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According to the FCC news release announcing this event, “the Summit will focus on communications and coordination between the health care sector, first responders, government and industry in preparation for a pandemic.  The panel discussions will also highlight ways that communications may be expanded and enhanced in response to a pandemic and how the communications industry will serve an instrumental role in such a response.”
Other kinds of disasters – hurricanes, floods, forest fires, tornados, earthquakes, and industrial accidents, for example – occur more frequently in the USA than pandemics and thus are the most typical contexts of emergency communications. The “all else” that fails during these typical disasters, large and small, has to do with power outages, jammed telephone lines, infrastructure destruction, and so on. It is “stuff” that fails. Hams arrive with different “stuff” and keep communications moving until normal circuits are back on line.
In a pandemic, however, the “stuff” may be just fine, at least in the beginning. Instead, it is human beings that fail, because they are too sick or too frightened to go to work and do their jobs. The failure of “stuff” in a pandemic is secondary, occurring when there are too few healthy people available to operate and maintain communications systems.

The fact that pandemics affect human assets rather than material ones requires a different mind set for officials involved in preparedness. It is difficult not to continue fighting the devil you know. All the presenters at this conference had experience in regular disasters, including 9/11 as well as natural disasters. None of them had experience in pandemic situations, and I could see them struggling to stay in the pandemic context and not fall back into talking about preparedness-as-usual.
Is the danger of an influenza pandemic blown out of proportion? I was certainly willing to write off pandemic influenza as mostly of interest to people really looking for something to worry about, until the conference moderator told us that the last three influenza pandemics – 1918, 1957, and 1968 – together killed more than 52 million people world wide. Most of them died during the 1918 Spanish influenza outbreak, but even in the 1957 and 1968 outbreaks, a lot of people died of influenza in the USA. 
According to the experts from the World Health Organization, we already live in what is called a pandemic alert period because of avian influenza. Avian influenza has pandemic potential, unlike the seasonal influenzas that most of us get shots for every year. 
This conference was not about Amateur Radio, and in fact Amateur Radio was not even mentioned. I did not see any of the Amateurs from DHS and NCS whom I expected to attend the conference. Nevertheless, there were thought-provoking comments relevant to what hams do and the challenges we may encounter in assisting during an unfamiliar kind of disaster.

The first panel was composed of first responders (New York City 911, for example) and representatives of response agencies (American Red Cross, for example). This discussion was not well structured and tended to drift off topic, often far away from communications. The second panel was composed of communications industry representatives – Internet, cable TV, wireless telephones. This discussion was better structured and more informative. Too bad about half of the people in the audience left during the break between sessions.
Rather than recite the play-by-play, I am going to give you a bullet list of what I found to be the most thought-provoking points made during the day. My comments in italics follow each point.
· Instead of evacuating, people would be told to shelter in place (i.e., stay home). This would result in an unprecedented surge on the Internet because of telecommuting. People trying to contact relatives by e-mail and telephone would further overload circuits. Uninfected but frightened people (termed the “worried well”) would be calling authorities repeatedly for reassurance. What would be the effect of these overloads on our radio e-mail and VoIP-type systems?
· Because many people are too sick or too frightened of getting sick to report to work, it will be difficult to keep communications systems (Internet, broadcasting, cable, telephones, etc.) maintained and operating. Will Amateur Radio volunteers be too sick or too frightened to serve? They have had the courage to go into dangerous areas in the past, but this is a danger of a different kind.Will we have the number of volunteers needed to meet our commitments?
· Hospital preparedness programs are shifting from a focus on bio-terrorism to an all-hazards approach, emphasizing training within hospitals and with first responders and government authorities. Interoperability is expected. Changes in hospital response plans affect Amateur Radio groups that work with hospitals.
· “Shelter in place” protocols are intended to keep people away from each other and keep sick people out of the workplace, to fight the spread of infection. How will this affect traditional schemes of deploying Amateur Radio emergency communcators? There will be no shelters. 
· Voice and data communications with PODs (Points of Distribution) will be critically important. PODs are set up for distribution of anti-viral medication to the public from the Strategic National Stockpile. The POD concept, which brings large numbers of people together, seems to me to be contrary to the shelter in place concept, which keeps them apart. Be that as it may, will Amateurs be called upon to provide communications at PODs? And if they are, will they consent to serve where contact with the general public may increase the risk of infection?
· Other kinds of disasters, major and minor, will continue to occur during a pandemic. Decisions will have to be made about the best use of Amateur Radio assets.
· The public must receive accurate, rapidly-disseminated information to prevent panic, control rumors, reduce non-emergency calls to 911, and shape public behavior in desired ways. Broadcasters and the Web will be key to pushing out the information. The ARRL is already developing ways to push information to Amateurs as a result of lessons learned from Katrina. Pushing out information is an important concept. This is vastly more efficient than expecting Staff to cope with huge numbers of individual e-mails and phone calls.
· A public health emergency might not be a pandemic but rather some other kind of threat to public health – bio-terrorism, disease outbreaks following a natural disaster. Some emergency preparedness officials are trying to think in more general terms that would apply to non-pandemic threats as well as to pandemics. There is much to be said for not becoming mired down in details and losing perspective.
· Information may come from unexpected sources. The SARS outbreak several years ago was unknown outside of a remote area in China until it was mentioned on a social networking site and came by chance to the attention of USA officials. The ARRL is improving our ability to receive and evaluate information about emergency management. One does not immediately think of Twitter and Facebook as em comm resources, but they could be if we have the imagination to use them creatively.
· Continuity of operations is an important concept for all sorts of entities. Americans have become reliant on sophisticated services which take a lot of maintaining by a lot of employees and volunteers. Have we thought about and planned for continuity of operations for our Field Organization and our Headquarters Staff?
In a discussion of maintaining communications infrastructure, the man from Time-Warner Cable made a comment that really caught my attention. He said that credentialing and getting through police lines is a big problem for his company’s repair workers during disasters. The Time-Warner man said the company has to address this in each jurisdiction by educating police departments about why it is important to let the cable workers get through to the sites needing repair. We Amateurs are not the only communications workers who have credentials problems!
The entire conference was streamed on the Internet and can be viewed there still, if you have four hours for it. The real-time closed captioning will remind you why those of us with good hearing should be grateful. “Inter-agency” became “inner agency,” “coal-fired generators” became “goal-fired generators,” “previous panelist” became “priest paneling,” and “Nintendo” became “detention.” Some of this is funny and even borderline poetry – if you are not dependent on it to make sense of what people are saying.
I was able to get an extra set of the conference handouts and will be sending them to Dennis Dura.

The following Web sites are useful for context. The first one has the conference news release and the link to the video record of the event.

Information on this conference (www.fcc.gov/pshs/summits/pandemic/)

CDC Crisis and Emergency Risk Communications: Pandemic Influenza (www.bt.cdc.gov/cerc/panflu/overview.asp)

HHS Pandemic Influenza Plan, Supplement 10 Public Health Communications (www.hhs.gov/pandemicflu/plan/sup10.html)

