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The Trust’s decision 
The Trust has considered the BBC Executive’s proposals to make changes to BBC Asian 
Network, and has formed the view that the proposals do not constitute a significant 
change to the BBC’s UK Public Services. It has therefore decided that a Public Value Test 
is not required in this case.  

In reaching this decision the Trust considered the likely impact of the proposals on users 
of the services and on others, the financial impact, the novelty of the proposals and their 
proposed duration.  

• Impact on users – the proposed schedule changes making content easier to find 
and an overall increase in the proportion of music played by the station are likely 
to have a positive impact on audiences  

• Impact on others – while there will be an overall increase in the proportion of 
music played on the station, Asian Network will continue to provide a distinctive 
service in relation to commercial alternatives. It is unlikely, therefore, that Asian 
Network’s plans will have a material impact on other radio stations. 

• Financial impact – although the budget change for Asian Network is more than the 
10% threshold requiring Trust approval, the overall impact of the financial changes 
is low 

• Novelty – the proposals are not novel in light of the BBC’s wider activities 

• Duration – the proposed changes will be permanent and we do not consider this to 
be a material factor in our assessment 

This rest of this document sets out the Trust's reasoning in each of these areas in more 
detail.  

 

BBC Trust  

May 2012 
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Background to the Trust's 
consideration 
Putting Quality First – a new strategy for the BBC 

In December 2010 the Trust published a strategy for the BBC, Putting Quality First, which 
established four key objectives for the BBC. These are to: 

• increase the distinctiveness and quality of output 

• improve the value for money it provides to licence fee payers 

• set new standards of openness and transparency 

• do more to serve all audiences. 

Delivering Quality First – delivering the strategy 

In October 2011 we published the BBC Executive's proposed approach to delivering the 
agreed strategy, Delivering Quality First, which was developed to meet the constrained 
funding imposed by the new licence fee settlement agreed with the Government in 2010. 
We put these proposals out to public consultation to test them against our strategic 
objectives and priorities for the BBC. These proposed changes coincided with the Trust’s 
service review of Asian Network, during which the broad proposals outlined as part of 
Delivering Quality First were developed and revised.  

This assessment may be read in conjunction with the Trust’s conclusions on the DQF plans 
and with the service review report for Asian Network which considers the future strategy 
for the station more broadly. 

The main proposals for the station are set out in summary below, and form the basis of 
our assessment of significance: 

• Net scope savings of £1.7m (18%)1 

• Reduce the station’s hours of transmission to 0600 – midnight throughout the 
week 

• Increase the overall proportion of music played on the station, changing the 
overall balance of music-to-speech from 50:50 to 60:40. Change the profile of 
music played, with more non-UK music alongside the current volume of British 
Asian music. 

• Simplify the schedule through reducing the number of documentaries from fifteen 
half-hour programmes to around five half-hour programmes per annum and 
decommission drama, sports coverage and daily devotional programmes 

 

                                                 
1 By 2016/17 - savings after reinvestment of up to £1m in journalism and coverage of live events  

 



BBC Trust / Assessment of significance 
 

May 2012 3
 

Testing the BBC’s proposals for significance 

Under the terms of the BBC’s Framework Agreement with the Secretary of State, the Trust 
may from time to time need to undertake assessments of certain of the BBC Executive’s 
proposals in order to determine when a Public Value Test (PVT) must be applied.  

The PVT is a formal assessment process requiring the Trust to assess the public value of 
the proposed change, Ofcom to assess the market impact of the proposed change and 
two periods of public consultation. Ordinarily the overall assessment process lasts 
approximately six months and is an intensive and time consuming process.  

The Trust recognises its responsibility to undertake a PVT where there is evidence that a 
proposal constitutes a significant change to the BBC’s UK Public Services. It also 
recognises that the purpose of clause 25 of the Framework Agreement is accordingly a 
necessary filter to ensure that the PVT is reserved for significant changes. 

In deciding whether a proposal constitutes a significant change to the UK Public Services, 
the Trust must have regard to the four considerations set out in clause 25(2) of the 
Framework Agreement; that is, the impact, financial implications, novelty and duration of 
the proposed change.  

In July 2011 the Trust made a commitment to expand its relationship with Ofcom2 to take 
full advantage of Ofcom’s understanding of the wider communications sector and, in 
particular, to invite Ofcom to provide its view of the ‘impact on others’ (e.g. providers or 
potential providers of alternative products and services) of a proposal from the BBC 
Executive that the Trust considers should be subject to a significance test. Ofcom’s view 
of the ‘impact on others’ will inform the Trust’s decision in respect of its significance test, 
and in particular, the Trust’s view of the ‘impact on others’ of the proposed changes. 

This document relates specifically to proposals concerning BBC Asian Network. As set out 
in clause 25 of the Framework Agreement, whether proposals in the end meet the 
criterion of significance is a matter for the judgment of the Trust. 

Overview of proposed changes to Asian Network 

The Trust’s service licence for BBC Asian Network provides it with a remit to “deliver 
speech and music output appealing to British Asians, with a strong focus on news and 
current affairs. The station should broadcast primarily in English, but some programming 
should be provided in a range of South Asian languages. The primary target audience is 
British Asians under 35 but the station should also appeal to anyone with an interest in 
British Asian issues, music and culture.”3 

This remit will not be affected by the proposals we have approved for the station, but a 
number of other changes to the Asian Network service licence will be needed to reflect 
the new approvals. 

 

 

                                                 
2 This commitment has been codified in an Addition the Memorandum of Understanding between the BBC Trust and Ofcom, 

agreed in November 2011 and published in December 2011 (see 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/about/mou_addition_dec2011.pdf) 
3 BBC Trust service licence for Asian Network – April 2011 
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Service licence 
reference  

Existing text / value Amendments 

Section 3 

(budget) 

£9.2m Scope reductions will be 
applied from 2013-14. 

Section 4 

(balance of music 
and speech) 

BBC Asian Network should 
deliver its remit through an 
approximately 50:50 split of 
music and speech, with the 
precise balance varying over 
the course of the week. 

BBC Asian Network should 
deliver its remit through an 
approximately 50:50 split of 
music and speech during 
daytime, with the precise 
balance varying over the 
course of the week. 

Section 4 

(drama and sport) 

 

Speech output should include 
a strong focus on accurate, 
impartial and independent 
news and current affairs, 
together with debate, drama, 
entertainment and sport. 

Speech output should 
include a strong focus on 
accurate, impartial and 
independent news and 
current affairs, together 
with debate, entertainment 
and culture relevant for a 
modern British Asian 
audience. 

Section 4 

(evening 
programming) 

During the day an extensive 
playlist should form the 
backbone of the schedule, 
while evening and weekend 
programmes should focus on 
more specialised areas. 

During the day an extensive 
playlist should form the 
backbone of the schedule, 
while weekend programmes 
should focus on more 
specialised areas. 

Section 5.1 
(service licence 
condition) 

BBC Asian Network should 
ensure that content is 
approximately 50% speech 
and 50% music each year 

BBC Asian Network should 
ensure that content is 
approximately 40% speech 
and 60% music each year 
 

Section 5.2 
(service licence 
condition)  

 

BBC Asian Network should 
ensure that at least 40% of 
the music in daytime is from 
UK artists each year  

 

BBC Asian Network should 
ensure that in daytime 
across the year: 
 

- at least 30% of its 
music output is from 
UK artists  

 
- at least 30% is new 

music (released within 
the last 2 months) 

 
- at least 10% of music 



BBC Trust / Assessment of significance 
 

May 2012 5
 

is South Asian4 
 

- at least 10 live events 
and festivals are 
covered

Section 5.2 

(drama) 

The station should commission 
radio drama relevant to its 
audience and encourage new 
writing, directing, and 
performing talent.  

(Delete) 

 

Section 5.3 

(online forums) 

BBC Asian Network’s online 
presence should facilitate and 
support the growth of 
communities of interest, 
providing forums for online 
communities where they can 
discuss the news and set their 
own agenda. 

(Delete) 

Section 5.3 

(new objective) 

 BBC Asian Network should 
also support and encourage 
other BBC services to create 
journalism and cultural 
content of interest to this 
audience, and help listeners 
to find these and other 
relevant programmes on 
other BBC services 

Section 5.3 

(service licence 
condition) 

BBC Asian Network should: 

Broadcast an average of three 
to five hours of language 
programming every day 

BBC Asian Network should: 

Broadcast an average of 20 
hours of language 
programming each week, 
including a mixture of Hindi/ 
Urdu and English and other 
regional languages. 

 
 

                                                 
4

 Generally music from Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Regional/Classical music, including the 
Qawwali and Ghazal music genres 
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Significance test 
Impact 

The Trust has assessed the potential impact of the Executive’s proposals on users of the 
service and on others. 

Impact on users  

 

Shortened hours of transmission 

BBC Asian Network broadcasts between 0500 and 0100 weekdays and between 0400 and 
0100 on the weekend. Outside these hours, the station opts to BBC Radio 5 Live. The 
Executive has proposed moving the station’s start time from 0500 (0400 on weekends) to 
0600 throughout the week, and shortening its late night schedule which will now end at 
midnight. This will reduce overall hours of output by 16 hours per week, from 142 to 126 
hours per week – a drop of 11% - with the reductions consisting both of music and 
speech output. 

Noting difficulties in estimating accurate audience numbers due to small sample sizes, our 
analysis of reach outside the proposed 0600 to midnight schedule shows that current 
early morning reach is very low at 11,000 listeners, and reach on weekdays after midnight 
is 49,000 listeners. This is very low compared to daytime reach figures. By way of 
comparison, Asian Network’s breakfast show regularly reaches around 120,000 listeners 
across 15 minutes. 

Given the comparatively low levels of listening outside the proposed new schedule times, 
which represents a very small proportion of Asian Network’s listeners, we do not consider 
that the impact of shortening the schedule is material for the purposes of our assessment 
of impact on users of the service. 

 

Increasing the proportion of music-to-speech from 50:50 to 60:40 

The Executive proposes to increase the volume of the station’s music offering by moving 
from an approximate 50:50 music-to-speech mix to 60:40. It also proposes to change the 
mix of music played: to retain the current volume of British Asian music but to increase 
the volume of Bollywood and other South Asian music.  

The Executive has proposed this change based on its own audience feedback over several 
years which indicates, amongst other things, a perceived heavy emphasis by the station 
on British Asian music of Punjabi style which is of narrower appeal amongst UK Asians. 
The change will take the form of an increase of around 2 tracks per hour, with typically 
one extra Bollywood and one extra South Asian music track each hour. 
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The new music policy would be set out in the service licence with the following 
measurable commitments for music in daytime: 

• at least 30% of music output should be British Asian music (reduced from 40%) 

• at least 30% is new music (released within the last 2 months) 
 

• at least 10% of music is South Asian5 
 

• at least 10 live events and festivals are covered 

Room for the increase in music would be made by a reduction in the amount of speech 
within music programmes themselves, and some reduction in the hours of minority 
language programming during weekdays.  

In our audience research, the majority of listeners said they valued the station’s music 
output the most. The proposed change in the music-to-speech ratio to provide more 
music in relation to speech is therefore likely to be broadly popular with audiences.  

However, listeners also felt that the station’s future strategy should not dilute its 
commitment to new music, and especially British Asian music. We have carefully 
considered the Executive’s proposals in relation to this point. 

While there will be a reduction in the overall proportion of British Asian music played on 
the station, the Executive’s revised 30% commitment to British Asian music will mean the 
absolute volume of British Asian music played on the station will remain broadly at the 
same levels as exists today.  

We have also considered carefully the potential impact of changes in the context of an 
overall change in the proportion of music-to-speech on the station. While there will be an 
increase in the overall proportion of music-to-speech across the schedule, we have set out 
in our service review the Trust’s expectation that core daytime6 output will provide an 
approximately 50:50 split between music and speech, which will now be set out as a 
condition in the station’s service licence. Reach during weekday daytime hours accounts 
for over 80% of the total average reach recorded for 2011-12, just under half of which is 
made up of the station’s primary target audience of under-35s.  

We therefore do not believe these changes will materially alter the character of the station 
for daytime listeners. On balance, we believe the overall impact on audiences of the 
proposed music changes will be positive. 

 

Simplification of the schedule: reductions in ethnic language programming on the station, 
reduction in documentaries and the removal of drama and continuous sports news. 

In order to streamline the station’s schedule, and to deliver savings as part of the BBC’s 
DQF plans, the Executive has proposed cutting back on some segments of the schedule in 
order to focus its resources on delivering fewer, longer programmes. The key changes will 
include: 

                                                 
5 Generally music from Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Regional/Classical music, including the Qawwali and Ghazal 

music genres 
6 Daytime is defined in the Asian Network service licence as 0600 – 1900 weekdays, and 0800 – 1400 weekends 
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− Cutting the weekday South Asian language programmes (Punjabi, Gujarati, Mirpuri 
and Bengali) and the creation of a minority ‘Language Zone’ at the weekend 

− Removal of devotional/ religious programming from 0500 – 0600 weekdays and 
from 0400 – 0700 on weekends 

− A reduction in the number of documentaries from fifteen half-hour programmes to 
around five half-hour programmes each year.  

− Removal of all 2.5 hours of original drama broadcast each year  

− Removal of service licence commitments to sports coverage 

Based on our audience research, streamlining Asian Network’s schedule could have a 
generally positive impact on audiences, helping listeners to find the content they want 
and niche programming such as languages output easier to find. We anticipate that 
introducing a more coherent, simplified schedule will also improve perceptions of quality 
because listeners will be less likely to encounter content which is not aimed at them. 

We have set out below our assessment of the impact on users of the service for each of 
the specific schedule changes listed above. 

 

South Asian language programming 

Asian Network currently broadcasts 31.5 hours of minority language programming every 
week. Around 11 hours of this type of programming is broadcast at the weekend. The 
service licence for the station requires that programmes in Hindi/Urdu, Bengali, Gujarati, 
Mirpuri and Punjabi should seek to connect listeners with each other, and with their 
cultural and linguistic roots.  

The Executive has proposed reducing the volume of language programming, and moving 
it from weekday evenings to a weekend ‘Language Zone’ slot. A Hindi/ Urdu/ English 
mixed language programme with interviews and features will remain during the week, but 
moved to a later slot between 2100 and midnight.  

In addition, weekend religious programming from 0400 - 0700, which contains a mix of 
devotional music and speech, will no longer be broadcast. 

The net result will mean South Asian language programming will be reduced from 31.5 
hours per week to 26 hours per week, a reduction of 5.5 hours or around 17%. 

Reach to minority language programming between 2100 - 2200 weekdays is around 
85,000 listeners - around 17% of total weekly reach for the station. Devotional/ religious 
programming broadcast at the weekend has a reach of around 16,000. Weekend minority 
language programming consists of four 2 hour slots on a Sunday (with approximate reach 
figures in brackets) for Punjabi (42,000), Mirpuri (40,000), Gujurati (25,000) and Bengali 
(16,000) audiences respectively.   

In our audience research, most listeners were aware of the daily evening regional 
language programmes as well as the Hindi/Urdu/English programmes on Asian Network, 
although not everyone listened to them. Respondents (including those not listening to 
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these programmes) generally valued this content as it was seen to fit with their 
expectation of a South Asian targeted radio station and with the BBC’s public purposes.  

Our qualitative research revealed, however, that although there is a real desire amongst 
listeners for specialised language content across all age groups and by both those with 
limited English, as well as listeners who want to improve their mother tongue language 
skills, this was seen as an area over which some change in scheduling would be accepted. 

Given the findings of our audience research in relation to their attitudes to language 
programme scheduling and the fact that programming is being reduced and moved but 
not cut altogether, we do not consider this to be a material change in our assessment of 
impact on users. 

 

Devotional and religious programming 

Asian Network currently broadcasts devotional music between 0500 – 0600 weekdays, 
and a mix of devotional music and speech on Saturdays and Sundays between 0400 –
0700. The Executive has proposed cutting this programming from the schedule as part of 
its reduction in the overall hours of transmission.  

Weekly reach for devotional programming between 0400 - 0700 is 16,000 listeners. For 
weekend specialist programmes, listening to Sikh programming reached 4,000 listeners 
(0400 – 0500). For programming aimed at Hindu audiences, reach was 5,000 listeners 
(0500 – 0600) and reach to Islamic faith programming was 8,000 (0600 – 0700). 

Our audience research showed that most listeners felt there was limited need for this type 
of programming to be provided by BBC Asian Network. Some listened to devotional music 
at key times of the year, such as during Ramadan, but tended to listen to faith specific 
media such as Ramadan Radio or Islam Channel. A good proportion of older respondents 
listened to devotional music and output on the radio, but felt their needs were served 
elsewhere (e.g. Sanskar Radio, Raaj Radio and Sunrise Radio) and also on television 
channels (e.g. Sikh Channel and Islam Channel) or the internet.  

Asian Network will continue to provide coverage of faith issues in its other programming, 
such as news and discussions. 

We are of the view that removal of devotional and religious programming from the 
schedule will have limited impact on audiences, and we do not therefore consider this to 
be a material change in our assessment of impact on users. 

 

Documentaries 

Asian Network currently provides around fifteen half-hour documentaries each year to 
provide in-depth analysis of current affairs issues. The Executive has proposed cutting the 
number of documentaries each year from current levels to around five half-hour 
programmes a year. The volume of news programming on the station will remain 
unchanged, and some £0.3m of additional investment in Asian Network’s journalism has 
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been set aside to develop and bring news stories which may be of interest to British Asian 
audiences to other BBC services. 

As documentaries are not broadcast on a consistent basis on the station, it is not possible 
to accurately assess listening figures.  

In research, we found low awareness of, and claimed interest in, documentaries amongst 
listeners although, when prompted, many had listened to them. 

Most listeners thought that some provision for this type of content was important. 

Given the very small number of hours of documentary output per week, and Asian 
Network’s wider commitments to news reporting and investment in journalism, we do not 
consider these changes as material in our assessment of impact on users of this service. 

 

Drama 

Asian Network currently broadcasts 3.5 hours of drama output a year. 2.5 hours of this is 
original content commissioned by the station, and an hour is set aside for repeats. The 
Trust’s service licence for Asian Network requires the station to commission radio drama 
relevant to a UK Asian audience and to encourage new writing, directing, and performing 
talent.  

The Executive has proposed cutting drama from the Asian Network schedule altogether as 
it has little recognition by audiences and high production costs. They plan to direct 
listeners to any Asian drama on Radio 4 or other BBC services when appropriate. 

We cannot measure listening to drama content on the station given the lack of a specific 
slot in the schedule and low sample sizes. In our audience research, awareness of drama 
output on Asian Network was very limited and it was not seen as contributing to delivery 
of the public purposes. Listeners are also aware that Asian drama is well provided for on 
specific television stations. Listeners felt that removing drama from the service would not 
significantly affect their current listening experience.  

Given these findings and the very low volume of drama output, we do not consider the 
removal of drama from the station’s schedule to be a material factor in our assessment of 
impact on British Asian listeners.  

 

Sports 

Asian Network currently broadcasts occasional sports news content throughout the day, in 
line with its service licence remit.  

The Executive has proposed removing the requirement to deliver sports news to 
audiences from the service licence on the basis that many listeners accessed the type of 
content elsewhere, for example on BBC Radio 5 Live, TalkSPORT or Sky Sports News. 
They plan to continue to offer sports news where relevant to the audience, but not 
continuously as at present. 

Although listening figures are not available owing to the occasional nature of the output in 
the schedule, our audience research found that some listeners said they found sports 



BBC Trust / Assessment of significance 
 

May 2012 11
 

news and updates of key events on the station to be useful if they were already tuned 
into the station. However, most listeners preferred to use other specialist sports media to 
access this type of content because of the breadth of sports and sporting events covered, 
and the greater depth of commentary and analysis. Some also preferred to watch rather 
than listen to sports.  

We do not consider this change material in our assessment of impact on users of the 
service. 

 

Impact on others 

Ofcom has provided the Trust with its assessment of the likely impact of these proposals 
on others. Ofcom’s letter is published in full as an annex to this paper. They conclude: 

“Taken as a whole, the Proposals have the potential to make the Asian Network less 
distinctive and more similar to other Asian radio stations. In particular, the increase in the 
volume of music and of more popular music genres is likely to increase the overlap of the 
Asian Network’s music content with that of other radio stations. Similarly the loss of some 
language programming and the inclusion of a weekday evening programme with wider 
appeal may contribute to the loss of distinctiveness and mean that the Asian Network 
competes more directly with other Asian radio stations. If these proposals work 
cumulatively to specifically target an older age demographic then this has the potential to 
impact those Asian radio stations with audiences in the over 35 age bracket. As a result, 
there is the potential for an increase in the Asian Network’s audience at the expense of 
competitors’ audience share. 

It is difficult to be definitive about the nature and scale of these impacts, given the data 
and information limitations within the present time constraints. Given that the intention of 
the Proposals is to increase the Asian Network’s audience, the Trust may wish to consider 
the potential scale of this impact when making its overall decision on whether the 
Proposals are significant.” 

 
We acknowledge Ofcom’s concerns around the continued distinctiveness of Asian Network 
and set out below our consideration of the points raised and the mitigations we have 
established which address some of these concerns and other issues raised. 

Within this, we note Ofcom’s qualification with regard to the difficulty in making a 
definitive assessment of the potential for impact on others of the Executive’s proposals, 
particularly for the many small community and commercial Asian radio stations for which 
no listening data is available. 

 

Change in primary target age group  

Asian Network’s remit states that “The primary target audience is British Asians under 35 
but the station should also appeal to anyone with an interest in British Asian issues, music 
and culture.” The station has, therefore, a primary target audience, but is also able to 
appeal to listeners outside that age bracket.  
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When we invited Ofcom to provide advice on potential impact on others, the BBC 
Executive proposed to change the stated primary target age group to listeners aged 
between 25 and 45. When considering the future strategy for the service as part of our 
service review work, the Trust rejected this particular proposal as it did not believe that it 
would be helpful in terms of ensuring a clear editorial scope to broaden the target age in 
this way, nor that the station was unnecessarily constrained by the current remit from 
reaching some listeners over 35 as a secondary audience.  

Our overall assessment of significance is therefore based on the set of proposals without 
this specific change included. 

While this proposal has been rejected, we note that recent growth in reach to Asian 
Network has recently been proportionately higher amongst over 35s. BBC management 
attribute this growth to its ‘friend of the family’ editorial strategy which, while operating 
within the permitted primary target audience, also seeks to appeal to others in Asian 
family households. This editorial strategy is set to continue alongside these proposals for 
change and so we would expect some further growth in listening amongst over 35s. 
However, within our service review we have set out our expectation that this growth 
should not be at the expense of the service maintaining its primary focus on under 35s, 
and we will track the profile of listening to the station in order to check that this continues 
to be the case. 

The Trust believes the continued requirement on Asian Network to target a primary 
audience of under 35s will serve as an effective mitigation to Ofcom’s concerns about 
potential impact on commercial Asian radio stations with primary audiences over the age 
of 35. 

Loss of distinctiveness leading to greater competition with commercial radio 

Ofcom highlights that the proposed simplifications to the schedule raise the possibility 
that the loss of certain types of programming and the reduction of others such as 
language content, together with the inclusion of a weekday evening programme with 
wider appeal, may lead to an overall loss of distinctiveness and greater direct competition 
with Asian commercial radio. In particular, Ofcom observed that, for example, proposals to 
simplify the evening schedule could impact other Asian stations if they were to deter 
Asian Network listeners from switching to other radio stations. 

While we cannot be certain about the range of possible commercial impacts of the BBC 
Executive’s proposals on others given the lack of market wide data sets, we can consider 
possible drivers of market impact drawing on the evidence gathered during our service 
review for the station.  

Any change to audience switching behaviour would be a driver of possible market impact. 
Our audience research suggests that Asian Network listeners can be classified into three 
broad categories across different age groups. The figure below shows that each of these 
categories may consume a wide set of radio content, both Asian and non-Asian7. 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 Trust commissioned qualitative research conducted in main Asian Network listening areas across the UK 
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‘Cosmopolitans’:  primary need was for entertainment and most were generally using radio for music in the 
mornings before work or college, in the car, on public transport (via mobile phones), at college, work or at 
home as background music, or before an evening out.  
 
‘Young at Heart’: These respondents said they also enjoyed listening to music on the radio and were 
interested in a wide range of output such as discussions, current affairs, news (local, national and 
international) and, amongst men, sports.  
 
‘Traditional’: Traditional listeners, who were mainly listening to South Asian targeted stations, said they 
enjoyed music for entertainment and enjoyment but they also wanted to connect with South Asian 
communities in the UK and abroad. Therefore, radio also enabled them to keep in touch via local, national and 
international news from the Indian sub-continent. South Asian targeted stations were valued because they 
provided output in regional languages and were felt to be culturally ‘appropriate’. 

 

Based on this analysis, we believe that audience switching is likely to be spread across a 
range of different radio stations, not just Asian commercial radio. This is particularly the 
case with respect to the ‘young at heart’ and ‘cosmopolitan’ audience group. On the other 
hand, for the ‘traditional’ audience group, members of which tend only to consume Asian 
focused radio, we found that these listeners tended to acknowledge they were not 
necessarily the station’s key target audience.  

Although we acknowledge the changes proposed by the BBC Executive are aimed at 
increasing average listening hours and could have the potential to impact the switching 
behaviour of the ‘young at heart’ and ‘cosmopolitan’ audience group more (in line with the 
‘friend of the family’ overarching strategy), we believe that it is likely any impact of these 
changes would be spread across a wider range of commercial stations rather than being 
focused purely on other Asian radio stations. Furthermore, particularly in terms of 
language programming, we are of the view that it is likely these changes may drive some 
listeners in the ‘traditional’ segment elsewhere to consume this type of content. 

Therefore, while the BBC Executive expects an overall increase in reach and, in particular, 
average listening as a result of their proposed changes, we believe any potential impacts 
on commercial radio will be widely dispersed. As discussed later on, we also believe it is 
unlikely that Asian Network would see a material number of listeners in the ‘traditional’ 
audience segment switching from other Asian commercial radio stations. 
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The Trust is of the view that this analysis provides reassurance around Ofcom’s concerns 
relating to any potential impact on commercial Asian radio stations resulting from the BBC 
Executive’s plans to simplify Asian Network’s broadcast schedule. 

Impact of change in music policy  

Ofcom suggests that an increase in popular music genres on Asian Network, and 
particularly the proposed increase in the volume of music played on Asian Network, may 
increase the overlap of the Asian Network’s music content with that of other Asian radio 
stations, leading to a loss of distinctiveness and a potential negative commercial impact 
on those stations through substitution of listening from Asian commercial radio to Asian 
Network. 

As part of our service review process, we looked at Asian Network’s plans in this area very 
carefully. We were concerned that any change which entailed playing proportionately 
higher levels of music overall, and a greater volume of popular Bollywood music in 
particular, may risk undermining the distinctiveness of the service. Responding to our 
concerns, the BBC Executive proposed a number of new conditions that will form part of 
the Trust’s service licence for Asian Network to protect the distinctiveness its music output 
(these are set out in the table of service licence changes which can be found in the 
Background section of this document). 

Within this context, we examined the potential impact on Asian Network’s distinctiveness 
in the Asian radio market in more detail by commissioning new independent analysis to 
understand and verify the profile of the station’s music policy in comparison to other 
stations’ provision8.  

The analysis covered three days of output on each station, focusing on peak hours during 
breakfast and drive time, and included a track by track comparison to understand music 
output at a genre level as well as the extent of any possible content overlap.  

The analysis showed that Asian Network’s music mix was distinctive when compared with 
key competitor stations, and the levels of overlap were low. This was particularly the case 
with respect to the Asian radio stations identified by the ‘traditional’ audience group such 
as Sunrise. In the case of the popular Bollywood genre, we found that Asian Network 
played a higher proportion of newly released Bollywood music in peak daytime hours than 
any of the other competitor stations we looked at. 

Asian Network’s proposed new music policy will result in around two additional tracks of 
the Bollywood and South Asian music genres per hour during daytime. Our research 
shows that other Asian stations focus mainly on the Bollywood genre, with a significantly 
higher percentage of output on these stations devoted to this genre. Track overlaps with 
Asian Network ranged from around 7% to 17% of total peak output for the Bollywood 
genre. For the South Asian music genre, we found no overlaps. 

In our view, therefore, the BBC Executive’s proposal to increase music output of the 
Bollywood genre has the potential to increase content overlap with other Asian stations by 
a small margin. The same could be said of any increase in South Asian music output, 
although we believe any overlaps here will be much smaller. Measured by the overall 
volume of Bollywood music alongside the proportion of British Asian and new music which 
Asian Network will be committed to, we are confident that the music mix on Asian 

                                                 
8 The Trust’s analysis looked at the music output of Buzz Asia, Radio XL, Sabras and Sunrise 
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Network will remain distinctive from most other Asian radio stations, and in particular with 
respect to those targeted at the ‘traditional’ audience group.  

The only station we found with a similar music output at the genre level is Buzz Asia, but 
this station does not provide the high level of speech output, including original news and 
other journalism, that Asian Network will continue to offer. It also targets a younger age 
group, making it less of a concern from the point of view of Ofcom’s analysis. We 
therefore do not believe that Asian Network and Buzz Asia are similar in broader terms.  

We also note that although the BBC Executive propose to increase the overall proportion 
of music-to-speech on the station, it estimates that core daytime hours will provide an 
approximately 50:50 split between music and speech. We expect the station to develop its 
editorial strategy in line with this projection. In our service review we have concluded that 
this expectation will be codified as a condition in Asian Network’s service licence, which 
will require the station to deliver an approximately 50:50 balance of music and speech 
during daytime. We are of the view that this will help to further safeguard the 
distinctiveness of Asian Network’s output.  

Finally, we note the BBC Executive’s own analysis of significance sets out the wider 
context for listening to Asian Network, which includes the growth in the British Asian 
population and the growth in listening to digital radio. We accept that population growth 
in particular may mean that some growth to Asian Network could take place with no 
negative impact on other radio stations.  

While acknowledging Ofcom’s concerns around distinctiveness, for the reasons set out 
above, we conclude that the potential impact on others resulting from the changes to 
Asian Network, in particular any impact on Asian commercial radio, are not of a level we 
would regard as significant. 

Financial implications 
At the point we undertook this assessment, the BBC Executive estimated a scope saving 
for Asian Network of £1.7m (18%) by 2016/17 which includes reinvestment of up to £1m 
in Journalism and pan-BBC cultural content9. The scope change is broadly in line with 
proposed changes to the spend on other BBC digital stations, such as Radio 4 Extra 
(21.2%) and 1Xtra (16.4%). 

As a combined consequence of the expected increase in reach and the reduction in the 
service budget, the BBC Executive expects the cost per listener hour of Asian Network to 
reduce from 5.1p today10 to approximately 3p in future11. This would bring Asian Network 
more into line with the cost per listener hour of other digital networks: 1.2p for 6Music, 
1.3p for Radio 4 Extra and 3.7p for 1Xtra. 

Although the budget change is in excess of 10% and therefore leads to a necessary 
change to Asian Network’s stated key characteristics, in the context of the BBC’s wider 
DQF plans to reduce its spending in line with the BBC’s licence fee settlement to 2016, we 

                                                 
9 Baseline and savings are inflated to FY 16/17 consistent with all DQF proposals 

10
 Based on Q42011 RAJAR (472k, 7h18mins) and service licence baseline of £9.2m  

11 Based on total reach of 600k, average hours of 8 and a revised budget of £6.4m (reflecting scope and local productivity 

changes and an estimate of central overhead savings)  
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do not consider the change to be a material one for the purposes of our assessment of 
significance of the overall changes to the service. 

Novelty 
The changes to the service do not take the BBC into new or novel areas of operation, and 
for this reason we do not consider this to be a material factor in our assessment of 
significance. 

Duration 
The proposed changes are part of the BBC’s long-term strategy requiring permanent 
changes to the relevant service licences. However, the Trust is required to consider all the 
relevant factors under clause 25 and that this alone does not mean it is a significant 
change, taking account of the other factors. 

 

 


