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Introduction

This paper from NZART reviews ongoing development of amateur radio in the Pacific Islands.

For most of the 21 nation states identified in an earlier study, over the last three years their economies have remained static, or declined.  A few are failing.  Some countries have also suffered political instability.  Tourism has grown to some extent, offset more recently by acts or threats of terrorism and the SARS virus epidemic.  Reduced airline schedules have resulted.  Drought has continued to affect agriculture and exports.  Island populations continue to fall in most cases.  The end result is that they are more dependent than ever on their developed neighbours.

In spite of difficulties, the Region 3 STARS *** Working Group has continued to try to foster development in both the Pacific and Asia.  Progress has been limited, and the overall response rate to initiatives has not been good.  No hard statistics are available, but the evidence is that membership and on the air activity by “local” Pacific amateurs is falling.  Some specific causes have been identified.

Efforts at support and development need to be continued by the STARS *** Working Group, and by individual societies in Region 3.  Unfortunately there seems to be no magic solution.  Region 3 may have to accept that the very small Pacific Island countries are no longer capable of sustaining permanent populations of amateur radio operators.

Similar trends may be evident in some countries in Asia and South East Asia.

Background

A previous paper from NZART to the Ninth Regional Conference in 1994 in Singapore (1) identified many of the general issues holding back the development and promotion of amateur radio in Region 3.  The range of problems was broadly defined and a definition of a "developing country" given.  Organisational and social restraints were described.  The problems of human resources, training, material resource shortages and infrastructure limitations were listed.

Funding and equipment shortages are also a challenge.  There are traditions in the Pacific of family and village ownership of assets.  Amateur radio equipment is not “tropicalised”, and the environment means that it has a short life.  These factors add to the difficulty of establishing a station.  The physical and geographic constraints previously described were highlighted by the statistics given in this previous paper.

A follow on paper to the Tenth Regional Conference in 1997 in Beijing (2) summarised the key challenges facing the developing Societies in each country in Region 3, and the STARS*** Task Force that has the job of improving the situation.

At the Eleventh Conference in 2000 in Darwin a further paper (3) provided a comprehensive review of the factors that encouraged and inhibited development.  Some 21 nation states were identified as entities in this study.  They included the majority of the countries in Region 3 that are located in the Pacific.  Many of them have historical ties to larger nations.  A few very small island groups were not included due to a lack of readily available statistics.  Analysis was provided of groups of similar countries, and a detailed table showed demographic and geographic information.  Economic indicators, telecommunications and literacy statistics provided a guide to the state of development and the potential of the Island groups for amateur radio.

Review of Ongoing Development of the Pacific Islands

Some of the 21 Pacific Island nation states are truly independent, and others are members of the British Commonwealth or associated in some way with the USA or France.

Included in the previous study were:

	* American Samoa
	* Northern Mariana Islands

	* Cook Islands
	* Palau

	* Fiji
	* Papua New Guinea

	* French Polynesia
	* Samoa (Western Samoa)

	* Guam
	* Solomon Islands

	* Kiribati
	* Tokelau

	* Marshall Islands
	* Tonga

	* Micronesia (Federated States of Micronesia)
	* Tuvalu

	* Nauru
	* Vanuatu

	* New Caledonia
	* Wallis and Futuna

	* Niue
	


Excluded were Hawaii (a State of the USA); Pitcairn (recently made a member of Region 3), Johnston, Wake, Easter, and Clipperton Islands and other very small or isolated Islands; and Norfolk and Lord Howe Islands (considered to be a part of Australia).

The information available is limited, especially for the very small island groups.  Many of these countries are relatively poorly developed.  Others are larger, and have some technological development and could improve further.

Over the last three years, economic data shows that few of the Pacific Island economies have grown.  Some have contracted, and a few are failing.  Most have now recovered from the Asian economic crisis of 1997.  Along with economic difficulties some countries have also suffered political instability.  Tourism has grown and developed to some extent, with offsets recently from threats or acts of terrorism (especially the bombing in Bali), the invasion in Iraq and the SARS virus epidemic.  Reduced airline schedules have resulted in greater difficulties in arranging travel, and higher costs.  Drought has continued to affect many nations, along with a series of cyclones causing crop and infrastructure damage.  This affects daily life and exports.  Island populations continue to fall in most cases by migration, and some have become very marginal economically.  They are more dependent than ever on their neighbours in New Zealand and Australia; and on aid funding from large developed countries (especially Japan, China, the USA, the UK and others).

Many of the countries have very small land areas and are scattered over huge areas of ocean, with large exclusive economic zones.  Most of their major infrastructure projects have been possible only with external funding from a variety of aid donors.

In summary, the environment is generally not good to encourage economic and social development.  These are warning signals for the difficulties in developing amateur radio, especially for “local” operators living in the islands.  Most people simply cannot afford to become amateurs, or own and operate a station.

Ongoing Development of Amateur Radio

The Region 3 STARS *** Working Group has continued to try to foster development in both the Pacific and Asia.  Surveys have been carried out to determine needs.  Books and educational materials have been despatched to developing Societies that responded and requested help.  More recently radio receiver kit sets have been despatched to a limited number of Societies.  Overall the response rate has not been good.  This has limited progress.

No hard statistics are available, but the evidence is that membership and activity by “local” amateurs is falling in the Pacific Islands.  This follows the trends seen in New Zealand and Australia, their nearest developed neighbours.  Similar trends are probably being seen in some Asian countries.

Specific causes seem to be:

· Aging of the resident and local amateur populations (and silent keys)

· Lack of new and younger amateurs becoming licensed

· Long term expatriates leaving some countries due to political instability, increasing difficulty and danger in living there, and old age requiring increased medical care

· Continuing difficulties for possible amateurs in getting licences due to lack of examination systems

· Consequential effects on the local Society, membership and available funds

It should be noted, however, that the authorities in these countries are generally positive towards amateur radio, and no specific barriers exist to stop development as long as a licence is held.

However, no positive technology development programmes are in place either.  All of the countries are short of technical skills and find it hard to attract their own people back to the Islands, and to train them.  Low salaries and limited opportunities are major problems.  For most local people amateur radio is no longer a feasible activity.

Amateur radio can help the development goals of the Pacific Region countries, however, with its focus on technical training, self-development and public service communications.

In reality, the only ongoing amateur activity in many of the medium and small sized islands is now from visitors, tourists, or expatriates working there temporarily.

The only other activity comes from DXpeditions, producing short-term peaks.  Expeditions seem to have increased over recent years.  Falling activity by local operators has pushed the small Island countries up the “most wanted” lists and their relatively safe environment has contributed to more and larger DXpeditions.  However, these activities need to be carried out carefully as they can give a negative view of amateur radio to the local people in small island countries.  Very little of lasting value has been noted in the Pacific from most of these visits.

Efforts at support and development need to be continued by the STARS *** Working Group, and by individual societies in Region 3.  Unfortunately there seems to be no magic solution.

Recommendations

That

1. Region 3 Societies note the continuing problems with development in the countries in the Pacific, and the factors affecting their future growth

2. These factors be considered by the STARS *** Working Group in deciding how to target scarce resources for further development

3. Development assistance to the Societies could be improved if more "one to one" relationships were set up with a larger, developed neighbour

4. Region 3 may have to accept that the very small Pacific Island countries are no longer capable of sustaining permanent populations of amateur radio operators or Societies, in other than exceptional circumstances
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