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DTV Transition

Frequently asked questions, common misunderstandings

(Updated December 17, 2008 by NewsChannel 9’s Jeff Hartman, Engineering Project Manager)

Here are some of the most frequent questions we get at NewsChannel 9 about the transition to digital television.  For basic DTV information, including how to order converter box coupons, click the “What is Digital TV?” link on 9WSYR.com.
Coupons – “My coupons expired, how do I renew them or apply for more?”
There is a limit of one pair of coupons per household, and they are good for 90 days.  They cannot be renewed, so about the only solution is to ask a friend who doesn’t need the coupons, to order a set for you.

Coupons – “I ordered them, but they haven’t arrived.  How do I check on them?”

You can try the NTIA’s phone number – it’s 1-888-DTV-2009 (1-888-388-2009).  You can also check on the web site: http://www.dtv2009.gov/CheckStatus.aspx.
Coupons – “I am having trouble reaching the coupon center on the phone.”

Make sure you are dialing the correct number – it’s an 888 area code, not 800.  Second, the NTIA ran out of money for their call center several months ago and scaled it back until funding was extended.  They should be back to normal about now, so keep trying them.

Coupons – “Where can I find other information about the coupon program?”

The NTIA’s web site is a good place to start:  http://www.ntiadtv.gov.

Transition – “When can I install my converter box?  Will it work before February?”
Install it as soon as possible!  All of the Syracuse full-power stations are transmitting both digital and analog signals, so your converter box will work now.  (Channel 56 just started their digital this past week.)  Getting it set up now also gives you time to make sure it works correctly before the analog transmitters are shut down.
Transition – “Exactly what are stations doing next February?”

Most stations (like WSYR-TV) have been transmitting both digital and analog signals for a number of years.  At midnight on February 17th, we are shutting off the analog signal – leaving only the digital.  A handful of stations will also be changing their digital channel if they are currently on a temporary channel.

Transition – “What do I need to do to keep my TV working after February?”

· If you are connected to cable TV, you don’t need to do anything more.

· If you are a satellite subscriber, you also don’t need to do anything.  Some satellite providers are still working on their equipment, but should be ready in time.

· If you use an antenna, and if your TV has a digital tuner – it will probably say “ATSC” on it – it should be ready.  Just make sure it’s set properly to receive the digital stations.
· If you use an antenna and have an older set, you need to install a converter box between the antenna and your set.

Transition – “Why is this change happening, and who is responsible?”

The Federal Communications Commission has the authority to set the technical standards that broadcast stations must meet; they, in turn, are generally responsible to Congress on a broader policy level.  The main goal of the switch to DTV is to re-assign the channels above 51 – public safety applications will get some additional spectrum, but most of it is being auctioned to commercial telecommunications systems such as wireless networking services.
Existing equipment – “Will my battery operated TV still work?”
Probably not, unless you bought it within the past year or so.  Digital handheld TVs are just starting to come to market, but they are more expensive – typically several hundred dollars for a 7” set right now.

Existing equipment – “I have a radio with TV sound.  Will it still work?”

Unfortunately, no.  It was fairly easy to make an FM radio pick up analog TV audio, but receiving the digital TV signal and decoding the audio takes a lot more electronics.
Existing equipment – “I have an RV / boat... will its TV still work?”
Unless it’s new within the last year or so, probably not without a converter.  If you have 115 volt AC outlets available, an ordinary converter box will do; otherwise, a marine or RV supplier should be able to help.
New equipment – “Where can I buy a converter box or antenna?”
There are a number of stores on the internet that handle DTV equipment; locally, there are several larger chain stores that are participating in the coupon program:

· WalMart typically sells a Magnavox converter

· Best Buy sells a converter made by LG under its house name Insignia

· Radio Shack sells the same LG converter under the brand name Zenith

· Circuit City sells the same Zenith-branded LG converter

· Radio Shack also sells a converter made by Digital Stream.

New equipment – “Are some converters better than others?”
Yes, we have gotten feedback from a number of folks about their converters; we have also tested the most easily found units.  In general, most of the response favors the LG-made Insignia and Zenith: it’s the favorite for being easy to use, and the remote also controls the TV power and volume.  The poorest showing is the Magnavox, with a number of users complaining that it does not pick up stations as reliably, that the remote control is hard to use and doesn’t control either the TV power or the volume.  We haven’t gotten much comment about the Digital Stream, but our tests put it close to the LG in performance and convenience.
New equipment – “What kind of antenna do I need?”

This depends largely on where you live, but in general an outdoor antenna will work best, especially if you live outside the Syracuse metro area, or if you live in a difficult reception area (for instance, Onondaga Valley).  If an outdoor antenna is not practical, there are some fairly good indoor models that might do the job.  Rabbit ears and loops should be a last choice – they are least able to focus on the signal you want, and reject interfering reflections and noise.

New equipment – “Do I need a VHF or UHF antenna for DTV?”

If you live in the Syracuse area, a UHF-only antenna will give you the best performance – none of the digital stations here are in the VHF band (2-13).  On the other hand, if you live closer to Watertown, Rochester, or Binghamton, you will need a combination VHF-UHF antenna.

New equipment – “Does an antenna need to say DTV or HDTV to work?”

No!  The qualities that make an antenna work well for analog TV also apply to digital.  Beware of inflated claims that an antenna does something special for DTV.

New equipment – “What kind of outdoor antennas do you recommend?”
The best reports come from established antenna manufacturers – Channel Master, Winegard, and Blonder Tongue have excellent reputations.  Terrestrial Digital (also sold as Antenna Direct) also sells a number of very good antennas.  Some of the more popular antennas include:
· Channel Master CM4228HD  (VHF-UHF)

· Winegard HD8800 (UHF)
· Terrestrial Digital DB4 (UHF)

· AntennaCraft Super G Single 1483 (UHF)

· Terrestrial Digital DB8 (UHF)

· AntennaCraft Super G Dual 1483 (UHF)

The last two antennas are larger and have higher gain, and would be a good choice for rural viewers.  If you are handy and enjoy a project, you can also build a modified Gray-Hoverman antenna from material you can find at a home improvement store.  Performance for this antenna is on par with the last two antennas on the list.  Detailed plans for this antenna are available in the DTV blog on our web site.

New equipment – “What kind of indoor antennas do you recommend?”

Bear in mind that an indoor antenna is a poor alternative to an outdoor antenna... but if you must use an indoor model, here are some guidelines:

· Rabbit ears and loops are the worst performers.

· Shielded bowties like the Winegard SS-3000 and the Terrestrial Digital DB2 generally work the best.

· Log periodic antennas like the Zenith “Silver Sensor” and Terk HDTVa, fall about halfway in between.  These are the antennas that look something like an oversized arrow.

· Most built-in amplifiers do more harm than good, especially on the less expensive models.  The Winegard SS-3000 and Terk HDTVa seem to be exceptions, and the Winegard in particular has received very good user feedback. 
New equipment – “Do I need an amplifier for the antenna?”

Not necessarily, and a bad amplifier is usually worse than no amplifier at all.  Most amplifiers you find in stores add so much noise to the signal that they actually make digital reception worse rather than better.  As with antennas, some of the better amplifiers are made by companies that have been around for some time – Winegard and Channel Master amplifiers have a very good reputation.

New equipment – “What kind of antenna cable should I use?”

First, it should be coaxial cable, not flat twin-lead.  Second, avoid RG-59:  it’s cheap, but it often is not completely shielded and is not a strong performer at UHF channels.  Most people will find that RG-6 works well; if you are well outside the Syracuse are and have long cable runs (over 100 feet), you might consider RG-11.
Operation – “Why don’t I see some channels with the converter box?”
This really varies according to where you live.  Your antenna might not be adequate, especially if it is an indoor model.  You might also need to rotate the antenna or move it to a different location, then try rescanning the channels.  The biggest factor we see is terrain: it’s fairly easy to get good DTV reception if you don’t have hills or buildings in the way, but if you live in a sharp valley – Nedrow, Ithaca, parts of Chittenango or Skaneateles, for example – receiving digital TV reliably will be more of a challenge and will generally require a very good antenna, most often an outdoor model.

Operation – “Why does my picture break up or cut in and out?”

Your antenna isn’t delivering a strong enough signal, or isn’t rejecting interference and reflections well enough.  See the previous question.

Operation – “My converters shuts itself off – can I make it stop?”

The automatic power saver is a mandatory feature for coupon-eligible converter boxes, but you can change the time or disable it altogether – it’s usually an option in the setup menu.

Operation – “Are stations transmitting full power? Will it get better in February?”

In Syracuse, most of the stations are transmitting at full power now, and at least one (WSTM) will be changing their digital channel.  WSYR is operating at its full power on its permanent channel.
Operation – “How can I tell whether I’m watching a digital channel?”
The easiest way to tell is by looking at the channel number.  If you just see one number (“9”), or a two part number where the second number is zero (“9-0”), you’re looking at our analog signal, which will go away in February.  If it’s a two-part number where the second number is one or higher (“9-1”, “9-2”) you are seeing the digital signal.

Operation – “Why does the program guide say ‘no information’ on some channels?”

Not every station has become fully compliant with current FCC requirements, and some stations are having difficulty getting their equipment to operate correctly.
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