
Real-time Information from DXpeditions 

Robert W. Schmieder, KK6EK 

 

 

During 2005 a major DXpedition achieved for the first time what had been discussed 

for years, namely presentation of the DXpedition activities, including the radio log, on a 

nearly real-time internet website. While the technology development was arguably 

inevitable, this event triggered a debate about the role of the real-time information in 

amateur radio, and illuminated a whole class of new, and sometimes vexing, questions 

about procedures, appropriateness, and ethics. This debate seems certain to expand as 

hams realize the potential value, and pitfalls, of real-time information in amateur radio.   

 

The Kure Atoll DXpedition, K7C, was carried out in Sept-Oct, 2005, by an 

international group of hams, with the author as Expedition Leader 

[http://www.cordell.org/K7C]. One of the central goals for K7C was to develop and 

deploy DXA [http://www.cordell.org/DXA], a system for providing a dynamic website 

where the DXer could see which bandmodes were currently being worked, who and 

where in the world were the last few logged QSOs, the bandmodes already in the K7C 

log for any particular DXer, how much time remained in the operation, and similar 

information. The most interesting feature was the table of “greenies,” on which the DXer 

would see a green square light up indicating he was entered in the K7C log for a QSO 

made only a minute or so earlier—nearly real-time. The system worked reasonably well, 

and drew more than 43,000 hams who logged in with their callsigns (three times the 

number of unique calls in the K7C log!). By the time it was over, the website had 

received more than 40 million hits. While DXA was obviously popular with DXers, it 

generated more than a little concern among persons who manage events and programs 

such as contests, IOTA, DXCC and similar awards programs. As this is being written, the 

debate is just beginning, because the implications of the new technology, essentially a 

paradigm shift in how information flows in and around amateur radio, are just now being 

recognized, and because real-time applications are relatively easy to implement. 

 

Quasi-real-time feedback via internet is actually not new—spotting nets, packet 

clusters, and contest websites stream information about the event. The author did some 

initial experiments with internet support for uploading logs, the online log server, and 

next-day QSLs during the 1995 Easter Island DXpedition XRØY/X. What is new is that 

the real-time technology is now in a position to significantly alter the dynamics of the 

events, not just report them. For instance, if a DXer saw an obvious error in the logged 

QSO, should he have an opportunity to request correction via internet? Will real-time 

information enable and encourage cheating in competitive events? What if some 

information were provided to some participants and not to others? Should a DXer be able 

to directly communicate in real-time with the DXpedition via e-mail? It’s easy to 

generate these questions, but not so easy to answer them. 

 

The technology necessary to implement a real-time system such as DXA is well 

within the reach of the amateur radio community. The K7C DXpedition was located on a 



remote atoll in the middle of the Pacific. There was no internet connection and no reliable 

radio communications (only ham radio). In order to get the logs and other data to the 

central website, we rented a commercially available Inmarsat M4 terminal and contracted 

for a data mode called MPDS (Mobile Packet Data Service). In this mode, data is 

uploaded whenever it is presented to the terminal, i.e., by software in the computer 

connected to the terminal. This mode has two big advantages: (1) the connection is 

always open, like a full-duplex telephone; and (2) it is low cost (about $3.50/megabit). 

The latter was critical, because it enabled us to extract data from the computers as the 

QSOs were logged, assemble it into packets, and upload it to the central website once per 

minute (under good conditions). The data rate in MPDS mode is low (a few kilobyte/sec) 

but quite adequate for uploading radio logs, especially if there is compression of the data 

before upload, as we did on K7C. 

 

Besides the satellite data link, in order to implement DXA for K7C we had to do the 

following: (1) Network the logging computers. This was done automatically by the 

logging program (N1MM); (2) Telemeter the log data to a central computer at the 

DXpedition site on Kure. This was done with an 802.11 WIFI wireless system built 

entirely from commercially available components, at reasonable cost; (3) Extract the log 

data and assemble it into packets. The local (Kure) software presented the packets to the 

Inmarsat, which immediately uploaded them to the central website; (4) Receive the 

incoming packets, parse them to extract the data and distribute it to various pre-defined 

files, and generate HTML web pages in response to browser requests from users. This 

was where DXA generated the map showing the last few stations logged, the total 

number of QSOs logged, and the greenies for any callsign logged into the DXA window. 

All the DXA software was written by the author, using PHP scripts embedded in HTML 

pages. The entire system operated automatically, without human intervention except to 

restart the system when it was interrupted. It was quite amazing to sit at the central 

computer on Kure and watch the QSOs flowing in from the op tents, assemble into 

packets every minute or so, disappear into the satellite upload, and then appear as data on 

the DXA window, entirely automatically and in near real-time. 

 

The experience of K7C with DXA was very instructive. We found that although DXA 

was almost universally liked and appreciated, the window of tolerance for failure was 

very, very small. DXers who didn’t get their greenie within a few minutes typically were 

frightened, and made duplicate QSOs (as we had instructed them!). There was 

widespread confusion about whether DXA was the actual radio log to be used for QSLing 

(no). There was fear that such real-time information would enable new kinds of cheating. 

An important lesson about DXA was learned soon after K7C came on the air: more than 

156,000 people attempted to log onto the DXA window, causing a catastrophic crash of 

the server! Although a high-capacity server had been used, the demand was a factor of 50 

times the expected demand. If DXA had included a caching capability, data lost during 

the crash could have been easily replaced when the server came online again. A nice 

advantage of the real-time system was that the central site recorded the raw data exactly 

as it was received from K7C, providing a backup log that was able to resolve several 

difficult problems that arose during QSLing.  

 



Given that DXA-like technology is easily accessible, it is easy to imagine uses for it. 

In addition to displaying the DXpedition activities in real-time, the DXer could receive 

alerts, statistics, information about his peer group, personalized suggestions for operating, 

etc. The advantages of providing an independent archived time log of an DXpedition 

should not be underappreciated. A whole new category is cooperative activities: a group 

of hams working as a team. The team members would be able to see the status of their 

group and other groups, and obtain information to enhance their operations. DXA-like 

systems will be appropriate not only for DXpeditions, but also contests, field day, 

emergency services, and a host of new applications enabled by the technology. Indeed, a 

few contesters have started posting their scores real-time. Finally, the opportunities for 

commercial sponsorship should not be overlooked, given the large and highly targeted 

online user group. 

 

The new capabilities and applications of real-time information in amateur radio will 

inevitably raise new questions about their use. For instance, would it be ethical for 

DXpeditions and DXers to post their operating/listening frequencies on a website, and 

use that website to find each other? Compare this question with the following: Is it ethical 

for DXpeditions to use supercheck-partial to find a likely callsign in a short list to help 

identify and confirm the callsign of a station calling? If real-time feedback is not allowed, 

is it ethical for a friend to call you on a nearby frequency and say he heard the 

DXpedition incorrectly log you, and that you should make another QSO? Is it acceptable 

to list QSOs on spotting nets within say 1 minute, but not acceptable to list on a website 

within that period? If ten DXers heard you work the DXpedition and some have audio 

recordings of the QSO, and the DXpedition log shows a (probably) broken call, does the 

DXer deserve a QSL? 

 

Additionally, the political dangers of real-time in DXing should not be ignored. Hams 

seem to be divided into two camps: those who like technology and want to use it at every 

opportunity to enhance existing programs, and those who feel that technology attacks and 

damages traditional programs such as DXCC and want to limit it or prevent changes 

altogether. In the 2005 DXCC yearbook, the editor, Wayne Mills, N7NG/1, makes the 

unequivocal statement that display of real-time log data is “patently unacceptable.” In 

contrast, the hundreds of DXers this author has talked with cannot understand such a 

position, and thinks the DXCC managers are needlessly fearful. Mills quotes potential 

cheating as a reason why real-time is unacceptable, but he has not provided any evidence 

or statistics to show that cheating associated with real-time information exists or is a 

significant problem (cheating of other kinds does exist, and is a problem to the DXCC 

program). Out of more than 150 voluntary replies to the post-K7C DXA survey, most 

explicitly express no problem with real-time data, and bewilderment that it could enable 

or encourage cheating. [The detailed replies to the questionnaire are posted on 

http://www.cordell.org/DXA/survey]. If you enjoy a vigorous debate, just open up the 

subject of cheating in DXing--it's guaranteed to raise the temperature in the room! 

 

These issues are symbolic of the myriad questions and debates that new technology 

such as DXA and WOTA will inevitably generate. Like it or not, the paradigm of the lone 

DXer working alone with only his radio is rapidly giving way to a new paradigm, namely 



the amateur working together with computers, the internet, and a large group of like-

minded people all working as a cooperative group, using whatever tools they have. Even 

as I write this, new software is being deployed that implements real-time in various 

forms. One example is WOTA—“Who’s on the Air?” [http://www.wotadb.org/], which 

allows individuals and DXpeditions to put up their own spots, accessible with any 

browser. This author believes that it is right and proper to develop such new technologies, 

and then invent new activities that exploit the new tools. Ethics and procedures will of 

necessity have to evolve in response to technology. They are proper subjects for debate, 

and we can expect the debate to be vigorous. But regardless of where you might be in 

these debates, two things are certain: (1) real-time information is coming to DXing; and 

(2) it’s going to be controversial.  

 



Links: 

 

K7C Kure Atoll DXpedition 2005 http://www.cordell.org/KURE 

DXA http://www.cordell.org/DXA 

DXA survey http://www.cordell.org/DXA/Survey2005 
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