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The Rt Hon Nicky Morgan MP The Scottish Parliament 
Secretary of State for Digital,  Edinburgh 
Culture, Media and Sport EH99 1SP 
 Direct Tel: 0131-348-5234 
 (RNID Typetalk calls welcome)  
 (Central) Textphone: 0131-348-5415 
 E-mail: europe@parliament.scot   
 

BY E-MAIL  

 

 27 August 2019 

 

Dear Secretary of State, 

LOCAL COMMERCIAL RADIO 
 
On behalf of the Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee I would 
like to congratulate you on your recent appointment to Secretary of State for the 
Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport and I look forward to working 
constructively with you.  
 
Following an announcement on 26 February 2019 that Global Radio would be 
reducing its local programming across its stations, the Committee agreed to examine 
the sustainability of local commercial radio in Scotland. Subsequently, we have taken 
a range of evidence from commercial radio operators and from Ofcom. 
 
The Committee understands from discussions with Ofcom that the former Minister of 
State for Digital and the Creative Industries announced a review of digital radio in 
May 2019, with a commitment to conclude the review by 2020. In evidence to the 
Committee a number of commercial operators, such as DC Thomson, raised 
concerns regarding the deregulation of the local radio market. While commercial 
operators broadly supported the liberalisation of the regulatory environment 
underpinning the delivery of local radio services, they have expressed concern 
regarding the approach adopted by Ofcom and DCMS. In particular, commercial 
operators contend that the approach taken by Ofcom and DCMS prevents existing 
commercial FM operators from accessing remaining FM spectrum which has been 
awarded on an almost exclusive basis to community radio providers across Scotland. 
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Although the Committee understands the need to support community radio, 
commercial operators like DC Thomson contend that the regulatory regime is too 
restrictive leading to a lack of expansion opportunity which prevents commercial 
operators from providing further local radio services. Given these restrictions, 
commercial operators are concerned that Scotland faces a future of limited 
commercial competition and limited listener choice for locally based commercial 
radio stations. As DC Thomson’s written submission to the Committee states: 

“We now have a situation in Scotland where at one end, a small number of 
supersized and highly resourced radio groups pursuing aggressive economies 
of scale to drive short term profits operate whilst at the other end a vast 
number of tiny community stations and small ILR’s struggling to survive with 
no prospect of rescue due to the regulatory nature and size they are expected 
to operate within. These smaller ILR operators have been left unable to grow, 
prevented from expanding across Scotland and obstructed from developing 
new local FM services. For those that might survive in the short term, their 
future has been placed at risk having been priced out of a DAB future by an 
unfair landscape where ALL of the Scottish DAB multiplexs are owned by the 
larger radio groups and in some areas are able to create a market price where 
many of the services buying DAB carriage are their own radio services.” 

In their view, the rationale for such an approach is that restrictions placed on 
commercial operators to utilise remaining FM spectrum will drive growth in DAB 
listening. The Committee has received evidence which questions the viability of DAB 
rollout, particularly small-scale DAB and the impact this might have on the delivery of 
local radio content in certain areas of Scotland. While the Committee recognises that 
DAB forms part of a multiplatform provision for the future of radio, the Committee 
believes more could be done to understand how the regulations underpinning the 
market might better respond to the ways in which listeners consume content and 
how operators deliver local services. For example, some have suggested that in 
instances where suitable FM bandwidth is available, consideration should be given to 
how an area-based model might better meet the needs of listeners and how 
commercial operators might be supported in delivering such a service across 
available spectrums.  

Given these concerns, the Committee would be interested to know what measures, 
DCMS are taking, to address the following issues: 

• How market liberalisation might affect the delivery of local services  

• How the regulatory framework underpinning the delivery of local services can 

provide parity of opportunity across all spectrums  

• How the regulatory framework underpinning the delivery of local services can 

support local creative economies by encouraging the provision of distinctive 

local content 

• How to preserve the delivery of local radio content in the face of changes in 

the commercial landscape and shifts in the way people consume content, for 

example through the use of online services 

• Whether some form of regulation should be introduced with regards to online 

platforms to ensure a fairer marketplace 

• What new research has or will be conducted to better understand the radio 

landscape in Scotland and how this might inform the regulatory framework 
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• What interventions, financial or otherwise, might be introduced to better 

support radio operators of different scales 

 

The Committee would welcome a response to these questions by 30 September 
2019.  I look forward to receiving your response. 

 

 

Yours Sincerely,  

 
 

Joan McAlpine 
Convener  
Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee 
 
 

 


