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r# Packet Radio  and Beyond 

Amateur Radio Networks and the Internet 

any in amateur radio see the 
internet as a fabulous "support" 
mechanism for the hobby, use- 

ful for sending around bulletins, thou- 
sands of individual ham-radio-related 
web pages, discussion groups, soft- 
ware distribution, etc. I feel that to re- 
strict the internet to that role is to lose a 
tremendous capability. It's my strong 
feeling that amateur radio should 
wholeheartedly embrace the internet 
and its capabilities, and do so directly 
rather than indirectly. 

Content 
The first reason why I feel this way is 
content. Simply put, left to its own inter- 
nal content, amateur radio digital con- 
tent isn't that exciting overall. That said, 
there are pockets of interesting content 
out there, but not much. I'd guess that 
a lot of packet radio networks and 
servers (BBSes) were taken out of ser- 
vice for just that reason; the content 
wasn't compelling enough to justify the 
time and effort required to access it (for 
example, maintaining a packet BBS for 
"For Sale" notices, etc.). Late last year 
I logged on to a BBS for the first time in 
several years, and was appalled at the 
crude user interface, but even more 
appalled at the uninteresting content. If 
that were the only thing I could access 
through my TNC, I'd probably not both- 
er, and it's my guess that's why a lot of 
folks want to do so. 

Of course, there is the "build it and 
they will come"/"build it for the love of 
buiiding it" faction that keeps servers 
(and repeaters) up because they like it, 
but they have very few users. For the 
rest, though, it's a lot more fun to build 
or use something that takes some effort 
if there's some interesting use for it. 

In contrast, the amateur radio content 
on the internet is far more interesting. 
There are numerous mailing lists and 
news groups, web pages, etc. Some 
would argue that's the internet, not 
amateur radio. I'd agree, except that the 
content to which I'm referring is about 
amateur radio, and it happens to be 
located on the internet. Why not com- 
bine the two? Many groups do exactly 
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this with their packet networks and 
servers-distribute amateur-radio-re- 
lated content via amateur radio. Yes, it's 
a bit more of a challenge to get it (log 
onto a BBS, learn how to configure a 
personal station to accept e-mail direct- 
ly, etc.), but there's sufficient reward 
(the interesting content) to make it worth 
the effort. 

Some argue that this makes amateur 
radio just another part of the internet. 
To some extent that's true and illus- 
trates nicely one of the key strengths of 
TCPIIP: It works over any transport 
mechanism-RS-232 cable, Ethernet, 
fiber, wireless, laser, satellite, etc. 
Some hams feel strongly that amateur 
radio is "just another network" that is 
part of the internet. Others don't think 
there should be any content or other 
interconnection with the internet. I'm 
more middle-of-the-road; I think that 
internet content and "services" that per- 
tain to amateur radio should be encour- 
aged to be accessible from amateur 
radio. I think that's a fair and reasonable 
balance between the two viewpoints. 
Realistically, however, this is an all-or- 
nothing proposition; access to internet 
content can't be selective (although 
many, many will try). If the capability 
exists, some will use it for non-selec- 
tively and access non-amateur-radio 
content from their internet connection. 
On the whole, I think that amateur radio 
is far more strengthened than damaged 
by interconnection of the internet and 
amateur radio networks. 

Relevance 
For me, the most powerful argument for 
having interoperability between the 
internet and amateur radio networks is 
relevance. The internet is successful 
beyond all comprehension, including 
the wildest imaginations of its design- 
ers. It is changing life daily, and for many 
is more relevant in daily life than the 
telephone or the television. Ask the stu- 
dents who have 10 Mbps internet ac- 
cess from their dorm if they'd rather 
have a phone, television, or a laptop. 
My guess is that you'll hear laptop far, 
far more frequently than television or 
phone. To have interconnection with the 
internet makes amateur radio relevant 
to many, especially the younger crowd. 

Put another way, which of the following 
phrases do you think will more interest 
a teenager: "Want to learn more about 
amateur packet radio?" or "Want to 
learn about wireless internet access 
you can experiment with?" 

Think hard about this ... If amateur 
radio isn't relevant to the younger gen- 
erations, then it will inevitably die out. 
Internet use is increasingly becoming 
the dominant communications technol- 
ogy of young people's lives (behind only 
cell phones, pagers, and "hanging to- 
gether"). We would be foolish not to 
embrace that trend and figure out how 
to make effective use of it. 

Solves Nagging Problems 
Internet interconnection with amateur 
radio networks solves a lot of nagging 
problems. One example is that wide- 
area networks using amateur radio 
exclusively is very tough to do. It's one 
thing to put up a few nodes and quite 
another to maintain them and repair 
them when they fail. In a lot of areas 
there simply aren't enough hams, 
enough sites, or enough money to put 
up a network. It seems to me that in- 
stead of "punting" and going complete- 
ly commercial in that situation, a rea- 
sonable compromise would be do as 
much of the network as is practical with 
amateur radio, and then treat the inter- 
net as a "tunnel" between other ama- 
teur radio networks. Some feel "well.. . 
just use HF as the link." Bad idea. HF 
isn't fast enough to keep up, and HF 
spectrum is too precious (and too inter- 
esting to use in other ways) to dedicate 
to such use. 

Another nagging problem is incom- 
patible networking standards in use in 
amateur radio. Simply put, the services 
and capabilities possible with the use of 
TCPIIP (and interconnection with the 
internet) far exceed the capabilities of 
"amateur radio" networking systems. 
TCPIIP can adapt easily to low band- 
width communications while remaining 
seamlessly interoperable with higher 
speed communications and internet 
interconnection. 

As an aside, TCPIIP is often poorly 
implemented in amateur radio, which 
has resulted in something of a bad rep- 
utation. Admittedly it's tougher to get 
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