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What is Amateur Radio?



1600 words

The following item is the script of a recent talk to a PROBUS Group by Noel Mullis, zl3qc.  It is reproduced here in the hope that it might prove a helpful model for other members.  We need to grab every possible opportunity to publicise amateur radio and the older age groups could be a worthwhile target for new members.  Ed

What is Amateur Radio?


It’s the hobby of constructing, experimenting and communicating with like-minded and qualified people around town, around the country or around the world.

Every country in the world has its population of radio amateur operators, who are also familiarly known as “Radio Hams”.  There are over 4 200 in New Zealand and several million worldwide.  Each operator has a unique callsign, consisting of the country identifier (in New Zealand it is “ZL”), a regional identifier (Canterbury is in region 3) and 2 or 3 personal letters.  For instance, my personal callsign is “ZL3QC”.

The hobby, in common with all radio services, is administered by the International Telecommunication Union, a body of the United Nations.  In New Zealand “Hams” are licensed by the Ministry of Economic Development, who took over the function of radio spectrum management from the old Post Office.

Once licensed, an amateur can construct, experiment and operate radio equipment from home, from their vehicle or from anywhere in New Zealand.  There are many modes of operating, from cheap simple equipment using Morse code telegraphy through to radiotelephone, data transmission using computers, sending television pictures, vehicle tracking using the Global Position Satellite system etc.  The scope and possibilities are endless.

By international agreement, a number of frequency bands throughout the radio spectrum have been reserved for use by the Amateur Service.  These bands are the equivalent of city parks and reserves and allow for recreational use in the otherwise commercial jungle that is the rest of the radio spectrum. The Low, Medium and High frequencies (HF) are used for long distance communication.  The Very High and Ultra High frequency bands (VHF/UHF) are used for local area contacts. For communication over a very wide areas, satellites that have been designed and built by amateur radio groups and launched on commercial rockets are used.  Many of the engineers in charge of commercial satellite launching programmes are amateur operators themselves and are quite amenable to co-operating in providing spare space in their rockets for the amateur satellites.  Without that help, the costs would be prohibitive.

Who can be a “Ham”?

Just about anyone.  Many famous people, including Kings, Prime Ministers and film stars have been or are currently holders of an amateur licence, but most are ordinary people from all walks of life who enjoy communicating.  Young people find the hobby is a great training ground, older people find “hamming” an absolutely absorbing retirement hobby.

In fact Amateur Radio is more than a hobby, it is also a service.  “Hams” provide their equipment and operating skills whenever the need arises – such as for Civil Defence emergencies and Search and Rescue operations.  We also provide communications for organisations running events such as the Coast to Coast Marathon, jet boat marathons on various Canterbury rivers,  the Mainfreight Car Rally and so on.  Our Club has two fully equipped vans which provide emergency field station Headquarters facilities.

How do you become a “Ham”?

Usually it’s due to having an interest in communications and/or a desire to know how things work.  School hobby clubs or friends involved in the hobby are typical “triggers”.  In my own case, my father was very involved in following horse racing all round the country and was always up-grading his radio receivers to get the faintest stations.  I took to playing with these and being especially intrigued by tuning around on the “Shortwave Band” ranges, listening to overseas broadcast stations of all nationalities.  Then I discovered the Ham Bands and started listening to a group known as “The Sunday Morning Round Table” – half a dozen real hard case characters, and their story telling was delightful.  When Dad sold his bakery business I took a job in a radio factory and “the bug” really started biting then, especially when several of the other staff, and also some of my friends got their Ham licences.

To obtain a licence requires sitting an exam in basic radio theory.  This is much easier now that the NZ Association of Radio Transmitters, (the NZ amateur radio organisation) has taken over running the exam from the old Post Office.  A streamlined study programme can be downloaded from their Website and is a compilation of the whole database of questions, together with all the answers and a study guide to smooth the way.  The course is also available in a “Fast-Track” easy learn package.  The answers are in the multi-choice “A, B, C or D” format instead of the old style written answers and the exam can be taken at anytime by arrangement with the local radio club.  The present requirement for a Morse Code sending and receiving test for the full licence is currently under review and may be phased out in the near future.


Being a “Ham” 

After obtaining my Ham Licence in 1952 I made up a transmitter and was delighted to find that it worked first try.  I had already acquired a good second-hand receiver and put up a good aerial and was soon spending many happy hours making contacts all around the country and as far as Australia and the Pacific Islands.  Joining the local amateur radio club opened up all manner of group activities, competitions, projects, social functions and general fellowship.

Then in 1962 I was accepted as a trainee Radio Inspector in the Post Office – the Branch that administered the Radio Regulations and Licensing of radio stations, including the Amateur Service.  To avoid conflict of interest I relinquished my club committee positions, but still retained an interest in the hobby.

On the job I had plenty of contact with “Ham” operators and met some outstanding people.  One of the first was a woman who had a son suffering cerebral palsy and who was being sent to a carehome in Levin.  His mother (in Wellington) wanted to keep in touch with him on a regular basis and decided to go for a “Ham” licence.  She studied for and passed the licence exam and at the same time arranged for her son to be granted a special licence on compassionate grounds, and this was granted.  The radio clubs arranged for equipment to be made available for George to use, and visited him regularly to help him when needed.  

Another outstanding person was a quadriplegic, resulting from a sporting accident.  Chris was a resident at the St John of God hospital in Halswell and was determined to get a Ham Licence.  Again, on compassionate grounds, arrangements were made for him to take the Licence test orally, and he passed this easily.  The local radio clubs loaned him equipment and helped him to set up a station in his room.  His only means of operating the equipment was by means of a rod held in his mouth and he operated his computer by the same method, becoming surprisingly proficient.  His station was regularly on the air and he made many friends over the years.  When he passed away there were many tributes to his wonderful personality.

There are many people confined to their homes due to poor health who are able to communicate worldwide by amateur radio, overcoming the problem of loneliness.

The Sun plays a major role in the way radio waves are reflected around the world by causing the upper atmosphere to behave as a virtual “mirror”.  This led me to an interest in finding out more about the sun, and in the realisation that the Sun is but only one star out of 100 billion stars in our own galaxy, the Milky Way.  In turn, the Milky Way is only one out of billions of other galaxies, each of which contains billions of stars.  The distances between the stars and between galaxies are so vast as to stagger the imagination.  For instance, it takes light 8 minutes to travel 93 million miles from the Sun to Earth, but it takes light 70 000 years to cross from one side of our Milky Way Galaxy to the other side.  Light from the nearest Galaxy takes 150 000 years to reach us, and light from the furthest presently known galaxies takes 15 billion years to reach us. This is believed to be about the time the Universe was created in what is known as “The Big Bang”.  The stupendous heat generated by that event has now cooled to the point where it can be still be detected as microwave radio radiation, a valuable tool in exploring the origin of the Universe.  One is left amazed at the wonders of creation, and once again Amateur Radio people are at the forefront of this research.

I enjoy Amateur Radio because it is an open, technology-based hobby, where people who have demonstrated that they can operate equipment safely and responsibly can develop and enjoy their knowledge of basic radio techniques.  These techniques may be old historic equipment restored to operating condition through to using latest technology computer-aided gear.  The potential to learn and experiment is always the attraction.  It is a hobby where you can enjoy learning skills that are useful in the wider world, and in making friends worldwide.

