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Report of the Public Relations Committee 

To the ARRL Board of Directors

January, 2009

SUMMARY OF EVENTS

2008 was a year of extremes regarding Media and Public Relations for Amateur Radio and ARRL.  The year began in January with superb coverage of amateur radio response to the floods in the Pacific Northwest, thanks in large part to Steve Sanders, KE7JSS, Oregon Section Public Information Coordinator (PIC).  Many credit this coverage with the allocation of $250,000 in grant money from the state of Oregon for the purchase of new Winlink Pactor modems for ARES®.  A month later a swath of tornadoes cut a devastating path across Appalachia and the mid-South.  While ARES response was strong; media coverage of amateur radio response was scant.  


This juxtaposition from ample coverage to almost none prompted the Public Relations Committee (PRC) to begin an examination as to why so little coverage came from the tornado outburst.  This disaster and response to three large hurricanes – Gustav, Hannah and Ike – clearly revealed ways in which media stimulation should be achieved.  As was pointed out by previous PRC Chairman Sherri Brower, W4STB, in her 2007 report, there is little accountability of Public Information Officers (PIOs) to PICs, and PICs to SMs.  The PRC spent much of the second half of 2008 analyzing how this can be corrected.


As part of the Incident Command Structure (ICS) inaugurated by ARRL under the supervision of ARRL EmComm Manager Dennis Dura, K2DCD, during the three major hurricanes of 2008, some key observations were made.  PRC Chairman Bill Morine and ARRL Media & Public Relations Manager Allen Pitts were part of the daily review sessions through the storms.  It became clear that some sections had coordinated responses which smoothly integrated responses between the SM, PIC and area PIOs.  In other areas, the SM and PIC were separated by hundreds of miles with no coordination plan to share information and to deal with any media.


In late summer, Allen Pitts was given permission to expand his presentation at the training session for new Section Managers.  The results were a new found appreciation by SMs for the role of public relations in their sections.  All newly elected SMs requested to become members of ARRL’s PR reflector, and one immediately appointed a PIC to fill the vacancy in his section.


Much of the reason for this lack of coordination became clear late in 2008 with the results in December of an on-line survey taken among PIOs and PICs.  Approximately one third of the subscriber to ARRL’s Public Relations reflector participated, with some startling revelations.  58% of PIOs were either appointed by their clubs (27%) or volunteered themselves (31%).   Almost half have had no formal background in PR or media.  These two facts might explain why PIOs in the field may not know how to position themselves for maximum effectiveness.  Yet 89% responded they would be willing to take public relations training.


In the fourth quarter of 2008, ARRL PR & Media Manager Allen Pitts proposed the creation of a “PR101” training class.  Piggybacking off the success of the EmComm ARECC classes, PR101 will be designed to raise the professionalism of PIOs and PICs in the field, with special emphasis on promoting amateur radio and its unique contributions.  A draft of the course will be developed in early 2009, with introduction slated for the Dayton Hamvention in May.  PRC members are hoping that PR101 will go a long way to elevate the expertise of ARRL’s field media representatives.

THE TECHNOLOGY CAMPAIGN


When conceived in 2005, the PRC envisioned the three annual public relations themes – Hello (operations), Emergency Radio (ARES), and WeDoThat (Technology) – would be introduced over a three year schedule and then rotate again.  2009 was slated to be the revision of the Hello! Campaign from 2005, but at its July, 2008 meeting, the Board asked that the WeDoThat Technology campaign continue until at least mid-2009.  The members of the PRC concur because with the introduction of each new theme or its corresponding enhancement, the brochures are being complemented with dedicated websites that have hyperlinks connected to the main ARRL website.  As part of the emerging plans for ARRL’s centennial, we are trying to make it easy for the public to use the three themes as gateways into the main ARRL portal.  When the WeDoThat.org website is fully integrated with ARRL’s main website, the PRC will turn its attention to updating the first and original theme – Hello! 

PIO SUPPORT

One of ARRL’s primary responsibilities is to make tools available to PIOs in the field.  Over the past few years, most support material has migrated from print and digital storage media requiring physical delivery to download availability through the PIO page on ARRL’s website.  Today, both media representatives and PIOs can download information about almost any aspect of amateur radio in a variety of formats.  Numerous background press releases, “plug in” release templates on common amateur radio events, PowerPoint presentations, audio and video public services announcements (PSAs) and training tools can all be found at the click of a button on the PIO homepage.  In addition, there are two email support groups: the large PR reflector and the smaller reflector just for PRC members which are forums through which members can seek guidance and support on public relations issues.  A monthly E-newsletter called CONTACT! alerts PIOs on trends that can impact them.  With broadcast television moving quickly to High Definition, video PSAs are being developed in HD that will showcase amateur radio is exciting new ways.

PR101


The previously mentioned survey showed, however, that having tools like those mentioned above are not enough.  The effective PIO needs to know how to use them.  To that end, the PRC is excited and extends its appreciation for the support to create a PR101 course for PIOs and PICs.  The most current training source for PIOs currently is the now ten year old “Public Information Officer’s Handbook”.  This document was written in an era that was still dominated by print and conventional broadcast media.  More of the public today, however, is increasingly sourcing its information through decentralized channels through the internet.  In addition to teaching the timeless basics of public relations, PR101 will look at how PIOs can be impactful in the 21st century through the use of a blend of traditional and emerging media.  By having participants take an elementary examination at the end of the course to attain a certificate, we are hoping that the level of effectiveness of ARRL PIOs will be elevated.

EXPANDED CONSTITUENCIES


Over the past few years, it has become abundantly clear that the interests of Media & Public Relations overlap many other fields in amateur radio.  The PRC is including more of these constituencies in its operations since these other entities share the goals of the PRC.  In 2008, former Membership Manager Katie Breen, W1KRB, frequently joined the monthly PRC teleconference calls from which both the Media & PR and the Membership Depts. benefited from joint discussions.  New Membership Manger Diane Petrilli, KB1RNF, has now joined the PRC in discussions.  Likewise, in 2009 we expect Peter West, VE3HG, Vice President for Public Relations for Radio Amateurs of Canada (RAC) to become a regular guest of ARRL’s PRC monthly teleconference calls since RAC and ARRL share many issues in common.

KUDOS


In 2008 we welcomed new members to the PRC who have brought much vigor and talent.  Gordon West, WB6NOA; Dan McMonigle, N3IXQ; Don Carlson, KQ6FM and former ARRL President Rod Stafford, W6ROD joined existing members Bill Morine, N2COP; Bob Josuweit, WA3PZO; Jim McDonald, KB9LEI and Kevin O’Dell, N0IRW.  Roanoke Div. Vice-Director Patricia Hensley, N4ROS, became Board liaison to the PRC.  With regret, we bid farewell to ten year PRC member Bob Josuweit, WA3PZO.  Bob has been an enormous contributor over the past decade to the PRC, but with new responsibilities at home and in his job, he is stepping down at his request. 

CENTENNIAL


ARRL’s centennial is still five years away, yet members of the PRC very much see the need to lay out a five year plan in which public relations will be an integral part in conveying the rich heritage of Amateur Radio and ARRL to the public.  The members of the PRC join me in assuring the board that the efforts we are undertaking now are in full support of promoting ARRL as it approaches its 100th anniversary, and the subsequent PR campaign themes in the next few years will highlight this event.

Respectfully submitted, 

Bill Morine, N2COP

Chairman – ARRL Public Relations Committee

