a situation where the “old guard” continues to be in charge applying the same organizational culture and values that existed before. This is especially true for volunteer organizations and it tends to subvert and frustrate many knowledgeable and skilful people who have the best of intentions.

Based on discussions with some radio amateurs in the region in which I live, I have learned that over the past several years, emergency preparedness planning efforts in the Greater Toronto Area (led by VE3OTR. VE3GIH and others) and Simcoe County (led by VE3RNH, VA3QT, and others) have resulted an approach to ARES focusing on closer, more co-operative relationships with government planners and front-line emergency service providers (i.e., police, fire, etc.) WHEN TRAINING to handle various disaster and emergency response scenarios (through the Basic Emergency Management EM-200 course provided at the municipal level).  This, over time, has led to a more professionally orientated, standards-based, coordinated team approach amongst emergency management professionals and hams alike.  In my own local area, I am told, for example, that local ARES members routinely TRAIN ALONGSIDE government officials and emergency service providers.  At the same time, local ARES volunteers ready themselves to set up emergency communication systems and provide backup support to ensure that the responsible front-line agencies are able to communicate and co-ordinate their work under all foreseeable circumstances.

In the absence of guidance and support from RAC, these local groups have collaborated effectively with municipal officials to jointly develop emergency response plans, programmes and training curricula (N.B., not all municipal emergency planners in Ontario follow the same detailed plan so it is important that that each ARES group learn to do things the way that municipal authorities require (in spite of the sometimes parochial and territorial nature of certain politicians and officials)!  But the main point here is that EVERYONE has pulled together to complete the SAME training that other emergency personnel are required to complete (i.e., the BEM course).  These programs provide training in emergency-handling procedures in well-defined and very-recognizable stages and have been adopted as the OFFICIAL TRAINING STANDARD BY THE GOVERNMENT OF ONTARIO AND MANY LOCAL MUNICIPALITIES.  No doubt, similar approaches are in effect in other parts of Canada as well.  These "Incident Management System" and "Emergency Management" courses are already in existence and it is even possible to take some of them on-line (NB., The BEM course is not part of the IMS/ICS series of courses.  All ARES members should, in my view, take the IMS-100 course (see below) in order to familiarize themselves with the IMS/ICS structure):

http://www.emergencymanagementontario.ca/english/professionals/Training/courses.html

 HYPERLINK "http://www.emergencymanagementontario.ca/english/ims/ims_main.html"  

http://www.emergencymanagementontario.ca/english/ims/ims_main.html

The ICS-100 (mainly) self-study programme, in most Canadian jurisdictions, is the gateway to basic emergency management training.  Without this qualification/certification, a person is not eligible to attend any other provincially or federally-recognized courses (i.e., federal courses require nomination from a municipal authority). Although there may be similar practices in other parts of Canada, provincial and municipal officials from Ontario have already demonstrated their willingness to include radio amateurs in this and other training.  While ARES has provided "entertainment" for a relatively small number of individuals who seemed to be more interested in “feeling important” as opposed to “being useful”, the world that they wanted to participate in has rapidly sped away from them!!  Meanwhile, many more community-minded hams now seemed to have turned away from RAC and ARES to follow a map that is significantly charted by the professionalized emergency planners who will ALWAYS be in charge of the emergency situation at hand)!!

Amateur radio can become an important contributor to the plans and needs of government emergency planning agencies thereby protecting its image, its spectrum allocations and other things that are important to the amateur radio fraternity.  In my humble opinion, there is little reason for government authorities to support amateur radio except in the provision of EmComm.  Like it or not, amateur radio is no longer a significant engine for technical investigation and development. At the same time, commercial pressures on the assigned radio spectrum will continue to grow unabated.  Therefore, at the end of the day, it is a viable EmComm capability and nothing else that will ensure continued government support to amateur radio in Canada!  This is why I advocate a collaborative and integrated approach with government authorities by building a very thin shell around what the provinces, territories and municipalities are doing at present.  RAC/ARES does NOT have to invent the wheel by itself HOWEVER it has no choice but to accept that the world has changed since 9/11!!
This "thin shell" should largely be based on vigorous advocacy of amateur radio participation in much of the training that is required by provincial, territorial and municipal authorities.  Meanwhile, ARES should develop an additional component of training in the installation of radio equipment and the conduct of professional-grade operating procedures. It is important that such training be presented to a uniform national standard, with proper accreditation.  Such training must also be FULLY COMPLAINT with the GOVERNMENT'S procedures (designed in consultation with the responsible officials) and not the other way around! 
Rejuvenating ARES under RAC will require strong leadership combined with perhaps some clever persuasion at times.  ARES leaders must quickly identify a distinct set of capabilities that will be core to its success – a set of capabilities to which ALL components of the ARES community contribute their specialized knowledge and skills toward a COMMON MISSION.  By working together as a team, ARES can become a multi-faceted cadre of specialists working cohesively to build, refine and extend key capabilities thus constituting a true value proposition!
Some ARES/EmComm Groups have had success in achieving a good connection with local government organizations and are being integrated and their services used which is great.  Other groups have a good connection to local government which embraces them but has no clue really what to do with them!  Finally, some groups don't acheive a connection with local government, and other groups simply lack direction.  There is a full spectrum out there, and no consistent direction.  But the real question is “who is client of ARES/EmComm”?  In any metropolitan and urban centres, the government organizations are extremely well equipped and fairly well organized and may not wish to use or require the services of ARES/EmComm.  The chances of an amateur group making a significant contribution with incidents other than a total disaster is minimal.
By contrast, there are other volunteer organizations that also support the government, but don't have their own infrastructure.  There are also small rural communities that are widely dispersed and have weak infrastructure.  These are cases that are much more likely to benefit from amateur radio emergency communications services.  The Canadian Red Cross is a prime example, but I know that there are others as well like the Salvation Army.  Both the Red Cross and the Sally Ann are well run organizations, very organized, and yet composed largely of volunteers.  In both cases, they have little if any communications infrastructure.  They already have agreements in place with certain ARES/EmComm organizations, and are largely reliant on them at least in some areas for the provision of emergency communications.  These organizations will use ARES services, but also interact with the government so it is important to maintain good multilateral relations.
I would argue that part of the problem with the ARES/EmComm direction is that it is confused about who its customer is, or should be!  But things have changed although I suspect that RAC still thinks that because the government assigns radio spectrum, the government is its main customer.  Well, not necessarily!  The government is there to serve the people!  It assigns spectrum but if the organization that uses the spectrum serves the people, then that's a successful formula.  I would therefore urge RAC, ARES and EmComm to think first about who its customer really is before contemplating the solution!  If things aren't targeted on the right customer, the rest is a complete waste of time.

Furthermore, one must consideration the impact of recent technological change since we all moved into the 21st century.  Since after Marconi and up until the 1980s, most communication was done by voice or CW, with some RTTY.  As time moved forward, that evolved to FAX and local access data, cell phones and then the internet, which has dramatically changed the way we communicate as a society.  Like it or not, amateur radio is falling behind, but there's no reason we can't catch back up once again!  Although we don't need to be technology leaders, there is no reason we have to fall behind either!  While voice communication continues to play a key role in communication around the world, even that is being reduced in significance by data.  Check out your typical police car these days.  Police officers have laptops and data links to link back to HQ.
Look at the way people communicate these days - they use texting like it is going out of style.  And everyone has now moved to wireless!  We argue that you can't broadcast using a cell phone which is a fundament differentiator to radio.  Well then, check out Twitter!! Even political updates on Egypt and Iran are now coming out on Twitter!  People are using data all the time, and the amateur radio service does have limited data capabilities but they are still under developed.  That will be a key element that will be needed to provide credible amateur radio EmComm services to any agency going forward while too many people are stuck in the past!
Let's not just look at what we do commonly today, but let's look at the need. You have most likely noticed that many, and perhaps most, of the major ARES organizations in the U.S. are moving to D-Star technology, which does offer some data capability which seems to validate my point somewhat. Although I'm not advocating that everyone should move to D-Star, I'm just saying that data is going to play an increasing role in what our ARES/EmComm customers need, and if that's the case and we want to be seen as a credible and relevant service, we need to take that on board and figure out how we can best serve that need!
In conclusion, if we get our customers straight, align our services with their needs, and then brought uniformity in our training and execution on a national basis, we'd have much greater engagement on all fronts, including the amateur community.

I hope that these comments will be useful to enable all members of the two working groups to frame an up-to-date mission for RAC/ARES overall, supported by a standardized and accredited training programme of which everyone will be proud!  An unclouded, re-energized and more purposeful focus is now needed to assure the relevance of ARES/EmComm in the future without needing to re-invent the wheel!  I believe that the key to success lies in clarifying who the customers are while fostering and maintaining closer ties with government authorities at all levels to ensure active amateur radio participation in all government run emergency preparedness exercises and related training courses.
Attachment

Following is a clip from the ARRL ARES E-Letter that exemplifies the approach to ARES training and accreditation envisaged: 
East Bay Adopts ARES Standards of Training

Over the past year, ARRL East Bay (California) Section Emergency Coordinator Herbert Cole, AI6AT, visited many ARES groups and presented a vision for the future of ARES within the Section. (East Bay is comprised of Napa, Solano, Contra Costa, and Alameda Counties). Working in cooperation with, and at the behest of Section Manager Jim Latham, AF6AQ, the East Bay Section leadership has been focused on establishing a section-wide ARES protocol that better leverages the talents, resources, training, and needs of the four-county area of responsibility.

As a result of the work that has occurred over the past year, Cole announced that the Section is adopting uniform training standards and credentialing requirements in cooperation with the ARRL San Francisco Section ARES program. The purpose of this action is to enhance their public service mission by pursuing common training and credentials that may be employed across section boundaries, and to establish the foundation for a robust and viable ARES Mutual Assistance Team (ARESMAT) capability should the need ever arise.

As provided by the ARRL, the only requirements for ARES membership continue to be a valid Amateur Radio license and a sincere desire to serve. There will now be two levels of East Bay Section ARES membership: Full and Associate.

Those East Bay Section ARES members who have met specific training requirements will be designated Full ARES Members. Full ARES members will be issued photo ID cards free of charge by the Section Manager upon completion of all required training. The training requirements are:

IS-100 Introduction to the Incident Command System (ICS)
IS-200 ICS for Single Resources and Initial Action Incidents
IS-700 National Incident Management System (NIMS) An Introduction
EC-001 Introduction to Emergency Communications - Level 1/Basic
("IS" courses are offered on line at no charge in the FEMA Emergency Management Institute's Independent Study Program. "EC" courses are offered by the ARRL to ARRL members and non-members for a small fee. [Note that the former ARRL Emergency Communications Level 1 course is being revised and will be released as "Introduction to Emergency Communications" early this year. Check for news of availability and enrolment information on the ARRL Web site. This introductory course will provide the basic information needed to participate in ham radio public service and Emcomm activities -- ed.]
Full ARES Members will also be expected to complete any training that is required by ARES served agencies. East Bay Section ARES members who have not yet met the specified training requirements will be designated Associate Members. Associate members will be issued the standard ARRL ARES ID (form FSD-224) by their ECs. ARES members must have Full ARES Member status to qualify for ARES leadership appointments and must complete the following requirements within one year of their appointments. Current leadership appointees must attain Full ARES Member status and complete the following requirements by December 31, 2011.

Emergency Coordinator (EC) and Official Emergency Station (OES) appointees:

Full ARES Member requirements plus:
IS-800 National Response Framework, An Introduction
IS-802 Emergency Support Function (ESF) #2 Communications
and either of these two courses:
a. EC-002 Amateur Radio Emergency Communications Course Level II* 
b. EC-016 Public Service and Emergency Communications Management for Radio Amateurs
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