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Dear Joan 
 
Written submission from the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) to 
the Scottish Parliament’s Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee’s 
inquiry into local commercial radio in Scotland  
 
Thank you for the letter dated 27 August 2019 to The Rt Hon Nicky Morgan MP, DCMS Secretary 
of State, about the Scottish Parliament’s Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs 
Committee’s inquiry into local commercial radio in Scotland. DCMS is the department responsible 
for broadcasting (including radio) in the UK and I am replying as the Minister responsible for radio 
policy. Your letter set out a number of specific questions and we have sought to address these in 
setting out the wider policy context for radio. With regard to your final question, Ofcom already 
carries out regular research into the radio landscape in Scotland and the other UK nations and 
we have used this information in this submission. However, I have asked DCMS officials to 
discuss with Ofcom what further research might be useful to undertake. 
 
Introduction to radio in Scotland 

1. Ofcom’s research shows that radio continues to play an important role in Scotland and is 
valued by listeners. In its second Media Nations Scotland report, published in August 
2019, Ofcom reported that for the 12 months to Q1 2019, more than eight in ten adults 
(85.1%) in Scotland listened to radio every week for an average of 19 hours and 42 
minutes. 
  

2. Listeners in Scotland benefit from a mixture of radio sources with a growing choice of 
national and local commercial stations due to the efforts made to expand the digital audio 
broadcasting (DAB) networks. Overall there were 110 stations broadcasting on DAB in 
Scotland in March 2019. In addition to the UK-wide services on analogue and digital, 
there are 34 local analogue commercial stations which are licensed and broadcast in 
Scotland. The BBC operates two nations services in Scotland: BBC Radio Scotland which 
broadcasts in English with opt outs for the Shetland Islands, the Orkney Islands and BBC 
Radio nan Gaidheal which broadcasts in Scottish Gaelic. 
 

3. Ofcom reported that overall in the year to Q1 2019 for the first time digital radio accounted 
for more than half (55.1% in Q1 2019) of all radio listening in Scotland and more than two-
thirds of adults (70%) owned a DAB radio, higher than in any other UK nation. BBC UK 
wide services accounted for 36% of all radio listening and BBC nations services 6%, while 
national commercial radio accounted for 21% and local commercial radio accounted for 
35% of total listening in Scotland. Music (54%) is the most valued type of content for radio 
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listeners in Scotland, with local news coverage (36%) the second most valued, followed 
by national news (33%), local traffic and travel (27%) and weather (25%)1. 
 

4. There are several commercial radio companies which currently operate in Scotland 
including Bauer Media, Central FM, Communicorp, Global, Nation Broadcasting, New 
Wave Media,DC Thomson,and Waves Radio. There are also 26 community radio stations 
on-air in Scotland (March 2019), each offering valuable services to their local 
communities. Community radio differs from both commercial radio and the BBC radio 
services, as they are local services covering a small geographical area and are not-for-
profit. Ofcom is responsible for licensing community radio services and for operating the 
Community Radio Fund which is open to applications from Scottish Community Radio 
Stations. The Community Radio sector has also been supported by grants by the Scottish 
Government. Between 2011 and 2017, the total funding of grants provided to the sector 
by the Scottish Government was around £315,000. 
 

BBC Radio 
5. The current BBC Charter sets out clear objectives for the BBC to continue to invest in high 

quality radio services both nationally and for Scotland. The main change is the new 
requirement on the BBC to ensure a distinctive range of services not provided elsewhere 
and a very important aspect of this is the BBC’s national services for Scotland, BBC Radio 
Scotland and BBC Radio nan Gaidheal. Underpinning this are new governance 
arrangements overseen by Ofcom which provided a stronger assurance for the BBC’s 
performance against its objectives. The government welcomes the recent increase in BBC 
funding for BBC Radio Scotland’s services.  

 
6. The BBC Agreement also set out provision for a new contestable fund to support public 

service content in underserved genres. The government has worked with industry bodies 
to develop a scheme to support radio under the Contestable Fund. The Audio Content 
Fund was launched in April 2019 and up to £3 million is available for public service audio 
content which is commercially difficult to produce. The fund will be able to support 
indigenous UK languages programming such as Gaelic and Welsh carried on commercial 
radio, with an aim to invest five per cent of the total fund on this aspect.  The first awards 
were announced on 11 June with a further round to be announced this Autumn. 

 
Deregulation of commercial radio 

7. I wish to deal with questions you asked about the regulatory framework for radio and 
requirements relating to the delivery of local content and local production. The 
government believes the current structure of commercial radio regulation is no longer fit 
for purpose. The current legislative structure was designed for AM and FM radio services 
in the late 1980s and is now out of date and burdensome as the industry has evolved with 
changing listener habits and the development of new technologies and on-demand 
services such as TuneIn, Spotify and Apple Music. In contrast to analogue radio services, 
the licensing regime for digital radio has relatively few requirements in place and with 56% 
of all UK radio listening now to digital there will, in the longer term, be a need to align the 
analogue and digital radio licensing requirements and to strengthen the requirements to 
provide national and local news and local information on digital radio. 

 
8. The UK commercial radio sector faces a number of important external long-term 

challenges over the coming decade, from the growth and proliferations of new ways of 
consuming audio content and not least the challenge from online services, along with the 
need to invest in new content services and in accessing new platforms to maintain its 
audiences. Following preliminary work by Ofcom, the government consulted on proposals 
to deregulate commercial radio licensing between 13 February 2017 and 8 May 2017. A 
total of 67 responses were received from a wide range of respondents, including service 

                     
1 Ofcom. Media Nations Scotland report, 2019. 
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providers in Scotland, academics and members of the public. DCMS published a 
response to the consultation in December 2017.  
 

9. Overall, respondents were in favour of the proposals to deregulate the commercial radio 
sector. The consultation covered a number of key areas, such as the removal of music 
formats, the role of news and information services on radio and how to secure this on 
digital, the licensing of international radio stations on digital radio, local production 
requirements, flexible licence periods in light of a potential switchover to digital, 
simulcasting requirements and allocating vacant spectrum to community radio services. 
Respondents were also generally supportive that Ofcom’s current statutory role to ensure 
a range of choice of national and local radio services should be removed. There was a 
consensus that with the selection of services available on FM, digital, online and on-
demand services, there is no need for Ofcom to dictate what music stations should be 
able to play. There was some concern that areas outside of cities (particularly in the 
nations) may suffer from less choice if services were to change their format to serve 
mainstream audiences, however we do not expect this to happen. Stations will be able to 
experiment with music and better respond to the needs of their listeners.   

 
10. We looked very carefully at how the proposals would affect the nations. The consultation 

considered whether Ofcom should be given the power to set enhanced requirements for 
the nations in terms of news and information requirements and local production 
requirements, given that commercial radio plays a different and arguably more important 
role in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland where the BBC operates services at the 
level of each nation rather than the mainly county sized local radio services in England. 
The majority of respondents argued that the same arrangements should apply to all parts 
of the UK and that applying enhanced requirements would unfairly penalise service 
providers from within those nations. It was agreed that giving such a power to Ofcom may 
disadvantage local stations in the nations and that a better approach is for Ofcom to have 
regard to the needs of all UK audiences in setting the requirements on a UK basis.  

 
11. However, this is one of the areas of the consultation in which further work needs to be 

undertaken as there was no consensus from respondents. In terms of deregulating the 
commercial radio sector, the next step is for DCMS to begin the detailed work to develop 
the new legislative structure and to bring forward legislation prior to analogue licenses 
coming up for renewal in 2022. Legislation will be brought forward when Parliamentary 
time allows. The government will work to ensure that the nations are taken into account 
when preparing new legislation. 

 
Ofcom localness guidelines 

12. Since 2003 Ofcom has made use of the powers granted by Parliament to enable it to set 
appropriate content requirements on commercial radio and to ensure they keep pace with 
market changes and changes in listener habits. Ofcom has done this by standardising 
formats, relaxing requirements on music formats and by implementing the changes 
provided under the Digital Economy Act 2010 to allow local stations more flexibility to 
share premises and network content. These particular changes, made by the last Labour 
Government, were introduced to support the viability of local commercial radio stations 
against the background of the recession which hit commercial advertising revenues hard. 
By allowing local commercial radio groups to co-locate production facilities and network 
more content the changes allowed stations and reduce their fixed costs and maintain 
viability. However, the 2010 changes left in place the majority of the regulatory 
requirements on commercial radio, particularly in terms of music formats and local content 
requirements.  
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13. Under section 314 of the Communications Act 2003, Ofcom is also required to produce 

and keep up to date localness guidance for local analogue radio licence holders to follow 
in complying with their local programming and content requirements. These had last been 
updated in 2010. In 2018, Ofcom consulted on changes to the localness guidance 
following research on listener attitudes. Their consultation closed in August 2018 and 
Ofcom published a statement in October 2018 setting out the decision to proceed with the 
amendments to their localness guidelines. Ofcom also consulted further on proposals for 
revised approved areas for Scotland and Wales and published a statement in March 
2019.  
 

14. The changes to the localness guidance made by Ofcom allow commercial radio licences a 
further degree of flexibility in how and where they produce their programmes, while 
ensuring that listeners’ expectations for local news and other local content continue to be 
met. However, Ofcom has made no changes to the local news or information 
requirements on local stations and in terms of future changes to legislation, we made 
clear in the government response to the radio deregulation consultation (December 2017) 
that we want to maintain and where necessary strengthen these requirements. This 
includes ensuring appropriate arrangements are made to secure these local news and 
information requirements on local DAB radio services for the first time. 
 

15. As you will have heard during your evidence sessions, commercial radio operates in a 
highly competitive market against global players like Spotify and Apple and listeners now 
have much greater choice about how they listen to music and access news and other 
information. These trends are likely to continue and the UK radio industry has done well to 
respond. The increased flexibility allowed by Ofcom should provide commercial radio 
operators with a greater degree of flexibility to address these challenges. It is, of course, 
for local commercial radio licence holders to decide whether to take advantage of these 
flexibilities. How to organise their operations and which aspects of their businesses to 
invest resources in are commercial decisions for individual radio companies to make.  
Focusing on what is important to listeners will be a fundamental driver of the future 
success of commercial radio.  

 
FM spectrum 

16. You asked about the use of remaining FM spectrum. As you know, the licensing of 
commercial and community radio services and use of radio spectrum, such as FM 
frequencies, for this purpose are matters solely for Ofcom. Ofcom must, as the 
independent regulator, be able to make decisions without undue interference. 
Government has no power to sway Ofcom’s processes or decisions. 
 

17. Due to the general scarcity of FM spectrum, especially in major towns and cities, the 
scope for additional frequency resources to be made available to commercial radio 
services is extremely limited. In part this is because Ofcom's current priority for the use of 
remaining FM spectrum is community radio which can more effectively make use of the 
remaining available pockets of FM whilst also providing social gain. I note the view 
expressed by some commercial stations that the position should be reversed but to do so 
would require Ofcom to review and scale back the current roll out of the latest round of 
community radio services and is something the community radio sector will have strong 
views about.  
 

18. We understand that Ofcom have written to the Scottish Parliament’s Culture, Tourism, 
Europe and External Affairs Committee to set out the background to its policy on FM and 
outline its priorities with respect to completing the current round of community radio 
licensing, planning for small-scale DAB and the efficient use of radio spectrum in 
Scotland. 
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Digital radio 
19. Digital radio services are available through DAB, television and the internet. Listeners in 

Scotland and other parts of the UK therefore have a range of options for receiving digital 
radio, each with different features and considerations. In the UK, free to air digital radio 
broadcasting is transmitted via a number of radio multiplexes across the country2. 
Terrestrial broadcast DAB has the benefit to listeners of being free to receive and portable 
as well as offering more choice, no re-tuning and extra information on broadcasts. Thanks 
to recent improvements in DAB network coverage 95% of homes in Scotland are able to 
receive BBC national DAB services and 92% are able to receive digital stations carried on 
local DAB multiplexes. Overall 98.7% of premises in Scotland3 have TV which give them 
the ability to listen to digital radio and 92%4 have a superfast broadband connection 
providing access to digital radio via the internet. 
 

20. Industry research shows that the take up of digital radio by listeners in Scotland has 
increased significantly in the past year. The data indicates that more than two thirds of 
adults (70% in Q1 2019) in Scotland now own a digital radio set at home (the highest of 
any region in the UK) and more than half (55.1%% in Q1 2019) of all radio listening in 
Scotland is through digital platforms5, up from 46.9% in 2018. In addition ownership of 
smart speakers, with uses including listening to live radio and streaming music, has 
increased to 21% of households. The radio industry expects that the long term shift to 
digital listening will continue. 
 

21. As you know, the UK government has a long term objective to support a listener led 
transition to digital radio and in December 2013, DCMS ministers set out the long term 
plans for the development of digital radio and announced a package of measures on 
coverage, content, consumers and cars to support the further development of digital radio 
and provide listeners with greater choice. 

 
22. Broadcasters have used the extra capacity offered by digital radio to launch new stations 

on national and local DAB platforms broadening the range of speech and music 
programming available listeners. DCMS supported the decision by Ofcom to award the 
licence and the radio industry’s efforts to launch a second national commercial multiplex,  
which started broadcasting in March 2016. This development more than doubled the 
number of national commercial stations available on DAB. According to Ofcom, there are 
now 110 radio stations broadcasting on DAB in Scotland6, with 13 from the BBC, 34 
commercial stations on the two national commercial radio multiplexes and 63 commercial 
services on the local DAB radio multiplexes. 

 
23. The car accounts for around a fifth of all radio listening. Excellent partnership work 

between the radio industry and vehicle manufacturers in the past few years means that 
most new cars sold (93.3%7) now have digital radios fitted as standard; this represents a 
marked shift from 2010 when it was under 5%. 

  

                     
2 A radio multiplex consists of a number of DAB radio stations bundled together to be transmitted 

digitally in a given geographic area, currently either nationally or on a county level. 

3 Ofcom. Media Nations Scotland report, 2019. 

4 Ofcom. Connected Nations 2018 Report Scotland: Ofcom defines superfast broadband as a service 

which delivers a minimum download speed of at least 30 Mbit/s. 

5 Ofcom. Media Nations Scotland report, 2019.. 

6 Ofcom. Media Nations Scotland report, 2019. 

7 CAP/SMMT Data Q2 2019 



Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport 

 
 

 

 

 
24. The UK government recognises the importance of listeners being able to access their 

favourite radio stations on digital. Significant progress has been made to improve both 
national and local digital radio coverage in Scotland since 2013. The long term 
improvements in local DAB network coverage, which carries BBC Radio Scotland and 
BBC nan Gaidheal in Scotland, was supported by commercial operators and the BBC and 
by DCMS providing £7.3 million in one off capital funding for new transmitters at 172 local 
DAB sites and technical modifications designed to improve coverage at a further 49 sites 
across the UK, including 17 sites in Scotland.  

 
25. The programme of work was delivered by Arqiva, a communications infrastructure 

company, and ran from early 2015 to the end of March 2018.  With respect to the local 
DAB network upgrade work, Scotland accounts for 8.3% of the UK’s population and quite 
rightly received a higher proportion (9.5%) of DCMS capital funding allocated to support 
the programme recognising the additional costs of extending coverage to remote locations 
in Scotland. 

 
26. Ofcom is responsible for planning digital radio coverage and worked with the radio 

industry to develop a plan for the local DAB network expansion scheme to determine the 
most technically efficient way of matching DAB coverage levels to FM. According to 
Ofcom, as a result of the investment in the programme, local DAB network coverage in 
Scotland increased from 65% of homes at the end of 2013 to around 85%8 on completion. 

 
27. In 2014 Ofcom published detailed maps outlining the predicted improvements to local 

DAB network coverage for the local digital radio multiplex areas in Scotland (Aberdeen, 
Ayr, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Inverness and Tayside) which are available at 
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/broadcasting/radio/coverage/dab-coverage-plans/. 
Ofcom have indicated that following completion of the local DAB expansion programme 
they will review improvements to coverage against the original plan and publish updated 
versions of the maps. 

 
28. Separately under its phase 4 expansion plan the BBC built out its national digital radio 

network (carrying BBC national radio services including those only available digitally) to a 
further 163 transmitter sites across the UK. The final site in this programme of work was 
completed in December 2017. According to the BBC, as a result of the phase 4 
programme coverage of its national DAB network in Scotland increased from 91% to 95% 
of homes. 

 
29. There remain - as some of those who gave evidence to you explained - a number 

commercial and technical challenges to further improvements in digital radio coverage. 
DCMS notes that agreement between the BBC, commercial radio and the UK government 
will be needed on a plan for further improvements to the DAB networks to match FM 
coverage as part of any decisions about the future development of radio. However, no 
switchover can take place until coverage of digital substantially matches the FM footprint 
in Scotland and a further phase of DAB expansion will clearly be needed to support any 
such change.  
  

  

                     
8 The plan has been refined and actual coverage may differ slightly from those figures when Ofcom 

reviews it following completion of the expansion programme. 

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/broadcasting/radio/coverage/dab-coverage-plans/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/broadcasting/radio/coverage/dab-coverage-plans/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/broadcasting/radio/coverage/dab-coverage-plans/
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Small-scale DAB 
30. DCMS has responded to a desire expressed by existing smaller commercial and 

community radio stations to open up access to the terrestrial digital radio platform. We 
have supported the development of an innovative technical approach, known as small-
scale DAB, which is particularly suitable for small stations wishing to broadcast on digital 
radio to a small geographic area. DCMS provided funding for technical trials conducted by 
Ofcom in 10 locations - including the dedicated trial in Glasgow - to test the viability of 
small-scale DAB technology. These trials have enabled around 160 small stations to 
broadcast on digital for the first time and were evaluated by Ofcom as being very 
successful; and have been extended to 2020 (with no additional funding).  
 

31. Alongside the technical work DCMS supported the introduction of legislation (a private 
member’s bill by Mr Kevin Foster MP), The Broadcasting (Radio Multiplex Services) Act 
2017, which made provision for the licensing and regulation of small-scale radio multiplex 
services. Specifically, it allowed for the introduction of secondary legislation which would 
apply certain provisions of the Broadcasting Act 1996 and/or Communications Act 2003, 
with appropriate modifications, to small-scale radio multiplexes. Following an industry 
consultation in 2018, DCMS brought forward detailed secondary legislation in June 2019 
that will allow Ofcom to licence small-scale DAB radio multiplex services. The small-scale 
Radio Multiplex and Community Digital Radio Order 2019 completed its Commons and 
Lords committee stages where it received cross party support. We expect the Order will 
shortly complete its final stage of a Motion from the House of Commons and anticipate 
that it will become law soon. 
 

32. The next phase is for Ofcom to complete the consultation on their plans to license small-
scale DAB, using the new powers the Government is proposing, through Parliament, to 
give them.  Ofcom expects to be able to publish a post-consultation Statement early next 
year, at which point Ofcom plan to begin the process of advertising new small-scale radio 
multiplex licences across the UK. 
 

33. Small-scale DAB has a number of key benefits including the efficient use of radio 
spectrum: with a small-scale radio multiplex able to carry between 10-20 radio stations on 
a single frequency in an area. We are hopeful that the widespread roll out of small-scale 
radio multiplexes across the UK will provide around 300 existing small radio stations, as 
well as new entrants wishing to launch new radio services, with a cost effective 
opportunity to broadcast on digital in local areas and provide listeners with even more 
choice of local content. Small-scale DAB may also provide another option in the future for 
those areas of the UK which are currently underserved by digital radio services. 

 
Conclusion 

34. Radio - whether on FM or MW, on digital radio or consumed on-line - remains a vital part 
of the media landscape in all the nations. It continues to be a popular medium with nearly 
9 in 10 adults listening to radio every week in the UK. The BBC and the UK’s vibrant 
commercial sector produces some of the best radio in the world, but listening habits are 
changing. Reaching 50% share of all listening in 2018 was an important milestone in the 
development of digital radio and for radio as a whole. We have made clear that we would 
consider the position on digital radio after the share of listening criterion was met reached. 
On 13 May 2019 my predecessor (Margot James MP) announced at the Radio Festival 
conference that we intend to conduct a joint review of the future of digital radio with the 
radio industry. This is something DCMS officials will want to discuss with Scottish 
Government officials. 
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35. However, we recognise that decisions about the future of radio and potential switchover 

are not simple or straightforward. The competitive landscape for broadcast radio has 
changed considerably since December 2013, not least because of the rise in on-demand 
audio services. These changes provide an existential challenge to all radio broadcasters 
and has to be a driver for the sector to find new ways of attracting and retaining listeners, 
especially younger audiences, if the industry is to adapt and flourish in the future. These 
changes mean that the debate about a future digital transition programme for radio has to 
be forward looking. We can no longer view radio as it was 20 or 30 years ago where 
spectrum constraints allowed the regulator to set high requirements in terms of content 
requirements by stations facing little competition. stations.  Nor can we continue to see 
radio’s transition as just a binary decision about a switch from an analogue to a digital 
broadcast platform. It needs to be broadened to reflect the growing challenges arising 
from online/IP based audio content delivery and the changing patterns of listener 
consumption and consider how future trends affect long-term decisions on radio 
distribution. Something that the radio industry and other key stakeholders now recognise. 
  

36. A review of digital radio will need to examine carefully the progress made on key areas 
and the overall impact on listeners in Scotland and the other UK nations. The work will 
also need to examine the key challenges such as extending DAB coverage in Scotland. 
As part of the review we will seek input from stakeholders including the Scottish 
Government. Currently DCMS officials are discussing the scope of the potential work with 
broadcasters, radio equipment manufacturers, infrastructure providers, supply chain and 
motor industry. 

 
I hope this written submission is useful for your inquiry into local commercial radio provision in 
Scotland and I am content for this letter to be published on the Committee’s website.  
 
 

With best wishes, 
 
  

 

 
 

 
 

 
NIGEL ADAMS MP 

Minister for Sport, Media and the Creative Industries 


