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MEMORANDUM

To:
ARRL Executive Committee

From:
Chief Executive Officer

RE:
Review of BPL Strategy

Date:
March 12, 2004

The BPL battle is proceeding on several fronts.

I.
FCC Rule Making

The comment deadline for the NPRM in ET Dockets 03-104 and 04-37 is still not known but cannot be before late April, as the Notice still has not appeared in the Federal Register.

A.
ARRL Comments

I propose that our comments focus on the following points.

The FCC acknowledges that to contain the interference potential of BPL, there must be additional requirements imposed on BPL systems that are above and beyond those contained in the existing regulations.

However, the FCC has underestimated the likelihood of interference to Amateur Radio stations from BPL systems, has proposed interference mitigation requirements that are demonstrably inadequate, and has ignored the practical problems that will arise when BPL service is disrupted by transmissions from Amateur Radio stations.

BPL systems degrade the usefulness of the narrow and unique portion of the radio spectrum that provides long-distance communication without the need for any infrastructure other than the ionosphere itself. Because it is unique, this part of the radio spectrum is used by government agencies and the military, as well as by radio amateurs, for a variety of purposes including aviation and maritime safety, national defense and homeland security.

The NPRM warns BPL system operators “that amateur operations are likely to present a difficult challenge in the deployment of Access BPL in cases where amateurs use high gain outdoor antennas that are located near power lines.” There are more than 150,000 such stations spread across the United States at this time, and the number is increasing as a result of changes in FCC license requirements. Therefore, the probability that a BPL system will cause interference to amateur stations is quite high.

The NPRM is silent with respect to mobile operations that typically take place in close proximity to medium-voltage power lines. Approximately 70,000 amateurs have stations that operate in the BPL frequency range installed in their vehicles. ARRL’s field observations using typical amateur equipment have documented BPL interference to mobile stations located hundreds of meters from the interference source. The FCC’s proposals provide no practical way for mobile operators to seek mitigation of BPL interference they encounter in their normal travels on public thoroughfares. Therefore, mobile stations must be protected by absolute radiated emission limits, not by after-the-fact mitigation.

Tests also have shown that a low-power signal from a legally operated Amateur Radio station can block the operation of a BPL system located hundreds of meters away. The NPRM makes no reference to this problem. It is unrealistic to expect that consumers will regard this as a fault of the BPL system; they will blame the nearby radio amateur, who will face hostility, harassment, and worse through no fault of his or her own. This will have a chilling effect on legitimate amateur operation.

BPL systems are not intended to radiate. Their radiation is simply the unavoidable byproduct of using an inappropriate medium, namely an unshielded and unbalanced wire, to carry a broadband signal. But the FCC proposes to apply the limits for intentional radiators to BPL systems. The FCC then compounds the error by permitting manufacturers – who would do their own testing for compliance – to make measurements close to the device under test, and then to use an inappropriate formula to extrapolate the measurements to the distance actually specified in the rules. The result is that a device may be shown to “pass” when in fact it emits as much as 100 times the permitted radiation level.

The limits for intentional radiators were intended to apply to short-duration and/or narrowband emissions. They are too high to be applied to long-duration, broadband emissions such as from BPL systems. If a BPL system operating at these limits is located anywhere near a radio receiver that is tuned to a frequency being used by the BPL system, including conventional shortwave radio receivers, field tests have shown repeatedly that interference is inevitable.

The ARRL comments should propose the following:

1. The radiated emission limit for BPL systems must be set at a lower level that offers reasonable protection to nearby radio receivers. Work is underway in the ITU Radiocommunication Sector to develop an appropriate limit. Ideally, BPL service would not be authorized until this work is completed. If an interim limit is needed before completion of this work, it must be set so as to preclude, at the very least, interference to typical amateur mobile stations because after-the-fact mitigation is not a solution in the mobile environment. ARRL is conducting measurements to determine the appropriate limits and will include them in our filing.

2. Require testing and measurement of a BPL system by an independent laboratory to ensure compliance prior to the initiation of service. Eliminate loopholes that permit the inappropriate extrapolation of measurements.

3. To ensure that there is an informed marketplace, marketers of BPL services must be required to give clear notice to consumers, prior to the signing of any contract, that licensed radio services have priority and that the delivery of BPL services therefore cannot be guaranteed. The contract must include a written acknowledgment by the consumer. There must be severe penalties for violations of the marketing rules.

4. Establish performance standards for interference mitigation. To offer any real protection to licensed services, the rules must require that interference be resolved immediately – i.e., in real time – and on a 24-hour-per-day, 7-day-per-week basis. The industry-operated data base of BPL systems proposed by the FCC must be accessible to the public (the proposed rules do not require public access). There must be severe enforcement penalties for failure to keep the data base up to date, and for failure to resolve a complaint in real time.

Only with these common-sense protections in place can BPL implementation be allowed to proceed.

Our comments will be able to draw on the measurements presently being conducted by Metavox, Inc. under the contract that I reported to the EC at its November meeting. The measurements are now proceeding well. It was more difficult to find a qualified entity to review the existing data on Amateur Radio and BPL compatibility. This week we have retained Dr. David Cohen, formerly of NTIA and presently Associate Director, Telecommunications Studies, University of Maryland University College. Dr. Cohen is not a radio amateur, but his HF expertise is widely recognized and he is well known to both Paul and myself from past WRC preparations and other mutual involvement.

B. Comments by Others
We must encourage other affected interests outside the Amateur Radio community to file comments. The best way to achieve this is through the loose “coalition” that first met last November. We are scheduling another meeting for late March; NAB has been slow to confirm meeting room availability and we may have to hold the meeting somewhere else.

We must encourage anyone who has actually experienced BPL interference, mostly but not necessarily limited to radio amateurs, to file detailed comments documenting the interference. As of now we know of 35 such instances (not all of which have been verified as having BPL as the interference), 90% of them uncorrected.

We should also encourage anyone who opposes BPL to file comments, either supporting the ARRL comments or offering their own arguments.

Needless to say, we must also be prepared to respond in Reply Comments to comments filed in support of BPL and against our interests.

II. NTIA
As of now, what we know about NTIA’s study of BPL is that they have conducted extensive measurements (more than 10 million signal samples) and modeling, and that they intend to issue a report in two phases. The first phase, which is due out any day, will recommend “radiated emission limits, compliance measurement procedures, and other authorization conditions” – in other words, it will be exactly what the FCC should have had in hand before they drafted and released the NPRM. The second phase, which is due for completion in “mid-2004,” will address “potential long-distance interference from large scale, mature deployments of BPL systems” and “underground and indoor wiring.”

As usual, NTIA finds itself conflicted: on the one hand it is part of the Department of Commerce and is supposed to encourage economic growth, while on the other hand it is the advocate for federal government radio spectrum interests. I believe NTIA would be quite happy to see BPL die, but they don’t want to be blamed for killing it themselves.

Through the Technical Relations Office we have a good interface with NTIA technical staff. We should schedule a meeting with NTIA Administrator Mike Gallagher in the next several weeks to define common ground.

III. Congress

Our principal ally on Capitol Hill is Congressman Greg Walden, W7EQI. Greg is anxious to hold a meeting to discuss BPL with us as well as with BPL proponents, but two attempts to schedule a meeting this past week came to naught because of Congressional scheduling conflicts.

Greg Walden may be willing to consider holding hearings on the BPL interference issue, particularly since Chairman Powell wrote him a “kiss-off” letter in response to his request that the FCC wait until after publication of the NTIA study to adopt and release its NPRM.

Without our active encouragement, some ARRL members have written their Congressmen and Senators about BPL. The main advantage of doing so is to put the issue on their “radar screens” in an election year. Otherwise BPL is not yet a legislative issue and the letters will follow the predictable course of being sent with a “buck slip” to the FCC, who will respond with a letter explaining to the Congressman that no decisions have been made, the proceeding is open for public comment, and the constituent’s concerns will be made part of the record. The Congressman’s staff will forward the FCC’s response to the constituent and that will be that.

While we should be (and thanks to Minute 56, we are) prepared to launch a grassroots lobbying campaign, until the FCC comment deadline is past we should focus our efforts on getting comments filed with the FCC.

IV. States

We have had a couple of opportunities to raise our concerns with state Public Utilities Commissions. A NARUC task force on BPL was announced in December 2003; we have let it be known through informal channels that we would like an opportunity to present our concerns, but we need to follow up.

V. Media

Our media relations on BPL thus far have had to be defensive, inasmuch as there is no “story” until some announcement is made touting BPL’s promise. With considerable assistance by ARRL members at the local level we have had reasonably good success in getting our concerns into print, most recently (today) in the Letters to the Editor of the Wall Street Journal.

As the list of document, unresolved interference cases grows we will look for opportunities to initiate stories that will put BPL proponents on the defensive.

VI. Utilities

It is important to remember that power utilities are not the enemy, until they decide to offer BPL on a commercial basis. Most utilities, even those conducting tests, are in a fact-finding mode. We want to be viewed by them as a resource, not as an antagonist.

On March 16, Paul Rinaldo and I will be having lunch with Bill Moroney of the United Telecom Council. As Brett Kilbourne of the United Power Line Council will also be there, it should be an interesting lunch. Kilbourne continues to be quoted to the effect that there’s no interference problem and that we’re simply making it up.

VII. BPL Hardware Providers

Our relations with BPL hardware providers are problematic. A couple of them will talk to us on a technical level, but in general they refuse even to cooperate in measurements at their test sites. I include them here only in the interest of completeness.

VIII. IARU Sister Societies
BPL (called PLC or PLT in other countries) arose as a serious issue in Europe before the United States, and we have benefited greatly from exchanges of information with our colleagues in other countries. At the IARU Region 3 Conference in Taipei there was a useful discussion of BPL in Working Group 2 that led to the adoption of the following Recommendation by the Conference.

Recommendation WG2-2

That Member Societies

8. educate their members on the interference potential from PLC

2. should start an HF users group covering all users of the HF spectrum, including but not limited to civil aviation, maritime, land transportation, military, and shortwave broadcasters and listeners

3. communicate with their Administrations on all issues relating to PLC

4. monitor any trials in their country and request of their Administrations participation in any trials

5. make their members and opinion leaders, including political officials, aware of the results of trial monitoring (video, audio, etc)

6. become involved in technical forums which lead to the setting of standards for both permissible levels and test methods and procedures

7. share information via their Web sites

8. support Region 3 in their collection of data and results of trials of PLC

_____

