
The Development of Cable Television: The 1960’s and 1970’s  

World War II brought many new technologies and advances in communications,1 

including making higher spectrum frequency (above 890 MHz) available.  In 1945, the 

FCC revisited the spectrum allocation to incorporate all the new over-the-air 

communications devices, including the newly invented medium of broadcast television.2  

When the FCC met in 1945, there were only six television stations in the entire nation, 

and all were broadcasting in black and white.3  The FCC allocated more radio frequency 

spectrum for the frequency band which used with the television channels, Very High 

Frequency (VHF).4  Within three years of this allocation, 109 stations were operational or 

under construction.5  However, due to unexpected technological problems, such as signal 

bouncing, and the advent of color, in September of 1948, the FCC decided to freeze the 

number of new television stations until it could resolve these new technical issues. 6 The 

freeze remained in effect until 1952.7  Many communities who had expected local 

broadcast televisions had to go without.8  This fed the desire for cable television systems 

– or Community Antenna Television (CATV). 

Because equipment manufactures were looking for new ways to use the spectrum 

above 890, and because the public wanted television, a few entrepreneurial men began to 

pick up network television signals and relay the signals via cable to communities without 

any television.  In its inception, CATV created a way to feed clear television signals in to 

rural areas where reception was poor.9  CATV often required high towers to capture 

signals which were then sent by cable or microwave, for a fee, to the TV receivers of 

people in another town.10  This was especially popular in rural areas, which often were 

too far to receive a clear signal.  Even after the FCC lifted its ban on construction of new 



television stations in 1952, millions of Americans were still beyond the reach of 

broadcast television signals, helping CATV continue to grow.11  By 1955, there were 

about 400 CATV systems with a total of 150,000 subscribers.12  As more channels 

became available on the CATV systems, CATV entrepreneurs used these additional 

channels along with microwave relay systems to import broadcast signals from distant 

markets.13  Cable operators also saw an opportunity to acquire programming rights from 

movie studios or sports franchises, put these on a separate cable station and then charge 

customers a premium for access to these "pay TV" channels.14   

Although broadcasters raised concerns about CATV, the FCC initially declared 

that the FCC lacked jurisdiction to regulate this new distant signal technology.  In 1956, 

broadcasters petitioned the FCC to generate a policy regarding cable television. The FCC 

initially declined; it did not possess clear regulatory authority over CATV because the 

technology did not use the airwaves. Blocked by the FCC, the broadcasters began to 

lobby heavily for action in the Congress. They were able to persuade half a dozen 

members of Congress to introduce various versions of legislation to regulate cable and to 

limit its impact on broadcasting.15  Until 1962, the FCC had granted microwave licenses 

based on spectrum allocation, only denying a license if the signal would interfere with 

some other communications device.16  However, the FCC reconsidered and finally 

asserted jurisdiction over cable television in 1962,17 deciding it could deny a microwave 

license if the grant was likely to cause economic harm to a local broadcast station.18 

As CATV continued expanded at a rapid pace,19 including into markets which 

already had local stations, the networks became alarmed with the new technology, which 

created competition with the local stations from distant stations.20  The networks feared 



that with fewer people watching a station, advertising revenues would decrease.21  As 

FCC Commissioner Kenneth Cox noted in 1966, the FCC became concerned when, in the 

mid-1960’s, well-publicized plans for CATV to move into major markets emerged.22  In 

addition to lobbing the FCC, networks also filed lawsuits alleging that CATV was an 

illegal infringement on network and film company ownership of specific programs and 

broadcast materials.23   In early 1965, a group called the Association of Maximum 

Service Telecasters, comprised of about 150 big-market stations, formally asked the FCC 

to bar cable systems from carrying TV signals beyond the Grade B contour (or about 80 

miles from the station's signal source), to require that all cable systems carry all local TV 

stations and to ban cable companies from originating programming.24 

Under pressure from the networks25 and in order to promote ultra-high frequency 

(UHF) television,26 the FCC decided to regulate cable to protect the national system of 

broadcasting.  Beginning in April of 1965, the FCC took its fist official step toward 

regulating CATV by asserting jurisdiction over about 450 CATV systems nationwide 

which microwave radio links.27  The new FCC rules required microwave CATV systems, 

as opposed from wire-based cable systems, to carry the signals of all local television 

stations and to refrain from duplicating the programs of local commercial stations for 15 

days before and 15 days after the local broadcast.28  Less than a year later, in February of 

1966, with CATV continuing to become increasingly controversial, the FCC decided to 

exercise its authority over all 1,600 CATV systems nationwide, including those 

transmitting signals by wire.29    In 1966, the FCC also recommended that Congress 

amend the Federal Communications Act to give it that authority.30   Meanwhile, however, 



local governments began granting cable operators franchises to bring better service to 

their communities.31  

In 1968, the Supreme Court gave the FCC unlimited authority to regulate cable, 

ruling that the FCC’s authority over all interstate communication by wire or radio permits 

the regulation of CATV systems.32  The Court also held that the FCC reasonably found 

that the successful performance of its duty to assist the development of broadcasting 

demanded prompt and efficacious regulation of CATV.33  A few days after this decision, 

the Court also ruled that cable operators did not “perform” a company's copyrighted 

motion pictures when they received and transmitted broadcasts of the motion pictures to 

its customers; thus, cable operators did not infringe upon a company's copyright.34 

By 1968, there were about 2000 cable television stations operating in the 

country,35 carrying six to ten channels, and capable of carrying up to 21 channels.36  In 

December 1968, the FCC effectively froze the expansion of cable communications.37  

Specifically, the FCC froze all new applications for CATV systems in the nation’s top 

100 market areas by restricting the right of CATV systems in those metropolitan areas to 

retransmit programs broadcast by over-the-air television stations.38  CATV systems were 

allowed to carry distant signals within specified 35-mile zones in the largest 100 markets 

only if the system had express authorization of the originating station to retransmit the 

programs to such distant signals.39  Within a 35-mile zone of smaller markets, CATV 

systems could pick up programs without permission from three networks, one 

independent station and any educational stations.40   To go beyond these five stations, the 

CATV network would have to get retransmission rights from other stations.41  Outside 

the 35-mile zone of the station, CATV systems could carry as many distant signals as 



they chose, but had to use closer stations and could not “leap frog” to get more distant 

stations.42  At the same time, the FCC also proposed limits on ownership of CATV 

systems, based on the number of subscribers, the size of the communities and the regional 

concentration and other broadcast interest of the CATV operator.43   The decision was 6-

1, among the seven commissioners, with Commissioner Robert T. Bartley dissenting.44   

These regulations meant a freeze in the growth of the cable industry, upsetting 

many equipment manufactures and private owners of microwave systems, and anyone 

who wanted competition in the industry.  Frederick W. Ford, president of the National 

Cable Television Association, accused the FCC of flouting the will of Congress, and 

called on the industry to fight for legislation to abolish all FCC control of CATV.45  Ford 

was reported as accusing the FCC of trying “to bring to a halt to further expansion of 

CATV, disrupt the patterns of ownership, curtail any improvement of operating systems, 

and probably destroy the present manufacturing capacity of the industry.”46  FCC 

chairman Rosel Hyde said that he believed the actions “look toward development of 

additional services to the public.”47 

Thus, a struggle began between CATV systems; the broadcasters, who were 

afraid of competition; Hollywood, who opposed distant signals as violating copyrights; 

and the promoters of the new UHF technology.48   

Although these restrictions may have slowed cable's expansion into urban 

markets, the overall rate of growth for the industry actually accelerated during the late 

1960s.49  AT&T took up an experimental interest in the cable business; broadcasters also 

started getting into the cable business in the 1960’s.  CBS became the first network to 

own a cable system when it bought the system in Vancouver, B.C., in November 1963; 



Westinghouse Broadcasting Co. purchased four cable systems and a microwave operation 

in Georgia in 1964.50  As cable grew despite the FCC regulations, organizations like the 

RAND Corporation, the Brookings Institution, and the Sloan Commission all began 

calling for more supportive regulation of cable.51 

In October 1969, Irving B. Kahn, president and chairman of the board of 

TelePrompTer Corp. revealed that his firm was contemplating the eventual deployment 

of its own satellite communications system.52  Specifically, TelePrompTer requested that 

satellite communications provider Hughes study the feasibility and cost of relaying 

CATV programming via satellite and ground stations.53  It was predicated that this would 

be a major influence on the future growth of CATV – as most CATV systems were in 

small cities.54   

In October 1969, the FCC issued a major report and order which allowed cable 

systems to present commercials at natural breaks, encouraged the development of public 

access channels, approved interconnection of cable facilities, provided that cable systems 

with 3,500 or more subscribers would be required to originate programming, adopted 

anti-siphoning rules for pay-cable operations, and adopted broadcast-type rules to deal 

with equal time, sponsorship identification, and fairness for CATV systems.55  According 

to the FCC, the advertising revenues would help the CATV systems to produce a greater 

variety of programs and add to the televisions diversity.56  Additionally, the FCC also 

stated that it wanted individual CATV systems to interconnect.57  The local programming 

requirement created a hurdle for the cable industry, as it lacked trained staff for creating 

local production.58  However, the CATV industry welcomed the FCC order.59   



In June, 1970 the FCC issued further proposals on television broadcast signal 

carriage, cross-ownership of cable systems and radio stations and cable and newspapers, 

multiple ownership, technical performance standards, minimum channel capacity, two-

way transmission capability, local origination centers, and the division of jurisdiction 

between the federal and state-local levels of government. 60  These were followed later by 

proposals concerning the logging of cable-cast programming, equal opportunities in 

employment practices, and the use of call letters in connection with non-broadcast 

channels.61   

In early 1971, the FCC held hearings on the future of cable, discussing a limited 

opening of the top 100 markets – which cable industry said would open up the country to 

them.62  In addition to increasing channels available to city customers, cable would 

benefit many viewers unable to receive quality over the air signals because of high-rise 

building or air traffic interference.63  Following the public proceedings, the FCC 

formulated a cable program designed to allow for fulfillment of the technological promise 

of cable and, at the same time, to maintain the existing structure of broadcast television.64   

Under the Nixon administration, a committee was convened to allow the feuding 

parties to reach a solution which would allow cable to grow and carry new content.  

Many suggested that Nixon had a war on media, alleging that President Nixon wanted to 

promote cable to undermine the three networks; however the real purpose was the create 

competition and growth through cable.   

 The committee addressed the issue of copyright and programs used on cable 

television.  Antonin Scalia headed this committee, which finally reached a compromise 

which provided payment to Hollywood and local broadcasters for the programming that 



cable used.  This compromise paved the way for congress to legislate during the early to 

mid 1970’s. 

Finally, in February 1972, the FCC issued a complex set of regulations, 

permitting cable systems in 100 big city markets to import distant signals as of March 31, 

1972.65  The new rules allowed cable systems in the top 50 markets to carry the programs 

of three full-networks stations and three full independent stations.66  In markets 50-100, 

cable could carry three national signals and one independent signals.67  In markets below 

the top 100, cable could carry three full network signals and one independent.68  All cable 

systems had to carry all stations within 35 miles of it if the station desired, even if this 

exceeded the number designated by the market size.69 

This created excitement in big cities, such as Los Angeles, which would be able to 

receive signals from other cities as far away as New York.70  However, CATV systems 

still had two hurdles in the big cities: the systems had to receive franchise for all areas 

and to needed lay the cable to bring the service to customers.71  Municipal governments 

maintain responsibility for overseeing the wiring homes through the right to award 

franchises.72 

In January 1974, a cabinet committee submitting a report to President Nixon 

proposing legislation that would exempt pay television from government regulation of 

program content, but would impose safeguards against monopolies.73  However, in 1976, 

Congress had yet to pass any legislation, although a House subcommittee told the FCC to 

stop favoring the commercial broadcasters over cable television.74 

Also in 1974, the Supreme Court held that copyright laws did not require cable 

operators to pay producers or programs for the use of their shows.75   Specifically, the 



Court found that retransmission of distant broadcast signals by cable systems did not 

subject cable operators to copyright infringement liability because such retransmissions 

were not "performances" within the meaning of the 1909 Copyright Act.76 

This victory, however, was short-lived.  In re-writing the Copyright laws, 

Congress concluded that cable operators should be required to pay royalties to the owners 

of copyrighted programs retransmitted by their systems on pain of liability for copyright 

infringement.77  At the same time, Congress recognized that it would be impractical and 

unduly burdensome to require every cable system to negotiate appropriate royalty 

payments with every copyright owner in order to secure consent for such 

retransmissions.78   The solution reached by Congress established a program of 

compulsory copyright licensing that permitted cable systems to retransmit distant 

broadcast signals without securing permission from the copyright owner and, in turn, 

requires each system to pay royalty fees to a central royalty fund based on a percentage of 

its gross revenues.79  

Thus, the FCC was able to end the freeze on cable television signals and allowed 

cable to resume its growth.  From the late 1970’s on, cable moved into more markets and 

added channels.  Mr. Tople introduced co-axel cable and set box tops.    Multi-channel 

television capability moved into homes.  

In 1976, broadcasting executive Ted Turner bounced a broadcast signal from one 

of his stations off an earth uplink station that sent it to a satellite.80  The satellite relayed 

ht signal back down to nearly 1000 cable televisions throughout the country which own 

receiving stations.81   



However, the cable operators soon encountered another problem: how to get more 

programming.  No operator could support a national microwave system which covered 

the entire country.   Mr. Levin, after experimenting with microwave and bicycling, 

created a national system with satellites.    
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