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Introduction 
 For the last decade, modernizing the United States’ public safety communication 

infrastructure has been a priority for Congress, the public safety community, and voters.  But 

despite clear examples of the need to upgrade these tools, such as September 11th and Hurricane 

Katrina, progress has been slow.  At the same time, wireless communication advances provide a 

stark contrast to the antiquated equipment used by today’s firefighters, police officers, medical 

providers and other emergency responders.  Most smartphone users can access real-time maps 

and upload video, while a firefighter typically can only use his device for two-way radio 

communication.  With the licensing of radio spectrum for new wireless broadband 

communication technologies, known as 4G, the United States has a chance to capitalize on these 

developments and pull public safety communications into the 21st century. 

The public safety network debate now focuses on the allocation of the so-called “D 

Block” of spectrum.  This block sits between the band dedicated to public safety and the bands 

purchased by future wireless broadband providers like AT&T and Verizon.  Public safety 

advocates believe Congress should allocate the D Block for their use in order to guarantee 

sufficient spectrum for communication in emergencies.  Opponents of this proposal, such as the 

FCC, argue that Congress should auction the D Block for private use, with public safety priority 

access in emergencies.  In this paper, I will provide background on spectrum allocation policy, 

the players involved in the D Block debate, and their arguments for or against the D Block 

auction.  Finally, I will explore the best options for the country based on the technical, economic, 

and political implications. 
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Emergency Communication Failures 

Attack on the World Trade Center1 

The lack of interoperability and the weak signal strength of the radio communication 

devices used by the emergency responders hampered the evacuation and rescue efforts at the 

World Trade Center (WTC) during the chaotic 102 minutes between the first plane impact and 

the North Tower collapse on September 11th, 2001.  There were three primary agencies active 

that day: the New York Police Department (NYPD), the New York Fire Department (FDNY), 

and the Port Authority Police Department (PAPD).   

 These departments experienced varying degrees of success in communicating between 

each other as well as simply communicating between officers.  The 9/11 Commission Report 

noted that the NYPD’s radio system worked well during the crisis because the department 

frequently organizes thousands of officers for major events requiring crowd control.  Its radios 

were able to communicate on multiple frequencies, its chiefs could easily transmit to all officers 

with radios, and its communications equipment could broadcast great distances.  The PAPD’s 

radio devices could also operate on multiple channels but were low-wattage and could only 

transmit within the immediate vicinity.  

The FDNY’s communication system however experienced significant failures.  First, the 

radios could not transmit throughout a structure the size of a WTC tower.  This issue arose 

during the 1993 attack on the WTC, and the PAPD installed a repeater system to carry the 

signals through each tower.  However, this system was either not activated or destroyed during 

the morning of September 11th.  Second, the number of units attempting to communicate 

overwhelmed the FDNY’s primary channel for communication, Tactical Channel 1.  Third, 

                                                
1 Information in the “Attack on the World Trade Center” section is drawn directly from the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the 
United States. (Philip Zelikow, Executive Director; Bonnie D. Jenkins, Counsel; Ernest R. May, Senior Advisor). The 9/11 Commission Report. 
New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2004. 
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firefighters—including those who were off duty—either tuned their radios to the wrong channel 

or did not even have a radio.   

 The communication breakdown played a small but notable role in the failure to evacuate 

all rescue personnel after the first tower collapsed.  Most of the officials coordinating the 

emergency response in the lobby of the North Tower, and the emergency responders throughout 

the North Tower, were unaware of the South Tower’s collapse.  The NYPD’s Emergency 

Service Unit, located outside the buildings, transmitted information about the collapse as well as 

orders to evacuate.  Many of the FDNY officers within the buildings, however, either did not 

hear these messages or did not receive the transmissions.  Because of the previously outlined 

communication limitations, responders’ radios were tuned incorrectly, not powerful enough to 

receive the transmissions or on frequencies that were too congested.  

 The 2008 Joint Advisory Committee on Communications Capabilities of Emergency 

Medical and Public Health Care Facilities (JAC) Report also noted a number of failings of the 

public communications infrastructure in New York City on September 11th.2  Among those 

problems were that 95% of cellular phone calls made at 11:00AM that day did not go through, 

the phone system’s central office cut off 300,000 landlines, and major television networks were 

knocked off the air.  Notwithstanding these failures, the JAC Report notes that only 2% of the 

Internet was offline for an extended period because of the redundancy and resilience of Internet 

Protocol (IP) networks.  

The 9/11 Commission Report recommended the following improvements for public 

safety communication, “Congress should support pending legislation which provides for the 

expedited and increased assignment of radio spectrum for public safety purposes… Federal 

                                                
2  Joint Advisory Committee on Communications Capabilities of Emergency Medical and Public Health Care Facilities, "Report to Congress," 
(2008). 
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funding of such units should be given high priority by Congress.”3  Congress authorized radio 

spectrum for public safety before the 2008 auctions, setting aside 24 MHz of the 60 MHz freed 

for usage from the digital television transition.  Nonetheless, the larger goal of unified, 

nationwide interoperable communication network is still not in place 

Hurricane Katrina 4 

Much of the damage to the communication infrastructure in the Gulf region caused by 

Hurricane Katrina was foreseeable: cellular towers were blown over, cables were snapped, and 

electrical power was lost.  Issues with communication device interoperability across emergency 

response departments and levels of government were also well known.  Despite all of this 

knowledge, the authors of A Failure of Initiative found that, “Massive communications damage 

and a failure to adequately plan for alternatives impaired response efforts, command and control, 

and situational awareness.”5 

The New Orleans Police Department (NOPD) and New Orleans Fire Department 

(NOFD) both lost their radio communication systems for the three days after Katrina made 

landfall due to flooding in the radio system’s backup generators.  This left much of the city’s 

emergency responders crowding on to just one radio frequency, slowing response times and 

coordination efforts.  The hurricane’s effect on other communication networks was also 

devastating.  Within just New Orleans proper, the Initiative report cites that the storm and 

flooding knocked out of service at 820 cellular towers, sent thirty-eight 911 call centers offline, 

disrupted 37 of the 41 radio stations, flooded the two telephone switches that provided most of 

                                                
3 "The 9/11 Report.” p. 397 
4 Information in the section “Hurricane Katrina” is drawn directly from the US House of Representatives, "A Failure of Initiative: The final report 
of the select bipartisan committee to investigate the preparation for and response to Hurricane Katrina," (Washington, DC, 2006). 
5 US House of Representatives, "A Failure of Initiative,” p. 3. 
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the city’s telephone capacity, and cut the fiber optic cable line running along Lake Pontchartrain, 

which served as the city’s primary conduit for internet and voice calls.   

The Initiative report emphasized that the loss of communication meant federal, state and 

local officials could not obtain information about the situation across New Orleans.  Thus as 

inaccurate reports of violence—such as sexual assaults and murders within the Superdome, 

people shooting at rescue helicopters—began to promulgate across the media, no officials could 

immediately deny these accounts.  During this time, the news media became the primary source 

of information for the public and emergency responders.  This had a significant impact on the 

rescue efforts by causing anxiety and fear in residents and slowing the response of emergency 

workers due to heightened security measures.  For instance, the National Guard did not enter the 

Superdome until four days after the storm because they wanted to amass a large enough force to 

suppress what news reports characterized as a highly volatile population.   

 The JAC Report also dealt with Hurricane Katrina and recommended the development of 

an emergency communication infrastructure that relies on interoperable, decentralized broadband 

IP networks, which can provide resiliency and redundancy when networks are knocked offline or 

significantly congested.  The situation in local hospitals during Hurricane Katrina exemplifies 

the need for such a system: only hospitals with IP based voice communication networks were 

successfully able to communicate with one another.  Nevertheless, most current emergency 

communication systems are limited to voice, despite the wide adoption of data capable 

communication devices.  In this report, the Committee concluded, “EMS responders, doctors, 

and nurses must practice 21st century medicine with 20th century communications technology.”6 

                                                
6  JAC, "Report to Congress," (2008). p. 2. 
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Current Technologies 

 The communication failures during the WTC Attack and Hurricane Katrina illustrate the 

real world consequences of a dysfunctional infrastructure.  Some agencies have relatively 

advanced communication devices such as Blackberries but are not capable of direct radio 

communication with another person.  Other agencies have radios that transmit and receive only 

on one frequency, leaving them incapable of communicating with others.  More significantly, 

radio networks have no redundancy, as in the case with Hurricane Katrina.   

 There is a variety of technologies deployed by public safety agencies across the country.  

The critical backbone of most public safety communications, though, is the Land Mobile Radio 

(“LMR”), which is essentially a two-way radio system.  As Weiser & Hatfield explain in the 

article “In Pursuit of a Next Generation Network for Public Safety Communications,” LMRs 

were first licensed in the 1930’s and operated in the Very High Frequency (VHF) at 40 MHz and 

150 MHz.7  Eventually, the FCC allotted two additional slots in the Ultra High Frequency (UHF) 

for transmitting and receiving by public safety.  This allowed for the addition of repeaters in the 

system, increasing geographic cover. 

These early public safety communication tools, along with a significant amount of tools 

still in use today, used analog transmissions.  Analog is a direct copy of the sound received, 

essentially an analogue to the original audio.  Modern technologies generally transmit digitally: a 

recorder samples the sound at a given rate and turns it into numbers.  This can then be 

compressed, allowing for smaller transmissions and thus more efficient usage. 

Over time, public safety agencies across the country began to adopt radio communication 

technology to coordinate their work.  This technology required the FCC to provide more 

                                                
7  Philip Weiser and Dale Hatfield, "In Pursuit of a Next Generation Network for Public Safety Communications," CommLaw Conspectus - 
Journal of Communications Law and Policy 16, no. 1 (2007). 
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bandwidth for public safety, pulling different sections from all across the available spectrum.8  

While this can be beneficial when considering everyday communications and the potential for 

interference, it proves less useful during large-scale emergencies when coordination and 

communication between response agencies is necessary.  Thus, interoperability of 

communication devices is necessary for these situations.  Nevertheless, equipment rarely 

operates on multiple frequencies and, even if it could, there is unlikely to be two combinations of 

systems a like across the country, giving little incentive for a company to build such units. 

Spectrum & Auctions 

Spectrum Primer 

In this paper, spectrum refers to the electromagnetic radio frequencies that can wirelessly 

carry data, sound, and video.  The electromagnetic spectrum includes everything from x-rays to 

light, but its information transmission abilities occurs only between 3 KHz to 3700 MHz.9 

Spectrum comes in different sections commonly referred to as “bands” or “blocks.”  These 

chunks are then subdivided into further channels, allowing for narrower transmissions.  Common 

uses of the spectrum include FM radio stations (88-108 MHz) and television stations (such as 54 

to 88 megahertz for channels 2 through 6, 174 to 220 megahertz for channels 7 through 13).10 

 Certain bands of spectrum are better at propagation, or transmission, of their signals 

across geographic regions and through materials. The higher the frequency, the more power 

needed to transmit on that frequency.  Thirty megahertz to 300 MHz, known as the VHF, 

transmits over long distances while 300 MHz to 3 GHz, UHF, travels over smaller distances.11  

                                                
8  Brenna Smith and Tom Tolman, "Can We Talk? Public Safety and the Interoperability Challenge," National Institute of Justice Journal, April 
2000: 16-21. 
9  Radio-Electronics.com, Electromagnetic waves and the electromagnetic spectrum, http://www.radio-
electronics.com/info/propagation/em_waves/electromagnetic-waves-spectrum.php (accessed 8 28, 2010). 
10  Om Malik, 700 MHz Explained in 10 Steps , March 4, 2007, http://gigaom.com/2007/03/14/700mhz-explained/ (accessed August 2, 2010). 
11  Graham Maile, Not all broadcast frequencies created equal , September 18, 2007, 
http://www.electronicsweekly.com/Articles/2007/09/18/42194/not-all-broadcast-frequencies-created-equal.htm (accessed August 20, 2010). 
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The UHF range includes common uses like most current cellular networks (including 806-890 

MHz and 2.5GHz) and Wi-Fi signals (including 2.4 GHz).   

 Television broadcasts for the latter half of the 20th Century operated from 54 MHz 

through 806 MHz with each of these analog television channels occupying 6 MHz.12 Between 

each of these bands were guard bands, or “buffers,” that protected each transmission from 

interference.13  Moreover, the FCC skipped certain channels in different regions to reduce 

interference.  For instance, a station operating on channel 5 in one area would preclude someone 

else from using that channel in any nearby regions.  These gaps in available spectrum, referred to 

as “white space,” are still largely unused.   

The History of Spectrum 

 Radio spectrum in the United States is a shared public resource.  This means that the 

citizens of the United States technically own the radio waves, and the federal government simply 

provides licenses for companies to use them (as opposed to property rights over the bands 

allotted to them).  The Radio Act of 1912, which was the first bill regulating spectrum in the US, 

gave the Department of Commerce (DoC) the responsibility of monitoring radio spectrum use. 

The bill, however, simply made transmitters register with the DoC, which did not have the 

authority to regulate the transmissions.14 

 Full government control and regulation of the airwaves did not occur until the early 

1920’s when radio began to emerge as commercially viable.  Because of the nature of analog 

signals, interference posed a continuing problem for radio users.  The growth was so significant 

that in early 1922, there were 60 broadcast radio stations and by the end of that year, there were 

                                                
12  Robert Rast, The Dawn of Digital TV, October 2005, http://spectrum.ieee.org/consumer-electronics/audiovideo/the-dawn-of-digital-tv/0 
(accessed August 20, 2010). 
13  Ellen Goodman, "Spectrum Policy and the Public Interest," The Economics of Information, Communication and Entertainment 1, no. IV 
(2009): 173-186. 
14  Debora Spar, "Radio Days," in Ruling the Waves: Cycles of Invention, Chaos and Wealth, 125–189 (Harcourt Brace Inc., 2001). 
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564.15  Congress hoped to address this problem with The Radio Act of 1927, which along with re-

affirming public ownership also gave the federal government control to: 

…regulate all forms of interstate and foreign radio transmissions and communications 
within the United States, its Territories and possessions; to maintain the control of the 
United States over all the channels of interstate and foreign radio transmission; and to 
provide for the use of such channels, but not the ownership thereof, by individuals, firms, 
or corporations, for limited periods of time, under licenses granted by Federal authority, 
and no such license shall be construed to create any right, beyond the terms, conditions, 
and periods of the license.16 

The Radio Act of 1927 also established the Federal Radio Commission (FRC), the organization 

primarily tasked with regulating the airwaves. 

 The FRC was the first entity to control the allocation of spectrum in the US.  Allocation 

involves assigning a specific frequency in the spectrum to specific users or for specific uses.  For 

instance, a band of spectrum can be reserved solely for ship transmissions, while a generally 

narrow section of spectrum can be allocated to a commercial user like a local television 

broadcaster.17 Some spectrum can also be used for unlicensed purposes where users are meant to 

share the band.  Devices on shared frequencies use technology to prevent interference, but these 

technologies are currently limited to low power devices.18  For example, Wi-Fi Internet routers 

operate in an unlicensed band, yet they are not high powered and are consequently programmed 

to reduce interference with other routers.   

The Communications Act of 1934 established the independent Federal Communications 

Commission (FCC), which replaced the FRC, to manage the commercial use of spectrum.  The 

article “Spectrum Auctions” by Peter Cramton explains how the FCC allocated spectrum through 

a system of applications, hearings and closed-door selections.19  Commonly referred to as a 

                                                
15  R. H. Coase, "The Federal Communications Commission," Journal of Law and Economics 2 (October 1959): 1-40, p. 4. 
16  Erik Barnouw, A Tower in Babel: A History of Broadcasting in the United States (Oxford University Press US, 1970), p. 300. 
17  R. H. Coase, "The Federal Communications Commission.” 
18  Ellen Goodman, "Spectrum Policy and the Public Interest.” 
19  Peter Cramton, "Chapter 14: Spectrum Auctions," in Handbook of Telecommunications Economics, 605-639 (Elsevier Science B.V., 2002). 
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“beauty contest,” the selection process consisted of the FCC commissioners selecting uses for the 

spectrum based on whoever presented the most attractive use.  Cramton argues that these 

hearings were largely ineffective because the Commission often took years to decide to whom 

the spectrum would be allocated, applicants spent large amounts of money to influence the FCC, 

and there was little transparency about why the FCC picked the applicants.   

Cramton also criticizes the lottery system used by the FCC from 1983 to 1994.  In theory, 

lotteries were intended to level the playing field for potential users through random selection 

from a pool of applicants.  This system, however, proved to be problematic.  Because of the high 

value of the licenses, thousands of individuals and companies applied.  This overabundance of 

applications meant the least capable—such as those who could not afford to build infrastructure 

to utilize the frequency—had the potential to (and did) win. 

Coase’s Auction Proposal 

 Ronald Coase proposes in his famous 1959 article, “The Federal Communications 

Commission,” that auctions were the best way to allocate spectrum.  He attacks two common 

arguments against spectrum auctions at that point in time: spectrum is a scarce resource that must 

be allocated carefully and concern over making public good users (such as defense, meteorology 

and public safety) pay for access.  Dispelling the scare resource argument, Coase says: 

But it is a commonplace of economics that almost all resources used in the economic 
system (and not simply radio and television frequencies) are limited in amount and space, 
in that people would like to use more than exists. Land, labor, and capital are all scarce, 
but this, of itself, does not call for government regulation.20 

Discussing the public use of spectrum, he argues that goal should be reducing costs to the 

government by increasing revenues through auction and having public uses spend more 

efficiently: 
                                                
20 R. H. Coase, "The Federal Communications Commission,” p. 14. 
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“If the use of a frequency which if used industrially would contribute goods worth $1 
million could be avoided by the construction of a wire system or the purchase of reserve 
vehicles costing $100,000, it is better that the frequency should not be used, however 
essential the project.”21 

Despite economic efficiency arguments for auctioning spectrum and—surprisingly—the 

potential for a new revenue source, Congress and the FCC ignored Coase’s recommendation 

until the 1990’s. 

The Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993 finally brought spectrum auctions to the 

United States.  The bill gave the FCC the authority to auction spectrum, but—despite Coase’s 

arguments to the contrary—the government still provided free spectrum to public safety.  This 

allocation process, coupled with the shrinking of cellular devices, led to explosive growth in 

mobile usage.  According to CTIA-The Wireless Association, in December 1995, there were 

33.8 million cellular subscribers and as of December 2009, there are 285.6 million, effectively 

91% of the US population.22 

Cellular Technology 

This growth can be attributed to the advances in the network technology used by the 

wireless carriers as well.  As of 2008, almost 90% of US cellular subscribers were signed up with 

Verizon Wireless, AT&T, Sprint Nextel, or T- Mobile USA.23  With increasing demand, the 

industry rapidly advanced.  The original networks in the 1980’s were analog transmissions meant 

solely for voice use.  The second generation (2G) networks, which emerged in the early 1990’s, 

brought digital voice transmissions with some ability for data.  A decade later, the third 

generation (3G) advanced on the 2G technologies, providing data speeds comparable to a home 

                                                
21 R. H. Coase, "The Federal Communications Commission,” p. 21. 
22  CTIA- The Wireless Association, U.S. Wireless Quick Facts, 2010, http://www.ctia.org/media/industry_info/index.cfm/AID/10323 (accessed 
August 20, 2010). 
23  Linda K. Moore, "Spectrum Policy in the Age of Broadband: Issues for Congress," Congressional Research Service (CRS) (Washington, D.C., 
2010). 
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DSL connection.  The newest technology, the fourth generation (4G), will soon transmit data at 

speeds up to 40-50 Mbit/s and significantly faster speeds in the next decade.24  The most recent 

revisions to 3G services and the future 4G services offered by the two leading cellular providers, 

AT&T and Verizon, will rely on the 3GPP Long Term Evolution (LTE) standard.25  LTE is a 

network architecture that utilizes IP-based traffic—allowing for increased network redundancy—

and significant speed increases over previous technologies.26    

The 700 MHz Spectrum Auction 

With these technologies in mind, Congress and the FCC wanted to provide more 

broadband spectrum for commercial purposes.  To wit, the Balanced Budget Act of 1997 

stipulated that the FCC would auction the 700 MHz band in 2005. The digital television 

transition would improve broadcast television and, more importantly, free spectrum for other 

uses.  Digital television also meant a number of improvements in spectral efficiency, which 

allowed the government to reclaim 698 MHz to 806 MHz (referred to as the 700MHz band).   

 Within this band, 24 MHz had to be set aside for public safety use.  Later, Congress 

passed The Digital Television and Public Safety Act of 2005, which set the final period of the 

analog to digital television transition for 2009. The FCC then took the freed spectrum and split it 

into six blocks (A through D Blocks) with hundreds of sublicenses within those blocks.  A bidder 

could win any number of the licenses offered by the FCC (see Appendix 1).  Congress saw the 

auction as a great revenue generator for the federal government with estimates of up to $15 

                                                
24  Verizon Wireless, "Verizon Wireless’ 4G LTE Network Testing Promises Significantly Faster Speeds Than Current 3G Networks," March 8, 
2010, http://news.vzw.com/news/2010/03/pr2010-03-02b.html (accessed August 20, 2010). 
25  Linda K. Moore, "Spectrum Policy in the Age…” 
26  Motorola Inc., "Long Term Evolution (LTE): A Technical Overview," May 4, 2010, 
http://www.motorola.com/staticfiles/Business/Solutions/Industry%20Solutions/Service%20Providers/Wireless%20Operators/LTE/_Document/St
atic%20Files/6834_MotDoc_New.pdf (accessed August 30, 2010). 
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billion in profits from the auction.27  For the public safety block, the FCC proposed that 10 MHz 

be set aside for narrowband use (low data use activities such as voice and text), another 10 MHz 

for broadband use (high data use activities such as video), and 2 MHz to act as a guard band to 

prevent interference between the two.  A reserve price, or the minimum required bid before the 

FCC would grant a license to a bidder, was set for each band.   

 The 700 MHz auction—FCC’s Auction 73—began on January 24th, 2008 and generated 

over $18.957 billion after thirty-eight days of bidding, well over estimates.28  Dozens of 

companies engaged in the process, but in the end two companies clearly emerged as the leaders.  

Wireless Strategy, a wireless consulting company, analyzed the results and found AT&T spent 

$6.637 billion and won 227 auctions within the B Block, covering 62% of the US population.29  

Verizon spent $9.363 billion and won 109 actions: 7 C Block auctions covering 98% of the US 

population; 25 A blocks covering 52%; and 77 B Block covering 16%. 

 The FCC, however, did not successfully auction the D Block.  Only one company bid for 

the block, but set its bid for $472 million, significantly lower than the FCC’s reserve price of 

$1.33 billion.30  Former FCC commissioner Jonathan Adelstein suggested the financial burdens 

were too significant in the auction, saying, “We clearly misjudged the interest [in the D Block] 

and set rules that apparently inhibited the financing [for bidders].”31  With no D Block winner, 

the FCC left the decision for a public safety network to be decided at a later date. 

                                                
27  John Markoff and Matt Richtel, "F.C.C. Hands Google a Partial Victory," The New York Times, August 1, 2007, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/01/technology/01spectrum.html (accessed August 2, 2010). 
28  Federal Communications Commission, Summary for Auction 73, Feburary 10, 2009, 
http://wireless.fcc.gov/auctions/default.htm?job=auction_summary&id=73 (accessed August 20, 2010). 
29  Wireless Strategy, Summary of Top 10 Winners by Net Winning Bids, March 24, 2008, http://www.wirelessstrategy.com/700auction.html 
(accessed 2 2010, August). 
30  FCC, Summary for Auction 73. 
31  Paul Kapustka, FCC May Examine 'D' Block Auction Fiasco , Feburary 11, 2008, http://gigaom.com/2008/02/11/fcc-may-examine-d-block-
auction-fiasco/ (accessed August 20, 2010). 
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D Block 

The FCC’s Public Safety Plan 

  The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009, commonly referred to 

as the stimulus, included a provision requiring the FCC to prepare a National Broadband Plan 

(NBP).32  The ARRA asked that the plan “ensure that all people of the United States have access 

to broadband capability and shall establish benchmarks,” as well as include, “a plan for use of 

broadband infrastructure and services in advancing consumer welfare, civic participation, public 

safety and homeland security.”33  The FCC released the NBP on March 16th 2010. 

 Chapter 16 of the NBP specifically deals with public safety broadband.  The first 

recommendation is for the construction of a public safety broadband network.  The FCC also 

stresses that its primary goal for the public safety network is to guarantee enough capacity; its 

secondary goals are to make the network economically feasible and state-of-the-art.  As the head 

of the FCC's Public Safety and Homeland Security Bureau, Rear Admiral James Barnett, said, 

“We have a brief technological window to get everybody on the same page from the beginning 

and build a 21st Century... broadband system.”34 

The FCC outlines a public safety network composed of four levels in the NBP.  The core 

of the network is the wireless network deployed exclusively for public safety’s use.  After this, 

users can rely on the commercial wireless networks for priority roaming, then there would be 

microcells and distributed antenna systems, and—in situations where all towers are inoperable—

deployable equipment such as satellite phones. 

                                                
32  FCC, "Connecting America: The National Broadband Plan," Federal Communications Commission (Washington, D.C., 2010). 
33  Bob Bocher, "Broadband Language in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 ," Feburary 2009, 
http://dpi.wi.gov/pld/pdf/broadbandarra.pdf. 
34  Joelle Tessler, FCC, Public Safety at Odds Over Broadband Plan(2) , July 26, 2010, http://www.wirelessweek.com/News/2010/07/Policy-and-
Industry-FCC-Public-Safety-Broadband-Plan-Government/ (accessed August 15, 2010). 
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The plan would provide a significant amount of redundancy to the public safety system 

by giving public safety priority access on other networks.  This would be necessary in 

emergencies if the public safety network was knocked offline or at capacity. Unlike current 

cellular technologies, 4G will allow for prioritization of certain users.  The FCC guarantees that 

the government would compensate the carriers for this use.  These payments, they argue, would 

cost significantly less than building a larger network and would be more efficient than reserving 

spectrum that would otherwise go unused during normal operation. 

Another benefit of building a broadband network for public safety is having a chance to 

phase in a completely interoperable network.  To ensure this is accomplished, the NBP 

recommends that the FCC create the Emergency Response Interoperability Center (ERIC).  The 

Center “would be responsible to ensure that these applications, devices and networks all work 

together, so that first responders nationwide can communicate with one another seamlessly.”35 

The controversial element of the NBP’s public safety recommendations is “Licensing the 

D Block for commercial use, with options for public safety partnership.”36  This auctioning of 

the D Block to a commercial provider would come with stipulations for compatibility with public 

safety.  First, the D Block user would be required to use the same communication technology 

standards as public safety, which would most likely be LTE.  Second, the D Block licensee 

would be required to have all of their devices function in the D Block and Public Safety blocks, 

which may eventually apply to all users of the 700 MHz block.   

By ensuring that the communication technologies are similar for commercial and public 

safety uses, the NBP recommendation will allow public safety to benefit from the economies of 

scale associated with rapidly evolving commercial technologies.  Without this interoperability 

                                                
35 FCC, "The National Broadband Plan," p. 315. 
36 FCC, "The National Broadband Plan," p. 316. 
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with the commercial networks, public safety could be forced to purchase equipment that only 

functions specifically in its frequency.  For such specialized and limited users, the costs could be 

quite high.  Since agencies will periodically need to change or upgrade their equipment, this lack 

of economies of scale would pose a continuously high expense for decades to come. 

The FCC’s Omnibus Broadband Initiative (OBI), a cost analysis of the public safety 

network plan in the NBP, estimates that the federal government would need to spend $6.5 billion 

over 10 years to develop a public safety network with public-private partnerships.37  The bulk of 

their estimated expense would be $4 billion to add public safety hardware onto 41,600 

commercial towers and $1.5 billion to upgrade the security and backup energy for commercial 

towers. After these initial expenditures, the OBI estimates approximately $1.3 billion per year 

will be necessary for on-going costs, which it suggests could be collected from a broadband tax. 

When looking at an independent network deployed by the states and federal government, 

the expenses are much higher.  The FCC estimates it would cost approximately $15.7 billion in 

capital expenditures, the rise due to the cost of building completely new cell towers and 

complications with acquiring land to build the towers.  The net present value of the capital 

expenditures and 10 years of operation of a stand-alone network would be anywhere from $34 

billion to $47 billion.   

Additionally, the FCC released a white paper in June 2010, titled “The Public Safety 

Nationwide Interoperable Broadband Network: A New Model for Capacity, Performance and 

Cost,” to further explain its argument for auctioning the D Block.38  The FCC released this 

document after the public safety community had time to assess the NBP and respond to the 

                                                
37  FCC, A Broadband Network Cost Model: A Basis for Public Funding Essential to Bringing Nationwide Interoperable Communications to 
America’s First Responders, OBI Technical Paper No. 2, Federal Communications Commission (Washington, D.C.: FCC, 2010). 
38  FCC, "White Paper: The Public Safety Nationwide Interoperable Broadband Network: A New Model for Capacity, Performance and Cost," 
Federal Communication Commission (Washington, D.C., 2010). 
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FCC’s recommendations, which will be detailed later.  This white paper specifically attacks the 

suggestions by public safety advocates that there is not enough capacity without the D Block. 

Regarding the capacity argument, the white paper explains that that FCC believes 10 

MHz is enough spectrum for the day-to-day use of public safety.  Further, the FCC argues that 

even if public safety agencies were able to use the D Block, it would still not provide enough 

capacity in an emergency.  During these emergencies, public safety users would still need 

priority roaming on the commercial networks.  The FCC also explains that public safety’s 

expectations for how the networks would work are based on the efficiency of current public 

safety networks, despite the fact that 4G networks will be significantly more efficient in terms of 

their bandwidth per megahertz. 

Most importantly, the FCC white paper refutes the idea that public safety needs more 

spectrum, as this argument incorrectly equates spectrum with capacity.  The FCC explains: 

Network capacity and performance are dramatically improved through many factors in 
addition to the amount of spectrum. These factors include the type of architecture 
employed, the number of cell sites in operation, the number of sectors per cell, sound 
network and spectrum management, and the specific technology that the network 
utilizes… relying solely on the amount of spectrum available to a network is a flawed 
way to evaluate the capacity of a network, and doing so could lead to seriously flawed 
and expensive decisions.39 

Clearly, the FCC views public safety’s reservations for this plan as incorrect and a simplistic 

application of science.  The FCC also takes a dim view of public safety’s past spectrum use. 

 Public safety is an inefficient user of spectrum, the FCC argues, and already has enough 

spectrum at its disposal.  Current LMR technology uses significant amounts of spectrum because 

of the high site towers and sensitive radios.40  They also note that public safety is awash in 

spectrum already, “Even if we examine only the spectrum allocated to public safety use and 

                                                
39  FCC, "White Paper,” p. 5. 
40  FCC, "White Paper,” p. 7. 
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commercial use before 2002, we find that public safety has been allocated more than 20 times as 

much spectrum per user as commercial providers.”41 

 Another important piece of the FCC’s plan is the economy of scale achieved through 

intertwining the public safety network with the emerging commercial networks.  Public safety is 

too small a market to incentivize numerous hardware manufacturers to enter the market and drive 

down costs.  Moreover, by tying public safety’s devices to the commercial networks, there will 

be technological advances that continue to enhance the spectral efficiency of the communication 

networks as well as interference prevention advances.42  Despite the FCC’s insistence on the 

advantages of its plan, public safety has not been convinced. 

Public Safety 

The public safety community broadly refers to the organizations that represent police, 

fire, medical and other emergency responders.  One of the leading representatives of the public 

safety community is the National Public-Safety Telecommunications Council (NPSTC), an 

advocacy organization that represents a number of member organizations such as American 

Association of State Highway Transportation Officials, International Association of Chiefs of 

Police, International Association of Fire Chiefs, and the National Sheriffs' Association.43  The 

organization established the 700 MHz Broadband Task Force (BBTF) in 2008 in order to 

determine the requirements for a nationwide, public safety broadband system.  They indicated in 

their report that allocating the D Block to public safety was essential during a disaster: relying 

only on the 10 MHz allocated exclusively to public safety would not be enough.44 

                                                
41  FCC, "White Paper,” p. 9. 
42  FCC, "White Paper.” 
43  Public Safety Alliance (PSA), Who We Are, 2010, http://www.psafirst.org/who-we-are (accessed August 28, 2010). 
44  The Broadband Working Group of the National Public Safety Telecommunications Council, "Public Safety 700MHz Broadband Statement of 
Requirements," National Public Safety Telecommunications Council (2007). 
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In February 2010, the City of New York also released a report, “700 MHz Broadband 

Public Safety Applications and Spectrum Requirements,” that furthered the argument for the 

allocation of the D Block.45  Beyond the fact that 10 MHz will not provide enough capacity, they 

argue that it makes technical sense to pair the D Block and public safety bands because they are 

parallel.  The City agencies argue that this pairing will reduce the cost of equipment as 

auctioning D Block will split the public safety bands, requiring separate wireless networks for 

voice and data transmissions.   

From an economic perspective, if public safety has D Block, the City agencies contend 

that state and local governments can enter into commercial partnerships of their own in order to 

build out their public safety networks.  If the federal government auctions it, however, the City 

agencies argue this would mean the state and local governments could only negotiate with the 

one provider who wins the auction.  The D Block winner may also not use LTE and could 

require guard bands to be established between the D Block and public safety bands.  The FCC 

counters this idea, however, by recommending an FCC stipulation that the D Block winner must 

use LTE technology.   

 Public safety officials also argue that commercial networks are simply not reliable 

enough.  Whatever knocks offline the public safety network would probably also knock out the 

commercial networks, such as what happened during Hurricane Katrina.  Even if the networks 

are not knocked offline, an emergency is when customers rush to use their devices and can bring 

down local networks.  This was the case during September 11th when most of the local telephone 

infrastructure was inoperable.  Consequently, the NYPD and the Association of Public-Safety 

                                                
45  City of New York, "700 MHz Broadband Public Safety Applications And Spectrum Requirements," Fire Department of the City of New York; 
Police Department of the City of New York; New York City Department of Inforamtion Technology and Telecommunications (New York, 
2010). 
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Communications Officials International both explain that during these critical incidents, 

emergency responders cannot even rely on the commercial networks as a backup.   

 The D Block is also a relatively small section of the spectrum.  The NYC white paper 

specifically addressed NTIA’s suggestion that 700 MHz more of spectrum will need to be 

opened to support mobile broadband.  Since the publication of the paper, the Obama 

Administration announced its plans to re-allocate 500 MHz to auction for mobile broadband.46  

This 500 MHz will come from federal use as well as potential agreements with television 

broadcasters to sub-license their spectrum.  Public safety argues that the D Block represents 10 

MHz—or only 2%—of the total amount of broadband that the federal government will open up 

for commercial use.  They contend that with so much spectrum opening up in the future, why 

doesn’t the government simply look elsewhere for profit-generating spectrum? 

In response to the FCC white paper, the Public Safety Alliance (PSA) released a memo 

called “House of Cards: FCC’s Capacity White Paper Built on Assumptions and Conjecture.”47  

This critique contends that much of the FCC’s work is based on incorrect assumptions, an 

underestimation of the future needs of public safety, and only a vague suggestion of what an 

incentive based public-private partnership would entail.  One priority for public safety is a 

network that functions even on the edges of reception and PSA argues that this is not possible 

without the adjacent D Block because other blocks, such as those in GHz ranges, have lower 

promulgation rates.  While the FCC plan does indicate that using commercial networks in the 

700 MHz range would be sufficient, the PSA again points out that the reliability of commercial 

networks is just as likely to be compromised if the public safety network is knocked out.  This 

logic highlights, though, that even if public safety had the D Block, there would be no effect on 

                                                
46  Edward Wyatt, "Broadband Availability to Expand," The New York Times, June 27, 2010. 
47  Public Safety Alliance, "House of Cards: FCC’s Capacity White Paper Built on Assumptions and Conjecture," (2010). 
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the stability of the physical infrastructure of cell towers.  More spectrum would do little to ensure 

that the physical strength of the towers would not be knocked out 

The PSA argument against the FCC’s math on cellular tower density, however, makes a 

viable case for allotting more spectrum to public safety.  Reason follows that by limiting public 

safety to 10 MHz, more towers would have to be built by the commercial partner and public 

safety to ensure the right amount of capacity.  If public safety was simply given the D Block, 

however, public safety would have more than enough capacity with a smaller (and thus cheaper 

to build) amount of towers.  This smaller amount of towers allows for the potential growth of 

public safety’s capacity decades from now.  By leaving public safety just the 10 MHz and 

building a dense amount of cellular towers, there is little room for growth in the future for public 

safety. 

 Politically, public safety officials frame the proposal to auction the D Block as the federal 

government favoring short-term economic benefits over long-term public good and public health.  

This is a powerful argument, suggesting the FCC and the federal government are more interested 

in money than firemen.  Another public safety advocacy group, The Public Safety Alliance, used 

similar language when they launched a $500,000 advertising campaign and lobbying effort to 

oppose the D Block auction in the summer.48  These lobbying efforts brought focused 

Congressional attention on this issue and began developing momentum for public safety taking 

over D Block.   

Congress 

 The Members of Congress also want a public safety network but are divided on the D 

Block question.  The breakdown of the House is along the same lines set by public safety and the 

                                                
48  Todd Shields, AT&T, Verizon Join Police to Fight FCC Airwaves Plan, June 17, 2010, http://www.businessweek.com/news/2010-06-17/at-t-
verizon-join-police-to-fight-fcc-airwaves-plan-update1-.html (accessed August 2, 2010). 
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FCC, either auction the D Block or give it exclusively to public safety.  Interestingly, there does 

not appear to be any partisan split on this issue, the D Block auction has strong opposition from 

both Democrats and Republicans.   

 Those against the auction currently include Joe Lieberman (I-CT) and Sen. John McCain 

(R-AZ).  Both of these Senators are sponsors of The First Responders Protection Act of 2010, 

which would give D Block to public safety.49  The bill would raise funds for initially building the 

network by auctioning another piece of spectrum for $5.5 billion and $5.5 billion for on-going 

costs from another auction.  This funding, however, is less than the FCC cost estimates for 

building a public safety network with a commercial partner and significantly less than without a 

commercial partner.   

Opposed to the auction in the House are Rep. Peter King (R-NY) and Rep. Anthony 

Weiner (D-NY).  Rep. King is the primary sponsor of the Broadband for First Responders Act, 

which would amend the Communications Act of 1934 to increase public safety’s spectrum 

allocation with the D Block.  A look at the co-sponsors of the bill shows the bipartisan nature of 

the issue, with forty-three Democrats and twenty-six Republicans supporting the legislation.50  

 On the other hand, there is a bill supporting the auction of the D Block under 

consideration by the House Committee on Energy and Commerce.  Rep. Henry Waxman (D-CA) 

and Rep. Rick Boucher (D-VA) are working on the draft of the public safety Broadband Act of 

2010, which would enact many of the FCC recommendations.  As of the summer of 2010, the 

legislation includes directions for the FCC to establish an entity like NBP’s ERIC, which would 

                                                
49  Press Release from Office of Senator John McCain, Senators McCain and Lieberman Move to Open More Spectrum to First Responders, July 
21, 2010, http://mccain.senate.gov/public/index.cfm?FuseAction=PressOffice.PressReleases&ContentRecord_id=f6f4bfa4-ece0-1ceb-98e1-
ebbdcd599205 (accessed August 12, 2010). 
50  OpenCongress, H.R.5081 - Broadband for First Responders Act of 2010 , 2010, http://www.opencongress.org/bill/111-h5081/show (accessed 
August 20, 2010). 
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coordinate the interoperability of all emergency responder devices.51  The legislation also directs 

the FCC to increase the flexibility of its rules surrounding public safety communication so as to 

allow for sharing of bands with commercial providers.  In this plan, funding for the public safety 

network would come primarily from the auction of the D Block.  Funding would also come from 

auctions of the AWS-3, upper J Block, and an additional 25 MHz of federal spectrum identified 

by the NTIA.  The federal government would pay for 80% of initial funding and 50% of on-

going costs with the rest covered by the states.  

Rep. Boucher noted in his opening remarks at a Subcommittee on Communications, 

Technology and the Internet hearing that none of the proposals for the D Block would raise 

enough funds to build a nation-wide, interoperable public safety network.52  The only option that 

comes close to guaranteeing adequate funding is auctioning the D Block to a commercial 

provider and developing a public-private partnership.  Boucher later commented that giving 

away D Block would count as a loss of $2 to $3 billion in federal revenue and that “If you simply 

give it to public safety, you will need to account for that gift.”53  The estimates of up to $3 billion 

in revenue from the D Block auction would suggest that wireless carriers are excited about and 

supportive of the chance to get more spectrum.  This, however, is not necessarily the case. 

Mobile Providers 

Aligned against the D Block auction are the big winners of the 700 MHz auction: AT&T 

and Verizon.54  Both of these companies have made a significant investment in the 700 MHz 

band and appear to want to prevent further entrants into the market.  This makes sense from a 

                                                
51  Committee on Energy and Commerce, Discussion Draft Summary The Public Safety Broadband Act Of 2010, 2010, 
http://energycommerce.house.gov/documents/20100615/Public.Safety.Broadband.Act.Discussion.Draft.Summary.6.14.10.pdf (accessed August 
20, 2010). 
52  Rick Boucher, Subcommittee Holds Hearing on Nationwide Public Safety Communications Network, September 24, 2009, 
http://www.boucher.house.gov/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1860&Itemid=31 (accessed August 20, 2010). 
53  Juliana Gruenwald, Boucher: D-Block Reallocation Would Count As Loss Revenues, July 22, 2010, 
http://techdailydose.nationaljournal.com/2010/07/boucher-dblock-reallocation-wo.php (accessed August 20, 2010). 
54 Todd Shields, AT&T, Verizon Join Police…” 
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business standpoint since both companies want to be able to keep prices up on their 4G services. 

Hardware manufacturers are also against the potential auction.  Motorola, the major provider of 

most public safety equipment, opposes the auction mostly likely because requiring device 

interoperability across the entire 700 MHz band would threaten business should other firms start 

competing in this market.55   

 On the other side, wireless providers that were shut out of the 700 MHz auction are 

supportive of an auction.  Sprint Nextel and T-Mobile want the auction because it could give 

them a chance to acquire some of the best spectrum available.56  In fact, one theory is that the 

FCC will setup the auction rules to either explicitly block AT&T or Verizon from bidding or set 

a technical restriction that prevents any user with more than a certain amount of the 700 MHz 

spectrum from bidding.57 

 With billions of dollars sunk into the spectrum already—and billions more to potentially 

be earned through wireless broadband services—some companies have a vested interest in 

stopping the auction, i.e., those that benefit from public safety taking out potential competition or 

those that benefit from specialized production for public.  BusinessWeek notes that the Public 

Safety Alliance, which argues against the FCC’s white paper as discussed earlier, is indirectly 

sponsored by two of the largest winners of the 700 MHz auction, AT&T and Version, as well as 

two of the largest public safety equipment manufacturers, Motorola and Alcatel-Lucent.58  While 

this is not an unusual practice, it is important to differentiate what valid public safety concerns 

are and what may perhaps be inflated concerns to protect business interests.  The funding that 

public safety advocacy organizations receive from large corporations, who would benefit greatly 

                                                
55 Todd Shields, AT&T, Verizon Join Police…” 
56  Sprint Nextel, Sprint Voices Support for FCC Chairman on 700 MHz D Block Announcement, 2010, 
http://newsroom.sprint.com/article_display.cfm?article_id=1458 (accessed August 29, 2010). 
57  Kang, Cecilia. "Disputes weigh on proposed public safety network." The Washington Post. June 3, 2010. 
http://voices.washingtonpost.com/posttech/2010/06/after_the_terrorist_attacks_of.html (accessed August 28, 2010). 
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from the public use of the D Block, undermine their argument that the federal government is 

more interested in short-term economics than long-term safety. 

The White House 

While the FCC makes a number of strong arguments about the D Block, the Obama 

Administration has not endorsed any plan for fear of upsetting public safety interests.  The 

FCC’s position can be easily characterized as the most economically efficient one; public safety, 

on the other hand, can easily frame it as the Administration’s greater interest in monetary matters 

rather than health and safety concerns.  Thus, the White House has been left trying to appease 

everyone in the midst of finding the right solution.  Official statements from the White House are 

noncommittal.  Case in point, Hannah August, a spokeswoman for the Justice Department, is 

quoted in the New York Times as saying, “We want to ensure that law enforcement has reliable 

and secure capacity and systems to communicate at all times, particularly during emergency 

situations.  The administration is reviewing the F.C.C. plan, and supports the goal of building a 

nationwide, interoperable public safety broadband network.”59 

With this in mind, the Administration began planning and developing a forum to bring 

together both sides of this issue in October 2010.  The hope is to try to reach an understanding 

about the needs of public safety, the available technology, and potential funding mechanisms.  

Those invited will include industry representatives, public safety organizations, and officials 

from different levels of government.60 

                                                
59 Wyatt, “Broadband Availability to Expand.” 
60  Doug Wylie, "The D-Block, public safety, and a tipping point," PoliceOne, August 31, 2010, 
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Recommendations & Discussion 
 As I have detailed in this paper, any decision about the D Block is complicated.  There 

appear, however, to be two clear options under consideration: 

1. Auction the D Block and have the federal and state governments supplement building 

costs for a public safety network with a commercial partner. 

2. Allocate the D Block to public safety and have the federal and state governments take on 

all costs to build a public safety network. 

There are a number of questions that surround each of these options.  Some of have been 

addressed at length already, while others have yet to be asked.  For instance, how much exactly 

would the FCC generate from a D Block auction with conditions attached—like building a public 

safety network—that could significantly lower the price of the bids?  If the D Block is given to 

public safety, can the government afford to build a nationwide network?  If such a network is 

built, the current state of our crumbling infrastructure does not give much hope for this network’s 

proper maintenance.  With so many questions—and so much at stake—any decision needs to be 

arrived at carefully. 

 In the following section, I recommend the first option—auctioning the D Block to a 

commercial carrier—based on three criteria: technical, economic, and political.  Both the 

technical and economic criteria lean towards auctioning the spectrum to a commercial carrier 

with whom public safety would collaborate to build a network.  This situation’s politics, 

however, present a more complicated picture, which may ultimately mean the FCC will not be 

able to auction the D Block. 

Technical 

 The arguments for auctioning the D Block based on technological needs are ultimately 

stronger than the oppositions.  All players in the D Block debate support building a new, 
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interoperable broadband network for public safety.  From an efficient spectrum usage standpoint, 

though, public safety has nominal day-to-day usage, with intermittent spikes during emergencies. 

As the FCC argues, it would be inefficient for public safety to be allotted vast amounts of 

spectrum that would most of the time go unused.  As examples like Hurricane Katrina and 

September 11th show, however, it is critically important that public safety has the capacity to 

handle these emergency situations.  While not tested on a large-scale yet, priority roaming of 

public safety on to the commercial networks should provide a vastly larger amount of potential 

capacity for their devices to operate on during emergencies.   

 Another important consideration is the power of market forces in driving technological 

innovation.  As the advances in mobile technology have illustrated over the last decade, the 

consumer demand for newer and faster devices drives technological improvement.  Public safety 

has generally not been a part of these advances because its networks were isolated into different 

silos with unusual technical needs.  By connecting the technological evolution of the public 

safety network to the technological evolution of commercial networks, it is very likely that data 

compression and speeds will increase allowing for more efficient spectrum use for all users. 

Economic 

Auctioning the D Block, building out a nationwide broadband network, and the long-term 

ramifications of a public-private partnership are overwhelmingly strong arguments for the FCC’s 

plan to auction the D Block and develop a close collaboration with a commercial partner.  While 

some argue this is a crass justification at the expense of the public good, the economics of 

building and maintaining this network are essential for guaranteeing the kind of network public 

safety needs is built and maintained.  First, the auction will generate significant revenue for the 
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federal government to build the network.  As mentioned earlier, this auction could produce 

anywhere from $3 to $4 billion that could go directly to building the network.   

It is also important to keep in mind the current economic situation when discussing what 

to do with the D Block.  While it might be ideal to allocate as much spectrum as possible to 

public safety and build the best possible network for its use, a prolonged economic malaise 

makes this unlikely.  Additionally, the recurrent anti-deficit concerns must also be considered, 

which are reaching a higher tenor in recent months.  A partnership between a company and the 

public safety network entity as proposed by the FCC will allow public safety to rely on its 

partner to cover initial construction costs with federal and state governments to covering the 

additional costs associated with increasing public safety’s standards. 

A partnership presents an opportunity for not only lower initial costs but also lower 

ongoing costs.  Maintenance of the network will be a shared effort, as a commercial network 

simply faces more pressure to continue to maintain its infrastructure based on the demands of 

consumers and public safety.  A network built and run by the government will never face the 

same demands for upgrades since public safety is not a paying customer with the ability to 

switch providers.  In fact, the proposed public safety network would face almost none of the 

economic pressures that a commercial broadband network.  Public safety agencies, on the 

contrary, are dependent on the fickle nature of government funding.  Consider that during 

economic downturns, police and firefighters frequently face cuts in staff and resources.  For 

instance, fire stations across the country have shut down or engaged in “rolling brownouts” 

where certain stations are shut to save cities and states money.61  Considering that public safety 

agencies face on-going difficulties maintaining funding for personnel, a broadband network will 

most likely never receive adequate funding. 
                                                
61  Michael Cooper, "Struggling Cities Shut Firehouses in Budget Crisis," The New York Times, August 26, 2010. 
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While this may not always be the case, the United States appears to increasingly unable 

to maintain its infrastructure, from roads to levies to water pipes.  The American Society of Civil 

Engineers released a report in 2009 estimating that the federal government needed to spend 

upwards of $2.2 trillion to bring the country’s infrastructure up-to-date.62  Considering the US’s 

inability to fund the maintenance of essential services like water and sewage, it appears 

increasingly likely that the same fate would fall on a national wireless network.  

These concerns should bring caution to anyone suggesting a fully government run 

network.  Relying on federal money for the network construction could potentially be more 

detrimental than relying on a private company.  For instance, the initial build out will require 

significant spending, as much as the $40 billion estimated by the FCC.  Considering the rise of 

conservative sentiments—such as the Tea Party—during the 2010 elections, it is unlikely that the 

incoming Congress will be able to secure much in additional spending for any new programs.   

Finally, the last economic consideration for auctioning the D Block is that it will provide 

needed competition in the 700 MHz band.  AT&T and Verizon dominate this band and have 

little incentive to lower prices.  While wireless carriers will face competition from wireline 

Internet providers—such as cable companies—the future of broadband is in wireless 

connections.  By allowing more firms into this space, the government is ensuring a competitive 

and robust wireless broadband future.   

Political 

 Currently, public safety has a significantly stronger argument for not auctioning the D 

Block.  Its framing of this issue—profit over people—works on a number of levels. For instance, 

the suggestion of helping the public good at the expense of wireless carriers will appeal to many 
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liberal and Democratic politicians.  On the conservative side, politicians can also easily recall the 

heroism of emergency responders during September 11th and imply that supporting the allocation 

of the D Block to public safety is the equivalent of supporting these heroes.  Sen. McCain’s 

remarks after introducing his First Responders legislation illustrates this: 

As we approach the nine year commemoration of the horrific events on September 11th 
and the five year remembrance of the devastating tragedy of Hurricane Katrina, it is 
disgraceful that police officers, sheriffs and fire fighters still don’t have a nationwide 
interoperable communications system.  Our legislation provides the spectrum and 
funding to first responders, while being fiscally responsible and ensuring local control 
and conscientious governance.63 

By framing the issue as a choice between helping first responders or, conversely, putting them in 

jeopardy, supporters of allocation for public safety currently have the upper hand and momentum 

behind their plans. 

 This is not to say there is no other way to frame this issue and potentially turn back 

towards the FCC’s recommendations.  As discussed earlier, the economic situation provides a 

strong basis for the auction.  Arguing this plan is the most fiscally sound option may bring on 

board more support.  In many ways, a pubic-private partnership is a more conservative, “smaller 

government” approach to achieving the public safety network.  Supporters of the auction may be 

able to turn the tide in the debate by specifically appealing to conservatives in Congress.  

It is apparent that the 2010 midterm elections will bring into Congress a number of 

conservative Representatives and Senators who either have rallied underneath the banner of the 

Tea Party or co-opted much of its rhetoric.  Suggesting the public safety network is an 

unnecessary waste of taxpayers’ money as well as a burdensome, on-going cost that will 

complicate or prevent reducing the deficit could garner support for the FCC’s plan.  It is, of 

course, not a given that the fiscally responsible argument will have more traction than the 
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patriotism-inducing arguments of helping those who helped us on September 11th with 

conservatives, but it is a viable strategy to combat public safety’s argument. 

Conclusion 
The best course of action for Congress and the Obama Administration is to support the 

auction of the D Block for commercial use, creating a public-private partnership with the winner, 

and requiring all users of the 700 MHz spectrum to equip their devices with chipsets that work 

on any network in the 698 to 804 MHz range.  First, auctioning the D Block will generate 

revenue that will go directly to building the public safety network.  The winner of the auction 

will be required to build an LTE network that will also function as the infrastructure of the public 

safety network.  Ten megahertz will be solely for the use of public safety for broadband and, in 

extreme situations, public safety may roam onto commercial networks. 

Public safety makes a valid argument about its capacity needs in the future.  In fact, 

normally the logic of allocating a wide swatch of spectrum for public safety so it can grow and 

expand its usage in the future would be convincing.  The reality, though, is that with the current 

economic uncertainty and inability of the US to address critical issues of infrastructure 

maintenance and upgrades, it is probably not in public safety’s interest to solely fund its network 

through the federal government.  And while it may appear callous to emphasize the economic 

benefits of auctioning the D Block, it is not the auction itself that is important but the 

ramifications of being able to secure a lock in the commercial evolution of this technology. 

Forty years from now, it is possible that public safety will need more capacity for its uses 

across the country if the FCC auctions the D Block.  This is a real risk and valid concern for 

public safety organizations.  But it is also just as likely that a government-run network 40 years 

from now will be exactly the same as the day it was built or perhaps even in a state of disrepair 

due to Congress’ inability to fund upkeep.  That said, the real concern is that the technologies 
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used in a hypothetical public safety network with no commercial partner will never advance.  

Without the benefits of the technological improvements that public safety will receive from a 

commercial partner, officials could eventually be left with out-dated equipment and network 

technology.   In the end, public safety could find its communication infrastructure in the same, 

out-dated position it is now. 
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Appendix 1: Revised 700 MHz Band Plan for Commercial Services 

 

Table is taken directly from the FCC’s “Revised 700 MHz Band Plan for Commercial Services”: 
http://wireless.fcc.gov/auctions/data/bandplans/700MHzBandPlan.pdf 
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