TUNING IN

by Edith Lennon, N2ZRW, Editor

Mr. Congressman,
Tear Down This Wall!

The Full Digitization Of Cellular Phone Service
Should Mean The Decriminalization Of Monitoring

The Entire Specirum

cellular service providers retiring their

analog system—the once so promis-
ing Advanced Mobile Phone Service
(AMPS)—in favor of far more efficient,
and profitable, digital modes. For once,
the transition to digital communications,
so often the bane of scanner monitors’
existence, has presented us with a golden
opportunity. As analog cellular service
takes its place in communications histo-
ry, it’s time to reclaim what was taken
from us beginning with the infamous
Electronic Communications Privacy Act
(ECPA) of 1986: our right to monitor the
entire radio spectrum and to do so with-
out fear of prosecution.

In a stellar example of aggressive polit-
ical pressure and blatant hoodwinking, the
Cellular Telephone Industry Association
(CTIA), the lobbying arm of the Wireless
Telecommunications Industry, managed to
convince the public (Congress was proba-
bly easier) that their little slice of spec-
trum—the frequencies between 824-849
MHz and 869-894 MHz—could be walled
off like Berlin, its privacy protected by dra-
conian (did you know that simply listen-
ing to a cellular call is a felony punishable
by up to five years in prison?), but unen-
forceable, laws.

Of course, cellular handsets are not
your “grandfather’s phones,” tethered to
privacy from all but government agencies
by land lines. As readers of Pop’Comm
well know, but the public was duped about,
cell phones are radios. Their signals reach
antennas the way a breeze does. It makes
as much sense to criminalize winds
between certain speeds.

The ECPA was just the start. Industry
and government have been chipping away
at our ability to simply listen to parts of
the radio spectrum ever since. Today it’s
forbidden to sell new scanners capable of
receiving these frequencies. There isn’t
enough space on this page to go into the
twists, turns, and dangerous ruts of the
road that got us here (that’s the job of our

It’s time. The FCC has greenlighted

cover story, “Watching The Analog
Sunset”; it makes for fascinating, if mad-
dening, reading).

But the “beauty,” to use a word loose-
ly, of where we are now is that we no
longer have to debate individual freedom
versus privacy or undue burden versus the
CTIA’s next argument. When the last ana-
log cellular system shuts down, this
absurd law will become something else:
pointless. Consumer-grade full-spectrum
scanners can’t demodulate the digital
modes that are replacing analog cellular,
any more than they can on the 1900 MHz
PCS bands for which no monitoring
restrictions exist.

Don’t get me wrong, this will still take
a fight. Never underestimate the power of
inertia or of a bad idea entrenched. But it
is our best chance since the CTIA started
reading off its wish list to its friends in
Washington. Contact your Congressional
representatives and tell them you want to
see these senseless laws amended to
respect the pre-1986 wording of the
Communications Act of 1934, which
served everyone’s interest well and still
makes sense. It forbade divulging, or prof-
iting from, the contents of privileged non-
broadcast radio communications.

We believe the government should
never censor our radios or legislate our
sense of hearing. Now the government has
no reason to.

In Memoriam

Gene Costin, known to hobbyists as
Gene Hughes, the name under which he
published the renowned Police Call, has
passed away. He was 80 years old.

A giant in the hobby, Gene’s impact in
his 41 years of producing Police Call, the
“bible” of services monitoring, cannot be
overestimated. We at Pop’Comm extend
our deepest sympathies to his family and
friends in the humble knowledge that we,
too, owe him a great debt of gratitude.
Thank you, Gene. [ |
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