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Like any other transmitter purchase, buying a transmitter for a booster or translator application can easily turn into a 15- to 20-year commitment. You will want to make the right decision based on your budget, your facility and whatever the future may hold for your station. Below are a few pointers to consider from the field engineers at Broadcast Electronics. 
Power Up.  For most translator and booster applications, you’ll be shopping within the low-power transmitter power class. The maximum effective radiated power (ERP) for a translator station is 250 watts. Therefore, transmitter power output (TPO) requirements range between a few watts to a few thousand watts depending on location and, specifically, your antenna’s height above average terrain (HAAT).

Booster outputs vary more widely because of the variability of the fill-in areas they cover, but these also typically fall within the 100W to 5kW TPO range.  

It’s important to realize that boosters and translators are viewed as secondary services, one to fill-in coverage within a station’s main contour using a separate frequency and the latter to rebroadcast a station’s signal on the same frequency outside the immediate coverage area. For this reason, it’s not uncommon for these broadcasts to take a backseat to other private or commercial services in the area. The more flexible your transmitter of choice, the better you’ll be able to respond to any necessary adjustments resulting from interference or other complaints by adjacent services.   

We advise purchasing a frequency-agile transmitter scalable in power so that any major technical requirements can be met by your existing transmitter. BE’s new STX LP, for example, can be scaled between 1kW and 5kW with the addition or removal of power modules and is frequency upgradeable in the field for this reason. There is no need to purchase yet another transmitter as power or frequency requirements change.

In fact, the BE STX LP transmitter is becoming a popular option for those existing FM booster sites that may need this kind of flexibility to rebroadcast AM programming as authorized recently by the FCC. Under the new rules, AM stations may rebroadcast on authorized FM translators, but care has to be taken that no portion of the 60 dBu contour of the translator extends beyond the AM’s 2 mV/m daytime contour or a 25-mile radius from the AM’s transmitter site, whichever is smaller. (Only FM translators licensed or authorized in a construction permit in effect as of May 1, 2009 qualify.) Making the necessary adjustments to an existing translator for these rebroadcasts can require the kind of scalability that only the BE STX LP offers. 

Cost. It goes without saying that cost is a top consideration for any purchase today, especially a transmitter. Fortunately, transmitter costs in the low-power class have dropped precipitously in the past 12 months. BE’s STX LP has reduced the price point to almost half of what low-powered transmitters went for last year this time, even more if you factor in built-in functions such as an exciter that previously added to the cost of implementation. 


When pricing out low-power transmitters, it’s important to look past the price tag and closely at what value you’ll get for your money. Does it include an exciter? What about backup controllers? Will you be able to upgrade it to HD Radio in the future? What about other options, such as remote access to monitor and set controls from the studio? And, what failsafe features does it include? 

BE’s STX LP includes an integrated exciter, scalable design, an emergency backup controller, IP connectivity, HD Radio compatibility and more for a starting price under US$7000! It is designed with independent PA modules to stay on the air if need be at reduced power, and a highly efficient cooling system with redundant fans to extend transistor life. 

If you’re hoping to stretch your dollar even more, look for a transmitter that has features useful for backup as a main or emergency transmitter, or one that may eventually be used for HD Radio if that is your goal. Our STX LP, for example, includes composite input with two SCA ports and one RDS port, internal stereo generator (analog L/R or AES), and an external exciter input. Plus, combined with BE’s FXi exciter and XPi embedded exporter, the STX LP is one of the more affordable HD Radio options around.

Space.  Strict zoning ordinances and urban sprawl make it increasingly difficult to put up a translator or booster just anywhere. The RF sites that are available usually come with restrictions, often requiring broadcasters to fit all transmission and associated equipment into a space not much bigger than a small closet.   

The good news is that transmitters are getting smaller. A 1kW transmitter used to take up the better part of a room. Now, newer transmitters such as the STX LP put more power and functions in a much smaller footprint. Compared to the 1kW transmitter of yesteryear, the 1kW version of STX LP weighs less than 40 pounds and takes up three rack units – and it helps that this transmitter also includes a built-in exciter, freeing up even more rack space for other critical components.  

Connectivity and synchronization. Connectivity is an especially important consideration for remote applications like translators and boosters, which are often located in inaccessible locations and are reachable only through the transmitter’s remote control. Look for a transmitter with IP connectivity and other means of communicating over wire or wirelessly. Our STX LP, for example, includes full discrete remote control via I/O on the back panel as well as built-in Web-based control. Via the Ethernet port, the user has access to a full-featured graphical user interface which is similar in look and feel to any of our top-of-the-line transmitters.

Booster transmitters also need a way to tap into an external exciter or GPS device in order to synchronize the booster with the main broadcast signal to improve the reception quality in the overlap or interference zone. Make sure your new transmitter has the input ports for these devices, plus can take an uncompressed digital AES/EBU studio-to-transmitter link. This makes it possible to synchronize audio accurately using the exciter’s AES/EBU input; BE’s FXi exciter, for example, has the ability to adjust input levels to within 0.1 dB, which is critical for synchronization of the main and booster signals.

Future-proof it. Whatever you purchase today will likely be with your station for years to come. Make sure your next transmitter is scalable enough to give it some staying power. We designed the STX LP to accommodate both current and future system configurations, including main/alternate, FM booster, N+1 and low power HD Radio™ applications. Transmitters like this ensure your purchase today will meet your needs tomorrow. As your station's needs change, so can your transmitter, saving you money on costly system upgrades.

Keeping good company. Finally, it’s important to know the reputation and customer service policies of the company that will be manufacturing your transmitter. Have they been manufacturing transmitters for a long time? Do they have the talent and resources to assist you and your station when you need them most? Do they provide preventive maintenance and training seminars? Are they a full-service company, able to understand your business end-to-end, from the studio out to the transmitter? At BE, we like to think that every transmitter we ship is just the beginning of a partnership with a station that will last more than 15 to 20 years.  

