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Preamble 

 
Media services are often available on different and diversified platforms; nevertheless, their availability could be 
limited for reasons independent of the will of the general audience, i.e. economic, lack of infrastructure, etc.  
Although in many areas these platforms exist and complement each other, they cannot fully replace shortwave, (SW), 
in all areas. 
 

Introduction 

 
This report is intended to offer information to international broadcasters about the importance of shortwave 
broadcasting in the current and future panorama of international broadcasting distribution platforms. 
 

Broadcasting Service 

 
The broadcasting service is defined as a radiocommunication service in which the transmissions are intended for direct 
reception by the public. This service may include sound transmissions, television transmissions or other types of 
transmission (§ 1.38 of Radio Regulations) 
 
There are several methods used for broadcasting electronic media - audio and video - to the general public: 
 

• Radio broadcasting: audio signals sent through the air as radio waves from a transmitter, picked up by an 
antenna and sent to a receiver; 

 

• Television broadcasting: an extension of radio to include video signals; 
 

• Cable radio and cable television: both via coaxial cable, originally serving principally as transmission media for 
programming produced at either radio or television stations, but later expanding into a broad universe of 
cable-originated channels. 

 

• Direct-broadcast satellite (DBS) and satellite radio: meant for direct-to-home reception; 
 

• Webcasting of video/television and audio/radio streams: radio and television programming with dedicated 
Internet radio and Internet television. 

 
International broadcasting is broadcasting that is deliberately aimed at a foreign, rather than a domestic, audience. 
An international broadcaster has several options for reaching a foreign audience: by means of radio broadcasting, e.g. 
longwave, mediumwave, or (more usually) shortwave radio and in more recent years also the use of direct satellite 
broadcasting and the internet. 
 

Rearranging the distribution strategy 

 
The content distribution strategy adopted by most of the international broadcasters includes all the above methods 
and, at the same time, is tailored to how the foreign audience can best access the different distribution platforms. 
The rise of broadband, evolving consumer behaviour plus the economic recession, have made some international 
broadcasters reconsider and rearrange their distribution strategy: for instance, some international broadcasters have 
abandoned shortwave broadcasting altogether, relying on internet and satellite transmissions only, because its 
audience can easily access them without any constraint, either technical or economical or  for other reasons (see graph 
1 and 2); others have abandoned or reduced shortwave transmissions to specific areas only (see graph 3), relying on 
local relays, the Internet, and satellite transmissions; others have maintained the same amount of shortwave 
broadcast hours per week or even increased  SW hours, overall or to a specific area (see graph  4).  
 



HFCC Report on Shortwave International broadcasting 2020 

4 
  

 

Graph 1 (HFCC - International Broadcasting Delivery)i 
 
 

 
 
Graph 2 - The decrease in the number of SW broadcast hours has not equally affected the macro service areas: for 
instance, the services beamed to Europe have been decreased by 52.9 % whereas the services to Asia have been 
decreased by 27.4 %. (HFCC - International Broadcasting Delivery)ii 
 
 
* The HFCC is a non-governmental, non-profit association, and a sector member of the International Telecommunication Union in 
Geneva in the category of international and regional organisations. It manages, and co-ordinates global databases of international 
shortwave broadcasting in keeping with International Radio Regulations of the ITU. More information at www.hfcc.org . 
** The use of the frequency bands allocated to high frequency broadcasting (HFBC) between 5 900 kHz and 26 100 kHz is based 
on the principles given in Article 12 of the ITU Radio Regulations in conformity with seasonal planning based on a coordination 
procedure between administrations or authorized broadcasters; twice yearly, administrations shall submit their projected 
seasonal broadcasting schedules in the relevant frequency bands to the Bureau. These schedules shall cover the seasonal periods 
A, last Sunday in March to last Sunday in October, and B, last Sunday in October to last Sunday in March. 
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Graph 3 – The BBC is one of the international broadcasters who, in the period A10-A20, has reduced shortwave 
transmissions to specific areas, moving programming onto local FM relays, DTH satellite and Online via mobile 3G/4G 
or the Internet. (HFCC - International Broadcasting Delivery)iii 

 
 
Graph 4 – In the period A10-A20 CRI has maintained the same amount of shortwave broadcast hours per week to 
some service areas and has even increased SW hours to other areas. (HFCC - International Broadcasting Delivery)iv 
 

Broadcasting Plans 

 
The choice of a distribution platform is determined by its capacity to reach the audience thanks to its technical 
characteristics. However, use of the electromagnetic spectrum is governed with respect to the relevant provisions 
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provided by the International Telecommunication Union Radio Regulations, ITU-RR: the broadcasting service in the 
Long and Medium Wave range is subject to regional frequency assignment plans, Geneva 1975 for Region 1 and 3 and 
Rio de Janeiro 1981 and 1988 for region 2; the use of the FM band for sound broadcasting services in Region 1 and 
part of Region 3 is governed by the Geneva 1984 Plan; the broadcast-satellite service is governed by Appendix 30 and 
30A; SW broadcasting is based on a coordination procedure described  by Article 12 of the ITU-RR; etc... 
 
The above-mentioned broadcasting Plans are intended for national coverage and any change to the Plan has to get 
the agreement of the affected Administrations, identified by the relevant provisions in the Plan itself, before its 
implementation. Likewise, the coverage of a territory by a fixed-satellite service in the frequency bands governed by 
Appendix 30 is subject to the authorization of the administration whose territory is covered by the satellite in question. 
In addition, the use of a frequency in any country is regulated by local legislation, e.g. an administration could ban the 
broadcast of content in its territory by foreign broadcasters.  
In the international broadcasting scenario, SW is the only platform not subject to the agreement of the administration 
whose territory is covered by the SW signal: this regulatory framework and its propagation characteristics makes SW 
the only medium able to be used internationally, to serve the general public in foreign countries, regulated by the 
country in which the broadcaster is based.  
 

The Internet 

 
Use of the internet continues to grow: according to the ITU Publication ”Measuring digital development - Facts and 
Figure 2019”, 4.1 billion people were using the Internet in 2019 reflecting over 53% of the world's population. In 
developed countries, most people (87%) are online; on the other hand, only 19% of individuals are online in the least 
developed countries, LDCs (see Graph 5). 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Graph 5 (ITU Telecommunication Development Sector)v 
 
The map of the offline population highlights regional differences in Internet usage. Countries with the highest 
proportion of people not using the internet are mostly in Africa and South Asia, although there are inter-regional 



HFCC Report on Shortwave International broadcasting 2020 

7 
  

differences. It should be also considered that broadband is still expensive in LDCs; although considerable progress has 
been made, affordability remains a challenge in many countries. (See Graph 6).  
 

 
 

 
 
Graph 6 (ITU Telecommunication Development Sector)vi 
 
 

Delivery platforms: pros and cons 

  
As already anticipated at the beginning of this document, some international broadcasters replaced shortwave by 
other content delivery platforms, i.e. the Internet, the local FM relay network and satellite, but every technology has 
its drawbacks: 
 
 Internet 

• the Internet is becoming more and more available but 47% of the world’s population does not have access to 
it, 80 % in the LDCs; 

• the Internet can be easily censored or controlled and access to it can be limited or unavailable due to 
infrastructure problems; 

• the Internet cannot preserve the anonymity of the user; 

• Internet access may be only available at Internet cafes or libraries; 

• the Internet may be available, but speeds may not be sufficient to listen to audio streams from broadcasters. 
 
 FM 

• Mostly for local coverage. In general, FM does not reach vast rural areas; 

• The use of local stations may be limited because of changes in laws and political situations. 
 
 Satellite 

• Satellite broadcasting is mainly for TV. A very small percentage of its audience ever listens to radio via satellite; 

• Reception is by non-portable and expensive equipment. 
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 Shortwave (also Mediumwave for some countries) 

• Reception is difficult in urban areas because of excessive noise; 

• Reception can be affected by interference from other stations; 

• Shortwave transmitting stations are expensive to operate. 
  
The weak points of the Internet, FM and satellite are the strong points of shortwave: 

• Broadcasts reach listeners over large areas far away from the transmitting site; 

• It is free to air; 

• The listener cannot be identified; 

• There isn’t any need for previous agreement from the Administration of the territory where the broadcast is 
being aimed at; 

• The receiver can be portable and inexpensive; 
 
Since shortwave broadcasts propagate over very long distances, they are subject to interference from other SW 
stations around the world; to remedy the situation it is necessary that HF broadcasting services are coordinated 
pursuant to the procedure described by Article 12 of the RR. 
 
Radio broadcasting can be considered the most resilient and most widely available platform to reach out to people: 
 

• Shortwave radio is an invaluable tool in distance education, a convenient option for students who are unable 
to take traditional classes. It can be used to promote literacy amongst youth and adults alike where traditional 
education systems cannot due to lack of financial means, education infrastructure or accessibility. By using 
digital technology, e.g. Digital Radio Mondiale (DRM), shortwave can deliver radio programmes as well as both 
audio and visual content to millions of students who have no access to IP connections and related devices;  

 

• Shortwave, among other radio services, can also be used to provide health education and information to 
communities during epidemics; 

 

• Shortwave radio often remains the only source of information for areas affected by disasters, man-made or 
natural, when local and regional communication networks can be overloaded or destroyed, resulting in an 
information blackout. Furthermore, DRM's Emergency Warning Functionality (EWF) can disseminate disaster 
warnings to radio listeners, and can add a whole set of modern features to any modern national alert network. 

 

Conclusion 

 
International broadcasters should be committed to ensure that content is reaching audiences on the 
appropriate media. 
 
Broadcasters need to continue on shortwave  because: 
 

• From a technical point of view, there is nothing to replace shortwave currently; 

• Shortwave radio often remains the only source of information for areas  affected by disasters, man-made 
or natural, when local and regional communication networks can be overloaded or destroyed, resulting in 
an information blackout. Furthermore, DRM's Emergency Warning Functionality (EWF) can disseminate 
disaster warnings to radio listeners, and can add a whole set of modern features to any modern national 
alert network. 

• they need to deliver content to regions where a critical need for the platform continues; 

• they need to broadcast appropriate international media and reach difficult and wide areas without an 
Internet connection (about 47% of the world's population); 

• It is free to air; 

• The listener cannot be identified; 

• There isn't any need for previous agreement from the Administration of the territory where the broadcast 
is being aimed at. 
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• DRM can be used to deliver studio quality programme for relaying by local radio stations. 

• Shortwave radio can be deployed as a distribution medium for FM radio and cellular networks. 
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