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THE C-BAND 
Repurposing Mid-Band Spectrum for 5G

Overview

This morning, Chairman Pai shared with his fellow Commissioners draft rules that would reform the use 
of the C-band and make a large amount of spectrum available for 5G, the next generation of wireless 
technology.  The C-band is a 500 megahertz segment of spectrum from 3.7 to 4.2 GHz, which is now 
mostly used by fixed satellite companies to beam content to video and audio broadcasters, cable systems, 
and other content distributors.  However, satellite companies don’t need the entire C-band to provide the 
services they are providing today.  They can provide the same services with less bandwidth, which would 
free up a significant amount of spectrum for 5G.  

Chairman Pai’s draft rules would make the lower 280 megahertz of the C-band available for flexible use, 
including 5G, through a public auction.  Existing satellite operations would be repacked into the upper 
200 megahertz of the band with relocation costs covered.  This strikes the appropriate balance between 
making available critical mid-band spectrum for 5G and protecting incumbent uses.  

This would be the Commission’s most significant action yet to repurpose mid-band airwaves and would 
represent a critical step toward securing United States leadership in 5G.  It would quickly free up a 
significant amount of spectrum for next-generation wireless services, and it would generate significant 
revenue for the U.S. Treasury.  The full Commission will vote on this Report and Order on February 28, 
2020 at the FCC’s Open Meeting.

Repacking the Spectrum

Chairman Pai’s plan would repurpose most of the C-band for 5G deployment while ensuring current users 
of the spectrum could continue to provide their services.  The proposed rules would clear the lower 280 
megahertz of the C-band (3.7-3.98 GHz) and make it available for flexible use, including 5G.  The 20 
megahertz above that (3.98-4 GHz) would serve as a guard band.  And existing satellite operations would 
be repacked into the upper 200 megahertz of the band (4.0-4.2 GHz).  Incumbent satellite operators in the 
C-band have told the Commission that the upper 200 megahertz of the band would be sufficient for them 
to continue providing their current services to customers.  

Public Auction

The FCC would hold a public auction of the lower 280 MHz of the C-band.  The FCC has a 25-year track 
record of transparent and successful auctions, conducting 93 spectrum auctions and generating $116 
billion in revenue for the U.S. Treasury.  Public auctions have not only proven to be an effective tool for 
repurposing spectrum fairly, they can do so quickly.  The Commission has the infrastructure in place for 
an auction to start later this year, and Chairman Pai is proposing that the Commission begin the C-band 
auction on December 8.   

Costs

Relocation costs of the C-band’s current users would be covered.  It will cost money for all their 
operations to be moved to the upper 200 MHz of the C-band.  Among other things, new satellites will 
need to be launched and filters will need to be placed on earth stations.  Satellite operators and other 
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incumbents would be reimbursed by the winning bidders in the C-band auction for reasonable relocation 
costs. 

Additionally, satellite operators would have the opportunity to receive accelerated relocation payments if 
they are able to clear the lower portion of the C-band on an accelerated timeline, thus advancing the 
national priority of making spectrum available for 5G deployment more quickly.  These payments would 
create powerful incentives for incumbent operators to expedite the transition, and operators would only be 
paid if in fact they did so.  The accelerated payments could total up to $9.7 billion and would be paid by 
winning bidders in the C-band auction.   

Timing/Transition Schedule

Eligible satellite operators would have the option to clear according to the following accelerated timeline: 
(1) clearing 120 megahertz (3.7-3.82 GHz) by September 2021 in 46 of the nation’s top 50 Partial 
Economic Areas; and (2) clearing the remaining 180 megahertz (3.82-4.0 GHz) in those areas as well as 
all 300 megahertz (3.7-4.0 GHz) in the rest of the contiguous United States by September 2023. 

Under the accelerated timeframe, 5G deployments could happen in the lower 100 megahertz of the C-
band in 46 of the nation’s top 50 Partial Economic Areas by September 2021 and in the remaining 
spectrum by September 2023.  This is much sooner than September 2025, which would be the timeframe 
without accelerated relocation payments.  


