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Say goodbye to static. That's the first promise being made by local stations that are switching over to digital, or so-called "high definition," broadcasting. Bid farewell to weak signals that pop and hiss, they add, and to that tinny radio sound. 

Stations ranging from the folk-oriented WUMB-FM (91.9) to Entercom dance station "Star" WQSX-FM (93.7) have already adopted the new technology. Within the next few weeks, "Magic" WMJX-FM (106.7) and country WKLB-FM (99.5) will follow sister Greater Media stations WTKK-FM (96.9), WROR-FM (105.7), and WBOS-FM (92.9) into digital. Infinity's WBZ-AM (1030) is already using the high-definition signal, and public station WBUR-FM (90.9) is expected to make the move by July. 

Although these stations (and others) are not producing much fanfare about the switch, they are venturing into the future of the medium. Currently, they're broadcasting in a hybrid format that can be received by traditional radios. But the new technology will come into its own as people switch to digital radio receivers, which have been on sale since January. What listeners will soon be hearing with these new receivers - which are expected to be widely available by May - is just the start of the revolution. 

"For radio, this is huge," says Paul Shulins, director of technical operations for Greater Media. "Most stations haven't even thought about the possibilities." 

The difference, he explains, is that with digital broadcasting, radio signals are sent out like computer code - ones and zeros - as opposed to a full-spectrum wave of analog sound. That may sound colorless, but the simpler code is better at conveying more of the signal information through space. 

Especially, as Shulins explains, because radio broadcasters have typically compressed the waves of sound to increase their stations' range, which alters what listeners hear. With digital, there's no need for such compression. "It allows you to have a more open and dynamic sound," he says. 

Digital is also a more efficient means of broadcasting: Instead of having a station fade out with distance, or dip in and out between hills or high-rises, with digital if you get the signal, you get all of it. "You don't have the signal going out when you go under a bridge or . . . by a building," says Shulins. "That's completely eliminated." 

Clarity and reception, however, are only the beginning. Because a digital signal can provide a lot more information, expect radio to start delivering extras beyond the traditional single stream of sound. "You could have traffic reports and local weather automatically downloaded to your radio, available anytime," muses Shulins. "Or broadcasts in different languages." 

"None of the stations can do this neat stuff yet," he says. "But by signing on and making the investment in the equipment they'll be able to do it in the future." 

One reason for the delay is that the FCC has yet to approve some of these capabilities. Still, stations are already planning. 

"Because WUMB does not play a mainstream music format . . . listeners do not readily recognize the songs we play," says Pat Monteith, general manager for the UMass-Boston station. Her station is gearing up to provide song and artist information that can be read on the visual display screen of a new digital receiver as each song plays. "This is definitely the future of radio." 

Spinning the dial 

WBOS has named Bill Abbate to cohost with Amy Brooks on weekday mornings, 6-10 a.m. . . . Infinity Radio has appointed Barbara Jean Scannell as vice president/general manager of "Mix" WBMX-FM (98.5) and Jon Zellner as operations manager/program director of WBMX and "Oldies" WODS-FM (103.3). 
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