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Overview

• History of “Allocations” 
➢ 100+ Years of Frequency Allocations

➢ Key Milestones over the Decades

• The Tables Today

• Research Questions
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Early Spectrum Allocations

1900s – 1940s

1900s
1906 Berlin Radio 
Telegraphy 
Convention and 
Regulations 
- Universal Distress 
Frequency @ 500 KHz

- Protections for 480-510 
KHz maritime 
radiotelegraphy

1910s 1920s 1930s 1940s
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US Senate Ratifies 
1906 Convention (Apr. 
3, 1912)

Titanic (Apr. 15, 1912)

1912 London 
Radiotelegraphic 
Convention (June/July 
1912)

1912 Radio Act (Aug. 
13, 1912)

- “Wavelength” Limits 
(e.g. Amateurs 1.5-3 
MHz only)

World War I (1914-
1918)

Paris Peace 
Conference (1920)

Washington Technical 
Negotiations (1921)

Hoover National 
Radio Conferences 
(1922-1925)

- IRAC Established 
(gov’t allocations)

- 1st U.S. “Table”

1927 Radio Act

- Sec. 4

1927 Washington Int’l 
Radio Conference

- 1st Int’l Table only a 
“guide”

Communications Act 
of 1934 (FCC)

- Sec. 303

Madrid (1932) and 
Cairo (1937) Int’l 
Radio Conferences

- Assignments must 
conform to table

- BUT, countries can 
make ANY 
assignment if no IX

- IRAC/FCC MOU

- FCC Board of War 
Communications (IRAC 
reports to Board)

World War II (1941-1945)

- Telecom Coordinating 
Committee under State 
Dept.

- FCC Docket 6651

1947 Atlantic City Int’l Radio 
Conference

- Table expanded to 10.5 
GHz
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Table Expansions

Int’l Conference Allocation Table Limits

Year Location Lower Upper

1927 Washington 10 KHz 23 MHz*

1932 Madrid 10 KHz 28 MHz**

1938 Cairo 10 KHz 200 MHz

1947 Atlantic City 10 KHz 10.5 GHz

1959 Geneva 10 KHz 40 GHz

1971 Geneva (Space) 10 KHz 275 GHz

1979 Geneva 9 KHz 275 GHz

2012 Geneva 8.3 KHz*** 275 GHz

“Usable Frequencies”

* 1927: 23-28 MHz and 30-56 MHz “not reserved”. 28-30 MHz and 56-60 MHz allocated to “Amateurs and experiments”

** 1932: 30-56 MHz “not reserved”. 28-30 MHz and 56-60 MHz allocated to “Amateurs and experiments”

*** 2012: to accommodate passive lightning detection below 9 KHz (METEOROLOGICAL AIDS)



• 1920s: First U.S. and International “Tables” and “service” definitions including 
Broadcasting; exclusive and shared allocations; 1927 Radio Act (FRC)

• 1930s: Finding airwaves for TV and Aviation; Comm Act of 1934

• 1940s: Post-War “Planning” tool; ITU expansion

• 1950s: White House Studies; Geneva 1959: 1st radio astronomy allocation (1400-1427 
MHz), PRIMARY/secondary allocations; Long-Term Planning

• 1960s: Satellite era begins; passive and space research services

• 1970s: Space WARC and refined Satellite Allocations; land-mobile and cellular 
telephone services; WARC-79: formal definitions of “allocation”, “allotment”, and 
“assignment”

• 1980s: US WARC-79 implementation; regional planning conferences; orbital slot 
access; GMDSS development; FCC Part 15 Spread Spectrum Rules

• 1990s: “Flexible” Allocations: NTIA Report (1991), ITU Voluntary Group of Experts 
recommendations (1994), US, NZ and Australia Auctions, Comm Act Sec. 303(y) 
(1997); ITU Reform, Multiple WRCs; Non-GSO/LEOs; DTV
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(Some) Key Milestones
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The Tables Today



• International (Regions), United States (Federal and Non-

Federal)

• Rows, Columns, PRIMARY & secondary Services, Footnotes

• International Designations/Identifications/Applications (ISM 

equipment, IMT, RLAN, HAPS, HIBS, ESIMs) 

• Exceptions (International): sovereignty, Art. 4.4 (NIB), Art. 48 

(Nat’l Defense)

• Inclusion vs. Exclusion (geopolitical industrial policy)

• Enduring tool despite repeated criticisms; WRC-27 in China!
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The Tables Today



• What problems were early and subsequent allocation tables designed to 
solve?

• What is legal status under international and domestic law?

➢ How did “exceptions” evolve and affect tables’ utility?

• How has allocation framework evolved/survived (and what does that 
mean for modern policy reform debates)?

• Potential case studies (not broadcasting and not all of these)

➢ Radio Astronomy and Passive Services

➢ Access to Outer Space Resources

➢ Military Facilities (in light of Art. 48)

➢ Flexible Use

➢ Low Power Devices (not allocated)
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Research Questions



Questions
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Thank You!

History of “Harmful Interference” presentation @ 5:00

TPRC working paper coming in August/September

Please reach out 
peter.tenhula@colorado.edu

mailto:peter.tenhula@colorado.edu
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