April 8, 2008

Dear Colleague:

Please join us in support of the Digital Television Transition Consumer Relief Act of 2008, H.R. 5635, which would temporarily waive the tariff assigned to digital television (DTV) set top converter boxes. The congressionally mandated transition to digital television, slated to take effect in February 2009, will require millions of households to purchase a converter box, but unforeseen import duties could make this transition costlier than anticipated. 

In accordance with the Digital Television and Public Safety Act of 2005 (DTV Act), full power broadcasters must switch off any analog signal by midnight on February 17, 2009 and transmit only digital signals over the air. Freeing up analog use of bandwidth will not only mean better pictures and sound for television viewers but, more importantly, greatly enhanced communications capacity for our nation’s first responders. 

Nearly 20 million U.S. households, however, do not subscribe to cable or satellite television service, and millions more have untethered TVs that only receive over-the-air signals. In order for these viewers to retain access to television signals after the transition, they must replace their older analog TV sets, subscribe to a paid service, or obtain a converter box at a price that is estimated to cost between $40 and $70. To help consumers purchase these converter boxes, the federal government will provide up to two $40 coupons to each household. 

Directly contrary to these efforts, converter boxes have now been classified by U.S. Customs and Border Protection as subject to import duties that can only increase the cost of these essential products.  Meanwhile, retailers and manufacturers are under intense pressure to educate households about these products, to invest in systems changes to administer the government coupon program, to label DTV transition-related products, and to keep converter box prices affordable for households. Our legislation would temporarily waive these duties during the digital transition.

I hope you will join us in support of H.R. 5635, the Digital Television Transition Consumer Relief Act of 2008. For questions or to sign on to the legislation, please contact Erik Olson in Rep. Kind’s office at 5-5506 or Kimberly Thompson Ellis in Rep. Brady’s office at 5-4901.
Sincerely,

Rep. Kevin Brady

