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· Realistic

· Challenging

· Ambitious

· Ludicrous

· Farcical

All words that have been used to describe … well, to describe what?  The idea that radio could ‘upgrade’ to digital by 2015, the idea that radio will definitely upgrade to digital in 2015, the idea that radio will definitely upgrade to digital at some point …. Well, which adjective would you choose, and to describe which scenario?

There’s a fair bit of confusion, whether genuine, or deliberately created, out there at the moment, so I hope the next ten minutes or so provides some much needed clarity in the digital radio debate.

Let me begin with a quote from the Digital Britain report: … "If radio is to compete in a Digital Britain then it must have the flexibility to grow, innovate and engage with its audience, and in this, the limits of analogue, as the primary distribution platform for radio, are now all too visible".

In fact, I’m rather tempted not just to begin there, but to end there too, because, for me, that pretty much says it all.  But I think James and Trevor might be a bit cross that I’d not earned my cup of tea, so perhaps I should expand a bit ….

There are three things I’d like to talk about today:

· Firstly, as that quote from Digital Britain implied, radio has to change if it is to survive in a digital world.

· Secondly, radio will still need a broadcast platform going forward, even if it is a new digital one.

· And finally, achieving that change, and that new digital broadcast platform, will be done via a well managed process in which everyone can plan their future with a reasonable degree of certainty – whether that’s Arqiva building a transmitter, a station signing up to a multiplex contract, Vauxhall putting DAB chips into all their cars from 2013 or a consumer choosing which set to buy.

Why radio has to change

So why does radio have to change.  Or, to put it another way, why is doing nothing not an option?

Well, doing nothing would mean not having a clear vision or a clear plan for our future.  Continuing to hedge our bets, to back all horses, and in doing so, to bleed our industry’s kitty dry by condemning radio to an indefinite period of dual transmission.  It’s a financial burden that Commercial Radio cannot continue to bear and that does not provide the best value to BBC licence fee payers.

Speaking of money, we should also be clear that doing nothing will not cost nothing.  Even if we could find a way to manage that ongoing burden of dual transmission I just mentioned, within a decade significant re-investment will have to be made if national and regional stations are to continue to broadcast on AM and FM.  Paying millions upon millions to renew analogue doesn’t sound like a particularly future-facing strategy to me.

And, quite simply, everyone else around us, everyone who competes with us for consumers’ time and for advertisers’ money, is going digital.  Sky+ has massively changed people’s expectations of where and when they can access content; mobile phones have delivered personalisation on-the-move; on-line has led advertisers to demand ever greater levels of accountability and interactivity with consumers; and Freeview has turned even the most timid TV viewer into a channel-hopping choice-hungry 21st century content junkie – OK I exaggerate – but you get my drift.

· Only with digital radio can we give consumers more choice – because FM is full.

· Only with digital radio can we give consumers the kind of interactivity they now not only want but demand.

· And only with digital radio can we compete with a world that, everywhere you look, or listen, is going digital too.

So radio must go digital. But what kind of digital?

So radio must go digital. But what kind of digital must it go?  Well, broadcast digital, that’s what.

· Broadcast radio is also the only genuine option if you’re going to allow radio to remain a mobile platform.  Listening through digital TV, or online simply doesn’t deliver.

· Unlike, for example, listening via the internet, broadcast radio is free at the point of use.  Once you’ve bought your set, there’s nothing more to pay.  It’s the reason why there had to be Freeview and FreeSat before TV switchover could happen.

· Broadcast radio is the most efficient way of delivering content to as many people as possible, at the same time, using the least amount of spectrum.  And that’s going to be increasingly important as demands on spectrum increase going forward.

· And let’s be clear too, vital as it may be as a part of the radio listening landscape, as a primary platform, IP would be hopeless.  It simply can’t cope with the simultaneous levels of listening that radio demands.  For example, at 8 o’clock on a typical morning, there are about 17m people listening to the radio.  But the entire UK broadband infrastructure could only support simultaneous listening for about 4m of them – even if no-one was using the internet for anything else, anywhere in the country.  And the costs would be enormous – hundreds of millions of pounds a year for the radio industry – and more for the ISPs.  Any kind of IP technology that we either have today or even have sight of today, just can’t match up to broadcast radio.

In the face of all of this evidence, even those people voicing loud objections in the press at the moment are desperate to say they’re not “anti digital radio”.  So it seems that we all start from the idea that going digital is a good thing.

But, how do we actually go digital?

How do we go digital?

Well, we could announce a big switchover date, tomorrow; next year; in a decade; and say that, no matter what, we’ll go digital on that date.  A great big game of chicken.  And reading a lot of the comment in the press, you’d be forgiven for thinking that’s what’s proposed.

And if that were the proposal I could understand why people would be a bit upset because, when you ask different people what an absolute date could be, everyone would come up with something different.  Two different MPs I met last week said for example, on the one hand that “radio should stop messing around and move to digital today” and on the other that “the middle of the next decade feels about right”.  Absolute Radio would go tomorrow – having already reached the 50% digital listening threshold – whereas the other national AM commercial station, TalkSport, has a rather more cautious view.  Similarly digital-only stations like PlanetRock are hungry for faster progress than those FM stations that don’t yet have a clear path to digital.

But we’ve not got a hard and fast date.  Instead, we have the first strong foundations of a carefully thought out, staged plan which will, in time, deliver a digital future for radio.

I admire Digital Britain’s policy on radio for its honesty: it doesn’t pretend to have all the answers, or even pretend that there are no problems to be solved.  There is a clear recognition that:

· coverage isn’t good enough yet;

· there aren’t enough digital radios in cars – not nearly enough;

· there isn’t enough unique content or interactivity offered on digital radio yet;

· sets are still a wee bit too pricey;

· there needs to be some work to make the local multiplex network fit for long-term purpose

· there needs to be more clarity about the future for those stations who, for the medium term at least, will remain on FM.

And the industry fully agrees with all of this.  Which is why it’s forming Digital Radio UK and why it has already begun the process of tackling these challenges on an industry-wide basis by, for example, setting up a process to evaluate the future structure of local digital radio, holding a summit with the motor industry, and advertising for a CEO to lead us through these crucial years ahead.

[Incidentally, on that very important point about the need for clarity for those stations staying on FM – I don’t think the fears about FM becoming a second-class platform to digital in the same way as AM became to FM are realistic.  And there are two key reasons for this: firstly, there isn’t the same sound differential between FM and digital as there was between AM and FM, and secondly, whereas AM and FM stations tended to be somewhat interchangeable in terms of their types of content, the new ‘ultra local’ tier on FM will offer genuinely different and highly valued local content compared to the large local, regional and national services which will be on digital.

And actually, the debates that are being had within our industry at the moment put me in mind of similar rumblings … I guess … about two decades ago.  At that time, the proposed innovation was the launch of new national commercial radio stations.  Many in smaller and local stations feared that these new stations would signal the death of commercial radio as we knew it, when in fact, the reverse turned out to be true – radio became well placed to meet the demands of the 1990s where advertisers wanted to buy national audiences – and the medium had a tremendous period of growth as a result.  And we’re in a similar situation now, needing to gear up for the digital age, if a little fearful of what the future might hold.]

But going back to that list of challenges, we know that if we were to try to fix all of these before deciding whether or not to go digital, it would simply be too late.  These problems are complex, and will require investment, time and commitment from all stakeholders.  They can’t be solved neatly, in sequence, one after another. Instead they are inter-dependent, and they are utterly dependent on a common vision and ambition– which Digital Britain describes as “to secure and deliver a digital radio platform for the benefit of broadcasters and listeners”.

And it has been important to set a target date for upgrade, if not an absolute date.  We’ve seen more action on digital radio from manufacturers in the last year than the last five, and more action from the motor industry than in the last decade.  And perhaps most importantly, more co-operation and action from within our own industry than I’ve ever seen in my whole career (which is rather longer than my natural youthful looks might suggest).

But I also admire Digital Britain’s policy on radio because it puts listeners at its heart with two consumer-led criteria on which upgrade will depend:

· Until listeners can receive digital radio, they won’t stop being able to get analogue radio; and

· Until at least half of all listening is to digital, the actual date won’t even be set.   

No-one will be left behind. No-one will lose out.  Indeed, everyone will benefit.

Finally, let’s just do a bit of expectation management.  I had a hilarious call from a journalist last week who asked me if I was disappointed that, with all this political activity around digital radio, we hadn’t seen a bigger leap in digital radio listening over the last year.  Silly me, I hadn’t thought of that.  Of course I should have expected your average Jeremy Vine listener to think, “Oooo! I see Lord Carter has published a Digital Britain report and there’s going to be some legislation coming out of it.  I’d better listen to more digital radio.”

Let’s get real: legislation and fixing infrastructure first; content and services next; followed by promoting-like-crazy, then uptake and then upgrade.  That’s how it’s going to work.  And that’s how, in a few years from now, we’ll have a radio industry spending more money on content and less on transmission, and therefore an audience that has more choice, more interactivity, and cracking (not crackling) reception.

Thank you.
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