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The World Radiocommunications Conference in 2003 (WRC-03) approved an extension of the amateur service allocation in ITU Regions 1 and 3 by adding the band 7100 – 7200 kHz to the previously existing 7000 – 7100 kHz allocation. 

This extended allocation was authorised by means of an amendment to the Table of Allocations that is in Article 5 of the ITU Radio Regulations. While this entry in the Table shows that the band 7100 – 7200 kHz is allocated on an exclusive, primary basis to the amateur service, the reality is somewhat different.  The 7100 – 7200 kHz band segment was previously occupied by broadcasting and various communications services and existing users are loath to move to new bands. 

The Radio Regulations have the force of a treaty, but if an administration chooses to ignore its treaty obligations, there is little that can be done by the ITU or other administrations.  I n addition, there are procedures available for administrations to formally notify intended usage that is different from that shown in the Table of Allocations.

The usual means to achieve this is via the addition of foot-notes to allocations.  Examination of the Table shows that there are a number of foot-notes associated with the band segment 7100 – 7200 kHz and these foot-notes act to diminish the exclusive status of the amateur allocation.  It is apparent from questions and comments raised in various forums that there is a level of confusion and uncertainty about the actual status of the amateur service in the 7100 – 7200 kHz sub-band.  The balance of this paper aims to explain the background to the expanded amateur allocation and to explain some practical implications arising from the detailed decision by WRC-03.

Prior to WRC-03, the amateur service allocation at 7 MHz was 7000 – 7100 kHz in ITU Regions 1 (Europe and Africa) and 3 (Asia and western Pacific) while the allocation in Region 2 (the Americas) was 7000 – 7300 kHz.  In Regions 1 and 3, the band 7100 – 7300 kHz was allocated to the broadcasting service.  The very large power difference between broadcasting services in Regions 1 and 3 and the amateur service in Region 2 meant that there was substantial interference to amateur service use of the band 7200 – 7300 kHz in Region 2.  WRC-03 was asked to align the amateur allocations across all three ITU Regions so as to eliminate this inter-service interference across the regional boundaries.

The proposal to expand the amateur allocation in Regions 1 and 3 to match that in Region 2 elicited fierce opposition from many administrations. The reason for this is that the very characteristics that make the 7 MHz band so useful to the amateur service also make it very attractive to broadcasters and communications services (especially military/security and emergency response communications in developing rural areas). Moving the broadcasting services out of the 7100 – 7300 kHz band could be achieved only by squeezing the fixed and mobile users operating in the adjacent higher bands.

The net result of this intensive competition for spectrum around 7 MHz was that consideration of the issue became stalemated at all levels of the Conference with those administrations opposed to any change of the amateur allocation refusing to even talk about possible solutions.  It is important to remember that the ITU process relies on a cooperative approach to develop compromise solutions such that all parties can achieve at least a partial solution to their preferred outcome.  A situation of stalemate could be seen as threat to the entire international spectrum management effort undertaken by the ITU.  The issue was resolved only by the direct intervention of the Conference Chair and the ITU Secretary-General who jointly sponsored an out-of-session meeting at Heads-of-Delegation level in the last days of the Conference.

The agreed outcome was a partial expansion of the Region 1 & 3 amateur allocation by the addition of the 7100 – 7200 kHz band on a primary basis, but with the addition of a number of footnotes that met the needs of those administrations who considered that they had been disadvantaged by this change.  As far as the amateur service is concerned, these additional footnotes have the effect of permitting fixed and mobile services to also use the band 7100 – 7200 kHz alongside the amateur service – in some cases as a secondary service, but in a number of countries as a primary service user.

The relevant footnotes are:

5.141A Additional allocation: in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, the bands 7 000-7 100 kHz and 7 100-7 200 kHz are also allocated to the fixed and land mobile services on a secondary basis. (WRC-03)
and

5.141B Additional allocation: after 29 March 2009, in Algeria, Saudi Arabia, Australia, Bahrain, Botswana, Brunei Darussalam, China, Comoros, Korea (Rep. of), Diego Garcia, Djibouti, Egypt, United Arab Emirates, Eritrea, Indonesia, Iran (Islamic Republic of), Japan, Jordan, Kuwait, the Libyan Arab Jamahiriya, Morocco, Mauritania, New Zealand, Oman, Papua New Guinea, Qatar, the Syrian Arab Republic, Singapore, Sudan, Tunisia, Viet Nam and Yemen, the band 7 100-7 200 kHz is also allocated to the fixed and the mobile, except aeronautical mobile (R), services on a primary basis. (WRC-03)
There is an additional footnote (number 5.142) that reduces the protection available to the Region 2 amateur service by formally removing protection from broadcasting services operating in Regions 1 & 3 on frequencies between 7200 and 7300 kHz.

The results of the WRC-03 agreement mean that while the amateur service in Regions 1 and 3 gains additional spectrum between 7100 and 7200 kHz, this band is now shared with fixed and mobile services operating in many countries.  Review of footnote 5.141B shows that these countries are widespread across Regions 1 and 3, but mainly in the tropical regions.  In practical terms, this footnote can be considered to be a regulatory formalisation of the situation that has existed in Australia for many years (where the amateur service had secondary access to the band) so it is possible that the shared access arrangement will still result in a satisfactory situation for the amateur service.

The principal benefit for the amateur service is that the band 7100 – 7200 should now be free of any broadcasting service transmissions and that part of the Region 2 allocation in this band should be much more useful (especially during night-time hours).

A corollary to the WRC-03 decision is that since 29 March 2009 (the date of coming into effect for the revised amateur allocation) any broadcasting stations operating in the band 7100 – 7200 kHz can be considered to be intruders and action sought through the national regulatory agency to have the offending transmission(s) removed.

It is important to remember that fixed and mobile services may be entitled to operate within the 7100 – 7200 kHz band and any such stations may not be intruders.

So the bottom line is that while the ITU Radio Regulations allocate the band 7100 – 7200 kHz to the amateur service in all 3 ITU Regions on an “exclusive” PRIMARY basis, it is a very heavily qualified “exclusive”. In effect, the “exclusive” primary allocation is reduced to a shared allocation. A further consideration is that each national administration is entitled to modify the Radio Regulations for domestic applications so it is quite possible that those administrations that are included in the footnotes mentioned could reduce the status of the amateur service or even not permit amateur operation in the 7100 – 7200 kHz band.
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