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Before the 
FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION 

Washington, D.C.  20554 

In the Matter of 

MEDIA BUREAU SEEKS COMMENT FOR 
REPORT REQUIRED BY THE STELA
REAUTHORIZATION ACT OF 2014

MB Docket No. 15-43 

COMMENTS OF DIRECTV, LLC

DIRECTV, LLC (“DIRECTV”) hereby files these brief comments in response to the 

Media Bureau’s Public Notice1 regarding a report related to “orphan counties” required by the 

new satellite television legislation.2  DIRECTV has long supported legislation to address the 

problem of so-called “orphan counties” with no in-state local broadcast stations, and welcomes 

efforts by Congress and the Commission to increase options for subscribers in such counties.

DIRECTV comments here solely to provide information relevant to any consideration of 

“alternatives” to the Designated Market Areas (“DMAs”) on which broadcast local markets are 

now based.3  DIRECTV has designed the satellite spot beams with which it provides local 

service to cover existing DMAs.  It cannot provide service to DMA “alternatives,” regardless of 

what other merits they might have.  

1 Media Bureau Seeks Comment for Report Required by the STELA Reauthorization, Public Notice, 
DA 15-253 (rel. Apr. 2, 2015) (“Public Notice”).

2  The STELA Reauthorization Act of 2014 (“STELAR”), § 102, Pub. L. No. 113-200, 128 Stat. 2059, 
2060-62 (2014) (codified at 47 U.S.C. § 338(l)).  STELAR was enacted on December 4, 2014 (H. R. 
5728, 113th Cong.). 

3 Public Notice ¶ 14-15; 47 U.S.C. § 338(k)(4) (incorporating by reference the definition of “local 
market” contained in 17 U.S.C. § 122(j), which in turn defines “local market” in terms of DMAs).   
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 By way of background, DIRECTV carries all of its national programming on satellite 

beams that cover the entire contiguous United States (“CONUS”).  It cannot as a practical 

matter, however, use CONUS capacity to provide local broadcast channels.4  As the Commission 

has found, “for satellite carriers, the capacity used for local channels is separate from the 

capacity used for national channels and the two are generally not interchangeable.”5  Thus, “to 

carry a local channel on a transponder designated for CONUS service would be particularly 

inefficient as that channel could only be permissibly viewed in a single DMA.”6

 DIRECTV instead uses spot beams to offer local channels.  Spot-beam technology 

divides up a portion of the bandwidth available to a satellite into beams that cover limited 

geographic areas.  Doing so allows particular sets of frequencies to be reused many times.  This 

spectral efficiency unlocked the potential for satellite carriers to offer local broadcast signals in 

the late 1990s, and it enables them to offer local service today.

Because local markets have traditionally been defined by statute and Commission rules in 

terms of DMA boundaries, DIRECTV has designed its spot beams based on the existing pattern 

of DMAs.  Moreover, spot-beam coverage is fixed on all of the satellites DIRECTV uses to 

provide local service, which typically operate for 15 to 20 years after launch.  DIRECTV cannot 

4 See e.g., Satellite Broad. and Commc’ns Ass’n v. FCC, 275 F.3d 337, 359 (4th Cir. 2001) (“SBCA”)
(describing at length the difficulties inherent in satellite carriage of local broadcast stations).  
DIRECTV carries New York and Los Angeles stations on CONUS beams, but only because those 
stations are offered throughout the country as distant signals pursuant to 17 U.S.C. § 119 and 47 
U.S.C. § 339.   

5 Carriage of Digital Television Broadcast Signals: Amendment to Part 76 of the Commission’s Rules; 
Implementation of the Satellite Home Viewer Improvement Act of 1999:  Local Broadcast Signal 
Carriage Issues and Retransmission Consent Issues, 23 FCC Rcd. 5351, ¶ 11 (2008).   

6 Id. ¶ 11 n.46. 
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effectively enlarge the area served by a spot beam without reducing the number of stations the 

beam carries; nor can it move a spot beam without obviously unacceptable consequences.7

Thus, as a practical matter, DIRECTV can provide local service only if “local markets” 

are defined in terms of DMAs.  DIRECTV cannot reconfigure its satellites to provide such 

service if, for example, Congress were to create new “local markets” based on political 

subdivisions.  This, along with the lack of additional capacity on its spot beams, is why 

DIRECTV has largely proven unable to carry statewide networks of public television stations, as 

Congress permitted it to do 2010.8  Moreover, changing future satellites to comply with DMA 

“alternatives,” would, at a minimum, render billions of dollars of existing satellites essentially 

useless and impose significant additional costs and consumer disruption to redesign and re-

optimize DIRECTV’s spot beam patterns.  

Again, DIRECTV appreciates efforts to provide more options to subscribers in orphan 

counties.  Such efforts, however, should permit satellite carriers to bring additional programming 

to subscribers in such counties where technically feasible, rather than changing the boundaries of 

existing local service and disrupting service to millions of Americans.  

* * *  

7  DIRECTV now carries some local markets on its SPACEWAY satellites, which can move spot 
beams.  Moving spot beams, however, by definition entails eliminating service to some in order to 
provide it to others.  Moreover, DIRECTV launched the D14 satellite last year, which is in the 
process of replacing local service on the SPACEWAY satellites.  This new satellite, just like all 
DIRECTV satellites other than SPACEWAY, cannot move individual spot beams.  They can slightly 
adjust the entire array of spot beams on the satellite simultaneously.  This, of course, would disrupt 
service across dozens of markets, and negate DIRECTV’s efforts to optimize population coverage.    

8 See Comments of the Association of Public Television Stations and the Organization of State 
Broadcasting Executives, MB Docket No. 14-43 (filed May 11, 2015) (describing 17 U.S.C. 
§ 122(a)(4)(E) (permitting carriage of certain statewide public television networks).  
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 Respectfully submitted,  

____/s/________________________
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Michael Nilsson 
HARRIS, WILTSHIRE & GRANNIS LLP
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Washington, DC  20036 
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