
Before the
                     Federal Communications Commission
                           Washington, D.C. 20554

In the Matter of                          )  WT Docket No. 98-143
                                          )
1998 Biennial Regulatory Review --        )  RM-9148
Amendment of Part 97 of the Commission's  )  RM-9150
Amateur Service Rules.                    )  RM-9196
                                          )

The following comments are submitted in response to FCC Notice of
Proposed Rule Making (NPRM) WT Docket No. 98-143. In this Proceeding,
the Commission proposes to “streamline” the Amateur Radio license
structure by eliminating two of the six current license classes.

License Structure

The three highest license classes (Extra, Advanced, and General) have a
distinct and logical set of requirements and privileges. However, as the
Commission points out, "there appears to be an unnecessary overlap
between the Novice, Technician, and Technician Plus license classes."

Technician Plus licensees enjoy the same HF privileges as Novices in
addition to the VHF/UHF privileges of the Technician Class. The
Commission states that “Both Technician and Technician Plus Class
licensees predominantly use FM voice and digital packet technologies on
the amateur VHF and UHF bands.” It is unclear how the Commission reached
this conclusion. Clearly, the fact that large numbers of Technician
licensees have chosen to upgrade to Technician Plus by passing a 5 WPM
code test demonstrates that there is strong interest in the entry-level
HF privileges.

Eliminating both the Novice and Technician Plus classes, as proposed by
the Commission, would deprive amateurs of this entry-level HF
experience. Furthermore, since the Commission proposes to "grandfather"
existing Novice and Technician Plus licensees, six classes would
essentially remain from a record-keeping standpoint.

Since Novice licensees represent only about 10 percent of all amateurs,
a more logical approach would be to keep the Technician Plus class and
upgrade existing Novices to Technician Plus. This would eliminate the
overlap in the current license structure, eliminate the Novice written
exam, and still provide an entry-level HF option. While in general I
oppose upgrading licensees without further testing, I think in this case
the benefits far outweigh any disadvantages. The resulting license
structure and requirements would be as follows:

Class Written Elements Code Speed  

Extra 3A, 3B, 4A, 4B   20 WPM (See discussion of code
                                                 requirements below.)

Advanced 3A, 3B, 4A   10 WPM

General 3A, 3B   10 WPM

Tech Plus 3A    5 WPM



Technician 3A     None

Note: The material covered in current Element 2A (Novice) should be
integrated into Element 3A.

Telegraphy

Contrary to much of the current rhetoric, telegraphy continues to be a
very popular mode of communication among radio amateurs. On the HF
bands, telegraphy is second only to SSB telephony in popularity. It is
unquestionably more popular than any of the other digital modes. On the
VHF, UHF, and microwave bands, much of the serious weak-signal work
(e.g., moonbounce, meteor scatter, etc.) is conducted using telegraphy.

The results of a survey conducted by the ARRL (published in QST, March
1997) revealed that a majority of ARRL members and non-members favor
retaining the telegraphy requirement.

The Extra class telegraphy sub-bands are highly valued by amateurs
involved in long distance "DX" communication. Much of the operation in
these sub-bands is conducted at high speeds by highly proficient
operators. Since access to these telegraphy sub-bands is the primary
benefit of upgrading to Extra class, and since examination requirements
should correlate to privileges earned, it is appropriate that the Extra
Class code test be very challenging. Therefore, I strongly urge the
Commission to keep the 20 WPM Extra Class code requirement.

When learning the code, many people reach a plateau at about 12 WPM. For
that reason, some applicants have had difficulty passing the 13 WPM code
test required for the General and Advanced class licenses. Some amateurs
will suggest that the requirement be lowered to 5 WPM. However, I
believe 5 WPM does not represent an adequate skill level for mainstream
HF operation. Communication at 5 WPM is extremely slow and cumbersome.
Requiring applicants to attain proficiency at 10 WPM or more will enable
them to communicate more effectively. Most applicants should be able to
attain proficiency at 10 WPM without undue effort. Therefore, I suggest
that the Commission reduce the code requirement for the General and
Advanced classes to 10 WPM.

The Technician Plus license has supplanted the Novice as the entry point
to HF for most amateurs. It provides a valuable learning experience in
which amateurs are motivated to sharpen their HF operating skills. Its
modest requirements are appropriate for the limited HF privileges it
grants. The Commission should keep the Technician Plus class (with
privileges modified as discussed below) and keep the code requirement
for this class at 5 WPM.

Novice Band Conversion

The Commission implemented a significant expansion of the HF voice sub-
bands in the 1970's. Some additional "phone-band" expansion was
implemented in the early 1980's. Both of these actions reduced the
spectrum available for telegraphy and digital modes. During the past
decade, the use of various digital modes has grown significantly.
However, these digital modes continue to share the limited band space
available for telegraphy. (Note that while telegraphy and other data
transmissions are permitted in the “voice” sub-bands, such operation is
not considered good amateur practice except in emergencies.)



In view of the fact that significant phone-band expansion has already
taken place, and because of the growing interest in digital
communication modes combined with the continued popularity of
telegraphy, I urge the Commission to make the existing Novice telegraphy
sub-bands available for digital communication modes rather than for
expanded voice privileges.

To better integrate existing Novice and Technician Plus licensees into
the mainstream of amateur radio and to provide them with enhanced
opportunities to advance their skills, the Commission should grant them
expanded telegraphy privileges within the General class portions of the
80, 40, 15, and 10 meter bands. No new voice privileges should be
granted, and Novice and Technician Plus licencees should continue to be
limited to 200 watts of power in the HF bands.

Volunteer Examiner Program

In general, the Volunteer Examiner Program has been very successful;
however, improvements should be made in certain areas. For example, many
VE teams currently permit an applicant to take an examination element
two or three times in one session if the applicant is not successful on
the first or second attempt. I believe an applicant should be permitted
to take a given element only once per session. That was the policy when
the FCC administered the exams directly and it made sense. Permitting
applicants to retake exams until they pass leaves too much to chance and
raises questions about whether they have truly mastered the examination
material.

In the case of telegraphy exams, some VE teams permit an applicant to
write down “dots and dashes” as the code is sent. The applicant then
“translates” the dots and dashes into letters after the sending stops. I
believe this practice should not be permitted as it does not demonstrate
the ability to communicate via code in real time. Furthermore, the use
of multiple-choice questions on telegraphy exams should not be
permitted. Since these multiple-choice exams usually consist of only ten
questions, one or two lucky guesses can allow an unqualified applicant
to pass. Fill-in-the-blank questions or one minute of solid copy should
be the only accepted methods of testing.

Summary

As a Volunteer Examiner (ARRL VEC) and active amateur radio operator, I
believe the current license system needs only minor restructuring. The
Novice class license should be eliminated and current Novices upgraded
to Tech Plus. The other five license classes should be kept to provide
the flexibility and incentives necessary to maintain the high standards
of the Amateur service.

Telegraphy remains a very popular mode among HF operators. The 20 WPM
Extra class code requirement should be kept because most of the Extra
class exclusive privileges are for telegraphy operation. The General and
Advanced class code requirement should be lowered to 10 WPM. The Tech
Plus class, with a 5 WPM code test, should be kept as an entry level HF
license.

Respectfully Submitted,



Arthur P. Harris, N2AH


