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REPORT FROM THE RSGB ON AMATEUR RADIO ACTIVITIES IN THE UNITED KINGDOM

Although the United Kingdom has a greatly decreased presence in the region the Radio Society of Great Britain continues to represent British Dependencies within IARU Region 3. The Radio Society of Great Britain was a founder member of Region 3 and continues to support the activities of the region where required.

Since the last report to conference much has changed in the way that Amateur Radio is administered within the United Kingdom.

In 2003 a new unified telecommunications administration, the Office of Communication (Ofcom) came into being. Ofcom is the regulator for the UK communications industries, with responsibilities across television, radio, telecommunications and wireless communications services. Ofcom have taken over the management of the radio spectrum and is tasked by the UK government to ensure that the most efficient use is made of the UK spectrum allocation.

How has this change of administrator affected Amateur Radio operation?

From the start Ofcom have made it clear that they wish to do away with as much ‘red tape’ as possible, not just in the area of Amateur Radio but in all areas of their influence. From 1 October 2006. the UK Amateur Radio licence will be a ‘lifetime’ licence delivered electronically.  This licence will be free and will replace the annual renewable licence which cost  £15 sterling.  In principle the RSGB welcomed this change but felt that the introduction of a one off lifetime licence would make it almost impossible for both the Society or the administration to know at any one time exactly how many Radio Amateurs there were in the UK.  Following quite detailed and at times quite heated negotiations Ofcom agreed to build into the new licence regime a five year break point.  In effect this means that at least every five years licence holders will have to inform the administration that they are still active and continue to operate under the terms of the licence.

For Repeater operation and other variations to the licence conditions a Notice of Variation (NoV) will still be required. This too will be delivered free of charge by the administration. 

In 2001 the City and Guilds of London announced that it would be pulling out of providing Radio Amateur Examinations due to the decline in numbers taking the examinations.  The decision by the C & G also coincided with the RSGB and the then administration, the Radiocommunications Agency (RA) asking C & G to provide examinations on demand rather than the two a year examinations that had been in place since 1949.  

In January 2002 the new Foundation licence was introduced, this was outside of the C & G portfolio of examinations and was run and administered by the RSGB. Following on from the C & G decision a wholesale review of Amateur Radio Examinations was carried out and a new three tier system has been introduced.  This consists of the Foundation, Intermediate and Advanced examination.  All UK Radio Amateurs have to start at the Foundation level.   The introduction of the new system brought a certain degree of criticism from the amateur radio community who felt that Foundation licence holders had been given too many privileges.  These privileges included full HF access but at a power limit of 10Watts.  It was felt that having these privileges no one would migrate up the scale to advanced level.  Pleasingly this has proved not to be the case and since the new Advanced examination was introduced in October 2004 nearly a thousand former Foundation licence holders have sat and passed the Advanced examination.

The UK Foundation licence continues to defy all odds with some 2,500 candidates taking the examination on an annual basis.  Of course not all Foundation licence holders continue with the hobby as the licence has always been designed as a ‘taster’ a recent survey suggests that around 70% of those who have sat the examination since its introduction in 2002  have continued in the hobby and are progressing through the licence classes.

On the introduction of the new system the administration of the Radio Communications Examination as it is now called passed to the Radio Communications Foundation(RCF), an independent Educational Trust set up by the RSGB to promote and support education and training in radiocommunication technologies.  The RCF also supports the GB4FUN project which is the RSGB’s mobile radio classroom which visits schools and colleges across the UK.  The RSGB administers the Radio Communications Examination scheme for the RCF under the terms of a Memorandum of Understanding.  All UK Amateur Radio Examinations are now ‘on demand’ and are predominantly based on Amateur Radio Clubs.

The City and Guilds also provided Radio Amateur Examinations for other countries, mainly UK dependancies and former dependancies. The C & G pulling out left a vacuum in which a number of countries did not have the provision of an examination scheme.  Recognising this the RSGB in 2003 launched the “International Amateur Radio Examination” (IARE) This examinations although in its infancy has been recognised by the Kenya and Trinidad and Tobago who have already put nearly a hundred candidates through the examination, with interest shown in other countries.

The syllabus for this examination very much follows the syllabus of the previous City and Guilds examination.  Terms and conditions of the licence of the country in question are examined locally. The RSGB IARE received full support and endorsement at the 2005 Region 1 Conference in Davos, Switzerland.            

Recent statistics show that there are around 57,000 Amateur Radio Licences on issue in the UK.  This figure includes club licences and those Radio Amateurs who hold multiple licences.  It is felt that there are around 40,000 active UK Radio Amateurs, of which some 25,000 enjoy RSGB membership.

Spectrum-wise the Society continues to consult on both amateur and non-amateur requirements.   Following on from the 2002 agreement that UK amateurs could use five frequencies in the 5 MHz band for a four-year period this agreement has now been renegotiated until 30th June 2010 with a further two frequencies having been made available.

The UK was also one of the first countries to allow use of 7100-7200 kHz on a secondary basis since the developments of WRC-03.

It is also anticipated that a frequency block at 501–504 kHz will be made available to UK radio amateurs from August 2006 by means of Special Research Permits.   While it is not anticipated that there will be too many people taking advantage of this opportunity it will provide yet another outlet for experimentation.

More importantly in view of current trends the RSGB maintains liaison with the European Radio Office (ERO) of the CEPT, especially with regard to frequencies above 1 GHz.   These are the frequencies where commercial spectrum requirements are now in great demand and where the greatest threats to the Amateur Radio and Amateur Radio Satellite services currently exists.

The RSGB therefore is pleased to report to conference that the increased interest in Amateur Radio continues in the UK, however the Society also recognises that much more hard work is needed to build on this interest.
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