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Unlocking the full potential of autonomous 
transportation will require smart, forward-looking 
decisions about how to manage the spectrum on 
which driverless vehicles will rely. Ongoing policy 
debates at the Federal Communications Commission, 
led by Chairman Ajit Pai, shows the United States 
is preparing for an autonomous future. Prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, in December 2019, the FCC 
revealed next steps for re-allocating the 5.9 GHz 
band for both unlicensed uses and transportation-
specific applications with an eye to autonomous 
vehicle deployment.

In an effort to provide predictability for automakers and broadband 
providers, the FCC voted unanimously in December to initiate a process 
that would open up the 5.9 GHz spectrum band for new uses. After an 
extension of the comment period until April 27th the Commission is now 
reviewing information provided by various stakeholders.  

By way of background, the agency first set aside spectrum in what is 
called the 5.9 GHz band to support transportation uses in 1999. Under 
current FCC rules, the 5.9 GHz band is reserved for dedicated short-
range communications (DSRC), which facilitates both vehicle-to-vehicle 
and vehicle-to-infrastructure communications. Because DSRC has been 
around for three decades, some automakers and localities had begun to 
equip vehicles and roadside infrastructure with DSRC-based technologies. 
However, predictably, technology has advanced since 1999, resulting in 
several alternatives to DSRC, the most noteworthy being cellular vehicle-to-
everything (C-V2X) communication that offers vehicle-to-vehicle, vehicle-
to-infrastructure and vehicle-to-pedestrian communication.

To address technological advancements and the underutilization of the 5.9 
GHz band to date, Chairman Pai proposed allocating the upper 20 MHz 
of the 5.9 GHz band for a new automotive communications technology, 
and specifically C-V2X, while saving the lower 45 MHz of the band for 
unlicensed uses like Wi-Fi. Additionally, the FCC sought public input on 
whether to allocate the remaining 10 MHz in the band to C-V2X or DSRC. 
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According to Pai, C-V2X would use standard cellular 
protocols to provide direct communications between 
autonomous vehicles and other vehicles on the road, 
in addition to infrastructure, cyclists, pedestrians and 
road workers. C-V2X is also expected to support new, 
advanced applications as cellular companies transition 
to faster, more responsive 5G networks.  Opening the 
band to C-V2X it is backed by large automakers as well 
as wireless carriers and wired broadband providers, 
who support the proposal for its commitment to both 
C-V2X and unlicensed.

Notably, while many on Capitol Hill celebrated the 
proposed changes, others remain skeptical. In January 
thirty-eight lawmakers, all members of the House 
Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure, signed 
a letter in opposition to the proposal. The letter noted 
that the DoT believes the shift in policy “jeopardizes 
the significant transportation safety benefits that the 
allocation of this band was meant to foster.” 

Industry organizations have also weighed in on both 
sides of the plan. In a letter dated June 23rd, groups 
representing the freight industry and passenger 
transportation sectors called on a Senate panel to 
direct the FCC to reconsider the proposal to shift a 
portion of auto safety airwaves for broadband uses. 

On the other side of the issue are those with an 
interest in opening up the band to non-transportation 
uses, including leading edge companies, wireless 
infrastructure providers, and cable operators. Some 
stakeholders that supported the FCC’s proposal to free 
up the lower 45 MHz of 5.9 GHz spectrum for WiFi, and 
are now going further, calling for the other 30 MHz to 
be available for WiFi uses as well. However, at present, 
that suggestion is not under formal consideration by 
the FCC. 

Now that the comment period has closed, next steps 
would involve evaluating comments from interested 
stakeholders and developing final rules on which the 
Commission would vote. Even if the final rules adopted 
by the FCC are similar to the Chairman’s current 
proposal, it will still take years for the auto industry 
to coalesce around and implement C-V2X. As such, 
consumers may not feel the practical implications 
of this decision for years and possibly decades. 
Nonetheless, carving out dedicated space for C-V2X 
will give the industry much of the assurance it needs to 
invest in an autonomous future.

Smart cities digital 
solutions often collect 
data without consent. 

https://transportation.house.gov/imo/media/doc/2020-01-22 Full TI Letter to FCC.pdf
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