Training Topic #13a - Net operations (part 1)
Lesson Intent.  The intent of this lesson is to continue our discussion of network operations by reviewing net types, net opening procedures and station check ins.

Reference:  Army MARS SOP Chapter 14.  MARS Basic Training Course paragraph 2-15.

· Last week we discussed the duties and responsibilities of the Net Control Station (NCS) and the Assistant NCS (ANCS).

· This evening we begin a series of four training periods where we will discuss the nuts and bolts of net operations.

· Once again, the procedures we practice and use form the framework for our real mission; to provide reliable, secure, timely communications support to emergency operations.

· For the next four weeks we'll walk our way through a net from start to finish, so lets get started.

Here's the outline we'll follow: [Fill in dates for each topic]

- Tonight we'll review net types and work our way through the net procedures that take us from opening the net through station check-ins.

- ________ We'll finish up net check-in acknowledgment procedures and talk about general net operations.

- ________ We'll continue our discussion of general net operations and cover net procedures for the passing of traffic.

- ________ Finally, we'll wrap up by discussing free nets, net closing, the transition to emergency net operations and net reporting procedures.

Review 

It's probably worthwhile to quickly review the definition of a net and the different types of nets we operate.  We first talked about networks and net types back during our discussion of radio networks.  So, what exactly is a radio net?

· A radio net is an organization of radio stations capable of direct communications on a common frequency.

· A directed net is one in which it is necessary to obtain permission from the NCS before transmitting to other stations in the net.

· Only those stations assigned may enter a directed net.  Stations not assigned to a specific directed net must call the NCS for permission to operate in that net.

· But the scope of this prohibition has relaxed considerably as all nets are for the most part open to all members.  One remaining example of restricted check-in is the first part of the Chief Army Mars command net conducted with a formal roll call; however, the second part of the CAM net is open check-ins by the general membership, to include other services, with good results.

· MARS nets are directed unless otherwise indicated by the NCS; a directed net may be operated in either a formal or informal format.

· Formal net operation.  Army MARS nets are established and initially operated using a formal methodology where record traffic is passed, official MARS business addressed, and training conducted.  Operators are addressed formally, for example the military custom of using "Sir" and "Ma'am" is appropriate.

· Informal net operation.
--Once traffic relay is complete, official business addressed and training conducted, network operation may shift to an informal methodology.
--Informal operation is a directed period authorized by the NCS during which stations may exchange comments.
--Operators may be addressed personally by name during informal periods.
--Nets operating in an informal or free status automatically return to a formal status when additional stations enter the net or additional traffic listings are made.

· Free net operation.
--A free net is one in which any station may communicate with any other station without first obtaining permission from the NCS.
--During this free net period the NCS retains the authority and responsibility for circuit discipline.
--Regional networks automatically assume free net status on assigned regional net frequencies at the termination of scheduled net operations and, as authorized, are available for stations to conduct direct communications.  This includes training, technical discussion, digital mode operations, and propagation and equipment checks.  This privilege is NOT intended as a "private" link for unofficial communications.

Review of net types.  Let's quickly review the different types of nets we'll find in the MARS system.
· Command and Administrative nets.
-disseminate guidance or information; e-mail has taken the burden off of command nets for the most part.
-discussion of MARS issues

· Emergency/Disaster Networks (EDN).
-communications support for emergencies and disasters
-training in emergency communications procedures
-validating emergency communications plans

· Traffic nets.  Primary purpose is relaying traffic, mostly digital at state level and above.

· Technical nets.  Exchange of technical information between members and stations experimenting with advanced technology in the communications field.

· Training nets.  Conducted for the benefit of all stations and are often focused on members in training.

· Radio Wire Integration (RWI) nets combine radio and wire communications, primarily HF phone patch operations.

Army MARS Networks 

· Scheduled Army MARS networks are opened and closed at prescribed times as published in the Army MARS Net Plan or as directed by the region management team.

· Emergency networks may be opened as provided in the Army MARS National Emergency OPLAN.

· Emergency network operation is substantially the same as routine network operation.  That's why we practice network procedures so diligently during our everyday operations, so that when it comes time to do it for real it is all second nature to us.  If we've trained correctly then net procedures won't have to be learned "on the fly" during a real situation.

· An Army MARS network is assigned a unique call sign that identifies the net.  This call sign is used in conducting Army MARS official business.

· Where do we get our frequency authorizations and net call signs?  The MARS Frequency Manager provides state frequencies and net call signs to the State Director, who is the focal point for the state members.

Network Procedures.  Army MARS network operational procedures are derived and adapted from the Allied Communication Publication (ACP) series and are conducted in much the same way as Army tactical communications.  In order to perform duties as NCS all Army MARS operators must be familiar with the following procedures and techniques.  The actual wording of transmissions will vary with each operator; the examples below are indicative of brief, clear transmissions and not intended as mandatory verbatim scripts for all situations.  Exchanges should be concise, but contain all information required for clarity.

· Calls and Call Signs.  A call is a procedure used to establish communications between two or more stations, not to be confused with a call sign which is a combination of letters and numerals that uniquely identifies a particular radio station or network.

--A full call procedure consists of the call sign of the station to be contacted, the proword, "THIS IS", the call sign of the station calling, and the proword "OVER".  For example, "ALPHA ALPHA TANGO THREE BRAVO ECHO, THIS IS ALPHA ALPHA ALPHA NINER UNIFORM SIERRA ALPHA, OVER."
--An abbreviated call procedure does not include the call sign of the station to be contacted; it consists of the proword "THIS IS", the call sign of the transmitting station and the proword "OVER".  Abbreviated calls will not be used when making initial contact, however, once communications are established, abbreviated calls may be used when no confusion will result and when authorized by the NCS.
--Abbreviated call signs indicating station identification ("3USA", "4KY", "9USA", "7MO", etc.) are not authorized for use during any Army MARS network operations; stations will identify themselves with a full phonetic call sign at all times.

· Net Opening.  Army MARS networks are opened and closed at prescribed times as published in the Army MARS NETPLAN.  Nets are opened at one minute past the assigned time, normally the top of the hour, or as required for emergency operation.  If the scheduled NCS fails to open the net at the appointed time, the assigned alternate NCS (ANCS) or any other member will open the net after one additional minute.  The NCS opens the net by transmitting a preamble that serves to alert net participants that the net is about to begin:

"(Net call sign) THIS IS (NCS call sign)OVER.  
· Clear Period.  During the clear period stations are allowed to tune their transmitters for up to 10 seconds using a continuous tone and/or a voice test count followed by their station call sign and the proword "OUT".  Any station desiring to readjust their transmitting equipment during follow-on net operations must request permission from the NCS to do so.
· Net Check-in.  At the end of the fifty-second clear period, the NCS begins the net by transmitting "(Net call sign) THIS IS (NCS call sign), OVER."  Participating stations then check into the net as follows:

--Stations with no traffic.  "THIS IS", release the transmit key and listen for two seconds to ensure there are no conflicting transmissions, "(Station call sign), NO TRAFFIC, OVER."
--Stations with traffic.  Stations with traffic sequence it by precedence, then group by destination and report by transmitting "THIS IS", pause, "(Station call sign), (list traffic by order of number of messages and precedence for each destination), OVER."  If the traffic is for the NCS, it is listed as "(NCS call sign), THIS IS (Station call sign), (number of messages and precedence) YOUR STATION, OVER."

Examples include:

"THIS IS AAA9E ONE ROUTINE YOUR STATION, OVER"

"THIS IS AAA3VA ONE ROUTINE AAM3AVA, OVER"

"THIS IS AAM3EVA INFORMATION FOR THE NET, OVER"*

*Note: "INFORMATION FOR THE NET" constitutes "traffic" (i.e. not used in conjunction with a "NO TRAFFIC" report) however, it is not counted as record message traffic for participation reporting purposes.

· Additional Information.  In addition to traffic reports, stations may include additional information and requests as appropriate.  Examples include:

"...REQUEST CLOSE AT (time in ZULU), OVER"
"...REQUEST CONTACT WITH (other station call sign), OVER"

"...NEGATIVE CONTACT WITH NCS, OVER"

· Stations entering a net after initial check-in will wait until the current net operation is complete and after hearing the proword "OUT".  However, stations will not attempt to enter the net when:

--The station transmitting has used the proword "WAIT OUT".  Even though the station has ended his transmission with the proword "OUT", the net operation is not complete.
--The NCS directs traffic relay ending his transmission with the proword "OUT".  Once again the net operation is not complete until the traffic relay is completed.
--Traffic is being acknowledged for receipt by stations transmitting sequentially in net roster order when traffic is sent to the net.

Once the net operation is complete the station entering the net uses the check-in procedure described above.
· Acknowledging Multiple Station Check-ins. 

--For multiple station check-ins, the NCS will acknowledge all stations at one time rather than individually by using the net call sign as follows:  "(Net call sign), THIS IS (NCS call sign).  ROGER (lists the call signs and their traffic in the order heard), OUT."  It is understood that the stations checking in follow the NCS as the first station in the net roster.
--For multiple station check-ins after initial check-ins are complete: "(Net call sign), THIS IS (NCS call sign).  ROGER (lists the call signs and their traffic in the order heard), YOU FOLLOW (call sign of the last station in the net roster), OUT."
· Acknowledging Single Station Check-ins.

--The NCS acknowledges a single station checking into the net by calling that station as follows "(Station call sign), THIS IS (NCS call sign), ROGER (traffic precedence and destination if any), YOU FOLLOW (call sign of last station in the net roster), OUT."
· If the NCS cannot understand the identity of the calling station(s), the NCS transmits:  "UNKNOWN STATION(S), THIS IS (NCS call sign), SAY AGAIN, OVER."

· If the NCS understands the station's identity, but fails to understand other transmitted information, the NCS transmits:  "(Station call sign) THIS IS (NCS call sign).  SAY AGAIN, OVER."
Questions for discussion:
Questions that came up during discussion:
The way ahead: Next time we'll finish our discussion for net check-in procedures, talk about procedures for an alternate NCS to relay stations into the net, and continue our discussion of net operations.
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