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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
In the summer of 2001, the National Telephone Cooperative Association (NTCA) 
surveyed its members on their ability to obtain wireless licenses.  NTCA is a national 
association of approximately 540 local exchange carriers in 44 states that provide service 
primarily in rural areas.  Approximately half of NTCA’s members are organized as 
cooperatives and the other half are commercial companies. 
 
The survey was sent to 538 cooperative and commercial members; 262 members (49%) 
responded.  Forty-four percent of respondents hold a cellular license; 43% a PCS license, 
and 25% a paging license1.   
 
Seventy-seven percent of survey respondents currently have no plans to participate in 
future spectrum auctions.  The major barriers impeding respondents’ access to spectrum 
include the cost of spectrum (identified by 72% of respondents), the respondent’s 
company is too small to compete with the large companies at auction (67%), and the 
excessive cost of deployment (49%.)   
 
Forty-one percent of survey respondents have contacted a wireless licensee about 
partitioning off a portion of its geographic service territory or splitting off a portion of its 
spectrum for use by the respondent’s company; 12% have themselves been approached 
by another company.  Of these, 33% have successfully negotiated an agreement; 52% 
were not successful; and 15% have deals still in negotiation. 
 
Those respondents who would consider leasing spectrum identified as potential 
impediments the cost of leased spectrum (48% of respondents), lease length and 
renewability (22%), and their company being too small to consider leasing spectrum 
(13%). 
 
Obtaining financing for wireless projects does not appear to present a major obstacle for 
survey respondents.  The vast majority (73%) classified the process of obtaining 
financing as “very easy,” “relatively easy,” or “somewhat difficult”; the remaining 27% 
described it as “very difficult” or “virtually impossible.” 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 Totals add up to more than 100% as respondents may hold more than one type of license. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
In the summer of 2001, The National Telephone Cooperative Association (NTCA) 
surveyed its members on their ability to obtain wireless licenses.  NTCA is a national 
association of approximately 540 local exchange carriers in 44 states that provide service 
primarily in rural areas.  All NTCA members are small carriers that are “rural telephone 
companies” as defined in the Telecommunications Act of 1996 (“Act”).  While some 
offer local exchange service to as few as 44 lines and others to as many as 50,000, nearly 
50% of NTCA members have between 1,000 and 5,000 lines.  Population density in most 
member service areas is in the 1 to 5 customers per square mile range.  Approximately 
half of NTCA’s members are organized as cooperatives and the other half are 
commercial companies. 
 
 
OVERVIEW OF SURVEY 
 
The survey was organized into four sections.  The first section contained questions about 
wireless license(s) currently held by the respondent.  The second section contained 
questions about the respondent’s experience with geographic partitioning and spectrum 
disaggregation.  Section three asked about the respondent’s future plans regarding 
spectrum auctions.  The fourth and final section contained questions about impediments 
to obtaining spectrum and difficulties encountered in obtaining financing for wireless 
projects. 
 
 
SURVEY RESULTS 
 
The survey was sent to 538 cooperative and commercial members; 262 members (49%) 
responded.  Just over half of survey respondents currently hold at least one wireless 
license. 
 
Of the license holders, 44% hold a cellular license; 43% a PCS license; 25% a paging 
license; and 21% an LMDS license2 (see Figure 1.)  Breaking down the responses of the 
cellular and PCS license holders further, 37% hold a cellular license only; 36% hold a 
PCS license only; and 7% hold both cellular and PCS licenses.  
 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
2 Totals add up to more than 100% as respondents may hold more than one type of license. 
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*”Other” includes MMDS, SMR, IMTS, BETRS, TMRS, UHF, 200 MHz and 39 GHz 
 
 
NTCA has long contended that small, rural companies do not have a fair shot at winning 
spectrum at auction when directly competing with large companies with deeper pockets.  
Perhaps nothing illustrates this fact more clearly than the 77% of respondents who 
indicated that they would not be participating in any auctions in the near future.  Nine 
percent are considering participation in the narrowband PCS auction; 7% the upper 700 
MHz auction; 7% the lower 700 MHz auction; and 4% the 4.9 GHz auction3 (see Figure 
2.) 

*”Other” includes 24 GHz, 218-219 MHz and Paging Auction #40 
 
Survey respondents made it abundantly clear what they saw as the leading factors 
hindering their ability to obtain wireless spectrum at auction.  For 72% of respondents, 
the cost of spectrum was too high; 67% are unable to compete with large carriers at 
auction; 49% find the cost of deployment too high; 36% are unable to obtain a license to 
cover the geographic area they’re interested in covering; and 24% have doubts about the 
future usefulness of purchased spectrum (see Figure 3.)  It is interesting to note what 
factors were not identified as impediments to purchasing spectrum: lack of demand for 
                                                 
3 Note that there may be some overlap among responses as respondents were allowed to select more than 
one auction. 

Fig. 1  Wireless Licenses Held 
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wireless services, inability to obtain financing, or wireless not being a part of the 
company’s business plans. 
 

 
 
Two methods by which small carriers may obtain access to spectrum are geographic 
partitioning and spectrum disaggregation4.  Nearly 41% of survey respondents indicated 
that they had contacted a wireless licensee about partitioning off a portion of its 
geographic service territory or splitting off a portion of its spectrum for use by the 
respondent’s company.  Only 12%, however, indicated that they had ever had contact 
with another carrier about partitioning off a portion of the respondent’s geographic 
service territory or splitting off a portion of the respondent’s spectrum for the other 
company’s use (see Figure 4.) 
 

 
                                                 
4 Geographic partitioning refers to the splitting up of the physical area covered by a spectrum license for 
use by another carrier; spectrum disaggregation is the allocation of a portion of spectrum to another carrier. 

Fig. 4  Discussions About 
Partitioning/Disaggregating Spectrum

0

10

20

30

40

50

For Your Use For Another's Use

%
 o

f R
es

po
nd

en
ts

Fig. 3  Impediments to Purchasing 
Spectrum

0 20 40 60 80

Uncertainty about future

Lack of rural-scale eqpt.

License geography

Deployment cost

Too small to compete

Spectrum cost

% of Responses



 

NTCA 2001 Wireless Survey  Page 7 of 7 

Of those who had answered affirmatively to the partitioning and disaggregation 
questions, 33% were successful in their efforts; 52% were not; and 15% are still in 
negotiations (see Figure 5.)  

 
 
Leasing has been proposed as an affordable means for interested parties to obtain access 
to precious spectrum.  Apparently, survey respondents agree—every respondent save one 
indicated that they would be interested in leasing spectrum.   At the same time, however, 
respondents indicated serious concerns related to their ability to lease spectrum.  Forty-
eight percent are concerned about the cost of leased spectrum; 22% expressed concern 
about the length of the lease and its renewability; and 13% feel that their company is 
simply too small to seriously consider leasing spectrum (see Figure 6.) 
 

 
Obtaining spectrum and building out a wireless network is an expensive proposition.  The 
inability to obtain financing can doom even the most promising wireless project.  NTCA 
members, however, seem to be able to secure financing when needed.  Of those who have 

Fig. 6  Impediments to Leasing 
Spectrum
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tried to obtain financing for a wireless project, 73% were able to secure financing without 
a great deal of difficulty: 6% found it “very easy,” 38% found it “relatively easy,” and 
29% found it “somewhat difficult.”   On the other hand, 18% percent found the process 
“very difficult,” and 9% “virtually impossible” (see Figure 7.) 

 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
Survey respondents do not view spectrum auctions as they are currently structured 
as a realistic method of obtaining spectrum. 
 
Seventy-seven percent of survey respondents report that they have no plans to participate 
in any spectrum auctions for the foreseeable future.  Cost was the most often cited 
impediment, followed by inability to compete with larger carriers.  And while the FCC 
has taken steps to insure that smaller carriers have a fair chance at competing for 
spectrum, evidently many do not feel that way.  Additional barriers identified by survey 
respondents include high cost of deployment, inability to obtain spectrum for specific 
geographic areas, and doubts about the future usefulness of spectrum. 
 
Several survey respondents offered comments that provide insights into their frustration 
with the auction system as currently structured: 
 

• “Unrealistic bidding rules for cooperatives.” 
• “Small companies compete with difficulty.” 
• “Break auctions down to RSA [Rural Service Area] level to increase bidding, 

revenue.” 
• “Future spectrum auctions require huge capital, which excludes small 

companies.” 
• “FCC auctions bandwidth in rural areas similar to urban—too costly.” 

Fig. 7  Obtaining Financing
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Geographic partitioning and spectrum disaggregation do not seem to be viable 
alternatives for rural companies. 
 
While the concepts of partitioning and/or disaggregating spectrum might make sense on 
paper, in reality they do not appear to be fulfilling their intended purpose of providing 
small carriers an opportunity to gain access to spectrum.  The majority of survey 
respondents had never approached another carrier, or been approached by another entity 
about partitioning spectrum.  Of those who have, only one-third report success (although 
an additional 15% report involvement in business arrangements that are still pending.) 
 
While nearly all survey respondents indicated that they would be interested in 
leasing spectrum, several potential impediments are perceived. 
 
Nearly every single survey respondent indicated that, under the right conditions, their 
company would be interested in leasing spectrum.  Some of the concerns regarding 
purchasing spectrum—cost, company size, uncertainty about the future, cost of build out 
requirements—would also apply to leasing spectrum.  Other concerns are unique to the 
leasing process: length and renewability of the lease, and legal/contracting issues. 
 
For those carriers undertaking wireless projects, obtaining funding doesn’t appear 
to be an insurmountable obstacle. 
 
Seventy-three percent of those who have tried to obtain financing for a wireless project 
categorized the process as “very easy,” “relatively easy” or “somewhat difficult.”  The 
remaining 27% described their experience as “very difficult” or “virtually impossible.”  
Less than 9% of survey respondents identified obtaining financing as a significant 
impediment to their obtaining spectrum, versus 72% who identified spectrum cost. 


