Idaho World, Wednesday, November 19, 2008
TV Trouble In The Air?

Digital television reception problems in parts of Boise County, especially Idaho City 

By Peter Morrill, General Manager, Idaho Public Television

On February 17, 2009, Boise County television viewers, along with the rest of the United States, will experience some profound changes -- not all good -- to their over-the-air television sets. 

As you've heard, the federal government has mandated that all analog television transmitters in the United States must be shut down in favor of a new-generation digital system. 

In southwest Idaho, the analog transmitters that will be shut down are Channels 2, 4, 6, 7, 9, and 12. The new digital transmitters are broadcasting on either a federally assigned VHF channel (2-13) or a UHF channel (14-59). In the case of IdahoPTV, we've been assigned UHF digital channel 21.

This new digital system does have pluses and a few minuses.

The good news first. Over-the-air digital television provides a stunning viewing experience, and the opportunity for stations to broadcast several sub-channels. For instance, IdahoPTV has gone from one channel to four sub-channels, each broadcasting different programs: our Idaho channel (a digital version of our current service), HD (high definition), Learn (educational) and World (news and public affairs).

Now for the bad news. We have found that digital television signals, especially UHF channels, do not penetrate distant or mountainous areas as well as the old analog systems. Because DTV transmits data (yes, your television is turning into a mini-computer), it must maintain a decent signal quality for the television set to properly receive and decode it. In the analog days, if a signal had snow or static, the television would still produce a picture. No so in digital television.

This poses a big problem in some areas of Boise County for people to receive our IdahoPTV signals.

In Idaho City, we have found that our UHF digital signal (along with several other local channels) will not bounce into the Boise Basin the same way that their analog counter parts have. However, we have had reports that 2 local stations (KNIN Channel 9 & KTRV Channel 12) that are broadcasting on VHF channels are successfully reaching parts of Idaho City. Channel 7, KTVB digital, will be switching from their current digital UHF channel 26 back to digital VHF channel 7 on February 17, 2009, which should provide a good signal.
In Centerville and Placerville, we've had positive reports of all local channels reaching most parts of these communities.

In Horseshoe Bend, we've had mixed reports of reception issues. Those homes with a clear view of Deer Point (Boise area's main transmitter site) should be in good shape. Those homes whose view is blocked or in the shadow of Deer Point, may have reception problems.

If you live in an area that does not receive a digital television signal, what can you do? First, we recommend that you try a good quality VHF/UHF roof top antenna. If that doesn't work, your options right now are limited. You can subscribe to a local station package with a satellite service such as DirecTV or DishTV, or check with your local cable company. 

Long term, IdahoPTV is urging the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to open up new repeater channels (also called translators) that would allow us to boost our signals in areas like Idaho City. They must be thinking about it, because last week I got call from a FCC rep asking me questions about the reception issues that Idaho City area residents are experiencing.

On Thursday, November 20 at 8pm, IdahoPTV is producing a live television call-in program called "DTV Answers," that will give viewers an overview of digital television and an opportunity to call and talk with experienced television engineers.

If you haven't begun to prepare for February 17, 2009, I urge you not to wait. Start now. Check out our website at http://idahoptv.org/dtv/ for more information.

