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Consumer Reports (CR), an independent, non-profit member organization,1 welcomes the
opportunity to submit comments to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) regarding its
Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) on the use of the 5.850-5.925 GHz band (5.9 GHz
band).2 The FCC’s proposal would take portions of this band, which it currently reserves for
transportation and vehicle safety-related communications and other intelligent transportation
system (ITS) applications, and reallocate them for other uses.
A core part of CR’s work is to defend consumer rights in telecommunications markets,
including by commenting on consumer protection and competition issues before the FCC. As the
Commission may know, CR also works extensively on policy topics related to transportation and
motor vehicles, including safety issues. These comments draw on both areas of CR’s expertise to
urge the FCC not to move forward with its proceeding on the 5.9 GHz band unless and until it
can, jointly with the Department of Transportation, demonstrate that its proposal is sufficient to
ensure the secure and effective application of vehicle-to-vehicle (V2V) and vehicle-to-everything
(V2X) communications for transportation safety purposes.

I.

Introduction: Safety First

Since its founding in 1936, CR has evaluated cars and other transportation options,
published findings to help consumers navigate the marketplace, and advocated for fair practices
by manufacturers and dealers. Today, the multidisciplinary team at the 327-acre CR Auto Test
Center in rural Connecticut tests about 50 vehicles per year, driving them hundreds of thousands
of miles and assessing survey data collected from CR’s members and the general public to
supplement analysis, evaluations, and ratings from the track. Unlike most automotive
publications, which evaluate cars and trucks lent to them by manufacturers, CR purchases every
vehicle it tests from a dealership, both to maintain its independence and test cars with the trim
and options people actually buy, rather than the special versions that manufacturers want to
showcase.
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CR’s auto testing is known for being thorough.3 Instead of spending a day to a week
getting to know a car, CR drives each vehicle it rates for 2,000 break-in miles over several weeks
before even starting formal testing. After that, CR conducts more than 50 tests using state-of-theart measurement tools and a facility that includes a 4,400-foot-long main straight track, a 3,500foot handling course, and a crash-avoidance course. CR also conducts a portion of its testing on
nearby public roads that are studded with the types of bumps and ruts that drivers encounter
every day.
CR puts safety first and foremost, including—for example—by evaluating headlights on
moonless nights and using car-like targets to check automatic emergency braking systems. CR
also evaluates infotainment systems thoroughly and advises consumers on how much they
require drivers to divert their attention from the road. In addition to testing cars, CR operates an
extensive child-seat program, including crash tests, and provides independent tire ratings based
on our testing.
CR has worked side-by-side with consumers for decades to ensure their cars keep them as
safe as possible on the road. CR helped make seat belts standard, pushed to equip passenger
vehicles with antilock brakes and electronic stability control, and championed making rear backup cameras mandatory in all new cars.4 In recent years, CR has set a higher bar for child seat
testing;5 required that vehicles have safety technology, such as automatic emergency braking
with pedestrian detection, in order to receive our recommendation;6 and spearheaded a common
naming initiative for advanced safety features to help consumers more easily understand these
systems.7
CR also has pushed for federal agencies, tech companies, and the auto industry to foster
the implementation of vehicle-to-everything or “V2X” communications, the collective name to
refer to vehicle-to-vehicle, vehicle-to-infrastructure, and vehicle-to-pedestrian communications
technologies that allow different parts of the transportation system to share important safety3
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related information through wireless transmissions. While improvements to crash protection for
vehicle occupants are far from exhausted, the best way to protect lives is to avoid crashes in the
first place. Therefore, the continued development and adoption of crash prevention technologies,
including V2X communications, will play a major role in improving road safety—a critical and
urgent mission with people’s lives on the line.
The United States faces a pervasive, long-running public health crisis on our roads. Each
year, motor vehicle crashes in the U.S. kill almost 40,000 people and send an additional 2.3
million people to hospital emergency departments.8 These crashes are the leading cause of death
in the first three decades of Americans’ lives,9 and they cost the nation $800 billion in direct and
indirect expenses per year.10 Motor vehicle deaths, injuries, and crashes must be substantially
reduced—and those in positions of leadership must strive for their elimination—for the U.S. to
achieve a transportation system in which people can readily get around without fear that they or
their loved ones will not make it to their destination.
V2X communications technologies are especially promising for addressing this terrible
toll through significant reductions in the number and severity of motor vehicle crashes.
According to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), vehicle-to-vehicle
(V2V) and vehicle-to-infrastructure (V2I) communications offer immense safety benefits. For
example, in 2017, the crash population identified by NHTSA as potentially addressable by V2V
communications alone was significant, including 3.4 million light-vehicle to light-vehicle
crashes every year, or 62% of the total, involving an estimated 7,000 fatalities and 1.8 million
injuries occurring annually.11 NHTSA’s estimates of the monetized benefits to society of a V2V
rule were at least several hundred billion dollars a year.12
The safety potential of V2X communications comes both by addressing crashes that
cannot be mitigated by current in-vehicle camera and sensor-based technologies, as well as by
augmenting sensor-based systems as an additional part of sensor fusion. Overall, because these
systems involve the use of radio signals and can transmit safety-related data without a direct line
8
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of sight, they have significant potential to improve traffic safety in a manner complementary to
other crash avoidance technologies, including by giving drivers and vehicle software an early
warning of yet-unseen crash hazards posed by other vehicles, weather, or road conditions. By
adding to their sensor fusion systems, V2X technology can also help enhance the safety and
effectiveness of self-driving cars.13
Accordingly, CR has strongly supported the establishment of mandatory safety standards
governing the use of wireless communications for crash prevention purposes, provided that they
reasonably account for potential future developments and that manufacturers and suppliers meet
baseline, enforceable standards to protect consumer privacy and data security.14 CR has
supported research initiatives by NHTSA around V2V communications, and commented in
support of the agency’s 2017 notice of proposed rulemaking,15 which would have required all
new light vehicles to be capable of sending and receiving V2V communications using a
standardized message and format for V2V transmissions.16 This proposal envisioned Dedicated
Short-Range Communications (DSRC) technology and DSRC-based systems as the primary
means of V2V communications. DSRC is a two-way wireless technology characterized by shortto-medium range (up to 300 meters), low latency, and high reliability.17
13
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Since then, the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) has not finalized either a new
federal motor vehicle safety standard to require V2V communications capabilities on new cars or
a rule governing V2X deployment, contributing to delays. In February 2019, CR called on DOT
to build on its past work by setting relevant performance standards and test methods within 18
months, and require V2X technology to be standard on all new vehicles no later than 2025.
Although time has passed since this recommendation, CR still urges federal agencies to work
together to ensure, within five years, that all new cars and trucks can securely and effectively
communicate with one another and critical roadway infrastructure for safety purposes.
Instead of moving forward expeditiously on V2V and V2X rules, DOT has sought
additional stakeholder comment about connected vehicle systems;18 pushed for the full 5.9 GHz
band to remain for transportation safety and ITS use;19 and fostered discussion about the
potential future transportation safety benefits of Cellular-V2X (C-V2X) and 5G-based
technologies, in addition to those based on DSRC. While its viability for safety applications is
currently unclear, C-V2X is a communications technology that utilizes the Long Term Evolution
(LTE) standard developed by the 3rd Generation Partnership Project (3GPP) and allows both
direct V2V communication and communication between vehicles and traditional cellular
network-based devices.20
Most recently, DOT has said that NHTSA will consider including V2X communications
technologies in a forthcoming upgrade to its New Car Assessment Program,21 the program
through which NHTSA communicates vehicles’ five-star safety ratings and related consumer
information to the public. The Department also announced a pilot program to roll out V2X
capability supporting emergency response vehicles and its intention to procure V2X
communications devices for testing within the 5.9 GHz band.22
18
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The NPRM we are asked to comment upon today lays out a new allocation of the
spectrum in the 5.9 GHz band (5.850-5.925 GHz band) currently set aside for Intelligent
Transportation System (ITS) operations: 45 MHz for unlicensed applications that could include
WiFi services, and the remaining 30 MHz reserved for ITS split between C-V2X (20 MHz) and
DSRC (10 MHz). Consumer Reports is in a unique position to weigh the pros and cons of this
proposal, given our long history of improving auto safety through technological advances, and
our support for better, faster, and more affordable broadband internet access that can be achieved
with more unlicensed spectrum dedicated to WiFi.
By carving up this spectrum band, the NPRM implies that we can have our cake and eat
it, too, but does not provide clear and convincing data indicating that its proposal will protect the
ability to use V2X technology to save lives. The Commission asks many critical and appropriate
questions in its proposed rulemaking that require sober answers based upon evidence. And time
will be required to assess what is possible and not possible with this 75 MHz of valuable
spectrum. Expanding consumer access to the internet through access to affordable WiFi is
important, but that goal must come after auto safety needs are appropriately addressed.
Specifically, the proposal does not answer the most critical question—will the significant
reduction of spectrum assigned to ITS be enough to deliver the life-saving technologies this band
was reserved for in 1999? Indeed, the NPRM begins with a general call for comment on its
overall 45/30 megahertz split.23 We are skeptical and urge the Commission to assure us,
consumers, and other auto safety stakeholders that its proposal will not severely limit the
transportation safety benefits of V2X communications if enshrined as a rule.

II.

Political Decisions Stunted the Growth of the 5.9 GHz Band for Auto Safety

Claiming the lack of widespread use of this spectrum as a rationale to divvy up this band
is not a convincing argument when considering the history of missed opportunities. The NPRM
cites the 5.9 GHz as “fallow” and “underused for ITS services” when justifying its plan to
reassign 45 MHz of this band for unlicensed uses.24 This assertion suggests that the auto industry
is somehow solely to blame for not better deploying DSRC as was the hope when this spectrum
was originally allocated for ITS in 1999. However, much of the blame falls squarely upon
policymakers who failed to break down barriers to the deployment of V2X technologies that
would have better realized the benefits of ITS safety applications.
23
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The benefits of V2X technology depend on its widespread use, so individual car
companies do not have strong incentives to equip their vehicles with needed systems unless other
companies are doing the same. This network effect barrier and the technology’s life-saving
potential are among the key reasons Consumer Reports supported (and continues to support) a
NHTSA regulation proposed in 2017 that would mandate DSRC transmitters for V2V be
installed in all new vehicles.25 The current leadership at DOT has yet to act upon the proposal,
and absent a mandate, automakers have retreated from their plans to install DSRC in their
vehicle fleets. Nonetheless, the spectrum needed for V2X should not be put at risk because of a
political decision that failed to prioritize consumer safety.
The FCC also bears some responsibility for chilling investment in and discouraging the
deployment of DSRC, including a temporary freeze on “the acceptance and processing of new and
expanded use applications related to part 90 services operating in certain portions (specifically,
5850-5895 MHz and 5905-5925 MHz) of the 5850-5925 MHz spectrum band (5.9 GHz band), and
on the processing of applications to renew part 90 licenses in the 5.9 GHz band” in the wake of
this proceeding being approved at the Commission’s December Open Meeting last year, among
other things.26 According to DOT, 498 pending ITS licenses were pending at the time of the FCC’s
freeze.27
Interestingly, the NPRM asks “whether there are actions that we should take, or
requirements that we should adopt, to promote rapid and effective deployment of ITS (e.g.,
establishing appropriate benchmarks for infrastructure deployment or in-vehicle equipment
installation).”28 Subject to the limits of the FCC’s authority to do so, this question speaks to what
role the federal government should and must play to help promote the deployment of ITS
moving forward. If the FCC can take actions—ideally coordinated with DOT—to speed adoption
of ITS safety applications within the 5.9 GHz band, CR would support them and is available to
assist in those efforts.
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Moreover, despite DOT’s lack of action, V2X continues to be promoted and supported in
the 5.9 GHz band. For example, earlier this year DOT Secretary Elaine Chao announced the
creation of a new program funded up to $38 billion to assist first responders equip their vehicles
and infrastructure with V2X technology using the 5.9 GHz band.29 In response to the NPRM’s
request for “up-to-date information on actual DSRC operations under existing licenses, as well as
the various uses of ITS that have been implemented through DSRC technology in this band,” we
note that according to DOT, there are 57 operational V2X communications deployments in the
U.S. using the 5.9 GHz band, including more than 6,000 roadside units, in addition to thousands
of vehicles on the road with V2X devices.30
Finally, because final DOT rules for V2V and V2X have been delayed and on hold, CR is
actively engaging with automakers to accelerate their implementation of this life-saving
technology. This effort is focused on encouraging automakers to equip all their new vehicles
with V2X capabilities as soon as possible. An assurance of dedicated and adequate spectrum is
fundamental to begin the widespread installation of V2X communications technology in new
vehicles.

III.

Unlicensed Spectrum for Expanded WiFi

Access to the internet at a reasonable cost is squarely in the consumer interest and is only
becoming more so as connectivity becomes integral to participating in our economy. As the
NPRM points out, the need for more unlicensed spectrum to fuel the growing demand for WiFi
is real and the next generation of technological advances will require more bandwidth.31 The role
of WiFi delivered via equipment like home routers is a key part of expanding internet access and
improving its reach and performance.32 Allocating more unlicensed spectrum to fuel more and
better WiFi will help expand broadband internet access, which empowers consumers to better
participate not only in the world around them, but also the economy as a whole. Many work,
healthcare, and educational opportunities are being delivered to consumers online and it is a
robust broadband connection that makes it possible.33
29
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Our long support for both auto safety and increased broadband internet access is why CR
has a special voice regarding the issues discussed in the NPRM. When faced with weighing these
competing interests, CR prioritizes policies to eliminate the unnecessary loss of life that can be
achieved, in part, through V2X technology using the spectrum in the 5.9 GHz band for the many
reasons outlined above. Therefore, notwithstanding the tangible benefits of expanded WiFi, and
in light of more than 100 Americans dying in traffic crashes each day and the availability of
other spectrum options, CR supports efforts—either within this rulemaking process or
elsewhere—to ensure that adequate spectrum remains allocated to ITS applications that will
improve auto safety and reduce traffic fatalities.
Importantly, the FCC is considering, but has yet to act on/finalize, other proposals that
could free up large amounts of unlicensed spectrum in other bands that dwarf the 45 MHz that is
proposed to be allocated in this proceeding. The ongoing 6 GHz proceeding could potentially
unlock the entire 1200 MHz of the 6 GHz band for unlicensed uses, including WiFi. The 45
MHz the Commission is proposing to take from the 5.9 GHz band seems but a drop in the bucket
compared to what might be available in the adjacent band.34 Perhaps not all spectrum is created
equal, but given the potential abundance of resources for WiFi elsewhere, it gives us pause for
why the FCC seems so intent upon reassigning more than half of the lower band of the 5.9 GHz
in this proceeding for unlicensed operations.

IV.

Conclusion: The Path Forward

Until the FCC, jointly with the DOT, can demonstrate that its current proposal, or an
alternative approach, is sufficient to ensure secure and effective application of V2X for safety
purposes, including a transition period where multiple technologies (C-V2X and DSRC) may be
competing in the market, the Commission should not release spectrum dedicated to traffic safety
purposes and should instead focus on other opportunities it has put forth that can expand internet
access at a reasonable cost for consumers. V2X applications can work effectively to save lives
but will need adequate spectrum resources to do so.
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The NPRM acknowledges the FCC is seeking to “evaluate the benefits and costs of our
proposed approach as well as alternatives, and request comment on how to best calculate these
benefits and costs.”35 Paragraph 63 continues:
Designating the 5.850-5.895 GHz band for unlicensed operations is likely to
generate quantifiable benefits for consumers, stakeholders, and the American
economy. Similarly, we believe removing uncertainty pertaining to the future of
ITS services in the band, including the type(s) of technologies that are authorized,
would promote more rapid and effective deployment of these services in the band.
At the same time, we recognize that reducing the spectrum available for ITS,
depending on the approach taken, potentially could lead to social costs if
deployments of ITS would ever occur at wide-scale. We seek comment on how
to best calculate these benefits and costs.36
In many ways, this excerpt summarizes the fundamental challenges that must be
addressed before the Commission can move forward with any final rule—if it chooses to do so at
all. We strongly encourage the FCC to work with the DOT and other third-party stakeholders to
accurately assess the costs and benefits of the current proposal. Though CR is not positioned to
definitively measure the costs and benefits in this comment, we cannot underscore enough that
the FCC must be absolutely sure that widespread, effective ITS safety applications will be able to
operate in anything less than 75 MHz before reducing the current allocation. We look forward to
reviewing the record regarding this particular matter before reply comments are due to determine
the feasibility of the Commission’s approach.
Safety must come first and we urge the FCC not to move forward with this proceeding
unless and until it can, jointly with the DOT, demonstrate that its current proposal is sufficient to
ensure the secure and effective application of V2X for safety purposes.

35
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