Training Topic #5c – Operating signals and prowords (part 3)

Lesson Intent.  The intent of this lesson is to continue our four-part discussion of the operating signals and prowords we use in MARS communications.

Reference: Army MARS SOP Table D-2.  Army MARS Basic Training manual (various).

During our last training net we covered the second group of prowords.  These dealt mostly with those that help us transmit repetitions of message traffic or general information and so on and included prowords such as SAY AGAIN, ALL AFTER, WORDS TWICE and so on.  This time we turn (our) out attention to prowords that help us format and transmit MARS messages.

Here are the prowords we'll cover during the training period today:

MESSAGE FOLLOWS

NUMBER

FROM

TO

INFO

EXEMPT

TIME

GROUPS

READ BACK

I READ BACK

MORE TO FOLLOW

RELAY(TO) 

VERIFY

SERVICE 

Prowords

· Why do we use prowords?

· Prowords are pronounceable words or phrases that are assigned meanings for the purpose of expediting message handling on nets where radiotelephone procedure is used.  These words are used to convey, in condensed standard form, certain frequently used orders, instructions, and information related to communications.

· You're all already aware of these procedures from your amateur radio experiences; here in MARS we try to be very exacting in our proper use of these terms.

· Our knowledge of prowords enhances the brevity and clarity of our network exchanges.  This helps us maintain circuit discipline and as a result helps ensure the reliability of our communications as we have discussed previously.

· In no case will a proword or combination of prowords be substituted for the textual component of a message.

· Table D-2 of the Army MARS SOP gives a list of prowords authorized for use on military circuits.

We will talk about message formats in detail during training periods #14a-h, however we will begin the process by discussing the prowords that we use when transmitting and receiving messages.

· MESSAGE FOLLOWS - When you hear the proword "MESSAGE FOLLOWS" that should alert you that the transmission you are about to hear is a record traffic message and requires recording on your part.

· NUMBER - "NUMBER" is the proword we use to signify the station serial number of the message that follows.  We will discuss this again; if you are the originator of the message you will assign a unique serial number to messages you construct.  If you are required to relay a message you will assign YOUR OWN serial number to it.  One example would be a station relaying a Chief Army MARS or "CAM" message, which has its own unique serial number.  That CAM serial number is found both in the message heading and again in the subject line.  Your relayed message will have your serial number in the message heading, but will maintain the CAM message serial number in the subject line of the message.  This procedure assists in our being able to trace message traffic if required.
· TIME - The proword "TIME" indicates that you are about to hear the Date Time Group (DTG) of the message.  The DTG shows the date and time the message was processed by the releaser of the message, in our case usually the MARS operator who authors the message.  It is expressed in the "date/Zulu time/month/year" format.

· FROM - The proword "FROM" identifies the originator of the message that follows.  You may hear a call sign address group, a plain language address designator, routing indicator, or the station's call sign followed by the two-letter state abbreviation or geographical location of the originating station when it is different from the originator.
· TO - The proword "TO" identifies the action addressee of the message, which could also be in the form of call signs, address groups, plain language address designators (for example "TO ALL VIRGINIA ARMY MARS MEMBERS"), Address Indicating Group or "AIG", or routing indicators.  You may not be familiar with how the services use AIGs so lets take a moment to describe them.
Address Indicating Group (AIG): AIGs are a numerical address designator that represents specific and frequently used combinations of action and information addresses.  Its purpose is to reduce the length of message headings thus decreasing administrative and communications processing time.  The AIG address is always the "TO" line on the message form.  If it helps think of an AIG as the same kind of function our MARS e-mail List Server provides for us.  

· INFO - The proword "INFO" tells you that the addresses immediately following the proword are addressed for information only and requires no specific action on their part.  Once again you may hear these addressees in terms of call signs, address groups, plain language address designators, or routing indicators.
· EXEMPT – The proword "EXEMPT" is used to indicate that station, whose designation follows, is not required to respond to a certain directive or be required to copy a message.
Example:  One example that comes to mind is the state MARS director sending a state broadcast on a net where stations from other states or services may be present who would neither be required to copy nor receipt for such a message.  The procedure might sound like this:

"AAA3VA/D THIS IS AAA3VA, OVER."  At which time all stations would answer in net roster order indicating that they are prepared to copy by announcing "THIS IS (their call sign), OVER".  Once the net roster was complete the NCS would transmit:

"AAA3VA/D, EXEMPT (call signs of out of state/other service stations), THIS IS AAA3VA, MESSAGE FOLLOWS, NUMBER 30, ROUTINE TIME 281100Z OCT 02, FROM AAA3VA TO ALL VIRGINIA ARMY MARS STATIONS.  BREAK...(TEXT)"

Note:  Another technique to preclude confusion here would be for the NCS to better set the stage for sending a message to the net, for example:

"AAA3VA/D, THIS IS AAA3VA, MESSAGE FOR THE NET, ACKNOWLEDGE IN ROSTER ORDER, EXEMPT AAAR3LU AND AFA2MI, OVER."

· GROUPS – The proword "GROUPS" followed by a numeral indicates the group count for the message.  Granted we don't do a lot of group counting anymore, however, we need to stay familiar with the process in case we need to use it to ensure the accuracy of messages we relay.
Well first of all what exactly is a group?  Before we can start counting them we need to know what they are!  A group is a continuous string of characters preceded and followed by a space.  Words in a sentence fit these criteria.  Acronyms, abbreviations, and groups that contain alpha and numeric characters are known as "mixed groups".  They are spelled out phonetically and preceded with the prowords "I SPELL" and "FIGURE" as necessary.

Common abbreviations, such as states, months, and days of the week, are interchangeable with their full spelling.  They can be read as the word, and do not have to be spelled phonetically.  Call signs and net call signs are always spoken phonetically but are not preceded with the proword "I SPELL."

Example:  "TO EASTERN AREA MARS COORDINATOR AAA9E ARIZONA, (or "I SPELL ALPHA ZULU") for the "TO" line of a message going to the Eastern Area MARS coordinator who is located in Arizona.

Example:  The categories in a participation report are mixed groups and shall be transmitted as such, for example "I SPELL ALPHA HYPHEN FIGURE ONE..."

Punctuation marks appearing in combinations of letters, numbers, or letters are incidental to those combinations and do not identify them as mixed groups.  For example, the net call sign AAA3VA/T is not a mixed group.

Why count Groups?
Now having gone through the definition of what a group is how do we count them?  First of all why might we want to count them at all?  Well, operational situations requiring ensuring a accuracy well above normal scenarios may dictate that you include a group count in the heading of a message.  If you receive a message with a group count and the number of text groups does not correspond with the group count, the receiving station requests a check by transmitting the phrase "ARE GROUPS...?", stating the number of groups actually received.  The sending station will then check its copy and, if the number of groups received is correct, will indicate that by using the proword "CORRECT" that we discussed last time.

If the group count is not correct there is a procedure to follow to go back and check for the missing group(s); we'll cover that in more detail when we talk about messages in a later training session.

· READ BACK/I READ BACK - A message may be so important that the sending station wants the receiving station to actually read the message back verbatim to ensure absolute accuracy.  The proword "READ BACK" is sent as a transmission instruction in order to do this and the proword "I READ BACK" is used to reply.  When you hear this as the receiving station you will not receipt for the message by saying "ROGER NUMBER..." but instead will repeat back the sending station's transmission, note I said transmission in its entirety, not just the message.
Example:

"AAM3TVA, THIS IS AAA3VA.  MESSAGE FOLLOWS.  NUMBER 12 READ BACK PRIORITY...(TEXT)...BREAK, OVER."

"AAA3VA, THIS IS AAM3TVA.  I READ BACK, AAM3TVA THIS IS AAA3VA.  MESSAGE FOLLOWS.  NUMBER 12 READ BACK PRIORITY...(TEXT)...BREAK, OVER."

If the message is read back correctly, the sending station will reply:

"AAM3TVA THIS IS AAA3VA, CORRECT, OUT."

If the message is read back incorrectly, the sending station will respond:

"THIS IS AAA3VA, INCORRECT" and send the necessary corrections and the receiving station will then repeat back the corrections.  Once again the sending station acknowledges that the receiving station now has the message correct by transmitting:

"AAM3TVA THIS IS AAA3VA, CORRECT, OUT."
· MORE TO FOLLOW - The proword "MORE TO FOLLOW" is used by a station sending more than one message.  At the end of the first message transmitted instead of using the proword "OVER" in anticipation of a receipt acknowledgment the sending station transmits "MORE TO FOLLOW, OVER" which tells the receiving station that additional messages will be transmitted.
· RELAY(TO) – the prowords "RELAY" or "RELAY TO" instruct the receiving station to transmit this message to all addressees or to the address designations that immediately follow.  The proword "RELAY" used alone indicates that the station called is to relay the message to all addressees.
Example:  

"AAM3TVA THIS IS AAA3VA RELAY MESSAGE FOLLOWS NUMBER 211 PRIORITY TIME 111200 ZULU OCTOBER 02 FROM AAA3VA TO AAT3BE BREAK (TEXT) BREAK, OVER."

"AAA3VA THIS IS AAM3TVA ROGER NUMBER 211, OUT."

"AAT3BE THIS IS AAM3TVA MESSAGE FOLLOWS NUMBER 37 PRIORITY TIME 111320 ZULU FEBRUARY 01 FROM AAA3VA TO AAT3BE BREAK (TEXT) BREAK, OVER."

Note the change in message serial number from AAA3VA's "NUMBER 211" to AAM3TVA's "NUMBER 37" as we discussed a little while ago.

The proword "RELAY TO" followed by an address designator indicates that the station called is to relay the message to the stations indicated.  When more than one station is called, the call sign of the station designated to perform the relay will precede the proword "RELAY TO."  At times it is necessary to relay a message originated on a radiotelephone circuit by some other means of communications.  When such relay is necessary, it is the responsibility of the station relaying the message to place the message in the proper format for the means of communications relay.  This includes use of full call signs from transmission instructions and address components.

Example: The SMD sends a message to multiple addresses and directs one station to relay the message the assistant state MARS director (ASMD) via other means, as that station is not present on the net.  The SMD transmits:

"AAM3TVA AAT3BE AAM3EVA THIS IS AAA3VA, AAM3TVA RELAY TO AAM3VA MESSAGE FOLLOWS NUMBER 624 ROUTINE TIME 210815 ZULU OCTOBER 02 FROM AAA3VA TO AAM3TVA AAT3BE..."

· VERIFY - The proword "VERIFY" as a request or as a statement is used when verification of a message or a portion of a message is requested by the addressee.  Note: This proword is NOT used in conjunction with requesting repetitions while a message is being transmitted as we do with "SAY AGAIN".  Instead it is used once a message has been receipted for, normally by use of the prowords "ROGER NUMBER XX", and there is then some question as to the accuracy or validity of the content; we're now going back to check.  For example, a request for verification may not even happen at the time of transmission or come from the initial receiving station.  Another station in the pipeline may initiate a request for verification, most likely in the form of a service message that we'll discuss in just a moment.  First let me give you an example of a request to "VERIFY":
Example: AAA3VA has just relayed a message originated by AAM3AVA to AAM3TVA.  The receiving station acknowledges receipt but then sees something that doesn't look right and transmits:

"AAA3VA THIS IS AAM3TVA VERIFY YOUR 100030 ZULU OCTOBER 02 ALL BEFORE BREAK OVER"

"AAM3TVA THIS IS AAA3VA ROGER OUT"

AAA3VA checks with the originator by some means and establishes that the heading previously transmitted was correct then transmits:

"AAM3TVA THIS IS AAA3VA BREAK I VERIFY MY 100030 ZULU OCTOBER 02 ALL BEFORE BREAK AAM3TVA THIS IS AAA3VA PRIORITY TIME 100030 ZULU FROM AAA3VA TO AAM3TVA. BREAK. OVER."

And the receiving stations acknowledges:

"THIS IS AAM3TVA ROGER OUT"

Note that when a message to a number of addressees is queried by one station and found to be incorrect, the corrected version must then be sent to all addressees.

· SERVICE – Most of us will have little dealing with service messages, but it's interesting to understand their function.  A service message is a message between stations that pertains to any phase of traffic handling, communications facilities, or circuit conditions.  Service messages must be clearly worded to prevent misinterpretation and maximum use is made of operating signals, prosigns, and authorized abbreviations.  These messages are used for example, to correct message handling discrepancies, report delivery of a message, explain traffic-handling delays, and assist generally in processing and handling traffic.  They may also deal with traffic loads of unusual nature, traffic that requires special handling, the adjustment of procedural discrepancies, or changes in available facilities.

The most common use of service messages is for reporting an inability to deliver a message because of a bad phone number, address, the addressee had moved, etc.

Questions for discussion:
Questions that came up during discussion:
The way ahead: Next time we'll continue our discussion of radiotelephone procedures by covering the next set of prowords.
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