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Women in Ham Radio


Recent studies suggest one of the under-represented demographics in the Amateur Radio world is women. A recent survey conducted by AARL (Amateur Radio Relay League) in 2003 showed that 13% of all U.S. hams were female and only 5% ARRL members. These studies are not completely accurate in determining the number of female operators because FCC does not collect gender information with license applications. However, Ken Harker, WM5R, a computer scientist and consultant for a company that specializes in Internet performance monitoring and analysis, used the FCC servers of June 2004 to write a program in the Perl programming language to query the FCC database. “The script extracts the data in the first name field for every amateur, normalizes each name by converting it to all lowercase characters and filtering out the most common “noise” (stray commas, extra spaces, titles like Dr), and then matches each name to a list of some 6690 names I’d categorized as Male, Female or Uncertain”             ( Harker). Ken built his master list from the U.S. Social Security Administration’s lists of the most popular baby names by gender. His estimates concluded that that the Amateur Radio population in the United States is 14.85% female and 85.15% male. This is a slightly higher female percentage than the ARRL surveys indicate, and almost three times as high as the percentage of ARRL members who are women.  This information however has no bearing on the influence and impact women have had in the world of Ham Radio.
 
In 2005 Mrs. Bharti Prasad, 46, helped tsunami victims in India find missing relatives through a ham radio system. She lived in the Andaman Island which accounted for about a third of India's reported death toll of 11,330. With the support of the Indian Army she had been able to network with ham operators across nations to reunite families and help in relief and rescue operations. The use of ham radio had not been permitted in the Andaman’s since the late 1987 but the band was lifted November 2005.  With gear and batteries Mrs. Prasad was one of the first to help establish a radio footprint with a string of islands near Thailand. This included the archipelago's 572 islands where thousands more were missing. Mothers were separated from their children and husbands from their wives in an effort to escape the killer waves. Prasad said, “When the tidal waves struck, we just turned the beacon towards India and since then we have been flooded with messages which we relay on local telephone lines.” She handled more than 30,000 emergency calls during the disaster and has now linked with amateur stations in Kolkata, Bangalore, Hyderabad, Chennai and networks beyond the Indian territory. Mrs. Bharti Prasad is now referred to as the “Angel of the Seas” and her only fear during her heroic endeavors was the phone bills.
 Dawn Moss, 38, a member of the Amateur Radio Emergency Service is also considered a hero among amateur radio operators. Although she laughs at the suggestion her story has taken on a heroic dimension. During the 2007 flood in Vernonia, Dawn Moss broadcast emergency messages and helped direct aid and rescue efforts for 36 hours. “Some people said that I should have taken care of myself first," she said, "but I couldn't when I knew that there might be someone out there in trouble."  After hastening her children and pets to safety she immediately rushed to the Community Emergency Response Team center.   When Moss returned home most of all her belongings were submerged under water. More and more women are starting to take interest in ham radio as Amateur Radio Emergency Service (ARES). Steven Sanders, state director, has found this to be self evident in Washington County, where 28% are women  compared to about 10% statewide.

American Radio Relay League is also affiliated with and organization named Young Ladies Radio League (YLRL). It was founded in 1939 as an international non-profit organization of women amateur radio enthusiasts. Even though YL in morse code stands for single female operators the Young Ladies' Radio League welcomes both married and unmarried women as members.  In the U.S. YLRL is organized into 10 districts that correspond to the 10 amateur radio call sign districts, including a district for Canada, and a "DX" district that covers the rest of the world. The YLRL holds an annual convention at various locations where members live. With a membership of approximately 800, it is international in scope with about 100 of those members who are DX YLs.  So, despite the low number of representation for women in the Ham World we are still able arise in critical situations. There will be many more women joining ham in the future, because all they need is a study of basic electronics and a willingness to help their community.
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