10 Radio, Wiveliscombe, Somerset
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After reading about the Radio Regen initiative in Manchester and the impact the station had had on its urban community, Wiveliscombe resident Julian Mellor hatched an idea which put the wheels in motion to launch a similar initiative for the benefit of his rural Somerset community.

Wiveliscombe, a market town of 2,500 people, is one of ten interlinked parishes that joined forces in 2001 as part of the regional Market and Coastal Towns Initiative. The drive behind the local initiative, which today is called the ‘Ten Parishes’, is to help its local communities plan for the future, build skills and access the funding that will enable them to start tackling the projects that will make a real difference to their locale.  Together they are working to develop a community, economy and environment that will meet the needs of the people living there now and in future generations.

The area is situated in some of the most beautiful countryside in the South West. With the exception of Milverton, a Georgian town with a strong musical tradition, the other parishes are small ancient villages tucked into the hills down winding, wooded lanes. It is a friendly part of the world, where neighbours still know each other, and a sense of community thrives. 

The idea of running a community radio station was first flagged in 2002, as part of the original community consultation process.  However, it was not until 2004, when Julian took up the challenge, that the idea finally became reality due to his relentless enthusiasm and commitment.

Being a social chap who welcomed opportunities to network, Julian made a fortuitous contact in Ben Elkins, Head of Personal, Social, Health & Citizenship Education (PSHCE) at Kingsmead School. This became a hugely influential meeting of minds. As a secondary school, Kingsmead had achieved humanities status, which meant that the Department for Education and Skills had allocated the school extra funds to develop specialist expertise and areas of the curriculum, including community focused projects.  

Ben and Julian thus saw the way forward - to launch a community radio station with the support, resources and funding available from the school.  Geoff Tinker the school’s headmaster needed little persuasion when presented with just the notion and took a massive leap of faith, committing £12,000 in funds to the project over three years.   

Geoff and Ben saw that the potential payback for the school was massive. If the radio station was successful, the school would be positioned at the heart of the community.  From a personal development and academic perspective, pupils would reap rewards by gaining excellent real life broadcasting and business experience, which in turn would boost confidence, communication skills and their creativity. Subsequently the school became intensively engaged with the project.

Although Julian had useful community regeneration knowledge, people with specific radio and broadcast expertise were vital to the success of the project.  So, a small committee of equally enthusiastic but experienced volunteers was pulled together.

Paul Cottington, the community agent who worked for the market town initiative, had been involved in student radio in his earlier years. Not only did he manage to secure additional funding of £5,000 from Awards For All, he was also instrumental in helping define the role of the radio station. In addition, the team was further boosted by Kim Cavanagh, a local resident who runs the Somerset office of Imayla, an arts, activities and education company, who was able to offer in-depth experience of community radio.

Bruce Williamson, who had worked for Radio Caroline and was a supplier of community radio equipment, was another key figure who was able to provide valuable technical advice.

Funding wise, a further injection of £1,250 was secured from Taunton Deane Borough Council, following an approach to the arts officer, and the Local Strategic Partnership.  

The team investigated how to get a licence and approval to broadcast until finally, armed with all this information, funding and resources, the team pulled together a presentation for a community public meeting in April 2005 to deliver the strongest argument in favour of launching a community radio station. This was a watershed meeting where their idea would be either embraced or rejected by the community. 

More than 50 people responded positively to the invitation, representing a broad cross-section of the community from school children to pensioners and from a wide range of socio-economic backgrounds. At the meeting, 10Radio received resounding approval to action the proposal.

“This was the point we knew that a community radio station was likely to be a great success,” explained Julian Mellor. “Our objective differed to other similar initiatives because everyone involved was driven by a desire to develop and regenerate the community. As a medium, radio was ultimately a means to an end. At the community meeting we were basically handing over the reigns of the project to the community and giving them a box of tools to make it work. The response was fantastic, better than we could ever have imagined.”

The perfect time to launch the broadcast was over the course of the 10 Parishes Festival, a bi-annual arts event that runs for eight days in September.  Thus the festival for 2005 became the target date to get the station up and running.  

Maximising the objectives and values of a community radio station was paramount which is why an idea to offer a series of related training programmes was realised between June and August 2005. The objective was to entice people, young or old, to get involved in 10Radio, and actively improve their skills and understanding. Ultimately, the community radio station would benefit from developing a greater cross-section of expertise and enthusiasm. 

Help with funding this programme was provided in part by Somerset Adult Learning and Leisure.  Three courses were developed covering the areas of pre-recorded programme production, programme editing and studio presentation. The local region was clearly a source of talent and valuable assets, as a number of current and ex- BBC employees living in the area were brought on board to help deliver the training. This included an engineer who had set up a community radio station in Guatemala for Voluntary Service Overseas, as well as a radio editor and radio journalist. 

In total, around 60 people joined one of the courses - the studio presentation course was the most popular - and subsequently all went on to present a programme on 10Radio. Some even went on to work for other radio stations.  

Finding a venue for the studio was a major consideration. The team were aware of an empty shop unit in the village square in Wiveliscombe that offered the perfect location. It was owned by the Co-op who, when approached, agreed in principle to allow the radio station to set up and broadcast from there for the full 28 days of the licence, subject to no other business renting the premises beforehand.  This meant that all preparations were made at the last minute, five days before the station was on air.  When the team received a final ok to move in and convert the shop, sound proof the walls and install the necessary equipment, a big advertising campaign began calling for volunteers, general helpers, presenters and people with programme ideas – basically anyone who wanted to get involved, could.  

Julian explained; “The summer holiday period proved problematic with proceedings almost grinding to a halt due to vacations!  But the moment the keys were available, the tempo and attitude completely changed. 10Radio then had a visible presence, we put up signs in the window enticing people to just turn up and that they did. Numerous people came through the front door of the shop; the community buy-in was phenomenal.” 

The station broadcast live from 7am to midnight every day during its 28 days, with an auto play facility throughout the night. Thanks to the growing community interest and commitment in the initiative, which gained momentum over the weeks, filling the airtime was not an issue. Broadcast highlights to date have included:

· The daily lunchtime and after-school shows were particularly popular as both were presented by pupils aged 11 to 16 from Kingsmead School.  The enthusiasm from the children was infectious and their quality of programmes was inspiring. Teams of pupils produced varied material, from music and entertainment gossip, to on-air rehearsals for a production of Les Miserables and debates about the right and wrongs of parenting.
· A lively debate discussing pro- and anti-hunting attitudes was a big pull. Three active hunt members and three anti-hunt supporters were interviewed independently then a representative from each side went head-to-head. The feedback was enormous and paid testament to the impact of the feature.
· Coverage of the 10 Parishes arts festival has been consistently fantastic leading to the creation of home grown celebrity Pauline Holmeshaw, who, with no radio experience, took to presenting and interviewing like an absolute natural. Pauline has been fondly labelled 10Radio’s own Sue Lawley.  

“Everyone was given the opportunity to take a stake in their community radio station, there were no restrictions,” explained Julian. “Our theory behind running the station was that if you give people responsibility and trust, they will in turn behave responsibly. Control and policing was therefore very subtle. Our policy was to make the station self-policing, we did not set out to stifle creativity or freedom of expression but we were of course mindful of Ofcom’s Code of Conduct requirements.  And apart from having to address a couple of minor issues head on, our faith and trust in the people that took part was overwhelmingly justified. As the station and output matured, this enabled everyone to learn by mistakes which in turn improved our judiciousness.”

The decision was made from the start by the founding team not to set up 10Radio as an organisation with a constitution, but as an informal group of interested people working together. The total co-operative system, where no person was designated “leader” but everyone had a vested interest in a common goal, was initially a challenge for many people to understand and deal with. Eventually, with no rigid rules in place, people behaved in a communal way, taking responsibility for the part they played and pride in their contribution. 

There are many examples that play testimony to the positive impact that the radio station continues to have on its community. Notably, by getting involved in the radio station many people have been inspired and motivated to change their lives while also developing a bigger network of support.

Most recently in 2006, 10Radio featured over 200 presenters, involved over 100 volunteers and interviewed in excess of 100 local businesses, organisations and personalities – such is the scale of community involvement. Following two years of consistent and growing broadcasting success, 10Radio submitted a 140-page application to Ofcom to secure a community radio licence to broadcast on FM for the next five years.  2007 certainly started with a bang when the news was received that this bid had been successful. 

This milestone means that 10Radio now has up to 2 years in which to set up a permanent studio, recruit station management and undertake all other preparations for broadcasting. 10Radio will be on air 24-hours a day and live broadcasting will take place for 50 hours a week. Also for six weeks a year, especially during the Ten Parishes Festival and Somerset Arts Week, 10Radio will broadcast seven days a week. The plan is to take to the air in late 2007.  

With this extended licence, the founding team is convinced that the radio station can contribute a more tangible difference to the community.  As Eddie Gaines, a local resident and Director of 10Radio stated; “Radio gives rural people a voice and with that we can achieve almost anything!"







