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1. Introduction 
 
This is the prospectus for Doncaster DAB, a project of Higher Rhythm Limited. 
 
Doncaster DAB responds to the opportunity to develop a new generation of digital 
community media accessible via the digital audio broadcasting (DAB) platform and 
online. We have developed Doncaster DAB as a locally-led initiative which seeks to 
operate for community benefit the DAB service for Doncaster. Doncaster DAB will 
nurture and support a range of high-quality digital radio services which respond to 
the diversity of interests, cultures and concerns of our communities. 
 
This prospectus sets out the background to our project and the SSDAB opportunity. 
It explains the rationale and community benefit of the project. It presents our 
evaluation of customer demand and it describes our approach to delivery including 
technical plans, governance, key persons and finance. 
 
 



DONCASTERDAB 
 

 

   
2 

2. About Higher Rhythm 

Higher Rhythm Limited is a not-for-profit organisation with over 20 years’ experience 
providing practical training, accredited learning and widened access to music, 
recording, creative and media technology for socially and economically marginalised 
people who would otherwise have little or no other opportunity of accessing similar 
experiences. Since 2007 Higher Rhythm has been successfully operating Doncaster’s 
community radio station, Sine FM, offering an alternative to mainstream media and 
a voice for underrepresented communities and groups to express themselves. 

Over the past 20 years, we have developed an extensive track record of delivery with 
funding from Big Lottery Fund, Arts Council, and learning and skills contracts with 
different local authorities. Our services are structured not only to provide access to 
relevant and transferable skills as a route to education or employment within a 
range of industries, but also to provide positive, self-development experiences to 
nurture confidence building and life-skills. We engage volunteers and trainees to 
work together towards creative and personal goals while empowering the wider 
community, raising local aspirations and increasing community cohesion. 

Over the past few years, we have been developing plans to take advantage of the 
opportunity to broadcast on DAB. Doncaster DAB (DonDAB for short) is our initiative 
set-up to apply for the licence to operate the DAB radio multiplex for Doncaster. 
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3. SSDAB 
 
Since the 1980s, a new more spectrum efficient technology for sound broadcasting 
has been developed, known as Digital Audio Broadcasting, which in 2020 overtook 
FM radio listening for the first time but which has hitherto not been accessible to 
community broadcasters for reasons of cost and control by large commercial radio 
groups. That is now about to change. Following a trial scheme, the government 
passed the Small-scale Radio Multiplex and Community Digital Radio Order 20191 
and in April 2020, the communications regulator Ofcom set out its plans for the 
licensing and regulation of Small-scale Digital Audio Broadcasting (SSDAB).2 
 
SSDAB has become possible as a result of the lapse of patents on the DAB 
transmission standard and the development of software defined radio transmitters 
that can be built on open-source platforms.3 Today an SSDAB transmission system 
can be installed for around £15k, not much more than the cost of an FM system but 
capable of carrying not just one radio service but 20-25 different channels.  
 
Locations and communities that have not been able to establish community radio in 
the past by reason of shortage of frequencies will now have the opportunities to do 
so on the SSDAB platform. Each SSDAB multiplex (“mux”), managed as a community 
asset, has the potential to generate surplus revenue to reinvest in civic journalism 
and community media through the sale of spare capacity to commercial and other 
media content providers looking to build a regional or national audience.  
 
Under Ofcom’s planned rollout, 240 SSDAB mux operators are to be licensed over a 
five-year period, each with non-overlapping coverage to provide near to universal 
access to SSDAB services across the UK. The regulatory framework encourages 
consortia-based proposals and the inclusion of existing community radio service 
providers. Each SSDAB mux must guarantee space for community radio services and 
must demonstrate fair competition for access to a range of digital radio services. 
 
In 2020 Higher Rhythm Limited submitted to Ofcom an expression of interest in 
operating SSDAB in Doncaster. In January 2022, Ofcom announced the inclusion of 
Doncaster among the 27 areas to be included in a fourth call for SSDAB licence 
applications. The fourth call opened on 14 July 2022 and closes on 14 October 2022. 
 
The legislative framework does not require the SSDAB mux operator to be not-for-
profit or community owned entities and there are commercial companies that will 
seek to acquire this valuable broadcast asset. We are confident, however, that a 
well-designed community-led proposal will have a high chance of success provided it 
has a sound technical plan, broad community support, involvement of existing 
community radio services, a viable business model and sufficient funding in place. 

 
1 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2019/9780111187784/contents  
2 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/consultations-and-statements/category-1/licensing-small-scale-dab-new-
powers-and-duties-proposed-by-government  
3 For background see https://www.opendigitalradio.org/history  
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4. Community benefit 
 
After over 20 years of lobbying by community media practitioners, activists and 
academics, UK legislation was introduced in 2004 to enable licensing of community 
radio services to broadcast as a distinct third sector alongside BBC radio and private 
commercial radio. Community radio licences are reserved for not-for-profit bodies 
and licensees must demonstrate a commitment to the delivery of “social gain”. 
 
Within five years of the legislation there were nearly 200 community radio services 
licensed to broadcast and serving communities throughout the UK, an increase from 
just 15 trial services in 2004. In its 2009 Annual Report, Ofcom described community 
radio as “one of the great UK broadcasting success stories in the last few years”.  
 
Community radio stations are largely volunteer run providing those involved with 
opportunities for creative expression, personal development, skills building, social 
contact, civic engagement and community-level recognition and achievement.  
 
Community radio content has generally focused on interests and communities that 
have not been well served by mainstream media including Black, Asian and minority 
ethnic groups, people with disability, LGBTQ+, disadvantaged young people, the 
elderly and others facing social isolation, specialist music and other niche interests. 
Comparative studies of community radio across Europe have shown its contribution 
to social cohesion, community development, intercultural dialogue and inclusion.4 
 
Today there are over 300 licensed community radio services in the UK and the sector 
has demonstrated remarkable resilience. FM spectrum however, on which most 
community radio channels are licensed, has become increasingly scarce and in many 
areas, there are no longer frequencies available. In addition, radio listening on FM 
has declined as a percentage of total listening hours with DAB overtaking FM as the 
leading platform for consumers5 and DAB becoming the radio standard in new cars. 
 
In the face of FM spectrum scarcity and encouraged by lower entry costs and fewer 
regulatory barriers new and aspirant community broadcasters have turned to the 
internet. There are now as many internet-only community radio services as there are 
broadcasting on FM, however internet radio accounts for only 22 per cent of radio 
listening, compared to DAB at 40.8 per cent and AM/FM analogue at 32.4 per cent. 
 
SSDAB offers an opportunity therefore to substantially scale-up the impact of 
community media by adding existing licensed community radio services to the DAB 
platform, by enabling internet-only community radio channels to reach wider 
audiences and by providing capacity for the development of many new services. 

 
4 Council of Europe (2009) Declaration on the role of community media in promoting social cohesion 
and intercultural dialogue, available online at  
https://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectId=09000016805d1bd1  
5 https://radiotoday.co.uk/2020/02/rajar-q4-2019-new-record-for-digital-radio-listening/  
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5. Customer demand 
 
Operation of a Small-Scale DAB multiplex is a business-to-business proposition with a 
relatively straightforward business model. Capacity is available on the SSDAB mux for 
the carriage of digital sound programme (DSP) services and community digital sound 
programme (C-DSP) services. The capacity per SSDAB mux is fixed at a total of 864 
capacity units (CU) which is equivalent to 24x DSP/C-DSP services each using 36 CU. 
If not all customers require 36 CU this will allow for more channels to be offered.6 
 
The regulatory framework prescribes that part of the capacity be reserved for C-DSP 
services. C-DSP services must meet similar not-for-profit and social gain criteria as 
community radio services licensed on FM. For the Doncaster SSDAB licence there is a 
requirement to reserve 216 CUs for C-DSPs which would amount to carriage of 6 C-
DSPs each using 36 CU (or potentially more if a lower bitrate is used). 
 
In order to assess demand for the service we have undertaken extensive 
consultation with regard to potential customers. This has included (a) identifying 
internet-only broadcasters and others in Doncaster and the wider region; (b) 
opening dialogue with potential DSP customers from outside the locality, based on 
those that have already taken space on more than one of the trial SSDAB services 
and that would contribute to increasing the range and diversity of services in 
Doncaster; (c) publishing in the trade press our intent to apply for the SSDAB licence 
and inviting expressions of interest via a webpage set up for this purpose – viewable 
online at https://www.higherrhythm.co.uk/what-we-do/doncaster-dab/; (d) 
consulting with the operators of trial and recently licensed SSDAB services for advice 
on rate card plans and pricing, potential customers and business models; and (e) 
reviewing performance of the trial SSDAB services as reported by Ofcom.7 
 
As a result of our consultations, we have designed a rate card and have obtained 
firm expressions of interest from customers sufficient to populate 60 per cent of 
capacity.  
 
As part of our consultations with potential customers we sought to ask how much 
they would each expect to pay per month for capacity. From this exercise and from 
reports of the trial SSDAB services we concluded that the upper price limit would be 
around £250/month but that pricing much above £200/month would likely lead to 
significant drop off in interest. C-DSP services would expect to pay significantly less. 
Having designed the rate card plans and pricing (Figure 1) we then returned to the 
potential customers to obtain their further feedback on the pricing proposed. 
 
 
 
 

 
6 36 CU is equivalent to 48 kbit/s assuming DAB+ with HE-AAC v2 audio coding and protection level 
EEP3A. This is generally considered sufficient for the provision of a high-quality stereo music service.  
7 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/tv-radio-and-on-demand/radio-research/small-scale-dab-
final-report  
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Figure 1 
 

 
 
As our trading experience develops and the market evolves, we will continue to 
review the pricing structure taking account of demand and operating costs. 
 
Provided Higher Rhythm Limited is successful with its SSDAB licence application we 
would launch a second phase of consultation and call for expressions of interest 
from additional customers. The call would be based on an open and fair selection 
process including social value criteria to further diversify the mix of DSP/C-DSP 
services available to local audiences and to contribute to community benefit. We will 
also actively promote development and carriage of potential new neighbourhood 
and community-based services for which we will offer technical and other support. 
 
The following table (Figure 2) provides a summary of customers that have already 
provided in principle expressions of interest in taking capacity on Doncaster DAB. 
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Figure 2 
 

Name Category Description 

Sine FM C-DSP Community radio for the City of Doncaster 
broadcasting on FM and internet 

TMCR C-DSP Community radio for Thorne and Moorends 
broadcasting on FM and internet 

DN12 Live C-DSP Community radio for Conisbrough and 
Denaby broadcasting on the internet 

Guppy Dream Radio C-DSP Alternative, electronic, hip hop and other 
music radio based in Doncaster 

TX1 Radio DSP Local radio service for Doncaster currently 
broadcasting as an internet radio 

VIBE Yorkshire DSP Dance music radio for Yorkshire currently 
broadcasting on DAB and internet 

Angel Vintage DSP Nostalgia radio channel for the over 60s 
broadcasting as a DSP on DAB 

Fever Radio DSP Asian radio channel from Leeds 
broadcasting on DAB and internet 

Sheffield Live DSP Community radio service for Sheffield 
broadcasting on FM, DAB and internet 

Radio Sangam DSP Asian radio channel from Huddersfield 
broadcasting on DAB and internet 

Rother Radio DSP Community radio for Rotherham currently 
broadcasting on DAB and internet 

45 Radio DSP Pop music station from Worksop with 
sounds from the 60s, 70s, 80s and 90s 

Frisk Radio DSP Music and talk radio from the north east of 
England broadcasting on DAB and internet 

Random FM DSP Music and talk radio from Sheffield 
broadcasting on internet 
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6.  Technical plan 
 
Ofcom has defined each of the SSDAB locations as a polygonal map showing the 
provisional boundaries of the proposed coverage area. Proposed coverage plans may 
extend outside the polygon provided population coverage outside the boundaries is 
no more than 30 per cent of the total population in the advertised area.  
 
Below (Figure 3) is a map showing the polygon area advertised for the Doncaster 
SSDAB service together with the neighbouring SSDAB polygons and the local 
authority administrative boundaries for the city of Doncaster.  
 
Figure 3 
 

 
 
In responding to the opportunity to design the SSDAB service for Doncaster we have 
undertaken detailed planning including investigating potential transmission sites 
with a view to ensuring coverage across the core urban areas in the Ofcom polygon.  
 
Our transmission site survey has identified Silverwood House in Doncaster city 
centre (Grid Reference SK 324870) as our preferred site for the SSDAB service. This 
site is owned by Doncaster City Council who have already given in principle 
agreement to install a DAB antenna and mounting pole on the roof.  
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The Silverwood House site is sufficient to cover over 85 per cent of the target 
population however, due to topography, there are parts of north east Doncaster that 
would experience a reception shadow including Thorne, home of neighbourhood 
community radio service TMCR. Subject to planning and other approvals we are 
therefore proposing to include a low power local relay to be co-located with TMCR. 
This would increase transmission coverage to 90 per cent of the target population, 
and over 95 per cent if outdoor and in-vehicle reception is included. Depending on 
actual coverage, economic performance, cost and local interest we will consider later 
adding fill-in transmitters at Stainforth and/or Mexborough. The map below (Figure 
4) shows combined coverage predicted from the two proposed transmission sites 
amounting to a potential audience of around 222,000 adults 15+ able to receive 
indoors and 388,000 adults 15+ including outdoor and in-vehicle reception. 
 
Figure 4 
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7. Get involved  
 
Comment 
We welcome your comments and feedback on our proposals and plans. Do you support our 
general approach as a locally-led social enterprise? Tell us what you think of our preliminary 
roster of services. What would you like to hear more of on digital radio in Doncaster? Do you 
have ideas for new radio channels that would improve the range of services available 
locally? Do you have a favourite internet radio that you would like to be available on DAB?  
 
Write to us at hello@DoncasterDAB.com 
 
Support 
Please help us by writing in support to Ofcom, the communications regulator.  
 
The award of the SSDAB licence for Doncaster is the subject of a public consultation. The 
public section of the SSDAB licence application for Doncaster DAB is available on the Ofcom 
website and Ofcom is inviting the public to submit comments by 1 December 2022. 
 
To view the Doncaster DAB licence application visit: 
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/manage-your-licence/radio-broadcast-licensing/small-scale-DAB-
licensing/small-scale-multiplex-applications 
 
Letters in support of the Doncaster DAB licence application can be sent to: 
smallscaleDAB@ofcom.org.uk  
 
Please also send a copy to: 
hello@DoncasterDAB.com 
 
Volunteer 
Would you like to get involved in community radio as a volunteer? Our community radio 
station Sine FM provides training and volunteering opportunities for producers, presenters, 
reporters and back office. You can contact Sine FM at https://www.sinefm.com/contact-us/ 
 
 
 


