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By the end of the 19th century communications “without wires” developed rapidly. Ranges were initially very
modest, but Marconi managed to increase them progressively, reached 110 km over water in 1899, and
finally succeeded in creating a radio link across the Atlantic Ocean in 1901, from Cornwall to Newfoundland.
The new technology fired the interest of the industrialized world, and the use of “radio” spread explosively.
By 1904 daily bulletins were provided for the passengers of the Cunard line, by means of signals picked up
from shore stations which successively came within radio range during the transoceanic journey.

From 1900 on, a fierce competition started for the domination of the radiocommunication market. Several
systems were soon available but to remedy the chaotic situation, a series of administrative conferences were
organized, the first held in Berlin in 1903. These conferences made recommendations on such matters as the
allocation of frequencies, the form of signals from radio beacons, or the transmission of weather reports and
time data. The meetings were government affairs, and only around 1913 did the need for scientific
cooperation came to the fore and also lead to the foundation of URSI in 1919 as the International Union of
Scientific Radio Telegraphy. The stated objective was to promote scientific studies of radiotelegraphy and to
encourage research requiring international cooperation in this field.

This presentation will provide some background information on what scientific discoveries lead to the
establishment of URSI and will shine a light on how URSI evolved over all those years.
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