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FCC Authorizes All-Digital AM Service
by Anne Goodwin Crump
(703) 812-0426
crump@fhhlaw.com
Taking the next step in its ongoing efforts to revitalize the AM broadcast service, the Federal Communications Commission (“FCC” or the “Commission”) has authorized AM radio stations to convert
to all-digital broadcasting. Making such a switch is expected both to improve the quality of the signal received by listeners and to expand the area in which the audience can receive a listenable signal.
Another advantage is that such broadcasts can include metadata, such as song and artist identification, station identification, and the like, plus there is the future possibility of a separate multicast AM
channel. The primary downside is that current analog receivers will be unable to pick up the alldigital broadcasts, which means that listeners that currently do not have a digital AM receiver will
need to obtain one.

The FCC repeatedly emphasized, however, that any decision to
change to all-digital operation is entirely voluntary. The FCC expects
that different AM stations will make different decisions, especially at
first, based on the availability of digital receivers in a particular market, the make-up of a station’s audience, the format, and the investment required. Because the change to all-digital is voluntary, the
FCC is not as worried about transition issues or potential loss of service to existing listeners. Likewise, the likely gradual change will
make it easier for the FCC to respond to any interference issues that
might unexpectedly surface.
The specific standard authorized is the HD Radio in-band, on-channel (IBOC) mode called MA3.
The FCC stated that it chose the HD Radio brand now owned by XPeri Corporation because it is the
only feasible technology option in the near term, but it did not rule out considering other technologies in the future should they develop.
The FCC initially authorized hybrid operation for AM stations in 2002, using the HD Radio MA1
standard. Such transmissions include both analog and digital signals, with the analog signal in the
center of the frequency and the digital signal on sidebands. In the all-digital MA3, there is no modulated analog carrier signal, which means that the power level of the digital broadcasts is increased.
Two configurations of the MA3 signal are possible: a 10 kHz primary carrier-only configuration
(“core-only mode”) or a 20 kHz configuration using digital-only sidebands (“enhanced mode”). Such
operations have been tested by the NAB Labs and a small group of AM stations over the past few
years.
The results have shown a number of advantages of the all-digital operation. These include a clearer
and more robust signal which is better able to overcome noise and interference than even hybrid stations can. Additionally, in what may come as a surprise to those familiar with TV’s digital “cliff” effect, weak all-digital AM signals that are at the outer range of coverage can still be received and de(Continued on page 2)
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coded by digital receivers. Further, the all-digital AM is energy and spectrum efficient, as energy usage is comparable to analog AM stations, but the signal can be received more clearly over a wider area.
The obvious disadvantages that may discourage stations from making an immediate change to alldigital operation are the costs of making the change and the scarcity of digital receivers. Stations
must remember to factor into the transition costs possible license fees due to XPeri Corporation.
Another possible complication is Emergency Alert System (“EAS”) requirements. If an AM station is
a primary station monitored by downstream stations, it must make sure that those downstream stations can receive any EAS alerts.
Typical requirements for broadcast stations also will continue to apply. For example, if the all-digital
operation should cause interference, the station must take remediation steps. Likewise, compliance
with operating power and power spectral density requirements is still required. Further, all-digital
stations must broadcast at least one free, over-the-air programming stream with audio quality at
least equal to analog broadcasts.
If a station does decide to make the switch, the licensee must file a digital notification on the existing
FCC Form 335-AM, and must wait at least 30 days after public notice of such notification to begin
the new broadcasts. Additionally, such notifications must be filed if a station increases operating
power or changes from core-only to enhanced operating mode. Finally, stations must give reasonable notice to listeners of the plan to go all-digital. The FCC has not imposed the detailed and regimented notice requirements applicable to other transitions but simply expects them to be comparable to other public notices.
Now, it remains to be seen whether digital broadcasting operations will save declining AM stations,
or is it just too little, too late.

After 16 Years,
FCC Lifts TV Filing Freeze
The Federal Communications Commission’s
(“FCC”) Media Bureau announced via Public Notice the end of a filing freeze on certain full power
and Class A TV station modifications that lasted
more than 16 years and the leadership of seven
FCC chairpersons. The freeze was part of the
FCC’s effort to keep a stable technical database
first during the DTV transition, and then the incentive auction and associated repack; now that
the transition is over and the post-incentive auction is complete, the FCC deemed it an appropriate time to end the freeze and allow additional
discretionary changes to television facilities.

Modification proposals that can now be filed include:








Petitions for rulemaking to change
channels in the DTV Table of Allotments.
Petitions for rulemaking to add new
DTV allotments.
Petitions to swap in-core channels.
Petitions for rulemaking to change
communities of license.
Modification applications that increase
a full

power or Class A station’s service area beyond an
area that is already served.
This lifting of the freeze will be effective 15 days
after the publication of the Public Notice in the
Federal Register.

February 2019
December
2020

MTM

Page
Page
3 3

Now in Effect:
Broadcast Local
Public Notice Rule Changes
The FCC’s Local Public Notice Rule Changes have
been published in the Federal Register and are now
in effect. These changes – which we detailed at
length in a previous post – eliminate the obligation
to publish a public notice of certain broadcast applications in newspapers, requiring instead that applicants publish these notices in the Online Public
Inspection File (“OPIF”) or application databases.
Among other changes, the new rules will also
standardize the on-air announcement requirements
for broadcast local public notices. If you still have
questions in regards to how this will impact your
station, please contact Keenan Adamchak at (703)
812-0415 or adamchak@fhhlaw.com.

Now in Effect:
FCC Repeals Radio Duplication
Prohibitions
Back in August, we wrote about the FCC’s decision
to end the prohibition of commonly owned radio
stations in the same service (AM or FM) that have
50% or more overlap of their primary service contours from duplicating more than 25% of
their programming. Now that the decision is published in the Federal Register, it is effective immediately, and stations may duplicate programming
as they see fit.
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New Webinar Available:
The New FCC Radio License
Filing Window
Fletcher Heald attorneys Frank Montero and Keenan Adamchak in cooperation with the National Federation of Community Broadcasters (“NFCB”) presented a webinar on the
upcoming noncommercial educational (“NCE”) FM and
lower power FM (“LPFM”) filing windows. In this webinar,
they explored the NCE and LPFM application forms, processes, and FCC tie-breaking criteria, as well as pointing out
some of the mistakes that can occur when applying for a frequency. Being prepared will ensure a smooth process
for applicants in the NCE and LPFM filing windows. With
guidance from this webinar, you can start mapping out your
strategy and planning today.
You can watch the webinar here on YouTube and the
NFCB’s website.
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Upcoming FCC Telecom Deadlines
for December – February
Broadcast Deadlines:
December 10, 2020
2021 Annual Regulatory Fees – Comments are due in response to the FCC’s Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking
proposing adoption of a schedule of regulatory fees to assess
and collect congressionally required regulatory fees for fiscal
year (FY) 2021, based on proposals contained in a May 13,
2020 Notice of Proposed Rule Making.
December 28, 2020
2021 Annual Regulatory Fees – Reply Comments are due in response to the FCC’s Further Notice of
Proposed Rulemaking proposing adoption of a schedule of regulatory fees to assess and collect congressionally required regulatory fees for FY 2021, based on proposals contained in a May 13, 2020
Notice of Proposed Rule Making.
January 30, 2021
Children’s Television Programming Reports – Each commercial TV and Class A television station
must electronically file its annual Children's Television Programming Report, on FCC Form 2100
Schedule H, to report on programming aired by the station and other efforts in 2020 that were specifically designed to serve the educational and informational needs of children.
Commercial Compliance Certifications – Each commercial TV and Class A television station must
post to its Online Public Inspection File (“OPIF”) a certification (or certifications) of compliance during 2020 with the statutory limits on commercial time during children’s programming. The certification(s) should cover both the primary programming stream and all subchannels aired by the station.
February 1, 2021
Radio License Renewal Applications Due – Applications for renewal of license for radio stations located in Kansas, Nebraska, and Oklahoma must be filed in the Licensing and Management System
(“LMS”). These applications must be accompanied by Schedule 396, the Broadcast EEO Program
Report, also filed in LMS, regardless of the number of full-time employees. Under the new public
notice rules, radio stations filing renewal applications must begin broadcasts of their post-filing announcements concerning their license renewal applications between the date the application is accepted for filing and five business days thereafter and must continue for a period of four weeks.
Once complete, a certification of broadcast, with a copy of the announcement’s text, must be posted
to the OPIF, within seven days.
Television License Renewal Applications Due – Applications for renewal of license for television stations located in Arkansas, Louisiana, and Mississippi must be filed in LMS. These applications must
be accompanied by Schedule 396, the Broadcast Equal Employment Opportunity (“EEO”) Program
(Continued on page 6)
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Report, also filed in LMS, regardless of the number of full-time employees. Under the new public
notice rules, radio stations filing renewal applications must begin broadcasts of their post-filing announcements concerning their license renewal applications between the date the application is accepted for filing and five business days thereafter and must continue for a period of four weeks.
Once complete, a certification of broadcast, with a copy of the announcement’s text, must be posted
to the OPIF within seven days.
EEO Public File Reports – All radio and television station employment units with five or more fulltime employees and located in Arkansas, Kansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Nebraska, New Jersey, New
York, and Oklahoma must place EEO Public File Reports in their OPIFs. For all stations with websites, the report must be posted there as well. Per announced FCC policy, the reporting period may
end ten days before the report is due, and the reporting period for the next year will begin on the following day.

