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Putting shattered
lives hack together

by Edward Addy

When | look back over the
last 35 years in the area of
communications, the
advancements have been
almost unbelievable. Back
then, devices like cellular
and satellite telephones
were dreams for the most
part. Today, the
communications
landscape has changed
drastically with the
advancements in digital,
computer and internet
technology.

imits seem to be the imaginations of those seeking new and unique applications. For many

of us, most of the time, communications is not too difficult for we can rely on commercial
telecommunications systems for everything from the phone on our desk to our internet access
connection. If we need to be more portable, we can purchase cellular telephones and high-speed
wireless internet services.

However, large-scale disasters can disrupt almost every aspect of life within the affected area.
Often the telecommunications infrastructure, if one exists, becomes either totally or partially
inoperable due to damaged equipment, cables, or power. As news of a disaster spreads, an
avalanche of calls floods into the affected area putting any working parts of the telephone system
on overload. This deluge severely limits access to the phone system from inside the disaster area
or even brings it down altogether. It is a strange feeling to pick up a phone within a disaster area
and not get that all-familiar dial tone.

Qur primary interest in communications here at the North American Center for Emergency
Communications (NACEC) deals with two distinct areas of large-scale disaster recovery and aid
operations by non governmental organisations (NGOs).

* Voice communications needed by NGOs for relief operations.

_|_hese advances have increased the possibilities of communications to a level where the only
|
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