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Most Wireless Mics Users Are Radio Pirates
Wireless microphones can be found just about everywhere. Theater groups, churches, amateur musicians, karaoke singers across the country use them because they’re convenient and versatile. There’s only one problem: They’re illegal. Harold Feld of the Media Access Project says that people have no idea they may be breaking the law.
HAROLD FELD – Everybody assumes that if I can walk into Radio Shack or find it on Amazon.com and buy it that there’s nothing wrong with that. I mean, there is nothing that warns the everyday person who doesn’t have a clue about FCC rules that what they’re doing is actually a violation of federal law. They don’t know they’re radio pirates, they think they’re just buying a wireless microphone.

Legally, the only people authorized by the FCC to use wireless mics are people who are associated with the production of broadcast or cable programming or motion picture production. 
FELD – It’s broadcasters and roving news crews, movie producers, whoever’s covering the Super Bowl and other televised sporting events. 

Wireless mics operate the empty frequencies that lie between TV channels -- the so-called white spaces. As technology has made wireless mics better and cheaper, their popularity has risen. The industry estimates there are probably about a million wireless mics in use.

Many of these mics have been illegally squatting in the white spaces, but the FCC and broadcasters have turned a blind eye. But now those same white spaces may also be the key to providing affordable, wireless, high-speed Internet services to millions of Americans. Advocates like Feld are pushing to open the white spaces for unlicensed use to create what some call "Wi-Fi on steroids."

But the wireless microphone industry has joined with the National Association of Broadcasters are strongly opposed to any proposals to open up the white spaces to unlicensed neighbors. They have been lobbying hard in Washington to discredit the potential of white space devices, claiming they can't to co-exist in harmony with mics and TV channels.
New York, with its many Broadway and other entertainment venues, was a prime target for the industry spin. The New York City Council held a hearing this week on a proposed resolution to urge the FCC to refrain from authorizing unlicensed devices in the white spaces.
But Feld says these airwaves are underutilized and will remain so without opening them up to new uses. He is a member of the Public Interest Spectrum Coalition, which is made up of public interest groups and technology companies. 
FELD – We have a lot of other people who would like to use these empty channels between television stations, the broadcast white spaces. Before wireless microphones were the only ones who were using it. Now there is a lot of interest in using that space – the technology companies and a lot of public interest groups – who see this as an important way to get rural broadband and broadband in underserved urban areas want it for unlicensed use.
Feld understands that wireless mics have now been woven into the fabric of our cultural life. He’s working to preserve wireless mic use without interfering with public safety services or jeopardizing the productive use of the white spaces that could provide better broadband services to those who need it.
FELD – What we say is, look, move the wireless microphone guys out of the channels that are being returned, because you can’t mess with public safety and you can’t mess with these new commercial services that are coming in; recognize the abuses and open it up in a real way on the remaining channels. But make them co-equal with any devices that you authorize for broadband use in the white spaces. Because, frankly, the wireless microphones were there first, but they were illegally there first, so they really shouldn’t get a benefit from being there illegally.
To learn more about white spaces, visit freepress.net/whitespaces
Net Radio Royalty Debate Streams On

Internet radio stations got another stay of execution this week. In a surprising turn of events, Congress passed the Webcaster Settlement Act, which allows Internet radio broadcasters to negotiate for lower royalty rates than those mandated by the Copyright Royalty Board in a controversial decision last March.

Webcasters faced increased payments of 300 to 1,200 percent -- a spike in costs that would have forced popular sites like Pandora.com out of business. In response, Congress was flooded with hundreds of thousands of a calls from angry Internet radio listeners. But legislation stalled in the face of intense lobbying from the big record labels and the National Association of Broadcasters.

The bipartisan bill, introduced by Washington Congressman Jay Inslee shortly before Congress prepared to adjourn permits a negotiated settlement between webcasters and SoundExchange, the company that collects royalties for performers and the record industry. 

The fate of Internet radio remains up in the air, as rates will still need to be negotiated over the coming months.  But both sides are reporting progress after the activity in Congress.

For more information on the webcaster royalty rate debate, go to SaveNetRadio.org

