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[This article was originally written for the SERA Repeater Journal, and was published in the
February 2011 issue. There are several “sidebar” articles that are included at the end.]

Seems like it’s time for the Repeater Journal to do a big Spectacular.... er, Exposé... er, In-
Depth Report on D-STAR here in SERA territory. The technology is now about 10 years old,
and it’s been growing steadily since 2006, when ICOM migrated it from its isolated perch on
1200 MHz down to the more accessible 144 and 440 MHz bands. Some SERA states have
been in the vanguard of D-STAR implementation, and some hams in SERA territory have been
at the forefront of developing D-STAR technology.

I’m going to start with a D-STAR primer to bring everyone up to speed. Well, it was going to
be a primer, but when I got done, it turned out to be an encyclopedia. I’ll have a lot of specific
how-to stuff here, but keep in mind that this is a story, not an instruction manual, so the how-to’s
will be kind of embedded. Tell you what. You scribble a note whenever I reveal a specific
function. When you’re done, you’ll have your own cheat-sheet. And I think you’ll understand it
better.

Away we go...

What is D-STAR?
We’re in that awkward time when a few people are deep into it, most everyone else has

heard about it but doesn’t know much about it, and somehow, some hams have never heard of
it. And frankly there are a lot of hams who have D-STAR radios, who learned enough to get
started and use them every day, but haven’t progressed much since then to understand the
details and use the available features.

D-STAR has been both over-hyped and demonized. On one hand, it’s been promised to do
things it can’t do, or isn’t ready for yet. On the other, there are some rumors and
misrepresentations spread by hams who just don’t like it. And there are some hams who
represent it accurately, and still don’t like it. Me? I like it. I use it every day.

So let me start from someplace near the beginning. I’ll explain how it works, and how you
would use it. I’ll debunk some rumors and confirm some others.

D-STAR is: (Part 1)
D-STAR is ham radio digital voice and data communication. For most users right now,

it’s mostly voice. Just like with FM, you push the PTT, talk into the microphone, and listen to
people on the speaker. You can talk simplex or through D-STAR repeaters, so you have to dial
in a frequency and set an offset, or no offset for simplex. Once you get into it, D-STAR seems
familiar. It’s not some mysterious alien thing. It’s hams talking to hams on repeaters or simplex.
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On 440, many D-STAR repeaters are on 12.5 kHz channels, in between the usual 25 kHz
channels. They have the standard +5 MHz offset. On two meters, some D-STAR machines are
in between the 20 kHz channels that we use in the low end of the band, with the usual -600 kHz
offset. And there are eight unusual pairs available with outputs between 144.92 and 145.08.
These are squeezed 10 kHz between the existing packet channels. Their inputs are either 2.5
MHz or 1.4 MHz above the outputs. Those inputs fall on channels you might think of as for FM
simplex, but SERA has long listed them as dual-use. Here’s a chart from the SERA web site
(www.sera.org). To find it there, look under Coordination. Click 144-148 MHz and scroll on
down to D-STAR.

Squeezing in repeaters on any of these channels can be a little dicey, and requires
geographic separation from adjacent-channel FM machines. Just because you see frequencies
“available” in the band plan doesn’t mean one, or any, of those channels will work in your area.

Of those that have been implemented, I haven’t heard of any problems. Well, except a
problem that I had. Another sidebar explains it.

SERA hasn’t specifically recommended any spectrum for D-STAR simplex, but 145.670 has
been promoted in some Yahoo D-STAR groups as a “national D-STAR simplex frequency”.


