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Recommendations for an Emergency Radio System

n North Plainfield, residents set aside their silenced

computers and smart phones, after Hurricane Sandy

effectively cut the cord to the worldwide web. Instead,

people in the know broke out their old transistor
radios, which still worked admirably or got in their cars,
and tuned to 1630 AM.

North Plainfield is unusual for a town of its size—we
maintain and operate a federally-licensed “Travelers Infor-
mation Station” {TIS} which is able to function on less cur-
rent than a couple of incandescent lamps, The AM station
1630 made it possible for us to provide updates of local
emergency information at the height of the storm and
throughout the power outage.

Typically, our emergency station alternated messages
hetween the local and the national weather station in New
York City. At the height of Sandy, VHF weather reception
from NYC deteriorated very badly. At that juncture, the
station’s message queue was adjusted to carry local
announcements only. It became a pure "barker” of local
information in continuous two-minute parcels of carefully
written, direct announcements of where-to-go/where-not-
to-go/what was open/emergency phone numbers and the
like. We also provided information on shelters and feed-

SOoLID STATE &

30 NEW JERSEY MUNICIPALITIES FEBRUARY 90i3

By Michael Gicrdarno, Jr., Mavyor
& Rich Phoenix, Borough Clerk,
MNoreh Plaintfield Borough

ing, charging and warming centers in town. On election
day, we added the polling locations and district numbers
1o the message.

The announcements ran on a continuous basis with
updates as appropriate. At times, we were updated the mes-
sage three and four times a day, to reflect changing condi-
tions. The radio station was kept alive day and night via a
single Honda generator. Borough personnel from the
Department of Public Works and the Fire and Police Depart-
ments refueled the generator periodically on a round-robin
basis. The changeover to generator power was implemented
by the Clerk and Fire Departiment at the Department of Pub-
lic Works garage at the height of the storm.

The AM radio transmitter, its memory unit, weather
receiver and antenna network are located away from the
fray, in a securely wall-mounted aluminum box at the DPW
garage. The fire department provided the generator and
heavy-duty extension cord so that the generator could be
situated in a gated outdoor yard, preventing carbon
monoxide infiltration.

Our town clerk, a federally-licensed radiotelephone oper-
ator, re-wired the transmitter from commercial to dedicat-
ed generator power. Further, he babysat the generator and




transmitter for better than three
hours in the (very dark and drafty)
garage at the height of Sandy to
assure that the broadcast was reliable
and stable. He was on hand (alone)
with his crank radio and somewhat
dodgy personal cell phone that had to
be taken outside into the wind and
rain to capture an adequate signal.

THE AM STATION 1630
MADE IT POSSIBLE FOR
US TO PROVIDE UPDATES
OF LOCAL EMERGENCY
INFORMATION AT THE
HEIGHT OF THE STORM
AND THROUGHOUT
THE POWER OUTAGE.

As a result of these efforts, the bor-
ough's phone system never actually
failed. AM 1630 can be programmed
via a hard-wired telepheone line from
anywhere in the world with the prop-
er set of codes. There have been occa-
sions when the Clerk programmed the
station via cell from a remote location
without a problem. By a bit of good
fortune, the garage provides a highfy-
efficient antenna installation that
allows the AM signal to blanket North
Plainfield as none other. Better stifl—
the antenna is exceedingly low pro-
file, which minimizes its vulnerability
to high winds and icing. Despite
Sandy's fierce winds, the antenna was
never compromised, (It's the size of a
simple ground plane CB antenna with-
out radials.)

The station runs a spartan 10 watts,
which is 1/100th the power of WCTC in
New Brunswick, 1/5,000th the power of
WARBC. On a good car radio, you can
hear our station clearly into our neigh-
boring towns of Watchung, Scotch
Ptains, Plainfield and Green Brook.

To achieve best results with this
unigue kind of station, there are key
parameters to observe, You are living

with Part 90 of the Federal Communi-
cations Commission rules and regula-
tions. These are to be taken most seri-
ously. Violate them, and you could be
in line for a hefty fine. If your munici-
pal attorney is not familiar with
broadcast law, be sure to consult
sormeone who is, such as a seasoned,
licensed radio amateur. There are
strict requirements as to program con-
tent and fegal over-the-air station
identification.

In real world terms, you should be
concerned about content-content-
content—just like in real estate,
where “location-location-location™ is
key. Everything broadcast by your sta-
tion should be current and germane
to conditions in your town, Qutdated
information will damage your town’s
image as a source of vital information.

Sandy has demonstrated the vulnera-
bility of modern wireless communica-
tions systems. The internet failed in
homes throughout the North Plainfield
Borough and in the municipal building.
Heroic efforts by the Police Chief
included the emergency instailation of
Verizon WiFi internet connectivity in
the municipal building at the height of
the event, We are a highly reliable,
sophisticated public entity with excel-
fent resources and trained personnel.
Residents that could sustain reliable
connectivity with “new” media, such as
computers, smartphones, even cell
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Radic Comes to the Rescue

phones, were rare. Aithough the inter-
net and all of the "new” technologies
seem to be everyone's darlings, they
remain highly vulnerable.

For those who oppose cell towers for
aesthetic reasons, Sandy was a practi-
cal lesson. Cell services were weak-
ened and failed in many cases when
hybrid hard-wired phone connections
winked out. "Hybrid” is meant to
include any sort of “wired” telephone
service reliant on commercial power,
such as fibre-optic technology. The
phones go out and stay out with the
tights. In contrast, there were persis-
tent reports from individuals who had
maintained their old copper-wired
telephone service and could call out
and receive calls.

Television was vulnerable and useless,
Those relying on cable and satellite
had no reception. All such services
require commercial or generator power
to operate.

The simple, AM radio proved most
effective during this emergency.

Even in the current jarnes Bond Sky-
fall film, there is a key moment when
007 hauis out a little piece of electron-
ics and addresses his perplexed pur-
suers with the simple word, "radio” as
his helicopter-borne rescuers heave
into view! Radio is still basic and
affordable, and a TIS station is a valu-
able part of your town’s safety con-
tract with its residents. a
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