




Pot growers' lights interfering with ham radio chats

Trevor Hughes, USA TODAY 6:12 p.m. EDT June 4, 2014

BOULDER, Colo. — A few years ago, retired electrical engineer Tom Thompson noticed it was getting harder

and harder to hear his friends across the country talking to him on their ham radio sets.

So Thompson built a portable antenna system so he could walk his neighborhood and track down whatever

was interfering with his radio transmission. The culprit? Marijuana grow operations, whose powerful grow lights

can emit interference blocking radio broadcasts on the ham and AM spectrums.

The first grower he encountered wasn't pleased to know Thompson, now 73, could tell exactly what was going

on. "He said 'what are you going to do, call the cops?' " Thompson said. "And I said, well no, it's a federal

matter."

STORY: Pot growers face charges -- in state where pot is legal (/story/news/nation-now/2014/05/19/marijuana-washington-kettle-falls-five/9031751/)

With 22 states and the District of Columbia allowing medical marijuana, and Colorado and Washington permitting recreational use, there's been an

explosion in the number of people growing their own pot, much of it indoors. With that growth has come increasing interference from the grow lights,

which suck down huge amounts of electricity to shine upon budding marijuana plants. Growing pot indoors is usually more secure and gives the grower

more control over light, water and insects, which results in higher-quality plants commanding a premium price.

The interference problems from one type of system have gotten so bad that the amateur radio association, ARRL (http://www.arrl.org/), filed a formal

federal complaint on behalf of the country's 720,000 licensed ham operators. The problems are worst in Colorado and California, said Sean Kutzko, an

ARRL spokesman.

The interference is caused by what are known as "ballasts," electronic systems controlling the grow lights. Unless they're properly shielded, the ballasts

can throw off a wide range of interference. For ham radio operators in the area, it's like trying to have a conversation during an intense thunderstorm.

"We're not concerned about what people are using the grow lights for," Kutzko said. "But we're seeing numerous cases ... and that's causing us a

problem. We just want to make sure the manufacturers are in compliance with FCC laws."

The Federal Communications Commission has the power to regulate anything that interferes with licensed radio transmissions, such as ham sets, but

also cell phones and AM radios. It often sends letters to people suspected of causing interference, and also can send agents out to knock on doors,

Kutzko said.

In a statement, FCC spokeswoman Kim Hart said she couldn't address the specific complaint filed by AARL, but said the FCC is aware of the problems

caused by certain grow lights.Thompson said he's also tracked down interference from traditional halogen lamps and even a neighbor's camcorder.

Thompson said he recognizes that federal regulators probably have better things to do than force marijuana growers to change their lights, so he found

his own solution: He created a $20 cable shield he gives out to anyone whose operation is interfering with his radio.

"If I can track this down, anybody can track this down," he said. "If I listen long enough, I can tell when they turn the lights off ... you can tell exactly when

the harvest is."

Read or Share this story: http://usat.ly/1mU5aXZ
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A Woodstock, N.Y., animal sanctuary's electric fence caused interference. DEREK GOODWIN
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Home / Local / News / Resident causing radio interference faces steep fines

27 May 2014 10:48 | Written by Briana Gerdeman |

A Woodinville man was cited by the Federal Communications Commission for causing radio interference, apparently

caused by a lighting device. He faces fines of up to $16,000 per day if he doesn’t stop the interference.

The FCC began investigating Thomas Edward Rogers about a year ago, after amateur radio (also known as ham

radio) operators complained about the interference. FCC agents visited his property twice to measure the radio

signals. According to the citation, Rogers hasn’t responded to the FCC’s multiple attempts to contact him by phone

and in writing over the past year.

The Weekly’s attempts to contact Rogers were also unsuccessful. The Seattle Office of the FCC also didn’t respond

to requests for comment.

Grant Hopper, an attorney and ham radio operator in Everett, is a member of the Snohomish County Hams Club. As

a volunteer counsel for the American Radio Relay League (ARRL), “I assist amateurs in dealing with exactly these

sorts of problems,” he said.

Hopper explained that it’s not uncommon for consumer devices to cause radio interference because the appliances

are poorly made, but this case is worse than most.

“This is not an ordinary case of just a little bit of interfering noise,” he said. “...This is pretty close to the equivalent of

someone screaming in a quiet room.”

Fluorescent lights use a device called a ballast, which jump-starts the ionization of the light, taking ordinary wall

current and helping the light start operating, Hopper said. However, the ballast can cause radio interference,

especially if it’s cheaply made.

The radio interference emanating from the device is probably causing problems with WiFi and AM and FM radio,

Hopper said. It could also interfere with the efficient operation of cell phones, making the difference between a good

and a bad connection or causing the phone to use more power and drain the battery more quickly. In a typical case,

interference can be heard a few houses away; Hopper believes the interference from Rogers’ house can be heard up



to half a mile away “When you consider that somebody’s life may be on the line...We have several local hams

involved in rescue,” Hopper said. 

For example, a helicopter flying overhead might not be able to make contact with the base, said Kim Torp-Pedersen,

a ham radio operator in Bellevue and a member of the Western Washington Regional Interference Committee, which

seeks peaceful solutions to interference problems.

Both Hopper and Torp-Pedersen said this case is especially vexing because the interference is on the 40 meter

frequency, which works better and is used more often at night — the same time lights are on, causing interference.

Hopper said ARRL, after receiving an anonymous complaint about the interference from Rogers’ property, sent a

courtesy letter to Rogers offering to help resolve the problem. When he didn’t respond, ARRL turned the

investigation over to the FCC, which issued a citation when Rogers didn’t respond.

“That’s kind of a serious step,” Hopper said. “Mostly, because people are responsive and want to work things out, the

FCC will take a lesser step.”

According to the citation, Rogers has 30 days after the citation was issued on April 23 to respond to the FCC, saying

that he has stopped operating the incidental radiators and describing the actions taken to eliminate harmful

interference. The FCC couldn’t be reached to determine whether or not Rogers responded.
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