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Introduction

On September 8th, 2008, our analog television signals were turned off in Wilmington, NC, but satellite and cable service was not affected.  Over the air viewers must now receive DTV (Digital Television) signals to receive all the Wilmington stations.  The good news is there are many options available to you and DTV television should provide you with more channels and a cleaner sharper picture with your analog TV, and an outstanding high quality picture if you choose to purchase an HDTV (High Definition Television).  The prices on new HD TVs have come down to the point where they are no higher then the comparable size analog TVs you purchased 5 or more years ago. 

The difference between analog or NTSC, DTV, and HDTV broadcasts
Analog television (NTSC) transmits a signal that electronically replicates the image and sound with modulation that varies in frequency and signal level.  DTV (digital television) transmits signals that replicate image and sound with data, just like computers.  HD (high definition) is a very high quality DTV transmission which has much more detail (sharpness) and 5.1 audio channels.  The amount of bandwidth or frequency spectrum (in laymen’s terms, the size of the pipe) needed to broadcast 1 analog TV signal can broadcast up to 5 comparable DTV signals or one very high quality HD signal or a combination of both. 

DTV is not necessarily HD and depends on the program creator and the television station having the needed equipment to actually create and broadcast the HD feed.  HD is always in 16x9 format (wide screen).  SD is almost always in a 4x3 format (old narrower screen shape you are accustomed to seeing).

The older analog signal will degrade gradually as the signal gets weaker.  The weaker the signal, the noisier and softer the picture becomes and the more it is affected by interference and noise.  Even though the signal may be weak, you can still receive the picture/sound and if you adjust the antenna, it gets clearer or fuzzier.

Because DTV (and HD) signals are broadcast with data like computers, bad data results in no picture or sound.  The picture is perfect or nothing at all, there is little in-between, and this is known as the cliff effect.  This has enormous consequences when tuning in a station.  You cannot optimize your antenna by looking at the picture because there won’t be any picture until you have a good signal.  We will talk in detail about this in section titled: Setting up your HDTV or converter box.

A guide to DTV (HD) viewing in Wilmington, North Carolina - continued
Cable and Satellite Viewers

If you subscribe to Cable or Satellite service, there is nothing you need to do.  These services continue to operate as they always have.  However, if you are interested in HD television viewing, it is very important that you check carefully on the availability of HD programming.  Available HD channels vary greatly between the service providers and local HD channels are not available on DirecTV in the Wilmington area at this time so you will still need an outside antenna if you wish to receive HD programming from WECT NBC, WSFX FOX, WWAY ABC, or WUNJ PBS.  Dish Network is carrying our HD signal and DirecTV has a down converted signal available in analog 4x3.
DTV (HD) channel designation

As I mentioned earlier, all Wilmington, NC DTV (HD) channels are in the UHF (Ultra High Frequency) band, but something happens when you select a DTV (HD) channel that may not be obvious.  Because our DTV (HD) signal is digital, we can tell the TV or converter box to display a different channel number then the actual frequency channel.  For example, WECT broadcasts on UHF frequency channel 44, but we tell your TV and converter box to display 6.1 so it is easy to associate our digital channel to our old analog channel.  We also broadcast a 24 hour weather channel called NBC Weather Plus with regular local weather reports with channel number 6.2.  When we add another channel, it will have channel number 6.3.  You must first receive a good signal from the station before the digital channel number will appear on the receiver.  Most remotes have a key with a dash mark.  Use dash for the dot to select 6.1, for example, by pressing 6-1 and enter.

Major Analog and DTV (digital television) channels in Wilmington, NC

Call letters
Affiliation
analog channel#
DTV Main

Actual DTV UHF



(Network)



Channel #

       Channel 


WECT

NBC


6


6.1


44


WSFX

FOX


26


26.1


30

WWAY
ABC


3


3.1


46

WUNJ

PBS


39


39.1


29

WILM

CBS


10


10.1


40

HD Televisions

Most HD televisions sold today have built-in HD tuners, if it does not; you must purchase an external HD tuner with component or HDMI outputs.  To connect your HD television you must also purchase the special component or HDMI cables used to move high quality television signals from one device to another.  You can also use a converter box for standard definition television viewing.
A guide to DTV (HD) viewing in Wilmington, North Carolina - continued
You will hear much about resolution, 720p, 1080i, 1080p but all of them produce great television pictures.  You will also hear about progressive (picture scan lines are written on the screen from top to bottom) or interlace (half the picture scan lines are written on the screen and then the other half alternating).  In general, the higher the resolution, the more expensive the set will be and the sharper the images will be.  The larger the screen size, the more expensive it will be and the more you will benefit from higher resolution.  Projection TVs (DLP) will generally be less expensive then flat screen models but require bulb replacements every few years negating the cost benefit over time.  1080p (the very highest quality signal) is not broadcast over the air, however, HD DVD players and many gaming boxes use 1080p for maximum quality.

In general, view the various models at your local electronics store and use your own eyes to evaluate and choose the set and price that works best for you.  Be sure to learn from the sales person what the store is using for a signal because if they are showing a lower quality signal the higher quality sets will not be able to show the highest quality they can provide.  A 1080p program played on an HD DVD player is the very best source but many stores will be using satellite service which generally has reduced quality signals so they can provide more channels.  If you would like to know what the experts and users have to say, go to the internet and use a search engine like Google or Yahoo.  Enter the company name and model number followed by “reviews” into the search box and you will get many valuable opinions and ratings.

Older Analog Televisions

Older analog televisions cannot receive DTV signals by themselves, although some recent units have DTV tuners built in.  They do not provide full HD viewing, but do provide good standard definition pictures in 4x3 format (the old standard).  All analog TVs can receive DTV signals with an external converter box.  Prices generally range from about $40 to $100 depending on features.  Many qualify for the government’s coupon program providing a $40 discount.  If you have the internet, here is a link on WECT’s web site which will provide you with all the information you need for the program: http://wect.com/Global/story.asp?S=6534288&nav=menu157_1 
You can also go to the FCC’s web site: http://www.dtv.gov/wilmington/index.html or if you do not have access to the internet, you can call toll free at 1-888-388-2009.

Antennas

Success in receiving over-the-air signals is very dependent on your location and the antenna you use.  If your home has a metal roof, siding, or brick you may experience much weaker television signals in your home unless the antenna can be placed near an outside wall or window facing the stations transmitting tower or outside.  In general, the farther away you are from the television station’s broadcasting antenna, the higher gain, larger, and more expensive antenna you will need.  The higher the gain, the more directional the antenna will be and the more critical aiming it at the television station’s tower becomes.  All DTV (HD) television broadcasts in the Wilmington, NC area are UHF (ultra high frequency) so you should not expect good reception with rabbit ears or your old attic/rooftop antenna if it is designed only for the old VHF (very high frequency) analog stations and the antenna may also be pointing in the wrong direction at the old analog tower sites.  A good feature of UHF antennas is they are smaller then VHF antennas.  UHF is also more immune to electrical interference. This is an advantage near the coast due to our salt spray and resulting electrical arcing of power line insulators.  In addition, DTV broadcast, because it is data, will never show interference on the screen or in the audio.  If interference should exist, and it is severe enough, there will be no picture or sound.
A guide to DTV (HD) viewing in Wilmington, North Carolina - continued
DTV (HD) Transmitter locations

All the major Wilmington DTV transmitters are located on towers near two towns, Delco and Winnabow (see map below).   As a very general guideline, dependent on many variables, you should be able to receive the local DTV signals within 20 miles of these transmitter sites with good UHF indoor antennas.  The farther you go outside this circle, the more probable it becomes that you will need a higher gain attic or roof top antenna but don’t hesitate to experiment, you may be pleasantly surprised.  Also, the farther you are from the tower, and the more tall structures and trees there are in your area, the higher the antenna should be.  Another general rule is; the higher the antenna gain, the more directional it will be, indoor or outdoor.  Pointing the antenna towards the towers is very important.  If you are near the towers or between them, a simpler, lower gain antenna, will likely work better than a more expensive high gain unit.
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Delco – transmitter location for WILM, WUNJ
Winnabow – transmitter location for WECT, WSFX, WWAY
A guide to DTV (HD) viewing in Wilmington, North Carolina - continued
Setting up your HDTV or converter box

For digital television sets (DTV), you will need to connect the antenna to the input terminals.  If you are using a converter box, you will connect the audio/video cables from the box to the TV receiver connectors.  If your analog set does not have audio/video inputs, you will need to connect the converter box RF output to the TV receiver antenna input and set the channel to 3 or 4 depending upon the output channel of the converter box.  Connecting audio/video is preferred and will provide slightly better pictures.

Once your antenna is connected, be sure to plug in the power if it is an amplified unit.  Also turn it on if there is an on/off switch.  Amplified antennas will not work without power.  Note: if the antenna is a UHF/VHF unit, you do not need to extend the rabbit ears for DTV because they are used for VHF channels and all the DTV stations in Wilmington are UHF.  Next, point the antenna in the general direction of the tower sites (see page 4).  Turn on your digital television, or older analog TV and converter box.  With the digital television or converter box remote control, select auto setup (see device instructions as needed).  The digital television or converter box will seek out each station with a good signal and map them with the DTV channel number.  Once the auto programming is complete, you will be ready to watch your favorite programs.

What if some DTV channels are missing?

I know from viewer calls that often some stations do not come in on the first attempt.  This means that your antenna needs to be tuned or you may need a better antenna.  Refer to your sets operating instructions for specifics but here are two general methods you can use:

Setting up your antenna - Method 1
With the digital television or converter box remote, enter one of the over-the-air DTV channels you are successfully receiving.  Now go to the menu and under setup, turn on the signal strength indicator.  Some of the better converter boxes have a button labeled signal which you can press without using the menu.  The display should show a bar representing signal strength from poor to good or weak to strong.  Start rotating the antenna to increase the signal strength.  You should also try changing the position and location to find the “sweet spot”.  It may be higher, lower, or several feet one way or another.  Once you achieve the strongest picture possible, go back and select auto setup.  The digital television or converter box should now find all the stations and map them to the channel number associated with the old analog station.  If you are using an attic or roof top antenna, someone will have to observe the signal strength and shout to the person turning the antenna until you have the best signal.  If you still can’t receive all the local stations I have listed, try another station you can get and repeat this procedure.  If it still does not work for all stations, you will likely need a better antenna or a better location for the antenna.

A guide to DTV (HD) viewing in Wilmington, North Carolina - continued
Setting up your antenna - Method 2
With the digital television or converter box remote, enter the over-the-air DTV channel number I listed earlier in this article.  In the example of WECT-DT, enter channel 44.  Now go to the menu and under setup, turn on the signal strength indicator.  Some of the better converter boxes have a button labeled signal which you can press without using the menu.  The display should show a bar representing signal strength from poor to good or weak to strong and indicate the channel number, in our case, 44.  Now you start rotating the antenna to increase the signal strength.  If you cannot increase it enough, start changing the position and location to find the “sweet spot”.  It may be higher, lower, or several feet one way or another.  It may need to be placed near a window.  If you can’t quite get it, a better antenna may be needed.  If the signal is very weak, you will need to consider purchasing an outdoor or attic antenna.  In general, the weaker the signal, the better the antenna you will need to buy.  Once you achieve the strongest picture possible, go back and select auto setup.  The digital television or converter box should now find all the stations and map them to the channel number associated with the old analog station, in our case, 6.1.  If you are using an attic or roof top antenna, someone will have to observe the signal strength and shout to the person turning the antenna until you have the best signal.  

Something you should know about radio waves and indoor antennas
Your home is filled with radio waves of various frequencies for various services.  These very weak signals bounce and reflect off the metal surfaces in your home and neighborhood.  As these signals bounce around, they create hot spots and null spots which vary depending on frequency and physics.  The trick in successfully setting up an antenna is finding the sweat spot where the signals are strongest.  This may not be on top your television receiver and the sweat spots and null spots may be a little different for different channels.  If you are having trouble getting a good signal for all the stations, don’t hesitate to experiment by trying different locations.  Outdoor antennas work much better because they are outside your home and not affected by wiring and building construction materials.
WECT on 87.7 FM

Many FM radio listeners have asked about receiving WECT-TV audio on 87.7 FM. Unfortunately, 87.7 is no longer be available.  We have benefited by having our TV broadcasts on VHF channel 6 which is right next to the FM dial.  Most FM radios tune a little bit out of band and picked up our TV aural carrier.  Television broadcasters are not licensed to broadcast on FM. We just have been able to benefit from having our audio available on the FM band.  Our DTV (HD) digital broadcasts are in the UHF band so it is impossible for FM radios to tune or decode the audio.  This feature will be missed.  But we do have an agreement with a radio partner, Cumulus Broadcasting, station WGNI, at 102.7 on the FM dial.  Emergency News and Weather will be broadcast on their radio station so you can get the latest emergency information even if you are away from your TV.
I hope you find these instructions helpful and that it allows you to enjoy all your favorite programming on your new digital television or converter box with the best ever pictures and sound.  If you have the internet, or visit the library, you can find a great deal of information available and a good place to start is www.WECT.com .  Click on the “Big Switch” box located at the top right of the screen and you will find a great deal of information and important web site links to help you.  We will strive to bring you the best product possible and on August 31st, WECT and WSFX began broadcasting our local News in high definition for your enjoyment on HD televisions.
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