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Remember one of Steve Wright’s early on-air impersonations: “Yes indeedy,” whined a transatlantic voice, “and now it’s time for another great song”. This, Wright told us gleefully, was the voice of “local radio”.

What was recently ripe for parody then has now become a handy source of pocket-money, with Wright’s signing to GWR. Whilst I don’t want to question the benefits of career development, I do wonder what kind of message commercial radio programmers might be sending when they so readily hire former big-name presenters from the BBC.

Dave Lee Travis, Simon Bates, Steve Wright, Bruno Brookes ... these recent high-profile escapes from Radio One to commercial radio are trumpeted with apparent delight. “Here’s another,” the chorus goes, as if somehow this policy increases the status of the independent sector.

Big names on radio undoubtedly pull in large audiences, but as commercial radio’s best home-grown talent shows us - Less Ross, Steve Penk, Chris Tarrant - they don’t have to be refugees from Radio One.

At a time when many of us are concerned about the sheer predictability of much music radio - a case of the bland leading the bland - the danger is that commercial stations associate themselves with what Radio One was doing three or more years ago - hiring people today who were in their prime yesterday. 

The effect of this surely is to emphasise to any discerning listener how cautious a lot of  commercial radio programming has become. Whilst Radio One appears to take risks by actually shedding big names and hiring presenters for their specialist knowledge or because - heaven help us - they have something to say, commercial stations fight to sign up the redundant celebs.

Doesn’t this whole ‘big-name’ approach to radio networking actually trivialise IR’s output, making it sound not just outdated by several years but also locked into the superficiality of famous voices rather than content? We hire this person because they have a familiar voice and will bring an audience with them, rather than for any distinctive or new approach they might offer.

Worse still, doesn’t the recent spate of public ‘star’ hirings undermine the ability of commercial radio to develop its own talent? At a time when the commercial sector continues to expand fast, isn’t there an admission of defeat in such programming policy? Shouldn’t an industry which wants to evolve and offer its audience something distinctive be investing in systematic cultivation of new talent? 

I don’t mean by this a conveyor-belt National Broadcasting School which delivers a dozen smooth-voiced liner-quackers every week. Instead, it would be good to see some form of forward-looking training programming which reminds would-be broadcasters that ‘personality’ means more than aspiring to a lease-car with your name on the side.

Listeners, of course, will have the final say, choosing the kind of radio voices and programming they want. GWR-group research says that listeners want familiar music. Perhaps they want familiar presenters too. But do they have to be refugees from a national station, bringing with them no direct connection to a local area, dubious local knowledge, and a personality associated with the grander days of the past?

Hiring star-turns might initially appear to increase the status of commercial radio. But cooler reflection suggests that it sends out all the wrong signals - that music radio isn’t just desperately safe, but also a haven for people whose careers have dried up elsewhere. 

The danger is that commercial radio begins to have the lifeless, stuffy air of a place that houses talent which once felt fresh and vibrant, but suddenly begins to feel stale, stilted and unchallenging. They are certainly unlikely to inspire a generation of  more experimental, risk-taking presenters. So the cycle of blandness is perpetuated. Send in the clones.

