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WCF ARES® Communicator 
Simulated Emergency Test – Exercise DARK START 
Simple – Focused- Effective 

March 2026 

Fellow ARES® Members, 

[This month we have guest author, Christine Duez, K4KJN, EC Polk County updating us on our 
highly successful Simulated Emergency Test – DARK START. 

Many Emergency Coordinators and Managers find that writing and executing a Simulated 
Emergency Test (SET) is a daunting undertaking. The ARRL West Central Florida Section is 
privileged to have Chuck Johnston, W4CWJ in our midst.  He has written several SETs and 
participated in emergency activities both in Florida and other states.  We would like to present 
a blueprint that can be useful and adaptable to many needs.  

Our scenario consisted of a cascading power 
outage throughout the State of Florida 
resulting in the loss of all primary, alternate, 
and contingency communications capabilities. 
Under the scenario, our 10 counties and 
several volunteer organizations assisting in 
disasters (VOADs) participated. For added 
interest, the theme of the SET was not 
announced until the night before. Dark Start 
was written to accomplish several section 
goals. 

Initially, we needed to validate the MOU 
between the ARRL West Central Florida 
Section and the owners of the multi-county 
NI4CE repeater system.  This agreement 
allows us to communicate with all ten counties 

in the West Central Florida (WCF) section.  All counties can send and receive transmissions 
directly from an Area Command center. This not only facilitates information arriving in a timely 
manner, it avoids relaying information and possible miscommunications.  Our SET scenario 
involved a cascading blackout caused by a fire at a transformer station. The NI4CE system 
executed a rollcall for all counties.  Each county then returned to their own county system to 
activate their ARES group and reported back to the Area Command using the NI4CE system. 
Each county was tasked with reporting the number of individuals participating in each county, 
how many could operate on emergency power and how many were willing to deploy. Although 
it was a simple drill, it was very effective in pointing out areas that needed fortification before 
an emergency arose.  

“Our second goal, since emergencies are not regular occurrences and many ARES groups 
seldom experience emergency activation, was to provide ARES members with need training 
and review to keep skills and procedures already learned fresh.  SETs also introduce new 
members to the ARES environment.  This SET was simple to create and execute while reviewing 
valuable lessons of importance and possibly lifesaving knowledge.  

Another objective was to build familiarity and expertise between ARES groups and key 
management positions during emergency conditions.  During the SET several of our section’s ECs 
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gathered at the Desoto County Emergency Operations Center and formed the Peace River Coordinating Group. The group 
included several Emergency Management directors and VOAD members who joined to observe the exercise.  During a “hot 
wash” immediately following the SET, several members expressed concerns about “ham speak.”   Many from the 
Coordinating Group advocated for “plain talk.”  For example:  what is a “mobile unit?”  Is that a radio for the car, or does 
it mean the EM has to plan for an operator’s food and accommodation?  ECs and ARES leaders were asked for plans to 
contact ARES groups for sudden activation. Another question was communications with CERT groups.  Many use GMRS radio, 
how can they be used to a greater extent in emergencies. Several ideas and programs were mentioned and considered 
during the “hot wash.”  Several members showed interest in both GMRS and Winlink uses during emergencies.   

In conclusion: the aim of any SET is to practice emergency procedures and test your equipment’s capabilities. All our 
counties took part and reported their members were excited to participate. Many of the problems discovered have 
already been addressed and corrected.  Those who participated in the Peace River Coordinating Group were very 
pleased with the exercise.  Seeing how ARES works and what benefits it can bring them during emergencies gave the 
Group new appreciation for ARES and how it can be a valuable part of the emergency team on those “dark sky days.”  

WCF ARES In Action:  

 

Peace River Coordinating Group. (l to r) Sanford Wyatt, KM4WXX, SARG & 
ESF-12 SIM; Darell Davis, KT4WX Hardee EC; Kathryn Thompson, Sarasota EM 
logistics; Christine Duez, Polk County EC; Doug Christ, KN4YT, DeSoto County EC; Marc Purvis, KJ4UTU, DeSoto County EM, Marc Purvis, KJ4UTU, DeSoto 
County EM, Assistant Director; Stacy Alosio, City of North Port EM Manager; Chuck Johnston W4CWJ, WCF ASEC & SARG; Nicole Double, Sarasota 
County EM Mass Care Manager “EM-2”; Dennis O’Hara, DeSoto County EM Director. (ARRL WCF Photo by Duwain Hunt, W8JJV) 

 

Upcoming ARES Events: 
Dates Event 
February 28, 2026, 
8:45 AM 

WCF 12th Annual Technical Conference (TECHCON), Hillsborough County Public Safety Complex, 
9450 E. Columbus Drive, Tampa FL 33619. (Evening Social, February 27th 6:00 PM – 9:00 PM. 
Location (TBD) 

Mar. 21, 2026, 
0900 Eastern 

WCF Section ARES Quarterly Meeting, via Zoom. (Rescheduled to get inputs from DARK START 
SET.) 

May 23, 2026 
(Tentative), 1300 
Eastern 

WCF Section ARES Quarterly Meeting, in-person, venue to be determined (we welcome volunteers 
to host.) 

 

A group of our Emergency Coordinators (EC) met at 
the DeSoto County Emergency Operations Center to 
form the Peace River Coordinating Group (PRCG). 
They were joined by several Emergency 
Management (EM) professionals who came to 
observe the ARES team participating in SET DARK 
START.  

The EM members were quite impressed with the ARES 
team’s professionalism and cooperation. Members of 
the PRCG look forward to forming a sustaining 
working relationship in the Peace River area. 

Special thanks to Chuck Johnston, W4CJV, and 
Sanford Wyatt, KM4WXX, for serving on the 
exercise simulation (SIM) team as well as their duties 
at PRCG.  
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Call to Action: 
Also, we need our ARES team to submit events of interest to all ARES members or specific counties. These 
could be public service events, community events, or social events. Please submit events at least 60 days prior 
so we can make sure they are listed in the next published Communicator.  

We need pictures and descriptions of ARES events to include in our ARES In Action segment. Show off your 
ARES team. These can be exercises, drills, or just weekly/monthly meetings. We would really like to see ARES 
members in action providing COMMs at an event, maintaining equipment, or participating in training. Include 
member names and call signs, so we can caption the photos correctly and give our members the credit they 
deserve. Remember to ask their permission to use the photo. We especially like to see members wearing their 
logo shirts and/or reflective vests. Try not to look like an antenna farm. Also, give us a short description of the 
event.  

We are looking for 
a venue for our 
May ARES In-
Person Meeting. 
Let us know if your 
group/facility 
would like to host 
the meeting.  

 

Sincerely,  
Dave Rockwell, W4PXE 
Section Emergency Coordinator 
ARRL® West Central Florida Section 
Email: w4pxe@arrl.net  

 

mailto:w4pxe@arrl.net
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