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Last month, the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA), which is part of the U.S. Department of Commerce, issued a report titled “Networked Nation: Broadband in America.”  The report surveyed the deployment and use of various broadband technologies in the U.S.  It found that there are over 82 million “broadband lines” deployed in the U.S., as of December 2006.  Americans’ use of broadband technologies has soared in the last 6 years, according to the report, with over 50% of American households using broadband Internet connections at home and over 70% using broadband anywhere.  

DSL service, which is wireline-based broadband service offered mostly by local telephone companies, was available to 90% of rural telecom providers’ customer base.  Nationally, there were about 23 million residential DSL lines in service as of the end of 2006.  These data are consistent with Montana findings, which indicate that most rural telecom providers in Montana offer broadband DSL service to over 90% and often nearly 100% of their customers; although only around 50% actually subscribe—for now—to broadband service.


DSL isn’t the only medium for obtaining broadband communications services.  High-speed cable modem service passes by some 90 percent of U.S. households.  There were 29 million residential high-speed cable subscribers at the end of 2006, according to the NTIA report.  Current data indicate that there are roughly the same number of DSL and cable-modem subscribers in the U.S.


DSL service uses mostly existing copper wires deployed by local phone companies and cable-modem service uses coaxial wires.  There’s also an increasing amount of fiber optic “cable” being deployed. Fiber is virtually limitless in its bandwidth-carrying capacity and it’s highly reliable.  Fiber is being used for backbone data transmission and increasingly is being deployed to reach end users. 

And then there’s wireless.  According to the NTIA report, FCC data reveal that the number of mobile broadband lines provided by wireless operators reached almost 22 million by the end of 2006; however fewer than 20% of these lines are capable of delivering data at speeds in excess of 200 Kbps, considered slow these days.  And, the report reveals that there are over 66,000 fixed wireless Wi-Fi “hot spots” in the use, more than double the next closest country.  The next generation of fixed wireless broadband service is WiMAX, with potential data speeds of 70 Mbps over a wide area.

Demonstrating the value of wireless broadband, the FCC just today closed an auction of wireless spectrum expected to be used for wireless broadband applications.  The price for this spectrum?  Nearly $20 billion, with a “b,” far exceeding the FCC’s (or industry) estimates.  FCC Chairman Kevin Martin noted that the auction raised more money for the U.S. Treasury than all previous spectrum actions combined.

This latest spectrum auction sold blocks of spectrum currently being used by analog television broadcasters.  Congress mandated that the broadcasters clear this spectrum to make way for digital, wireless broadband communications applications.  Under the FCC’s auction rules, no one yet knows who has won the bidding.  But we can expect some national carriers like AT&T and Verizon to be declared winners, allowing further deployment of wireless broadband applications.  There may even be a new name like Google entering the wireless broadband market.  

One block of spectrum did not meet the minimum bid price set by the FCC and therefore did not sell.  That block was reserved for public safety uses, but analysts believe there may have been too many strings attached to make bidding worthwhile.  Congress is already looking into how to re-bid this spectrum for a national public safety network.

I mentioned that Congress has made this “new” spectrum available by clearing analog TV broadcasters from this space.  That means if you happen to receive your TV signal by means of an over the air analog signal, you will no longer receive an analog TV signal after February 17, 2009.  In the coming months, you’ll hear more and more about so-called Digital TV transition.  NTIA, the author of the broadband study mentioned earlier, has opened a web site at dtv2009.gov.  The Montana Public Service Commission and communications providers alike will be spreading the word for consumers to prepare for the February 2009 transition deadline.  

And by the way, have you wondered why Congress picked the seemingly arbitrary date of February 17, 2009 to make the cutover to digital TV broadcasting?  Why not a “clean” date like January 1st?  The common explanation is that, well, the Super Bowl is the first weekend of February, and it just wouldn’t be good form to drop analog TV signals anywhere near that important cultural event!

With ever-growing deployment f fiber, DSL, cable-modem and wireless broadband capabilities, one thing is certain: Americans continue to reap the benefit of an ever-expanding array of broadband access options.

#   #   #

For more information on Digital TV Transition, go to:

NTIA at www.dtv2009.gov
The Montana Public Service Commission, at: http://www.psc.state.mt.us/News/pr/20080318_Montana_Consumers_Should_Be_Aware_of_February_2009_Digital_TV_Transition.pdf
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