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Background
Consultation on use of the 5351.5–5366.5 kHz band by the amateur service closed in June 2020. The consultation paper provided information on use of the band, discussed sharing issues between existing uses and potential amateur use of the band and sought comments on options for potential amateur use of the band. 
The International Telecommunication Union (ITU) allocated the band 5351.5–5366.5 kHz to the amateur service on a secondary basis at its 2015 World Radiocommunication Conference. Australia supported the allocation on the proviso that it had discretion around whether to implement domestic arrangements to authorise amateur use of the band. While ITU allocations are a relevant consideration in domestic planning, the ACMA must consider a range of domestic interests when making licensing arrangements.
In Australia, the Australian Radiofrequency Spectrum Plan also allocates the 5 MHz band to the fixed and mobile (except aeronautical mobile) services on a primary basis, and to the amateur service on a secondary basis. The band may also be used by stations in the radiolocation service for the purposes of defence by way of the AUS57 Footnote in the Spectrum Plan.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  AUS 57: ‘This band may be used by stations of the radiolocation service for the purposes of defence, on condition that harmful interference is not caused to other services operating in accordance with this Spectrum Plan or the Radio Regulations’.] 

The band is used by 526 systems operated by 8 licensees.[footnoteRef:3] As of November 2020 there are 14,790 licensed amateur operators.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  At the time of consultation, as per the ACMA’s public Register of Radiocommunications Licences.]  [4:  2,787 foundation; 2,151 standard and 9,852 advanced licensed amateur operators.] 

The paper presented 4 options:
Option 1: Australia-wide access to the whole band (5351.5–5366.5 kHz) but excluding Queensland and zones around existing transmitters.
Option 2: Australia-wide access to 5351.5–5365 kHz, that is, exclude the top 1.5 kHz to mitigate against most known sharing issues.
Option 3: Segmented and/or channelised use to mitigate against interference to existing services.
Option 4: No amateur use.
Discussion
The ACMA received 197 public and 2 non-public submissions. The public submissions are available on the ACMA website. 
The submissions supporting some form of amateur use under options 1 to 3 (predominantly Option 2) were from the Wireless Institute of Australia, the Radio Amateur Society of Australia, the International Amateur Radio Union (Region 3), Southside Amateur Radio Society, Darwin Amateur Radio Club and a number of individuals, many of whom identified themselves as amateur radio operators. 
Submissions supporting Option 4, which opposed amateur use of the band, were received from the Department of Defence and 2 others. Defence’s public submission did not support an allocation, on the basis that:
… this frequency band is already experiencing spectrum congestion, which adversely affects critical Defence capabilities. Therefore, Defence cannot accept further increase of spectrum congestion by the introduction of Amateur services. 
The Department of Defence also provided non-public information to the ACMA to further support their position.
The NSW Ambulance Service response expressed concerns that amateur use of the band may compromise the operation of its Long Range Digital Radio network, through interference and increased noise in the band. Its submission noted that paramedic and public safety is the organisation’s priority and supported Option 4 (no amateur use). The submission did, however, state that NSW Ambulance does not want to exclude the amateur service from this spectrum entirely and could agree to a solution if it could be ensured that there would be no impact on its use – that is, a combination of geographical/frequency exclusions and segmented use that resulted in no impact on emergency service use.
The ACMA considered the proposed options based on all responses and any supporting information provided. Hybrid options were also considered, for example, segmented use, consisting of Option 2 with the NSW Ambulance frequency also excised. However, the ACMA notes that these types of options still would impact on Defence use of the band.
Many of the responses supporting Option 2 noted the band would be useful for communication over propagation paths at certain times. The ACMA has explored permitting amateur use when the band is of reduced utility to Defence, that is, when propagation is poor. HF radio propagation varies due to absorption and refraction in the ionosphere, through day and night, and with changes in radiation from the sun, which vary from hour to hour and within an 11-year cycle. 
It is not possible to predict with high certainty when propagation characteristics support certain uses, but the diurnal day/night variation was the most practical to consider. However, the ACMA concluded that the risk – in implementation, enforcement and potential interference – of pursuing time-constrained amateur use was moderate to high, given the potential consequences for Defence use. When compared with the modest in-practice benefits for amateur use expected from daytime-only use, the ACMA concluded that this option is not supportable.
Conclusion
In considering spectrum use, the ACMA considers the objects of the Radiocommunications Act 1992. This includes maximising the overall public benefit derived from the use of the radio spectrum and, of particular importance in this matter given Defence usage, making adequate provision for use by agencies involved in the defence or national security of Australia. 
In balancing the existing uses of the 5351.5–5366.5 kHz band against the impacts of introducing use by the amateur service, the ACMA has decided not to support amateur use in the band. 
In making this decision, the ACMA has considered the public and non-public submissions from the Department of Defence. Issues raised in these submissions provided evidence that expanding the use of some or all of the 5351.5–5366.5 kHz segment to, potentially, several thousand amateur operators could materially degrade the performance of nationally-significant radiocommunications capabilities. 
To that end, the ACMA is confident that this decision is most aligned with the objects of the Radiocommunications Act. The ACMA acknowledges the high level of interest shown by the amateur community in adding this band to its suite of available bands[footnoteRef:5] and understands there will be disappointment in this decision. However, the ACMA is confident that such a decision is appropriate and consistent with the objects of the Radiocommunications Act, in particular supporting defence and national interest objectives.  [5:  See information on available bands at https://www.acma.gov.au/amateur-radio-licences.] 
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