PMR-446

· chatting with handheld walkies .....
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What do you think of  being able to call your mate two kilometer down the river to tell him, that the dinner is ready – or having the possibility of calling for help if you get lost. The use of small walkie-talkies has markedly increased during the last couple of years, and not without reason. For communicating within a radius of a few kilometers the new hand-held PMR-radios are a really good alternative to mobile-telephones – and as there is no licence, no payment by the minute – they are much cheaper than using the mobile phone.
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PMR-radios are as perfect for open-air-communication, because they function everywhere – also when you can´t establish contact to the GMS-mobile-telephone network. PMR, which stands for ”Personal Mobile Radio”, are therefore the obvious means of keeping contact between fishing mates in areas with bad contact to the GSM-net.

Cheaper than mobile telephone

Since in many European countries does not pay a licence for the use of  PMR, it is a cheap and good alternative to the mobile telephones. If you choose rechargeable batteries as a source of power, it is virtually free to carry on talking. The difference between PMR and the good old walkie-talkies, amongst other things, is that the new generation of walkie-talkies use a higher sending-frequency, has lower weight and volume of space and consumption of batteries – and better range and sound-qualities. Where the old-fashioned walkie-talkie sent on 27 MHz (long-wave), PMR sends on 446 MHz (UHF). The higher sending frequency renders it possible to compress the electronics, which leads to lower weight and lower volume of space – the ideal solution for handheld receivers. That the new generation of radios use fewer and smaller batteries than the old walkies contributes further to a lower weight.

Range

The higher the sending power, the longer range the radio attains. This gives rise to a limitation, when, as is the case with PMR-446 instruments, you may not exceed a sending power of 0,5 watt. But since high sending frequencies operate more efficiently than long-wave frequencies at low sending power, frequncies as f.ex. 446 MHz will nevertheless achieve greater range than f. ex. 27 MHz. The reason for this is, that the antennae of the PMR-446 instruments have a better signal-emission and sending efficiency than 27 MHz antennae of the same size. If you were to exploit the full potential of the old walkies, it would call for larger antennae and heavier instruments.

In open areas you can comfortably count on being able to communicate within a distance of up to about 3 kilometers with a PMR, and there are several cases where people over open water have had contact over a distance of about 20 kilometers. In densely wooded country or in towns, however, the range is generally less – typically 0,5 – 2 kilometers. Sending conditions are at their worst during rainy weather, when wet surfaces in the tree-crowns or buildings have a tendency to absorb the radio waves. Under these conditions the 27 MHz walkies are better, because long-wave radio- signals are more easily transmitted in dense forest.

The battery-consumption of a PMR depends on many things – amongst others on how much you talk and at which volume. If you talk a lot, a set of 3-4 AA-batteries will typically last a full day. If you show verbal moderation, or if you only switch the PMR on for limited stretches of time, the batteries may last a week or more. The best batteries for PMR-use are quite ordinary alkaline- or rechargeable NiMH-batteries, but if you want so get the calls virtually free you must choose the latter. Although they are more expensive than alkaline, they can be recharged up to 1000 times, making it a very good investment.

PMR-functions and accessories

A PMR-radio has a standard 8 channels. This is ample for the ordinary user,- particularly if he moves about in nature-surroundings, where you will rarely experience more than one user within sending range. If you primarily move around in urban areas, it may be an advantage having one of the somewhat more expensive models, that has many subsidiary channels on every main channel, so you may be sure there is always a free channel.

Most models have a “Roger Beeb-function”, that emits a beep-sound, when a sentence has been completed. The object is, that it is easier for the conversation-partner to know, when he is free to reply. Normally you have to press a button, whilst you are sending, also called the PTT or “push-to-talk”-function. A number of PMR-radios can be set to send automatically every time you say something. The function, which is called VOX, can be used for many useful things – amongst others as a baby-alarm. The VOX fucction is extremely useful for carpanglers as they can be used for wireless sounderbox: Open the sending radio, place it by your rodpod and bring ther reciever into your bivy 30 meters away – no matter how mucht the wind blows – you will heaqr your buzzers via the babyalarm function! Amongst other useful things can be mentioned a keyboard lock, a “scanner” to locate vacant channels, a “vibrator” for silent calls, and a “voice scramble”, which is used to encrypt messages, if you don´t have to reveal your super-secret fishing-spot to other anglers that might talk on the same frequence. 

Buy the right radio

A number of different PMR-446 brands are to be found, but as they operate in the same way, it is no problem to communicat with anglers who have other brands as long as you use the same channel.  PMR-radios are relatively inexpensive – a set costing 50 – 200 Euros is all you need to get on the air. Since both the sender and the receiver are the same in the cheap as well as in the expensive PMR-radios, you rarely obtain greater range, better signals or better sound-quality by paying more. The extra expense buys you more advanced functions and a more robust construction, that lends itself to professional or rough daily usage. Such instruments frequently cost 150 – 400 Euros for a set. 

It may be tempting to buy PMR-walkies over the internet, but you should check, that the radio is sending on the correct frequency. You should be aware, that in the USA other frequencies are used in the same type of radios, which here are called FRS 467 MHz. If these radios are used in Europe, you will interfere with the communication of taxi-drivers and train personnel. The private use of PMR-446 is free and does not require a licence in Holland, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Norway,  Finland, England, Ireland, Iceland, Portugal, Spain and Switzerland, but is not permitted in Norway, Italy, Greece and Luxembourg. In France only the channels 3 and 8 are allowed to be used for private purposes, whereas in Turkey and Belgium a licence is required.

What the future holds in the sphere of hand-held radios is anybodys guess. At the time of writing you can find GPS with a built-in PMR, with which you can communicate with your trip-companions whilst watching a map-display of the location, in which you are situated. Similarly there are mobile telephones with built-in 800-MHz radios, in which you by way of a “direct-mode-function” can switch the radio on, so that you are independent of a lack of connection to the mobile network. We are looking forward to these instruments being allowed in Europe.     

