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SPECIAL REPRINT 
 It has been a little over a year since our dear enthusiastic 

friend, Bob Ayer, KA1AAJ, became SK. Bob spent most of his 

life in Mane working as an electronics technician. He had expert 

knowledge in radio, radar, sonar, audio-video, AC and DC power 

supply and distribution, not to mention locomotive maintenance, 

as in Choo Choo Trains, and boat building and sailing. 

 Bob was very active in Maritime Nets, even after he 

moved to West Texas.  

 It seemed he was no stranger to any frequency or mode 

when it came to radio. And in everything he approached, the first 

thing he tackled would be “OK!, Now what do we do when that 

doesn‟t work?” Safety and backup systems were always on his 
mind in every endeavor. Working on boats and ships that could 

be thousands of miles from land when something might fail, that 

type of thinking is critical. 

 One of Bob‟s good friends is Richard Webb, NF5B, of 

Eads, Tennessee. 

 Here is an article, written by Richard, that really brings 

home the importance of maintaining the fundamental knowledge 

and skill sets of „Wireless Communications.‟ 

 

A CLEAR AND PRESENT DANGER 
Reproduced courtesy of EMCOMM QUARTERLY and the 

WRRL. www.emcomm.org and www.wrrl.org. 

 

By Richard Webb, NF5B 

 

(This is rather lengthy...but it is well stated, and reinforces the 

EQ PHILOSOPHY.  Therefore we are publishing it in its 

entirety. - Editor) 
 

We are becoming a culture of appliance operators.  As our world 

becomes more complex, we can't possibly expect to know and 

understand all the underlying processes that support life as we're 

accustomed to living it.  We've all heard the standard 

lamentations of technical professionals and other hams about it.  

I've commented on it in this space regularly.  As we go forward 

in our endeavors to revitalize NTS, I've stumbled head on into 

something which should be perfectly obvious, but hasn't been.  

Maybe I'm a little dense, but if so, many of us are.  

 
There is still a need for reliable long-haul services to handle 

emergency traffic of various types.  Many in the professional 

emergency communications world do not emphasize this need, as 

they're accustomed to thinking in terms of infrastructure 

available nearby, even if it isn't available to the emergency 

services dispatcher and other agencies in the stricken area.  After 

all, that tornado may take out all infrastructure in the county seat, 

but the next county over has the full range of tools available. 

 

Amateur radio operators in much of the country  have similar 

misconceptions.  These misconceptions coupled with the 

ubiquity of cell phones and other communications devices have 
resulted in a de-emphasis of traditional radio skills training and 

preparedness among amateur radio operators.   Just as the 

average homeowner might not understand all the intricacies of 

his climate control system or the plumbing, we use complex 

communications systems that many of us don't really understand.  

One can expect the manager of public safety dispatch services to 

not have a full understanding of the complex systems he relies 

on, but we amateur operators should know better.  After all, we 

paved the way to many of those complex systems that public 

safety communication managers utilize.  This should give us a 

higher level of understanding of these systems and the potential 
failure modes to which they're susceptible. 

 

During a large-scale emergency such as a Hurricane Katrina or 

the potential quake on the New Madrid fault line that next county 

over isn't going to be any better situated than his neighbor.  

Amateur radio operators inside and outside of the disaster area 

need to be properly trained, both to utilize resources effectively 

and to be those resources when needed.  Beyond that, we need to 

do a better job of education of those agencies and organizations 

we serve.  We need to talk to them about why it's important to 

have that simple HF station available to them, the advantages in 

reliability.  Yes, that may mean during the response to "the big 
one" that the relay handling their traffic to the state capital is 

1200 miles away.  But, if the relaying station is a competent 

operator, that's not a real problem.   It's a small problem if that 

relay station is properly trained, that is. 

 

We need to emphasize the type of training NTS can provide for 

another reason as well.  For the most part, that ham with the 

shack on his belt is going to be superfluous, after all cell sites and 

internet by radio are going to do the bulk of the heavy lifting.  

But, when the cell sites go down he's going to be pressed into 

service handling a lot of tactical traffic.  Then good radio skills 
are his best asset.   

 

In those earlier days those emergency communication 

professionals were accustomed to thinking in terms of relay 

stations from afar, because they were using frequencies which 

exhibit sky wave propagation characteristics or good long-

distance tropo openings even.  Cell phones weren't in every 

pocket.  Landlines often ran overhead instead of buried, so could 

be knocked out by ice or high winds.   The technicians who 

maintained and installed their equipment had to demonstrate a 

rudimentary understanding of these principles as well, or he/she 

didn't get the required credentials to install and maintain such 
systems.   

 

As both professionals and volunteers look at the emergency 

communications tool kit of today we have a tendency to overlook 

or ignore those tried and true techniques and assumptions from 

yesterday, because we have so many tools that do so much for us.  

We pick up the little device, push a couple buttons, and instantly 

we're in touch.  Daughter may be across the continent at the 

university, but she's a button push away.  Grandma carries an 

emergency cell phone in the car, and has the number for 

emergency roadside assistance programmed in it.  Uncle Joe 
bought a new car last year that will take all the pain and worry 

out of summoning assistance, or even report its location if stolen.   

 

Is it any wonder that we take all this for granted?  It's there, like 

the air we breathe.  Call the wife when leaving the office and find 

out what dinner plans are and if anything is needed from the 

supermarket on your way home.  Tune in a soccer match from 


