Winlink skills self assessment for Amateur Radio Operators (Ham)
by Jenny VK6JEN of Peel Amateur Radio Group
To achieve a basic level of Winlink operator proficiency you will need to understand the following things:
· Understand that Winlink is a Digital Messaging System that is analogous to ‘ordinary’ email, however it is able to be transmitted over Amateur Radio frequencies, as well as via the internet. ‘Winlink Message’ is the term for the email-like transmissions by Winlink. 
· Understand that Winlink is a Windows, Linux, Mac, and Android based system, and that the operator will need to install it on a suitable device. Windows install link Mac and Linux install link Android Install link
· Understand that there are Remote Mail Stations (RMS / Gateways) which are interconnected via the internet, as well as via HF. These Gateways form the back bone of the Winlink system around the world. These gateways can also forward Winlink Messages into the regular email system, and vice versa. 
· Understand that there is a Band Plan in force within Australia, which defines which parts of the Amateur Spectrum can be used for data transmission. Australian Band Plan information Link
· Recognise that the Winlink software and the Winlink website both have a list of current operational gateways. 
· Understand that there are different transmission methods:
· via the Winlink system over Radio Frequencies (RF);
· directly, via Peer to Peer (P2P) over RF mode;
· via the Winlink System over the Internet (Telnet); and
· via a mesh network (Telnet Postbox)
· Understand that Winlink also needs a sound Modulator / Demodulator (Modem) system. There are two types:
· Physical (Hard) Modem – eg, Pactor; and
· Software (Soft) Modem – eg ARDOP, VARA.
· Understand that to use the RF capabilities of Winlink that a suitable radio transceiver is required. An interface between the transceiver and computer device is also required. This interface needs to, at a minimum:
· Send transmission audio from the computer to the transceiver;
· Send received audio from the transceiver to the computer; and
· have an automatic Push To talk (PTT) circuit so that the computer can trigger the transceiver to transmit. 
· Understand that HF Winlink uses a 3 kHz spectrum, and defines its channels by their Middle Frequency, which will be 1.5 kHz higher than that shown on the transceiver screen (Dial Frequency)
· Understand that the ‘Channel Selection’ dialogue box has a list of RMS Gateways, including their Callsign, Frequency, Distance, and a prediction of connection Quality and Connection Reliability.
· Understand the general workflow of using Winlink:
· A message is written using the in-built editor;
· During editing the Operator selects (via the drop down menu) whether the message will be sent via the Winlink network (RMS) or as P2P;
· When editing is complete the Operator selects “Post to Outbox. This readies the message for sending;
· When the operator is ready to send and receive messages they choose a ‘Session’. 
· An RF session will activate the appropriate Modem and transmission dialogue box.  
· For RF the Operator chooses the frequency, inputting it either manually to the transceiver, or allowing Winlink to do it if Computer Aided Tuning (CAT) is set up. 
· For RF the Operator listens for tones on the frequency to ensure it is clear of other users.
· The Operator selects ‘Start’. The program will then commence calling. 
· Upon an answer to the call, the program will commence transmitting outgoing messages. If it is an RMS session, P2P messages will not be sent. Similarly vice versa with P2P sessions. 
· Once all outgoing messages have been sent, incoming messages are received. 
· Once this is finished the program will disconnect automatically. 
· There is an Operators option to stop the call and disconnect at any time. 
· Received messages will appear in the ‘Inbox’ and the sent messages will no longer appear in the ‘outbox’
· Understand that the system will make audio tones which a human can hear on the transceivers speaker. The speed and pitch of these can be used as an indication of the quality and speed of the connection. 
To make Winlink work, you will need to be able to do the following practical things:
· Set the transceiver-interface-computer system to work, so that Winlink can trigger the transceiver to transmit, send audio to the transceiver, and receive audio from the transceiver. This will also involve:
· Identifying the computer’s COM port that the interface is connected to, and setting that under PTT in the ‘Radio Settings’ part of Winlink;
· Identifying the Baud rate of the COM port and the Interface, and setting that in ‘Radio Settings’ PTT;
· Identifying and applying correct settings for the sound interface in the Modem;
· Identifying and applying the appropriate settings on the transceiver;
· Adjust the send and receive volumes on both computer and transceiver to achieve good system performance.
· In an RF session, identify and set the transciver frequency by either choosing an appropriate RMS from the Channel Selector menu, or if doing P2P by agreement with the other Ham.
· Use your modem of choice (PARG prefers VARA in both HF and FM variants) to send and receive messages. VARA download link 
· Write a message to send via the Winlink System, then send it using the appropriate session
· Write a message to send as P2P, then send it via a P2P session. 
· Use the Channel Selection dialogue to choose appropriate channels and frequencies.
