Topic 5b1: The Net Control Station
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Objectives
[bookmark: text1553anc]
Following completion of this Topic, you will become aware of how the Net Control Station (NCS) runs a net, and the many skills required to do so.
  
Student Preparation Required:
                           
· None required for this Learning Unit.

[bookmark: text1760anc]The NCS
[bookmark: text10474anc][bookmark: text1761anc]
Formal (directed) nets will always have one station “in control.” This station is known as the “Net Control Station” (NCS), and its operator as the “NCS operator.” Think of the NCS operator as sort of a “traffic cop,” directing the orderly flow of messages. His or her skills are critical to the success of any emergency communication net. For this reason many emergency communication groups elect to have training and even classes designed to teach and train operators in NCS skills. Practice sessions are often helpful for this purpose, and many ARES groups schedule regular weekly practice sessions.   

[bookmark: text1765anc]When Do You Need An NCS?
[bookmark: text10475anc][bookmark: text1766anc]
All formal (directed) nets require an NCS. Formal nets are used to maintain order when a large number of stations are in the net, or when a large volume of messages is being sent. The NCS operator decides who speaks when, in which order messages are passed, and keeps a log of which messages went where and when, and a list of messages that have yet to be passed.
 
Some informal nets will have a “standby” NCS, although by definition informal nets are not controlled. This person is there to keep things organized when necessary, to answer questions, keep the frequency clear, and to step in and “upgrade” the net to “formal” status if it becomes necessary. This often happens with initially light-duty nets that have the potential to grow as the situation evolves. SKYWARN tornado watch nets are a good example. During the “watch” phase, not much is happening other than informal sharing of information between observers. If a tornado appears, the traffic on channel will increase, and if damage occurs on the ground, the net could quickly evolve into a high-volume disaster relief net. Having an NCS operator on standby helps make this a smooth transition.

[bookmark: text1770anc]How Important Is A Well-Trained Operator?
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Have you ever listened to or participated in a poorly run net? One where routine messages are passed on-channel, while emergency or priority messages wait in line? Or where the NCS operator “loses his cool” and alienates half the net’s members? Or nets where messages are not kept organized, are lost, changed, or misdirected?
 
The value of the NCS operator’s skill is unquestionable. A well run net meets the needs of the served agency – a poorly run net can end Amateur Radio’s relationship with the agency altogether.
 
The NCS operator must be a good organizer, and know how to defuse tension and stress with an appropriate sense of humor. The NCS operator also must have the ability to absorb new terminology quickly, as there is no more fertile environment for the growth of jargon than in the emergency management community!
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The Right Stuff
[bookmark: text10477anc][bookmark: text1776anc]
Do you have what it takes to become a good NCS operator? Here is a short list of basic pre- requisites:
 
· A clear speaking voice – someone who talks as though they have a mouthful of marbles won’t do.

· Fluency in the language – if you have a thick accent or cannot use the language precisely, it may make it difficult for others to understand you accurately.

· The ability to handle mental and physical stress for long periods. Information and demands will be coming at you from all directions all at once, sometimes for hours on end. Can you handle it without losing your composure, or your voice?   Can you think and act quickly when seconds count using prudence and are you able to make decisions under pressure?  

· The ability to listen and comprehend in an often noisy and chaotic environment. Can you tune out all the distractions and focus only on the job at hand?

· Good hearing - If you have a hearing loss that makes it tough to understand human voices, NCS of a voice net is not the job for you. Hams with limited hearing problems may elect to act as NCS for a digital mode net, according to one’s abilities.

· The ability to write legibly what you hear, as you receive it.

· Above-average general knowledge and operating skills in the modes used (phone, digital, or CW).  
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Transferable” Skills
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Some of the skills you use in everyday amateur radio activities will be useful in your position as NCS operator.
 
· A well-designed and maintained station is critical to success. You must be able to choose the correct antenna, know how to get the best sound from your microphone, be radio agile, knowing how to operate, program and maintain the radio on short notice and have all controls and supplies within easy reach.  

· You need to understand propagation so that you can choose the appropriate frequency as band conditions change. DXers learn how to pick weak signals out of the noise, and deal with crowded band conditions. Many of the skills used in contesting are applicable to controlling a net. Both activities involve dealing with many stations on the same frequency at the same time. The contester running a pile-up will try to contact as many stations as possible in the least amount of time. The mission of the NCS operator is to move as much traffic as possible in the least amount of time, accurately and effectively.

[bookmark: text1791anc]”Learned” Skills
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A good NCS operator is trained, not born. Here are some skills you may need to learn to perform at your best.
 
· Working as a team player to achieve the goals of the net

· Effective leadership skills – keeping the team on track and motivated by developing a confident, self-assured management style

· Decisiveness – the ability to make quick and appropriate decisions

· Record keeping – log sheets (writing, thinking and talking all at once)

· Planning ahead – net scripts, assignments, materials on-hand

· HF propagation and antenna choices – knowing when to move to a different band

· Dealing with stress – a “burned-out” operator is a danger to the net

· Delegation – knowing when and how to “hand off” some jobs and responsibilities

· A working knowledge of the Incident Command System (ICS) and how we fit in

[bookmark: text1796anc]Learning And Practicing Your Skills
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Book learning alone will not make you a competent NCS operator. It takes practice to learn these skills in a way that they will be ingrained and useful in a real emergency. Continued practice is necessary to maintain these skills once learned. Local nets on a weekly basis with rotation of NCS operators is a good way to gain practice, which is often done by many ARES groups.  
 
Net control skills can be learned and honed through classroom sessions, tabletop exercises, and regularly scheduled training nets. Actual emergency conditions can be simulated with periodic drills and simulations such as the annual Simulated Emergency Tests (SET), and public service events such as road races, marathons and bike rides. Some ARES units have simulated emergency nets weekly. For example, some have simulated emergency weather nets during the severe weather season.

To begin your own NCS training, find out if your local group offers any formal training. Some will begin with tabletop exercises, in which a group sitting around a table will simulate a net operation, taking turns as NCS and net member stations. Tabletop exercises allow quick feedback and greater interaction among participants.

Other groups will simply let you take over as NCS for several scheduled training nets. Before you do this, try to listen to other, more experienced, operators on your own net, and as many other formal nets as you can. Pay close attention to how they run the net, what scripts (if any) they use, and any mistakes they make.
 
If your group or local club provides communication support for events such as marathons, large parades, or races, these provide another opportunity to get some “real world” NCS operator experience. While the situation may or may not provide the same level of urgency and stress a disaster might, the basic skills are similar.

A real emergency is not the time to learn or practice new skills, unless there is no other option. A poorly trained or inexperienced NCS operator can do as much harm as good. This is why participation in regularly scheduled nets is important. Anyone who is or may become an NCS during a disaster or emergency is vital to the overall success of the mission.

[bookmark: text1811anc]What The NCS Operator Is NOT
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The duties of the NCS operator should be limited to running the net. This is a full-time job all by itself. The NCS operator should not be in charge of the overall communication effort, or of any portion of the response beyond his own net and shift. The Net Manager generally handles the assignment of NCS operators, frequencies, and schedules, and may also recruit members for the net. Also, it is best for the Net Control Station to work away from any location that is also a significant originating point or destination of message traffic.

References

[bookmark: text1817anc]For more information on any of the elements presented, please consult the following link:

· Public Service Communications Manual: www.arrl.org/ares
 
For more information on the net control function, please see the ARRL Operating Manual, chapter on emergency communications. See also the ARRL ARES Field Resources Manual.
 
To learn more about local ARES and NTS net operations, contact your Section Manager (SM), your Section Emergency Coordinator (SEC) or District Emergency Coordinator (DEC). For other localized information, see:
· www.arrl.org/sections
 
See the ARRL Net Directory for a list of ARES and NTS nets operating in your area. The directory can also be searched on the ARRL Web site:
· www.arrl.org/arrl-net-directory.

Review
[bookmark: text10488anc][bookmark: text1838anc]
The NCS operator is in charge of controlling the flow of information on a net. In addition to training and practice, a good NCS operator has several attributes including a clear speaking voice and patience. The Net Manager assigns an NCS for each net session or operating shift.   The duties of the NCS operator should be limited to running the net.

[bookmark: text1824anc]Student Activities
[bookmark: text10486anc][bookmark: text1825anc]
1. Participate in a formal net as a member at least twice. Review the performance of the net control stations. List five positive features and any negative features of net operation that you encountered.  
 
2. If you do not have the capability to check into a net yourself, listen to any two nets on VHF/UHF or HF and review their operations and the effectiveness of the NCS operators. Sometimes net frequencies or times change, see the ARRL Net Directory book or go to the ARRL Web site at www.arrl.org/arrl-net-directory to find the latest known information about major nets.
 
•         US Coast Guard Amateur Radio Net 14.300 or 14.313 MHz
•         International Assistance and Traffic Net: 14.303 MHz
•         East Coast Amateur Radio Service Net: 7.255 MHz
•         Mobile Emergency & County Hunter’s Net: 14.336, 14.0565 MHz
 
If you do not have a receiver capable of monitoring such nets, contact your local ARES group or 
Amateur Radio club – a member may be able to let you listen to a few nets at their station.

3. You have read that the Net Control Station is like a “traffic cop” because it directs streams of traffic. This is called an analogy. Such analogies are useful, because they depict complex ideas in terms that are familiar to us.
 
As an aid to understanding, develop your own analogies for the following:
            
A Net Control Station is like a____________ because___________.
 
A Directed Net is like a ______________ because______________.
 
An Open Net is like a________________ because______________.
 
The Guidelines for operating a net are like a_________ because___________.
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Topic 5 Section B1 Knowledge Review
[bookmark: text10489anc][bookmark: text1846anc]
In order to demonstrate mastery of the information presented in the topic, you will be asked a series of un-graded questions. There are approximately 5 questions on the following pages in multiple-choice or true/false format. Feedback will be offered to you based on the answer you provide. In some cases, you may be directed back to the area of the topic where a review might benefit you in order to find the correct answer.

Question 1

Which is the primary purpose of a “standby” NCS in an informal net?

a) To make certain that the informal sharing of information flows smoothly. 
b) To encourage others to join in the informal conversations. 
c) To upgrade the net to formal status if it becomes necessary. 
d) To acquire monthly service points.

Question 2

The NCS operator is responsible for which of the following?

a) Being in charge of the overall communication effort. 
b) Being in charge of the net during his shift. 
c) Being in charge of net operations beyond his net and shift. 
d) Being in charge of frequencies, schedules and recruiting.

Question 3

Which is least desirable time to train new operators?

a) During an emergency. 
b) During a tabletop exercise. 
c) During a public service event. 
d) During a regularly scheduled training event.

Question 4

Which best describes the primary mission of the NCS operator?

a) To train net operators. 
b) To understand the Incident Command System (ICS). 
c) To help the net move as much traffic as possible in the least amount of time, accurately and effectively. 
d) To tune out all distractions and to focus on the job at hand in an often noisy and chaotic environment.

Question 5

Which of the following does not represent “the right stuff” to become a good NCS operator?

a) [bookmark: _GoBack]The ability to handle mental and physical stress for long periods. 
b) The ability to write legibly. 
c) The desire to be seen as important in a response despite lack of training. 
d) Above average operating skills.




Correct Answers
1	c
2	b
3	a
4	c
5	c

