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The purpose of this paper is to provide general information about communications
effectiveness as related to the physical height of antennas. The intended audience is amateur
radio operators and the city and town Planning Boards before which a radio amateur must
sometimes appear to obtain building permits for radio towers and antennas.

The performance of horizontally polarized antennas at heights of 35, 70 and 120 feet is
examined in detail. Vertically polarized arrays are not considered here because at short-wave
frequencies, over average terrain and at low radiation angles, they are usually less effective than
horizontal antennas.

Ionospheric Propagation

Frequencies between 3 and 30 megahertz (abbreviated MHz) are often called the “short-
wave” bands. In engineering terms this range of frequencies is defined as the high-frequency or
HF portion of the radio spectrum. HF radio communications between two points that are
separated by more than about 15 to 25 miles depend almost solely on propagation of radio
signals through the ionosphere. The ionosphere is a region of the Earth’s upper atmosphere that
is ionized primarily by ultraviolet rays from the Sun.

The Earth’s ionosphere has the property that it will refract or bend radio waves passing
through it. The ionosphere is not a single “blanket” of ionization. Instead, for a number of
complex reasons, a few discrete layers are formed at different heights above the earth. From the
standpoint of radio propagation, each ionized layer has distinctive characteristics, related
primarily to different amounts of ionization in the various layers. The ionized layer that is most
useful for HF radio communication is called the F layer.

The F layer exists at heights varying from approximately 130 to 260 miles above the earth’s
surface. Both the layer height and the amount of ionization depend on the latitude from the
equator, the time of day, the season of the year, and on the level of sunspot activity. Sunspot
activity varies generally in cycles that are approximately 11 years in duration, although short-
term bursts of activity may create changes in propagation conditions that last anywhere from a
few minutes to several days. The ionosphere is not homogeneous, and is undergoing continual
change. In fact, the exact state of the ionosphere at any one time is so variable that is best
described in statistical terms.

The F layer disappears at night in periods of low and medium solar activity, as the ultraviolet
energy required to sustain ionization is no longer received from the Sun. The amount that a
passing radio wave will bend in an ionospheric layer is directly related to the intensity of
ionization in that layer, and to the frequency of the radio wave.

A triangle may be used to portray the cross-sectional path of ionospheric radio-wave travel,
as shown in Fig 1, a highly simplified picture of what happens in propagation of radio waves.
The base of the triangle is the surface of the Earth between two distant points, and the apex of the
triangle is the point representing refraction in the ionosphere. If all the necessary conditions are
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