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The Differences Between  ARRL Hamfests and Conventions  

 
by Rod Blocksome, K0DAS 

 

Over my 57-years of ham radio I've enjoyed attending and hosting a large number of hamfests 

and ARRL conventions.  These events have ranged from hosting the ARRL National Convention 

in 1982 to small local "junk in the trunk" affairs.  We call the latter "The No Hamfest" - No 

admission or table fees, no prizes, no forums, no VE tests, just 2 hours of fun then adjournment to 

the local coffee & donuts house.  The activities, programs, and events vary widely - depending 

upon the type of the event.  There are really four "classes" of these events: 

 

¶ Hamfests 

¶ ARRL State and Section Conventions 

¶ ARRL Division Conventions 

¶ ARRL National Convention 

 

I'd like to take this opportunity to elaborate on each and offer my opinion on what constitutes the 

differences between each.  Perhaps this will help those in the division contemplating hosting one 

of these events. 

 

Hamfests:   Any club or individual may organize and hold a hamfest which may or may not be 

sanctioned by ARRL.  If they choose to apply for an ARRL sanctioned hamfest, such an 

application is processed by ARRL HQ and then forwarded to the ARRL division director for 

approval.  Once approved, the hamfest is obligated to include ARRL in its advertising and provide 

an ARRL booth/table free of charge if requested.  In return, ARRL HQ will list the hamfest in QST 

and the web site, provide handout literature, and gift certificates for door prizes. 

 

The typical hamfest in the Midwest centers around a flea market and commercial venders.  

Activities sometimes include a VE test session and perhaps a few forums depending upon 

facilities available.  A door prize drawing occurs at the end of festivities usually around mid-day.  

Hamfest attendees are typically from within a 2 to 3-hour drive of the hamfest. 

 

ARRL State and Section Conventions:   In the Midwest Division the states and sections are the 

same entity but ARRL policy still provides for both in the same year.  In other words, there can be 

both an ARRL Kansas State Convention and an ARRL Kansas Section Convention.  Now a state 

or section convention implies something more than just a hamfest. 
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Besides the hamfest items mentioned above, the convention should strive to attract attendance 

from the entire state/section.  It should always have several forums and accommodate 

meetings of state-wide groups such as repeater councils, ARES leadership, etc.  There should 

always be an ARRL forum hosted by the ARRL Section Manager.  Forums and presentations 

should cover a significant variety of topics and include a session for newly licensed hams and 

those interested in becoming hams. 

 

Since the convention tries to draw from the whole section, many attendees would be driving 

longer distances thus arriving the day before.  Therefore the host club should attempt to 

negotiate discounted hotel rooms in return for advertising.  Along this same line, an organized 

evening meal (or banquet) the evening before is appropriate for this type of convention.  An 

after dinner speaker should be included.  An approved ARRL convention may invite someone 

from League HQ to speak at the hamfest free of charge. 

 

ARRL Division Co nvention:   This is the big one and requires significant work and dedication.  

In the Midwest we have attempted to hold one every two years.  As the name implies, this 

convention should draw attendees from the whole division (Kansas, Missouri, Nebraska, and 

Iowa).  It therefore needs to be organized as a two-day affair with all the activities, forums, and 

events the hosts and facility can muster.  There should always be a banquet with after dinner 

award recognitions and a keynote speaker.  The ARRL forum is hosted by the division director 

with the vice-director and the four section managers in attendance if possible. 

 

An established, "named" hamfest who elects to step up to host a division or state/section 

convention must name the event as the appropriate convention e.g. "The ARRL Midwest 

Division Convention".  If the group desires to include their hamfest name, then the event shall 

be titled as "The ARRL Midwest Division Convention and Summerfest" - NOT "Summerfest and 

the Midwest ARRL Convention".  The event name, approved by ARRL, must be used in all 

advertising of the event. 

 

ARRL National Convention:   The ARRL National Convention is typically held every two years.  

Applications to host this convention must be well prepared and include detailed plans on every 

aspect.  The application must be approved by the ARRL board of directors and may require a 

year of work between approval and the convention.  Your division director would have to be 

your "champion" in presenting a proposal to the ARRL board of directors.  Significant amounts 

of time, talent, and funds are required of the hosting organization.   
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Some notes & ideas for State/Section and Division Conventions: 

 

¶ The event must be "branded" first with "ARRL" for example "ARRL Missouri State 

Convention and Kirkwood Hamfest".  This conveys that the traditional "Kirkwood Hamfest" 

is now something more - for this year/event. 

¶ ARRL approved events are entitled to reduced rates for QST advertising (listing in the 

Hamfest/Conventions column is free). 

¶ Invite ARRL HQ person to attend and present at no cost to the event hosts. 

¶ A well crafted and current web site for the event is necessary for a successful event. 

¶ Discounted table/booth fee for clubs & organizations (no hardware sales). 

¶ Consignment table (sell items for a percent commission). 

¶ On-call golf cart transport of "boat anchor" purchases to vehicle (think Uber). 

¶ Specifically invite similar interest groups e.g. Maker groups, Scouts, school science clubs. 

¶ On-site quality food vendors. 

¶ Some activity ideas to consider: 

o Kit Building class & presentation 

o New Ham "Elmer" Session(s) 

o Special Event Station (new or classic equipment?) 

o Fox Hunt with prizes 

o Balloon Launch 

o Demonstrations of equipment & specialty modes 

o Satellite Station/Demo 

o Wouff Hong Initiation (conventions only) 

o QSL Card Checking 

o VE Testing 

o One-Day Technician Class 

o QSL Card display - judging with prizes 

o Left-foot CW sending contest 

o Antique/classic equipment display/demo 

o HT and/or mobile VHF field strength measurement 

o Homebrew project display with awards 

 

As you can imagine, there is a wide range of work required for these events.  But it's a rewarding 

aspect of the hobby.  The bigger events require tight organization and perhaps cooperation of two 

or more clubs in order to reasonably spread the work and financial commitments.  Let me hear 

your comments, suggestions, and questions on this subject. 

 

73's, 

Rod Blocksome, K0DAS 
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WØTT Visits Hams in Okinawa and Vietnam  
 

by Eric Zust, WØTT - Assistant Midwest Division Director 
 

I recently completed a vacation trip to Japan, Okinawa, Vietnam and Cambodia.  And as always 

during my foreign travel, it is high on my list to contact and meet with local Hams. 

 

In Okinawa, we stayed with my niece who lives on-base 

at Kadena AB with her USAF pilot husband.  And we 

contacted Army MARS station ADB located at nearby 

Camp Foster, which serves the many US military 

personnel in Okinawa.  This station is managed by Koji 

Shimabukuro (JS6QFM/KJ6TCJ) who is a civilian USMC 

employee, and the station is permanently manned 

because of the pervasive threat of weather damage from 

tropical Typhoons. 

 

Koji speaks excellent English and he was nice enough to 

give me a complete tour of their station.   

 

They have a very nice set-up with a MARS style log-periodic on a tall tower, and a ham-band 

tribander on a second tower.  There are also various wire antennas, and a separate 15 meter 

monobander on a push-up pole.  This monobander has an ñArmstrongò rotor (it is rotated by 

hand), and Koji explains it is their ñlast ditchò antenna in case others are damaged by weather. 
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Inside the shack, there are two fully equipped Ham stations, along with various military 

communication systems.  And their MARS station (call sign ADB) routinely participates in military 

communication exercises, including the annual Armed Forces Day cross band exercise with 

designated Ham Stations. Reference: http://www.arrl.org/news/armed-forces-day-crossband-

military-amateur-radio-communications-test-is-may-13 

 

During my visit, two enlisted Marines stopped at the station to deliver supplies.  And I was 

immediately envious of Kojiôs ability to obtain equipment and materials, along with maintenance 

help from the Marines stationed at Camp Foster.  An excellent method of scheduling ñantenna 

partiesò to keep their station in top shape! 

 

While in Okinawa, I was also able to visit 

Steve Fabricant -  JS6TMW/AI6KX at his 

QTH in Naha City.  Like most Hams in 

Okinawa, Steve has a nice location with 

saltwater on three sides, but he explains 

that many Hams in Okinawa are not 

DXôers because of the difficulty in using 

large antenna arrays in this weather 

environment.  Instead, the local Hams 

enjoy higher frequency operation, and 

fellowship with other hams.  Steve also 

mentioned that the Ham population is 

somewhat transient, with US servicemen 

regularly being deployed in and out of the Okinawa military bases.  Steve has a nice upper floor 

ham shack with views overlooking ocean on the east and west sides of the island.   

 

http://www.arrl.org/news/armed-forces-day-crossband-military-amateur-radio-communications-test-is-may-13
http://www.arrl.org/news/armed-forces-day-crossband-military-amateur-radio-communications-test-is-may-13
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Steve also has a lower 

floor workshop with test 

equipment and 

supplies for kit building 

and equipment 

maintenance.  He has 

a rooftop antenna farm, 

consisting of a Hex 

Beam, vertical and 

delta loop, and he 

experiments with other 

antennas and homebrew projects.  His rooftop includes two 

large solar panels capable of powering his station and other 

household electrical demands, in case of local outages. 

 

Steve is an American expat married to a Japanese lady and has been living in Okinawa for the 

past 10 years.  He speaks Japanese, which was very helpful to me in hailing a cab for transport 

back to Kadena AB.  If left on my own, never would have found my way!   

 

The next stop on our long journey was Ho Chi Minh City (previously Saigon) Vietnam.  Before 

traveling, I attempted to reach Ai - XV2A by E-mail to try to arrange a visit.  Ai lives in Saigon 

and he is the licensing authority for 

foreign hams wishing to operate in 

Vietnam.  But I did not receive 

responses to any of my E-mails, so I 

wasnôt hopeful of being able to contact 

him.  (It turns out that I had bad E-mail 

addresses for him). 

 

So my last try to reach him was a 

phone call from the front desk of the 

Grand Saigon Hotel, and fortunately 

he answered the phone.  And I was 

invited to visit his QTH the following 

morning! 
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Ai lives in a three story home in a row of attached houses, with antennas barely visible from the 

street.  I had some trouble finding him, I showed his address to the cab driver, and the driver had 

to show me which doorbell to ring.  Ai answered, and we had a nice visit in his beautiful French 

provincial style living room.   

We soon retired to his third-floor shack.  Ai 

has a full capability shack with lots of 

wallpaper for awards, previous DX-peditions 

and honors from other operators joining him.  

He is especially close to a number of 

Australian hams who have provided him 

various pieces of equipment. 

 

His antennas are a tri-band beam and wires 

on the roof of the row of buildings.  His QTH 

is located in the ñDistrict 1ò central urban area 

of Saigon, so I wondered if he might have 

noise problems from nearby power lines or 

electronic equipment sources. 

 

 

 

 
 

  


