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FCC’s new “Spectrum Dashboard” lets the public see how its spectrum is being used.
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It’s still in beta version, but it’s clearly the FCC laying the groundwork for re-allocations that will help broadband.  The first iteration of the Spectrum Dashboard starts above the current FM band of 88.1 to 107.9 MHz, and way above the AM band. It runs from 225 MHz to 3.7 GHz and shows you the current usage for Advanced Wireless Service (AWS), Broadband Personal Communications Services (PCS), Broadband Radio Services (BRS),

Educational Broadband Service (EBS), Cellular, the 2.3 GHz Wireless Communications Service (WCS), Mobile Satellite Services (MSS) and – now we’re getting to it – Full Power TV Broadcast.  (A search of L.A. license holders reveals a total of 97 spectrum licensees.  AT&T has 10 and Verizon Wireless eight. Broadcast TV – 26.  That's why it's a target.)  FCC Chairman Genachowski’s new National Broadband Plan would pull back a third of the current Digital TV spectrum for re-auctioning off for broadband.  What’s the implication for radio? Right now, nothing directly.  But much of today’s radio listening is going to migrate to “IP radio”, just as TV is going to IP TV.  "IP" stands for Internet Protocol and it means that radio’s going to be delivered not just through the Internet, but through other pipes such as mobile.  The question of who controls those pipes – and what content will be sought after – is very much pertinent to radio’s future.

How will the FCC get back all that TV spectrum? 

For one thing, it will point out that it gave television way more digital spectrum than it really needs, unless a station chooses to maximize picture quality by using the 1080P standard - which few do.  But many commercial TV stations struggling with debtloads and revenue pressures, and aren’t doing much to fill out those potential new digital channels. TV programming is expensive and at a time when some GMs are slashing their news budgets, they may have a weak argument in defending their need for three, four, or even five digital channels.  If TV can’t prove they can efficiently use all their spectrum, it may lose it.  Again, back to the implications of the FCC’s hardening stance toward broadcasters.  AM spectrum, ironically, is probably safe from any demands for a giveback.  It’s just not that useful for the extra digital services the FCC’s looking at.  The FM spectrum takes up only about as much room as three digital TV channels and because it’s relatively low on the “spectrum dashboard”, it needs a fairly large antenna compared to the higher frequencies. So it doesn’t work as well for mobile digital.  Radio’s relatively safe from the spectrum giveback demands – except that a few folks around the FCC would like to keep burdening broadcasters with more requirements for "localism." 

