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data, Statista, in June 2019, employment in radio broadcasting has fallen from 21,000 in 2012 to just 
14,000 in 2017;4 a number that we know continues to fall.  
 
There are community stations distributed across the length and breadth of the country; the CMA 
website has a useful map.5 Although every station is different and operates under a unique set of 
circumstances, desk and field research already conducted by the author suggests that there are 
commonalities among them (Coleman, 2020). A primary aspect in common is the shared 
understanding related to the regulatory framework which requires the volunteer practitioners to 
conform with the Broadcasting Code and encourages professional standards of presentation and 
production. Secondly, the practitioners use similar arrays of technologies, mostly digital devices and 
software and web 2.0 platforms, to produce and distribute their weekly schedules of programmes.  
 
Thirdly of course, at this moment of global pandemic crisis, every local station team has had to 
radically adjust their practices in the face of disruptions to daily life caused by social distancing. They 
are in good company, as mainstream radio broadcasters are likewise creatively reassigning labour 
and resources to continue their round-the-clock transmissions. The CMA, with just one member of 
paid staff and a voluntary board, has been circulating a weekly newsletter to its members 
throughout the crisis, full of industry updates, examples of best practice and sharing links to funding 
opportunities and other resources: conveying, for the most part, good news about how the sector is 
άthriving in the lockdownέ.6  Having said that, this optimistic outlook is no guarantee of long term 
resilience. A press article quoting longstanding proponent of community radio, Steve Buckley, 
suggests that the sector is still having to convince the government of its worth.7 The CMA and other 
interest groups are continually lobbying the 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/383593/radio-broadcasting-employment-in-the-united-kingdom-uk/
https://www.commedia.org.uk/map/
https://us3.campaign-archive.com/?u=bed04ea0491d68a4181ec7b70&id=090ee96f52
https://www.prolificnorth.co.uk/news/coronavirus/2020/04/third-community-radio-stations-facing-closure-trade-body-warns
https://www.prolificnorth.co.uk/news/coronavirus/2020/04/third-community-radio-stations-facing-closure-trade-body-warns
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2020/mar/22/bbc-hosts-improvise-home-studios-covid-19
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2020/mar/22/bbc-hosts-improvise-home-studios-covid-19
https://radiotoday.co.uk/2020/03/these-radio-presenters-are-now-working-from-home/
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-05/20-028458-jnlr_omnipoll_2020_final_21-04-20.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-05/20-028458-jnlr_omnipoll_2020_final_21-04-20.pdf
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volunteers were quick to pick up on it. On 30th March, the CMA promoted a call to collective action 
by encouraging station teams to post photographs of themselves on social media presenting from 
their homes. This generated ongoing activity around the hashtag and a second campaign took place 
on 1st May when sǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ¢ƘŜ .ŜŀǘƭŜǎΩ ǘǊŀŎƪ Love is all 
you need at 09:15. This initiative was used to highlight the valuable contribution of the sector and 
audiences were urged to write to the government to express their support. 
 
The main point the community sector has been keen to convey is how community stations have 
stepped up to provide essential updates to local residents and kept their listeners abreast of 
important COVID-19 developments and other news with local repercussions. Though there are 

https://www.radiocentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/SMALL-SCALE-RADIO-IN-THE-UK-ONLINE.pdf


https://www.theguardian.com/media/2009/aug/24/community-radio-funding-crisis
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv-radio-and-on-demand/information-for-industry/radio-broadcasters/community-radio-fund
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv-radio-and-on-demand/information-for-industry/radio-broadcasters/community-radio-fund


7 
 

Findings 
STATION MANAGEMENT 
¢ƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜǎ όƘŜƴŎŜŦƻǊǘƘ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ΨǊΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
unique number) declared that they are normally also involved on the presentation and production 
side. Comments ranged from: άAt least 1 [weekly programme] 
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FUNDING 
An additional question revealed that two thirds (65.9%) of responding stations do not charge 
membership fees or take subscriptions from their volunteers. Less than a third (27.3%) receive up to 
£50 a year from voluntary volunteer contributions. Reasons for not making contributions 
compulsory varied amongst stations, with some management teams preferring to look to alternative 
ways of generating income streams rather than rely upon their volunteers. A different reason shared 
was to reduce the likelihood that paying volunteers would assume they had editorial control over 
their ΨownΩ shows. 
 
In the follow-up interviews, managers 
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Since the introduction of social distancing measures, it seems that over half of the 
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When asked how much this had changed during the lockdown, 43.2% reported that it had reduced a 
lot, and a further 27.3% said that it had reduced a little. 20.5% of respondents said that there had 
been no change (Figure 12).  
 

 
Next, an indication was sought 
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Where stations were less well prepared, one respondent admitted: ά²e had nothing in placeέ όǊмоύ 
ŀƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΥ άFew of our Presenters are technically minded, several don't use 
computers/tablets/smart phones at allέ όǊпύΦ Such situations did not necessarily mean solutions 
ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘΦ hƴŜ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΥ ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ a very small studio which was not 
suitable for social distancing. We closed it immediately and moved to VTέ όǊмрύΦ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ 
ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘΥ άA lot of older generation of presenters were taught new skills and bought their own 
equipmentέ όǊотύΦ  
 
²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ άŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘƭȅ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜŘέ ƘŀŘ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ and the 
availability of decent quality devices: one director reported that ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ άpurchased a new 
playout system that allowed every presenter to be live or voice track from homeέ όǊппύΦ It is clear 
also that some radio stations did not close their studio doors completely. For instance, one 
respondent explained: άWe currently lease large premises (with a large unused room at the rear) so 
it was quite easy to spread our operation out. Presenters are also encouraged to spend the 
minimum amount of time necessary in the building (as some of our volunteers possibly do fall into 
the vulnerable category) and wipe down surfaces in the studio with antibacterial wipes after useέ 
(r23). 
 
So, what were the skills, resources and other circumstances which enabled some presenters to 
remain active where their fellow volunteers were hindered or prevented from participating? Having 
the relevant technical know-how appears to have been 
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ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΥ άQuality of sound is not as important as quality of content for local 
communityέ όǊотύΦ !ƴŘ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊκǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŀƛŘΥ άThe primary aim was to 
maintain a service and improve on the quality as we progressed. This has been achieved with most 
presenters finding that relatively inexpensive microphones are good enough, given the generally 
lower standards of acoustics in their homesέ όǊмфύ.  
 

 
Despite the circumstances, 38.6% were adamant that quality should not be compromised. As one 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘΥ άWe have a reputation to uphold but we have a loyal, appreciative and 
understanding listenership, aware of who we are and our place in the community, seen as 'friends' 
doing a worthy but professional jobέ όǊнлύΦ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘΥ άWe have been able to maintain 
production values even with some presenters VTing from home with nothing more than a USB mic 
and a laptopέ όǊофύΦ 
 
 

LOCAL NEWS 
The survey asked if the stations already had their own local news service before the lockdown, and 
59.1% of respondents said that they did, although only 27.3% said they actually engaged reporters 
and journalists on their station. These were often students on the University stations and always  
volunteers. 
 
In descending order, local news was provided most commonly through on-air bulletins, and shared 
online via social media, discussed on-air during magazine shows and posted on their station 
websites. The majority said they had been able to at least maintain this service, if not increase it 
during the lockdown (84.6%). 
 
Of the remaining stations, 38.9% of respondents said that they had begun to deliver a local news 
service since the social distancing measures had been introduced. The methods of delivery were 
primarily on-air as bulletins, as well as online using their website and social media, and coverage was 
also provided on magazine shows. 
 
One respondent elaborated that their station had instigated new programmes and features focused 
on circulating community news on COVID-19-ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎΥ άƴew versions of old 
shows with the new Covid life in mindέ όǊнуύΦ AƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŀ άnumber 
of features Χ including 'Age UK' anti-falls 10 minute exercise packages run daily for several weeks, 
regular phone interviews with school staff, doctors and members of the community on advice, 
activities and initiativesέ όǊнлύΦ Other stations cited instances of enhanced coverage of local NHS 

Figure 19 Responses to question: How important has it been to maintain your usual station standards of broadcast sound 
quality and professionalism during the social distancing? 
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partnership news as well as local council, police and emergency services, trading and charitable 
organisations. 
 
Some stations have started broadcasting local church services, and two stations reported that they 
ƘŀŘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŀƛǊǘƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ ¢ŀƭƪƛƴƎ bŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊΥ ƻƴŜ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΥ ά²e have put local Talking 
Newspaper interviews and news stories on air plus expanded their programmes to two hours from 
initial one hour plus repeating during weekέ όǊосύΤ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ άŀdded a health hour 
show on Sundays, plus additional well-being items in magazine shows. Additionally, carrying 
interviews with community organisations asking for help. Broadcasting the local Talking Newspaper 
as the local sight charity cannot distribute it as normalέ όǊмфύ. 
 
 



https://csrfm.com/
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