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While the Radio Amateur Society of Thailand under the Royal Patronage of His Majesty the King (RAST) will mark its 48th anniversary this year, the legislation that governs and authorizes amateur radio in Thailand was introduced only 25 years ago.

 Thailand’s amateur radio regulations were enacted in late 1987 by the Royal Thai Government and they came into effect at the beginning of the following year when they were administered by the Thai Post and Telegraph Department (PTD).
 Since then, RAST has witnessed a steady increase in the level of recognition and awareness of the benefits that amateur radio provides by a succession of national regulators overseeing the activity, beginning with the PTD in 1988.

 The successor to the PTD was the National Telecommunications Commission (NTC) which took on the role of Thailand’s telecommunications regulator in late 2004 and this organization was followed some seven and a half years later by the National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission (NBTC), a new entity that took office in October 2011 and which has shown even more enthusiasm for developing and enhancing amateur radio.

 All this time, the number of radio amateurs in Thailand has grown steadily and as of early May 2012 a total of 246,959  novice (VHF-only) amateur radio licences and 717 HF (intermediate class) licences had been issued. Then, on May 19 this year, an additional 42 radio amateurs passed both the theory and Morse code examination that was administered for the NBTC by RAST, bringing the number of intermediate class licensees to 759.

 RAST, now led by its President Pornchai Semjang, HS2JFW and committee members, works closely with the NBTC, as it had done with the current regulator's predecessors, and this exam, which was the first intermediate class amateur radio exam to be conducted in almost eight years , serves as a good example of this cooperation.

 RAST representatives also serve on a National Subcommittee and Working Group for the Development of Amateur Radio in Thailand that was recently set up by the NBTC and a brief summary of this committee's objectives provides a good insight into the agency's positive outlook towards amateur radio.

 The committee's goals, as outlined in a strategy paper, include promoting relationships between Thai amateur radio organizations and international amateur radio organizations; to have at least 10,000 intermediate class Thai amateur radio operators within five years – which would be more than a tenfold increase; to devolve more powers to amateur radio organizations at the local level; to provide financial support for Thai amateur radio organizations and to promote more self-regulation by both radio amateurs and the organizations that oversee them.

 These objectives, along with the committee's detailed strategy for achieving them, reflect the NBTC's commitment to the development of amateur radio and several RAST committee members who have had direct contact with the agency's commissioners and its Secretariat’s senior staff members have observed that the NBTC has a very positive attitude towards amateur radio and its role in society.

 The national regulator has also expressed an eagerness to work more closely with RAST and the society is optimistic that amateur radio in Thailand is now ready to move forward and we expect to see a stronger international presence with a growth in amateur radio activity on the HF bands.

 The NBTC is also reviewing Thailand's national band plan and has indicated that additional spectrum will be assigned to amateur radio in the near future. Currently, limited activities are granted on a case-by-case basis for operating on the 50-MHz (6-metre) band while the 70-cm band (430-440-MHz) is not yet authorized for transmitting. It is hoped that much more spectrum, particularly in the VHF amateur bands, will be assigned to amateur radio and will be authorized in Thailand in the near future.

 RAST is also most privileged and honoured and to have Thailand’s monarch, His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej, HS1A, as its patron and whose interest in radio communications is well known within Thailand. Over the years, His Majesty the King has made many contributions towards raising awareness of the importance of communications technology in the country, including reminding government agencies of the key role that amateur radio and the use of repeaters can play in assisting with communications following national disasters.

 RAST provides information for its members and to anyone else who is interested on two web sites, one in the Thai language at http://www.rast.or.th and the other in English at http://www.qsl.net/rast where information about the society's monthly meetings, club station activities, details about amateur radio operating in Thailand, reciprocal agreements, club station activities, seminars and training, national band plans and contact information can be found.

 While mobile phone networks have become much more far-reaching, connecting more and more people, when a disaster occurs this line of communication often fails due to traffic overload or when cell sites themselves become victims of the disaster. Such was the case in many of the areas that succumbed to severe flooding in and around Bangkok in late 2011 and this provided an opportunity for Thai amateur radio operators to assist with emergency communications and to save lives.

 Since the NBTC was formally established in early October last year when the flooding struck around Bangkok one of its first actions was to set up an amateur radio emergency operations centre. This had the callsign HS0AB and was located at Bangkok's Don Mueang Airport and was established at a time that flood water was beginning to inundate Bangkok's northern and western suburbs. This was manned by several Thai operators, many of whom were members of RAST.
 In addition, the then secretary of RAST, Wacharapol, HS4DDQ, also manned another station that was established not far away at the Ministry of Public Health using the society's club station callsign HS0AC and this station helped to save almost 1,000 lives by coordinating rescue communications when there were medical emergencies.

 In other flood-relief activities, RAST committee member Chalermpol Muangamphun (Champ), E21EIC and his wife, Goi, E20NKB, along with other radio amateurs made more than a dozen sorties into flooded areas in their Suzuki 4x4 pick-up with a boat strapped to the roof to distribute packages of supplies prepared by RAST and to provide other relief items to flood victims.

 An account of this which is illustrated with over 100 photographs can be found on the RAST web site at http://bit.ly/uvvhqR
 VHF frequencies on two metres and in the 40 metre HF band were set aside for emergency communications and Chairman of the IARU Region 3 Disaster Communications Committee Jim Linton, VK3PC assisted RAST by circulating a message alerting member societies that the frequencies from 7.060-7.063 MHz were being used in Thailand for flood emergency communications.

 Meanwhile, RAST appealed to its members, asking for donations to help victims of the floods which had killed more than 660 people and had affected millions who had to evacuate their homes. 
As these activities were taking place, suddenly RAST itself became a flood victim, suffering heavy losses when flood water unexpectedly surged into its club station on the campus of the Asian Institute of Technology (AIT) to the north of Bangkok.

 The floodwater rapidly rose to a depth of 2 metres, submerging all the equipment and furniture in the operating room for five weeks and damaging some 15 transceivers that had been kept there beyond repair.

 RAST is most grateful to everyone who has helped with donations after they learned of the disaster, either by reading an illustrated account of the damage on the RAST web site or from other sources, and mention should be made here of the most generous donation of US$1,000 pledged by IARU Region 3 directors from the “Fund for Special Projects - Founded by 9V1UV”, having been established by the late Region 3 director Selva, 9V1UV.

 This will go towards a new tower and antenna to be erected at a new location for the club station to be established at the N-Siri Resort and Hotel in Lumlukka, to the north of Bangkok – but closer to the city than the campus at AIT. As this report is being written, the RAST President and committee have decided to invest in two station locations, keeping the former club station at AIT for some contest operations and also possibly establishing a beacon there.

 In December last year, the NBTC awarded a special plaque to RAST for its support for  flood relief activities while donations from many individuals and organizations so far have amounted to around 400,000 baht (some US$12,650) along with some equipment that has also been given to the society. RAST is most grateful for this support in this time of need, and in particular to the Malaysian Amateur Radio Society (MARTS) which donated the sum of 28,869 baht (some US$920) and the YASME Foundation which donated US$2,000 towards recovery of the club station.

 RAST is Thailand's national amateur radio society and it has a counterpart in the VHF-oriented Voluntary Radio Association while there are 77 local amateur radio associations, one for each province in this country of around 70 million people.

 In January 2012, RAST had 712 paid-up members, of which a total of 592 are transmitting members and the majority of the membership comprises life members.

 In March this year, a new president and committee were elected to a two-year term with Pornchai Semjang (Joe), HS2JFW being the president, while the committee members are:

First Vice President: Kunchit Charmaraman, HS1JC (Academic affairs)

Second Vice President: Ukrit Nooma, HS1AXC 

Third Vice President: Tony Waltham, HS0ZDX (International liaison)

Secretary: Dr. Jakkree Hantongkom, HS1FVL/KJ6TJO

Treasurer: Pornpimon Suksansomphop, HS0VDX

Registrar: Watcharapong (Tof) Chujinda, HS0NNU

QSL Manager, contests: Chalermpol (Champ) Muangamphun E21EIC/KY1A

Member relations: Pittaya Pinchutharat, HS1FRU,

Digital modes, echolink and Internet: Anan Phantongkam HS1GAB,

NBTC Liaison: Narissara (John) Showanasai, HS1CHB/N9WMS

Club station activities: Swen Roeder, HS0ZFZ

Committee: Isared (Yod) Chindanonda, HS0XNO

Former president Chaiyong Wongwuticomjon, HS1QVD remains active in RAST as an adviser while Mrs Mayuree Chotikul, HS1YL also serves as an honorary past president of the society.

Prepared by Tony Waltham, HS0ZDX

   RAST Vice President and International Liaison Officer
____________________

