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Our lead article this month is about ham ingenuity, a vol-
unteer examiner team in Florida that worked with
COVID-19 restrictions in place at the time to adminis-

ter license exams in a parking lot, with candidates socially-
distancing by remaining in their cars (the full story is on page
12). Last month, we reported on remotely-administered exam
sessions. Since exam sessions seem to be a hot topic, we
thought it would be interesting for our “CQ Classics” series in
this issue to look back to the dawn of volunteer examining 35
years ago. Actually, the first VE sessions were held in 1984,
but that was a hybrid year, with a mix of volunteer examining
and traditional testing in FCC offices. By the beginning of
1985, though, all testing was being conducted by volunteers.

The original structure and operation of the program was
nothing like it is today. The FCC originally anticipated hav-
ing different VECs for each call district, each of which would
have independent responsibility for creating exams from
question sets provided by the Commission. Over time, two
VECs with accreditation in all 13 call districts — W5YI and
ARRL — came to dominate the testing program, although
several smaller groups continue to function as VECs, includ-
ing originals such as the Anchorage Amateur Radio Club
VEC in Alaska (which also has accredited teams in Maine
and Colorado) and the Laurel Amateur Radio Club VEC,
which has exam teams around the country. Also with time,
responsibility for preparing exam questions shifted from the
FCC to the umbrella group for the VECs, the National
Conference of Volunteer Examiner Coordinators, or NCVEC. 

What really struck me in researching the early days of vol-
unteer examining were the widespread doubts among leading
amateurs that the system would even work at all. There were
concerns about getting enough volunteers, about the integri-
ty of test sessions, and about the logistics of getting exam
materials prepared, distributed, and returned for processing. 

Dick Bash, KL7IHP, published license guides based on
submissions from exam candidates who wrote down as
many exact questions as they could remember right after
their tests (there were no publicly-available question pools
at the time). He began writing a “Ticket Talk” column in CQ
in June 1984. In his first column, which is reprinted in this
issue, Dick expressed serious doubts about the viability of
volunteer examining, citing likely difficulty in recruiting VEs
to volunteer their time with no reimbursement for out-of-pock-
et expenses (a special bill was needed to be passed by
Congress to permit Volunteer Examiner Coordinators, or
VECs, to collect test fees) and the patience required to sit
through an exam session while accommodating various spe-
cial needs. He wrote that “private conversations with
Washington sources have shown that they are pessimistic
about the chances of the program’s success.” 

The ARRL shared Dick’s concern about cost reimburse-
ment and, in fact, delayed applying to become a VEC until
the FCC put rules in place to permit cost recoupment. At the
same time, some other hams were concerned that fees
would become a piggy bank for VECs and that some might
use them as an opportunity for “profiteering.”

All of this negativity almost overshadowed the potential
positives of the program. I’ve been around long enough to

remember the pre-VEC days, when one needed to travel to
an FCC field office or other federal building for exams that
were scheduled for the convenience of the examiners, not
the candidates. I was fortunate enough in those years to live
near either New York City or Washington, DC, where exams
were available on a regular basis (although I can’t remem-
ber right now if those opportunities were weekly or month-
ly). In other parts of the country, FCC examiners visited small-
er cities on a quarterly basis, so if you didn’t pass on one
visit, you’d need to wait three months for your next opportu-
nity. If you lived more than a certain distance from a testing
site, local hams could administer an exam for a Conditional
Class license, which carried General Class privileges, but
Advanced and Extra Class exams would require a trip to “the
big city” to take the test with an FCC examiner. This was vir-
tually always a full-day venture, and often required an
overnight stay. Ah, yes, the good ol’ days…

So, How’d That Work Out?
Looking back today from 35 years out, I think it’s safe to say
that the volunteer examining program has been — and con-
tinues to be — an unqualified success. There has been no
problem recruiting volunteer examiners. The number of ses-
sions with integrity issues can be counted on one hand. Exam
sessions are readily accessible in locations all over the
United States (and beyond), and mostly scheduled at con-
venient times for candidates, such as evenings and week-
ends. And, in the event of a pandemic, VE teams and the
VECs have the flexibility to adapt and to innovate, including
test sessions held outdoors, in parking lots, and online.

The NCVEC’s Question Pool Committee maintains and
regularly updates the question pools from which the exams
are generated. Electronic submission of exam results to the
FCC by the VECs has reduced wait times for license
issuance from weeks to days, and sometimes, hours. The
success of the VE program is a major reason behind the
growth of amateur radio in the United States from roughly
412,000 licensees at the end of 19841 to more than 762,000
today,2 an increase of approximately 85%.

Congrats to KØNEB!
Finally, a double set of congratulations to CQ Kit-Building
Editor Joe Eisenberg, KØNEB, for recognition as a home-
town hero by the Lincoln, Nebraska Fire-Rescue Department
and as a ham radio hero by the YASME Foundation. See
“News Bytes” on page 10 for details.

We hope you’ll be able to enjoy some outdoor hamming
this summer (make sure your contacts are at least 6 feet
away!) and will be able to take advantage of summertime
sporadic-E as well as any surprises that may be in store from
the newly-emerging Solar Cycle 25! 

– 73, Rich, W2VU

Notes:
1. Source: W5YI Report, CQ archives
2. Source: ARRL, as of 6/5/2020


