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Brief outline of the Earthquake Event

On February 22nd 2011 a 6.3 magnitude earthquake struck Christchurch shortly after midday. The earthquake caused considerable damage to the city with two major buildings completely collapsing, many smaller buildings that suffering partial collapse, and a death toll that finally reached 182. In the immediate aftermath, power was cut to most areas of the city, very large areas were affected by liquefaction and water supplies were disrupted. Traffic was disrupted as many roads became impassable with water and mud flows across them.

The wired telephone network remained largely operational, but cellular networks were quickly overloaded as residents attempted to locate family members who had been at work, school or were otherwise separated from each other.

Traffic volumes very quickly rose as people attempted to return home or collect children from school. Roads soon became virtually gridlocked.

In the Central Business District (CBD) a large number of visitors to the city, either people working in Christchurch for short periods or visitors such as tourists, found themselves with no refuge as the central city streets were cordoned off to allow access for the emergency services to the affected areas.

Bridges in the city were closed as engineers realised the significance of the earth movement. This further restricted access through and around the city causing even more traffic congestion.

The role of Amateur Radio 

In New Zealand, NZART has established Emergency Communications groups or “sections” associated with many of the branches of the Association. These groups make up the Amateur Radio Emergency Communications (AREC). Throughout New Zealand local AREC teams train to provide communications capability in support of Civil Defence, and Search And Rescue (SAR). Some sections, such as in Christchurch, have dedicated communications vehicles that can be quickly deployed to assist under various scenarios. The Christchurch section has two such vehicles.

During the emergency response in Christchurch, Amateur Radio operators were involved in at least two different official roles.

The first official role was to provide emergency communications for a temporary Welfare Centre established in a park (Hagley Park) close to the city centre. At that location some 600 displaced people were being given welfare assistance but there were no communication facilities available. AREC was able to respond using one of their communications vehicles to provide radio contact with the main Civil Defence Emergency Operations Centre using VHF. Communications were carried on a dedicated Civil Defence VHF repeater, and on at least one amateur VHF repeater.

This communications vehicle was manned over an approximately 48 hour period with several shifts of amateur operators until the temporary centre was closed and the people transferred to more permanent facilities.

The second official role was to support the deployment of NZ LandSAR (New Zealand Land Search & Rescue). This was the first time that NZ LandSAR has been called on to assist in a Civil Emergency. AREC have a long history of providing communications for LandSAR operations. The LandSAR role was to canvas the suburbs in the South and West of Christchurch – known as Operation West. Teams of LandSAR members were to visit every single home in the targeted areas to check on the condition of residents and to identify hazards and other significant issues in the areas. Over a period of approximately 7 days, over 80,000 homes were individually visited. A number of immediate evacuations and/or medical issues were identified and other serious situations identified and reported back to the Civil Defence team at the EOC.

LandSAR had over 350 people involved in the house to house visits and AREC provided the communications support for these teams.

Communications were primarily established on VHF channels officially set aside for use by SAR in New Zealand. AREC operators were responsible for management of radio channels, planning and sighting of portable repeaters, issuing and recovering radios and base radio operations. Toward the end of the week, this operation extended to include the whole of the Banks Peninsula immediately to the East of Christchurch. This required the establishment of two forward teams and additional portable repeaters. Provision was made for liaison on HF frequencies.

In addition to these official roles, amateurs provided other assistance to members of the local community in the immediate aftermath of the initial shocks. Reports were passed on the local VHF and UHF repeaters serving Christchurch, providing information on roads that were passable, people requiring assistance, petrol stations that were able to supply fuel and other essential services.

During this two week period the international amateur community was kept informed through HF reports by ZL3PX/ZK6EXA.

Learning Opportunities

Since the earthquake occurred, a number of learning opportunities have been identified. 
1) When an event of this magnitude occurs amateur operators are also affected. 

Just like any of the official emergency rescue service members, the first responders (including amateurs) are also immediately “affected people.” This means that family concerns, personal effects (injury and/or damage to possessions such as housing), also impact the availability and capability of amateurs to respond. Amateurs from around New Zealand rallied to support amateurs in Christchurch and it is very important to note that the amateur response over this extended period would not have been possible without this support. 

A corollary of this is that each local team needs to try and ensure that there are reserves of experience and skill within the team.  It is important that several members of each local team can take up the various organisational roles and have the skills to undertake as many as possible of the other tasks that may be required. Clearly there is no guarantee that an individual member who has always “done that” will be able or available for the actual event.

2) As far as possible Amateur Infrastructure needs to be planned for the extended loss of main’s power supply, and robust enough to survive major events

Although the amateur repeaters in and around Christchurch have battery backup, at least one of the primary VHF repeaters eventually failed after extended use until a generator supply could be connected. It should be noted that some areas of Christchurch were without power and water for more than two weeks – a much greater timeframe than the more usual weather related short term power cuts that would affect the repeaters from time to time.
3) Involvement requires an established relationship

The initial AREC tasking was made possible because of the established relationship between Civil Defence staff and AREC. Although this relationship has changed over the years as Civil Defence planning has evolved, the fact that AREC was a “known entity” meant that we were “known” and could be deployed to meet an operational need. The second role – supporting LandSAR was born out of the longstanding relationship including combined practice and real deployments of AREC and LandSAR. This meant that using AREC to provide communications support was not only a “very good fit” but released other emergency services operational staff (e.g. Police) to more critical services.
Conclusion

Although amateur radio is often viewed by non-participants as simply a hobby, it is clear that there is a great deal of service and expertise that amateurs can and do offer.  Forming formal relationships with the appropriate bodies responsible for responding to events such as Civil Emergencies is an important way to ensure that the skills and resources that amateurs can provide are both made available and also ensures that amateurs can provide a “best fit response”.

Richard Smart

ZL4FZ/ZK9EA
____________________
Recommendation:

That member Societies note the report and establish working relationships with emergency services in their country in preparation for extreme emergencies.
