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To the Board of Directors:

In my report at this time last year I observed that Amateur Radio and the ARRL were in better shape at the end of 2011 than at the beginning. As we look back on 2012 I am pleased to be able to say the same thing.
Unlike in most of the world, Amateur Radio in the United States continues to grow. There were 13% more new FCC licenses issued in 2012 than in the previous year. The total number of licensees grew to 709,575 (source: www.ah0a.org), an increase of slightly more than 1% for the year. Nearly half are Technicians although the number of Extras is actually growing faster than either the number of Technicians or Generals.
The ARRL also continues to grow. Last year marked the sixth straight year of membership growth and saw the largest increase, 1.56%, since the banner year of 2007.

When I and other ARRL officials travel overseas or talk to international visitors to our shores we are often asked how Amateur Radio in the United States is able to buck the global trend and what could be done in other countries to duplicate our success. Often I reply, “Have more natural disasters.” There is of course a grain of truth in this somewhat facetious remark. This year, 2013, marks the 100th anniversary of the first recorded instance of Amateur Radio being used to provide emergency communications. It should not be a surprise that this occurred in the United States, specifically during severe flooding in the Midwest. Even today, initial interest in Amateur Radio in this country often stems from a desire either to be of service to one’s community or simply to have a communications channel that is not dependent upon commercial or government providers. Neither of these motivators is as strong in most other countries, either because natural disasters seldom occur or because there is not the same tradition of volunteerism.
But, what truly sets Amateur Radio in the United States apart from other countries is the strength of the ARRL. We have a strong base of volunteers in our organization. We have an experienced staff supporting the volunteers, promoting and defending Amateur Radio, and providing products and services to attract and retain members. Even allowing for differences in population, no other Amateur Radio organization in the world has anything like the ARRL’s resources. Any comparison of our capabilities to theirs is unfair.
Amateur Radio in the United States does not exist in isolation. We cannot do the job at the ITU on behalf of our own members without the cooperation and assistance of amateurs and friends in other countries. Yet, few of our sister societies have the critical mass of members necessary to support more than a minimal office staff. Many have higher membership dues than the ARRL, often significantly higher, because they lack non-dues sources of income and the economies of scale that we are able to achieve. Several are suffering today from poor financial decisions made in the past, when life memberships were sold without setting aside sufficient reserves to fund future obligations. It appears that a strong ARRL will be increasingly important to the future health of Amateur Radio internationally, not just here at home.
In 2012 we were able to add to the ARRL’s strength:
· For the fourth year in a row, income from operations exceeded expenses. While the yearend audited final statements will not be available for another three months or so, preliminary figures show that we beat our budget plan by some $236,000. Instead of the anticipated $70,000 loss on operations we are showing a gain of about $166,000. This figure does not include either the substantial gain on investments or the one-time cost of terminating the defined benefit pension plan that were realized during the year.
· Termination of the defined benefit pension plan eliminated the risk (to the employer) inherent in such a plan. While the benefit obligation had not increased since the plan was frozen in 2009, the cost of termination remained an unknown until October 2012. That is now behind us. A new challenge is to manage our defined contribution pension benefit so that it is competitive with other employers and encourages employees to make adequate preparations for their own retirements.
· The Second Century Campaign, which got off to a good start in 2011, accelerated in 2012. It has already proved well worth the investment we are making in this one-time initiative. As Mary Hobart reports, at yearend the commitments to build the ARRL’s endowment were approaching $4 million and eclipsed that mark early in 2013. For years we have recognized that the ARRL faces a future in which the aging “baby boomers” (including me) who make up the bulk of our membership will join Silent Keys. The Second Century Campaign will ensure that the ARRL has the wherewithal to continue to protect and advance Amateur Radio after we have left the scene.
Reflecting on the past six months brings to mind several personal highlights. I was pleased to be asked to speak at the ARRL National Convention banquet in October and at the Radio Club of America Awards Banquet in New York City on November 16. The IARU Region 3 Conference held in Ho Chi Minh City was the 10th I had attended, a string stretching back to Auckland in 1985. However, reflection also calls up the dual shocks of the sudden and unexpected loss of Joel Kleinman, N1BKE in August and of Michael Owen, VK3KI in September. Both were examples of lives well lived, yet cut tragically short.
In July I identified two initiatives that I believe are important to the future health of Amateur Radio, addressing local clubs and DIY (do-it-yourself) respectively. The two are not mutually exclusive by any means; indeed, some of the most exciting club programs we are hearing about involve DIY. We have made some progress toward fleshing out these concepts but there is much more to do. Our initial effort to gather suggestions for a series of simple kits to entice beginners was not as productive as I had hoped, with most of the suggestions missing the “beginner” target by a wide margin. Still, it was not a wasted effort since we learned that we need to do a better job sharing the vision with our members.
While it is still an untested hypothesis, I believe DIY holds great promise for recruiting the next generation of active, engaged radio amateurs. While public service and emergency communications may be strong motivators, motivation alone does not make an effective communicator. As I said in my National Convention speech:
There is tremendous potential for cross-pollination between the do-it-yourself, DIY movement and Amateur Radio. One of the newest ARRL affiliated clubs is the HacDC Amateur Radio Club. HacDC rents space from a church in the District of Columbia where, for less than the cost of a daily visit to Starbucks, urban dwellers can enjoy access to a workshop that they could never accommodate in a small apartment or condo. A critical mass of hams became involved in HacDC and formed a club within a club. It will be interesting to see where this leads.

Of course, in Amateur Radio we don’t develop our radio communication skills and capabilities just for ourselves. Like earlier generations, we want to be of service to our communities and our country. Public service and emergency preparedness are important ways to give back for the privilege of accessing the radio spectrum. But emergency communications and the exploration of new technologies are not mutually exclusive. The more we know, the more capabilities we develop, the more valuable we can be when we’re needed. And we will be needed. Society relies ever more heavily on a fragile telecommunications infrastructure that is susceptible to overload and outright failure. We can’t substitute for all that infrastructure. But because we know how to harness those electromagnetic waves that Heinrich Hertz generated in his lab more than 125 years ago, we CAN communicate, no matter what. And that has real value.

It’s what we know and can do – not the licenses we hold – that makes the Amateur Radio community valuable to society.
There is an exciting year ahead as we prepare for the ARRL’s centennial in 2014. I look forward to sharing the experience with all of you on the Board, with the staff, and with our members – now more than 160,000 strong.
Sincere 73,

David Sumner, K1ZZ

Chief Executive Officer

Newington, CT – January 11, 2013
