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What is the FCC CBRS PAL Auction 105? 
On February 28, 2020, the FCC issued a Public Notice establishing the competitive bidding 
procedures for Priority Access Licenses in the 3.5 GHz band, citing the value of the band for 
increased investment and deployment in mid-band spectrum for 5G. Most of the auction 
procedures will look very similar to those the FCC has used in the past. 

What kind of auction proceeds are expected? Is there anything based on prior auctions 
or other clues? 
Industry analysts are predicting that auction proceeds could be ~$4.4B in total at $0.20 per 
MHz-POP. 

What are some key differences of the PAL auction versus traditional licensed 
frequency auctions in the past? 
By design, the FCC structured the auction so that it would be similar to previous auctions, 
using an ascending clock auction format, and applying common forms, deadlines and 
payments for the application and bidding process. Due to the nature of the CBRS band, 
however, there are some differences to this auction:   

• The auction covers a total of 22,631 PALs nationwide—the largest number of spectrum 
licenses ever made available for bidding in a single auction.  

• An individual PAL will not be identified by specific spectrum blocks. PAL license 
holders will not be assigned channels as in a normal auction, rather licensees will be 
dynamically assigned a specific channel by a frequency coordinator – the Spectrum 
Access System 
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• The rules allow bidders to bid for no more than four generic blocks of spectrum per 
county. The spectrum aggregation limit of 40 megahertz will ensure the availability of 
PALs for at least two users in the counties where there is the greatest likelihood of 
high demand for such spectrum.  

• For the first time in an FCC spectrum auction, it incorporates an activity upper limit to 
mitigate the possibility of a bidder losing bidding eligibility. 

• The auction applies bidding credit caps of $25 million for small businesses and $10 
million for rural service providers, as well as a $10 million cap on the overall amount of 
bidding credits that a small business bidder may apply to winning licenses in smaller 
markets. 

What are the general mechanics of the auction process and an estimated timeline of 
when the auction will be completed? 
Under the clock auction format, the auction will proceed in a series of rounds, with bidding 
being conducted simultaneously for all spectrum blocks in all counties available in the 
auction.  During each bidding round, the bidding system will announce a per-block clock 
price in each county. The bidding rounds will continue until, for all counties, the total 
number of blocks that bidders demand does not exceed the supply of available blocks.  At 
that point, those bidders indicating demand for a block at the final price will be deemed 
winning bidders. The auction is currently scheduled to start on July 23, 2020. Our best guess 
is that the auction will take roughly two months to successfully complete all rounds of 
bidding. 

How does one qualify to be in the auction? 
Applications for participation in the auction were due to be filed with the FCC by May 7, 
2020. The FCC has now reviewed each application to ensure compliance with their 
requirements. 

When will the FCC tell us who is qualified to bid? 
On July 1, 2020, the FCC issued Public Notice DA 20-695 listing the 271 applicants who 
qualified to bid in Auction 105. 
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Who is bidding? 
The qualified bidders include all the largest nationwide Mobile Network and Cable 
Operators, along with many regional providers. Just over 70% of the bidders are Wireless 
Internet Service Providers, including some who operate in the band under Part 90 rules 
today and need to migrate to Part 96 in the fall. The bidders also include some energy and 
utility companies, educational and healthcare institutions and manufacturers who can take 
advantage of shared spectrum at a relatively low cost, many for the first time. 

When will we find out who the winners are? 
Live bidding is scheduled to start on July 23, 2020 and will continue in successive bidding 
rounds until no new bids are placed on any of the 22,631 PALs that will be available for 
purchase. After each round of live bidding concludes, the FCC will make public the 
aggregate demand for licenses, the prices at the end of the last completed round, and the 
prices for the next round for each county. This process is likely to take two to three months.  

What is the geographic license size for a PAL? 
Per the final licensing rules that the FCC adopted in October 2018, the geographic license 
size is county-based – for example Cook County in Chicago and Kings County in New York. 
The auction will offer up to seven PALs in each county-based license area, for a total of 
22,631 PALs nationwide – the largest number of spectrum licenses ever made available for 
bidding in a single auction. 

Are there caps on the amount of spectrum any one bidder can acquire? 
The auction permits bidding on a county-by-county basis and allows any one bidder to bid 
for no more than four generic blocks (40 MHz) of spectrum per county. Each PAL will 
consist of a 10-megahertz unpaired channel in the 3.55-3.65 GHz band, dynamically assigned 
by the Spectrum Access System (not static). The spectrum aggregation limit of 40 
megahertz is designed to ensure the availability of PALs for at least two PAL users in the 
counties where there is the greatest likelihood of high demand for CBRS spectrum. This 
aggregation limit will also apply to spectrum acquired through the secondary market (such 
as leasing). 
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Are there any limitations in terms of the number of counties to be aggregated and 
locations of these? 
The rules set no limitations in terms of the number of contiguous counties a bidder can 
aggregate. 

What is the duration of the PAL license? 
These are 10-year renewable licenses, extended from the original 3-year plan with the 
thinking the businesses needed some assurance of long-term stability in the license in order 
to cement a purchase decision. According to Commissioner O’Rielly, “licensees needed the 
assurance that if they build, follow the rules, and put their spectrum into use to serve the 
American people, then they will not be at risk of losing their licenses in the future.” 

What is the timeline for buildout requirements? 
The FCC’s rules require Priority Access Licensees to demonstrate substantial service before 
the end of their initial 10-year license term. A unique feature of the FCC’s rules for Priority 
Access Licenses is that the spectrum is not reserved for the licensee’s exclusive use. Rather, 
in accordance with the FCC Part 96 Rules that established CBRS spectrum sharing, any 
frequencies designated for Priority Access that are not in use by a Priority Access Licensee 
may be utilized by General Authorized Access Users. It is expected that a secondary market 
for PAL licenses will develop as PAL winners build out their networks and find areas of 
excess capacity. The rules allow the license holder to lease this excess capacity to other 
users, and the SAS manages the process. 

Is this auction the only chance to get PAL spectrum? 
At this time, yes, this the only announced plan for auctioning PAL licenses. However, one 
could acquire PAL spectrum through the secondary market mentioned above. 

There was a delay between GAA authorization and when equipment was getting 
installed.  Do you see the same thing with PAL?  
Since the start of commercial GAA deployments in September 2019, we have seen a rapid 
increase in the growth rate of deployments. After full certification was announced in 
January 2020, the growth curve became a hockey stick. PAL bidders are either already 
deploying CBRS equipment using GAA, or they have fully tested the gear in their labs and 
field trials and have deployment plans in place for PAL. The day the FCC issues the PAL 
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licenses, the data will be plugged into the Spectrum Access System in order to manage the 
spectrum according to the three-tiered CBRS rules. For these reasons we don’t expect to 
see a delay between PAL auction completion and start of deployment. 

What percentage of usage in PAL do you expect to be outdoor versus indoor? 
This would really be pure speculation on our part at this early stage. However, it is 
reasonable to expect that the places that PALs will be needed most are outdoor 
environments, since a building owner/enterprise customer can generally control their 
indoor environments with low power Category A CBSDs and GAA spectrum. 

Explain the differences between GAA and PAL 
The only difference between GAA and PAL is their priority in the FCC’s sharing scheme, and 
their channel assignment in the 3550-3700 MHz allocation. This goes back to the three-
tiered spectrum access framework that is administered and enforced by a Spectrum Access 
System (SAS). Through the combined action of the SAS and the Environmental Sensing 
Capability (ESC) our Spectrum Controller first and foremost protects Federal Incumbents by 
detecting when naval radar is approaching any US Coastal area and needs spectrum. Our 
Spectrum Controller also protects other top tier Incumbents, namely FSS earth stations and 
Grandfathered Broadband Wireless Licensees, in their licensed locations.  The SAS looks at 
the entire 150 MHz of spectrum to determine what channels are in use by Incumbents and 
relocates a PAL or GAA user to another channel only if needed.  

Secondary priority is given to commercial users who have purchased county-wide PALs 
where those licensees have put the spectrum to use in their PAL Protection Areas, and 
spectrum is allocated to PAL users across the 100 MHz of spectrum from 3550 to 3560 
designated for PAL use. After the auction is complete, our Spectrum Controller will have 
this information in our database and will use that information to assign spectrum for the 
lowest tier of use, also called General Authorized Access. Per FCC specifications, 80 MHz of 
spectrum will routinely be available for GAA use, and sometimes as much as the full 150 
MHz will be available if none of the Tier 1 or 2 users need the spectrum in a given location.  
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In the scenario where the Navy comes to shore, will the PAL channels ever get 
reduced, or does only GAA get impacted? 
As described above, the SAS may assign either a PAL channel or a GAA channel to the top-
tier Incumbent. This is not a channel “reduction”, this is a channel re-assignment. 

Is Federated Wireless involved in the PAL Auction? 
We are not bidding for PAL licenses. Our business model is to manage shared spectrum, not 
to own spectrum. We are involved in two key ways, however. First, we have developed a 
Spectrum Evaluation Tool that allows our customers to analyze spectrum use on a county 
by county basis in order to make informed decisions about which counties to bid on for 
PALs. Several of our customers have been using our tool in order to sharpen their 
knowledge in preparation for the auction. Secondly, we will take a strong role in the 
secondary market that is expected to develop once the auction is complete. Our Spectrum 
Controller will allow this market to flourish because it will track and manage PAL ownership 
along with all leaser data. 
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About Federated Wireless 
Founded in 2012, Federated Wireless has long led the industry in the development of CBRS 
shared spectrum. The company’s partner ecosystem includes more than 40 device 
manufacturers and edge partners, all of which are dedicated to collaboration in order to 
advance the development and proliferation of CBRS services. Federated Wireless’ customer 
base includes companies spanning the telecommunications, energy, hospitality, education, 
retail, office space, municipal and residential verticals, with use cases ranging from network 
densification and mobile offload to Private LTE and Industrial IoT.  
www.federatedwireless.com 

 

 


