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Questions interview Mr Harbi

WARC - 1979-2009 - 30 YEARS AND STILL SIGNIFICANT
1
In a few days’ time, ITU-R will be celebrating WARC-79. Why this conference rather than others such as WARC-71, -74 or -77? 

Thirty years down the road, it is clear that WARC-79 was a quite unique conference. It should  be remembered that the initiative of convening WARC-79 stemmed from the Plenipotentiary Conference (Torremolinos, 1973), which had considered that several WARCs since 1959 had made various amendments and additions to the Radio Regulations (RR) and it was time for a general conference to harmonize their decisions. The last WARC to conduct a comprehensive review of the Radio Regulations had been held back in 1959, following on from the conferences in Atlantic City (1947), Cairo (1938), Madrid (1932) and Washington (1927) where the Table of Frequency Allocations had been first established.

WARC-59 had made frequency allocations up to 40 GHz. In 1963 and 1971, two WARCs on space telecommunications were held in Geneva, extending the allocation range upwards to 275 GHz. The end of the 1970s was thus the ideal time to conduct a full review of the Table of Frequency Allocations, harmonize the outcomes of all the WARCs that had taken place since 1959 and refine the regulatory provisions.

WARC-79 differed from other WARCs in the following respects:

•
The scope of its terms of reference, i.e. modifying the whole of the Radio Regulations and above all reviewing the Table of Frequency Allocations in its entirety
•
Its exceptional duration, spanning a period of four months (the conference began on 24 September and finished on 6 December).

•
The number of proposals to be discussed: over 13 000!

•
The volume of documentation: 984 white documents for the conference and around 300 DTs and DLs for Committee 5 alone!

•
Final acts nearly 1 000 pages long

•
Adoption of 167 resolutions and recommendations

In order to understand the challenges involved, one has to think back to the context that prevailed in 1979, which I will summarize in three points:

1.1
Composition of ITU

ITU had 154 Member States in 1979, as against fewer than 100 Member States at WARC-59, i.e. an increase of over 50 per cent.

1.2
Political situation

At the end of the 1970s, the world was characterized by a division into three blocks - the West, the East (socialist countries) and the South (non-aligned countries), and the conference could not avoid this political reality in its decision-making. One example: a few months earlier the non-aligned countries Summit had been held in Havana, issuing recommendations on equitable access for developing countries to the frequency spectrum resource in general and the geostationary-satellite spectrum/orbit resource in particular. 

1.3
New world information and communication order

WARC was scheduled in the very midst of the global debate on the new world information and communication order, and this obviously had an impact on the climate of the conference.

These are just a few reasons why WARC-79 was a special event, indeed almost unique in ITU’s long history. WARC-79 was certainly the last conference of its kind. 

2
What was your role in WARC-79?

I had the privilege, during two months, to lead the work of Committee 5, responsible for revising the Table of Frequency Allocations with allocations to various radio services between 9 kHz and 275 GHz. The committee had to process around 12 500 proposals, some 85 per cent of all the proposals submitted to the conference. The committee and its 28 working groups had to meet nearly 200 times, including many night meetings, to complete its mandate. In undertaking this extremely difficult task, I was lucky enough to be able to rely on an extremely efficient IFRB secretariat headed by Mr Sant. In view of the prevailing climate of confrontation, outside the official meetings I had to play a full-time role of conciliator/mediator between opposing positions, in order to find compromises to complete the task entrusted to me.

Yet, I still have a few regrets on two aspects:

•
The committee was unable to stem the proliferation, often unnecessary, of footnotes to the Table of Frequency Allocations. Before the conference, there were 336 footnotes in the RR, but by the end of the conference the number had risen by nearly 45 per cent to 487. If we consider that footnotes are an integral part of the RR, we see how important this is. 

•
The failure to allocate spectrum in the UHF band for radio-frequency transmission of electrical energy from a spacecraft. 

3
What were the main successes of WARC-79 that were so important? 
Quietly entering upon the scene at ITU conferences in the 1960s and 1970s, the new ITU Member States from developing countries became aware of the strategic value of the spectrum/GSO resources and they challenged the “first come, first served” principle in requesting specific percentage of the frequency allocation table. Their claims were at the centre of the debates in WARC-79. The conference was able to find a compromise between the developed countries opposed to this approach and the third world. New procedures allowing some priorities to developing countries were adopted and IFRB was empowered to implement the new regulatory procedures. 

The conference also witnessed a confrontation between two completely different schools of thought namely:

•
The upholders of the principle of “dynamic use of the spectrum”, whereby requirements should be met according to the demand expressed at the time of use by means of the most advanced techniques. Those countries, mainly developed, felt that that “planning” was both a luxury and a waste, inhibiting technical progress and hence all further development, which the world could not afford in view of the scarcity and limited nature of the resource spectrum/orbit;

•
Those who supported the “a priori planning principle”, consisting mainly of developing countries, which held that only planning which established rules for equitable access to the frequency spectrum and the geostationary-satellite orbit could safeguard the rights of all countries.

In this debate, the conference was also able to find compromise in adopting new regulatory procedures and a substantial programme of planning conferences like the WARC ORB-85 and 88 and the WARC HFBC-84 and 87. 
It is to be said today that the matter is by no means settled and that the debate is still open

4
In the special environment in which the conference took place, do you remember any particular events that marked WARC-79?

I think that, looking back 30 years later, and given the environment in which WARC-79 was held, we can safely say that the conference was the most highly politicized in ITU’s history. For example, the non-aligned countries wanted the chairmanship of the conference, and had proposed India. The developed countries were opposed to this, and proposed New Zealand. It took four days of negotiations for the three blocks to agree on the identity of the chairman of the conference (Argentina) and the chairmen of the key committees. In relinquishing the post of chairman of the conference, the non-aligned countries had obtained in exchange the chairmanship of Committee 5 (Table of Frequency Allocations), which had caused considerable concern in the minds of some western countries, and particularly within the United States delegation. 

Officially opened on Monday, 24 September, the conference did not really start its actual work until Friday, 28 September.

Another striking incident was the clash between the United Kingdom delegation and the Indian chairman of an important working group (5D) of Committee 5 responsible for revising the most sensitive portion of the Table of Frequency Allocations between 960 MHz and 40 GHz. A scheduled meeting of Working Group 5D one evening at 1900 hours in Room II of CICG, attended by some 500 delegates, was left without a chairman. At 1910 hours, I was informed that the chairman of the working group had disappeared! I had to find urgent solutions, which involved in particular calling in from their respective hotels the most influential heads of delegation such as, for example, Mr Badalov, Deputy Minister of the Soviet Union, Ambassador Robinson from the United States, the heads of delegation of India and the United Kingdom, as well as the ITU Secretary-General. We spent our evening finding an honourable solution to enable the Indian chairman of the working group to resume his functions.

5
What were the main successes of WARC-79 that the world is still enjoying today?

The list would be a long one, and the Director of BR, in his preamble, has already touched on this point. However, it must be emphasized that the structure of the Table of Frequency Allocations (Article 8 at the time of WARC-79 and now Article 5 of the RR) is the work of WARC-79. The conference can also boast the following decisions:

•
Definitions of fundamental terms such as:

–
allocation (of a frequency band)
–
allotment (of a radio frequency or radio frequency channel)
–
assignment (of a radio frequency or radio frequency channel)

•
Standardization of footnotes to the Table of Frequency Allocations

•
A new Article N33A on the radio astronomy service

•
Recognition of the right of all countries to equitable access to the spectrum/orbit resource

•
Instructions to IFRB to consider that the registration of frequency assignments in the MIFR for space radiocommunication services and the use of such assignments do not confer permanent priority on any country or group of countries (Resolution 2)

•
Reallocation to other services of a number of frequency bands between 4 000 and 27 500 kHz which were formerly allocated on an exclusive basis to the fixed service, with a transition/migration period of 10 years for bands below 10 MHz and 15 years for bands above 10 MHz. This apparently innocuous decision generated procedures that were extremely complex to implement for IFRB, causing an excessive workload which WARC‑79 had underestimated.

•
First allocations to terrestrial services in the 40 – 275 GHz band.

•
Recommendation to use IT facilities for managing the frequency spectrum.

Remark

One last point. There should be no forgetting the decisive role played by the ITU staff and in particular the IFRB secretariat. Without its expertise, availability and constant devotion, WARC would not have achieved its objectives.
___________
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