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Introduction 

The radio industry remains an important part of the Australian media landscape and an 
important channel for the Australian advertising industry. It is also an important 
contributor to the Australian cultural scene and a powerful communications channel in 
times of distress or disaster. 

The ACMA Future Delivery of Radio Report 

A review of the future delivery of radio in Australia was conducted by launched by the 
ACMA in 2019, and its findings reported to the Minister for Communications in March 
2020.  

The review process identified specific features of the Australian market that distinguish it 
from, for example, Europe where digital DAB+ radio is increasingly dominant: 

• The size of Australia’s broadcast service areas, particularly in regional and rural 
areas, makes long-range AM radio indispensable despite declines in overall AM 
listening. This is particularly so in times of emergency. However. Much AM 
infrastructure was aging, and the opportunity costs of AM infrastructure were 
rising as competing uses for urban antenna sites became more attractive. 

• There was no imperative to convert FM radio to digital in the medium term, and 
FM remained the industry’s preferred means of addressing the shift of listeners 
away from AM.  

• DAB+ remained the industry’s long-term digital solution, but was still 
supplementary to AM and FM. There was no consensus on whether to extend 
DAB+ to more regional markets. There are only 8 spectrum blocks for DAB+, 
which need to be reused across the country for DAB+ rollout. DAB+ range is 
similar to FM, but limited spectrum means that the power of main transmitters in 
licence areas must be also reduced to avoid interference with neighbouring 
licence areas. These main transmitters must then be complemented with single-
frequency infill transmitters to reach blackspots, which pushes DAB+ infrastructure 
costs above FM costs. The cost factor, combined with the realities of Australia 
geography and the low penetration of DAB+ radios, prevented DAB+ from taking 
a central role in radio delivery. 

• Online streaming of radio was also seen as supplementary to AM and FM for the 
delivery of radio in-vehicle and to portable devices. Radio streamed over the 
Internet is increasing its reach with the rollout of the NBN, but a significant 
minority of homes do not have fixed broadband. Mobile broadband network 
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coverage in regional and rural areas is still patchy and cannot reproduce the 
coverage of either AM or FM radio. 

The expectation was that a mix of AM, FM and DAB+ would persist in the long term. 
Although the ACMA saw some scope for migration of stations from AM to FM, there was 
not sufficient spectrum in the FM bands to accommodate all AM broadcasting, 
particularly in urban areas. New digital technologies like Digital Radio Mondiale (DRM) 
which can operate at MF and HF frequencies show more promise but are not deployed in 
Australia and require further trials. 

The ACMA’s Future Delivery of Radio Report (“the Future Delivery Report” from now on) 
set out an approach to broadcast radio spectrum management designed to 
accommodate radio’s multi-platform future. ACMA determined that its priorities would 
be: 

• Converting commercial, community and national services from AM to FM where 
FM spectrum was readily available 

• Improving coverage of commercial, community and national services where 
spectrum was readily available 

• Making digital radio channel plans for regional DAB+ where commercial or 
national licensees were committed to rollout 

• Supporting trials for new broadcasting technology. 

Broadly, the ACMA resisted the temptation to pursue radical or structural change to the 
industry in circumstances where both digital radio and online radio were supplementary, 
and their potential remained uncertain. The industry itself was broadly of the same mind.  

The aim of this report 

The aim of this report is to review the current situation of the Australian radio industry in 
the light of the nearly two years of progress since the publication of the Future Delivery 
report, whether this alters the assessment of digital and online radio as supplementary, 
and whether this affects the spectrum management priorities reached in that Report. The 
focus is on terrestrial broadcasting where the bulk of listening happens, rather than 
satellite or narrowcast radio services.  

This is the third report in a series that have previously investigated the scope for 
migration of television to online networks, and the future of the regional television 
industry.  
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Project context and funding 

This report was authored by David Kennedy and Poornima Pai of Venture Insights and 
commissioned by Swinburne University of Technology as part of an Australian Research 
Council funded Discovery Project, ‘Spectrum After Scarcity: Rethinking Radiofrequency 
Management for a Connected Society’ [DP 150100887]. The research was overseen by 
Jock Given, Professor of Media and Communications [jgiven@swin.edu.au]. All views 
expressed are the authors’. 

A consumer media survey was conducted in November 2021 to gain additional insights 
into listening behaviour. With a sample size of 1,004 respondents 18 years or above, 
sample proportions in the full sample can be determined with 95% confidence to within 
approximately 3 percentage points (under the Normal assumptions for an unbiased 
sample). Sampling errors for subgroups, such as age groups, may be larger. 

Executive Summary 

The development of the radio industry is being driven by rise of the Internet and the 
near-ubiquity of both fixed and mobile Internet Protocol (IP) networks. This is affecting 
the radio industry in three main ways. 

First, the rise of the IP networks has seen the emergence of a range of connected, 
converged, multi-use devices which are increasingly challenging radio receivers as 
sources of audio information and entertainment services.  

Second, the growth of IP networks has lowered barriers to entry for the delivery of audio 
services. This has increased competition for listeners. We are moving from a domestic 
market with the number of competitors managed through government licensing, to a 
global market with no regulatory limit to the number of new audio entrants.  

Third, the rise of IP-networks has also triggered the rise of IP-enabled platforms with new 
bottleneck power. Examples of these platforms include smart speakers, which are 
dominated by Google and Amazon, and the emerging IP-connected in-car entertainment 
systems. All audio service providers must work with these platforms to ensure their online 
applications are both accessible and prominent in the listener market. Global audio 
providers have a natural advantage in dealing with global platform providers, and 
domestic radio industries needs to be vigilant they are not sidelined.  

The radio industry is responding in two main ways. It is developing and deploying its own 
digital offers (both streaming and podcast) to compete directly with online alternatives. It 
is also differentiating itself with a hybrid broadcast/online strategy that its online-only 
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competitors cannot replicate. For these reasons, online radio will not be a replacement 
for broadcast radio. Rather, the industry’s future is multi-platform.  

Television has experienced a similar crisis, but it has already absorbed most of the impact 
of new IP-based competition, while for radio the impact has been delayed.  This is 
because radio has been protected by its strength in in-vehicle audio and mobile audio 
more generally. With the rise of 4G and now 5G networks and the rise of smartphones, 
smart speakers and Internet-connected vehicles, this protection is weakening and 
competition is rising. However, this has also bought time for radio to develop its 
response. 

Part of commercial radio’s strategy will be the creation of industry-wide digital advertising 
platforms that will allow for integrated national radio advertising campaigns that span 
both broadcast and online channels. We also predict that mergers and acquisitions 
amongst radio stations will occur over the coming years as radio station owners seek to 
build national broadcast advertising platforms to complement their national online reach. 

Focussing on the broadcast side of the industry, we anticipate only marginal change to 
the mix of AM, FM and DAB+ broadcast delivery over the next few years. Much of this is 
driven by spectrum considerations. We see current radio broadcast allocations as secure, 
but inadequate to manage any wholesale migrations from AM to FM, or AM to DAB+. 

A transition away from AM towards FM listening has been underway for decades, but the 
ACMA concluded that there are no practicable alternatives to AM that can replicate its 
coverage advantage, and in a continental landmass like Australia this is a decisive 
consideration. Even in urban areas, a pathway out of AM broadcasting is not clear, as the 
FM bands are congested in many urban markets. A national move from AM to FM is not 
practicable. A separate proposal to extend the FM band below 87.5MHz found little 
support from radio broadcasters as it would require the replacement of existing receivers 
to gain access to the new spectrum.  

New technology such as digital radio mondiale (DRM) can use the Medium Frequency 
(MF) channels used for AM broadcasting, but would also require significant investment in 
new radio infrastructure and receivers. There are already some available frequencies, but 
replacement of high-power AM services used for long distance coverage may also 
require some reorganisation of the AM band. However, the slow rollout of DAB+ shows 
that this would be a major undertaking. The introduction of a second digital radio 
technology would also be confusing to listeners, potentially disrupting takeup of DAB+. 

DAB+ expansion is also constrained by spectrum. The 14MHz of spectrum allocated to 
DAB+ constrains planners to avoid higher powered transmitters in order to reduce 
interference at licence area boundaries. This in turn requires the use of single-frequency 
repeaters to in-fill black spots, pushing up the cost of DAB+ rollout.  
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In summary, spectrum is a material constraint on the expansion and evolution of radio 
broadcast. However, no easy solutions present themselves. There is a possible pathway 
to more DAB+ spectrum if the Federal Government’s November 2020 Green Paper 
proposals to restack free-to-air TV spectrum come to pass, but the outcome of the media 
reform process is still highly uncertain. 

However, the lack of spectrum for DAB+ can be compensated for by higher capex on 
DAB+ broadcast networks. The capital sum requested by the industry in 2020 for 
regional DAB+ expansion, $80 million, is small in comparison to the sums being spent on 
regional telecommunications. The industry can make this outcome more likely by raising 
awareness of DAB+ in regional markets where it is seeking support. 

The industry trajectory of the Australian radio industry 

The current state of the market 

The 1970s saw the current tripartite structure of the radio industry fully emerge, with 
national, commercial and community sectors. After a period of stability in the 1980s, the 
passage of the Broadcasting Services Act in 1992 launched a replanning process 
between 1996 and 2004 which resulted in thirty-three new commercial radio stations and 
a larger number of new community stations, improving service provision and raising the 
level of competition. One big difference between radio and television in this period is 
that radio choice expanded through the allocation of new analogue free-to-air stations, 
while television access expanded first with pay TV and later free-to-air digital 
multichannels. This has put the radio and television broadcast industries on different 
technological paths. 

The Act has continued to provide the regulatory framework for the radio industry since 
that time. Under that framework, radio transmitters require both BSA content licences 
and spectrum licences under the Radiocommunications Act 1992. In March 2020, the 
ACMA reported to the Minister for Communications the number of AM and FM 
broadcasting licences and the associated transmitter licences, reproduced at Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Broadcast services bands terrestrial analogue radio delivery snapshot, 2019 

Category Broadcast licences Transmitter licences 

Commercial (BSB) 261 600 (100 AM, 500 FM) 

National N/A ABC: 700 (100 AM, 600 FM) 

SBS: 15 (6 AM, 9 FM) 
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Community Long term: 357 

Short term (TCBLs): 101 

415 (13 AM, 402 FM) 

134 (1 AM, 133 FM) 

Narrowcasting Class licence 240 HPON 

2,370 LPON 

Retransmission Exempt 830 

Source: ACMA, Future Delivery of Radio Report, March 2020 

The three sectors serve different purposes in the broadcasting policy and radio 
ecosystem. National services focus on news and current affairs, cultural content and other 
kinds of non-commercial content of national interest, and are government funded. The 
national radio sector is dominated by the ABC which is fully government-funded, while 
the SBS focusses on specific language audiences, is available mostly in urban areas, and 
attracts some sponsorship revenue. The commercial sector is almost entirely advertising 
funded and focusses on commercial formats such as drive radio. Finally, the community 
sector focusses on local content and news, or on genres or on audiences not addressed 
by national or commercial radio. The community sector consists of not-for-profit, 
community-owned and operated stations that are funded through donations and 
sponsorship. According to the Community Broadcasting Association of Australia (CBAA), 
over three-quarters of community stations operate in regional or remote areas.  

DAB+ progress 

In addition to these AM and FM stations, the national, commercial and community sectors 
operate DAB+ transmitters. DAB+ radio remains a complementary service to analogue 
AM/FM radio, in contrast to digital television which has completely displaced the old PAL 
analogue TV standard. This is mainly because DAB+ still falls well short of national 
coverage. DAB+ services were first launched in the five main metro markets (Sydney, 
Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth, and Adelaide) in 2009, followed by Canberra and Darwin in 
2017, and by Hobart and Mandurah in 2019. The CRA reported to WorldDAB, the global 
forum for digital radio, that DAB+ population coverage in Australia was 63% in 2020.  

The ACMA chairs a Digital Radio Planning Committee which includes radio broadcaster 
members and creates Digital Radio Channel Plans for licence areas. DAB+ planning is 
more complex than AM or FM planning and requires a critical mass of channels before 
launch.  This is because DAB+ transmitters are multiplexes that support several 
broadcasters, who must agree to launch together. 

In the wake of the latest regional rollouts, priority regional areas for future DAB+ rollout 
include Newcastle, Albury, Dubbo, Bathurst, Sale and the Sunshine Coast. However, a 
national rollout is not commercially viable. This was confirmed in 2020 when the CRA 
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sought $80 million of capital support from the Federal Government for an accelerated 
roll-out of digital radio infrastructure in regional Australia. 

Existing DAB+ coverage is large enough to generate a significant addressable market, 
and listening is growing: 

• The ABC reports that the average weekly reach in the five-city metropolitan 
markets for ABC DAB+ stations was 744,000 (over 10 years of age) in 2020-21, up 
2.2% from 2019-20. Audience share of total listening was 1.6%, similar to the 1.5% 
of 2019-20. 

• According to Commercial Radio Australia (CRA), Australia's commercial DAB+ 
digital-only radio stations attracted a weekly audience (over 10 years of age) of 
2.35 million people in 2020, increasing 15% from 2.04 million in 2019. The weekly 
audience for all commercial DAB+ stations, including AM and FM stations 
simulcasting on DAB+, reached 4.0 million. This amounts to around 18% 
penetration, so DAB+ is still complementary to AM/FM radio (which attracted a 
weekly audience of 83% in the December 2020 quarter).  

The total number of non-vehicle DAB+ digital radios in Australia climbed from 2.4 million 
in 2017 to 2.8 million in 2020, but most of the receiver growth is in cars. The share of new 
cars with DAB+ radios pre-installed rose from 47% of cars in 2017 to 77% in 2020, when 
700,000 cars with in-built DAB+ were added. This represents a replacement rate of 
around 3.5% of Australia’s 20.1 million registered motor vehicles.  

Rising car DAB+ penetration does not guarantee a migration from AM/FM to DAB+. For a 
full European-style migration away from AM/FM to be possible, the car industry must 
commit to making DAB+ radio standard in every car, not just some. Even then it would be 
many years before DAB+ penetration in the car fleet rose to the point where a migration 
could be contemplated.  

This entrenches DAB+ as a supplementary service for the foreseeable future. With 29% of 
all radio listening occurring in the car, the rise of in-car DAB+ creates scope for more 
growth in DAB+ listening. 

We also found evidence in our survey results that listeners are unclear about DAB+. 36% 
of respondents to the survey had not heard of “digital radio”, and of those who had heard 
of it, 35% were unsure whether digital radio was available in their area. This suggests 
there is more work to do educating the public about DAB+’s existence and availability. 
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Industry structure 

The radio industry is moderately concentrated, with five main radio industry groupings 
that account for the vast majority radio listening. In the national sector, the ABC 
dominates. In the commercial sector, the four leading groups are (in order of size) 
Southern Cross Austereo, Nova Entertainment, HT&E (“Here, There and Everywhere” 
which operates ARN), and Nine Radio (part of the Nine Entertainment Corporation). The 
community sector reports a total reach of about 6 million listeners and some 
programming is made available for sharing via the Community Radio Network, but each 
station is independent and there is no formal networking as in the national and 
commercial sectors. 

Figure 2. Main Australian national and commercial radio groups  
Company Revenue 

Model 
Dominant 
Coverage 
Type 

Listener 
Share out of 
top 5 
networks 

Key Stations Audio Initiatives 

Southern Cross 
Media Group 
Limited 

Advertising Metro and 
Regional 

39% • The Hit Network  

• Triple M 

Digital audio saw 40% 
revenue growth in FY21. 

LiSTNR app launched in 
February 2021 saw a 200% 
growth in 5 months. 

Investments made in two 
Artificial Intelligence and 
Machine learning 
companies called Sonnant 
and SourseAI to boost the 
personalisation of the 
LiSTNR App. 

Australian 
Broadcasting 
Corporation 

 

Government 
funded 

Metro and 
regional. 
Specialist 
stations 
(e.g. ABC 
Classic) 

29% • Triple J  

• ABC Local Radio  

• ABC National 
Radio  

• ABC NewsRadio  

• ABC Classic 

• ABC 
Grandstand 

On-demand options on the 
ABC Listen app which saw 
radio services increase by 
29%, peaking at more than 
900,000 in June 2021. 
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Nova 
Entertainment 
(Australia) Pty 
Ltd 

Advertising Metro 18% • Nova FM 

• Smooth FM  

• FIVE 

Launched a new listening 
app called "The Player" in 
July 2021 

Nine Radio 
(Nine 
Entertainment 
Company) 

Advertising Metro 9% • 2GB  

• Magic  

• 2UE  

• 3AW 

• 4BC 

Implemented single sign-
on (SSO) across its digital 
radio platforms. 

Implemented a "live and 
local" strategy. 

HT&E (ARN) Advertising Metro (and 
regional 
after 
November 
2021) 

6% • KIIS  

• Pure Gold 

Launched iHeartRadio app 
in February 2020. Reported 
a 14% increase in digital 
listening of ARN radio 
stations. Acquired Grant 
Broadcasters in November 
2021. 

Source: Company reports, Venture Insights analysis 

Commercial sector - performance  

The advertising revenues of commercial radio provide some insights into the 
performance of the radio industry more generally. Commercial radio’s share of the ad 
market is under pressure from the rise of digital advertising. Google and Facebook now 
dominate digital advertising and have increased digital’s share of the total advertising 
market from 11% in 2007 to 64% in 2021. 

The commercial radio sector has broadly tracked the growth of the advertising industry 
until recently. Venture Insights estimates that the radio industry’s advertising revenue 
grew from $931m in 2007 to reach $1,235m in 2019. Between 2007 and 2019, 
commercial radio’s share of the advertising market fell only slightly from 8.4% to 7.6%. 
However, the impact of the pandemic saw revenue fall to $989m, recovering only slowly 
in 2021 to reach $1,032m (5.8% ad market share). This was because impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic saw digital advertising’s share of the industry rise significantly as 
more people moved online. However, until the pandemic, radio was more successful in 
defending its advertising market share than free-to-air television, which saw its share 
steadily drop from 32% in 2007 to 22% in 2021.  
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Figure 3. Commercial radio advertising revenue performance (A$b) 

 

Source: Company reports, Venture Insights analysis 

New dynamics of the audio industry  

The development of the radio industry is being driven by rise of the Internet and the 
near-ubiquity of both fixed and mobile Internet Protocol (IP) networks. This is affecting 
the radio industry in three main ways. 

First, the rise of the IP networks has seen the emergence of a range of connected, 
converged, multi-use devices. These include personal computers (PCs), tablet devices, 
music storage devices, smartphones and more recently smart speakers. Just as IP 
networks have become ubiquitous so have smartphones, which are increasingly 
challenging radio receivers as sources of audio information and entertainment services.  

Second, the growth of IP networks has lowered barriers to entry for the delivery of audio 
services. This has increased competition for listeners. Further, the Internet is a global 
network, and much of this competition is international. This has disrupted the traditional 
market for audio services in Australia. We are moving from a domestic market with the 
number of competitors managed through government licensing, to a global market with 
no regulatory limit to the number of new audio entrants. This is part of a broader trend in 
media towards the emergence of a new ecosystem characterised by: 

• the rivalry between domestic and global providers  

• ad-supported versus subscription supported revenue models. 
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Third, the rise of IP-networks has also triggered the rise of IP-enabled platforms with new 
bottleneck power. Examples of these platforms include smart speakers, which are 
dominated by Google and Amazon, and the emerging IP-connected in-car entertainment 
systems, which are designed by car manufacturers but will probably be mostly based on 
Google Android and Apple CarPlay technology. Audio service providers must work with 
these platforms to ensure their online applications are both accessible and prominent in 
the listener market. Global audio providers have a natural advantage in dealing with 
global platform providers, and domestic radio industries needs to be vigilant they are not 
sidelined.  

The rise of IP networks has merged the market for radio into a wider market for audio 
services. This audio market includes: 

• Traditional broadcast radio and its online derivatives 

• Music streaming services such as Spotify and YouTube Music 

• Podcast services,  

• Audiobooks 

• Physical audio media such as CDs and vinyl records. 

Within this market, radio competes for listeners. The three radio sectors (national, 
commercial and community) are facing different opportunities and challenges. The 
national and commercial sectors are most similar (though they are government- and 
advertising-supported respectively) and are adopting similar hybrid broadcast/online 
product strategies. Community broadcasting lacks the financial resources and the 
regional or national scale to implement similar strategies, but the sector also has the 
advantage of local focus which is difficult for national or global audio service providers to 
replicate. Community radio’s greatest threat is probably localised podcasting. 

There is an analogy with the television industry, which has also merged into a wider video 
market that includes subscription and advertising-supported video-on-demand 
(SVOD/AVOD) services, but the analogy only goes so far. Most video viewing still 
happens on the television screen, while audio is consumed on a much wider range of 
devices. Further, audio is a “companion” medium that operates either in the foreground 
or the background of listener attention and can therefore be used in more contexts (e.g. 
in motor vehicles or while working).  

Our survey shows that respondents are regularly using a wide variety of audio sources 
over a monthly period, amongst which broadcast radio leads but is not dominant. In 
monthly reach, broadcast radio was the top audio medium, used by 72% of respondents 
over the previous month, though this may understate total listening as some respondents 
would not have included incidental listening e.g. in a shop. This was followed by 
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streaming music (65%), podcast apps (46%), physical media (44%), stored music (e.g. an 
iPod, 39%) and audiobooks (29%). Online radio apps scored 39%, a respectable showing 
given that they are a relative newcomer to the market.   

Figure 4. Monthly reach of main audio services, 18+ years of age 

 

Source: Venture Insights Consumer Media Survey November 2021 (n=902) 

Television was hit harder and earlier than radio by new online competition, and online 
subscription video services have been a major feature of the television market for over 
half a decade. The process is unfolding more slowly for radio, which was also not 
disrupted the way the music industry was (e.g. by Napster and later subscription 
streaming), having been insulated to some extent by its mobility and its dominance of in-
vehicle audio. With the growth of 4G and now 5G broadband networks, radio faces rising 
competition from online alternatives in mobile contexts. But radio has used this hiatus to 
prepare its own online offers. In the commercial sector, radio’s DNA remains ad-
supported, both off-line and online, and we expect this to remain the case. 

Importance of devices and contexts in the audio market 

Radio (and audio more widely) differs from the television market in important respects. 
The main difference is that video viewing is dominated by in-home viewing, and 
television watching remains mostly a sedentary experience. Most viewing still happens on 
large television screens that can deliver visual clarity that optimise the viewing 
experience. 

Audio services, in contrast, are delivered over a wider range of devices in many different 
contexts: at home, at work, in the car, and during personal activities like walking and 

72%

39%

46%

65%

39%

29%
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Online radio apps

Podcast apps
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exercising. Our consumer media survey also showed that a wide range of devices are 
used to listen to audio, and in many cases multiple devices of the same kind were used in 
households. 

Figure 5. How many devices are actually used in your home/vehicles to listen to audio? (18+ 
years of age) 

 

Source: Venture Insights Consumer Media Survey November 2020 (n=1004) 

Physical audio media existed before radio and have always competed with it. The recent 
rise of IP-enabled devices like PCs, tablets, smartphones and smart speakers have driven 
additional service diversity, opening up the market to a wide range of alternatives to 
broadcast radio and physical recordings. In the home context, smart speakers are 
emerging as another IP-enabled device option where radio competes directly with new 
alternatives.  

Context has always been important for radio, and audio more generally. Unlike television, 
where usage is still dominated by the loungeroom TV, audio is consumed a wide range 
of locations and during a wide range of activities. Within these contexts, radio now jostles 
with a wider range of audio services for attention. Our survey results below show that 
radio is still leading for in-vehicle audio (at least for 18+ year olds), but in other contexts is 
only one of many options.  
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An AM/FM radio receiver

A Digital Radio (DAB+) receiver

A personal computer or laptop

A smart vehicle dashboard

A smartphone

An audio storage device
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Figure 6. Use of audio services during main activities (18+ years of age) 

 

Source: Venture Insights Consumer Media Survey November 2021 (n=902) 

This diversity is rising and is not likely to subside, making the market for audio more 
complex than that for video. Radio must not only face the additional competition this 
brings. It must also adjust its technology and commercial strategies to address a more 
fragmented market where listeners are as likely to be listening to a smartphone or smart 
speaker as to a traditional broadcast receiver. The radio industry’s response is discussed 
in more detail below. 
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Radio industry response 

Any assessment of the future of the radio industry, and of its spectrum needs in particular, 
must start with the commercial strategy that the radio industry will adopt as part of the 
wider audio market.  

There are two aspects to this radio industry response. The first is technological and 
involves investment in new online platforms and applications to distribute radio and 
other content to listeners. The second is the integration of these new channels to market 
into a wider multi-platform business strategy.   

Online platform investment  

Over the last two years, the radio industry has adapted to the rise on online audio by 
developing new streamed offers to compete on IP networks. These offers include mobile 
apps (for smartphones and tablets), the development of web radio, and the promotion of 
IP radio services through social media. Radio is also diversifying into non-linear content 
such as podcasts and YouTube channels, and will gradually move towards digitised and 
ultimately programmatic advertising to support integrated campaigns across broadcast 
and online media. 

The development of radio industry online platforms is well-advanced. Some examples 
include:  

• SBS launched a range of radio apps from 2011, after making streamed radio 
available from its website in 2010. 

• The national and commercial sectors launched the RadioApp in 2016, offering 
both steamed and on-demand access to national and commercial radio stations. 
Today the app allows listeners on Google Nest, Amazon Alexa, Sonos devices, 
and Apple and Android devices to easily discover and listen to almost any 
Australian commercial or national radio station.  

• ARN launched its branded iHeartRadio platform and app in 2017. The offer has 
expanded over the following years to include a range of exclusive local and 
international content. In 2020, Australian Radio Network (ARN) launched its 
branded iHeartPodcast Network, offering both local and global podcasts and the 
capacity for integrated advertising campaigns across a range of podcasts.  

o ARN has also launched Dynamic Audio advertising technology to support 
programmatic buying of targeted ads on streaming audio devices in real 
time. 
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• The ABC Listen branded platform and app was launched in 2017, offering both 
streamed and on-demand radio content.  

• In February 2021, Southern Cross Austereo launched its own branded app called 
LiSTNR, a curated and personalised free app offering radio, podcasts, music and 
news on one platform.  

• The Nova network launched its branded app “The Player” in July 2021. 

Radio industry online platforms offer both streamed and on-demand content, and many 
branded apps now include on-demand content exclusive to the online channel.  

They have had significant success. In particular, CRA’s RadioApp has seen rapid growth, 
particularly in 2020, which the CRA attributed to rising usage as pandemic lockdowns 
took effect. The CRA reported a 20% increase in users and a 22% increase in time spent 
listening to radio on smartphones via RadioApp over a period of only one week in March 
2020. This growth was sustained well into 20201.  

Figure 7. RadioApp monthly streams (000s) 

 

Source: CRA 

The survey undertaken in November 2021 as part of this project supported this view. 39% 
of respondents reported that they used online radio apps. Of those using radio apps, 
over a quarter (27%) had started in the previous 12 months (roughly calendar 2020), and 
over a third (36%) over the last 24 months. This shows there has been a significant 
increase in the takeup of online radio since the pandemic. 

 

1 Similarly, the Australian Podcast Ranker reported that podcast downloads increased by 15% 
overall in the week commencing 16 March 2020 compared to the same week in February. This is 
consistent with other evidence that the usage of a range of digital technologies grew in the same 
period for the same reason. 
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Figure 8. How long ago did you start listening to online radio apps? 

 

Source: Venture Insights survey (n=920) 

The rapid growth of online radio calls into question its characterisation as a channel 
supplementary to AM/FM broadcast, and in recent years industry executives have started 
to speak of their online strategies as elements of a wider response to online competition. 
A multi-platform radio industry is emerging, and this has implications for both company 
and industry strategy. 

Integrated business strategies 

Radio retains important differentiation in the audio market, despite facing rising 
competition. Its traditional broadcast form remains important. It is of course a medium of 
last resort in disaster situations (as we saw in the last bushfire season). But broadcast 
radio remains a powerful and accessible medium that online competitors cannot 
replicate, enabling a ‘radio everywhere’ strategy with near-national coverage and cross-
promotion between AM/FM/DAB+ broadcast and online channels. This will be the 
lynchpin of radio industry differentiation in the future.  

This requires (for national, commercial and community broadcasters) careful curation of 
an integrated branding through consistent cross-promotion and content-sharing 
between broadcast and online channels. This is crucial for competitive positioning in the 
wider audio market. 

In the commercial sector, radio broadcasters must also facilitate integrated 
broadcast/online advertising campaigns to optimise advertising revenues. This in turn all 
requires an integrated content strategy, prominent positioning on new audio distribution 
platforms like smart speakers and IP-connected car entertainment, and the development 
of industry ad-buying platforms that facilitate integrated ad campaigns. 
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In addition to the competitive aspect, there is infrastructure sharing within the three 
sectors, at varying in levels.  

• The national broadcasters largely manage their own national broadcast and 
online infrastructures and platforms internally.  

• For commercial broadcasters, it requires major investment in new integrated 
systems for the measurement of listening both broadcast and online so that ad 
agencies can evaluate radio as an advertising medium. It also requires the 
deployment of advertising platforms that make it easier for ad agencies to roll out 
integrated broadcast/online ad campaigns: 

o In 2017 the CRA coordinated the launch of RadioMATRIX, the industry’s 
advertising automation platform. The initial project was a radio booking 
service for ad agencies, but the aim is to progressively build automated 
booking, audience data segmentation and ultimately programmatic 
inventory trading spanning both broadcast and online channels. In 
November 2020, RadioMATRIX launched automated agency briefing 
across multiple radio networks to simplify multi-network buying as well. 
GfK radio surveys data is integrated into the system to allow agencies to 
automatically check spots against audience segments. 

o In September 2021, the CRA announced a new hybrid ratings system 
called Radio360. This will transition away from paper surveys to electronic 
watch meters that intelligently detect radio broadcasts and other audio 
within listening range, integrating radio streaming and podcast data to 
give a complete picture of commercial radio listening. 

It is important to note that the CRA has been essential to the creation of these 
commercial advertising platforms, some of which have been world-leading. Australia’s 
long-term culture of infrastructure-sharing, imposed by its extensive geography, partly 
accounts for this. In addition, the radio industry does not have a two-tier 
metropolitan/regional structure like the television industry, where only metropolitan 
stations gave the right to launch online services. This has made it easier to achieve 
consensus on the creation of shared platforms that are common goods. One example of 
this cooperation has been the industry’s successful negotiations to make the CRA 
RadioApp available on Amazon Alexa and Google Assistant (and consequently in their 
smart speaker devices).  

• The community sector does not operate sectoral platforms or apps at the same 
level as commercial radio, but does operate shared a Community Radio Network 
giving access to over 110 talk and music programs and several flagship 
community radio programs to subscribing stations. The service is available via 
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either a Digital Delivery Network (DDN) or live satellite audio feed. However, 
progress with shared online platforms is well behind the commercial sector, and 
there is no aggregated platform for streamed or podcasted community radio. 

In the commercial sector, we expect the desire to match national online coverage with 
national broadcast coverage will encourage mergers and acquisitions as networks seek 
to maximise reach. Seven West’s acquisition of the Prime regional TV network was 
explicitly aimed at achieving this integrated national broadcast/online footprint, and we 
expect the radio industry to move in a similar direction. HT&E’s (ARN’s) recent acquisition 
of the regional Grant Broadcasters network is an example of this, creating a radio 
network with 58 stations and 46 digital stations across 33 markets, and allowing cross-
promotion of a larger broadcast radio network with ARN’s iHeartRadio and iHeartPodcast 
apps. 

Spectrum and technology in radio’s broadcast future 

Radio broadcasting is here to stay 

Spectrum for broadcasting is set aside under the Australia Radiofrequency Spectrum Plan 
2021, and planned under the Broadcasting Services Act 1992. These broadcast bands 
are:  

• MF 526.5 to 1606.5 kHz, for AM radio 

• VHF 45 to 52 MHz and 56 to 70 MHz (Band I), not currently in broadcasting use 

• VHF 85 to 108 MHz (Band II), for FM radio 

• VHF 137 to 144 MHz (channel 5A), not currently in broadcasting use  

• VHF 174 to 230 MHz (Band III), used for digital television, expect for 195Mhz to 
209Mhz (Bands 9 and 9A) which is allocated to DAB+ digital radio  

• UHF 520 to 694 MHz (Bands IV and V), currently allocated to digital television. 

A fundamental question in radio spectrum management is whether the growth of online 
radio may ultimately make the current radio broadcast infrastructure redundant. That 
question has two answers, technical and commercial.  

Technically, online radio cannot replicate the industry’s AM/FM/DAB+ networks, as it is 
unlikely that fixed and mobile broadband networks will ever replicate radio coverage, 
particularly AM coverage.  
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Commercially, the radio industry is not evolving into an online industry, but into a 
multiplatform industry that will use broadcast radio as an important differentiator against 
online rivals. For this reason, radio broadcast infrastructure and the associated spectrum 
allocations remain commercial relevant in any foreseeable future. 

Radio spectrum constrains industry futures 

Given this fact, the two main questions are whether radio’s current spectrum allocations 
are secure, and whether new allocations are practicable.  

Radio is currently delivered on AM, FM and DAB+ technologies in Australia. Over time, 
the amount of listening on these various technologies has changed. AM radio listening, 
once dominant, has declined. The ACMA reported in the Consultation Paper for its 2020 
Future of Radio Delivery inquiry that AM accounted for 93 per cent of the audience share 
in Sydney in 1980, but that national AM audience share had dropped to 37% by 2018. In 
contrast, FM listening had risen from zero in 1979 nationally to 80% in 2018.     

A transition away from AM towards FM listening has been underway for decades, but the 
ACMA concluded that there are no practicable alternatives to AM that can replicate its 
coverage advantage, and in a continental landmass like Australia this is a decisive 
consideration.  

Even in urban areas, a pathway out of AM broadcasting is not clear. AM transmission 
infrastructure is generally old, and AM antennas are large and are typically sited on large, 
flat areas near major cities. These sites have many potential uses, so there is pressure on 
broadcasters to look to alternative technologies such as FM. Submissions to the ACMA 
Review showed that FM offers improved audio quality and generally lower operating 
costs, and there is spectrum for migration in regional markets. However, the FM bands 
are congested in many markets, and there no practical alternatives to AM in more remote 
markets, so a national move from AM to FM is not practicable.  

The ACMA found in its Future Delivery report that there was not sufficient FM spectrum 
to convert all existing metropolitan AM services (mostly ABC services) to FM, even 
considering a range of measures to replan or repurpose spectrum. A proposal to extend 
the FM band below 87.5MHz to 85MHz found little support from radio broadcasters as it 
would require the replacement of existing receivers to gain access to the new spectrum.  

New technology such as digital radio mondiale (DRM) can use the Medium Frequency 
(MF) channels used for AM broadcasting, but would also require significant investment in 
new radio infrastructure and receivers. There are already some available frequencies, but 
replacement of high-power AM services used for long distance coverage may also 
require some reorganisation of the AM band. However, the slow rollout of DAB+ shows 
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that this would be a major undertaking. The introduction of a second digital radio 
technology would also be confusing to listeners, potentially disrupting takeup of DAB+. 

In summary, only marginal improvements in FM channel availability are practicable, and 
AM is here to stay for the foreseeable future.  

DAB+ spectrum  

The radio industry remains committed to DAB+ despite the high capital costs of rollout. 
Our conclusion, based on the discussion above, is that the DAB+ spectrum allocation has 
two key commercial justifications. 

First, DAB+ listening is growing. Its multichannel capability will see it play a larger role as 
a supplement to the main national, commercial and community AM/FM channels. In the 
commercial and community sectors, this will drive growth in DAB+ advertising and 
sponsorship revenue. Although the growth in DAB+ coverage will be slow without some 
policy intervention, listener growth within the existing coverage area is healthy. And it is 
important to recall that while DAB+ coverage is small in geographic terms it already 
reaches a majority of the Australian population. It is therefore an established part of the 
broadcast ecosystem. 

Second, the retention of a national DAB+ spectrum allocation gives the radio industry 
additional options for the future in regional Australia. Although coverage growth is slow, 
steady incremental rollout could see a growing share of population gain access to DAB+ 
services. The Australian Government’s Media Reform Green Paper, released in 
November 2020, proposes a new television broadcasting licensing model. Under this 
model free-to-air television broadcasters would have the option of a 'one off', irreversible 
move to a new commercial broadcasting license without a spectrum tax. However, taking 
up a new licence would also require them to commit to transition to a new broadcast 
transmission model and a reduction in the amount of spectrum for television 
broadcasting. This would be followed by a restacking of television channels that would 
release UHF spectrum at the top of the television bands. The recovered spectrum would 
then be allocated to mobile telecommunications. The Government proposes in the 
Green Paper to finalise this refarming in December 2025, though there is industry 
resistance to this timetable and to the substance of the proposal as well.  

DAB+ spectrum lies within in the television bands, and could potentially have been 
affected by The Green Paper proposal. However, the actual proposal outlined in the 
Green Paper is for part of the UHF band to be recovered for mobile telecommunications 
use, while the DAB+ allocation lies within television Block A at lower frequencies in the 
VHF band. This VHF TV allocation is a legacy from planning decisions in the mid-
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twentieth century. The proposal as currently structured involves neither recovery nor 
reallocation of spectrum currently allocated for DAB+.  

On the other hand, it is possible that changes to television spectrum allocation could 
open up opportunities for digital radio. If for example the original Green Paper proposal 
was implemented, restacking of Block A would release VHF TV spectrum. This spectrum 
would be of no interest to the telecommunications industry, but would definitely be 
useful for DAB+. However, we expect any changes to television spectrum planning will 
take some time to agree, and many more years to implement. DAB+ will not weigh 
heavily in the scales of decision, but there is at least a pathway to more DAB+ spectrum if 
the Green Paper discussions move in the right direction. 

Figure 9. Proposed 600MHz spectrum reallocation 

 

Source: SBS Submission to The Australian Government on the Media Reform Green Paper 

At this time, we can conclude that the radio industry’s possession of its current DAB+ 
spectrum is secure. In addition, its analogue HF and VHF allocations are also secure 
because, unlike UHF spectrum which is sought after for mobile telecommunications, this 
VHF and HF spectrum has few competing uses. The radio industry therefore enjoys 
spectrum tenure that television does not.  

But while existing spectrum allocations are secure, but they are also inadequate to 
manage a straightforward, commercially viable transition from AM to FM, or from AM to 
DAB+. The proposed television restacking will not threaten the existing VHF DAB+ 
allocation, but could lead to a situation in the future where more DAB+ spectrum was 
available.  

This matters because a larger DAB+ band would give planners more flexibility to allow 
higher powered transmitters and avoid the need for repeaters in regional areas. This 
would reduce the cost of rollout and make DAB+ expansion more viable. The size of the 
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current DAB+ spectrum allocation commits the industry to a relatively expensive DAB+ 
rollout requiring single-frequency repeaters to ensure coverage while avoiding 
interference. 

Given the current constraints in spectrum availability, the future of radio broadcast 
technology seems to be one of incremental change, in contrast to the rapid commercial 
change that the industry is experiencing. AM, FM and DAB+ will all have a place for the 
foreseeable future. 

Finally, the lack of spectrum for DAB+ can be compensated for by higher capex on DAB+ 
broadcast networks. Though this seems beyond the industry’s means at this time, it is not 
unrealistic to contemplate Federal Government support for DAB+ rollout in regional 
areas. The $80 million capital sum requested by the industry in 2020 is small in 
comparison to the sums being spent on regional telecommunications, and DAB+ 
arguably provides a service improvement in regional Australia well worth the expense. 
The industry can make this outcome more likely by raising awareness of DAB+ in regional 
markets where it is seeking support. 
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