
COMMUNITY RADIO  

 Experiences and Lessons 

 

Broadcasting to an urban audience. 

 Radio is not a modern medium with any of those fascinating elements of modern 

technology. Hence, when we started broadcasting, we had apprehensions how it would appeal 

to a city bred population familiar with modern communication technologies. However, the 

response was an instant success. Hundreds of people called us to say that they have discarded 

their TV sets and have switched over to radio… The radio still has a space as a communication 

tool!  

The sound medium has its charms 

Popular appeal of community radios is can be attributed to many factors. But most of all, it is 

the charm of the sound, especially of the spoken word which makes radio an intimate medium. 

When any one component of the audio visual medium is separated from the other to form a 

language by itself, the delimitation itself enhances its potential for creative expression. Hence 

as an art form , the sound medium has a lure which is unique.  

Opportunity for participation builds a sense of ownership 

Modern radio has a difference. The difference is in the fact that Radio now has a people-

friendly face, providing opportunity for participation and meaningful interaction among people.  

Thin indeed is the dividing line between the broadcaster and the listener. This makes 

participation fast and easy. Opportunity for participation naturally builds a sense of ownership 

and intimacy. No wonder Radio is becoming popular especially among the less privileged 

segments of society. Many people keep the radio switched on for the whole day because it 

does not hinder their daily activities unlike the television where one’s unbroken visual attention 

is always a prerequisite. Radio, provides opportunity for people in the lower strata of society to 

climb up the social ladder, find a voice for themselves, and have a say in public affairs, at least 

at the local level. 

Community Radio- A chaste medium 

When truth is told in its raw form, people instinctively recognize the chaste character of 

community radios. A listener wrote to me: “I heard a fisherman narrating the story of his heroic 

survival from a storm in the sea. It was narrated in broken language lacking rhetoric and style, 



in sum, a very poorly organized and pathetically worded narrative. But it had the lure of a first-

person account coming to us unprocessed and unbiased, and without being dressed up by 

melodrama by professionals. Truth is often distorted in the attempt to make it appetizing and 

palatable for a thrill-seeking audience and they are constantly fed lies, half-truths by profit-

motivated media”. Community radios are not yet biased by political agenda, not by religious 

propaganda, not by sectarian ideologies, and not driven by market forces or by sensationalism.   

The reason for this popularity could be the unadulterated honesty and truthfulness of this 

medium, owing to its facility for listener participation. 

Opportunity to say is more important than what is said 

“Kathodu Kathoram” is perhaps the most popular programme that Radio Benziger 

broadcasts. It is a phone-in programme in which a significant number of people participate. The 

other day an educated gentleman remarked to me that he does not think much of this 

programme as it is only women’s gossip corner. It is true that most of the participants of this 

programme are women and that they speak apparently insignificant matters. But what is the 

yardstick to measure the significance and quality of a conversation? A cursory remark made in a 

rustic style could be as philosophical as the high brow statement of a so-called intellectual.  

However, what is vital here is not so much what is said as the opportunity to say it. The 

(wo)man in the street has been given an opportunity to speak, a forum for self-expression, 

opening up a window to be  heard by the world. This is what makes this programme important. 

One of the greatest pains that a human person can feel is the experience of being silenced. It is 

the pain of being denied the freedom to communicate to the world what s/he feels or thinks. 

Community Radio gives voice to these voiceless groups in society. The marginalized segments – 

especially unemployed women – find an opportunity for self expression through radio.  A 

woman spending her life within the precincts of a kitchen in utter boredom has a natural urge 

to tell her stories to the world and to be included in the social activity of the community. 

Community radio fulfills this aspiration because of the easy accessibility it provides to all 

irrespective of status and stature.  The first opportunity of breaking into the public, when one’s 

voice is broadcast is a moment of great excitement and celebration. It is the moment when one 

feels that s/he is included in the public forum as a valued and recognized person. This, I think, is 

the first and the most vital role of the community radio.  

Jana Sabdam (People’s Voice) 

The distance from the so-called gossip to need-based discussion is very short. Once the 

ambience for communication is created, people gradually and spontaneously progress to the 

next level of participatory communication. A case in point is the popular programme named, 

‘Jana sabdam’. How spontaneously people started voicing their grievances and opinions about 

matters that concern them. Subsequently the police and civil authorities too joined the 



discussions in order to redress the grievances, at least to some extent. Community Radio 

stations eventually evolve into community centres where people can voice their concerns or 

opinions or ask for help. In many countries, community members rely on stations for market 

information, community announcements, development information and entertainment. Above 

all, it is a medium that provides a forum for communication and dialogue.  

The minorities and the lonely.  

We come across a good number of radio fanatics – those who listen to the radio all the time. Many 

such people write to or call up the radio station to self-advertise their radio addiction. Once, a girl 

wrote to the station requesting to extend the duration of broadcast. But the reason for the request 

was very different and touching. She was blind and the radio was her only companion in her world of 

loneliness. There are also people who are disabled or bedridden for whom radio is a boon in their 

unfortunate life devoid as they are of mobility. But this is only one of the community services of radio. 

Community radio is not an organization which keeps talking to listeners. Rather it is a centre where 

people gather to talk among themselves. Hence community members become policy makers and 

producers of programmes. The output and programmes broadcast by a community radio reflect the 

needs and interests of the community members. This is the reason why people recognize in 

community radio their own interests in chaste form, unblemished by commercial motives or vested 

interests. 

Campaigns through radio  

Campaigns through community radio reach the people at the grass roots level. The success 

rates of pulse polio in Kollam during the last two years indicate that the campaign had been 

successful. This was seen in other campaigns like T.B eradication, Filaria detection, preservation 

of drinking water, road safety, monsoon related diseases, climate change etc.  

Credentials are important. 

The credentials of the organization which initiates a community radio are important for the 

success of the enterprise. Trust is built when honest motivations are recognizable. An 

organization having a past history social commitment will be able to ensure a support system.  

Vigilance Needed 

Constant vigilance should be exercised in order to maintain and conform to the character of a 

community radio lest vested interests creep in. Therefore selfless leadership is important to 

sustain it as long as it truly serves the community and to have the courage to wind it up when it 

becomes detrimental to development. 


