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LOCAL
RADIO

Thomas O'Malley

The Left was caught hopping by the advent
of commercial radio, and still doesn't quite
know what to do about it. In 1972 the Heath
government, supported by a well organised
lobby of commercial interests, introduced
commercial local radio. The post-facto reac-
tion on the left was to accept that the main
battle was lost and to make interventions by
favouring marginalised community radio
stations at best, and at worst, as is apparent
in London today, by giving credence to the
impoverished arguments of the pirate radio
enthusiasts.

Commercial local radio came about
because of the activities of commercial inter-
ests who were determined to bring broad-
casting in Britain out of the public and into

the private domain. This 'lobby' succeeded
in foisting commercial TV on an unsuspect-
ing nation, and it was the same spirit within
and around the Tory Party which succeeded
in bringing radio into the domain of com-
merce in 1972.1

Nonetheless the system as established is
regulated by Law, in this case the 1981
Broadcasting Act. The law requires a num-
ber of things of the stations and in particular
of the regulatory authority, the IBA. The
stations should broadcast material of an
appropriately 'local' nature and it is up to
the IBA to ensure that they do. This was in
part a concession to the widespread political
view, bolstered by the practice of the BBC,
that broadcasting should not be wholly sub-
ject to the dictates of commerce but should
have a public service content.

But the IBA has failed to carry out its
obligations under the legislation, as the work
of Wright, Local Radio Workshop and
others proves.2 'Local' radio isn't local in
any meaningful sense of the word when used
to describe the commercial system; this is
because the IBA has consistently refused to
interpret its duties under the law in anything
other than a partial manner.

The IBA is, to all intents and purposes, in
the pockets of the companies that run the

commercial radio stations when it comes to
the non TV side of its activity. This explains
why the NUJ's legitimate concern about the
threat to the financial viability of the com-
mercial radio system posed by the present
reckless expansion being pursued by the
Authority has been virtually ignored.3 The
IBA marches to the tune of those interests
who want to establish the infra-structure,
and the case for, commercial regional sta-
tions which will help boost advertising reve-
nue. A 'financial crisis' in independent local
radio would provide the ideal pretext for the
establishment of such a regions system, a
system which would enhance the power of
the big companies and put the unions in a
weaker bargaining position.

The IBA is accountable in fact if not in law
to nobody but the companies who run the
stations. There are bodies called Local Advi-
sory Committees which are meant to advise
the Authority on the public's views on their
local commercial stations. These have no
power, meet in secret and are appointed
without any process of proper consultation
let alone election. The IBA also holds occa-
sional public meetings to glean the views of
the public. It makes much of the fact that it
doesn't have to act of any of the views
expressed at these travesties of public con-



sultation, and anyway seems to feel that pub-
lic meetings are too expensive a way of
gathering public opinion. The contempt in
which notions of accountability to the public
or to parliament are held by the Authority
was summed up by the Director of Radio at
the IBA when he described a clause in the
1981 Broadcasting Act (designed to force the
Authority to publicly re-advertise radio con-
tracts at regular intervals) as the result of 'an
excess of enthusiasm during a debate in the
middle of the night'.4

The IBA clearly shows contempt for the
law. That is not to say though that the Left
should take a leaf from its book. It is neces-
sary to campaign inside and outside of the
broadcasting unions to insist that, at the very
minimum, the IBA enforces the spirit and
letter of present legislation. Conducting
local monitoring exercises is one way of
starting such a campaign.

But the IBA/commercial radio connection
isn't just an unaccountable structure
designed to sell advertising. The work of
Wright and Local Radio Workshop has
shown that it produces a broadcast content
which at best ignores the ideals of promoting
local democracy which were there at the
start and at worst produces a highly selec-
tive, conservative, racist, sexist view of the
world.5 As Wilson has argued, the advent of
commercial broadcasting was recognised in
the 50s to be important by elements in and
around the Tory Party because 'of the likeli-
hood that. . . commercial broadcasting
would redound to the benefit of the Con-

servative Party'.6 Commercial local radio, as
it has developed in Britain, has certainly not
undermined that prophecy, even if we
should be wary of judging its effects solely
on narrow party political grounds.

To get around all these problems we must
start from the assumption that broadcasting
must be made more accountable to the
people it is meant to serve not less. In addi-
tion left journalists must give careful
thought to the way they practise their craft,
and the NUJ as whole must pursue its views
on the importance of monitoring output.
Journalist training for radio must be reconsi-
dered, in order to promote the view that they
should be facilitators, not mediators, of
people's experiences.7 New ways must be
found of encouraging non 'professionals' (on
terms acceptable to the unions) in determin-
ing the content of what is broadcast on local
radio. This involves careful research and
liaison into, and with, groups outside of the
stations, and the encouragement of inde-
pendent programme making organisations
committed to building radio skills in the
'community'. This does not mean encour-
aging more public service announcements
or more 'access' slots which are ultimately,
as at present, controlled by the stations. It
does involve a careful rethink about the ways
in which content is produced on radio, and
of ways of fully involving people who are not
media' professionals' but who have a right to
be heard in the way they want to be heard.

There are then major problems about the
accountability, content and level of public

involvement in existing broadcasting organ-
isations. It is madness to promote alterna-
tives, be they 'pirates', 'community' radio or
cable stations until these issues have been
tackled head on. Tackling them is not easy,
because ultimately they are about the pur-
poses and ends of broadcasting, about the
relationship between producers (be they left-
inclined or not) and consumers, and finally
about the distribution of power in an already
divided society. The Left may have been
caught hopping with the advent of commer-
cial radio, but at least there is some chance
that notions of broadcasting as a public
resource still operate in law and in the
debates about the ends of radio. If Hunt's
proposals for cable are implemented at all
then we will look back on debates about the
public duties of present broadcasting organ-
isations with nostalgia and deep regret. •
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