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COMMENTS OF THE AMERICAN RADIO ASSOCTATION

The American Radio Association ("ARA"), by its
attorneys, hereby submits its comments on the Notice of
Proposed Rulemaking in the above-captioned proceeding.! The
Notice proposes to privatize the examination of applicants
for commercial radio licenses and to clarify certain radio
operator rules.

ARA supports this proposal. Due to lack of Commission
resources, the commercial radio operator exams currently are
largely outdated and only limitedly available. Privatization
of the administration of these exams could serve to remedy
these deficiencies so long as adequate guidelines are
adopted. ARA’s suggestions regarding selection criteria for
private examiners, revision of the testing process, and the
mechanism for ensuring appropriate Commission oversight are

detailed below.

1 Amendment of Part 13 of the Rules to Privatize the

Administration of Examinations for Commercial Radio Operator
Licenses and to Clarify Certain Rules, Notice of Proposed
Rulemaking, FCC 92-394 (Sept. 8, 1992) [hereinafter Notice].
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ORIGINAL

I. STATEMENT OF INTEREST

ARA is an organization of seagoing U.S. merchant marine
Radio Officers. These individuals sail on all types of U.S.-
flag vessels as the operators and maintainers of shipboard
communications and related electronic equipment. ARA members
are subject to the Commission’s commercial radio operator
testing and licensing process as their positions require a
valid First or Second Class Radiotelegraph Operator
Certificate.

Since its formation, ARA has worked to establish
technical and professional standards for U.S. Radio Officers
in order to increase safety at sea. To promote compliance
with these standards, ARA, through its Technology Institute
for Maritime Electronics ("ARA TIME"), provides training
programs to upgrade the technical competence of its members,
especially focusing on troubleshooting and repair of modern
communications and related technology at sea and under
adverse conditions. These instructional courses provide
critical training for the Radio Officer leading to
certification as a Radio Electronics Officer and Master Radio
Electronics Officer.

In recent years, ARA has become increasingly concerned
about the deficiencies in the commercial radio license
testing process. The Commission’s competency exams test only

the most rudimentary skills and knowledge of outdated



equipment. Indeed, the current First or Second Class
Radiotelegraph Operator Certificate exam is significantly
out-of-date, having last been updated in 1961. The
corresponding study guide was last reprinted in 1955.
Clearly, maritime communications have changed significantly
since that time, making both the study guide and exanm
outdated and archaic. In addition, the exam currently is
offered only twice a year in a limited number of locations,
making the required radio operator certification very
difficult to obtain.? Given that the tests establish
competency in the operation and repair of critical safety
equipment, it is essential that they be up-to-date and
readily available.

In an effort to encourage the Commission to remedy this
situation, on January 10, 1992, ARA in conjunction with the
Wilderness Society filed a petition for rulemaking to update
the Radio Officer exams and testing process. Among other
things, the petitioners proposed revising the exam to
emphasize proficiency in "modern" shipboard communications
and related equipment as well as in essential troubleshooting
and repair skills. The petitioners also urged the Commission
to develop, and periodically update, a large pool of

appropriate questions from which examinations could be

2 During times of national emergency like Desert

Shield/Desert Storm, special exams must to be scheduled to
keep up with the demand for manning ready reserve vessels.



randomly computer generated to discourage rote memorization
of answers to repeated exam questions and to promote the in-
depth study of the skills necessary for a Radio Officer to
perform his or her important safety functions.

Additionally, the petitioners requested that the
Commission make the exams more readily available by
staggering the dates the exam is given in different cities.
To ease the burden on the Commission, the petitioners further
suggested that the Commission consider contracting with the
Coast Guard’s Regional Examination Centers for purposes of
administering the examination. Finally, the petitioners
urged the Commission to adopt classroom training requirements
as a prerequisite to applying for a First or Second Class
Radiotelegraph Operator Certificate.

ARA believes the proposed privatization of the
administration of examinations for commercial radio licenses
is an important step in addressing many of the concerns ARA
raised in its petition for rulemaking. However, in order for
privatization to be effective in doing so, appropriate
guidelines must be established for selecting the private
examiner, revising the examinations, and ensuring that the
Commission retains adequate supervision over the testing

process.



II. THE PRIVATIZATION OF THE COMMERCIAL RADIO OPERATOR
TESTING PROCESS MUST ENSURE THE AVAILABILITY OF FAIRLY
ADMINISTERED, UPDATED EXAMS

While ARA supports the privatization proposal, it
cautions the Commission to ensure that this process actually
remedies deficiencies in the current system, not exacerbates
them. As stated in the Notice, the purpose of this proposal
is

to promote excellence and efficiency in the
licensing of commercial radio operators by
increasing the availability, effectiveness and
competency of commercial radio operator
examinations and reducing government
expenses.’
The guidelines adopted in this proceeding must ensure that
those goals are achieved.*

Most importantly, the Commission should ensure that the

examiner or examiners selected are in a position to make the

commercial radio operator exams readily available and

administer them fairly under appropriate conditions. If the

3 Id. at 2.
4 Although the Notice omits any reference to the
licensing of Global Maritime Distress and Safety System
("GMDSS") At-Sea Maintainers, ARA urges the Commission to
ensure these procedures also apply to this critical
certification. 1In its Order implementing GMDSS, the
Commission stated an intention to create a separate license
for this position. Amendment of Parts 13 and 80 of the
Commission’s Rules to Implement the Global Maritime Distress
and Safety System (GMDSS) to improve the Safety of Life at
Sea, Report and Order, 7 FCC Rcd 951, 957 (1992). The GMDSS
At-Sea Maintainers license should not be overlooked in this
effort to make the Commission’s testing procedures more
efficient and effective.




Commission chooses to select only one entity for this
purpose, ARA recommends the Coast Guard Regional Examination
Centers as a logical and economical choice. The 17 Coast
Guard centers were set up specifically for the purpose of
administering competency examinations to maritime personnel.
They are already responsible for conducting certification
exams for eight of the nine officers aboard a ship.
Administration of the radio operator exams would not require
the expenditure of significant additional resources.
Moreover, inasmuch as the centers are located conveniently
near areas of maritime activity, their selection as a private
examiner would facilitate availability of the examination to
interested parties.

If, however, the Commission chooses to select more than
one entity, ARA recommends an open selection process wherein
the Commission would authorize as examiners all entities that
meet certain criteria. Such an open process would facilitate
the availability of the exams by permitting an examiner to be
selected and exams to be offered in any location where
sufficient demand exists. ARA suggests that under this open
selection process an examiner should be required to meet the
following criteria: First, a private examiner must be either
a federal or state agency, an educational institution
accredited by a nationally or regionally recognized

accrediting association, or a nationally or regionally



recognized educational testing organization regularly engaged
in providing examinations for applicants to accredited
educational institutions. Second, an examiner must be an
independent entity with no ties to shipping interests or
manufacturers, suppliers or maintainers of maritime
electronics equipment, including labor organizations or other
groups engaged in supplying maritime personnel; nor should
the entity be engaged in the business of offering training
programs designed solely to prepare persons to pass the
examination.’ Third, the examiner must offer the exam at
least once a month. ARA believes these criteria will permit
a wide range of entities to function as private examiners,
yet still ensure that the commercial radio operator exams are
made readily available and administered fairly under
appropriate testing conditions.

In addition to the selection of appropriate entities as
private examiners, the Commission should revise the
commercial radio operator testing mechanism to ensure the
exams are effective in assessing competency on critical
communications equipment. As an initial matter, the exams
must be updated to test knowledge of modern shipboard

communications equipment and the skills critical to today’s

5 ARA recognizes that such a restriction may appear

inconvenient to colleges and other schools, but the potential
for abuse by companies who offer cram courses for operator

licenses would be exacerbated greatly without such a
provision.



radio operators. The format of the exams should also be
revised to replace the current single version exam with large
pools of appropriate questions from which each type of exam
can be generated. Modifying the exam in this way should
discourage the rote memorization of answers to standard
questions and promote the in-depth study of the necessary
skills. ARA suggests the formation of a Federal Advisory
Committee, with participation by FCC personnel and members of
the private sector, to develop these question pools.® This
Committee should be required to reconvene every two years to
update the examination questions.

Finally, the privatization process must ensure that the
Commission retains adequate supervision over the
administration of the commercial radio operator certification
exams. ARA suggests that the Commission maintain the pools
of appropriate questions for each type of exam in computer
databases under its control. Maintenance of the databases by
the Commission is essential to prevent exam answers from
being improperly distributed. When contacted by an examiner,
the Commission can generate the requested number and type of

examination -- either on paper or on computer disc’ -- and

6 Given its experience in training Radio Officers,

ARA believes it is uniquely qualified for this committee and
would like to participate in its activities.
7 It may be preferable to generate each exam on
computer disc. The applicant can then take the exam on a
(continued...)



forward them to the examiner. The completed examinations
would then be returned to the Commission for grading by
computer.® If the applicant passes the exam, the Commission
could send out the appropriate certification.

In order to ensure fair, uniform testing fees, ARA also
urges the Commission to set the standard fees for the
commercial radio operator certification examinations. These
charges should be reasonably commensurate with the costs of
administering the exams. However, to encourage the private
examiners to make the exams available more often than the
required once a month, these examiners should be permitted to
charge reasonably increased fees for administering the exam

on demand.

7(...continued)
computer terminal at the testing site (as is done with
written driving tests in a number of states). The test can
automatically be graded by computer at the testing site or
forwarded on computer disc to the FCC for that purpose.

8 Even the Morse Code portion of the Radiotelegraph
Operator exam can be conducted at these locations without the
required presence of a Morse Code expert. The code receiving
portion of the exam could be accomplished by simply playing a
tape of the coded message at the exam location or using a
computer to generate the text to be received. Such computer
programs have long been widely available. Similarly, the
code sending test could be conducted by recording the
applicant’s efforts on tape (the applicant could use a code
practice oscillator) and then sending the tape for evaluation
to the FCC or other designated person. This could also be
accomplished using, as the telegraph key, the space bar or
other keyboard key on a personal computer equipped with
appropriate software now available.
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ITII. CONCLUSTION

Accordingly, ARA supports the Commission’s proposal to
privatize the commercial radio operator examination process.
Privatization can improve or correct deficiencies in the
current examination process, so long as appropriate
guidelines are adopted for selecting private examiners,
revising the examinations, and ensuring the Commission
retains adequate supervision over the testing process. ARA
urges the Commission to consider its suggestions in this
regard.

Respectfully submitted,
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