THE OKLAHOMAN 2=

GUEST | Opinion This piece expresses the views of its author(s), separate from those of this publication.

AM radio is key in emergencies. Congress
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Washington rarely produces bipartisan consensus. Yet the AM Radio for Every
Vehicle Act has earned overwhelming support from lawmakers across the political
spectrum because it addresses something fundamental: public safety.

The debate over AM radio is often framed as a battle between old technology

and new technology. That’s the wrong lens. The real issue is whether Americans
should lose access to a communications system that has proven its value during
emergencies simply because some automakers have decided it no longer fits their
business priorities.

Congress should bring the AM Radio for Every Vehicle Act (H.R. 979) to the House
floor and let members vote.

Reasonable people can disagree about government mandates. Opponents of the
legislation make a fair point: Automakers should generally be free to innovate
without unnecessary government interference. The auto industry has invested
billions in electrification, connectivity and advanced vehicle technologies. No one
wants Washington dictating every feature that belongs in a dashboard.

But AM radio is not just another dashboard feature.

Here in Oklahoma, we know severe weather isn't hypothetical. Tornadoes, wildfires
and ice storms remind us every year how quickly communications can become a
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matter of life and death. During those moments, people need reliable access to
trusted local information.

For decades, federal, state and local emergency officials have relied on AM radio as a
critical part of our nation's emergency communications

infrastructure. The legislation's bipartisan sponsors recognize that AM radio
continues to deliver lifesaving information during hurricanes, floods, wildfires and

other disasters, particularly when other communications systems are compromised.
That distinction matters.

Cellular networks are remarkably capable, but they are not infallible. Severe weather,
power outages and network congestion can limit access when demand spikes.
Internet-based communications are similarly vulnerable to disruptions. By contrast,
high-powered AM radio stations can cover vast geographic areas and

continue broadcasting during emergencies when other systems fail. FEMA and
emergency management officials have long emphasized the importance

of maintaining multiple communications pathways rather than relying on a single
technology.

Even supporters of technological innovation should recognize a simple truth:
redundancy saves lives.

Some argue the marketplace should determine AM radio’s future. If consumers value
it, manufacturers will supply it. If they don’t, it will disappear.

That argument would carry more weight if consumers were making an informed
choice. Increasingly, they are not.

Many drivers don’t realize a new vehicle lacks AM radio until after they’ve driven it

disclosure during the transition period while ultimately establishing a national
standard for vehicle manufacturers.
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More importantly, emergency infrastructure should not be judged solely by how
often it’s used. We may not think about smoke detectors, tornado sirens or
emergency generators every day, either. Their value becomes evident when
conditions are at their worst.

That’s especially true in rural America.

Across Oklahoma and other rural communities, AM radio delivers local news,
agricultural information, weather updates and emergency alerts to areas where
cellular coverage remains inconsistent. It also serves niche and underserved
audiences, including communities that depend on local-language and community-
focused programming unavailable elsewhere.

For those listeners, the issue isn’t about nostalgia. It is access.

The encouraging news is that Congress appears to understand what’s at stake. The
legislation has attracted broad bipartisan support, making it one of the few issues
capable of uniting lawmakers in today’s political environment.

That bipartisan support deserves a vote.

The debate has been had. The arguments are well understood. The bipartisan
coalition is already in place.

Now it’s time for Congress to do what Americans expect their elected officials to
do: Make a decision.

Bring H.R. 979 to the floor. Let the House vote.
Will Payne is president and CEO of the Oklahoma Association of Broadcasters.

(Editor's note: The views expressed in this column are those of the writer and not
necessarily those of The Oklahoman.)
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