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M anagers may not be aware of 
it yet, but another unfunded 
mandate is waiting just around 

the corner. Because of the increase in 
wireless communications, the nation’s 
airwaves are becoming crowded. To better 
accommodate current needs and future 
projected telecommunications growth, 
the Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC) is taking steps to more efficiently 
allocate the limited airwaves (or spec-
trum) available. The changes include how 
land mobile radio (LMR) systems operate.

LMR systems use portable, mobile, 
hilltop base and repeater stations as well 
as stations connected to dispatch consoles 
for field radio communications. They 
operate on various channels, many of 
which are 25 kilohertz (kHz) wide, also 
known as wideband.

FCC is requiring LMR users in certain 
bandwidths to reduce their voice and 
data channel operations to 12.5 kHz.

Important Dates
FCC’s order requiring narrowbanding, 
which was adopted in December 2004, 
includes two important dates:

January 1, 2011. FCC will not license 
new wideband applications for radio 
systems operating in the 150–174 mega-
hertz (MHz) or 421–512 MHz bands. FCC 
also has prohibited the manufacture and 
importation of any wideband equipment 
designed to operate in the 150–174 MHz 
and 421–512 MHz bands.
January 1, 2013. LMR licensees operating 
in the 150–174 MHz and 421–512 MHz 
bands must move to 12.5 kHz channels 
for voice and data transmissions.

Implementation Plan
The deadline to convert to narrowband 
systems may appear distant, but in the 
world of local government procurement 
it might not be as far away as it seems. 

Managers are urged to review FCC 
radio licenses and determine whether 
any 25 kHz systems are operating in 
the affected bands. If a manager is hav-
ing difficulty verifying which licenses 
exist, the radio communications system 
vendor, a qualified FCC licensing 
assistance service, or an FCC-certified 
frequency coordinator can be contacted 
for assistance.

When inventorying radios, make sure 
to include portable radios, mobile radios 
in vehicles, base stations, and repeat-

ers. It is also important to identify any 
supervisory control and data acquisition 
(SCADA) systems that may be using 25 
kHz radio systems.

SCADA systems are commonly found 
in wastewater treatment plants, water 
systems, electric facilities, and civil 
defense siren systems. It can be helpful 
to build a spreadsheet containing the 
make, model, and serial number of each 
radio, and it is extremely important that 
this information is copied exactly as it 
appears on the radio. Dropping a digit 
from a model number can make the 
difference between a need to replace a 
piece of equipment or merely retuning it 
for the correct frequency.

Next, craft a strategy for replacing 
and retuning radios. Ask staff members 
questions about how many radios are 
really needed and to whom they should 
be assigned. Does every vehicle and piece 
of equipment in a fleet need a radio? Who 
is assigned portable radios and why? It 
is common for systems to grow over the 
years without adequate planning. This 
is a time to size a system to meet an 
organization’s needs.

Secure the necessary funding and 
follow required procurement processes.
Start soon, as orders may become back-
logged the closer it gets to January 1, 
2013. Make sure the vendor has a firm 
understanding of the final time frame 
for conversion.

This will also need to be communi-
cated clearly to employees and area agen-
cies. Select one point person to respond to 
questions or address issues as they occur. 
Having a single point of contact will 
lessen the chance of miscommunication 
and misunderstanding.

Based on the final schedule, don’t 
forget to apply to FCC to modify licenses 
to reflect the conversion from wideband to 
narrowband. Again, don’t wait until the last 

minute to apply, as FCC may experience 
delays with the volume of license modifica-
tions that are requested nationwide.

Compliance Is Required
FCC’s narrowbanding mandate is not 
negotiable. All licensees operating in the 
150–174 MHz and 421–512 MHz bands 
must comply. It is not anticipated that 
waivers or extensions will be granted. 
Failure to comply may result in the 
issuance of monetary fines and even the 
revocation of FCC licenses.

In addition, if a local government 
“narrowbands” before a neighboring 
one, users may experience interferences 
that hamper an agency’s communica-
tions. Do not delay compliance.

For more information, visit FCC’s 
webpage on narrowbanding at www.fcc.
gov/pshs/public-safety-spectrum/
narrowbanding.html.  
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NarrowbaNdiNg 
Complying with two FCC deadlines

T he Department of Energy’s 
(DOE) SunShot Initiative aims 
to make the cost of solar energy 

competitive with other forms of energy, 
including fossil fuels. DOE is working 
to reduce the cost of solar energy by 
more than 75 percent by 2020.

Reaching this level of cost com-
petitiveness should result in large-scale 
adoption of solar technologies in the 
United States. To achieve this goal, 
SunShot is focused not only on tech-
nological advances that make solar 
technologies more efficient but also on 
nontechnical barriers, including permit-
ting and installation costs. These soft 
costs can add significantly to the price 
of a solar energy system and discourage 
municipal, residential, and commercial 
property owners from installing solar.1

Solar energy can have a number 
of benefits for communities, and local 
governments are well positioned to 
help make solar technologies more 
accessible. Solar energy can help create 
jobs, stimulate investment in the local 
economy, promote energy indepen-
dence, and address air and water 
quality concerns.

Local governments can play a key 
role in removing barriers to solar instal-
lations, including confusing permitting 
processes and interconnection standards, 
complicated inspection processes, lack 
of financing mechanisms, and lack of 
public awareness about solar.

Streamline permitting processes. Permit-
ting costs, including the wide variation 
in local permitting processes, excessive 
permitting fees, and manual submittal of 
permitting documents, can add more than 
$2,500 to a residential solar installation 
while not improving safety.2

Creating a streamlined and consistent 
permitting process for solar installations 
can help reduce costs, as can online per-
mitting. Local governments can simplify 
permitting processes and fee structures, 
make permitting information available to 
prospective solar energy system owners 
and contractors, and fast-track permits 
where appropriate.

San Jose, California, has streamlined 
its permitting process, and permits can 
be waived for installations meeting 
simple requirements regarding weight, 
concentrated loads, and height. These 
permitting changes, along with schedul-
ing post-installation inspection appoint-
ments within a two-hour window, have 
helped reduce the costs of solar installa-
tions in San Jose to well below those of 
other large California cities.3

Improve inspection processes. Provid-
ing training for code officials respon-
sible for enforcement related to solar 
installations can help address solar 
costs. Training can clarify technical ele-
ments of solar energy systems and make 
sure that systems are installed properly. 
It can also promote safety during instal-
lation and expedite inspection, saving 
money across the board.

Improve interconnection policies and 
processes. Although interconnection stan-
dards are often determined at the state 
level, local governments with municipal 
utilities can often influence intercon-
nection standards. Adopting efficient 
interconnection standards that specify 
different levels of review for systems of 
different sizes and complexities, establish-
ing transparent interconnection processes, 
eliminating requirements for liability 
insurance, and combining interconnection 

and permitting applications can all help 
reduce costs of installation.

Local governments can also work 
with investor-owned utilities to improve 
the interconnection process—something 
New York City’s Solar America City team 
did. Together with ConEdison, the team 
examined the technical aspects of intercon-
nection, focusing on maximum technical 
potential of deployment of photovoltaic 
(PV) systems. As a result, PV systems 
under 200 kilowatts are not required to un-
dergo a comprehensive engineering review 
before connecting to the grid.4 A report 
by the Network for New Energy Choices 
grades the 50 states on the solar-friendliness 
of their interconnection standards.5

Support financing options. Homes and 
businesses traditionally pay for electric-
ity monthly. Even with the price of solar 
energy systems dropping rapidly, pur-
chasing a system outright is a significant 
investment that many cannot afford.

Fortunately, many promising financing 
models have emerged. Local governments 
can work to ensure that state and local 
policies allow for third-party ownership 
of solar energy systems, which allows 
solar companies to offer leases or power 
purchase agreements that spread costs 
over time. Local governments can also set 
up property-assessed financing, commu-
nity solar financing, or group purchasing 
programs that make solar more affordable.

Install demonstration projects. Dem-
onstration projects increase awareness 
of solar energy. They can be installed on 
local government property or in other 
highly visible community spaces and 
can include an educational component.

Jackson, Wyoming, which has the 
largest solar installation in the state on 
its wastewater treatment plant, also has 
installed a 24 kilowatt demonstration 
project on a parking garage in the town’s 
downtown. This demonstration shows 
the community the benefits of solar 
energy and energy efficiency.
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Based on The final schedule, don’T forgeT To 
apply To fcc To Modify licenses To reflecT The 
conversion froM wideBand To narrowBand.
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