
Operation Wildfire conducted on Sat., Oct. 01, 2011

    To further develop and refine operational skills with respect to conveyance of varying forms of 
traffic using both voice and digital means (Winlink-AirMail), and to become familiar with the physical 
layout and potential geographical challenges when operating from the Pulaski County EOC.
 
    Participants were Josh Tolbert, Pulaski County Emergency Manager, Phil Foster (AJ4HJ), ARES 
Montgomery County, and Roger Bell (N4FPA) A.E.C.-ARES, Pulaski County.  Portable operations 
were sited at Pulaski County Administration Building in the EOC Conference Room.   In order to 
provide for maximum situational awareness, we used two dual-band VHF/UHF radios and one single 
band VHF radio, in addition to a dedicated Winlink station.  We placed a 28 foot high portable antenna 
mast with two 3 element beams separated 16 feet vertically to access/monitor voice nets originating to 
the south - southeast and southwest of our location in the Town of Pulaski. Two hundred feet from our 
primary beam antennas, a second 12 foot high portable mast/stand with a 2mtr J-Pole antenna was 
placed.  This permitted us to monitor the 147.180 N4NRV Repeater in Dublin in addition to the 
146.985 repeater located on Poor mountain in Roanoke. A brick, three story building separated the two 
antenna setups, thus desensing was negated. Three 150 ft runs of double shielded, RG8X and RG8U 
coax were used. Although there is a bank of electrical transformers located 100 feet from the EOC in 
addition to a substantial number of older fluorescent lighting units in the EOC, we did not experience 
any RFI during the SET.
 
    Between 8:30a.m. and 8:50 a.m., viable access was confirmed on all designated voice net 
frequencies and via Winlink gateway/digis of W4GHS-10 W4GHS-5 and W4GHS-10 K4EZ-6.   From 
approximately 9:20 a.m. and thereafter, access to this Winlink gateway became substantially delayed 
due to obvious amount of overwhelming packet traffic originating from other participating Winlink 
stations located throughout Southwest Virginia.  Due to this, we were not able to pass traffic via this 
Winlink gateway for the remainder of the set. Unfortunately, from this location we could not access the 
Floyd Winlink gateway. 
    From our location, we were able to monitor several voice nets simultaneously and determine how 
traffic was flowing throughout the exercise. Given the difficulties with our accessing the Winlink 
gateway, we relied 100% on the primary voice net(s) to convey traffic, and found that the majority of 
time that traffic could be conveyed without lengthy delays.  At other times, there was substantial delay 
due to heavy use of primary voice net.  As a result, we could only convey six of the ten items of 
assigned traffic and received responses on three.
 
   Setup of our equipment in an unfamiliar location took 95 minutes, with two voice and one Winlink 
station fully operational by 8:20 AM.  We were please that no RFI challenges existed. The use of the 
Pulaski County EOC facility provides us with a sound operating knowledge of this position, which will 
be of substantial value in the event we are called upon by the County to assist and/or to provide 
emergency communications.  This exercise permitted us to further refine and enhance our operational 
knowledge regarding communication challenges that can and will arise during emergency operations.  
Thus, the overloaded Winlink gateway provided a real-time challenge to our communications 
flexibility and again reflects a situation which could likely occur during a real communications 
emergency.   
   In addition, this set provided the opportunity for our new emergency manager to become familiar 
with the communications capacity that can be provided by amateur radio. He made excellent inquiries 
as to areas of our operational expertise to include the various amateur radio repeater systems used, 
range, etc., and of the potential capacity for Winlink to move traffic in and out of an affected area. 
 



   With respect to the overall handling of traffic as monitored on the various voice nets, and because 
this was a training exercise, it permitted individuals who were unfamiliar with net operations and/or the 
handling of traffic to gain valuable experience. Thus, it is understandable that on a number of 
occasions, traffic would have been conveyed in a more concise and expedient manner if the operators 
had prior experience in handling traffic.  As a rule, Net Control redirected traffic appropriately. The 
transfer of traffic to other voice nets and a situational awareness of where operators had been directed 
can be improved upon.  Again, this comes with experience of which this SET provided.  It is obvious 
that we collectively need more frequent training with regard to overall net protocol, which includes 
advising Net Control of our in/out net status.
 
    It is clear that we must maintain net protocols while retaining our flexibility to utilize all resources 
available to us for the conveyance of  traffic on a timely and accurate basis.   Josh Tolbert, E. M., 
Pulaski County, Phil Foster, AJ4HJ and I,  convey our collective thanks to Glen Sage, W4GHS for his 
endeavors in establishing the SET, and to all the SET participants for their dedication to providing 
emergency communications.
 
By: Roger Bell, N4FPA
AEC - Pulaski County ARES
Oct. 15, 2011
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