
2021 WHIRLWINDBOOM DISASTER COMMUNICATIONS EXERCISE
MADISON COUNTY, FLORIDA PARTICIPATION

MARCH 19, 2021

On March 19, 2021 Madison County, Florida Emergency Management and Amateur Radio 
Emergency Services participated in a regional disaster communications exercise directed by 
Gordon Gibby out of Alachua County and sponsored by the Florida Baptist Disaster Relief 
Communications Ministry.  The exercise plan meets the requirements of Homeland Security 
HSEEP for required exercises of this type.

Madison County, Florida Goals for this exercise:

1.  Establish command and control when the EOC is not available.
2.  Determine functionality and range of local commercial and amateur repeater systems.
3.  Test simplex radio range on commercial and amateur radio frequencies.
4.  Develop interoperability communications between Emergency Management and ARES.
5.  Create and pass messages via available two-way radio circuits.
6.  Adapt to changes in communications infrastructure.
7.  Respond to special needs requests.

The exercise began at 1900 hours on Friday evening, March 19, 2021 with following local 
simulated conditions:
1.  No landline telephone service.
2.  No cell telephone service.
3.  No internet capability.
4.  No commercial electricity.
5.  No staffing at the EOC.
6.  County 400 foot communications tower down.

Madison County Amateur Radio Services (ARES) established a radio net at 1903 with Dan 
(W1JXG) as Net Control Operator.  He made a list of available amateur radio operators on the 
Lee, Florida 145.190 repeater which was on emergency battery power (see Dan's ICS 214).  Pat 
(K4NRD) at 1916 made contact with Emergency Management Director Leigh Basford on the EM 
commercial 159.210 repeater establishing interoperability  between Emergency Management and 
Amateur Radio Emergency Services (See Pat's ICS 214).  Director Basford was at her home 
simulating the inability to get to the EOC because of downed trees.  She had to use the County 
EM pick-up truck for all of her communications. During the course of the two hour exercise the EM 
Director generated seven (7) messages going to the Florida Division of Emergency Management 
or the Taylor County, Florida Emergency Management office in Perry, Florida (see Leigh's ICS 
214).

At 1935 Pat (K4NRD) made contact with Taylor County, Florida Emergency Management Deputy 
Director John Houk (W4JJJ) establishing interoperability between Madison County Emergency 
Management and Taylor County Emergency Management.  At that time a message requesting 
mutual aid was passed to Taylor County EM from Madison County EM Director Basford through 
Pat (K4NRD) via the EM commercial repeater and then to the Taylor County amateur 145.350 
repeater.  During the period 1931-1935 Pat (K4NRD) made attempts to contact Jefferson County 
on their 145.340 repeater and Leon County on their 147.030 repeater but received no response.
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Luis (W4LAG) called Pat (K4NRD) on the Lee 145.190 repeater at 2006 and said he would 
respond to the special needs request from Director Basford for a bilingual (Spanish) radio 
operator.  He was instructed to simulate reporting to the Madison Central School shelter.  

Inject #1:  At 2006 all operators were notified that the Lee 145.190 repeater was down and 
unavailable for communications.  As per the local ARES Plan amateur radio communications were 
moved to 146.550 simplex.  Bob (KF4JPI) took over as Net Control and made a list of available 
operators (see Bob's ICS 214).  It is important to note that amateur radio operators from Lowndes 
County, Georgia and Taylor County, Florida had simplex capability and reached Net Control.  As a 
result messages for Florida Division of Emergency Management in Tallahassee continued to go 
through the South Georgia stations and on to Tallahassee via the regular telephone lines.  At the 
same time interoperability was maintained with Taylor County, Florida.

Inject #2:  At 2030 the Emergency Management repeater was “taken down”and simulated to be 
not available.  A prearranged shift to simplex took place with EM Director Basford establishing 
communications with Pat (K4NRD) on the County Fire Tac 1 channel (151.4375).  Interoperability 
was maintained between the EM truck and Pat's (K4NRD) home base station antenna at 17 feet 
over a distance of approximately 15 miles.

Inject #3:  At 2035 the back-up ARES 145.110 repeater on a 60 foot tower south of I-10 mm 262 
was placed in to service.  Stations on 146.550 simplex were asked to switch to the back-up 
repeater.  Dan (W1JXG) became Net Control Operator and took roll of all stations able to reach 
the 145.110 repeater (see Dan's ICS 214).  Stations in Perry were able to reach the short range 
back-up repeater and interoperability was maintained with Taylor County EM.  Bob (KF4JPI) was 
asked to maintain watch on 146.550 and handle any needs there with Georgia or Florida stations 
unable to reach the145.110 repeater.

At 2102 all participating agencies/operators had been notified the exercise had ended.  All 
messages had been delivered.
NOTE:  One observer (Bill, KA4BEF) had changed his assignment when he felt he could better 
serve when there was a need to offer additional assistance in getting traffic to the South Georgia 
amateur radio operators that needed to get to FDEM in Tallahassee.  This showed initiative and 
good practice in getting messages through.

Assessment of Goal Achievement

1.  Establish command and control when the EOC is not available.  Attained. EM Director 
Leigh Basford worked out of her County EM truck/mobile radio parked in her yard at home.  She 
had tried using a handie-talkie but it would not reach the EM repeater on the EOC 40 foot tower.

2.  Determine functionality and range of local commercial and amateur repeaters. Attained.  
Pat (K4NRD) was able to work through the EM commercial repeater with 5 watts and an outdoor 
dualband (UHF/VHF) antenna at 17 feet.  Director Basford was not able to use the EM repeater 
with her handheld radio but her mobile radio worked extremely well.  Three amateur radio 
operators from Taylor County, Florida were able to use the 145.190 and the 145.110 repeaters and
three from South Georgia (Lowndes and Lanier Counties) were able to use the 145.190 repeater.
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3.  Test simplex radio range on commercial and amateur frequencies.  Attained.  South 
Georgia operators were able to check in to the 146.550 net and also pass traffic simplex on other 
frequencies.  EM Director Basford was able to maintain communications with Pat (K4NRD) on the 
County Fire Tac 1 simplex channel (151.4375) for continuous interoperability.  Taylor County , 
Florida operators checked in to the 146.550 simplex net.  Loosing repeaters did not impede the 
sending and receiving of message traffic.

4.  Develop interoperability communications between Madison County, Florida Emergency 
Management and Madison County, Florida Amateur Radio Emergency Services.  Attained.  
Allowing amateur use of public service commercial frequencies established a never-broken line of 
two-way radio communications through which all EM traffic was passed.  EM Director Leigh 
Basford and ARES EC Pat Lightcap (K4NRD) established and maintained contact throughout the 
exercise on the EM 159.210 repeater and the County Fire Tac 1 simplex channel 151.4375.

5.  Create and pass messages via available radio circuits.  Partially Attained.  Message traffic
on VHF circuits should be improved by using standard message formats i.e. ARRL Radiogram, or 
ICS 213 forms.  Messages were less formal but did include “To” and “From” indicators and who 
authorized the message.  No traffic was completed using HF resources.  SHARES was mentioned 
in preplanning documents but there was no explanation what it was.  WINLINK was not useful and 
Bob (WA1TCC) made many attempts but found no usable access.  He was the primary HF station 
with Dan (W1JXG) as HF back-up.  Signals were not good, frequencies crowded, and much 
frustration was felt.  No response from Jefferson County or Leon County on their local repeaters.

6.  Adapt to changes in communications infrastructure.  Attained.  As injects moved 
communications from repeaters to simplex channels the ability to pass messages was never lost.  
For years Madison County ARES has practiced simplex nets along with repeater nets.  In this 
exercise it was learned that out-of-county and out-of-state stations can be actively involved in VHF
communications in Madison County, Florida.  The out-of-state operators in South Georgia willingly 
stepped up to take traffic to be sent by their telephone circuits to State officials in Tallahassee.

7.  Respond to special needs requests.  Attained.  EM Director Basford requested a bilingual 
(Spanish-English) radio operator for the shelter at Madison Central School.  Madison County 
ARES has two bilingual (Spanish) members and one of them, Luis (W4LAG) volunteered to take 
that assignment.  There are two additional new ARES members that may be able to provide the 
same service.
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Improvement Plan

1.  Have at least two amateur radio operators assigned as Net Control Operators for each net.  
One could act as record keeper unless needed to take over the net.

2.  Create a written agreement/memorandum of agreement (MOU) that authorizes ARES members
access to specific County radio frequencies.

3.  Develop SHARES utilization to enhance HF communications capabilities. 

4.  Develop funding for an auto-start generator for the Lee 145.190 repeater site to back-up the 
battery support already in place.

5.  Transfer under-utilized existing County UHF and VHF repeaters to Emergency Management for
interoperability among all County departments.

6.  Develop a countywide disaster communications plan involving all County departments and non 
government organizations (NGO's).

7.  Place an fx1 control station meeting the Florida 6.1 meter rule at the home of the Emergency 
Manager to use to access the EM repeater.

8.  Verify that the Emergency Management repeater frequency is programmed in the County fire 
radios and the County sheriff's radios.

9.  Have the Emergency Management repeater frequency  programmed in to the FDEM Regional 
Coordinator's radio.

10.  Provide an EOC communications orientation for the Madison County Manager and the FDEM 
Regional Coordinator.

Respectively submitted,

Dated March 23, 2021

                                                                                 

         /LB/                                                                              
______________________________________     ______________________________________
Leigh Basford, Madison County                               Patrick E. Lightcap, Madison County 
Emergency Management Director                            Emergency Coordinator for ARES
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