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The failure of a ‘success story’: djital radio policy in the UK
Stephen Lax, School of Media and Communication, University of Leeds, UK
To be published with slight revisions Awstralian Journalism Reviev@6 (2), 103-115, 2014

Digital radio continues to make steady progress in a number of countries throunghout t
world, but it is in Europe that most growth has begperiencedin a handful of countries
(Denmark, Norway, UK) progress has been such that plans have been discussed for a
switchover from analoguerovision(AM and FM) to digital, although by mié014 no

decisions to do so had actually been taken. In fact, in dpitese few ‘success stories’, in
most countries and in most regions of the world, the development of digital radio broadcast
systems has been slower than most industry insiders, and some governments, patkdntici
Nevertheless,idital radio remains lgh on the agendas of broadcasters and regulators who
see it as a natural, logical development of broadcast radio. For if aima$iealboeas of

media and communications consumption have migrated to digital, why not radio? Consumer
adoption of digital rplacemenrd of analogue technology began in the 1980s with the launch
of the compact disc, continuing in the early 1990s with digital photographic caaneithe

DVD displacing analogue videotapgdost recently, and most closely related to radio, is the
completion of digitaltelevisionswitchover in a large number of countries, enabling the

ending of analogue terrestrial broadcasting and freeing up spectrum for @her us

Thus, radio stands alone as continuing to be dominated by transmission of anglogjse s
and reception on analogue receivémghis article | will review the current state of digital

radio development and consider the reasons why it appears to have bucked the &malogue-
digital trend. In particular, 1 will consider the various policy decisionsthgaé sought to
promote its growth and seek to locate digital radio within the wider media and

communications policy context.

Radio and the digital age

The first point is to reinforce the observation, made elsewhere iis$his that rad
continues to be a popular medium, one that has survived what might be seen as the
competition from alternative, now digitalised, audio and audiovisual technologit=ihgs
figures remain high in Europe, as in other parts of the wimdexample weekly reach

remains over 90 per cent in many European countries and daily listening haaed dxee
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and sometimes four hours (EBU 201%&). Nevertheless total radio listening hours are in
slow decline, so that in the UK, while reach remained more-or-less unchangeem008
and 2013during that timewveekly listening hours per person declined by aroupdr&ent

(from 22.4 to 21.5) across all age groups, and notably more so, by 13%, amongst younger
listeners (Ofcom 2014a: 23F)- This reflects a longer term decline, albeit a steady one that
does not suggest that radio faces imminent collapse, butelo&sce the idea that radio’s

future must somehowe differentFor many, that means that radio must become digital.

The European Broadcasting Union, which represents public service broadcastssheecr
continent, states categorically th@igital broadcast radio is key to radio’s future. Radio will
have an uncertain future if it remains an analogue medium without the opportunvioje e
with technology’ (EBU 2011b:)11t recommends publishing ‘target dates’ for switchover as
a way of speeding up take up of digital radio (EBU 2013). Setting dates has been part of
digital radiopolicy in a fewcountries where digital radio established. & example, the UK,
Norway and Denmark are the leading European countries in digital radio and satdtdth

an intention to switch from analogue to digital broadcast radio. In eackligésé

switchover thresholds have been set in terms of the gdogahpvailability of digital radio
signals and the level of radio listening via digital platfarkile they have not yet beenet

in any of these countries, in each expectatitnge been expressed either by government or
industrythatswitchovermay tke placen the next few years. The UK'’s switchover criteria
are typical: before any switch is announced, 50 per cent of all radio listenibhgpenia a

digital platform; and national DAB coverage (DAB is the terrestrial brasdudatform)

should be comarable to FM, while local DAB should rea per cent of the population and
all major roads (DCMS 2010: 2). In 2010 the UK government declared December 2013 as a
possible date by which the thresholds would be met but, subsequently, announced in that
month that listening levels remained too low and switchover would be postpomeidt i

2014, just over one third of UK radio listening took place via one or other digital platform, a
share that was unchanged from one year earlier, and so while the UK, adadgsiy and
Denmark, have intentions to switchover, there remasgigraficantgap between the rhetoric

and exhortation for a transition to digital radio and the reality of listenergshab

The growth of digital radio ine UK has been slow but stgaahd, as noted, is considered to
represent the most advanced state of digital radio in terms of the numbemefdisteimber

of stations and availability of digital signgM/orld DMB 2014).Second quarter figures for
2



June 2014 show that 51 per cent of radio listeners listen each week on one or other digital
platform (including 34 per cent on a DAB receiver; the remainder predominantlygitia di

TV or online); 37 per cent of all radio listening is via a digital platform (24 pernca DAB)

while 49 per cent of adults have a DAB receiver at home (Rajar 2D&ggribed in some
guarters of the industry as a ‘success story’ (Abramsky, quoted in Plunkett 2808) i
instructive to examine the process by which digital radio has grown in this y.oBatneof

the background to this development has been described elsewheregtlal2il0; Lax

2011) but more recent developments offer new perspectives on the relationship between the

radio industry and government policy.

1995-2003: beginning digital radio

The UK government included radio in its digital broadcasting policy as aad®95. A
White Paper, a prelude to the 1®®adcastingict, laid out plans for a nationwide digital
radio service based on the nevdymnched terrestrial Digital AudiBroadcast (DAB) system
(DNH 1995). While ‘digital radio’ included the prospect of radio stations beingvetewver
digital television services and via the internet, it was recognised that broeattas
delivered over a network of terrestrial transerit was likely to remain the most effective
means of distributing radie for example, neither digital television nor the internet had the
potential then for mobile reception, in cars or on portable radios. Thus ‘digital radiat e
digitised version of the existing analogue broadcast system. Although tBesy®tem had
been developed with the potential gatellite as well as terrestrial delivery, most countries
considering the adoption of DAB did so on the basis that it would offer an eventual
repla@ment for terrestrial broadcasting.

In common with most other European countries it was expected that the roll out of digital
radio would be led by the public service broadcaster. The launch of DAB broadcasts in the
UK, in September 1995, consisted of BB&nsmissions from a few selected transmitters
across the country. Similarly, SR in Sweden and NRK in Norway began trangmitti
simulcasts of their existing stations on the DAB syst&nthat time, no commercial
broadcasters began DAB transmissions, but the UK legislation provided for caaimeatio

to join the BBC on DAB, indeed enabled the expansion of commercial radio. While the BBC
was givercontrol of its own multiplexthe transmission channel which can carry around ten

radio stations at any onienie) a second multiplex was to be operated by a commercial
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organisation to carry commercial radio stations across the UK. While, on aaabxtjo,
commercial radio stations were mostly local, with just one national FM station and two
nationalAM stations,DAB offered the prospect of ten or so national commercial stations all
at FM quality or better. (The question of sound quality of DAB broadcasts is emhéest

not addressed here, but see Howard (20D8r Bax (2009: 117-8). For now, | state only that
it wasanticipatedthen that the quality would be at least as good as Fi)tianal local

DAB multiplexes would also be operatedtirely by commercial companies and were
expected to carry large numbers of local commercial radio stations, repliteging
arrangements on analogue radithese commercial operators were also obliged to carry

BBC local stations, where they existed.)

The involvement of commercial radio companies from the outset in planning for dagital
was unusual — in other countries, only public service rap@ratedigital transmissions

(Jauert et al. 2010). This may be explained by the particular origins of indepeaxtienn

the UK when independent radio was first authorised in the 1970s, it carried a number of
public serviceobligations and thus had a rather unusual hybrid public/commercial status (to
such an extent that it was represented at the EBU, normally the presenhe oiililic

service broadcasterd).former Chief Executive of the Radio Authority, which regulated
commercial radio and became responsible for implementing digital radio pliggests this
meant that there existed within the sector a gepatalisticinterest in radio developments,
including technology, which was still present by the 1990s, even though many of the public
service requirements had been droppeithdependent radiobecame ‘commercial radio’.

He notes that the commercial radio organisation, the Association of Independent Radio
Companies (AIRC), had indeedtablished its own DAB comttee as early as 199%toller
nevertheless describd®e AIRC’sview as strongly conditioned by the commercial interests
of its radio company members: it was keen that it should do no more than simulcasj exist
stations on any DAB service rather than be obliged to launch new stations (Stoller 2012:
152).

Thus, commercial radio was be included in the early development of digital radio.
However, the DABsystemdid not accommodate commercial radio as readily as its public
service counterparDAB carries stationsn groups of five to ten, known as ensembles or
multiplexesthus quite differently from analogue radio (in which each station has its own

unique frequency).ike most public service broadcasters, the BBC ran a stitelm
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stations, Radios 1 towhich, complemented by additionakisting BBC stations that were
not national services but nevertheless offered full time broadcasting {(B®B{d Service and
BBC Asian Network) enabled the BBC to fill its multiplardoffer additional conterdt
minimal costIn contrast, the commercial radio companies mostly operated single analogue
stations operating ovéimited local areas. Although it was possible to configure DAB
multiplex transmissions to map onto local radio coverage areas, there was fiexiteility
and in many cases commercial statjgregticularly the smaller stations, could not find a
suitable multiplex on which to be carrideébrthe BBG then,digital radiomight be adopted
without greatdifficulty, a reasonably unproblemagngineeing development which brought
potential benefits to listener@nd its Managing Director of Radio, Liz Forgan, expressed
enthusiastic support from the outset (quoted in Williams 1995, for example). Howéher,
its particular organisational structurewias not so obviouslstraightforward for the

commercial radio sector.

Further, ly the mid1990s, commercial radio was in the midst of a tlesade phase of
dramatic expansion. The number of commercial stations had tripled in ten years1868,i
the year that DAB launched, commercial radio took a larger share of audience listering t
the BBC for the first timéLax 2012: 483-4)Ten years earlier, when digital radio technology
was in its infancy, the commercial radio sector had comprised a relatmaly number of
stations, around 50, all of a roughly uniform size, what might be termed large &maist

By the time DAB launched, it looked quite different. The expansion afdhemercial radio
sectorhad proved successful — for example, radio’s share of all display advertising rose
continuously until 2004, when internet advertising began to make in(8&ad&2014).It had
over this period successfully lobbied a sympathetic government to republre service
obligations, to reduceestrictionson ownership and regulation of content, and had
consequently experienced a number of mergers and acquisNimnst wasmade up of a
much larger number of stations, some being large regional stations, othesslitiocal
stations, and many in between. Some radio groups owned large numbers of stations but,
equally, large numbers of stations remained independent companies. This heterogeneity
meant that it was unlikely that there would be a singiéed voice arguing in favour @or
against) emergmplans for digital radio. From the outset, a number of disagreements,
disappointments and occasional disputes have meant that the road towards any digital

switchover has been a bumpy ride.



For commercial radio, there were two key incentives to emgdd digital radio. Firstly, it
offered further scope for expansion, particularly for the larger gr&gesmercial radio

began DAB transmissions following the awardioftially, one licence for a national

multiplex and subsequently a series of licencesptrate local multiplexes. As noted earlier,
each multiplex carries a number of radio statiaysically up to ten. Saationalcommercial
radio was expanded under these arrangemenjsaritie first timeplaced on an equal

footing in terms of capacity with the BBC. The &®AB multiplexes also offeretthe

potential for an increase in the number of commercial local stations, while thevB&G
continue to offer just one local station in each area. Thus DAB provision enhanced the role of
commercial rdio in comparison with the public broadcaster, while a further provision of the
1996 Broadcasting Act ensured that the operators of the transmission multipbereéslso

be commercial enterprises.dontrast, imother countries launching DAB at that gnsuch as
Sweden, the multiplexes would be operated by a statutory Dodiyng theUK's licensing
process all of the multiplex licences were awaritiesl bidding process twommercial
companies in which the existing major commercial radio groups hagbaitynatake. Thus

the UKleadingcommercial radi@ompaniesonsolidatedheir position in the radio

landscape.

A second inducememdr commercial radio to embracegdal radio was a more direct
financial incentive. The legislation ensured thay existing analogue station that was
prepared to offer a DAB service would be entitled to automatic renewal of ityaeal
broadcast licence rather than facing competitive bidding on its expiry. ThesadReences
were of considerable value givdretexpansion of commercial radio over the previous years,
and so this provided a significant incentifzer example, tthe launch of national DAB
services, all three existing national analogue radio stations had signedthpywhtinue to
be heard today, having had their analogue licences renewed now on two ocabiens.
stations have fared less successfully: none of the new national commer@akstadi
accompanied these three at DAB launch continue to broadcast. A recurring atrsérasit
been that commercial radio companies’ support for DAB has been, in large pa# Messin
favour of the new technology than a straightforward besiefit analysis of the value of their
analogue licencedor exampleGoddard 2009; Plunkett 2009)ony Stoller describes this as
a ‘political fix’ that ensured apparent unity in support of DAB from both commenauiid

and the BBC. Thign effect suppressed dissent and, he continuks)ied[the introduction

of DAB] the policy consideration ardebate vich perhap# needed(2010: 280).
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This early phasdrom 1995 launch to 2003, might be considered the implementation period,
with an emphasis on completing the licensing process to prepare the ground fé&d&ull D
services to begin. Even so, by the early 2000s, with significant infrastructuee@) growth

in digital listening was regarded by the industry as (fmw example Kozamernik 1999;

Snoddy 2000). The national commercial operator, Digital One, considered one pmbiem t
the high cost and low availability of receivers and in 2002 sought to stimulate rtket ima
subsidising the development of cheaper sets (Howard 2005). The launch of new digital-only
BBC stationgn the same year, includirfgmusic represented further efforts to increase

digital listening. However, listening to digital statiahgring this period remained too low for

the audience research body, Rajar, to measure.

Elsewhere in Europe, where DAB services began during the 1990s, public service
broadcasters took the lead. In Scandinavian countries, where commercial radio thas mos
smaller than in the UK, the expectation was that public service broadcastedssecwule

digital radio’s future before commercial stations would join with their own digiteldwasts.

In many cases;ommercial stations have only begun digital broadcasting in recent years
after, at times, some early launches subsequently aborted (Jauert 2010: TIg6SIQW

progress resulted in some countries halting DAB services altogether.drifdaexample,

ended all digital radio broadcasts (public and commercial) in 2005; Sweden also closed down
DAB services in 2006, relaunching services using the sud@A8r+ standard in 2009; in
Germany, similar reluctance on the part of regional and commercial broasicastert the

DAB service was effectively abandoned, and a replacement DAB+ servige inedugust

2011. Few other countries developed DAB beyond the planning stage, operating minimal
services on a pilot basis; in such cases, a lack of support amongstasteesihas resulted,

not surprisingly, in minimal take up of receivers, Bonet pointdédlcribing total sales in

Spain, for example (where DAB services have also now stopped) as adding up to ‘even less
than a token amount’ (2009: 96).

2003-2010renewaland expansion

In 2003, the UK parliament passed the Communicationswkath introduced a new era of
converged regulation in media and communications. The nestiblished Office of

Communications (Ofcom) took on the role of regulating broadcastiegptemunications
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and spectrum management frémeeexistingseparate bodie#n line with the ‘modernising’
approach of the New Labour governmehg establishment @fcom was not only a
recognition that convergence war®ceedingapidly at the technobical level but also that,
following a wave of deregulation in nations across the world usaldierconservative
administrations, media organisations too were beginning to operate in new spheres. Thus
broadcasters were developing online presences while telecommunicatiorsswgere
offering not only broadband infrastructure but also content and services. Ofcorhisdsit®
facilitate market competition and to minimise regulatislesmondhalgh 200%reedman
2008). In 2004 it embarked on a major review of the UK radio industry. A series of
consultation documents, headed ‘Radio: Preparing for the Future’, proposed a number of
measures to accelerate the growth of digital rathis included some spectrum
reconfiguration to increase capacity for stasipbut emphasised that digital radio would, in
general, be less regulated thiha fairly minimal regulation that had existeitherto.

Ofcom’s predecessor, the Radio Authority, had itself been permittedcomigke
recommendations rather than stipulations on issues such as audio bitrateadaftaotd
quality); Ofcom’s proposals suggested that regulation of digital radio stationdd be
relaxed much further (Lax 2009). So, rather than stating upfront how digital radio should
operate, any regulatisshould be ‘output’ rather than ‘input’ based. Limits on how the
spectrum capacity should be used — for audio or multimedia data, for example —attmuld
be relaxedimportantly, Ofcom suggested thatalogueradio should also be less regulated.
This wasexplained by Ofcom as part ofr@nd for less regulation as capacity increased
(seen, for example, in analogue television regulation a decade edties)it statedhat ‘as
digital takeup grows, the need for regulation on analogue platforms wiledser as
listeners can experience the wider choice available on all platforms’ (Ofcom20Q0#hus,
part of helping to assure the future of digital radio involved further deregulationlofaaa

radio.

So, as noted earlier, while the large commeradio companies by now had a dominant role
in digital radio— in operating the multiplexes and in the content offered on thefurther
process of deregulation of analogue radio presented new opportunitigations on
networking of content betweertéinsed stations were relaxed whilel@acation of studios
meant ‘local’ radio stations need no longer be based in their nominal geograpdasal a
Such measures, while raising issues about the ‘localness’ of a listenal’stéimon, clearly

offeredconmercial benefits to radio groups. Since these changes, for example, quasnati
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stations have emerge@lobal radio’s Heart and ‘Capital’, for instance, are now available
nationwide, after networked sharing of a stringeparatéocal stations’ outpt resulted in
each being renamed under the Hear€apital brandLikewise, Bauer’s Kiss FM has
become networked nationwide (Ofcom 2014a: 225). Any decision which allowed the
commercial groups to cut costs would, it was assumed, make the prospauisdagroups’
digital radioservicesmore positive given the costs associated with offering broadcasts on
DAB.

A renewed enthusiasm, perhaps, for digital radio saw Ofcom securing agtesrthe 2006
Geneva World Radi€onferencdo use additional frequency blocks, offering the potential
for new local multiplexes and, notably, an additional national multiplex. This thirgphex|
following the BBC'’s allocation and the 1998 licensindigital One’s commercial
multiplex, would also be offered for bidofn commercial operators, in line with the
government’s pro-market orientation. Despite objections from Digital Onehwlonsidered
the threat of competition to be a breach of the original licensing agreeheengw licence
was awarded iduly 2007 to a consortium known as ‘4 Digital Group’, which included
Channel 4 television as a major shareholder promising innovative content (in lineswith it

public service remit in television)

As the new local multiplex licences were awarded alongside the third natceraddi the
expansion of digital radio was now a real prospect. The local licences brought titeapote
local digital stations to a number of areas for the first time while the national multiptex p
suggested not just a significant increaseapacity but a qualitative shift in content: 4 Digital
proposed a public service speech channel, for example, which sought to compete with the
BBC’s Radio Four, serious current affairs coverage, youthoriented programming to

reignite interest in rad among young people (Gibson 2007).

With this new momentum, the UK government established the Digital Radio Working Group
(DRWG)in November 2007, bringing together senior figures in the radio industry and
ancillary partners, in order to consider the prospects for switchover, the point at which digital
deliverywould become the predominant means by which radio was received by listeners. So,
in addition to broadcasters, radio manufacturers and the regulator, other pddaeditice

Society of Motor Manfacturers and Traders, since the lack of DAB receivers in vehicles was



a key consideration in switchover decisions, dodnally included in debate for the first

time, representatives of listener groups.

In between the formation of the DRWG and thealy ofits report, a year later in
December 2008, two significant events occurred that threw into doubt the belief that digit
radio had passed some kind of threshold in its development. In early 2008, GCap, the main
shareholder in Digital One, the natad commercial multiplex operator, announced its
withdrawal from all digital radio activities, closing immediately two digital radio statonls
subsequently selling its Digital One stake to Argiva, Digital One’s ottemebolder. This
decision was takepurely on commercial groundsGCap was under threat of a takeover by
Global radio — and underlined the fact that possessioéfBalicence remained a financial
liability for existing radio groups. Multiplex operators struggled to break evieite wost
radio stations’ digital transmissions lost their owners moneyasutotedsecured the longer
term advantage of holding onto analogue licences. The second unwelcome suiprise wa
Channel 4’'s announcement in October 2008 it was cancelling all plarte launch digital
radio stations, thusffectivelyending 4 Digital’s involvement in the new national multiplex.
That licence was returned to Ofcom and plans to re-advertise it were shelved (&g G
and Channel 4’s decisions were consequences of tecfal meltdown that hit all sectors of
the economy from 2008, of course, andvgloile not necessarily attributable to any inherent
deficiency in plans for DAB radio in the UK, they nevertheless revealed itfragthe

belief that there might one day be a switchover (while digital televispogressvas
relatively unscarred by the crasfkihese setbacks were noted in the DRWG's final report,
whose chair welcomed the commitment of those radio compiamesning enthusiastic
about digital radio’s prospectdowever, le continued‘'such commitment and belief will not
last for very long without the support of government and Ofcdeglaring thisa key

moment for the UK government to decide on radio’s future (Cox 2008).

These events actually had little impact on digital radio sales and the cortsgrgueéh in
household ownership of DAB receivers and digital listening share, which continued to be
slow and steady. This is not surprisingf-the two digitalstations withdrawn by GCajphe
JazzandPlanet Rockthe latter was soldnd continued to be transmitted — and sootrerall
digital radio offeringwas largely unaltered. But the anticipated fillipnofvel stations on a

new national multiplex, and cansequent acceleration in sales and listening, were no longer

to happen. While, until this point, digital radio’s growth had relied largely on theateg
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Ofcom, managing spectrum provision and licensing, relying on the industry to promBte DA
through the radio market, the industry was now, through the DRWG, arguing thatimeas t
more than ever for the government to take actiomas urged to suggest a date for
switchover, in the belief that a similar declaration in2bB8d catalysed digital televus
switchover(Starks2007: 111-13Fenton 2008).

In 2008Stephen Carter, Ofcom’s Chief Executivem 2003 to 200,/iwas made Lord Carter
by the government artienappointed Communicationinister, with a brief of drawing up
the Digital Britain reporta White Paper precursor to the Digital Econddilly. Onechapter
actually half a chapterwasdevoted to digital radiolhathalf chapter, ‘3b’sits rather
uneasilyin the document alongside others on broadband provision, intellectual property,
creatve industries and so on, suggesting its inclusion as something of an afterthought (no
other chapter was separated into a and b sections, and Chapter ‘3a’ addresdael the rat
unrelated issue of digital infrastructure investment). Nevertheless, CBaptadorsed

almost all of the DRWG’s recommendations and announced the criteria to be usggkto tri
a digital switchover of national and larger local radio stations to IDAIB provision(other
stations to remain on analogue for the time beilhgfated tlat, following the passage of the
Bill, a ‘digital radio upgrade programme’ would be launched similar to the plantakde

with digital television switchover. This would include provision for the BBC to extend
coverage of its national stations, local nmpléixes to merge tree up spectrum for additional
local multiplexes, and the encouragement of the motor industry to fit DAB rezeise
standard (DCMS 2009). The switchover timescale was even more ambitious than tig DRW

had proposed: the hope was that the switchover criteria would be met by the end of 2013.

2010 onwards rescue?

The Digital Economy Bill was presented to parliament as part of the ‘wasl legjislation
rushed through in time for the May 2010 General Election. The resulting coalition
government duly followed th&trictures of thdigital Economy Act and set up a Digital

Radio Action Plan (DRAP). Plans included the establishment of a bogiyallRadio UK
(DRUK) that would help to promote digital radio to the public, offer advice and genacally
as the interface between listeners and the industry. Again, this was modellgcom tha
television experience: by 2010 much of the television switchover had been completed with

just a few areas of the UK still running analogue sigallsgside digital. Digital UK, the
11



televisioncounterpart to DRUK, had operated roadshows and advice sessions around the
country, offering advice on how to receidigital television. DRUK had a different role:
digital televisionhad been widely acknowledged and often well understood by television
viewers indeed, a ‘help’ scheme to assist those struggling with the transition cahlasse
than half of its budgdDigital UK 2012: 43). However, public knowledge of and support for
digital radio is lower. Ofcom’2014 figures show that although ‘awarenessligital radiois
relativelyhigh (8 per cent of respondents had heard of it) of theesTent ofespondents
who did not possess a digital radio, jusp@r cent said they are certainvery likely to buy
onewhile 60 per cent felt they had no nded one suggesting either a lack ohderstanding

of DAB'’s benefitsor, indeed that no benefit is perceivedhis is borne out in sales figures:
the number of DAB receivers sold annually has declined to 1.7m by 2014 from 1.9m in each
of the three years to 2013, whereas sales of analogue rectheeigh also falling, remained
aroundtwice this numbef(all figures, Ofcom 204b). Similarly, while the number of new

cars fitted with digital radios has increased, by 2014 there were still magedmdd with
analogueonly radios (Radio World 2014Again, this is in contrast witprogress in

television: from the pait that digital television became widely available, sales of analogue
set declined rapidly and so@mply became unavailable in the shops — if you wished to buy
a new television set, it would naturally be digifBhis data, and trends over recent years,
suggest that there is a substantial bofsadio listeners who either do not know about or
understand digital radio, or do know about it but have no interesr idesire for it. One
interpretation, expressed by sections of the industry including RadioCinetitgo(ly
representing commercial radio companisgjhat listeners only appreciate digital radio once
they have tried i similar doubtsthey arguewere expressed by television viewers prior to
switchover. Thus a key role of DRUK ispoomotedigital radio, topersuaddisteners to

switch to DAB, a role that is distinct from the more impawdidVisory position of th®igital

UK television body.

An alternative perhaps more blunt, interpretation of the slow rise in sales of and use of DAB
receiverss thatif, from Ofcom’s figures, we deduce thdigital radio does not offer listeners
any particular added value in comparison with their existing FM receiherspurchase of a
DAB receiver for many represents more a default, fywoefing choice — ‘why wouldn’t
you?’— rather than aemphaticexpression of support for the system. Certainly, the Ofcom
data reported above includes a large response expressing satisfaction werth [EMtr

provision, andOfcom reports elsewhesmincreasen the proportion of analogue-only
12



listeners who have no intention of embracing DAB — up from 64 per cent in 2013 to 67 per
cent (2014a: 241). Talk of digital switchover thus appears at odds wiresigence of

listener habitsThis sense that digital radio is being ‘imposed’ on an unwilling public, one
that can certainly be found in some sections of media commentary, featured in tw® repor
published during 2010. The UK House of Lords Select Committee on Communications
conducted an inquiry into digital television and radio, reporting in March. It concluded that it
did not follow from the success of television switchover that digital radio would prove
equally attractive to listenersthere is no sutevidence for radio. The gradual rate of take
up of digital radio services does not suggest that consumers are enticed by tlh@recept
quality, extra functionality or the digital-only content so far availabldiil@/expressing such
doubts about the a#tiction of DAB, it follows with an acceptance that ‘the path to digital has
already been takernd that ‘to go back on this policy now would risk turning

confusion into an utter shambles’ (House of Lords 2010:)34-5

More pointedly, the Consumer Expert Grd@EG) expressed vociferous opposition to plans
for switchover. It echoed the House of Lomtsnmittee view that there was little evidence

that DAB offered compelling advantages to listeners, in stark contrastligithl television,

and that any move towards replacing FM transmissions with DAB were fraitht w

problems for listeners. It argued that the main driver for switchover wathmercial radio
industry’s desire to cut the costs of simulcasting cortrrioth platforms and therefore, it

said, the role of the industry and DRUK wagp#&rsuade a reluctant audience to switch.
Describing some of the information from the industry as ‘misinforming and rdistgathe

CEG said it was ‘concerned that consumeesteeing panicked into adopting digital radio

rather than convinced by the digital offering’ (CEG 2010: 45; see also Lax 2011: 151-2).
Unsurprisingly, the CEG urged the government to abandon switchover plans and to revise the
threshold for any future switchover, to be triggered only when 70 per cent of listegsng

via a DAB receiver rather than the government target of 50 per cent via @&aymegform.

The CEGwas made up of representatives from listeneram$umer groups, and had

already had an ingt into the Digital Radio Working group’s work two years earlier. It had

also had an advisory role in digital television switchover, about which it had been supportive
and so, with that background, these objections to radio switchover plans had sonigyredib
The government’s Department of Media, Culture and Sport’s response rejectether of

the CEG’s concerns (for instance on listening threshaldd¥tated that work under the

Action Plan would address others (on transmission coveragevehialelistening, for
13



example).There was little evidence that the CEG’s observations impacted upon the detail of

the plans for finalising digital radio roll out.

The Digital Radio Action Plan, first publishedJaly 2010, set out a programme for DAB
that would conclude in 2013. At that point, consideration would be given to whether a
decision to begin digital switchover might be taken. Numerous activities havepiake
since2010 in accordance with the plan, such as: detailed proposals for building trarssmit
to extend signal coverage (agreed only after some fraught discussions abousivoas ttu
be funded)agreemst of car manufacturers to fit DAB receivers as standarda ‘tick
mark’ approval scheme for receivers meeting a minimum specificati@g purchasers
buying new radios. While all such preparatory work was necessary it didewittak pace
of digital radio adoption or listening anals noted earlier, &he December 2013 deadline,
government minister Ed Vaizey declared that it wasstardy to take a decision on digital
switchover as the criteria had not been,raatl were unlikely to be so until the end of the
decade (DCMS 20E3 Plunkett 2013a

The state of DAB digital radio in the UK continues to remain in a state of flux and
uncertainty. In the months leading up to the government’s December 2013 announcement a
number of commercial radio companies declared their opposition to switchover (Plunkett
2013b). The response ¢toncernamong smaller commercial and community stations as to
their post-switchover position remains unclear; the current government positian tisey

will be able to remain on FM, but final decisions will not be taken until switchover is
announced (DCMS 2013b: BWMeanwhile, Ofconhas been allocated fundingeagtend its

trials of smallscale DAB services (Ofcom 281

A further complication arose in 2014 when Ofcom announced plans to license, once again,
the second national multipleXhe successfulperators were to be permitted to use up to 30
per cent of tB multiplex capacity to transmit on the DAB+ standard rather than DAB+

has been selected as the digital radio standard in a number of countries, gffopitsseell
known advantages over ‘standard’ DABch as more efficient use of spectrum and,
potentially, better audio qualitg€efor exampleHerrmann et al. 20075ervices in

Australia, Switzerland and the-l@unched services in Germany are some of the more recent
adopters of DAB+, while Denmark, which has a long established DAB service, has put i

place plans to migrate all DAB services to DAB+. Meanwhile, in the UK, the 200&Dig
14



Britain report confirmed DAB as the standard for digital radio, on the badis relatively
largenumber of DAB receivers had been bought which were not compatible with DAB+.
Many critics of DAB in the UK have of course made repeated calls for DAB+ torieetee
preferred standard, but the introduction of DAB+ in this limited way, if it should poilatya w
to a future wholesale migration from DAB to DAB+, could add further complexity for
consumers considering a digiatly future, although of course most receivers bought in the

recent pasare likely to be multistandard and thalsle to receive DAB+ as well as DAB.

Conclusion cultural policy or industrial policy?

The lengthy narrative detailed above of the emergence of digital radio in the UK
demonstrates a number of points. Digital radio’s development has been predominantly
marketdriven, with only limited policy interventigrparticularly in comparison with digital
television. In the case of television the government established working guodipsdustry
bodies at an early stage with a clear understanding that switchover wadikelggutcome;
the Digital Tekvision Action Plan, for example, began its work in 2002, some three years
after digital television’s launch (Starks 2007: 87). More than a decade sdhmte
commercial launch of digital radio and the establishroé&its action plan. Moreovethe
Digital Radio Action Ran is evidently a policy intervention in response to what might be
termed market weakness if not actual market failure. Industry forecasts mave akdy
overestimated growtlsometimes dramatically in 2008the DRWG anticipated digit radio
sales would exceed analogue within two years, for example, whereas theymetahly
outnumbered six years later (DRWG 2008: 24).

For the broadcasters, and especially the commercial broadcasters whose reaesbesn

hit by recession and$s of advertising to other media, the costs associated with simulcasting
digital and analogue transmissions are unwelcome. For commercial radiontesnfizey are
bearable, it would seem, only while they guarantee the unchallenged reneveat of t

analogue licences, a situation which clearly cannot endure. Thus, eithairteigestrial

radio has to end or switchover be embarked upon and completed. The Digital Radio Action
Plan, its associated deliberations and ongoing works, are aimed at the lattereourthis is
despite some division amongst broadcasters and, more so, amongst listenersoihile
individual listeners and commentators are vocal advocates for digital radi, atlcrding

those that seek to represent listeners through organisations such as those making up the
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Consumer Experts Group, are far more cautious. Their position is made notably more

compelling by the low, and slowing, rates of adoption of receivers and their use.

The evidence from policy documents is that digital radio paficest viewed as industrial
rather than cultural policylhat is, it appears that the interests of sections of the radio
industry have held more sway in government decisions tharetrdas or desiresf radio
listenersas might be expressed in cultupalicy, in which their interests agtizensmight be
emphasised over consumer concerns (see, for example, Hesmondhalgfi @80%)e extent
this was also true of digital television, but given the limited public support for, oreven i
many cases interem, DAB, this tendency appeansoreevidentfor radio.Indeed, the 2010
Digital Radio Action Plan was jointly published by the Department of Culturidvend
Sport and the Department of Business, Innovation and Skills as was the Didgaad Bxport
outlining policy in 2009. This may explain the limited role of consumer groups in DAB
policy up until the formation of the Digital Radio Working Group and, as Stoller says
(above), the absence of public debate about DAB development. Adding to a sense of lack of
openness about digital radio policy is the absence of a DRUK websédelEvision
switchover group, Digital UK, maintained (and continuesitntair) a comprehensive
website, digitaluk.co.uk, detailing personnel, its fugdstreams, policy statements and
library of reports including annual reports, much as one would expect of a publidrbody.
contrastDigital Radio UK does not identify itself with any websitecannot be found
through web searches, for instanktestead it maintains a consumer site, getdigitalradio.com,
behind which sits a hidden ‘industry’ site with minimal information. Thus it is not pessibl
for the public to determine who works for DRUK, how it is funded, to see its reports, nor
evenreadily to identify the lead body behind the promotion of digital radio in the\hle
this may not mean a great dealjaes not aid informed public debate and stands in stark
contrast to the relative accessibility of documents and details of develsptmentgh, ér

example, the Ofcom or Digital UK sites.

To some extent, this lack of prominent debaféects the differentcultural role of radio,

again in comparison with television. Radio’s role as a secondary medium, one which can be
consumed while doing otheritigs, has been a weakness as well as a strength. While the
strength is its mutability and universality, the weakness is its oversight in paiiog and

also its undervaluing by listeners. Thus, while digital television was subjetetaational

collaboration and agreement, and a matter sufficiently important for the European Union to
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engage in poliapakingand toissue directivesver the harmonisation of switchover dates,
digital radio was ignored in this respect and all decisions left to nationatrguents, much

to the disappointment of the early developers of DAB (O’Neill and Shaw; 20difidis

2017). For this reason, perhaps, we have witnessed widely varying approachesatoatignt

in different countries, even within Europghe EBU has urgkgovernments to harmonise
switchover plans and adopt similar standards but of course has no authority to make that
happen (EBU 2013).

At a time when the interface between cultural and industrial policy is likelyctanie
contested as broadcasting spectiis claimed by telecommunications companiesHer
expansion of mobile networks, any confusiorabsenc®f debate aboutow broadcasting
should develop might see it come under pressure. Radio’s traditional sideliningésciest
risk, although itoperating frequencies are less covdiganobile operators than those used
by television(radio broadcasting transmissions, being lower in frequency than their television
equivalent, have propagation characteristics that do not make them valuable fer mobil
telecommunications networks). The EBU continues to promote digital radio — and
broadcasting more generalhas a way of maintainingdio’s status or perhaps asserting its
place in an augmentededia landscapéts ‘smart radio’initiative, aimed at erauraging
mobile phone manufacturers to include digital radio chipsets in devices, coupled with
challenges to the idea of replacing broadcasting with delivery over nm@®rks,s, in its
words, a campaign tensure the future of radio as a fteeair broadcast service’ (EBU
2014). These initiatives, together with the disrupted and rather diverse histatigsabf
radio in the UK and elsewhere, suggest that, although it seems unimaginabldithatlira
disappear or even become substantially diminished as a popular medium, its futtiendire
is being influenced by a number of, at times, competing forces. In the midst of such
turbulence, the UK government’s policy thus far has failed to emphasise radiolasa
resource, one worthy of protection in the public interest. If any transitiogitaldi
transmission, whether favoured by sections the industry oisnatconflict with that public
interest, it may be that ‘protection’ here means reaffirnircgadcast radio’tuture, for now,

as an analogue medium.
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