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I am a retired person who has worked in electronic engineering, TV 

production and more recently, modern Internet technology. I’m an ordinary 

member of the Wireless Institute of Australia, the peak body that represents 

the hobby of amateur radio. I have had a lifelong interest in radio 

communication and have been licensed since 1973 to operate an amateur 

radio station.

While I am nostalgic about the “good old days” of radio I have kept abreast of 

all the new methods of communication that have come along. Those who 

have criticised my enthusiasm for shortwave radio have demonstrated a lack 

of knowledge at how fragile modern methods are to natural disasters, hacking 

and conflict. (document 1)

Recently, I have found time to get more young people involved in the hobby. 

Thankfully, most of them see the need to have shortwave radio as a last 

resort when other methods of communication have failed. (document 2)

But watching the rollout of the NBN in my area I’m realising that 

communications especially in emergencies is becoming more fragile. Telcos 

are not being made responsible for reliability and provision of services. The 

Internet is not everywhere. Reliable phone coverage is certainly not 

everywhere. (I have to go outside my house if I want a good signal with Optus 

in the centre of Castlemaine, Victoria). The new trains to Bendigo and 

Melbourne with their tinted windows cut out most calls and data soon after 

leaving major stations.

My claim is that all the services one expects to be reliable in Melbourne and 

Sydney very quickly degrade the further north one goes. Or south. The Falls 
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Festival 2017 was marred by a crush incident. News reports at the time said 

ambulances were unable to be called quickly because the mobile phone 

network was overloaded.

This illustrates that the capability of shortwave radio to survive for the longest 

time is essential when disaster strikes and it is the communication method 

least dependent on modern infrastructure.

A few years ago I heard it reported that people in Queensland were being 

advised to listen to Medium Wave AM and VHF FM for guidance on what to 

do in their current situation. People who could not hear these stations were 

advised to check a website! These are the people least able to check a 

website!

Also, how many indigenous people in the NT, WA and QLD are within 

listening distance of an FM or even an AM station in an emergency? How 

many have access to disaster apps and data to update them? How many 

people have not even heard there was going to be a Senate Enquiry into the 

ABC shutting down all shortwave broadcasts? (Australian Broadcasting 

Corporation Amendment (Restoring Shortwave Radio) Bill 2017)

To hear the the Premier of Queensland on the ABC News (28 March 2017) 

say that they had heard nothing from the area of cyclone Debbie because 

power and phones were down and that they would have to wait several days 

for information, demonstrates a woeful knowledge of how important 

alternative methods of communication are in situations like this. 
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I can imagine the rural people of Queensland huddled in their shelters with 

the one piece of equipment they were told to take with them - a transistor 

radio with batteries, and hearing nothing.

I have long argued that shortwave radio communication is the very last resort 

in major events and catastrophes and shortwave broadcasting has the 

greatest range and coverage.

I took an interest in the situation unfolding in Mallacoota when it was 

announced on the news that all power, phone services and local FM radio 

stations were failing. People were taking shelter on the beach with no way of 

receiving advice or being able to report their situation.

Shortly after the event I tried to find out if there were any radio amateurs in 

Mallacoota who could have assisted with communications, with equipment 

normally installed in their vehicles.

I heard rumours there had been some communication from inside the danger 

zone but I was certain it would have not been reported correctly, or at all.

I decided to contact a local reporter for the ABC, Larissa Romensky 

who wrote Document 2) at the ABC who 

passed my suggestion regarding a story to her colleague, Beth Gibson 

from Bendigo to find out what actually did happen 

(Document 3).
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Beth phoned me and conducted three long interviews to find out who to 

contact regarding this story and, in fact, what amateur radio was all about. I 

also sent her my research so that I could help her with her report.

When I read her story I realised that NSW did have help from radio amateurs 

through WICEN - Wireless Institute Civil Emergency Network, Victoria did not.

WICEN is state based and no longer connected to the Wireless Institute of 

Australia - the national body. But a lot of the help amateurs gave was just 

operating telephones in an emergency call centre.

I’ve always believed that the radio amateur service should not try to work with 

the emergency services. Their ways of operating are totally different and 

almost impossible to mesh together. Besides, since the Ash Wednesday 

debacle when emergency services could not talk to each other because of 

frequency incompatibility and had to liaise by using radio amateurs, their 

equipment has been upgraded and is now fairly good.

The weak link now appears to be the communication between the public and 

the call centre (000) that coordinates responses for requests for assistance. 

And another danger to that link is the fact that worried friends and relations 

from outside the danger area clog up the telephone networks with calls trying 

to locate the people facing danger.

During my retirement years I have been working to train more interested 

enthusiasts, young and old, to become radio amateurs. This process also 

includes training to help in an emergency. But this needs to move to the next 

level.
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What I propose is:

• Local councils, through their disaster preparedness committees, form 

relationships with local radio amateur and clubs so that equipment can be 

provided and serviced locally for use in communications during disasters.

• Individuals should be encouraged to equip themselves with methods of 

communication not requiring power, Internet or mobile phone access.

• Radio amateurs need to train key people in the use of this equipment.

• The community should be encouraged to realise that in a crisis the 

emergency services may not be able to help and communications may 

become unreliable or non existent and should be encouraged to help 

themselves and their community.

• Radio amateurs should organise the provision for sending and receiving 

personal messages from stranded members of the public to areas outside 

the danger area to calm relatives and friends and free up some capacity 

on the phone networks.

• Radio amateurs should continue their monitoring of key frequencies and 

the maintenance of their facilities so they are ready at short notice to help 

in an emergency.

The many tens of thousand of licensed amateurs in Australia who are now 

active and trained are a wasted resource if these relationships are not 

formed. We only have to look at the USA to see how radio amateurs help civil 

organisations such as the Red Cross and FEMA and use their expertise to 

assist in the many and various disasters from flood to tornados to fires.
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Community preparation 

I was invited in to a local council fire management committee meeting (Mount Alexander Shire 

Council) two years ago to talk about how radio amateurs in the Shire were able and willing to assist 

in bushfire disasters. 

 

The committee was very interested in what I had to say and could see the advantages that  could 

come from this offer. 

 

I was asked if I was interested in talking to the disaster management committee and I said I was. 

 

Since then i've heard nothing. 

 

Interest has to come from state level. 

 

Community response 

As my main submission pointed out there was a totally different response either side of the border 

at Mallacoota. Radio amateurs in NSW were asked to help with communications and those in 

Victoria were not. 

 

One article I read on the ABC website  said it was if there was a wall along the border as far as 

communication went. 

 

Victorian Government and emergency services response 

I did hear that some radio amateurs used their equipment to communicate from Mallacoota to the 

outside world. But these people are not used to self publicity don't get reported in the mainstream 

news. 



 

I had to contact a Bendigo based reporter for the story to come out on the ABC website. 

 

 

 

Would you like your submission to be made publicly 
available?  
  

Yes 

Would you like your name (or your business or organisation's 
name) published with your submission?  
  

Yes 

During the 2019-20 fire season, were you in an area where 
fires occurred?  
  

No 

Where were you impacted by fires?  
  

No 

How would you describe your connection to the area?  
  

 

Were you involved in responding to the fires in that area?  
  

No 

How would you best describe your involvement in responding 
to the fires?  
  

 

Were you (or do you continue to be) involved in supporting 
individuals or communities affected by the fires?  
  

 

How would you best describe your involvement following the 
fires?  

 

What is the main reason for your submission?  
  

I am amazed that the 

significant resources and 

self-training all radio 

amateurs have access to is 

not used when all other 

methods of communication 

break down. 

 

And they can totally break 

down in some instances 

leaving people trapped and 

without information to guide 

their escape. 

What is your Local Government Area (council)?  
  

Mount Alexander Shire 

What is your postcode or town?  
  

Castlemaine 3450 

What age group are you in?  
  

65-74 

What gender do you identify as?  Male 



  

Other ways to be involved in the Inquiry  
  

Yes 

    

Full name  Tony Falla 

Phone number  

Email  

What types of activities would you be interested in hearing 
about?  
  

Follow-up 

submissions,Inquiry progress 

updates (please note that 

updates will be provided by 

e-mail) 

Preferred method of contact  
  

Email 
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