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How to write a business plan for a student radio station.

Setting up a student radio station is a mammoth task and not one to be undertaken easily.  Costs for the set-up can be anything up to £25,000 and annual running costs will be anything from £3,000 upwards.  Therefore it’s highly unlikely you’ll be able to manage the project without outside help, be it from your college or university, students union or other group.

Whoever it is that helps you; they are making an investment in the project, and part of that involves risk.  Risks could be buying equipment that you never use; paying for a licence that you then can not generate the revenue to pay-back, the risk involved in student radio is fairly high.  Therefore, before they hand over the money they need to be assured that the project is properly run and the risks have been minimised.

The easiest way to gain their confidence is by drawing up a business plan.  A business plan needs to be a properly structured document that explains all the operating factors, costs and risks and how they will be met and minimised.  It should also explain the benefits and opportunities that the project provides, be they financial or otherwise.  The document should be optimistic, but realistic.  Your costs and revenues should be clearly laid out, and justified as to how you reach those figures.  In some cases this can be obvious costs like a Radio Authority licence, but in other instances it will require research which you will have to carry out.  For example, you must be able to demonstrate how you calculated how much advertising income you would be able to generate.

A business plan must be written with all your stake-holders in mind.  Stake-holders are groups and individual who have an interest in the project, whether they are financially helping or not.  For example, if your Student Union is going to provide the funding, it’s important to include your college or university as a stake-holder.

This document explains how to present a good business plan.  Essentially you should be able to cut and paste the document and add your details into each of the sections.

Remember that good presentation is very important – using the same font the whole way through, using short paragraphs and headings; and correct spelling and grammar are vital.  The document must give your stake-holders confidence in the project.

The copyright for this document is retained by the author and licensed for use by the Student Radio Association. 

Front Cover

You should have a front cover with the title of the project, name of institution where it is based, date your report is published and authors name

PART 1

Executive Summary

The first page you open should be the “executive summary”.  Consider this to be the one page CV that you have to submit to your funders to obtain your money.  The first paragraph should give a little background, the second paragraph should be a solution and the final paragraph should give an overview of how the solution will be realised.  Don’t deal with detail here, but ensure that anything mentioned in your summary is clearly explained in the later document.

Contents

List each of the sections and what page they can be found on.

Part 1: Introduction, executive summary, contents and background

Part 2: The Product, method of broadcast, studio setup, management and programme structure

Part 3: The Finances; operating costs and revenue.

Background

Start your document proper with a background study.  This needs to set the scene.  You should write it from the point-of-view of someone who has no knowledge of the campus or surroundings; and state facts that are fairly obvious to people who work at the college or university.  Make sure you include details of how many students there are, how many live on campus (especially important if you want a LPAM/LPFM licence), and what other student media there are.

This can be broken into several sections.

First explain the situation at your college or University currently, and why it needs a radio station. 

Give any reasons why it doesn’t currently have a radio station and details or any previous attempts to set one up.

For example:

“The University of Acme gained University status in 1995 and was previously Acme Polytechnice.  Since it’s conversion, it has gained considerable credit in being a centre of outstanding learning and now attracts students from across the country.  This change means that whereas before many students came from the neighbouring towns, nowadays the campus has a much stronger community ethos, as demonstrated by the increase in retail space and the opening of a third Union bar.  The University now has over 14,000 students, of which three thousand live in halls of residence directly adjacent to the campus.

The creation of a self-contained community on campus means that there is a very real need for a student radio station.  Although there is AcmeFace, the campus magazine, it is monthly and a lack of space means that not everyone gets a chance to get their work published.”
Then look at the situation elsewhere in the UK.  This is important, especially if you are bidding to college or university authorities, who are acutely aware of the non-academic elements that attract students.  You can use this quote directly

“There has been a long history of student radio in this country, and since 1990 when changes in broadcasting legislation made it easier for student stations to get on air, there has been a dramatic increase in the number of stations operating.  The Student Radio Association, the representative body for student radio in the UK currently has over 65 members of which about two-thirds are University based and the rest FE/HE colleges.

There is a huge variety of methods of operation from station to station, and research from this has allowed us to develop a plan that fits our situation perfectly.

With large numbers of people wanting to work in the media and associated industries, offering a student station can be a huge incentive for choosing a particular University.  Moreover, the failure to have a station can be distinct disadvantage.

Media organisations are repeatedly stating that practical experience is far more important than qualifications to get a job in the media – and student radio is seen as an excellent recruitment pool by many of the major broadcast companies.”

PART 2 : The Product

Now you’ve delivered the problem, you need to deliver the solution.  The solution is your radio station, but your business plan has to explain why your product is the best to suit the problems that you have addressed.  Therefore, as well explaining what you will do, explain why you came to that decision, what the other options were, and why you discarded them.   This is also useful if your funders say you can not have as much money as you originally wanted, and you decide to look at other options.

Methods of Broadcasting

Your next section should deal with the most important aspect of your radio station – that is the way it will broadcast.  This will completely determine the way your station operates, and therefore it is vital that you decide early what way you want to broadcast.

The paragraph below sets out the various different ways of broadcasting, but for more details have a look at our factsheets on the SRA website.

My preferred approach is that a station should start by doing one or two RSLs, and when they have got established look to going onto LPAM.  Although full-time broadcasting sounds ideal, there are a lot of factors you will have to address and LPAM stations are not normally profitable.

“When people think of radio they will usually assume it to mean broadcasting via the air and this is our ultimate aim.  However, the bandwidth spectrum available in this country is finite in availability and therefore full-time licences serving a town or city have to be commercially fought and won.  

The Radio Authority, who control access to the broadcast spectrum, offer two distinct ways of allowing student radio stations to get on the air.  They are both called Restricted Services Licences, although the latter tends to be referred to as LRSL or LPAM, and they are restricted by time and area respectively.

The RSL scheme was started in 1990 and allows groups the opportunity to broadcast on the FM band for upto a period of twenty-eight days.  Up to two RSL licences can granted to each group each year, although in London this is restricted to just one.  There is no restriction on where the station can broadcast to, but the maximum power available is 25watts.  An RSL therefore should be able to cover a radius of three miles from transmission site, but this can depend on local topography.

An FM antenna is similar to a TV ariel and can be placed on top of a building.  The Radio Authority restricts the height of the antenna to 20 metres about ground level, and as the higher it is the better the signal. 

A28-day RSL licence costs just over £2,000, although it is purchased on a day-by-day basis it can be more cost efficient to broadcast for less than 28-days.  Additionally there is a £200 application fee.  The cost of hiring a transmitter is about £800 for the four-weeks, alternatively purchasing one will cost about £3,500.  

In 1998 a new scheme was launched after successful pilots to offer long-term air-based broadcasting opportunities.  This was restricted to hospitals, campus’s and other large non-commercial areas such as army barracks and prisons.  The scheme is officially referred to as LRSL.

The restriction here is not on time, but on band and area that can be broadcast too.  In places where there is no commercial demand for FM spectrum, the scheme is available on FM, however this is only in the sparsely-populated areas of Scotland, Wales, Devon and Cornwall and the top of Lancashire and Cumbria.  For the rest of the country, the scheme is available on the AM band, which is why it is normally referred to as LPAM, meaning Low-Powered AM.  Because of a lack of spectrum, the scheme is not available within the M25 boundary.  

The second restriction is on where the station can broadcast.  Unlike RSLs where the signal can be acknowledged for as far as it reaches, with the LPAM scheme the station can only be referred to as broadcasting to a defined area, which will usually be the boundary of the campus.  The area must be defined via a map; it can include roads but not any buildings owned by organisations other than the one that the station is broadcasting to, which includes houses.  Whilst there will undoubtedly be spillage outside the transmission area, no on or off air reference can be made to it.  

An LPAM antenna needs to be at ground level and in as open area as possible.  Green spaces and car-parks are suitable locations.  The antenna is about 30ft in height, and may require planning permission.  Radica, the company who supply and install LPAM transmitters will do a site-survey to determine the best location, at a cost of £225.

An LPAM transmitter and antenna costs £10,000, which includes installation by Radica, who are approved by the Radio Communications Agency.  There are a number of finance arrangements that are available, the Student Radio Association can advise on these.  Additionally a concrete block needs to be installed into the ground, which will cost around £1,000.  The licence costs £250 a year and is granted for five years.

There is a third method of air-base broadcasting known as Induction-Loop.  This was popular with many of the older student stations before the introduction of LPAM and RSLs and uses a method similar to the hearing-aid service that you often find in concert halls.  It is a very low powered broadcast, which means it is easily distorted by both walls and electronics and therefore is being phased out and replaced by the LPAM scheme.  It also requires a separate transmitter for each floor, which makes it very costly. There would be little viability in considering this option.

Air-based broadcasting is not, however, the only method of transmission.  The internet has increasingly allowed student radio stations the opportunity to either broadcast directly to or simulcast alongside another broadcasting method.  However, the ability to broadcast to the whole world also means the whole world is your competitor, and therefore no assumption can be made that students on the campus will automatically choose our station over any of the thousands available via the internet.

There is no licence required to broadcast via the internet, although music licences, which are explained below are required.  The technology needed is simply a computer connected to the internet.

The third way of broadcasting is known as hard-wire which is where there is a direct link between the studio and the speaker outputting the service.  For example, broadcasting to common areas, shops and pubs by running a cable from the studio and feeding it into the PA system.  Alternatively, it could also include recording material and then taking it to the place of broadcast.

Again, no licence is required but music licences are needed.  Set up costs depend on how much work there needs to be to install the wires and speakers, and also the amps.”

Studio Setup

The next most important aspect of a radio station is the studio that you operate from.  Costs for these will depend on how you are broadcasting – if you are simply doing a one-off RSL then you may well just want to use a spare room.  If, however, you are applying for a full-time LPAM licence you will probably be looking at building or converting somewhere into a proper studio.

“The location of the studio is important.  There are several factors we have to consider:

Firstly, the costs of getting the signal from the studio to the transmission base will rise significantly the further apart they are.  Therefore, finding a studio location that is near the antenna is vital.  

Secondly, access to the station; we will be required to be able to 24-hour access to the station whenever you are broadcasting, even if no-one is on air at the time.

Thirdly, how noisy is the area around the studio?  Placed directly above a pub or venue will pick up all the bass from it, and next to a busy road or main corridor could be a problem too.  

Fourthly, security; how secure is the room we are going to use as a studio, given the amount of equipment that will be in there and the fact that presenters might be required to access the studio in the small hours of the night?

We will require at least two rooms, three is preferable.  As well as the studio, we will need some form of office and preparation area.  The third room should become a production studio.  Additional space should be sort for storage. 

We should look at making some alterations on the building to bring them up to studio specification.  Firstly, install internal-windows between the studios and the offices.  Secondly, wherever possible build double doors with a large enough air-space between them that acts as a sound-barrier.  Sound-proofing is important, the Student Radio Association recommends that you don’t need to spend large amounts of money on having professional sound-proofing done.   Instead, lining walls with curtains or other soft material can be nearly as effective.

Additionally we will need to install desks and racks suitable for holding the equipment.  Professional racks are more costly, but are a lot more safe and secure.  Other costs we will need to consider are chairs, racks for storing CDs, and spot-light fittings.”

The costs for this can depend greatly on how much work needs to be done and who you get to do it, but a ball-park figure is around £5,000.

The next consideration is the studio equipment you will use.  Again, a RSL broadcast might mean it is cost effective to hire the equipment in, whereas a full-time outfit will mean that purchasing the equipment is a necessity.

You can find the costs of the equipment in our Costs of Broadcasting factsheet.  Ensure that each piece of equipment is justified and necessary and make sure you explain why you need professional specification equipment.  Also consider whether a computer based-playout system could be worth investigating rather than the traditional CD and minidisc systems.

Bear in mind the other equipment costs you may need to pay for.  Most importantly, how are you going to get the signal from the studio to the transmitter?  If the antenna is on the roof just above the studio then this shouldn’t really be a problem, but if there is a distance between your studio and transmission point you may need to pay for amplifiers to send the signal.

Think about any other equipment you need for your office as well; an internet-PC and access to a printer are a necessity, things like ansaphones, fax machines, a hi-fi system and some filing cabinets are also recommended. 

At the end of the section write a Cost Sheet listing all the costs and the costs of each, totalling the final price at the bottom of the page.  I’d break them into two headings of Foundation costs (the building work and installing your antenna) and Capital costs (equipment) – you’ll find this important for working out things like insurance and deterioration.

Management

Assuming your station is part of a Union or college or University, it will probably need to be democratically run.  That means that the executive, the people who are responsible and accountable, will have to be elected by the membership.

Consider what are the important aspects of your station and make sure there is someone responsible for them.

The main areas of the station are

· Programming – responsible for the output, including news, features, music and presenters

· Sales – responsible for generating revenue for the station

· Marketing – responsible for publicising the station and organises all the promotions

· Technical – responsible for maintaining the equipment

· Support – responsible for all the administration, membership and other activities.

· External relations – deals with the Union/College/Uni and other bodies.

Traditionally a station manager, who dealt with external relations, headed the station, but these roles are changing.

In a commercial station setup, 80% of the staff are working in sales.  Obviously you will find that in your station, the majority want to be involved in programming, but its important that you recruit and retain members to work in all the areas.  You need to consider how you will reward people who work in sales and marketing.  

You should aim to have a main executive of 6-8, but there is no problem with having a second tier of people who have specific responsibilities under the main banners.

Programme Operation

This section needs to detail how you will produce the radio output, in terms of personnel and structure.  So give details of how the timetable will be set up, how much production will go into each show, how many people will be involved.

Like the finances, personnel are a scarce resource and you need to be realistic.  On an LPAM station you will not get people doing breakfast every day, nor will you get people doing two hours of production for every hour they are on air.  

You need to explain your unique selling points.  These are the bits of the product that set your station apart from the competition.  You need to explain why your station is relevant to your target audience.

You need to explain your programme timetable layout.  For example, where will you put what type of shows, and why have you come to those decisions.  There is a lot written about successfully programming a radio station, and you need to have done some research into what works and what doesn’t before you designing your programming structure.

There is a tendency when writing a business plan to impress college or university officials that you have to make your radio station appear worthy, and therefore increase speech ratios and documentary quotas.  Whilst these may help in the short-term, they will not help your station develop.  You don’t have the resources or personnel to complete lengthy speech elements, and research suggests that your listeners will not particularly appreciate them.  Instead, demonstrate your knowledge of the product by making rwo-minute features that can be dropped into regular programming.  Equally, appointment-to-listen radio is not effective, so particularly during the daytime and weekend mornings, don’t put specialist programming on.  Put it on in the evenings, and then make sure that details of when it is on are well publicised.

PART THREE: Finances

Operating Costs
In this section you need to deal with the costs of running the station.  These are usually calculated on an annual basis, but if you are planning just a one-off RSL then you should base them simply on those costs.

You need to include:

· Radio Authority licences and application costs

· Music Licences – PRS and PPL

· Student Radio Association membership

You then need to budget for: 

· Music

· Marketing

· Sales

· Expenses claims

· Sundries costs

· Deterioration costs (about 1/3rd of your capital costs)

· Development costs

· Bills and insurance

Your budgets are vital.  You obviously need to have music on the station, and although record companies will send you promotional CDs, you will have to purchase more to ensure you have a good selection.

Your marketing budget needs to a large chunk of your operating costs.  There is absolutely no point in having a good radio station if no-one knows about it.  A lot of your marketing can be at no-cost, particularly if you have good relations with your Students Union or college or University authorities.  However, you will still need to pay for posters, leaflets, t-shirts, balloons, web-space and domain registration etc etc.

You will no doubt want to generate money from taking advertising on the station, but gaining this money actually incurs costs that you should budget for.  For example, printing an advertising sales pack, visiting clients and other costs.

The expenses costs are the costs that members incur whilst carrying out their duties.  To what extent you will pay for expenses is a policy you will need to decide; but travel, accommodation, phone costs all might be included.  Find out whether your Union, college or University has a student development or training budget, as you may be able to claim these from there.

The sundries costs includes all the little things that used in the course of operating the station.  For example, media (such as minidiscs, I’d suggest at least 100 a year), CD-R’s, lightbulbs, stationary and office supplies.

Deterioration costs are the costs of replacing the capital purchases you have made.  These will dependent on how much usage they get, and what kind of equipment you are using.  A Denon CD player used all year round on properly will start going faulty after three years.  Headphones will tend to need replacing each year.  A mixing desk should last at least five or six years.  You need to take account of these costs.

Development costs are capital purchases that you wish to make to build on the equipment you make.  For example, it might be kitting out a second studio, buying a RDS encoder etc etc.  Bear in mind that any capital purchases you make have to be added to your deterioration costs.

The final category is the bills that you are responsible for.  Depending on your Union, college or Uni operates, you may be individually responsible for meeting bills or they may be paid separately.  The main bills are electricity, telephone, heating, water, tv-licence.  In this category there are also insurance costs, both for equipment and for personal liability.

Make sure your costings include all the costs you will incur even if there is a direct link to some revenue that will pay for it.

At the end of this section draw up a cost-listing and make sure there is a total.  The total is the total operating cost for the station each year.

Revenue

All your costs that you have calculated need to be paid in some way.  There are lots of different funding methods, and this section needs to detail where this income will come from.  Calculating revenue is very difficult, so you will need to do some research.

You need to break this section into two distinct parts – paying for the setup costs and then paying for the operating costs.  They may be linked, for example you might be using your operating revenue to pay back a loan which allowed you to obtain your initial equipment.

The first obvious source is the organisation that you are attached too.  For example, your Union may be able to meet your setup costs, and then provide an annual budget to meet your operational costs.  However, it is unlikely that they will meet the full cost of the project, so you will have to look around at other start-up money.  It is worth before you draw up your business plan have an informal chat with whoever you are looking at getting funding from and asking them how much you are likely to get.

You may be able to obtain a commercial backer who is prepared to put some venture capital funding in to start the project.  However, this is an extremely high-risk strategy and you then have to deliver a profit to pay back not only the initial funding but a return on the money invested.

Other sources of income are government schemes such as Millennium Volunteers, charitable grants and possible support from your local commercial station.  Even if your Union or college or University seems willing to put in the initial money needed, you should spend some time looking for alternative funding.

Once your station is up and running, the funding becomes a lot easier.  You will have no major capital expenditures and you can start generating income.

The obvious form of income is through taking advertising on the station.  All licences allow advertising on the station, and there is no restriction placed on how much advertising you can have an hour – although obviously too many adverts can be a turn-off.

Calculating advertising income is a very difficult science, and it is possible to reasonably generate wildly varying figures.  You must, however, ensure that any figures you arrive at are realistic, and so you need to do some research with local companies and other student radio stations.

When calculating income you can use the equation of  TSA population x annual expenditure / 100 = total advertising money available, where TSA is your Total Survey Area (ie the area you broadcast to).  It is vital that if you are an LPAM station you only consider the number of people who are living within your campus when calculating this figure.  

So if you have a campus which has a halls population of 5,000 and an average student probably spends £3,000 a year, the total money that the student population is putting into the local economy is £15 million.  Therefore, because advertising is approximately 1% of total expenditure, your TSA population will have £150,000 of advertising spent directed at them each year.

Radio will normally take about 6% of that revenue, which means the total spent on all radio is £9,000.  Obviously, your radio station is not going to see all of that money, but because there is little competition for your target audience from other radio stations, it would not be difficult to assume you could obtain around 50% of that.

It’s important as well when calculating income to consider whether it will be new money or re-directed money.  For example, is the chip-shop going to stop placing adverts in the student newspaper because it now advertises on the radio station?

For more information on calculating advertising costs, you should have a look at our “Advertising” factsheet.

In order to do some research, it’s a good idea to phone up some potential businesses and ask them how much they would consider paying to advertise on your station.  If they all say “nothing” then you can not proceed assuming that you will generate revenue via advertising.

It’s not unreasonable to expect that your advertising revenue will increase over the course of the first few years, however, don’t base your calculations on the assumption that it will go up significantly.  For a fact, I don’t know any LPAM stations that could met their operating costs from advertising revenue, let alone return a profit or pay back capital investment costs.

RSLs are more likely to be profit generating because of the better deal for advertisers – that their advert will play out across a city in FM quality.  There are student stations that are entirely self-supporting, and these are RSL stations.

Other income sources are things like membership fees, income from secondary projects like club-nights and web-based advertising.  Some stations hire their studios out to commercial companies to use, but don’t assume you are going to be able to generate significant income from this, particularly if you are not well located.

Overall every figure you have given for income must be justified with an explanation of how you got to this figure.  Be as realistic as possible, don’t assuming that you will generate £1,000 each week from your club-night or that hundreds of pounds can be made from selling web-space advertising.

At the end of this section you should have a revenue listings breaking down what your projected income will be for each year.  The total at the bottom of the page must, at the very least, match the total operating costs from the previous section.

Appendixes

Finally, include any relevant information.  In this section you should include a breakdown of your research you conducted, any costings you can gather from other student stations, maps and any other information you think would be useful.

You might find it useful to include a glossary.  There is a good one on the Student Radio Association website under "A-Z of student radio” which you can include with credit.





