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1.
Introduction

1.1
This submission is made by the Australian Narrowcast Radio Association (ANRA), an unincorporated association formed in August 2004 to represent the interests of high-powered open narrowcasters (HPON) and low-powered open narrowcasters (LPON) throughout Australia.
1.2
As at 7 April 2005 ANRA’s members accounted for 143 HPON transmitter licences and 554 LPON transmitter licences.  Services include racing radio, tourism, religious interests and numerous niche musical formats.  Based on inquiries from and promises by eligible narrowcasters, membership of ANRA is expected to increase steadily over the next six months.
2.
Over-riding objective
2.1
In our submission, the introduction of digital radio in Australia should be guided by an over-riding objective, namely that all radio broadcasting services currently available should where possible continue to be available to the Australian public under a digital system.
2.2
It follows that ANRA embraces the full conversion approach to implementation, which in turn posits digital technology as a replacement system leading to eventual closure of the analog system.

2.3
ANRA’s position is “policy neutral” in the sense that it replicates the existing system under which broadcasting spectrum is allocated to various purposes (national, commercial, community and narrowcast) through a combination of Ministerial directive (in respect of national services) and the planning procedures of the Australian Broadcasting Authority.
2.4
Under this system the technical conditions under which the broadcasters operate are separate from and bear no relationship to broadcasting content.  The only specific restraints on community and narrowcast services are legislative and regulatory restraints on content.

2.5
On the basis of these criteria, there is no case for determining as a matter of policy that any sector of broadcasting should be prevented from migrating to digital radio as the opportunity arises to do so.

2.6
From the viewpoint of consumers, this means that the full range of currently available services - from mainstream to niche – will continue to be received, but in an enhanced form, by listeners everywhere.

3.
Specific issues

3.1
We turn now to some of the specific issues posed in  the Issues Paper:

a) Eureka 147 is the appropriate platform for Australia.
On the basis that Eureka 147 is a mature system which has been widely adopted in other countries and already extensively tested in Australia, ANRA favors an early commitment to this system.

While it is conceivable that some new, different and possibly better system could emerge at some future time, there does not appear to be any evidence of such at present, in which case further delay – waiting for “something to turn up” - would only be procrastination.

The strong international support for Eureka 147 also generates demand which translates into efficient, low-cost receivers for consumers.

b) DRM is an option for some regional and remote areas
​ANRA’s understanding is that the DRM system has been developed to the point where digital and analog transmission can take place simultaneously on a single frequency.   On this basis DRM services operating on MF AM could offer the most efficient coverage of some regional and remote areas where wide coverage is essential.
c)  L-band may offer a solution for LPON operators
Unlike HPON services, which enjoy similar technical operating conditions to commercial and community services, LPON operators are constrained by power, bandwidth and other limitations.  ANRA recommends investigations be undertaken to determine the feasibility of using L-band for such low power services, with a view to their migrating to digital on a basis commensurate with their present status.
d)  Replacement period is unpredictable
ANRA considers there are no yardsticks or benchmarks on which  to base estimates of the time it will take to achieve full replacement of the analog system, but assumes it would run into decades.  Presumably the principal purpose of estimating the replacement period is to facilitate planning on the disposition of analog frequencies.

ANRA suggests that following the introduction of digital radio, the timing of replacement should be a matter for review, with a first review at 10 years and subsequent reviews every five or 10 years, according to experience.

e)  New content most likely to encourage adoption of digital
ANRA believes content – and particularly Program Associated Data (PAD) – will be one of the most powerful drivers for the take up of digital radio. Racing radio narrowcasters, for example, could enhance considerably the range, quality and relevance of information provided to racing followers.

The visual element of PAD represents a very significant “add-on” to radio services as listeners know them.

 f) Allocation of bit rates should be consistent with over-riding objective
ANRA submits that the audio bit rates assigned to individual services should be as high as possible subject to observance of the over-riding objective enunciated in paragraph 2.1, and subject to there being a guaranteed minimum rate.  While it might be argued that some services need a lesser bit rate than others (eg talk stations as opposed to music stations) some differentiation might be determined by a regulator, but care would need to be exercised to ensure that licensees remain free to change their formats at any time.

g)  Multiplex arrangements are for broadcasters to resolve
ANRA submits that the operation of multiplexes is simply one step in the path linking broadcasters with their listeners, and that it should not be the province of any third party to become a “gatekeeper” in that path.  If it is necessary for multiplexes to be licensed, the licences should be automatically allocated to broadcaster consortia.
From that point on, the broadcasters should be responsible for the operation of the multiplex by whatever means they deem to be commercially satisfactory.

h)  Some regulation will be necessary

The main requirements, apart from compliance with technical conditions, would appear to be related to:

(i)    guaranteeing access by eligible broadcasters to multiplexes on     fair and reasonable terms, and
(ii)   maintaining the content provisions applicable to the various      sectors.
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