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Oversight: Preparing for the Digital TV Transition

1.  Introduction

On November 24, 2008, the Committee on Technology in Government, chaired by Council Member Gale A. Brewer, will hold an oversight hearing on “Preparing for the Digital TV Transition.”  The Committee hopes to learn about the transition from analog to digital television occurring on February 17, 2009, and what the City is doing to inform the public, and how they are preparing for the transition.

2. Background 

Analog vs. Digital

Analog television (TV) broadcasts transmit information to TV receivers by modulating the amplitude and phase of radio waves.  The modulated waves are decoded by the receiver into instructions for the creation of a continuous series of pictures on a TV screen.  Digital TV (DTV) broadcasts similarly transmit information to TV receivers by modulating the amplitude of radio waves, however, DTV transmissions consist entirely of zeros and ones (or off and on).  DTV transmissions are not innately more efficient than analog broadcasts, and can, in fact, require more bandwidth to transmit the same amount of information, however, because they are digital, DTV transmissions can be mathematically compressed.  Compression algorithms permit DTV broadcasters to transmit more information on each channel, which enables DTV to transmit in surround sound, multiple language audio, and High Definition (HD).     
Digital Television Transition and Public Safety Act of 2005          
In 1997, the FCC granted DTV licenses to 1600 full-power incumbent television broadcasters while also allowing them to keep their analog channels so that they could simultaneously transmit analog and digital signals to their broadcasting market areas.
  The FCC permitted both methods in order to phase in DTV usage over a number of years instead of requiring all consumers to immediately purchase new digital television sets or converters.  Included in the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005, which was passed by Congress and signed by President Bush in February 2006, was the Digital Television Transition and Public Safety Act of 2005 (“Act”) that set a deadline of February 17, 2009 for all full-power TV broadcasters to begin broadcasting only digital transmissions.
  This legislation requires all TV broadcasters nationwide to switch from the established analog airwaves to digital signals.  After that date, televisions that receive analog channels will no longer work.  The Act also requires that the licenses for the analog channels recovered from the transition, channels 52 through 69, be auctioned off and the proceeds be deposited in the Digital Television Transition and Public Safety Fund by June 30, 2008. In addition, the Act allocates $1.5 billion for a program that would provide coupons to households for the purchase of analog-to-digital converter boxes.
  These boxes allow TV sets without a DTV tuner or cable or satellite programming to display digital broadcasts.  Consumers who receive cable or satellite broadcasts will not be affected by the change.  
The Act requires $7.363 billion to be transferred from the Digital Television Transition and Public Safety Fund to the general fund of the Treasury and the out of the remaining funds, $990 will be transferred to the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA) to administer the converter box program which includes $5 million for consumer education.  This transition will also increase the number of channels open for use by police, fire and other emergency responders, creating a system where the responders can communicate more easily with each other.
  The Act directs $1 billion of remaining funds from the auction proceeds to be put into a “Public Safety Interoperable Communications Fund,” that would provide grants to “assist public safety agencies in the acquisition of, deployment of, or training for use of interoperable communications systems.”
   The Act additionally requires that $30 million of the remaining funds go towards a “NYC 9/11 Digital Transition Fund,” which reimburses New York City TV broadcasters for the creation of a temporary DTV broadcast system that will be in use until a permanent facility is constructed.
  Lastly, the Act directs $10 million for a “Low-Power Digital-to-Analog Conversion Fund” to compensate low power television stations for the cost of digital-to-analog conversion devices.
       
3. Converter Box Program            

For those households without cable service, satellite, or a television with a digital tuner, the TV Converter Box Coupon Program, created under the Act, allows households to obtain up to 2 coupons, each worth $40, to be applied towards the cost of buying a box.  On March 12, 2007, the NTIA released its rules for implementing the converter box program.  The NTIA ruled that the initial allocation of $990 million for the program will be used, starting on January 1, 2008, by making available two $40 coupons to any United States household requesting digital-to-analog converter boxes.  If additional funding is needed, NTIA will use an extra $510 million for coupons that will only be distributed to exclusively over-the-air households that can self-certify they do not have a subscription to any cable, satellite, or other pay television service.
 

The NTIA rules also set procedures and requirements for manufacturers and retailers who wish to participate in the program. Manufacturers of converter boxes must submit test results and receive approval that the devices meet established specifications.  Capabilities that allow more than a simple conversion to digital will disqualify a box from being in the program.
  In addition, retailers must receive a certification from NTIA in order to participate in the program and agree to have a system of “processing coupons electronically for redemption and payment, track every transaction and provide reports to NTIA, train employees on the purpose and operation of the coupon program with NTIA-provided training materials, use commercially reasonable methods to order and manage inventory, and assist NTIA in minimizing incidents of waste, fraud, and abuse.”
 
This program began distributing coupons on January 1, 2008 and will continue until March 31, 2009.  Converter boxes generally range from $40 to $70 and the coupons expire 90 days after the date they are mailed.
  Consumers can apply for the coupons online at www.DTV2009.gov, by calling 1-888-DTV-2009, or by mailing in an application.  The coupons are sent with a list of nearby participating retailers who are selling the boxes which include Best Buy, RadioShack, and Kmart.  The coupon program only provides a discount for the cost of a box, it does not provide the box itself or technical support.  Converter boxes are plugged into a TV set and can be installed manually by using the instructions provided by the manufacturer.

4. DTVs and Consumer Education
As of March 1, 2007, all TVs imported into the United States or shipped interstate must contain a digital tuner.  The FCC additionally required in May 2007, that those selling televisions without a digital tuner must disclose at the point-of-sale that the device includes an analog tuner and will require a converter box after the transition date.
  The retailers must prominently display this message to inform consumers of what may happen to the TV during the transition.  If a television was bought before May 25, 2007, consumers should look for a label or informational material that indicates whether or not the TV has a digital tuner.   To help consumers identify if they need a converter box, many broadcast stations have been conducting brief tests by turning off analog signals for a short amount of time.  If viewers are able to see the broadcast, they do not need to change anything.  However, if a viewer’s TV set does not pick up a broadcast, that household will need to take action before the transition date by purchasing a converter box.  
The NTIA and the FCC are directly engaged in consumer education efforts for the digital transition. The NTIA has been focused on raising awareness of the coupon program, by targeting five different groups.  These groups are “senior citizens, the economically disadvantaged, rural residents, people with disabilities, and minorities.”
 The NTIA has been partnering with private sector groups to reach those constituencies who are most at risk of losing their television broadcasts and is also working with the DTV Transition Coalition, a coalition of business, trade, and industry groups.  
Similar to the NTIA, the FCC is also partnering with the private and public sector to help raise awareness of the transition and has additionally become a member of the DTV Transition Coalition.
  The FCC has also produced publications, a website and hotline, and has created public service announcements for broadcasters to air.  Moreover, the FCC is holding events and conferences including a nationwide tour that targets TV markets with more than 100,000 households or at least 15% of households that rely on exclusively over-the-air signals.
     
5. Transition in New York City 

On October 28, 2008 at 6pm, 13 New York City broadcasters simultaneously conducted a test that allowed viewers to know if they are able to receive digital signals on their TVs.  Those with DTV capability were not able to see the test while those that do not receive digital signals saw a message on their screen informing them that their television was not ready for the transition and directing them to the federal government’s website and helpline for more information.
  According to the Metropolitan Television Alliance, a coalition of eleven broadcast television stations serving the New York City area, out of the more than 350,000 households that receive TV exclusively over-the-air in the New York City metropolitan area, over 6,000 calls were received to the automated response telephone number that was set up for the test.  This number represents about “15% of Nielsen's estimate of over-the-air reliant households watching at that time.”
  Most of the callers to the hotline asked for information about the federal coupon program.  Another test has been scheduled for December 2 at 5:28 PM and eight more may also be scheduled in the coming months.
  
In addition, as part of the National Association of Broadcasters DTV Speaker's Bureau, senior centers and libraries across the city have been provided with demonstrations and information with more talks scheduled over the coming weeks.
  Furthermore, the FCC Commissioner Jonathan Adelstein held public town hall meetings regarding the transition in Brooklyn and Queens on September 26 and 27, 2008.
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