Topic 9a: Building an ARES Organization
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Objectives
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This topic will assist the student in preparing as local ARES leadership to begin the process of building an effective ARES organization.
 
Student Preparation Required:
 
· The student should have developed a solid working knowledge of the ARES program from previous courses and learning units in this course.

Information
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If you are an EC, one of your primary responsibilities is to build and maintain an active ARES organization. This is not always an easy job, particularly in areas with few real communication emergencies.
 
In this unit, we will give you some ideas that will help build and sustain your group. One of the challenges is keeping activity at just the right level so that your members don’t get burned out yet maintain an adequate level of readiness. This will help reduce the “boom and bust” cycles that plague many organizations.

Eligibility For ARES Membership
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All that is required for ARES membership is a valid Amateur license of any class. The equipment owned by the Amateur should not be considered a limiting factor. Amateurs with limited operating ability, because of license or equipment, can always be used as secondary operators on the team. ARRL membership is required for the EC and higher positions.
 
While there are no requirements above this for ARES designation, many organizations require FEMA 100, 200, 700 & 800 as well as National Weather Service SKYWARN training for participation.

Recruiting Members
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Recruiting is an ongoing process that ensures the continued life of an ARES group. New members are important enough that an EC may want to delegate recruiting to an AEC as a regular job.
 
Why would someone want to join ARES? Serving the public, increasing knowledge of communications, ensuring the perpetuation of the Amateur Radio Service, and public recognition – to name a few. Each person will have his or her own reasons for joining. Once you are comfortable answering the inevitable question, “What’s in it for me?” you are ready to recruit.
 
Recruit for quality, not just quantity. Be sure that everyone signing-up understands the time commitment and is willing to actively participate. Large memberships look good on paper, but create false expectations on the part of the served agency if few members get the training or show up when needed.

Recruiting From Local Clubs
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Club meetings are a great place to recruit ARES members. Club members tend to enjoy interacting with other hams in person and on the air. They are also more likely to own VHF or UHF equipment to talk to other club members – a plus for effective ARES participation.
 
If the club has been cool to ARES in the past, the EC should try to find out why and adapt the presentation accordingly. A good salesman anticipates objections and is prepared to overcome them. If the club has already indicated an interest in ARES, getting its members registered in ARES will be easier. If the club is ARRL Affiliated or an ARRL Special Service Club (SSC), one of its responsibilities is to get involved in emergency communications and so there is a built-in “moral obligation” to support membership in a growing ARES unit.
 
When a club actively supports ARES activities, it should encourage new members who are interested in emergency communication and public service to sign up for ARES at the same time.

Here is a sample outline for a short ARES recruiting presentation to a club:

1. Introduce yourself.
2. Give a short talk on ARES explaining how ARES has served the public in the past, how your group intends to serve the public in the future, and the organizational structure of ARES, and any special requirements for membership.
3. Explain the time commitments required for various positions.
4. Answer questions from the audience.
5. ARES Registration Forms (FSD-98) should be distributed, filled out, and then collected.
6. Depending on the protocols in your section (check with your SEC), ARES ID cards (FSD-224) could be handed-out to new members if no prior background check is required.
7. Announce the time, date and location of the next ARES meeting, and any scheduled training activities. A handout is useful here.
Other Ways to Recruit Members:

· On the air in daily conversations.  

· Short presentations during ARES and club nets.  

· At Hamfests with a booth and display.  

· Speak about emergency communications and ARES at licensing classes.  

· Direct mail using mailing labels from ARRL.  

· Person to person (always the most effective means).

Helpful Hint
[bookmark: text9193anc]
[bookmark: text7759anc]A list of ARRL Affiliated Clubs in your area can be found on www.arrl.org/find-a-club. The ARRL Section Manager can also arrange for mailing labels for both licensed hams and clubs selected by zip code.
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Retaining Active Members

Getting people to sign up for ARES is relatively easy. Getting them to be active participants for the long term is far more difficult. A large membership list is of little use if most of the members on it are not well trained and otherwise prepared. To be successful, ARES must have a valid reason to exist, and an appropriate program designed to meet real needs. In northern states, where serious hurricanes seldom venture, tornados are rare, and earthquakes are usually tiny, it may be more difficult to hold members’ interest. Develop a communications plan and training program that is appropriate for your area.

If natural disasters are unlikely to ever create a communications emergency, consider developing other missions. For instance, you might prepare to provide backup communications for a local hospital in the event that their telephone system is ever disrupted. Your group might also consider becoming an ARESMAT (ARES Mutual Assistance Team) to assist more distant areas that do have periodic disasters. Be creative, but realistic, when looking for new missions.
 
If large-scale disasters are more likely in your area, more members are likely to be self- motivated. Both the communications plan and training should be designed to prepare members to meet the specific needs of the served agencies, and be in line with the probability of a disaster. While monthly meetings and weekly drills may be too much in some northern states, they could be imperative in some communities along the Gulf coast.

What Level Of Activity Is "Just Right"?
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The most appropriate level of activity in your group will depend on the need. Quarterly or semi- annual meetings and drills may be adequate in areas that experience very few disasters, but monthly meetings, drills and frequent nets could be critical in a place like Florida or Georgia or even severe-weather-prone northern areas. Be sure each activity has a real purpose and a clear-cut goal, driven by your communications plan. Make-work activities will not hold the interest of your members and participation will fall off. Your members have lives outside of ARES (we hope) and your activity planning should reflect that.

Variety Helps Build And Hold Interest
[bookmark: text7776anc]
Emcomm uses a wide range of skills; some of them easy to learn, others less so. Train for those you are most likely to need (following your communications plan), but do not neglect less needed skills. Do something different for each drill or set of drills.

Be Creative
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Try something novel or experimental once in a while. For instance, one ARES section was concerned that HF might not provide a reliable means of statewide communication after poor conditions caused training nets to be cancelled. Several experiments were done to find alternatives. They put a ham in a small aircraft one evening, and asked members to help determine which altitude would be most likely to offer the required coverage. On another occasion, a test was conducted on the six meter band using both SSB and simplex FM to determine whether it could be used as a viable replacement for HF when band conditions are poor. In both cases, a significant number of members who had not participated in some time took part.
 
Other ideas might include a simplex net, new or novel modes (SSTV, PSK), or using existing modes in novel ways, like doing SSTV or PSK over a repeater or simplex FM link. Your own needs and experiences will provide appropriate ideas, but be sure they serve a real purpose. For example, a simplex net with careful recording of who can and cannot “make it” to the NCS may well reveal that simplex can be an unexpectedly effective alternative for emergency nets when a repeater goes down.

Public Service Events
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Especially in areas with low disaster probability, use public service events as your primary source of activity and training, since many of the skills are easily transferable to an emergency situation. Create various net structures that mimic those required in a large-scale disaster. Where possible, focus on larger public service events, leaving the smaller ones for local clubs, and avoid doing too many, since doing so can quickly “burn out” your members.

Multiple Membership Classifications
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The work of planning and preparing for emergencies can usually be done by a small group of dedicated active members. This is especially true in low probability areas.
Consider creating two levels of membership:

· “Active”

· “Trainable Reserves”  
 
For instance, active members might be required to maintain a specified level of training and readiness. Reserve members may only be required to keep their equipment ready for deployment, and attend one training event per year, or just be on the list and willing to respond when called. Set the standards according your area’s needs. If you opt for a “reserve” membership level, your active members must be prepared to offer expedient on-the-job training. This is covered in detail in the unit on Spontaneous Volunteers in the course.

A Danger To Avoid
[bookmark: text7796anc]Do not feel you have to accept everyone who volunteers. When you are short of qualified volunteers, the temptation is to accept almost anyone who expresses an interest. Nothing does more damage to a small team than bringing in the wrong kind of volunteer. These folks fall into two categories:

· The “wannabe.” He does not have the intellect to be or do anything of real importance, and really does not want to put in the effort to gain the necessary skills and attitude. The ego boost from looking and acting important are all this guy wants. He can do more damage to your relationship with served agencies than almost anything else.  

· The “disturbed” personality. Unfortunately, these folks can be hams too. They may be perpetually angry, certain that they are better at everything than anyone else, demand to be put in charge, or display a range of other difficult or dangerous behaviors.  

It is better to be short-handed than to accept either one of these problem volunteers. Both can do serious damage to your team’s reputation, and both can waste valuable time and resources.
 
Saying “no” must be done with care and tact. If you have an official list of minimum standards (you should), and they do not meet them, politely explain the situation and thank them for their kind offer. You can then suggest ways they can make themselves better able to meet the agency’s needs in the future. Another technique is to ask if they are willing to submit to a quick police background check, whether this is likely or not. Many people have pasts they would rather keep private. Some of these folks will not give up easily, so be firm but friendly. Remember, some of these people may try to jam your net if angered. As a last resort, consider putting these volunteers into jobs where they can do little or no harm.

[bookmark: text7806anc]The Legal Side To Background Checks And Selective Membership

Your group may have one or more served agencies that require background checks, or at least some reasonable certainty that your members are of good character and have stable personalities. Should you be selective or require background checks? This is what ARRL General Counsel Chris Imlay has said on the subject:

 “We have always maintained, as a general matter, that we can reject an ARES volunteer for any reason or no reason. We simply don’t have to accept volunteer service from everyone. However, there is no justification for rejection of certain persons in protected classes from our programs. We can’t reject someone from ARES, for example, because they are a member of a racial minority, or based on sex, age, religion, or sexual orientation, so we do need to monitor the reason why a particular person is not accepted into a local ARES program.
 
As to the criminal history, it is reasonable to ask on a form whether or not the person has been convicted of a crime, but which crimes have to be reported? Traffic violations? Drunk driving? Some forms exempt “minor traffic violations” from the list that have to be reported. I have always thought it best for us not to get into background checks for ARES membership, though I realize that many served organizations require such as a condition of participation. So I guess the best approach is to ask the question whether a person has been convicted of a crime other than minor traffic violations, and if so, ask them to explain the circumstances.”

ARES groups should not become directly involved in performing or contracting for background checks in order to avoid any personal liability if any of the information proves faulty. Background checks done by commercial firms can be expensive, and vary widely in their effectiveness and accuracy. Most served agencies that require background checks will handle them for you.

[bookmark: text7816anc]Preventing Duplication Of Effort

If you are thinking about expanding or starting a new organization, do other emergency communication support groups already exist? Are they capable of meeting the needs? Is there really a need for a separate (and cooperative) organization? Will there be political difficulties between the groups, and how can this be handled constructively? How will this affect the ability of all groups to accomplish their missions? Remember that competition between groups to serve the same agencies is always counter-productive.

References
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For general information on ARES, please consult the following link:

· www.arrl.org/ares

Review
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Building and retaining membership requires realistic plans, and a varied and interesting training and drill program. Members can be found in a variety of ways, including talks at local clubs and person-to-person recruiting. The ARES communications plan and training must be suited to the area’s needs. Training must work toward specific goals that help ensure that the communications plan can be carried out by the members. Use novel or interesting events along with public service to help train members and keep their interest alive.

Student Activities
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1. Acquiring and retaining an active, viable membership is a challenge for any volunteer group. It is especially challenging for an emcomm group whose membership requirements allow only a tiny fraction of the population to join.  

a. List five approaches to recruitment of new members for your emcomm group.
 
b. List five approaches to retaining active members of your emcomm group.

       2a. Compile a list of at least five errors to avoid in recruiting new members.
 
       2b. Compile a list of at least five errors to avoid in retaining active members.

3. You are stepping-down from your position as EC. What three pieces of advice        regarding membership do you have for the person who is succeeding you?

Topic 9 Section A Knowledge Review
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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 of the following statements is true?

a) ARES cannot reject any volunteer for any reason. 
b) ARES cannot reject a volunteer because of minority status, age or political affiliation. 
c) ARES can reject a volunteer because of minority status, age or religion. 
d) ARES can reject a volunteer because of minority status, age or sex.

Question 2

Which of the following is the best reason for not involving ARES in background investigations?

a) They often reveal deep character flaws in the applicant. 
b) They seldom reveal any useful information about the applicant. 
c) They open up the possibility of personal liability if the information proves to be faulty. 
d) The results take up too much file space.

Question 3

Which is the best reason for using public service events as a training platform?

a) Many of the skills are easily transferable to an emergency situation. 
b) Though few of the skills are transferable to emergency situations, participation builds camaraderie within the organization. 
c) Though few of the skills are transferable to emergency situations, participation reinforces the command structure of the organization. 
d) The ARES group always gets lots of good publicity from such events.

Question 4

When turning down an applicant for ARES membership, which is the best policy?

a) Just say “NO!” 
b) Say “No” with tact and care. 
c) Require the applicant obtain more Amateur radio experience before re-applying. 
d) Suggest that the applicant obtain more radio equipment before re-applying.

Question 5

Retaining members in an ARES organization is often a challenge. Which of the following is not likely to be helpful for keeping members active and involved?

a) Preparing the members to deal with every known type of disaster. 
b) Preparing the members to deal with real needs within the region. 
c) Ensuring that ARES has a valid reason to exist. 
d) Ensuring that the group’s communications plan and training program support the served agency’s mission.




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

