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I get this question a lot, especially from Hams who just passed 
their technician exam and are anxious to get on the air. They 
want to buy a radio that will do the job but, at this point in 
time, they’re not exactly sure about what that job is. 

Buying your first radio is analogous to buying your first 
automobile. Sports car or SUV? Two doors or four? Rear, 
front, or all-wheel drive? Gasoline or diesel? There are so 
many choices, how on earth could you ever decide which one 
to buy; and, what if, heaven forbid, you chose the wrong one? 

Well, you probably wouldn’t buy the exact same automobile 
your neighbor owns just because he has one. Instead you’d 
talk with other owners, visit a few dealerships, and shop for 
something that suits your needs and fits your budget. Right? 
Well, it’s the same with radios. 

Although I’ve had the opportunity to use quite a few handheld 
and mobile radios, I haven’t had the chance to try them all. 
So, the best I can do is provide you with some guidelines and 
pointers that will help you make up your own mind about 
what radio would be the best one for you. 

Single Band or Multi Band 

Most FM activity occurs on the 2 meter and the 70 centimeter 
bands. There is very little activity on 6 meters and none on 
1-1/4 meters. Therefore, a dual band radio that covers both the 
2 meter and 70 centimeter bands is desirable. If, however, you 
can’t find one in your price range, then buy a radio that covers 
the 2 meter band because that’s where most of the action is. 

Handheld or Mobile 

If you want to work stations in your local area on simplex or 
through repeaters, you can use either a handheld or a mobile 
radio as long as you understand some basics and tradeoffs. 

A handheld radio is a self-contained portable station. It uses a 
small antenna mounted directly on the radio and it’s powered 
by an internal battery. It’s small enough to carry in your 
pocket or wear on your belt. In addition, you can use a 
handheld radio as a mobile radio by connecting it to an 
antenna mounted on your vehicle and powering it from the 
vehicle’s battery. And, you can use a handheld radio as a base 
station by attaching it to an external antenna designed for 
fixed-station use and powering it either from the internal 
battery or from an external ac power supply. As you can see, 
the handheld radio is a versatile piece of equipment; but, it has 
at least one major drawback, i.e., low transmitter power. 

A mobile radio is designed to be mounted inside of a vehicle, 
connected to an antenna mounted on that vehicle, and 
powered by the vehicle’s battery. A mobile radio can also be 
used as a base station by connecting it to an antenna designed 
for fixed-station use and powering it from an external ac 
power supply or a marine battery. 

Features 

There are several features that are common to most modern 
handheld and mobile radios. A few are significant; the others, 
well, not so much. The most important features are the 
number of memory channels provided, the maximum 
transmitter output power, and the availability of continuous 
tone carrier squelch system (CTCSS) decoding. 

Then, there are some special features that are not found on all 
radios. These include a detachable front panel, automatic 
range transponder system (ARTS) protocol, and voice over 
internet (VOIP) capability. 

Finally, there are some advanced features that are present on 
only a few specific radios. These include automatic range 



positioning system (ARPS) protocol, cross band repeat, 
terminal node controller (TNC), and digital audio. 

Now, let’s take a look at these features in a little more detail. 

Memory No matter what radio you buy you’ll probably want 
to store the frequencies you use most often in memory for 
rapid recall. The exact number of memory channels is not 
significant as long as you have enough. How many are 
enough? Well, let’s just say that every radio I’m aware of has 
more memory storage than I could ever use. 

Output Power The available choices for transmitter output 
power are important for a couple of reasons. For simplex 
contacts over reasonable distances, a good rule of thumb is 
that you’ll need at least 40 watts. Almost all mobile radios 
have a maximum power level that exceeds this value. For 
contacts through a repeater, as little as 4 watts may work in 
some instances. Beware that while most handheld radios have 
a maximum output power of more than 4 watts, some do not. 

CTCSS Most radios have encode but not decode capability. 
Look for a radio that has both. On the Big Island, only a few 
repeaters use CTCSS; most of them do not. The bottom line 
here is that it’s handy to have both CTCSS encode and decode 
capability. Beware, however, that all radios do not support all 
of the CTCSS tone frequencies. Make sure the radio you buy 
supports the tone frequencies you will need. 

Detachable Front Panel This is a special feature that some 
mobile radios have. This feature gives you the option of 
mounting the front panel, which contains the controls and 
display, on the dashboard instead of on the radio where it 
normally would be located. The radio itself can then be 
mounted under a seat or in the trunk and connected to the 
front panel with a cable that is sold in an optional separation 
kit. Beware that on at least one radio, the Kenwood TM-
D700A, the front panel cannot be mounted directly to the 
radio; you have to mount its front panel onto something else; 
this might be a disadvantage. 

ARTS This is a special feature that is mostly used in search 
and rescue operations. The transmitter periodically broadcasts 
a short message to other stations in the immediate area. If the 
receiver fails to get a reply, then an audible alarm sounds to 
let you know that you are out of range with respect to the 
other stations. 

VOIP This is a special feature that lets Ham Radio operators 
talk to one another via internet gateway stations using voice 
over internet protocol (VOIP) in one of three formats: 
EchoLink, IRLP, and WIRES. Any radio that has a DTMF 
keypad can be used for this mode. Just because some Yaesu 
radios have a dedicated WIRES button does not mean that 
they can’t be used for Echolink and IRLP; they can. 

APRS This is an advanced feature that periodically broadcasts 
a short message, often your current latitude and longitude, to 
other stations which then plot and track your position on a 
computer generated map. Although ARPS is not used in the 
state of Hawaii, it is popular in some other states. 

 

Cross Band Repeat This is an advanced feature that let’s you 
transmit on one band while you receive on another. The main 
application for this feature is a vehicular repeater used at an 
incident site to extend the communications range of low 
power handheld radios while maximizing the useful life of the 
batteries within those handheld radios. 

TNC This is an advanced feature that can be handy if you’re 
interested in conversing via packet radio. It eliminates the 
need for an external TNC and associated wiring. 

Digital Radio This is an advanced feature that only a few 
radios have. It transmits audio in a digital format rather than 
analog. Digital radio has only been available for a few years 
and as yet has not really caught on. Right now this technology 
seems to be more of a high-tech fad rather than the inevitable 
wave of the future as proclaimed by at least one manufacturer. 

Other Features Almost every modern radio includes such 
features as channel scanning, priority channel, dual watch, 
direct frequency entry, dual tone multiple frequency (DTMF) 
dialing, digital coded squelch (DCS) encode and decode, 
automatic repeater shift (ARS), time-out timer, automatic 
power shut off (APO), programmable function (PF) keys, and 
cloning. How many of these features you will find useful will 
depend on your Ham Radio lifestyle. 

Summary 

Buying your first radio can seem like an intimidating 
experience; but, that’s only because you’ve never done it 
before. You’ll find that most Hams don’t own just a single 
radio. Many of them have a handheld radio, a mobile radio in 
each of their vehicles, and another mobile radio in their home. 

There are four major manufacturers of handheld and mobile 
radios – Alinco, Icom, Kenwood, and Yaesu. You can find a 
lot more information about their products at their respective 
web sites: alinco.com, icomamerica.com, kenwoodusa.com, 
and yaesu.com. In addition, you can find reviews of all radios 
written by their owners at eham.net. And, you can check the 
current street prices at Amateur Electronics Supply 
(aesham.com) and Ham Radio Outlet (hamradio.com). 

Should you decide that your first radio should be a handheld 
radio, consider buying several optional accessories such as a 
magnet mount antenna, a coaxial cable adapter, a dc power 
cable, and a carrying case. In addition, I strongly recommend 
that you buy the optional battery case that accepts standard 
AA cells. Owning these items will make your handheld radio 
much more functional. 

Finally, I would be remiss if I didn’t mention that there are a 
few mobile radios that cover the HF bands as well as the 
2 meter and 70 centimeter bands. If you have a general class 
license, or are planning to upgrade to a license that offers HF 
privileges, you may want to consider one of these radios. 
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