
Radio and TV broadcasting in Britain today is state-controlled.
From time to time the commercial companies have to assure
‘society’ (that is, government-appointed committees) of their
civic virtue, by making promises about the quality, balance and
indigenous content of their intended programming.  Their re-
ward is the renewal of their lucrative franchises.  The BBC, by
slower and less formal means, is subjected to similar restraints.

The effects of public control of broadcasting are generally re-
garded as beneficent.  Is not the BBC a jewel in the crown of
welfare state Britain?  Is it not one of those Envies of the
World, like the National Health Service, that our leaders are
constantly extolling?  Do its products not regularly fill the TV
screens of the world?  And is commercial broadcasting not the
better for being legally required to keep up to similar high
standards?

In reality state control of broadcasting is needless and harmful.

Government regulation of broadcasting is alleged to be techni-
cally necessary: broadcasting frequencies must be defined and
allocated to users in some orderly way.  Otherwise broadcasters
would crowd the airwaves, and there would be mutual inter-
ference.

And it is socially necessary too, so the argument goes: broad-
casting frequencies will always be a scarce resource, with great
potential to influence listeners and viewers.  They must be
fairly shared out among broadcasters, who must be compelled
to be balanced in their output and fair in their political com-
ment.

The results of state control are the same in broadcasting as they
are anywhere else: scarcity and lack of choice.

This may seem incredible to some: look at the abundance of
riches in any day’s TV and radio listings!  But abundance can
only be judged after experience of alternatives, and this is just
what the present dispensation denies us.

HOW MANY CHANNELS?

We are now served by a handful of TV and FM radio channels.
Even the capital has only about half a dozen FM stations.  Al-
most the whole country — even, I suppose, the Orkneys — can
receive four TV channels, no more, no less, whatever the

potential demand.  Is this abundance?  Yes — for the Orkneys.
For London it is desperate scarcity.

The BBC and the commercial stations would argue that num-
bers of channels cannot be increased much further without sac-
rificing reception quality.  (How vigorously they argued this
would depend on whether they thought new channels were to
be allocated to them or not.)  But the number of channels that
can be fitted into a given band of the electromagnetic spectrum
is not a purely technical matter.  It is not a question of setting
some measurable criterion of the acceptable degree of inter-
ference between channels and seeing how closely you can
space broadcast frequencies to satisfy that criterion.

First, the signal quality that is acceptable will differ for differ-
ent uses: it need not be the same for phone-in programmes as
for rock music, and the quality required for the latter may not
be the same as that required for classical music.  Second, it
differs according to the tastes of listeners and watchers: if
you’re listening to a pocket radio while on a delivery round,
you probably won’t demand the same signal quality as when
you’re listening to a symphony in your leisure time.  Third, the
amount of interference caused by a broadcaster depends on
what he spends on keeping his transmission frequency sharply
defined and stable; and what he can afford will depend on the
revenue his broadcasts can bring in, and on the degree to which
this revenue varies with transmission quality.  (Enthusiastic
hobbyists, say, might not be able to afford the BBC’s signal
quality, and might not stand to gain financially by aspiring to it,
because their audience doesn’t care anyway; it doesn’t follow
that such a station should be compelled to close down.)
Fourth, the acceptable quality of transmission depends on the
quality of receivers; and this varies according to the market to
which you’re broadcasting, and constantly improves with tech-
nical development.  The latter is also influenced by the econ-
omic incentive to improve reception.  Thus there would be an
incentive to buy (and therefore to invent and market) ever more
sensitive receivers, to provide higher reception quality in more
crowded parts of the radio and TV spectrum.
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In short, the answer to the question ‘How many channels are
feasible?’ cannot be answered by engineers — or by anyone
else.  It can be answered only by letting potential broadcasters
compete for the available electromagnetic spectrum, and seeing
how things turn out.  This implies permitting people to own
particular frequencies, to be able to transfer them freely, to bar-
gain with potentially interfering broadcasters, and so on.  That
is to say, the answer can be discovered only in a totally free
broadcasting market.

TECHNOLOGICAL PROGRESS

In such a market, some broadcasters’ revenue would come, as it
does now, from advertising.  But others would encode their
broadcasts so that only people who had bought or rented some
kind of decoding device could receive them.  There could also
be cable transmissions: until now these have been inhibited by
the competition of ‘free’ state broadcasting and still more by
the need to lay the cable in ‘public’ (state-owned) land —
which the state wasn’t going to permit, and even now is deter-
mined to control to the hilt.

The pattern of free market broadcasting could not be predicted,
in practice or in principle; and it would evolve constantly.  But
it could confidently be expected that some parts of the electro-
magnetic spectrum would be relatively crowded and would
offer relatively lower-quality transmission, while other parts
would be less crowded and would offer broadcasts of upmarket
technical quality.  All would have to meet the requirements of
their respective markets.

As electronic technology progressed, the number of frequencies
utilised in all parts of the spectrum would increase without
limit; and there would be strong incentives to pack more than
one channel onto a single frequency, to be separated by decod-
ing circuits in the receiver.  These technical developments are
strangled at birth by arbitrarily designating a fixed number of
widely spaced frequencies and making broadcasters keep to
them regardless of the changing requirements of potential mar-
kets.

CHOICE

The most obvious consequence of state-managed scarcity in
broadcasting is that I can’t listen to or watch what I want to
when I want to.  If all I’m interested in is gardening, there is no
technical reason why I should ever have to have any other kind
of programme on radio or TV at any time of day or night.  In
fact, I am restricted to the odd half-hour here and there.  And
yet even this is excessive in the eyes of those who can’t stand
gardening programmes.  If I’m interested in good rock music
I’m probably even worse off than the gardener.  If I follow
news avidly I’m well catered for.  If I’m profoundly interested
in the views of my fellow citizen, there is always a radio
phone-in to be found; talk, as always, is cheap.  But to find
illumination of that news or those views — ideological analysis
— is a great deal harder.

However, the advent of the video tape recorder is beginning to
send shock waves through the broadcasting establishment.
People now have less incentive to watch stuff they’re not inter-
ested in: they can simply switch on the VTR and watch that
programme they missed the other day — or even a feature film.
The ITV moguls are beginning to quake as they lose their ad-
vertisers; and the BBC’s mandarins cannot long remain im-
mune.

“BALANCE”

But the consequences of the state’s smothering of broadcasting
go deeper than the difficulty of finding something to your per-
sonal taste.  The greater the scarcity of a resource, the more

plausible the demand for ‘fairness’ in its use.  And this require-
ment is responsible for the imbecility, blandness and prejudice
in which all news and current affairs is wrapped today.

The concept of political ‘balance’ presupposes some kind of
spectrum along which all political positions are spread.  Cur-
rent political thought in Britain holds that this political spec-
trum (not only in Britain but in the whole of the inhabited
universe) runs from the far ‘left’ to the far ‘right’.  No matter
that very abundant political animals, such as rank and file
trades unionists and rising middle-class couples, are quite im-
possible to assign to any position on this scale; no matter that
somewhat rarer but more vociferous political species, such as
Marxists, ecologists and libertarians, decry this concept.
Broadcasters have to be balanced, and the left-right classifica-
tion provides them with their rule of thumb.

Furthermore, in news and current affairs they have to achieve
balance fast; and that entails that they match up comment from
people of clearly identifiable and opposing affiliations — that
is, from politicians and representatives of pressure groups.
Even the more reflective commentators who might be found in
The New Statesman or The Spectator are shunned, for they are
not always easy to place on the left-right scale: their commit-
ment to principles is likely to cause them to take surprising
stands on specific issues.  So producers take refuge in using
spokespersons.

Now the audience to which a spokesperson addresses his re-
marks is seldom the general radio or TV audience; it consists of
his supporters and colleagues.  They’re the people he has to
satisfy.  So he speaks from a predetermined position and
doesn’t move off it, no matter how the exchange goes.  He and
his opponent play a game of verbal tennis, a game in which the
strokes have often been agreed in advance with programme
makers.  Hence the futility of current affairs programmes, de-
bates, interviews ... and hence, perhaps, a large part of the cyni-
cism with which the public views politics.  (Was this cynicism
so widespread before the advent of radio and television?)

Imagine what a newsagent’s shop would look like if the con-
straints of the broadcasters were imposed on print publishing.
Just a handful of different periodicals each day; and each one
compelled to be, politically, an amalgum of the Express, the
Mirror, the Guardian and the Telegraph, with occasional so-
norities of the Times.  Worse yet, each would have to do some
of the work of Woman’s Realm, Personal Computer World,
Which Bike?, Puzzler and all the rest.  The reader would have
to pick his way through a wasteland of the material that was
irrelevant and uncongenial to him to find what he wanted —
but have to pay for all of it.  Which is what we have today with
radio and TV.

THE QUEUES ARE INVISIBLE

Present-day broadcasting, with its high technical quality and its
occasional lavish blockbuster productions, is regarded by many
as a Rolls-Royce public service.  So it is.  Imagine the result of
demanding that public transport be a Rolls-Royce service —
that chauffered limousines replace Leyland buses.  It would
without doubt be another Envy of the World — for the world
would see the magnificence of the vehicles and the quality of
the ride; it would not ask itself how many more route miles
could be run, with what frequency, if more modest vehicles
were permitted.  It would not know what more constructive
uses might have been found for the resources saved by a
cheaper system.  It might, however, notice the huge queues for
the scarce vehicles.  But with our Rolls-Royce broadcasting
services, the queues are invisible.  They consist of the myriads
of people who have something worth broadcasting and are de-
nied access by the state.


