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Innovative Collaborative Use of Resources to Place Amateur and 800 MHz Radios as Emergency Hospital Interoperable Communication Systems
in Southwest Kansas

Amateur radio is an activity practiced by individuals who have taken a licensure test from the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) and hold an amateur radio license. Over the years, amateur radio operators have provided emergency communications during forest fires, floods, hurricanes, and other disasters.  They serve as an important link between stricken communities and the outside world until normal communications are reestablished.  Today, the American Radio Relay League, which is composed of amateur radio operators, has approximately 150,000 members (ARRL, 1995-2007). 
This project was developed from a grassroots effort including discussions between key stakeholders on the Southwest Hospital Emergency Response Team (SHERT), a collaborative group comprised of county emergency preparedness, public health, and hospital leaders, all of whom work in an 18 county region of rural Southwest Kansas. SHERT’s primary function is to develop and maintain the Southwest Regional Hospital Plan, an all-hazards plan that establishes a single comprehensive framework for the management of regional healthcare incidents.
Since SHERT was responsible for improving the interoperable communication system, they partnered with a group of amateur radio operators from across southwest Kansas.  They organized this new partnership and created a new name for this collaborative team: The Southwest Kansas Emergency Communications Team (SKECT).

SHERT and SKECT believed that the use of amateur radio was a viable solution for solving redundant interoperable communications due to the following: 1) during emergencies, amateur radio can be used because of its reliability and its portability, and in the case of disaster, all the landlines, cell phones and local radios will be overused or non-functioning, making emergency use difficult or not possible for responders;  2) it was a highly efficient and cost effective solution; 3) a good infrastructure of basic equipment and solid technical expertise was already in place; 4) there was buy-in and excitement from the key-stakeholders and other potential partners; 5) it was a creative and novel approach to a long-standing problem; and 6) the amateur radio community in Southwest Kansas offered a bright, innovative and strong public-spirited work ethic to bring the project to fruition.
Phase 1of the project oversaw the installation of voice repeaters, or relay stations, at four sites.  These sites were chosen since the geographic location of each site allowed all hospitals in the 18-county region to communicate with one another. Each station utilized an already existing communication or electrical tower.  Phase 2 of the project included providing each hospital in the region with amateur radios, antenna, power supply, and wiring to connect the system together for each hospital.  In all, 15 of the 18 hospitals agreed to fund the equipment and FCC licensure for Phase 2.  
Phase 3 of the project involved an enhancement to the regional amateur radio infrastructure by adding the Windlink 2000 system, which is a high-frequency e-mail system, as well addition of more repeater stations. Phase 3 was fully completed after successful grant application for funding.   Phase 4 of the project called for each of the 18 hospitals and 78 ambulances in the 18 counties of the Southwest Homeland Security region to receive 800 MHz radios.  The addition of 800 MHz Radios was integral to the interoperable communication solution since it provided a system for “one to many” communication for emergency dispatchers and first responders. Additionally, supplementing communications systems with 800 MHz radios enhanced the accurate and efficient flow of life saving information.  
One of the most amazing aspects of this project – aside from the core purpose of reliable, redundant interoperable emergency communication – is how it grew, expanded, and encompassed more people, more agencies, more jurisdictions from just a few people, with 90% of the real work commitment being solely volunteer.  In a little more than two years, the amateur radio emergency communication project has developed from a grassroots concept into a reliable solution for one of the most challenging problems faced by all emergency preparedness planners, responders and first receivers, who strive to maintain public health and safety.  These problems are particularly significant, and innovative solutions more desirable, in rural environments where resources are scarce and response times are potentially longer. Several states are now looking to model this project because of its effective and cost efficient system.





































