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Introduction 

1. The government has consulted on whether to amend current legislation (by means 

of a Legislative Reform Order (LRO)) to allow Ofcom to renew analogue commercial 

radio licences that are approaching final expiry. 

2. Digital radio has seen significant growth since the launch of the Digital Radio Action 

Plan in 2010. As a result of improvements in national and local digital radio coverage, 

together with investment by broadcasters in new digital services and by vehicle 

manufacturers in fitting digital radios as standard in new cars (94.6% as of Q4 2019), 

digital methods now account for 58.5% of all radio listening (RAJAR Q4 2019), up 

from just 24% in 2010. 

3. A little over 40% of UK radio listening is still to FM and AM stations, and so analogue 

radio will remain an important platform for listeners for the next few years. 

However, current trends suggest that analogue could account for just 10% or less of 

listening by the end of the decade. 

4. The current legislation allows commercial radio stations holding analogue licences a 

series of time-limited renewals, provided that they also provide a service on DAB 

digital radio. However, the three national commercial licences (for Absolute, Classic 

FM and TalkSport), as well as a number of local licences, are approaching the date of 

their final expiry in early 2022. Ofcom does not currently have powers to renew 

these licences for a further period, and so stations wishing to continue broadcasting 

would need to reapply for their licences and potentially compete against other 

prospective operators, including new entrants, to secure a new licence. 

5. Our formal consultation ran from 23 December 2019 to 21 February 2020, with two 

stakeholder seminars held on 11 February and 26 February 2020.  All commercial 

radio broadcasters were invited, as were DAB multiplex operators. Details of the 

seminars, including notes, are appended to this response at Annex A. 

6. We sought views on whether the government should make provision to allow 

analogue commercial radio licences to be renewed for a further period, and if so, 

what the length of this period should be. Specifically, we requested views on the 

following three options: 

Option 1 - Do nothing: Not to legislate, but instead to allow licences to expire 

and be re-advertised by Ofcom in accordance with current legislation; 

Option 2 - Allow the renewal of licences for a further five year period for 

licences renewed under s103B and s104AA of the Broadcasting Act 1990, with 

appropriate provisions for any stations that have not yet had licences renewed 

under s103B or s104AA; 
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Option 3 - Allow the renewal of licences for a further eight year period for 

licences renewed under s103B and s104AA of the Broadcasting Act 1990, with 

appropriate provisions for any stations that have not yet had licences renewed 

under s103B or s104AA. 

7. We also sought views on the option of smaller analogue commercial stations 

providing an accompanying digital service on a new small-scale DAB multiplex (as 

provided for by the Small-scale Radio Multiplex and Community Digital Radio Order 

2019). 

8. Since the conclusion of this initial consultation period, commercial radio has 

experienced a significant and rapid reduction in revenues as the result of the 

economic impacts of the coronavirus pandemic. According to Radiocentre , overall 1

commercial radio sector revenues are projected to be down by around 50% in 

Quarter 2 (April-June) 2020 due to the withdrawal of advertising revenues, 

particularly from leisure, tourism and car retail sectors. A large number of smaller 

commercial stations are particularly exposed and some are at risk of having to close 

as a result of the economic impacts.  

9. In addition to the wider economic support available, the government has brokered 

sector-specific support for commercial radio. Discussions with Arqiva have resulted 

in a package of assistance on transmission costs with six months free transmission 

for Arqiva’s small station customers, Ofcom has relaxed its enforcement of licensees’ 

programming and production requirements, and both PPL and PRS have reduced 

charges to stations to reflect the drop in revenues. However, the longer-term 

impacts of the coronavirus pandemic on the sector are not known, and depend to a 

large extent on its ability to rebuild advertising revenues once the impacts of 

Covid-19 start to lessen. 

10. Given the depth of the impact of Covid-19 on revenues, it is more important than 

ever that commercial radio stations have greater clarity and certainty on licence 

durations - particularly given Ofcom’s decision, in light of the pandemic, to delay the 

award of new small-scale multiplex licences, which will have a knock-on effect on the 

roll-out of small-scale DAB as a lower-cost transmission option for smaller stations. 

11. In light of the difficulties presented to the sector by Covid-19, following the initial 

consultation period, we sought the views of key stakeholders and Ofcom on the 

following additional proposals: 

a. To remove the requirement for stations to provide a service on digital as a 

condition of any future analogue renewal (“the digital requirement”), 

1 Radiocentre is the industry representative body for UK commercial radio stations. 
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including those renewals to which a station is already entitled under the 

existing legislation; 

b. To allow all analogue licences to be renewed for a further ten years, in 

addition to any renewals to which stations may already be entitled. 

12. The response to the first proposal, to remove the digital requirement for all 

renewals, was mixed. Although some respondents saw this as a significant 

simplification in legislation which would reduce regulatory burdens, organisations 

representing local multiplex operators were less convinced. Radiocentre thought 

that more time was needed to consider the wider implications, and suggested that 

this be looked at as part of longer-term plans for radio deregulation. 

13. As regards the proposal to increase the renewal period to ten years, the feedback 

was more positive, with respondents arguing that this would remove all long-term 

issues over licensing (and the resultant impact on financing), encourage further 

investment in DAB, and provide a stronger basis to continue to innovate and invest 

in new content. 

14. Given the strong support expressed for a longer renewal period, the lukewarm 

response to the proposal to remove the digital requirement, and the broad view that 

any digital condition for renewal should be satisfied if a station takes carriage on a 

small-scale multiplex (once these are available), the government therefore proposes, 

within our Legislative Reform Order, to allow a further extension of all analogue 

licences for ten years on the basis that the licensee also provides a digital (national, 

local or small-scale) service. 
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Summary of responses received 

15. A total of 45 radio stations / groups, industry bodies and individuals provided written 

responses to our consultation. A full list of organisations which responded can be 

found at Annex B, and the responses provided by these organisations have been 

published on our consultation page. We are grateful for all responses provided. 

16. In addition to these written responses, we received significant oral feedback from a 

total of 28 delegates across the two seminars that we held in the course of the 

consultation. 

Feedback - Option 1 

17. While a significant majority of respondents did not support this option, there were 

three respondents (one of which was a radio station) that put forward arguments in 

favour of allowing licences to expire and for the expiring licences to be readvertised 

by Ofcom and awarded after a competition. 

18. Specifically, respondents argued that: 

a. There remains a significant audience for analogue stations, particularly the 

three national ones (one respondent stated: “The analogue platform offers 

licensees potential access to a large established audience, and therefore, 

there would be no end of media owners who would want to apply and 

compete for coverage”); 

b. As such, were the national analogue licences to be readvertised, there would 

be interest within the industry in bidding for them; 

c. A potential new entrant may already have built up its business on digital and 

/ or online, and so would find it significantly less challenging to develop a 

national brand than would have been the case in previous years; 

d. Alternatively, a new entrant could use its analogue licence to grow a brand 

and develop an audience on analogue ahead of any future digital switchover; 

e. Even if readvertising did not result in new entrants, it could provide an 

opportunity to seek stronger commitments to digital content, improved 

programming, and / or an increased commitment to localness (in the words 

of one respondent, “the analogue licences are a premium due to the rarity of 

the spectrum. The market should be tested to see if incumbents could be 

bettered”); 
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f. Were a new station to win a licence, the previous licence holder could 

continue to broadcast over digital, and the overall effect would be increased 

choice for the listener. 

Feedback - Options 2 and 3, and additional proposal (b) 

19. The general view expressed by those members of the public who responded to our 

consultation was one of satisfaction with their current analogue services, and there 

was no expressed desire on the part of those respondents for licence 

readvertisement. Indeed, one respondent said that “putting the licences out for 

tender as in option 1 would be wasteful in both time and money.” 

20. The majority view from industry respondents was strongly supportive of renewal. In 

support of the options that involved this, respondents argued that: 

a. Taking steps to readvertise would involve significant costs and resourcing 

being diverted from programming and digital service development to the 

application process - as one respondent put it, “we do not believe there are 

overarching programming benefits that would offset the cost and impact of 

rebidding for licences”; 

b. Renewing analogue licences would not prevent new stations from launching, 

given that they could do so via digital (including small-scale DAB) or online; 

c. Any potential new licensee, particularly at the national level, would need to 

have significant financial, commercial and operational backing, beyond the 

initial costs of the licence application; 

d. Readvertising all licences might result in some smaller areas attracting no 

applicants at all; 

e. Readvertising licences would not in itself increase the number of services 

available to the listener; 

f. If licences were readvertised but a given existing licensee was not challenged, 

that licensee might take the opportunity to seek the removal of or a 

reduction in the commitments in their format; 

g. Readvertising licences would mean that listeners risk losing access to familiar 

and well-loved stations (as one respondent said: “It is clear that diversion of 

investment and management time into relicensing could undermine the 

financial viability of existing radio stations”); 
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h. Renewal of licences would provide reassurance to smaller stations that they 

would be able to continue to broadcast on FM while they plan towards 

digital. 

21. There was a consensus among respondents that the case for smaller local stations to 

be able to renew their licences was particularly strong, given that these stations 

would be less able to absorb the inherent costs and disruption of readvertising 

without a significant impact on their services. 

22. It was also broadly agreed in the course of the initial consultation that if any licences 

were to be renewed, then an eight year period, or even longer, would be preferable. 

This was on the basis that: 

a. The industry is now committed to and invested in a digital future, and so 

there is no longer a need to have regular renewals to ‘keep the pressure on’; 

b. A longer renewal period would give stakeholders time to plan ahead, and 

allow smaller enterprises to take significant steps towards digital; 

c. Allowing longer renewals would create greater certainty, including allowing 

for an assessment of the impact of small-scale DAB, and encourage further 

investment; 

d. The case for renewal of licences in five years’ time would be even stronger 

than it is now (as one respondent said, in view of the expected continued 

decline in analogue listening: “readvertised licences are unlikely to be 

attractive to many new entrants, facing ever-declining audiences and so a 

relicensing process at that point would simply result in increased cost for 

Ofcom and for incumbent stations in reapplying”); 

e. An extended renewal may take the industry to a point where analogue 

listening is so diminished that switchover will happen naturally in any event. 

23. In response to the specific proposal that licences be extended for ten years, the 

feedback was also generally very positive. One respondent said that they “believe 

this will provide comfort to both investors and employees allowing us to continue to 

innovate and invest in content and provide the best service we can to our listeners”, 
while another noted that “an extension of ten years should make it even more likely 

that all listening will be digital at the end of that period.” 

24. On the other hand, some respondents described a possible risk that analogue 

broadcasters might choose to ‘exploit’ a long renewal by scaling down their 

commitment to digital. Evidence since the issues were last considered in 2015, 

however, has been of increased support for digital radio through increased 

investment in new stations. Other respondents suggested that any longer renewal 
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should come with a commitment from the broadcaster in question to fund the 

investment required to fulfil licence obligations in terms of content requirements. 

25. It was noted that there is currently significant variance in expiry dates (these being 

dependent on when a given licence was initially taken up). As such, it was suggested 

that all licence expiry dates could be aligned - an approach which the government 

took in 2015 when extending all local multiplex licences to a common end date of 31 

December 2030. However, the consensus among respondents was a preference for 

maintaining the current arrangements. 

Options for digital carriage (including additional proposal (a)) 

26. There was general support for the principle that stations should be able to take 

carriage on one or more small-scale multiplexes instead of a local multiplex, on the 

basis that the likely lower costs of the former will remove a barrier to entry for 

smaller operators, although it was also highlighted - as noted at paragraph 22(a) 

above - that digital already forms a core part of many stations’ business in any event. 

27. As regards the proposal to unlink analogue renewals from digital carriage, however, 

the feedback was mixed. 

28. In support of the proposal, a number of respondents it was argued that: 

a. Digital is now so well-established that the link is no longer necessary. In the 

words of one respondent, DAB is “a ‘must have’ for effective distribution”; 

b. Taking this step would be of particular value to smaller stations - indeed, one 

respondent believed that “there are a number of stations whose financial 

sustainability would be far more likely if there were a relaxation around this 

requirement”. 

29. However, others were less convinced. It was noted by respondents that: 

a. Stations already on DAB could take their services away, depriving listeners of 

a favourite station and damaging the trust that listeners currently have in 

digital radio; 

b. Some local DAB multiplexes could become unviable were stations not 

required to provide a digital service as a condition of renewing their analogue 

licence. 

30. Some alternative suggestions were put forward, including limiting the digital 

requirement to larger stations, or making it more flexible by allowing smaller 

stations to renew subject to a commitment to provide a small-scale DAB service once 

such a multiplex is licensed in their area. We are very grateful for this feedback, but 

it is clear that the proposal raises a number of complex issues and that it would be 

9 



Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport 

more appropriate to consider this again in further detail as part of future 

longer-term plans for radio deregulation. Given the importance of working through 

the implications of these options and the pressing need to resolve the situation with 

analogue licences, we do not propose to take steps to incorporate these suggestions 

as part of our legislative response to this consultation. 

Other feedback received 

31. Some of the written feedback set out arguments for the continuation of analogue 

services (i.e. as compared to these being switched off as part of a switchover to 

digital). The consultation covered the narrow issue of analogue licences and 

renewals and did not discuss any future options for a possible digital radio 

switchover. 

32. While any future digital switchover timetable set would certainly have consequences 

for analogue broadcasting, the specific issue of whether any analogue services 

should be switched off is being  considered separately as part of a wider review of 

radio and audio in the UK (which is due to report in March 2021), and so these issues 

fall outside the direct scope of this consultation. 

33. A small number of responses suggested that there was a case for dealing with AM 

and FM licences differently, on the basis of expressed concerns regarding high costs 

of and a diminished listenership for AM transmissions. Although we agree that AM 

listening is declining faster than FM listening, we did not see any reason to treat AM 

and FM services differently, though we note that the shift away towards digital 

listening is likely to reduce demand for AM licences in the next five years. 

34. One respondent suggested restricting renewals to stations offering a 100% digital 

simulcast of their analogue service (rather than being able to nominate a national 

service in accordance with ss104AA, 104AB and 104AC Broadcasting Act 1990). With 

particular regard to small-scale DAB, it was also suggested that multiplex owners 

might ‘flood’ their services with their own stations, and that small-scale DAB may not 

be viable for many commercial operators due to a lack of scale. 

35. We agree that the growth of digital radio over the past five years has led to multiplex 

capacity constraints. There is a need to look at the long-term capacity needs in the 

medium term, and this is something that will be addressed as part of the radio and 

audio review that is due to report in March 2021  . As regards the viability of 2

small-scale DAB, we note that in the region of 150 such stations are currently 

broadcasting on the ten trial multiplexes and that Ofcom’s consultation suggests a 

significant demand for small-scale capacity. However the progress to licence 

2 The Digital Radio & Audio Review - Terms of Reference for the Review were announced on 27 February 2020 
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small-scale DAB is likely to be slower than hoped for, due to the challenges facing 

commercial and community radio as the result of the coronavirus pandemic.  
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Government’s Response 

36. We have fully considered all of the consultation responses, both written and oral. 

37. In terms of option 1 (the do-nothing option), we acknowledge that readvertising 

analogue commercial radio licences may stimulate new entry into the market, and / 

or incentivise incumbent stations to improve their offerings in order to win back 

their licences. We appreciate that there remains a significant audience on analogue 

for new commercial stations to target, and we acknowledge that there would at 

least be interest in bidding for the national licences, were these to be readvertised. 

38. We also agree that the consolidation of radio over the past 15 years has reduced the 

number of radio groups, but that the growth of digital has increased choice with 

more national and local stations than ever before.  The consolidation has helped 

radio to reduce costs and streamline its services, leaving the sector in a stronger 

position to weather the economic disruption of the coronavirus pandemic than 

would have been the case in the past.  

39. The main disadvantage of relicensing - as set out by the vast majority of industry 

respondents - is the imposition of significant costs on the industry at what is a 

challenging time given the trifold challenge of the transition from analogue to digital, 

the growth in new forms of online audio content and the sector’s continuing 

dependence on advertising - which in turn is facing the challenges presented by the 

coronavirus pandemic. We further note that there was no expressed public desire 

for licences to be readvertised. 

40. As regards options 2 and 3 (allowing licences to be renewed for an additional five or 

eight years), the responses that we received clearly set out a range of important 

benefits of renewing the licences of larger and smaller local stations, including giving 

all stations the long-term security to plan and develop services as radio’s move to 

digital continues. 

41. While we acknowledge that the potential benefits for smaller local stations are likely 

to be greater, the responses were not able to come to a clear view on where the line 

between larger and smaller stations could be drawn. The views expressed during the 

stakeholder sessions addressed the same question without a satisfactory response. A 

stronger case can be made for advertising the three national licences, particularly 

the national FM licence (currently held by Classic FM), but there was no real 

evidence that doing so, when set against the disruption of national relicensing, 

would achieve any material benefits. 

42. In terms of the duration of any licence renewals, the previous renewal was for an 

additional five years, on the basis that this would provide certainty to the industry 
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and listeners and minimise disruption and costs, while maintaining the focus within 

industry in the direction of digital. 

43. The responses to consultation clearly demonstrated that: 

a. There is support from across the commercial radio landscape for the principle 

of further licence renewal, and no significant expressed desire from members 

of the public for a change in approach; 

b. The industry continues to support the government’s policy objective of 

working towards a digital future for radio and supporting industry through 

this transition, but wants a longer period of renewal to give greater security. 

44. We agree that the position has changed since 2014, when the issue was last 

considered. In particular, digital is now more firmly established, and so one of the 

main arguments for a shorter renewal period - to provide an incentive for 

broadcasters to support digital radio - carries less weight. The difficulties that the 

industry is facing due to the impacts of the coronavirus pandemic suggest that new 

local radio licence holders are likely to struggle to cover start-up costs and reach 

profitability in the period between the availability of licences (largely 2023 and later) 

and the likely natural endpoint for analogue listening towards the end of the decade. 

For this reason we believe there are very strong arguments to allow a further 

renewal of local licences. 

45. We have given particularly careful consideration to whether national licences ought 

to be treated differently and re-advertised when they expire in 2022. We 

acknowledge that there remains some economic value to these licences, particularly 

for the national FM licence, which - as a number of respondents, including Love 

Sport, argued - could be reflected in a new cash bid process. 

46. In this regard, however, we also acknowledge that when Ofcom assessed the annual 

national licence fees in 2010 and 2017 - albeit against the backdrop of different 

levels of digital penetration, and therefore different assumptions about barriers to 

entry and audience levels - they concluded on both occasions that the value of 

holding these licences was not significant and that these fees should be set at a 

nominal level to reflect the minimal economic value for a new entrant holding these 

licences. 

47. On balance, we have concluded that there are sufficient routes to market for new 

entrants - including by acquisition of one of the existing analogue licences or the 

creation of stations on DAB, given the increased availability of DAB capacity with the 

launch of the second national multiplex in 2016 and the expansion of local DAB 

coverage. Our assessment, which reflects the views of respondents, is that the value 

of an analogue licence is likely to be relatively low and to diminish further as digital 

listening grows. We are not, therefore, sufficiently convinced that there are any 
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sufficiently strong or compelling arguments for readvertisement of national 

licences. 

48. In terms of the length of time for which licences should be renewed, we have taken 

into account the feedback from industry which suggested that at least eight years 

would be reasonable, with strong arguments made for a slightly longer period to 

cover the expected lifespan of analogue radio broadcasting to the early 2030s - 

when more than 80% of all radio to be listening is likely to be digital even if left 

entirely to market trends. 

49. We agree that the transition to digital is sufficiently advanced that there is no longer 

a need to keep pressure on broadcasters by way of a shorter renewal period. We 

also note the steady transition from analogue to digital radio listening, and are 

inclined to agree that this is likely to take matters towards a natural endpoint for 

analogue broadcasting by the end of the decade. 

50. Allowing for an additional two years’ renewal - as strongly supported in our 

supplementary consultation - would provide more clarity and security for the 

industry (including for advertisers and investors), while maintaining momentum 

towards a potential digital switchover. This would give additional certainty over 

licensing, which will be helpful as commercial radio deals with the impacts of 

Covid-19. It may also in essence amount to an end date for analogue commercial 

radio, and as such may in practice supersede the provisions in the Digital Economy 

Act 2010 allowing for a two year notice period prior to licence termination. 

51. For this reason, we propose to proceed in accordance with the proposal set out in 

our supplementary consultation, and make provision for all licences to be renewed 

for an additional ten years (on top of any renewal or renewals to which a licence 

may be entitled, but which have not yet been taken up). 

52. It was suggested in the course of one of our seminars that all licences could be given 

a common end date. This would be a complex change that would set a presumptive 

backstop switchover date, and we consider that this would be undesirable and 

unnecessary. In the event that following the digital radio and audio review, the 

government decides to set firm dates for digital switchover, there are already 

powers in the Digital Economy Act 2010 - as noted above - to terminate licences on 

(at least) two years’ notice that achieve broadly the same outcome. 

53. We have carefully considered the position as to the requirement for stations to take 

digital carriage, in light in particular of the representations from small stations who 

are required to take carriage on local multiplexes which may have too large a 

coverage footprint or be too costly for stations with small coverage areas. 

54. It was widely acknowledged in the course of our consultation that requiring stations 

to provide a digital service in order to take advantage of an analogue renewal has 
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been a successful policy. Two further points have arisen which we consider ought to 

be taken into account: 

● Firstly, for the majority of commercial stations, their digital service is now an 

integral part of their business. This is strong evidence in favour of the 

proposition that the policy has in large part ‘done its job’; 

● Secondly, stations are facing huge challenges presented by the impact of the 

Covid-19 pandemic, particularly with regard to advertising revenues. 

55. However, when we sought further views from industry on potentially allowing 

renewals without any condition of DAB carriage, the response was mixed. In 

particular, while it was acknowledged that digital is well-established and therefore 

that the proposed change might amount to a helpful simplification, multiplex 

operators in particular were not convinced that the arguments in favour of removing 

the digital carriage requirement had been fully made out. 

56. As such, we propose to proceed as set out within the initial consultation, and 

continue to make analogue renewals contingent on licensees taking digital carriage. 

In accordance with the consensus from respondents that small-scale DAB is likely to 

be a practical and more cost-effective alternative to local or national carriage for 

smaller stations, our Legislative Reform Order will make provision to allow stations 

to satisfy the digital carriage condition where that digital service is provided on a 

small-scale multiplex. 
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Next Steps 

57. Subject to the necessary approvals, the government will now proceed to make an 

amendment via a Legislative Reform Order to the relevant legislation – namely 

sections 103B (which covers national licences) and 104AA (which covers local 

licences) of the Broadcasting Act 1990 – in order to: 

a. allow these licences to be renewed for an additional ten year period (beyond 

that already provided for within the legislation); and 

b. allow the requirement for the licence holder to take digital carriage to be 

satisfied where that carriage is on a small-scale multiplex. 

58. If you have any further comments about the consultation process or this Response, 

please contact us via the following: 

FAO Commercial Radio Analogue Licence Renewal Consultation 

Media Team 

Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport  

4th Floor, 100 Parliament Street  

London  

SW1A 2BQ 

 

analoguelicence@culture.gov.uk. 
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Annex A: Notes of seminars 

Seminar One 

11th February 2020, 2pm 

Radiocentre, 55 New Oxford Street, London WC1A 1BS 

 

In attendance: 

Ian O’Neill OBE Head of Radio, DCMS 

Harry Reardon Senior Policy Advisor, DCMS 

Matt Payton Radiocentre 

Michael Ireland Radiocentre 

Jason Bryant Nation Broadcasting 

Glyn Jones Arqiva 

Tony Lit Sunrise Radio 

Paul Chantler Fix Radio 

Will Harding Global 

Piers Collins Wireless 

Chris Hurst Dee Radio 

Tony Delahunty Mansfield 103.2 

Steve Orchard Quidem 

Yvette Dore Digital Radio UK 

Kelvin MacKenzie Love Sport 

Steve Hodge Love Sport 

Travis Baxter Bauer 

Gregory Watson MuxCo 

 

Introduction 

DCMS officials set out the intention of the seminar, which was to explore in greater depth 

industry views on the three proposed options in the government’s consultation on the 

further renewal of analogue commercial radio licences.  

Discussion 

Option 1: Do nothing (i.e. no further renewals) 

There was some support among the smaller stations and groups represented for this 

proposal in relation to the three national analogue licences. Comments included: 
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● There is significant value in holding a national analogue licence given the audience 

share that these continue to command, so they should be opened up again to 

competition, with their value being dictated by market forces; 

● If the national licences were readvertised, there would be interest within the 

industry in bidding for them, not least given the trend towards national rather than 

local listening; 

● Readvertising would amount to an investment into the future of FM and AM 

platforms where there was still a large base of listeners; 

● Any disruption that readvertising might cause to the industry would not be 

significant - particularly if this were limited to national licences - and Ofcom could 

absorb the resource costs; 

● The argument has changed in terms of how much it would cost to build up a national 

brand, and the stations being licensed on digital are showing that there is 

competition out there; 

● If FM and AM are likely to still be around in ten or twenty years’ time, then it would 

be wrong to keep renewing licences especially as DAB was now firmly established; 

● While many incumbent stations would retain their licences after an open 

competition, there are areas where they would not, and this would be a means of 

bringing in better operators to replace poorer incumbents; 

● If a new station wins a licence, the previous holder can continue to broadcast over 

digital, and the overall effect would be increased choice for the listener. 

Among those who were opposed to readvertisement, including Global and Bauer, it was 

suggested that: 

● It would be very disruptive for smaller local stations to be required to recompete for 

their licences; 

● The barriers to entry into the market are very low - stations can launch on digital and 

online and make money, so renewal of analogue licences would not prevent new 

stations from launching; 

● The industry’s priorities should be managing the transition to digital and ensuring 

investment in UK-originated content, branding and distribution, and readvertising 

analogue licences would not help with either of these; 

● The value that could be recouped by the government by way of market-driven 

increases in licence or transmission fees would be relatively small. Two exercises by 
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Ofcom (in 2010 and 2017) set a nominal licence fee to reflect the real value of 

licences over the licensing period; 

● Changes to the current position would give new licence-holders an incentive to 

maximise the value of their analogue licence, rather than continue the move 

towards digital; 

● The current structure of licence renewals has helped drive the UK radio market 

towards digitisation, increasing choice while enabling the sector to remain 

sustainable. 

There was some discussion about whether larger and smaller local licences should be 

treated differently, and broad consensus that at least some local licences should be 

renewed but with different views about where the threshold would be drawn and what 

should happen to stations on the ‘wrong’ side of the line. It was suggested that smaller local 

stations which were also broadcasting on digital could be allowed to extend, with larger 

stations being required to compete; against that, it was argued that any line that was drawn 

on size would be arbitrary and give rise to inconsistency. 

Options 2 / 3: renewal of 5 / 8 years in length 

Most comments took the view that if there were to be a further extension of at least some 

licences, this should be for longer than the durations proposed. Comments included: 

● If a ‘short term’ (i.e. five year) extension is granted now, absent a date for digital 

switchover, this would probably result in DCMS having to repeat the current exercise 

in five years’ time; 

● Local licences should be extended for as long as possible (eight years as a minimum, 

with 12 years preferred), particularly given that Ofcom already has the power to 

terminate all licences on two years’ notice in any event; 

● There is no longer any need to ‘hold the industry’s feet to the fire’ with shorter 

renewals - significant investment has been made in digital, and stations are not going 

to move away from it now; 

● Licences should all be given a common end date, rather than the current system 

whereby new entrants start at the beginning of the process and can subsequently 

take up all of the extensions that older stations have been granted. 

Small-scale multiplexes 

There was broad consensus that the principle of tying in renewals with requiring stations to 

broadcast over digital should allow for stations to take carriage on small-scale multiplexes. It 

was noted that: 
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● Some regional multiplexes may be full; 

● Legislation may need to provide for the possibility of stations taking carriage on 

multiple small-scale multiplexes, the total coverage of which adds up to a certain 

proportion of their analogue radius; 

● There may be issues where the relevant small-scale multiplex has not yet been 

launched, and good reasons why DCMS should simplify the regime by relaxing the 

requirements where there was no small-scale multiplex. 
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Seminar Two 

26th February 2020, 2pm 

Radiocentre, 55 New Oxford Street, London WC1A 1BS 

 

In attendance: 

Ian O’Neill OBE Head of Radio, DCMS 

Harry Reardon Senior Policy Advisor, DCMS 

Siobhan Kenny Radiocentre 

Matt Payton Radiocentre 

Michael Ireland Radiocentre 

Colin Everitt Communicorp 

James Keen Tindle Radio Group 

Glyn Jones Arqiva 

Surjit Ghuman MBE Panjab Radio 

Adam Findlay DC Thomson 

Kevin Bennett Premier 

Travis Baxter Bauer 

David Duffy Niocast 

John Evington Niocast 

Geraldine Allinson KMFM 

Matt Ramsbottom Revolution 

Michael Dobson Revolution 

Will Harding Global 

Tony Psillou London Greek Radio 

John Kyriakides London Greek Radio 

 

Introduction 

DCMS officials set out the intention of the seminar, which was to explore in greater depth 

industry views on the three proposed options in the government’s consultation on the 

further renewal of analogue commercial radio licences.  

Discussion 

Option 1: Do nothing (i.e. no further renewals) 

None of the attendees at this seminar expressed support for this option. 
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Options 2 / 3: renewal of 5 / 8 years in length 

The attendees were in agreement that analogue licences should be renewed, with the 

discussion centring around the favoured duration. Comments included: 

● Stations need to be able to invest in the future with a degree of certainty, 

particularly given the increasing competition for audiences presented by on demand 

audio; 

● Listeners would lose out if this investment was diverted towards licensing rather 

than content, and there was a risk of much-loved stations being forced off air; 

● Readvertising would not be the best way to introduce new entrants, not least 

because readvertised licences where the incumbent reapplies are rarely awarded 

other than to that incumbent; 

● The renewal length should be eight years at a minimum, and 12 years should be 

strongly considered - this would provide additional stability, and would be unlikely to 

limit new entrants; 

● The powers exist to terminate licences on two years’ notice in any event under the 

Digital Economy Act 2010; 

● Licences should be ‘yours to get wrong’ i.e. unless and until you’re not serving your 

market, or otherwise not adhering to the licence requirements; 

● A further renewal could be expressed as being to the point of digital switchover, 

although this might be difficult to achieve legislatively in the available time. 

Small-scale multiplexes 

Some questions were raised about the rollout of SSDAB. In particular, it was noted that: 

● Not all areas of the UK will be capable of being licensed at the same time, and this 

should be taken into account when drafting any legislation; 

● There will need to be transitional arrangements, e.g. if a small-scale multiplex is 

starting up but not yet operational. It was noted that Ofcom have some discretion to 

extend licences where there was no multiplex service, and DCMS should consider the 

option of unlinking renewals from carriage to simplify the regime. 

● SSDAB may not be a viable option in some areas, e.g. certain regions of Scotland - 

while it may be cheap, it may not be possible to reach a significant audience. 
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Annex B: List of organisations that provided a written response 

Panjab Radio 

Love Sport 

Niocast Digital 

Arqiva 

Radio Clatterbridge 

Nation Broadcasting 

Royal Scottish National Orchestra 

Ofcom Advisory Committee for Scotland 

Hospital Broadcasting Association 

The Office of the Secretary of State for Wales 

Communicorp UK 

DC Thomson 

Global 

The All-Party Parliamentary Group on Commercial 
Radio 

Bauer 

Wireless 

Radiocentre 

Dee Radio Group 

Quidem 

Voice of the Listener & Viewer 

Sunrise Radio 

Triple Muxco Somerset Ltd 

Central FM 

MuxCo 
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