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GUIDE TO MARINE RADIO

Intfroduction...

This guide will help you choose the most
suitable radio products to help you while
communicating at sea. It is not inftended to
replace guidance from professional radio
resellers, but to provide a background to the
different types of product available and help
you make an informed choice.

VHF

The most popular method of communicuting with
other bouts is via Very High Frequency (VHF) radio.
This is similar fo the way that commercidl radio
stations (Radio 1, Clussic FM efc) transmit. It has the
advauntage that equipment is reldatively simple, und
cun therefore be compuct und low cost. To ensure
that maritime users do hot inferfere with other radio
users u purt of the radio spectrum hus been
dllocuted specificully to this group und to muke
operution us simple us possible frequencies have
been put info numbered channels.

For example Channel 16 actudilly refers to 156.800
MHz, it is far eusier to refer fo channel humbers.
Becuuse radio does not recoynise geogruphic or
political boundaries, and to ensure that bouts
fravelling on trans-nationadl voyuges cun dlways
communicute, the VHF marine band is the sume
dll around the world. There are 55 internationdl
Mmarine channels, a similar number of private
chunnels (ullocuted on d locul busis 1o
commercidl orgunisutions) und some other unigque
national channels.

The USA und Cunudu huve u slightly different use
of marine channels, using the sume frequency but
using more simplex rather than duplex channels.
Nationdl channels include WX (wedther) channels
in the US, Fishing channels in Norway dand the
marina channels M and M2 in the UK. To make sure
that your radio is fitted with the correct locdl
channels, be sure fo purchuse type-upproved
equipment. As mentioned previously, VHF radios
cuh be yuite small and they are avdiluble ds both
handheld and fixed (instulled) units.

Handheld

Handheld VHF radios work in exactly the saume way
us their fixed equivalents. Muny of the feutures are
shared und in lcom's range they even follow the
sume operuting protocol to help users who use
both types. As with any tool there dre advantuges
und disudvantuyges. Advantuges include small size
und portability, usefulness in un emeryency,
independence from the vessel's power und
antenna. Disadvantages are related fo the power
oufput und buttery life, which dffects range and
how lohy the eyuipment cun be used. However
the Icom IC-MT1EuroV improves on this situation

combining Li-lon buttery fechnoloyy which dllows u
handheld to be run for ut leust 27 hours. Other lcom
handhelds avdildble dre the 1C-446S, a superb
licence free UHF transceiver; the IC-M3Euro u wuter
resistunt fransceiver which becuuse it cun use
dlkdline butteries acts us un importunt backup to
fixed radios; and the IC-GM1500E, u sufety GMDSS
tfransceiver designed for commercidl vessels.

To summuirise, hundhelds ure most suituble for smaill
vessels without their own battery source; emergency
buck-up to fixed radios or udditiondl radios for crew
und fenders etc.

Mobile

For vessels with battery power, u fixed radio is
usudlly a good choice. Severdl models are usudlly
avdiluble with varying fedtures, although the busic
radio functions remain the saume. With the advent of
DSC Icom have produced u VHF transceiver that is
DSC computible cdalled the IC-M501. Its associated
unit is the DS-100 (Cluss D DSC controller). Both are
tfraditiondlly desighed to fit nedtly in any cockpit or
helm. Fixed radios do reqyuire installing and this will
include connection to a power source und dn
antenna, When thinking dabout where to site your
radio you should think dabout how it will be used.
You will probdbly heed fo use it whilst havigating,
but may heed to use it at the helm when enteriny
or leuving port. Think curefully before installing.

Installation

Range

Muany customers usk us ubout the range (distunce)
over which u radio cun communicute und it is the
most popular yuestion, with the hardest aunswer.
Busicdlly, radio travels as waves, similar to light. Like
light it cun be reflected, reduced or even stopped
by other objects. A popular response is 'line of sight'
which essenfidlly means 'if you can see it you can
talk to it' and this is generdlly a good guide.




Remember however that the radio signal comes
from the radio uerial (hot the radio ifself) und
therefore using u higher antenna allows the radio fo
'see' further. The sume rules apply for receiving d
signul, dlthough of course buse stution deridls are
Mmounted onh very high masts ahd have Mmuch
higher power, which is another influencing factor.

A stronger, more powerful light can be seen further
and more cleurly and the sume applies to radio.
Power is meusured in watts and the higher the
power the further the range, but it's not guite that
simple. Even u very low power cun dive some
range. Power cun be used to improve the qudlity of
sighal and fo overcome some obstucles.
Remember though, more power out meuns More
power in so shorter buttery life for handhelds or
hoh-recharging butteries. Always start with the
lowest power setting and work up. All fixed sets
have dtf leust fwo power seftings, 1 watt and 25
watt, Handhelds have various power levels, lcom's
beiny typicdlly 2.5 watt 1o 5 watt as stanhdard, with
6 wutts optional buttery.

Becuuse VHF fravels in straight lines, like light, as you
fravel away from land the curvature of the edrth
prevents the signal from reuching you. This happens
between 35 and 50 miles off shore and s you still
heed to communicute you need 1o look for some
other way of doing it.

MF/HF/SSB

Llonger distuhce (beyond VHF) communicdtions
dre uchieved using un MF/HF/SSB radio. MF meuns
Mmedium frequency und ygives du range of up to 200-
250 miles from shore, HF or high frequency extends
that range to thousunds of miles und mMaybe even
globul. SSB meuns single side-bund and this is the
mode that the radios use fo communicate. This
subject cun quickly become very technicul und
we will not therefore dwell on the whys und
wherefores. Plenty of books exist for those who want
1o know Mmore.

Installation

As HF relies oh propugdtion fo dchieve its long
range it is essential that the signal is given the best
start it can getf This generdlly meuns that the
untennu und RF ground heed to be optimised.
Whilst an ATU will help with the antenna the RF
ground und power supply ure u little more complex
and require a degree of fechnicdl knowledge and
experience. For this reason we advise customers to
seek professiondl udvice on HF installations.

It is worth nhotfing that this equipment may be used
in a sufety of life situation und cutting corhers o
save u few pounds is redlly not worth the risk.
Eguipment draws a high current when transmitting
und cun dffect other ihstruments such us GPS,
autopilots efc,

Operation

All radios require the user und the vessel to hold a
relevant licence. The vessel's licence is like a car Tax
disc, but is dlso the key to obtuining an MMSI
number, which will unigquely identify your vessel. The
user reguires a radio 'driving licence' aund two

different types dare avdiluble. For VHF only the SRC
(Short Runge Certificate) is avdiluble. Training tukes
ohe day und this essentidlly instructs users in radio
efiquette aund procedures, since VHF operdtion itself
is fairly straightforward. For other communicuations
(HE, Sutcom efc) the LRC (Long-Runye Certificute)
is required. This covers procedures, setting up an HF
cull efc. und tukes ubout 3 or 4 days. Courses ure
avdilable nation-wide dlthough it is best fo choose
a course that is RYA reyistered.

Other Icom guides include:

e What is DSC? - un overview of DSC with
explanations ubout GMDSS, SOLAS, MMSI efc.

e What is PMR446? - the benefits of this popular
licence-free service.

Forthcominyg guides include:
e Type upproval and EMC.
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