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Jan. 9 (Bloomberg) -- Owners of older televisions are snapping up $40 coupons for digital converters before the U.S. abandons analog broadcasts next year. 

The number of Americans requesting the vouchers surged to 1.38 million through yesterday, said Meredith Baker, deputy assistant secretary at the National Telecommunications and Information Administration, which is managing the program. That's a 62 percent jump in five days. 

``It really means the consumer education is getting out there and people are aware of the program,'' Baker said in an interview yesterday at the Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas. ``We are leveraging our education efforts and targeting them at the vulnerable communities of elderly, rural, minorities and disabled.'' 

Each household is entitled to two coupons, bringing the total requested to 2.42 million, Baker said. The NTIA said on Jan. 3 that more than 850,000 consumers had requested about 1.6 million coupons since the program started at the beginning of the year. 

The High Tech DTV Coalition has committed over $1 billion to educating the public about the switch to digital TV through mailings, community outreach and town hall meetings. The group includes at least 130 companies, industry groups and nonprofits. 

The NTIA, a branch of the U.S. Commerce Department, is asking members of the Senate and House of Representatives to inform their constituents about who needs converters and how they can get them, Baker said. Analog-television broadcasts will be switched off in February 2009. 

Over-The-Air 

Only people who rely on over-the-air TV reception will need the converter boxes. About 21 million American households get TV signals this way, according to the U.S. General Accountability Office. About 113 million U.S. households own a TV, according to market researcher Nielson Co. 

The 33.5 million coupons are available on the Internet, by mail and over the phone. More than 60 percent of people are applying via the Web, and most others are ordering by phone, Baker said. About two-thirds of the coupons will be distributed on a first-come, first-serve basis, according to the NTIA. 

The NTIA will begin mailing coupons on Feb. 17, when retailers such as Best Buy Co., Circuit City Stores Inc., Wal- Mart Stores Inc. and Target Corp. are expected to have converters in stock. More than 250 retailers are certified to sell the devices at more than over 15,000 outlets, Baker said. 

EchoStar Holding Corp., the maker of TV equipment, plans to sell converters for $39.99. There are 19 certified devices available with more to come, according to Baker. 

