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Report from The Wireless Institute of Australia
In the 2 ½ years since the Taipei Conference there have been momentous changes to the amateur service in Australia and to the WIA.

In May 2004 the WIA adopted a completely new Constitution, changing the structure from a federally based organization where the individual members were members of a “Division” (with different subscriptions and different privileges) and the Divisions were the members of a federal body to a single national body, where the Divisions no longer existed, the members became members of the single national WIA which is governed by a Board of 7 directors, all elected by all members and representing all.  At least the decision making structure has been greatly simplified, and can act more quickly than was previously possible.

Then, less than 2 weeks after that change, the Australian Communications Authority (ACA, since 1 July 2005 the Australian Communications and Media Authority, ACMA) released the “Outcomes” of its total review of the Australian amateur service regulations referred to in the WIA’s report to the Taipei Conference.

With the removal of any Morse code licence, and a new entry-level licence, the Foundation licence and combining of the existing 5 grades of licence into two, the Standard and the Advanced licenses, Australia now has a 3 tier licence structure.

Importantly, the new entry-level licence, which is in reality not much more than an operating licence, requires a practical qualification (as does any first amateur licence at any level).

These changes encouraged the WIA to review the way it set and administered amateur examinations on behalf of ACMA.  The WIA was deeply involved in setting the syllabus for the new grades, and now needed to train and qualify individuals to assess practical competency as well as set and mark new exams for the new grades.

The WIA established a new assessment system based on the nationally recognized Australian Qualifications Framework, with WIA Assessors formally trained by a Registered Training Organisation (RTO), and accredited and registered by the WIA and also undergoing police clearances essential in some states before Assessors can work with children and young people.

The WIA published a new Foundation Licence Manual, inspired by the RSGB publication, but in the end using little of the English material, even though the Australian syllabus relies heavily on the Ofcom equivalent syllabus.

The implementation of the Outcomes was very slow, and so the WIA encouraged ACMA to introduce them in two phases, the first phase being the introduction of the new licence structure, the second phase, the other regulatory changes.

The other changes foreshadowed include facilitating interfacing with the Internet, encouraging emergency communications, and importantly for visitors, formulating the class licences to enable Australia to participate in the CEPT T/R 61-01.

The new licence structure finally became effective on 19 October 2005, so we have had only 6 months experience of the Foundation Licence.  In that time ACMA has issued 525 Foundation licences, and continues to issue new licences at the rate of 20 to 30 a week.

The WIA’s RTO has conducted assessor training courses in Adelaide, Melbourne, Sydney Townsville and Brisbane and the WIA has met all or part of the travel costs of club nominated assessor candidates travelling long distances, to ensure the greatest possible geographic coverage.

The WIA has worked closely with the clubs to encourage the attraction of new amateurs through the club’s training and assessment programs.

Today there are some 93 accredited and registered WIA Assessors, and some 15 Nominated Assessors, from right across Australia, with a further 50 potential assessors being trained.

In addition to dealing with all these changes, the “new” WIA has sought a much closer and more direct relationship with the clubs, has provided a much more professional weekly broadcast, available for transmission across Australia after downloading from the web, has revitalised the WIA’s web pages, and provided much more information on its activities by a never ending stream of news releases and generally sought to be more quickly responsive to its members needs and queries.

What has all this meant in real terms?

We believe that while it is not easy to measure accurately the number of amateurs in Australia, because a significant number of Australian amateurs hold more than one licence, and because of the distortion caused by licences issued to visiting amateurs, and because of the issue of the new licences to exiting licensees, the downward trend has been reversed.

As at 15 May this year, there were 13,760 individuals holding one or more callsigns, excluding repeaters and beacons.

In December last year, just about 5 months ago, we calculate that there were 13,431 individual holding one or more callsigns. 

That is a small increase, but confirms what we expect, and hopefully, future figures will reinforce that expectation.

The December figure included just 8 Foundation licences, compared with 525 Foundation licences in May this year.  In may there were 11,363 Advanced licences and 1,872 Standard licences.

WIA membership, which had steadily declined to 3,900 by December 2003, continued to decline to 3,494 by May 2005, but now has increased back to almost exactly the 3,900 of the previous report, and like the amateur licences, shows a continuing growth trend.

There is much still to be done.  We must work to attract new members, and encourage clubs to not only promote membership in themselves, but also in the WIA, as it is the club that can attract, train and qualify the new amateur, particularly the entry level candidate.

In everything, we must seek efficiency and value for money.  We still have to achieve the level of administrative effectiveness we aspire to, though certainly that too seems to be at last moving in the right direction.

The WIA has continued to participate in the national preparation for WRC07, though Australia retains a “no change” position for the band 7.2 – 7.3 MHz, unhelpful for an increased regional allocation, but at least is supportive of a new LF band.  The WIA will devote more time in the future to Region 3.

In short, we believe that the new entry level licence, and a new invigorated national society has reversed, at least for now, the depressing trends noted in the last report of a reducing number of new entrants as amateurs and an ever continuing drop in WIA membership.

If our belief is right then there is real hope for the future as amateur radio redefines itself to meet the needs and face the challenges of a new age.
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