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Radio Communications: A Review of Waterproof Handheld VHF 
Units  

I see a lot of discussion on survival forums and blogs about the options available for 

radio communication among small groups in a post-SHTF situation.  There are many 

types of radios that can meet some or most of the communication requirements, 

including FRS (Family Radio Service), GRMS (General Mobile Radio Service), CB 

(Citizen's Band) and VHF (Very High Frequency) marine-band radios.  Those who live 

in coastal areas or along major navigable inland waterways who are planning to bug out 

by boat will already be familiar with VHF radios, as they are standard equipment for 

most vessels, whether hand-held or fixed-mount units.  

 

While it is illegal to use channels in the marine VHF band for communication on land in 

normal times, in any scenario forcing you to bug-out in the first place, this will not likely 

be something to worry about.  The advantage of marine VHF radios over most of the 

alternatives is that this band offers a large range of channels and hand-held units have 

two power levels for the transmitter, usually 1 watt for low power and 5 or 6 watts for 

high power.  This gives good range, especially on the water or in open country.  

 

Another advantage of hand-helf VHF units is that they are now more rugged than ever, 

and several models are available that are not only waterproof, but submersible as well.   

 

 

 

A new generation of fully waterproof hand-held VHF radios has been available for a few 

years now. Many of these radios are not only submersible, but also designed to float if 

dropped overboard. They’re ideal for sea kayaking. I tested submersible hand-held 



radios from six different manufacturers: Standard Horizon, Cobra Marine, West Marine, 

ICOM, Humminbird, and Uniden. I compared special features, ease of use, power 

consumption and general quality, and subjected them to a submersion test to see if they 

survived as advertised. All of the models tested are rated to at least JIS7 standard, 

meaning they are supposed to be waterproof for a period of 30 minutes at a depth of one 

meter. I dropped each radio into the water while it was turned on and receiving a NOAA 

weather channel station. Then, I put all of them into a deep drum of water. The models 

that float were weighted down keep them on the bottom. After 30 minutes the radios 

were retrieved from the water and powered up. After I dried the exterior, I opened the 

battery cases to check for leaks. 

 

Each of the radios was tested for clear reception of NOAA weather radio channels and 

for reception and transmission of VHF communication channels. All performed as 

expected of a hand-held VHF for signal strength and sound quality. 

 

Standard Horizon HX750S 

 
The Standard Horizon HX750S has the most powerful transmitter in the group, rated at 

6 watts on the highest setting. All the other units have a maximum output of 5 watts. A 

low power setting of 1 watt is standard on all VHF radios to minimize interference with 

other vessel communications farther away when you are in a close range situation where 

more power is not needed. The HX750S also offers 5 watt and 2.5 watt intermediate 



settings. 

 

A unique feature of the HX750S that I have not seen before in a hand-held VHF radio is 

the S.O.S. STOBE that utilizes a high-intensity white LED on the front control panel as a 

visual distress beacon. When the strobe is enabled, the LED blinks the internationally-

recognized Morse Code “S.O.S.” message ( … --- …) 5 times per minute. This could prove 

especially useful for kayakers after radio contact is made with rescuers, as it would 

greatly improve the chances of being seen at night. 

 

Another unusual feature is a built-in water temperature sensor. With this thermometer 

enabled, the face of the radio can be placed in the water for several minutes and the 

temperature of the water will be displayed on screen. 

 

This radio is floating as well as submersible. When dropped into the water, it floated on 

its side, still receiving clearly. After the one-meter submersion test, it still performed 

perfectly and an inspection of the battery case proved it was dry inside. 

 

The HX750S comes with a lithium-ion battery and a charger with both AC and 12-volt 

DC adapters. Optional, but not included, is an alkaline battery case that fits in place of 

the rechargeable battery pack. For kayakers on long expeditions in remote areas with no 

way to recharge the lithium ion battery, the ability to use alkaline batteries for back-ups 

is essential. 

 

Controls on the HX750S are all push-button and the keys are large enough and spaced 

far enough apart to use with neoprene paddling gloves. There is no separate on/off, 

volume control and squelch knob, which I would prefer for ease of operation. You select 

the button for volume, squelch and band before using the up and down keys to make 

changes. This system is not as intuitive for me as a manual control knob, but works. The 

LCD display is large enough and the automatic backlight that comes on when any key is 

pressed makes it easy to see at night. 

 

The HX750S includes a belt clip and a tether for additional security. All of the radios 

tested came with some sort of removable belt clip that will not be practical when 



paddling. Removing the clip might be the best option if the radio is to be carried in a 

PFD pocket. Without the clip, the HX750S radio case is slim and compact, especially for 

a floating unit, and will fit into a PFD pocket easily. 

 

Standard Horizon HX 750S, MSRP: $149.99 Found online for $135.77 

Standard Horizon 

U.S. Headquarters 

10900 Walker Street, Cypress, CA 90630 

www.standardhorizon.com 

 

Cobra Marine MR HH425LI VP 

 
Cobra Marine claims its MR HH425LI VP is the first handheld radio to combine VHF 

and GRMS. It also features Cobra’s “Rewind, Say Again” ability to replay missed calls. 

GRMS, or General Mobile Radio Service, is a land-based mobile service available for 

short-distance two-way radio communications in the U.S.A. With a license from the 

FCC, GRMS users can communicate while on land, something not permitted when using 

VHF marine frequencies. This may be of interest to some kayakers if their plans involve 

hiking and other onshore activities, but would require at least two radios with the GRMS 

capability. GRMS is different from FRS (Family Radio Service) in that the transmitter 

can be used at 1 watt or 5 watts, while FRS only radios are allowed 0.5 watt maximum 

power. The Cobra MR HH425LI VP does not operate on FRS only channels. The 

transmitter power on this radio can be set to 1 watt, 3 watts, or 5 watts for both VHF and 



GRMS channels. 

 

The rewind, play-back feature could be useful in certain situations. In the owner’s 

manual description of this feature, one suggested use is to replay messages involving 

GPS coordinates or vessel identification numbers that might have been missed in the 

live transmission. 

 

The Cobra MR HH425LI VP is powered by a lithium-ion rechargeable battery and 

comes with both an AC charger and 12-volt DC charger. A nice bonus is a battery tray 

that holds 6 AA alkaline batteries that is included in the package and fits in the holder 

for the rechargeable unit. The battery life estimates given in the manual are based on 

90% stand-by mode, 5% transmit, and 5% receive. Times given are 14 hours at 5 watts 

and 23.5 hours at 1 watt, for the rechargeable battery. The alkaline battery life is 

estimated at 20 hours at 5 watts and 35 hours at 1 watt. 

 

The on/off, volume, and squelch controls are located on the top of the unit in the form of 

a dual manual knob, which I find easier to use than the push button only controls on 

some of the other radios. The band selector key and other controls, however are located 

in a tight cluster below the display and are fine for bare handed use but too closely 

spaced and small for use with neoprene gloves. The volume up and down buttons, the 

scan button, and the Channel 16 button are located on the sides of the display and are 

easier to get to. The display itself is large and a backlight comes on with the activation of 

any key. 

 

There is a tether and a secure attachment point for it on the top of the case, as well as 

belt clip that can be attached to a swivel knob on the back. 

 

The Cobra MR HH425 LI VP is rated as submersible but does not float. When dropped 

into the drum of water while turned on and receiving, it continued to operate just fine. 

After 30 minutes on the bottom it powered-up and operated fine. When the battery case 

was opened, a few drops of water were found inside. 

 

Cobra Marine MR HH425 LI VP, MSRP: $186.95 Found online for $149.95  



Cobra Electronics Corporation 

6500 West Cortland Street 

Chicago, IL 60707 

www.cobra.com 

 

Humminbird VHF 55S 

 
The Humminbird VHF 55S is a no-frills version of a submersible marine VHF radio. It 

provides all the essential features of the other radios tested, with the exception of an 

included rechargeable battery pack. The radio operates on 6 AA alkaline batteries and 

for kayakers who do multi-day trips this is a better solution anyway. For those who do 

prefer rechargeable batteries an optional Ni-MH battery pack with an AC and 12-volt DC 

charger is included in the VHF 55S Plus radio package but not in the basic VHF 55S 

package as tested. 

 

Like the Cobra, this radio does not use all push-button controls and has the knobs that I 

prefer for on/off, volume, and squelch. These are located on the top of the case like older 

VHF radios and are easy to use with gloved hands since they are large and one is 

dedicated to squelch only. The other buttons for channel up and down, band selection, 

scan, and watch functions are also large enough to operate using gloves and are located 

below the display. The display itself is adequately large and like all the radios in this 

class has an automatic backlight that comes on when any key is depressed. 

 



Despite the easy to use controls, the overall feel of this radio is that it is a bit bulky, even 

though I have large hands. The plastic case is slippery everywhere except for two built-in 

rubber grip strips on the sides and it seemed like it would be the easiest one to 

accidentally drop. A wrist tether is included, and using it would help prevent this. The 

removable belt clip is the swivel type that pivots on a knob. 

 

The Humminbird VHF 55S isn’t built to float, but survived the dunking while turned on 

and receiving a weather channel, and came out of the 30 minute submersion test 

operating fine. When opened up afterward, however, more than a few drops of water 

were found inside the battery case. The leakage was significantly more than in any of the 

other radios tested but did not cause any immediate failure or damage. 

 

Humminbird VHF 55S, MSRP: $149.95, Found online for $139.95 

Get it on Amazon here: Humminbird VHF 55s PLUS Radio 

Humminbird 

678 Humminbird Lane 

Eufaula, AL 36027 

1-800-633-1468 

www.Humminbird.com 

 

ICOM ICM-34 

 



The ICOM ICM-34 is a slim, submersible and floating VHF radio that weighs only 10.7 

ounces, making it the lightest weight radio of the test group, but just barely lighter than 

the 10.8 ounce Standard Horizon. Transmitter output power is 5 watts maximum, and 

there is, of course, the standard 1 watt low power option. 

The ICOM ICM-34 comes with a lithium-ion rechargeable battery pack and an AC 

charger. The case for 5 AAA alkaline cells is not included but is available as an option. 

Although it would be nice to have both options in the basic package, I would rather have 

the alkaline pack than the rechargeable as basic equipment. Since most users of these 

radios are day trippers or operators of power or sailing vessels with on-board recharging 

capability, VHF radio manufacturers likely assume the rechargeable battery packs are 

most desirable. 

 

The ICOM radio lacks the on/off, volume control, and squelch knobs that I prefer, and 

instead has a single small button on the top of the case for powering on and off. This 

push button is small and difficult to activate with a gloved finger. All the other controls 

are large buttons with adequate spacing between them and are located in a grid at the 

bottom of the front of the case below the LCD display. The other radios tested all have 

speakers in this bottom section of the case and the display at the top, with controls in 

the middle section. The speaker in the ICOM is located in the top of the case and the 

display is in the middle, instead. The only problem I see with putting the control keypad 

so low on the case is that it makes one-handed operation a bit difficult, as the thumb has 

to stretch more to reach the buttons. 

 

Other than this variation in the speaker and keypad location, I like the ergonomics of 

the ICOM case. It has a slimmer mid-section that fits naturally in the hand and will 

readily go into a pocket. On the back there is a sturdy, low-profile belt clip that can be 

easily removed. A tether fits through a purpose made recess in the case above this clip. 

 

When dropped into the water the ICOM popped back to the surface in an inverted 

position, floating upside down with the receiver still working. After the 30-minute 

immersion, it still functioned fine, but there were a few droplets of water inside the 

battery case. 

 



ICOM ICM-34, MSRP: $279.00 Found online for $168.94 

Icom Inc. 

1-1-32 Kamiminami, Hirano-ku 

Osaka 547-0003 

Japan 

www.icomamerica.com 

 

Uniden MHS550 

 
The first thing that distinguishes the Uniden MHS550 from most of the radios in the test 

group is its compact size, and the general high quality of its all-aluminum case 

construction. It is rated to the higher JIS8/IPX8 Immersion Protection Standards 

(submersible in one and half meters of water for 30 minutes). This radio looks and feels 

solid and the overall package is attractive. It is loaded with features and the package 

includes all the accessories that are optional with some of the other brands. The VHF 

transmitter power range is 1 watt, 2.5 watts, and 5 watts. 

 

There are more bands available on the Uniden MHS550 than any of the other radios 

tested. In addition to operating on the standard VHF and NOAA weather channels, the 

radio can also receive and transmit on the FRS (Family Radio Service) channels and can 

receive AM and FM radio. The ability to receive music and news on AM and FM radio 

might be a plus to go-light kayakers who can take this one transceiver and leave the 



separate AM/FM radio receiver at home. 

 

The Lithium Ion rechargeable battery is rated at 12 hours of run time between charges. 

A charger for AC and 12-volt DC is supplied. Best of all, a battery case for 4 AAA alkaline 

batteries is also included in the box, so you have both power options without having to 

buy them separately. 

 

The smaller size of the Uniden MHS550 allows for more carrying options, as it will fit in 

smaller PFD pockets and other spaces. It has a removable belt clip as well as a tether 

that attaches to a watchband-style pin in a socket on the side of the case for additional 

security. 

 

The top-mounted knob that I prefer over push buttons for on/off, volume, and squelch 

is present on this radio; adding another plus for ease of operation. The other control 

keys are located in the center front between the display and the speaker and can be 

operated with gloved or bare fingers. 

 

I really like the display on the Uniden MHS550. It has a feature I have not seen before 

that will be quite helpful to occasional mariners who do not have a working knowledge 

of the designated uses for each of the marine VHF channels. As you scroll up and down 

through the VHF channels, the name that designates permitted use of the channel is 

displayed right on the screen. This means that if you haven’t memorized which channels 

are legal for ship to ship conversation with other members of your group you can just 

look for the ones labeled “Non Commercial” and pick one. You can quickly find “Marine 

Operator” channels as well as special use channels such as drawbridge operators and 

lockmasters. Most importantly, it keeps you from inadvertently using prohibited 

channels such as 23A, which is designated “Coast Guard Only.” 

 

As expected from the appearance of its rugged case and well-engineered door for the 

battery case, the Uniden MHS550 passed the submersion test with no problems. It is a 

sinker, rather than a floater. When it was retrieved from the bottom of the barrel after 

the test, no water was found inside. 

 



The Uniden MHS550, MSRP: $269.40 Found online for $197.47 

Get it on Amazon here: Uniden MHS550 Marine VHF Handheld Radio 

Uniden America Corporation 

4700 Amon Carter Boulevard 

Fort Worth, TX 76155 

1-800-297-1023 

www.uniden.com 

 

West Marine VHF 150 

 
Looking at the West Marine VHF 150 next to the Uniden MHS550, it is obvious that it is 

essentially the same radio in a different package – a somewhat plainer, rubber-armored, 

black aluminum case of the same compact size and weight. The layout of the controls is 

exactly the same, and the West Marine VHF 150 has most of the features of the Uniden 

with the exception of the extra FRS transceiver and AM/FM receiver bands. The 

transmitter power is the same, with 1 watt, 2.5 watt, and 5 watt options. 

 

Like the Uniden, the West Marine VHF 150 uses the top-mounted on/off, volume and 

squelch control and the same central keypad layout. The display shows the names of the 

VHF channels in the same way as the Uniden, which is the best feature of the higher-

priced unit. 

 



The West Marine VHF 150 comes complete with a Lithium Ion rechargeable battery, an 

AC and a 12-volt DC charger, and the AA alkaline battery tray for optional power, so 

despite a lower price point nothing is left out to have to buy later. Battery life is 

estimated at 12 hours, same as the Uniden. 

 

The belt clip on the back of the case is the same removable type used on the Uniden. The 

tether and attachment point for it is the same as the Uniden. 

 

The West Marine VHF 150 is submersible, and like the Uniden is rated waterproof to 

JIS 8/IPX standards. Testing proved it completely reliable and it came up from the 

bottom dry inside. It does not float, which is really the only negative to an otherwise 

great design. 

 

All in all, the West Marine VHF 150 packs all the most useful features of the Uniden 

MHS 550 into slightly plainer package and offers it for a better price. Unless you are the 

kind of gadget enthusiast that needs all the bells and whistles, this is a great radio for 

the money. 

 

West Marine VHF 150, MSRP: 169.99, often on sale at West Marine for 139.99 

West Marine 

Watsonville, CA 

1-800-BOATING 

www.westmarine.com 

 

Conclusion: 

 

The availability of reasonably-priced, waterproof hand-held VHF marine radios is good 

news for sea kayakers. There is really no excuse to be without one when you venture into 

coastal waters, as mariners in distress are saved from disaster on a regular basis thanks 

to VHF radio communication. 

 

Even though none of the three with slight leaks failed, any saltwater intrusion will 

eventually lead to corrosion of the battery contacts. A little maintenance will extend the 



life of the radio. At the end of the paddling day after any immersion, open the battery 

compartment and dry up any water that may have gotten in. Check the seals on the 

compartment lid and make sure they are clean. I would still take precautions to keep any 

handheld VHF out of the water whenever it makes sense to do so. 

 

If I could have the one perfect hand-held VHF for kayaking, it would be packaged in the 

rugged case of the Uniden MHS 550 or the West Marine VHF 150, and utilize their 

simple controls and handy station identification display. It would float like the ICOM 

ICM-34 and the Standard Horizon HX 750S, and feature the SOS strobe light of the 

Standard Horizon. A battery case for alkaline batteries would be included equipment, 

and it would be completely leak-proof like three out of the six units tested. 

 

I may not get my perfect radio in the real world, but I would happily take along any of 

these models tested on my next kayak trip and consider all of them a vast improvement 

over the hand-held VHF units I have used in the past and I think any of them would give 

good service with reasonable care.  
S H A R E  |   
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Mayberry said...  

That's what I call a comprehensive review! I like VHF myself, much greater 

range than CB. A good SHTF coms option, especially if combined with a base 

station. I've gotten over 30 miles of clear transmission/reception with the Ray 

Jefferson I had on my old Chris Craft...  

FEBRUARY 20,  2010 7:02 PM  

 

Zack @SurvivalCache said...  



I have to say, that is really one in depth review. I've been weighing the pros 

and cons of all the different options, but this post help me to agree with 

Mayberry, VHF is looking like the best option right now for post SHTF. Keep 

your posts coming, they're great.  

FEBRUARY 21,  2010 7:06 PM  

 

John said...  

Thanks for such a straightforward review of these different handhelds.  

FEBRUARY 22,  2010 4:47 PM  

 

Anonymous said...  

I purchased a Uniden hand held VHF radio for my boat. Never needed to use 

it, thank God, but have one just in case,since I live in Kauai, Hawaii, if I have 

boat trouble the next stop is Japan. I always charge and test the night before 

each trip. One day it wouldn't work.Brand new radio. Send it to the authorized 

repair shop in Texas. They charged me $50. and it still didn't work. I sent it 

back again,the manager Mike Levin said it was working fine. When I got it 

back the second time it still didn't work. I got no refund, no recourse and a 

radio that does not work..I will never buy another Uniden product again.  

JUNE 14,  2010 4:45 AM  

 

Anonymous said...  

My wife & I kayak quite a bit together & have gone thru a number of 

"waterproof" radios. we'll be looking at these closely. Thanks for a great 

review. We would like to also find information on good waterproof 

mike/earpieces for ptt comms... nothing like getting your rhythm going & 

having to stop to grab a radio to talk... arg! Thanks again for the reviews!  



JULY 21,  2010 12:10 AM  

 

Anonymous said...  

We have been lifelong boaters, and owned our share of VHF hand-held radios 

(and dropped more than one NON-submersible into the drink.) 

 

I prefer VHF radios over CBs and other off-the-shelf radios. Users should 

know, however, that in most major coastal port areas, ALL VHF 

communications are recorded (on all marine VHF channels.) 

 

I've had a change-of-course recently, however. I earned my basic-level 

(technician) ham license. (Which doesn't require Morse code anymore, by the 

way!) A friend from work (long-time ham operator) suggested Yaesu 

submersible VX-7R hand-held unit. 

 

He then showed me that these units are also software "reprogramable." 

 

This isn't necessarily "legal," but with a few extra cables via the Internet, and a 

freeware software download, and a few mouse clicks -- our VX-7R ham radios 

are now ALSO marine VHF radios, PLUS capable of GMRS and FRS radio 

functionality. Technically-speaking,you are supposed to also "power-reduce" 

these mighty little hand-helds for some of these frequencies. 

 

But, if it's a stuff-hits-the-fan situation, and you are already coloring outside 

the lines by broadcasting outside the "band rules" -- then what's a little too 

much power? (wink) 

 

Best of all, ham communications allow you to literally communicate around 

the world (via repeaters, internet connectivity, phone-patching, e-mail via 

ham, etc.) Plus, these little suckers tune into just about anything/everything 

you'd wanna hear! Air traffic control towers; ships; ambulances and firemen; 

some police and military -- even AM & FM radio stations and some old-school 



TV stations. 

 

These little pups pack as much electronic functionality as you can put into the 

palm of your hand (outside of a PDA or iPhone.) But, cell phones require 

contracts and/or monthly fees. Ham radios: About a $15 exam fee, and then 

something like ten bucks for a 10-year license? If you want to LEGALLY 

broadcast on the GMRS bands, that's an additional $80 for five years (for the 

WHOLE FAMILY -- brothers, sisters, parents, children, etc.) 

 

Note: The are a bit more complicated than your "average" radio. Even with the 

user manual in-hand, there's a pretty steep learning curve. But, you can start 

on Marina/Sea/VHF mode (and then venture into other more advanced 

functionality over time.) 

 

They are worthy of a a review! (And competitively-priced with most high-end 

PDAs or top-line hand-held VHF radios.) 

 

Peace.  

NOVEMBER 8,  2010 7:00 PM  

 

Anonymous said...  

As you mention, using marine band radios outside of a marine environment is 

illegal. To stay legal and get greater versitility, I would suggest looking at some 

of the new "waterproof" VHF/UHF handhelds. These do require a ham 

amateur radio license to use, but the added utility, reach (especially through 

repeaters) more than offsets the inconvenience of going by the numbers and 

getting a license. Yaesu VX-6r, Vx-7r are great radios and the new Yaesu VX-

8GR has built in GPS. Take a look.  

JULY 10,  2011 2:31 PM  

‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐ my look for ‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐    



1.  

$43.25 

justforcamping.com 

Cobra Electronics Mr Hh125 Radio, Mr Hh125, Marine Vhf Radio, 
Cobra Electronics Mr Hh125 Radio, Mr Hh125, Marine Vhf Radio Cobra Electronics 
Corporation Is A Leading Designer Of Mobile Communications Products ... 
Add to Shopping List 

2.  

$43.99 

EPC Electronics 

Marine Vhf Hand-held Radio 
switchable 1 Or 2-watt Output Power us, Canada And International Channels 10 Noaa Weather 
Channels marine Vhf Hand-held Transreceiver large ... 
Add to Shopping List 
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1.  

$52.58 

superbuy365.com  



MIDLAND NT3VP NAUTICO WATERPROOF MARINE RADIO 
5W VHF HANDHELD FULL POWER RADIOWATERPROOF FEATURE MEETS JIS4 
SPECIFICATIONSINCLUDES ALL US CANADA INTERNATIONAL MARINE CHANNELSALL-
HAZARD WEATHER ... 
Add to Shopping List 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


