Pacific DXpedition 2010: Niue and Norfolk Island

Andrea IK1PMR – Claudia PA3LEO

During the summer of 2010 we made plans for a DXpedition that would include a new round-the-word (RTW) trip. Our DX targets this time were Niue (ZK2) and Norfolk Island (VK9N).  We based our choices on ease of access by air, flight schedules, and most-wanted rankings, especially in Europe.  The path to the South Pacific from Europe can be very difficult, especially on the low bands.  This was our 6th Pacific DXpedition.

After making our plans and travel arrangements, we sent invitations to join the expedition. Several ham friends were interested but unable to join due to work assignments or family reasons. The final team consisted of Doug N6TQS (a RTTY specialist who was with us on T33C in 2004 and VU4AN in 2006), Alan K6SRZ (a CW operator and medical doctor, who was also with us at T33C) and Harald LA9SN (CW and SSB operator).

Obtaining licenses was our next step. For Niue, we were able to apply by email and receive the special short callsign ZK2A. For Norfolk Island, our friend Justin, VK7TW, assisted us in applying for the callsign VK9NN (much better than a VK9N/homecall option).

Our equipment included three Elecraft K3 radios plus a spare K2, three small solid state power amplifiers, and lightweight antennas (mostly vertical arrays and dipoles supported by fiberglass masts). For such long RTW trips we favor simple, reliable antennas that won’t fail even in a humid, salty, sunny and windy environment. Limiting the complexity and work load is essential for a small team heading to multiple destinations. Special thanks to Kenneth OZ1IKY for help with antenna construction and to Spiderbeam for support.

We used the EZNEC software to model different antenna configurations (for instance the same dipole at different heights above ground, or different ground types, or different orientations of the same antenna). We plan to write an article discussing the appicaitons of EZNEC to DXpedition antennas some time in the future.

We departed from Europe on 14 November 2010, flying to Los Angeles.  We spent three days in Southern California  to acclimatate, adjust to jet lag, and collect part of our equipment. A special thank you goes to our friend and supporter Bradley W6TJI and his family.  K6SRZ joined us on departure day in Los Angeles. From LAX we flew to Auckland, New Zealand - Doug was already there. Auckland is a familiar destination to us – a great city and convenient logistic hub in the South Pacific. We returned to Auckland three times during this expedition.

Niue Island

 After a night at the International Hostel in Auckland, we .took  the once-per-week flight to Niue back across the International Dateline. We arrived on Niue on November 19 after a three-and-a-half hour flight. Teressa, the owner of the Namukulu Cottages (our QTH on Niue) met us at the airport. We visited the Telecom office where Andrea collected the ZK2A license, paying in cash.  Other than hotel and rental car bills, all transactions on Niue are cash only. After getting our license, we went shopping - an urgent matter because it was Friday and most shops are closed on week-ends - then continued on to  our QTH. Distances are small on Niue, and roads reasonably good.

With a population of about 1200 people, the island-country has little road traffic. Driving is on the left side and the currency is the New Zealand dollar (NZD). 

We initially setup verticals for 30m and 40m, which we considered the most productive bands, and then put up inverted-L antennas for 80m and 160m and dipoles for the higher bands. We also installed a DHDL loop for receiving (thanks to Paolo I4EWH for help). This kind of RX antenna does not require a ground connection (as beverages do) and it is also quite compact – just about 22m long.

We used about 300m of coax cable plus another 75m for the RX antenna. 

We had 3 HF stations, each with an Elecraft K3 radio and a solid state power amplifier. All the stations occupied the same room.

The power on Niue is 240V and quite reliable and stable. We had no problems running three amplifiers at the same time (sometimes with two stations on RTTY and one on CW). Niue has the unique policy of guaranteeing access to high-speed Internet for all its citizens.  Having wireless Internet was a real luxury for a DXpedition, though connections were unreliable, especially during periods of rain - and it rains almost every day on the island.

Weather was hot and humid. As usual in the South Pacific, propagation is poor around midday. So, between 12:00 and 14:00 local time we took our lunch break. Most shops on Niue close early and most restaurants are also closed at lunch time. “Crazy Uga’s Cafe” become our usual lunch bar.  “Uga” is the local word for “coconut crab”.

ZK2 is one of the most difficult areas to work for Western European DXers. The short and long paths both pass directly through the poles. Eastern Europe has a much easier path.  A few UA3, UA4, UA6 and UR stations worked us on Top Band.  There were short openings to ON, DL, G and some other European countries on 80m during early mornings (UTC).  40m and 30m were the “most popular” bands, while 20m and 17m offered shorter openings to Europe.

Alan and Andrea operated in the CQWW DX CW contest as a Multi-Single, making 3108 QSOs during the week-end.  ZK2A made about 15,000 QSOs, mostly CW but with a significant percentage of RTTY contacts. Our QTH on the North Coast of Niue , though not close to the ocean, is probably one of the best options for a Dxpedition.

Niue is an attractive island. Its residents refer to their home as “The Rock”. The villages, farms and forests of Niue are spread across a rolling plateau that rises well above the surrounding ocean.  There are few beaches.  The shoreline is reached through scattered openings in the rocks called “chasms”.  Some chasms lead to natural salt water pools where one can swim among tropical fish.  K6SRZ took a day off from the radio to go SCUBA diving and observed that the coral is healthy and there is an abundance of sea snakes.

On 3 December, after two weeks of ham radio activity, we boarded the flight back to Auckland.  After a few minutes in the air, the Captain announced that there had been an electrical failure on the lane and that we were returning to Niue. The Niue airport is small with few amenities.  There is only one scheduled flight to and from Auckland per week! Fixing the aircraft on Niue required parts and technicians from New Zealand.

So, we waited 14 hours for a replacement aircraft to arrive from New Zealand.  After a few hours at the airport. we were transported to the Matavai hotel/resort where we had a single meal.  We finally departed after midnight and arrived in Auckland tired and hungry with just enough time to connect with our flight to Norfolk Island.

Norfolk Island

After all this delay (due to the airline failure) and lack of accommodation and information, we were confronted by the demand that we pay extra fees for our carry-on baggage.  Carry-on baggage is becoming more and more of a problem.  Leaving Niue, and later when leaving Norfolk Island, we had no problems with our carry-ons.  But, when leaving Auckland we had to argue with  Air New Zealand staff over the additional charges.   Andrea refused to budge. and the matter was escalated to a “responsible” person.   Finally we were accompanied to the “premium check-in” and we went through with our two HF stations (K3 and K2) plus amplifier, cables and two laptops (for a total of about 30kg) instead of the canonical 7kg each.

Getting through the Norfolk Island airport was trouble free with no questions or customs checks. Mark, the owner of the Pacific Palms, our QTH on Norfolk, met us at the airport with a truck and a rental car.  With our license already in hand, we went shopping.  The supermarkets on Norfolk are modern and well stocked.  Our QTH consisted of two spacious units with two bedrooms each. Between the units there is a large garage that we used as the shack for our 3 stations.

The operating conditions here were similar to those on Niue. We used a tree to support the 80m antenna, which was a vertical monopole (instead of an inverted-L) with elevated radials about 1.5m above ground. Doug used a slingshot to launch a rope to the top of a 25m tall tree.

On Norfolk it was easier to setup the 30m and 40m verticals, because we could tie the fiberglass poles to a wooden fence and avoid guy ropes.. We added  a second vertical (in practice a parasitic reflector) on the South side of each driven element to, improve our signal to the North (+/- 50 degrees) and achieve a lower radiation angle - this matters even more for DX.

We needed to keep things simple because we were a team of just four persons on Norfolk.  K6SRZ needed to return to California after the Niue operation. Doug and Andrea operated in the ARRL 10m contest (SSB and CW respectively) as a Multi-Single, making 295 QSOs with a simple dipole.

Propagation paths were generally better to Europe than they had been on Niue. There were longer and stronger  openings, especially on the higher bands. But 80m was very noisy, extremely hard long path to Europe. 

Roads and internet infrastructure were no better than on Niue (Internet was often very slow and expensive - we had a pre-paid service for about 3.50 AUD per hour). Shopping facilities and cafes/restaurants were definitely more sophisticated and varied than on Niue  Norfolk hosts a larger number of tourists and offers several flights per week to different destinations in Australia and New Zealand.

Most DXers remember Jim Smith, VK9NS.  For most of us, VK9NS was our first contact with Norfolk Island.  Jim operated from 35 different DXCC entities.  In 1980 he founded the Heard Island DX Association to plan for the pioneering Heard Island DXpedition of 1983.  Jim died in 2009.  Jim’s widow, Kirsti, VK9NL still lives on Norfolk.  Kirsti was kind enough to welcome us to her home.   Kirsti plans on more ham radio activity from her great location. She is able to operate on 20-15-10m on CW and SSB with her current setup. She does not maintain any online logs or electronic QSL services, but does honor traditional paper QSL cards.

Our flight was scheduled to depart Norfolk on 19 December, but the plane didn't come (because of fog, the airline claimed). We were delayed for two days, so we went back to the Pacific Palms and setup the 20m and 30m antennas. It was a good idea to leave the rope on top of the tree, because we were further delayed till the 23 of December, so we came back again to the QTH and setup the antennas for the 3rd time.  The delays meant that we made more QSOs from Norfolk than from Niue - more than 16,000, including about 3500 on RTTY.

We finally departed around 1:30am on the 23rd, returning to Auckland, where we connected with our flight to Hong Kong the same day. This time Air New Zealand spontaneously allowed us extra baggage at no charge, and also paid for a day’s accommodation in Auckland – scant but welcome compensation for a “short” delay of four days.  Our impression was that some islands are a low priority destination, especially around Christmas, when aircraft availability can be an issue.

Doug embarked on a tall, sailing ship in Auckland; we saw him boarding the ship with the DXpedition t-shirt and explaining to other passengers what ham radio means.  Because of the flight delays we spent only two nights in Hong Kong instead of the five that we had planned. It was 24 December - Christmas Eve - when we arrived in Hong Kong, the last working day of the week and our last chance to collect our VR2 license at the Telecom office.  This went smoothly.  The Telecom officials were actually waiting for us on 24th floor!  Next door to the licensing office there is a good Italian restaurant, exactly what we were looking for at midday.

Using the public transport in Hong Kong was also a pleasant experience: efficient, safer than taxis, and cheap. Next day we took a ferry to Macau (XX9).  Again, there were no problems at all with customs and no questions.  In Macau, you are welcome to bring unlimited cash to their casinos.

But Macau offers much more: museums, great hotels like the Lisboa, beautiful shopping centers, old churches and great food (a mix of Portuguese and Asian). Our impression of Macau was positive, and we may come back and perhaps activate Macau some time.

On December 26th we flew to London and then back home with many new and pleasant memories.. As we write this, we are designing QSL cards, merging and checking the logs and getting ready to deliver a QSL to everyone who wants it, in electronic or paper form.

This year we used only two call signs instead of the 20 we’d used on previous expeditions so we hope our QSL manager will find it easier to deal with the huge amount of work necessary to satisfy all the requests. We don't claim to be fast so please be patient.

Many thanks to our supporters and sponsors worldwide, including: The Northern California DX Foundation, Chiltern DX Club (UK), GM DX Group, German DX Foundation, Clipperton DX Club (France), Swiss DX Foundation, Danish DX Group, LA DX Group, Mediterraneo DX Club, British Amateur Radio Teledata Group, ARI Casale Monferrato, Old Scraps Team (ARI Busto), Nippon DX Association (Japan), Spiderbeam, Intrograf (Poland), DX Engineering, and Array Solutions.

Please visit our web site for a more extensive list of supporters, photos, online logs and more: www.pacificdxpedition.com and feel free to contact us with comments and suggestions.

