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REPORT FROM THE WIRELESS INSTITUTE OF AUSTRALIA

Among the highlights of the past three years was the commencement of a total review of Amateur Service regulations by the radio administration, the Australian Communications Authority (ACA).

The review not only addressed all of the issues flowing from the World Radiocommunications Conference 2003, but also included domestic matters mainly concerning amateur radio administration and licensing.

At the invitation of the ACA the amateur radio fraternity responded with about 1,400 written submissions and the ACA held ten public meetings around Australia to explain the review and obtain feedback on key proposals.

The WIA is seeking a new Entry Level licence that will make amateur radio more accessible and relevant to the needs of individuals. It believes that such a new licence should be attractive as a school subject and will discuss this with education authorities.

The review has also enabled the removal of the Morse code requirement and in 2005, under likely licence restructuring, the current five licence grades will be reduced by the elimination of at least three grades plus the introduction of the new Entry Level licence.

Those interested in more detail of the review can find them at the ACA website www.aca.gov.au    

The period of change ahead for amateur radio in Australia comes at a time when the level of WIA membership stood, at the close of 2003, at 3,900 or about 25% of the total number of radio amateurs. The steady decline in WIA membership reflects a suspected high number of inactive radio amateurs not needing the services of the WIA, low numbers of new radio amateurs entering the hobby unable to replace those leaving due to death and other reasons.

New Electromagnetic Radiation (EMR) limits on amateur stations were introduced on basically a self-assessment regime and the average home station had no difficulty in complying with the requirements. 

The ACA had begun reducing the 70cm band in Australia, by reallocating the lower half 420-430MHz as a new universal band for emergency and government service radio communications. The band 430-450MHz will continue to be available to the Amateur Service in Australia.    

Two activities have achieved increased awareness of the WIA and there appears emerging evidence that both have resulted in new members joining the society. They are:

1. The WIA Journal “Amateur Radio” previously only available to members has been sold at newsagents since early 2002. This provides information about the WIA and amateur radio to both non-amateurs and non-members, as well generating a profit.

2. The WIA encouraged the ACA to act on the removal of the Morse code requirement. To enable the earliest action, the ACA agreed to the WIA recommendation that HF privileges be added to the two no-code VHF/UHF licences. A special event -  The WIA Welcome to HF QSO Party -  was held on New Year’s Day (1 January 2004) to give a warm welcome to those who gained the HF privileges. The on-air party was a resounding success, with many contacts made and new friendships forged. Increased band activity is continuing and early indications are that it has resulted in new applications for WIA membership. 

The WIA continues to provide and administer amateur licence examinations on behalf of the ACA under an agreement that expires in 2005. The ACA through its review mentioned above is considering whether to outsource not only amateur examinations, but also the issuing of certificates, licences, callsigns and associated matters.

Another highlight was the deployment of about 70 WICEN (Wireless Institute Civil Emergency Network) members to play vital roles in operating fire service radio systems while a huge fire forest country in north-eastern state of Victoria burnt uncontrolled for four weeks in early 2003. 

While amateur radio in Australia has a tradition of more than 60 years of providing emergency communications using their own equipment during natural disasters of many kinds, this was the first time that radio amateurs operated the radios, telephones and fax machines for a fire service.

This has created an increased awareness of the skills that radio amateurs can bring to emergency services in times of need.
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