Manager
Broadcast Industry and Planning
Licensed Broadcasting
Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts
GPO Box 2154
CANBERRA ACT 2601

Wednesday 20 April 2005

Attention:  Alan Gamble (phone 02 6271 1042) or 
James Penprase (phone 02 6271 1113) 

RE:  The Introduction of Digital Radio - Issues Paper:

*please note that no ‘hard copy’ of this letter is supplied due to printing problems.  Please contact me on Mobile phone 0401 222 450 if you still require one.

Thankyou for allowing me this opportunity submit my viewpoint, about 2000 words in length.

The key objective of this letter is to defend the existing broadcasting interests of ‘limited licence holders’ on the AM and FM broadcasting bands.

As described in the 1991 Australian Broadcasting Tribunal (ABT) publication titled ‘Broadcasting in Australia – Fourth edition’, the limited licence scheme that has evolved into what is now known as ‘open narrowcasting’ was started by the ABT in 1991. 

The original scheme of licensing contained an ‘Information Purposes’ category that was generally used for radio promotion of tourist attractions by local tourist authorities – short, pre-recorded messages broadcast on a continuous basis and updated periodically.

There were also categories for ‘Special Events’ and ‘Remote Aboriginal Communities’.

As this original ‘limited licence scheme’ pre-dates the current day scheme of the licensing of  ‘open narrowcasting’ services, it is an important demonstration of how the need for such ‘limited services’ transcends a major rewriting of broadcasting regulation such as that which produced the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 and the formation of today’s Australian Broadcasting Authority (ABA).

I urge Minister Coonan and the DCITA to understand there are investments already made in the purchasing of radio licences and equipment by small business people like myself.

Consequently, our investment is hurt by the objectives of Commercial Radio Australia to replace analogue radio with digital radio if the ‘already-existing’ licences small businesses people own are denied the opportunity for their limited licence holding to once again transcend a major rewriting of broadcasting regulation.

During the tenure of the ABA, the evolution of ‘limited licence holder’ schemes has produced three distinctly different classes of ‘limited licence holder’ –

1.      High Powered Open Narrowcasting (HPON)  – these licences operate within the broadcasting services band (531 kHz to 1602 kHz, 88.1 MHz to 108 MHz).  They are used to provide services with ‘Open Narrowcasting’ content.

2.      Low Powered Open Narrowcasting (LPON)  – these licences operate within a sub-band of the broadcasting services band (87.5 MHz to 88.0 MHz).  They are also to provide services with ‘Open Narrowcasting’ content.  Unlike HPON, which belong to Licence Area Plans (LAPs) the frequencies used are all drop-through determinations.  The approach that allows an LPON transmitter site is quite monolithic, based on a nationwide footprint that allows anyone to operate a 1-watt powered radio station with a licence that co-channel shares an LPON-FM sub-band frequency, so long as each station on a co-channel is distanced by 10 kilometres (or distanced by 5 kilometres between adjacent channels)

3.      Mid-Frequency Narrowband Area Service Stations (MF-NAS) – these services, while heard on standard AM band receivers (on frequencies 1611 to 1701 kHz) , operate ‘outside’ of the broadcasting services band (BSB).  If such a radio station also holds a ‘Section 40 Commercial licence’, then these frequencies can be used to provide services that are ‘Commercial’ in content, but not  ‘Commercial’ in the context of the assuming they have the same commercial broadcasting rights of stations inside the BSB (Section 40 ‘commercial content’ licences only work in partnership with technical methods of delivery – carriage licences - that operate ‘outside’ the BSB). Without a Section 40 content licence, MF-NAS services become ‘Open Narrowcasting’ content services by default.

I myself am the holder of both LPON and MF-NAS licences, both required to be ‘Open Narrowcasting’ in content, which is why I have submitted this letter to you. 

I do not believe that any of the ‘Limited Licence Holder’ interested groups that will also be lodging submissions fully represent all ‘the general interests’ of limited licence holders.

The ‘general interest’ that all limited licence holders share, regardless of their ‘special self-interests’, is that if the general direction of radio broadcasting is to move to digital radio as the next-generation method of delivery, effectively forcing existing analogue AM and FM delivery arrangements into being obsolete or substantially in decline, then the general ‘sticking point’ requirement of limited licence holders is that we all ‘need’ to be granted ‘limited digital licences’.

It is a simple enough proposition, but unfortunately the ‘self-interests’ of Section 40 MF-NAS licence holder World Audio Group (WAG) and Commercial Radio Australia (CRA) provides the skewed impression that it ought to be either ‘all or nothing’ granted to these limited licence holders.

The consequence of this fault-line in thinking is that much of the good reasoning is ‘segregated’ between these two groups at a time when we all need to agree to an ‘integrated’ approach towards digital radio implementation.

WAG want ‘all’ the entitlements of a digital commercial licence even though they are not migrating from frequencies that are currently existing ‘inside’ the broadcasting services band.  

A more objective view of MF-NAS licences is that the carriage licence that provides World Audio with a method of broadcast delivery can be used for ‘either’ Section 40 commercial radio content or open-narrowcasting content.  However, their ‘commercial content’ licence is not supported by a ‘carriage licence’ that entitles them to the same commercial broadcasting rights as stations ‘inside the BSB’.

A ‘digital NAS scheme’ that replaces the existing analogue MF-NAS scheme ought to allow World Audio to exercise their Section 40 commercial content rights ‘within a digital NAS scheme’.  This will provide WAG a ‘digital NAS carriage licence’.  This will also provide my small business operation with a digital NAS carriage licence too.  The only difference is that like now, I cannot operate a Section 40 commercial content service like WAG can.

CRA wants us ‘limited licence holders’ in the MF-NAS frequency range to get ‘nothing’, a very selfish proposition indeed.  As CRA’s Joan Warner told ABC Radio National’s Media Report last month, “we would oppose any non-broadcast services band broadcaster being given any consideration at all in the early stages of digital radio migration. They hold licences which are outside the International Broadcasting Services Bands”.

That is a very unconvincing opinion when you consider that the Australian MF-NAS licence range has been modelled very closely on both the ‘extended AM band’ in the USA (which means our MF-NAS frequency range is perfectly synchronised with radio sets that tune to 1701 kHz that are sold here in Australia).  Also when you consider that MF-NAS frequency allocation works to a similar monolithic, nationwide footprint as the LPON-FM sub-band works to.  The MF-NAS band has been used here in Australia since the early 1980s.  Radio 3RPH once broadcast on 1629 kHz.

So MF-NAS stations not only can be heard on standard radio sets, but they are also licensed in much the same way as LPON stations ‘inside’ the BSB.

This, despite the fact that CRA cannot provide any guarantees that by not involving MF-NAS stations in the early stages of digital radio migration, there may be no ‘safeguard’ that guarantees the migration of most analogue stations to digital will not cause ‘terminal harm’ to an MF-NAS station’s ‘method of broadcast delivery’ – which is the standard AM radio set.  

These days, every single MF-NAS frequency in the 1611 to 1701 kHz range can be received on ‘a standard AM radio set’ and the consumer does have the choice to buy a standard car radio, hi-fi tuner or handheld radio that picks up these frequencies.

All I am asking is that the MF-NAS band is allowed to be replaced by a digital NAS band - allowing our stations to be heard on standard radio sets’.  

Effectively, nothing more and nothing less, than what we have now.

Otherwise, the outcome is that general migration of stations from analogue-to- digital effectively ‘abolishes’ our analogue method of broadcasting delivery in the long-term. It ‘abolishes’ our investment and also ‘abolishes’ niche proprietary of licence ownership, something that now exists not only in Australia, but in countries like New Zealand and the USA, countries that also run ‘limited licence holder’ schemes between both AM and FM bands.

Effectively, in not wanting MF-NAS stations to migrate to digital, CRA wants to compromise the international standard of broadcasting that we enjoy here.

Yet, it doesn’t have to be ‘all or nothing’.

I know that and I reckon that you know that too.

As the holder of ‘narrow area coverage’ radio licences, I would like to add a thought to the ABA’s own preliminary findings:

Even if Eureka 147 is adopted as a primary platform standard, it may be necessary to consider other standards to address particular issues in the Australian market.  For example, it appears possible that Eureka 147 may not prove to be the most suitable technology for the delivery of very wide area coverage services necessary for the provision of radio services in remote and regional areas of Australia.  In this context, there may be scope to explore a hybrid system which would couple Eureka 147 with other technologies, such as DRM – a technology specifically designed to deliver very wide area coverage services. 

For MF-NAS stations, the integration of DRM into an Australian Digital Radio standard also offers a valuable alternative for MF-NAS stations that would otherwise be required to migrate to the wideband system of Eureka 147 (VHF Band III and L-Band).

That viable alternative is an ‘in-band’ NAS system that allows MF-NAS stations to adopt DRM as their digital standard; effectively allowing these stations to remain broadcasting on the very same frequencies they already have been allocated (MF frequencies 1611 – 1701 kHz).

Furthermore, the introduction of DRM using the MF and HF frequency ranges for the primary purposes of wide area coverage services (MF) and short wave services (HF) would not necessarily exclude the MF band from being used for ‘secondary services’ such as MF-NAS stations and even LPON stations. 

It is conceivable that LPON stations could be adapted to a new ‘monolith, nationwide footprint’  that uses a sub-section of the AM band that becomes free as analogue AM signals are switched off.

Short of their very survival depending on it, both MF-NAS and LPON services are not ‘ideally’ suited to fitting in with a mutiplex-sharing arrangement that being a Eureka 147 broadcaster generally requires.

If their survival does depend on migrating to Eureka 147, it may be necessary to reclassify all LPON stations as ‘Lower Bandwidth Open Narrowcasting’ and all MF-NAS stations as either ‘Lower Bandwidth Open Narrowcasting’ or ‘Lower Bandwidth, Section 40 Commercial Radio’ 

This way, a ‘trade-off’ is made between restricted power and restricted bandwidth, the sole purpose of such a trade-off being ‘unavoidable conformity’ with the new wideband digital radio system.

While the ‘principle’ of limited-licence holder broadcasting remains intact.  That’s good news for us small business owners and that’s also a reasonable outcome for Commercial Radio Australia.

I urge the minister ‘not to succumb to a biased decision’ that completely favours the views of either Commercial Radio Australia or World Audio Group.

CRA’s viewpoint will eventually send me out of business, while World Audio’s viewpoint unfairly imposes a new commercial station on the market in key populated centres.  Commercial Radio stations are very influential and granting World Audio full-commercial broadcasting rights (as opposed to being a digital NAS station) will hurt all competing radio stations during a phase in which all stations need to adjust and consolidate from the effects of analogue-to-digital migration.

I fully support a ban of up to ten years on brand new licences that are completely unrelated to migration of all BSB and MF-NAS stations to Digital bands.  This will allow time for all stations to consolidate, without excluding new sub-stations from taking form as Eureka’s ‘signal-splitting’ capability allows.

In closing, I would urge the Minister to not consider HPON, LPON or MF-NAS stations to be anything less than qualified, incumbent broadcasters.  

These are stations with substantial investment inputs made by mainly small to medium business owners who do not expect the same investment outputs that a commercial station is entitled to, but do need the same level of protection against being made technically obsolete that ‘in principle’ forms the very basis of the Digital Radio cause.

Thanks for your time.

Justin Christie

.

