Scanning The New
AMTS Band

Some Folks Call it the “Maritime Cellular Band.”
An All-New Eavesdropping Adventure For You &

Your Scanner!

Repare 1o board and search. or search
scan! It starts at 216 MH:z and ends at
220 MHz. It's the new nationwide Automat-
ed Maritime Telecommunications System
(AMTS). Thev used to call it the Inland Wa-
terways Communications Svstern (IWCS).
but AMTS is a new name that reflects its new
broader agenda. It's not just “inland” any
longer. now it's going nationwide!

AMTS Is already operational aleng the
Gulf of Mexico. Vessels and ol rigs as far as
70 miles offshore use the service. The Mis-
sissippd River and its huge svstem of tributa-
ries are also fully covered by AMTS. llive in
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the southern par
the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. and the
salty AMTS comms are going full blast

Very soon. AMTS networks will be oper
ating along the East Coast, t ast Coast
the Great Lakes. and most navigable water-
ways of the USA, Since the 216 to 220 MHz
band is allocated for maritime use through
out the Americas. it's possible that such sys-
tems could eventually evelve in Canada
Mexico. and elsewhnere

Here's a look at this new nationwide mar
ne radic band, with some scanning tips
added for extra measure

Alro Poss. IL

Rollin’ Down The Repeater

AMTS is similar in many ways to cellular
car phones. As vessels move. their in-pro-
gress AMTS comms are automatically
handed off to the nearest shore-based tow-
er. But AMTS has more than this to offer

The system is computer controlled. so
that lets it have all kinds of fancy features itke
the ability to track vessels. If, for example. a
company is concerned about the status of
one of their vessels, they simply dial up a
landline phone number and vital stats come
back to them over the phone by FAX or

Watercom's “Statton 19" is locared on Bald Knob Cross Road.

vis is 10 miles east of the Mississippi River
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TTY. The information mignr include the
vessel's location, estimated time of ammval at
its next pori. engine RPM's. fue! consump-
tion. sea conditions. river levels. and the
skipper's log entries.

The owner of many vessels can also use
AMTS to send out a voice or data broadcast
10 all of the vessels in his fleet. or just 10 spe-
cificaliv seiected vessels, Thiz might be wea-
ther updates. river conditions. last minute
port arrangements. etc. Vessels with AMTS
have a printer terminal that operates around
the clock, so data messages can be received
even if there's nobody on watch in the pilot
house or on the bridge.

And, ves. AMTS vessels can place and
receive reqular landline phone calls through
their equipment. and they can alze contact
other AMTS-equipped vessels by voice. in
fact. most of what there is 10 be monitored
on this band consists of telephone calls and
other voice comms

Any maritime interest willing to pav for
AMTS is entitled to use the service, So. that
means all types of river boats. offshore oil
rigs, shrimpers. trawlers. tankers. the Coast
Guard, ferries. ore carriers. coastal tankers.
work boats, erulse ships. harbor craft. barg-
es, cable lavers, dredges. and even some
pleasure craft,

Who? How? Where?

AMTS consists of 166 channel pairs
112.5 kHz spacingl. Coastal stations oper-
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FCC Pan 80 stz o ) channel pairs
(25 kHz spacing). However. 2 close reading
of the fine print reveals that 12.5 kHz offset
channels are also allowed. Alwavs use 2
12.5 kHz search increment while scanning
for AMTS signals.

In my own area. where there is 2 typical
sustem. the active ful k f
cies are 217.1125.

217.3875. 217.4375. 217

T2I¢ DeTween
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Control channels (continuous data) are on

217.0125. 217.28
217.9375MHz O ten voice chan-
nels. half are 12 5 kHz offsets

All shore transmitters are limited to 50
watts maximum output. These are used
with vertically polarized directional amay
antennas that boost the signalsto 1 kW ERP
ieffective radiated outpurl . Vessels use 10
watt transmitters

All transmissions are narrowband FM
(NFM). so they should be able 1o be re-
celved on any standard scanners that in-
clude these frequencies. A regular muli-
band antenna should bring in the stations. A
really super antenna would be an omni-di
rectional type intended for 222 1o 225 MHz
ham band use

AMTS is operated by one company. Wa
tercom. Inc.. 453 East Park Place. Jeffer-
sonville. IN 47130. It has 54 active shore
stations at thistime. These are asfar south as
Florida. as far west as Texas. and as far
north as Wisconsin

Watercom maintenance and administra
tive comms are heard on 2087 .4. 2183 4
2783.4.4117.1,6520.2. 8726.5. 13105.3
and 17293.2 kHz USB. A remote transmit-
ter site is at Lanesville. IN (14 miles west of
Jefiersonvilie). Watercom is also licensed
on VHF.FM channels 16. 24. and 26
(156.80. 161.80. and 161.90 MHz) from
the Jeffersonville office. Jeffersonville. INis
directly on the Ohic River. across from
Louisville. KY

217.7125. and

TV Interference Problems

To avoid the possibilities of interference
1o TV broadcasts on TV Channels 10 and
13. AMTS operations near areas where
those TV channels are active have some re-
strictions. In those areas. AMTS activities
are restricted to 217 0125 w 217 9875
MHz and 219.0125 10 219 9875 MHz. Dis-
1ance limitations vary with the situation (and
the direction in which the AMTS antenna is
aimed). AMTS stations beaming their sig-
nals offshore into the Guli of Mexico are al-
lewed to operate quite close to service areas
of TV Channels 10 and 13. Infand stations
may be limited to 2s much as 105 miles from
the closest Channel 13 TV station. and 80
miles from the nearest Channel 10 TV sta-
tion. The FCC is presentiy rethinking these
iimits and they will probably be reduced

Mos: Watercam AMTS towers are abolit
300 fr. 1all. although the one in this photo is
only chout 180 fi. high. There are two an-
tenna arrays. one aimed upriver, the other
aimed downriver. The angle between the
antenng arrays shown is determined by ¢
bend in the river. The ERP from each array
5] kW

If you live in an area where TV Channels
10 or 13 are active. vou can limit your
AMTS signal search 1o the restricted bands

More For Your Money

The 216 10 220 MHz is shared with gov-
ernment and non-government telemetry
devices. These non-voice transmissions in-
clude those from remote seismographic
sensors. wildlife racking. sea buovs. oil ex-
ploration. and other scientific devices and
associated telecommand equipment. Air-
borne wildlife telemetry is limited to the
216.00 10 216, 10 MHz portion of the band .

Get Set

Now that vou know about AMTS, it can
be added to vour roster of bands to monitor,
If you live near any navigable waterway, it
will be a busy service once it gets up a full
head of steam. This could still be 2 few
months into the future in your particular
area because this is a new service. So don't
become disappointed if vou monitor there
taday and you don't hear any activity. Keep
trying. As time goes by, vou'll hear things as
systems begin activating.

This is the USA's first nationwide marine
welephone network of its type. It should be
plaving on vour scanner very soon, Bail
wour hook. and reelin those stations! |

CIRCLE 188 ON READER SERVICE CAKL



