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THE FOUNDATION LICENCE IN AUSTRALIA

Introduction:

The WIA is aware that the introduction of a new entry-level licence in Australia in October 2005, the Foundation licence, has attracted some interest.  The WIA submits this information paper for the Conference to consider, but in doing so does not suggest that the approach described is necessarily the most appropriate for other countries.

The decline in amateur radio in Australia has been evident since the mid-1990s and continued up until early 2006. 

To address that situation an innovative new entry-level licence was proposed by the WIA, specifically aimed at attracting a younger generation while generally improving the attractiveness and access to the hobby for all age groups. 

It had strong support among Australia’s existing radio amateurs and clubs. 

The process adopted by the Australian administration (then the Australian Communications Authority (ACA), now the Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA)) to review the regulation and structure of the amateur service in Australia was described in the WIA paper submitted to the 12th Regional Conference, Document No. 04/XII/037.

The Foundation Licence:

Over 1,300 separate submissions were received by the administration, which also conducted 10 public meetings across Australia.

The approach taken by the WIA in supporting a new entry-level licence was based on the concept of the UK licence but adapted for Australian conditions and for it to:

· Require theoretical and practical skills so as to provide access to the radio spectrum and enable participation and encouragement of further development, and to 

· Provide a high level of access to the amateur spectrum in a manner that encourages experimentation while also maintaining a low impact on other users of the radio frequency spectrum.

In publishing its conclusions from its review, the administration said:

“Over two-thirds of all submissions were in favour of the introduction of a foundation licensing option. In summary:

· The most common reason given for the support was the need to make the amateur service more accessible to potential amateurs, who they believed found the existing novice theory examination too difficult.”

The administration described (in part) the new entry-level licence in its Outcomes paper as follows:

“The foundation licence will be the entry level to the amateur service. It will allow a level of operational experiences without requiring the technical knowledge needed to obtain a licence to operate a standard station.”

The Outcomes paper then went on to say:

“The form for this licence and the means for obtaining it will be modelled on the UK foundation licence. In summary:

· The examination for the necessary qualification will place emphasis on the safe operation of amateur radio equipment. It will comprise a practical element involving the operation of transmitters and receivers, and a multiple-choice examination paper covering safety, operational and regulatory issues.

· A certificate of proficiency will be issued to persons, of any age, who successfully contest the examination and complete the practical elements.

· Attendance at a training course will not be mandatory.

· Given the limited technical knowledge required to obtain the licence, to minimize interference to other radiocommunications services, the licence:

−    mandates the use of commercially manufactured equipment;

−    allows voice and Morse code modes only;

−    limits operation to 10 watts PEP;

−    limits spectrum access in the 420–450 MHz band; and

−    makes no provision for spectrum access in the 1.8 and 50 MHz bands.

· spectrum access will generally be limited to encourage licensees to further develop their knowledge and skills to advance to higher levels of operation.”

Licence Qualification Assessment:

The WIA has been the provider of amateur licence examinations, acting on behalf of the administration since 1992, with the delivery of those exams through WIA affiliated club endorsed invigilators.

In order to administer the practical assessment it was necessary for the WIA to move away from its centralised system of marking of examination papers using unqualified invigilators.  What was needed was an assessor qualified to assess competency and also to mark papers.  This would produce a more candidate friendly system enabling on-the-spot assessment and immediate feedback for those unsuccessful, giving guidance on the subject areas that need further study.

To achieve this, the WIA, through a Registered Training Organisation, trained experienced radio amateurs located around the nation who were then certified under the Australian Qualification Framework (AQF) enabling them to assess candidates.

All of the WIA Assessors have a recognised AQF certificate and undergo a police criminal record check, which is required in some states for people who supervise or run activities for young people. 

The WIA also reached agreement with ACMA that it would accept those assessments as proof that a candidate had demonstrated the required skills and knowledge for the issue of the amateur qualification for a licence.

To help candidates prepare for the licence assessments the WIA produced a training and information publication, “Your Entry into Amateur Radio – the Foundation Licence Manual”, that is an excellent training course for the new licence, and hopefully contains additional information, identified as such, that will encourage interest in a higher level licence.

A copy will be available for any delegation interested.

The Result So Far

Australia’s previous entry point licence, the Novice Licence introduced in the late 1970s required six months of study to prepare for the examinations.  

In comparison the Foundation Licence needs about 12 hours of study - with weekend training sessions being the most popular way to obtain this licence. 

The Foundation Licence recognises that time pressure on individuals has forced them to make choices about how they use their leisure time. 

Since its introduction in November 2005 it has been successful in encouraging more interest in amateur radio.  In its first six months the licence has been taken up by over 500 new radio amateurs across a broad demographic of both sexes and across the nation. 

Early indications are that it is not only providing opportunity for people to access amateur radio, but also is a stepping-stone for those eager to upgrade to a higher licence classes.  Without the Foundation Licence most would not have entered the hobby.
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