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Introduction

This paper from NZART continues the ongoing review of the development of amateur radio in the Pacific Islands.  Documents have previously been submitted to four successive Conferences (Singapore 1994, Beijing 1997, Darwin 2000 and Taipei 2004 – see References (1) to (4)).

Some recent and independent reviews of the Pacific by The World Bank and The Australian National University have become available.  They are summarised in this paper.  These reports confirm the big picture that has emerged over the last six or more years.  Little real economic development has occurred and the state of the basic infrastructure in the Islands is not particularly good.  This makes it hard for amateur radio to develop and grow.  Risks from natural disasters are increasing.

The situation is similar in some of the smaller or less developed countries in Asia and South East Asia.  Common problems need to be solved.

In spite of difficulties, the IARU Region 3 STARS *** Working Group has continued to try to foster development in both the Pacific and Asia.  Progress has been limited, and the overall response rate to initiatives has not been good.  No hard statistics are available, but the evidence is that Society membership and on the air activity by “local” Pacific amateurs is still falling.

Efforts to support and develop amateur radio need to be continued by the STARS *** Working Group, and by individual Member Societies in Region 3.  Unfortunately there seems to be no magic solution.  It is now clear that the very small Pacific Island countries are perhaps no longer capable of sustaining permanent populations of amateur radio operators, especially with local and permanently resident people.

Challenges from the Lack of Infrastructure in the Pacific

A recent report (January 2006) from The World Bank/Castalia gives a relatively up to date view of the obstacles and opportunities for improving performance in the Pacific.  Basic infrastructure was reviewed and analysed – telecommunications, electricity, water and sanitation, roads, air and sea transport.

In summary, it was found that the Pacific nations are relatively poor, although they are also relatively stable economically.  Financially they are weak, and depend on foreign aid and remittances.  Poor economic performance makes it hard to develop good and reliable infrastructure.  This is not the only reason, however, for poor performance.  The costs of goods and obtaining services are high.  There are small, scattered populations in remote areas.  In addition there is high ethnic diversity and high proportions of people still live in rural areas.  They are susceptible to natural disasters.  There are few economies of scale when constructing infrastructure, and maintenance costs are high.  The island countries have small pools of skilled labour and young populations.  There are wide variations between the islands.

Scale and topography, and these other factors, are not the only reasons for poor performance and high costs.  Poor government and poor policies cause other problems.  They make it difficult to build strong economies and societies.  It is hard to reduce poverty.

The key characteristics reported about the Pacific Island countries that make it hard for them to develop were:

· The Pacific region’s dependence on aid (foreign aid and family remittances) – the highest of any region in the world.  Aid is often tagged with conditions, especially social and services ones.

· Population size and density (small numbers and low density, scattered, remote).  They limit options, increase costs and difficulty.

· Ethnic diversity (many tribes, cultures and languages within some countries) combined with strong social and political systems.  This can result in self-interest and internal tensions.

· Political, economic and security concerns (in a number of countries).  They have weakened government, the economies and tourism.

· Land rights (with much “community ownership” of customary land holding back development).

· Large rural populations and limited migration to cities – on average 70% to 80% still live in rural areas in most countries.

· Small pool of skilled labour, especially in those countries with small populations.  This limits “high technology” developments.  Most skilled people have migrated overseas.

· Young populations – about 40% are less than 15 years old.  There may also be many older people, leaving few active in the work force.

· Many Island people are now living overseas (New Zealand, Australia, USA).  It is hard to get skilled people to return to the Islands.  They do send remittance money back to families, but long term this may reduce.

For many of these factors there are a wide range differences between Island groups.  There is not a “universal” picture.

Telephone access is often limited to the town and urban areas.  It is difficult and costly to deploy networks across mountains or to distant atolls.  Lack of telephone cable networks also limits Internet access and development of ICT.  Fixed wireless networks are now an option.  Growth of cellular mobile networks has improved basic voice access over the last 5 years.  International and inter-island satellite based networks are very costly.  They are the norm as very few submarine cables serve Pacific countries.  There is a similar lack of electricity.  Costs are high due to geography, reliability is poor and the primary energy sources (especially diesel) are expensive.  On average 70% of people have no electricity.  Access to water and sanitation is similarly variable.  Road networks are reasonable to populated areas, but poor in many rural areas.  Air and sea transport services are also limited, especially to outlying island groups.

Viability in the Pacific

Another published paper (in December 2004) from The Australian National University – their Centre for Independent Studies – gives another recent view of the situation.  Their study found that in recent years the situation in the Pacific had been stable politically.  However, for 30 years there has been almost no growth.  Stagnation, poverty and developing conflicts were the result of the policy choices of the Pacific governments, and their support for the receipt of aid.  This contrasts with the situation where the Pacific is rich in resources, has a favourable climate and is near the fastest growing markets in the world – in Asia, (and North America, Australia and New Zealand).  The paper argues that all the islands could be viable with high standards of living if they adopted policies to improve agricultural productivity and create jobs.  This means cash crops, jobs in labour intensive industries like tourism and manufactured exports, and jobs in construction and services.  Their aid and trade partners need to help them to do this.

The key economic and other factors identified that need to be changed were:

· Clearly aid has largely failed the Pacific and allowed corruption.  Reform is needed, with new structures.  Different policy mixes are needed for each country.

· Most Pacific Islands have relied on resource exploitation – mining, timber, fishing and fishing rights.  Much of the resource income received has been wasted or appropriated.  It has also subsidised governments and the public service.  Little has been spent on infrastructure.

· Communal land ownership has deprived rural communities of the ability to earn incomes from agriculture, although food is easily grown and no one is starving.  Individual property rights are desperately needed.

· Regulation, protection and industrial relations policies need reform.  Their “welfare states” have not created employment.  Small businesses have not been created.  Many enterprises are still in government ownership.

· Incomes and revenues have not been invested in infrastructure.  Schools and health services are poor, and goods cannot get to the markets.  These factors also affect economic efficiency.

· Government economic policies and management are poor.  High borrowing, debt and inflation are the norm.

· Government departments have large staffs and high costs.  Reform is needed.  The public service swallows up revenue and aid funds, and fails to create a productive base for the economies or any social services.

· Law, security and morality are issues.

· Education is a necessary preliminary step to develop technical skills, including ICT and electronics.

· The high level of memberships of international organisations is a burden and uses up time, money and resources.

· Official aid flows into the Pacific are more than US$1.5 billion a year.  This is the developing world’s highest aid flow per capita.  Most of it is wasted on supporting inappropriate government structures and polices that retard development.

· Pacific regional organisations have had little real impact and all the small Pacific states are inefficient.  Little sharing and integration has occurred.

· Emigration from the Pacific Islands to larger economies has been the only way for most islanders to improve their living standards.  However, they are often the most skilled people and a big loss to their home country.  Their remittances sent back to the islands encourages ongoing welfare dependency.  It is not a substitute for development.

It is now clear that significant changes are required in many Pacific countries to make permanent improvements.  Major reform and structural change could take some decades to make, perhaps a lifetime generation of people.

Comparisons can be made with the situation in some Asian and South-East Asian countries.  They face similar economic and infrastructure problems.

Natural Disasters and Hazards in the Pacific

A Policy Note from the World Bank issued in January 2006 encouraged policy makers and development agencies in the Pacific to look at risk management, and to plan to minimise impacts from natural disasters, climate change and rising sea levels.  The Pacific Islands rank amongst the most vulnerable in the world to natural disasters.  Between 1950 and 2004 extreme natural disasters, such as cyclones, droughts and tsunamis, accounted for 65% of the total economic impact from all disasters.  They directly affected more than 3.4 million people and led to more than 1,700 reported deaths in the region (outside of Papua New Guinea).  An increasing number of hurricane-strength cyclones were noted in the south-west Pacific, with an average of four events a year.  Wave heights are increasing, and conditions are becoming more extreme.

There are opportunities here for amateur radio to contribute to disaster relief and help manage risks.  As a minimum this needs active amateurs in the Islands to group together to organise a Pacific wide emergency communications capability.  There are also risks to us as amateurs that we will fail to be prepared and organised, and will not be able to perform in major disasters.

Impacts on the Development of Amateur Radio

Some 21 nation states in the Pacific were identified in earlier studies.  They included the majority of the countries in IARU Region 3 that are located in the Pacific.  Many of them have historical ties to larger nations.

Island populations continue to fall in most cases by migration, and some have become very marginal economically.  They are more dependent than ever on their neighbours in New Zealand and Australia; and on aid funding from large developed countries (especially Japan, China, the USA, the UK and others).  Many of the countries have very small land areas and are scattered over huge areas of ocean, with large exclusive economic zones.

In summary, the environment is generally not good to encourage economic and social development.  These are warning signals for the difficulties in developing amateur radio, especially for “local” operators living in the islands.  Most people simply cannot afford to become amateurs, or to own and operate a station.

Funding and equipment shortages are a challenge.  There are traditions in the Pacific of family and village ownership of assets.  Amateur radio equipment is not “tropicalised”, and the environment means that it has a short life.  These factors add to the difficulty of establishing a station.

Ongoing Development of Amateur Radio

The Region 3 STARS *** Working Group has continued to try to foster development in both the Pacific and Asia.  Surveys have been carried out to determine needs.  Books and educational materials have been despatched to developing Societies that responded and requested help.  More recently radio receiver kit sets have been despatched to a limited number of Societies.  Overall the response rate has not been good.  This has limited progress.

No hard statistics are available for the Pacific Islands.  The general evidence is that membership and activity by “local” amateurs is falling.  This follows the general trends seen in New Zealand and Australia, their nearest developed neighbours.  Similar trends are seen in some Asian countries – but others are growing.

Specific causes identified are:

· Aging of the resident “local” amateurs (and losses from silent keys).

· Lack of new and younger amateurs becoming licensed.

· Long term expatriates leaving some countries due to political instability, the increasing difficulty and danger in living there, and old age requiring increased medical care.

· Continuing difficulties for possible local amateurs in getting licences due to lack of examination systems.

· Consequential effects on the local Society, membership and available funds.

It should be noted, however, that the authorities in the Pacific countries are generally positive towards amateur radio, and no specific barriers exist to stop development and operation as long as a licence is held.

One suggestion is that IARU Region 3 sets up a programme to specifically encourage the Administrations in the Islands to adopt and accept external examination systems.  Either the New Zealand or Australian exams could be suitable models, especially if computer based and accessible over the Internet.  Standards and security are of course necessary.

Few positive technology development programmes are in place.  All of the countries are short of technical skills and find it hard to attract their own people back to the Islands, and to train them.  Low salaries and limited opportunities are major problems.  For most local people amateur radio is no longer a feasible activity.

Amateur radio can help the development goals of the Pacific Region countries, however, with its focus on technical training, self-development and public service communications.  The recent construction of cellular mobile radio systems, wireless access for broadband connections and rural development, and the widespread use of satellite systems for international links means that there is an increasing demand for people with radio technology skills.  This situation should increase the pool of potential amateurs.

In reality, almost the only ongoing amateur activity in many of the medium and small sized islands is now from visitors, tourists, or those few expatriates working there temporarily.  Few residents and local people are active on the air.

The only other short-term activity comes from DXpeditions, with peaks of operation.  Expeditions seem to have increased over recent years.  Falling activity by local operators has pushed the small Island countries up the “most wanted” lists, and their relatively safe environment has contributed to more and larger DXpeditions.  However, the DXpeditions need to be carried out carefully as they can give a negative view of amateur radio to the local people.  Very little of lasting value has been noted in the Pacific from most of these visits.

Efforts with support and development need to be continued by the STARS *** Working Group, and by individual Societies in Region 3.  Unfortunately there seems to be no magic solution.

Recommendations

That:

1. IARU Region 3 Societies note the continuing restraints to development in the countries in the Pacific, and the factors affecting their future growth.

2. The factors and restraints be considered by the STARS *** Working Group in deciding how to target scarce resources for further development.

3. Development assistance to the Societies in the Pacific could be improved if more "one to one" relationships were set up with a larger, developed neighbour – including the use of their examination systems.

4. IARU Region 3 now has to realistically accept that the very small Pacific Island countries are no longer capable of really sustaining permanent populations of amateur operators or Societies, in other than exceptional circumstances.  We need to try to make small and steady improvements.
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