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N
othing has gripped the attention of radio 

and television engineers and management 

like the FCC’s mandated C-band repack. For 

over three years, the idea of 5G co-sharing 

the coveted mid-band spectrum has been 

speeding along, directed by Congress in 

the 5G Spectrum Act of 2019 and the Beat CHINA for 5G 

Act of 2020 to open the mid-band (or C-band) to mobile 

broadband.

Now the real work begins. If you’re a broadcaster in one 

of the major markets who registered your antennas with 

the FCC but chose to opt-out of the all-expenses-paid mid-

band spectrum repack, you need to develop a strong plan 

in 2021 to tackle the C-band transition at your downlinks.

How we got here
The use of C-band for radio, television and cable content 

delivery began nearly 50 years ago. 

In fact, HBO became the first television channel in the 

world to begin transmitting via satellite — expanding the 

growing regional pay service into a national television 

network — in September 1975. National Public Radio and 

the Mutual Radio Network quickly followed, beginning their 

own distribution by satellite in 1979.  

Prior to satellite delivery, every network affiliate, 

television and radio station had to maintain equalized lines 

from AT&T for every network source, costing broadcasters 

hundreds of dollars per month. With the introduction of 

satellite, operating costs plummeted with the elimination of 

monthly phone line costs by affiliates.

Another key to the C-band spectrum’s popularity is 

its resistance to adverse weather. With a reliability of an 

unheard of 99.99%, coupled with extreme cost savings, 

C-band quickly became the critical link for radio and 

television programming in all 50 states and around 

the world.

Government involvement
As early as 2016, Congress began pushing the Federal 

Communications Commission to repurpose bandwidth 

for mobile broadband, with apparently little to no regard 

for the current users of the bandwidth. Like the broadcast 

industry, mobile broadband companies wanted to lay 

claim to the mid-band spectrum for its effectiveness — 

specifically its line-of-sight reliability in poor weather. 

Their goal: to gain 500 MHz of bandwidth from 3.5 GHz 

to 4.0 GHz.

After noting both the desires of the broadband industry 

and the singular focus of Capitol Hill, satellite industry 

leaders SES, Intelsat and Telesat decided to form an 

association to promote an industry-backed solution 

and auction in order to share the spectrum. The C-band 

Alliance, or CBA, began a multi-dimensional operation to 

preserve C-band distribution, while making room for 5G 

mobile broadband usage. 

A discrepancy in numbers
Misinformation about the significance of C-band delivered 

content to the broadcast industry and others fueled 

Congress and the FCC’s push for 5G to gain access to the 

C-band spectrum. It was assumed by the FCC there were 

only roughly a thousand C-band users throughout the 

U.S., because that was the number of actual registered 

downlinks with the FCC. 

Yet both the CBA and the broadcast community agreed 

that the numbers were actually much larger. Why the 

discrepancy? In the 1980s, AT&T began to decommission 

4 GHz point-to-point microwave links, making C-band 

downlink registration and frequency protection 

superfluous. 

In an effort to get a clear picture of the number of actual 

C-band downlinks in the country, the FCC conducted a 

registration drive in 2018, asking owners to register their 

downlinks and pay a $450 per antenna processing fee. 
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developed a plan to compress 500 MHz of satellite content 

delivery into 200 MHz from the same satellite arc, with the 

launch of at least seven new satellites. Once again, the FCC 

continued to signal their plan to release the order with the 

“industry-led solution.”

At the twelfth hour, however, FCC Chair Ajit Pai went 

in a completely different direction. On Nov. 18, 2019, 

Pai announced the “FCC solution” was to repurpose the 

300 MHz of satellite designated frequency from 3.7 GHz 

to 4.0 GHz. 

The FCC would set up a Capacity Auction, a reverse 

auction for satellite transponder capacity. This newly 

freed capacity could then be used to repack the C-band 

incumbents who remain. Pai reasoned that the resulting 

revenues would be split between the auction participant 

and the U.S. Treasury, with the cost of relocation or 

protection coming from the auction participant’s portion.

The FCC designated CohnReznick LLP and subcontractors 

Squire Patton Boggs (US) LLP and Intellicom Technologies 

Inc. to serve as the Relocation Payment Clearinghouse. The 

FCC also established a C-Band Clearinghouse Coordinator, 

RSM US LLP.

The lump sum
Though it was originally assumed that SES, Intelsat, Telesat 

and Eutelsat would handle all details of procurement, 

installation and documentation of the filters at registered 

Since paying the fee was a stumbling block for C-band 

downlink users registering multiple sites, the CBA pushed 

the FCC to waive it. When the FCC refused, SES stepped 

in and reimbursed thousands of downlink owners 

their registration fee themselves. SES’s efforts led to a 

substantial increase of registrations in 2018 with a total of 

nearly 17,000 registered C-band downlinks. 

The FCC was ill-prepared for the flood of C-band 

registrations. The process of confirming these registrations 

took the commission nearly 18 months. Yet, in spite of 

the larger-than-expected registration turnout, many 

broadcasters believe as many as 50% of America’s C-band 

downlinks still remain unregistered. 

Jumping through hoops
In a study of current customers by each satellite company 

in 2019, the CBA was able to plan a transition that 

eliminated excess capacity. The launch of  new satellites 

would allow for 200 MHz of bandwidth to be earmarked for 

5G. The CBA was confident in its approach, since the FCC 

indicated that they were in agreement that a solution of 

200 MHz of bandwidth, with 120 MHz of bandwidth being 

cleared in the top 46 Partial Economic Areas (PEAs) in the 

first 12 months, was the best way to move forward.

Yet, before the orders would be released, the FCC 

demanded 300 MHz of bandwidth for the broadband 

industry from the CBA. In a quick reshuffle, the CBA 

Whether you’re rockin’ or hip-

hoppin’, Texas two-steppin’ or 

blastin’ the classics, Dielectric has 

the antenna with the perfect power, 

price and profile for your station. 

GET YOUR RADIO ON: CALL 800-341-9678 TODAY!
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