
4 Harvesting the Power of Farm Broadcasting

Formats
AM – Amplitude Modulation

We will not attempt to address the electronic 
parameters or the technical components of an 
AM radio station other than to state that the 
physical capability of an AM station to deliver 
a geographical coverage area is determined by 
the frequency (position on the dial) and the 
generator’s power wattage.  Ground conductivity 
of the transmitter site is also an important factor 
in determining the coverage area.  The authority to 
operate a station at a given frequency and power is 
strictly regulated by the Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC).  In general, the lower the 
frequency of the dial position, the less wattage 
of power is required to cover a given area of 
geography.

Example: KYYZ, 560 on the dial, with 5000 watts 
of power and a non-directional antenna covers 
an area almost the size of Iowa; however, if it had 
1590 as a dial position and 1000 watts of power, 
expect the coverage to be inside a 50 mile radius.  
After sunset, AM signals can “skip” when the 
upper atmosphere cools as the long wave length of 
the signal can be received in extended geography.  
There are several FCC regulated classes of AM 
stations with a wide range of potential geographic 
coverage.  Every station has a unique coverage 
pattern.

FM – Frequency Modulation

The variable for FM stations is antenna height 
above average terrain and power wattage.  FM 
signals rely upon line of sight signal reception.  It 
is the height of the transmitting antenna and the 
wattage of generated power that determines the 

coverage area.  The frequency position has little, 
if any, bearing on the station’s coverage area.  The 
FCC authorizes and regulates the transmitter 
tower height and location.  Example: A Class C 
FM station with the antenna at the top of a 1000-
foot tower and generating 100,000 watts can 
expect a coverage radius of about 75 miles.

Programming

The most common format of an AM farm 
broadcast station is news talk and is often based on 
news, entertainment and sports.  The second most 
common format for either AM or FM stations that 
provide farm broadcasting is country.

Farmers listen to every station format, and they 
are very aware of when farm programming 
is broadcast.  They have their favorite station 
regardless of format, especially when an NAFB 
farm broadcaster is delivering the agricultural 
information.  Farm programming is delivered in 
a variety of ways tailored to the specific station’s 
format.  Many stations continue to devote one 
hour or more to farm programming blocks 

Chapter 3
Basic Radio Facts

Learning Objectives:
• Provide a definition of AM and FM radio.
• Describe different formats used for farm broadcasting stations.
• Describe different types of farm programming.

A broadcaster interviews a Minnesota FFA member at the 
National FFA Convention 
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segmented into various program features such 
as weather, market news, commentary and 
agricultural news.  Many independent farm 
broadcast stations as well as station affiliates of 
NAFB farm broadcast networks provide a program 
menu of two to four minute farm market and 
farm news reports numerous times daily.  Farmer 
listening patterns are learned habits that have 
been established and sustained over long periods 
of time.  There is a predictable expectancy by the 
farm listener to his radio station or stations.  Farm 
programming segments of 30 minutes or more in 
early morning and mid-day time periods are an 
indicator of the commitment of the station to farm 
programming and the economic value of the farm 
audience to the station’s economic viability.

Farm Networks and Farm Radio 
Stations
By Gene Millard, NAFB EMERITUS

The primary driving factor of whether a station 
employs a farm broadcaster is economic.  The 
considerations would include the value of the 
farm audience and its advertisers contributing 
to the total economic strength of the station; the 
value of the commodities produced in the primary 
coverage area; potential for farm advertising 
revenue; a local sales person(s) qualified to service 
the agricultural audience; a farm broadcaster 
capable of facilitating relationships that can build 
revenue; and the potential for advertising revenue 
to be enhanced from local, regional and/or 
national agricultural advertisers.  When all of the 
above factors translate into a positive valuation, 
many stations find it desirable, profitable and 
sustainable for the long term to employ a person 
dedicated to farm broadcasting.  The reality is 
that radio broadcasting is business and must have 
a breadth of relationships to return a reasonable 
return on investment.

There are literally thousands of radio stations 
that have a segment of their audience focused 
on agricultural issues, but if that segment is a 
minor part of their total audience or revenue 
profile, then sometimes the station simply 
cannot justify a staff position to focus on farm 
programming or marketing.  Many stations 

with limited geographic coverage simply do not 
have enough agricultural economic value within 
their individual coverage area to be an attractive 
advertising investment for a regional or national 
agricultural marketer, thus limiting their revenue 
resource opportunity.  This vast array of stations 
provides opportunity for an NAFB network to 
provide farm programming content and a variable 
amount of marketing or revenue assistance.  There 
are no two networks that are alike.  Networks 
design their affiliate agreements in various ways to 
reach a complimentary relationship between the 
network and the affiliated station.  For example, 
some networks purely barter for commercial 
time on the affiliated network station, some 
networks barter commercial time only within their 
provided network programming, some networks 
provide some type of compensation to affiliated 
stations, and some networks work closely with 
affiliated stations to assist the stations in their 
local agricultural marketing revenue efforts.  The 
network and the affiliated station must receive 
an acceptable value for the relationship to be 
sustained.

Primary Strengths of an Individual Station to 
Employ a Dedicated Farm Broadcaster

1. The opportunity to be totally engaged with 
the local/regional agricultural community to 
provide communications to and for all agriculture 
producer organizations, associations and 
marketers.

Many farm radio networks provide a menu of ag news and 
market programs to a diverse list of affiliated stations



6 Harvesting the Power of Farm Broadcasting

2. Provide extensive educational and marketing 
assistance to the station’s sales staff to enhance 
local and regional revenues.

3. Be the dependable, reliable, credible source 
of information that impacts the lives and 
sustainability of the producers within the station’s 
listening area.  A true farm broadcaster is much 
more than a commodity market screen reader; 
there is a personal relationship that evolves by 
being relevant to the target audience.

4. Provide leadership in communicating 
agricultural issues to the “non farm”/consumer 
audience.  For example: When a radical group 
attacks mainstream agriculture, the local farm 
broadcaster can be valuable as a proactive and 
positive participant to spread the message of 
animal agriculture.

Primary Strengths of a Farm Network

1. The ability to deliver farm programming 
in a format that can be inserted into local 
programming at no or minimal cash cost to the 

Activities/Discussion Questions
• Arrange student tours of a local radio or television station.

• Divide students into groups and send the groups to different stations if permissible.

• Have students take notes on each station’s audience, music interests, shows, and the formats 
used by each station.

• Have each group present what they learned to the class.

station.

2. The ability to utilize various modes of 
technology to deliver programming to the stations 
in a manner that is low cost and low labor to the 
station.  For example, direct satellite feeds integrate 
into the station’s automated system, or programs 
can be downloaded from a website when it is 
convenient for the station.  Network programming 
delivery has evolved significantly in the current 
deployment of digital technologies and is being 
employed in a variety of ways.

3. A network can leverage the combined 
geographic areas of its affiliates into a viable 
marketing area for regional or national marketers 
and advertisers to generate revenue for the 
network.

4. The network may be capable to employ multiple 
farm broadcasters where each individual farm 
broadcaster may focus on specific segments of 
agriculture either by commodity or geographic 
area of the network.

Farm networks and individual farm stations 
each have their own strengths and weaknesses. 
The farm network has the challenge of trying to 
be everywhere in a wide geography and limited 
ability to be engaged on a personal level with 
local producer organizations, associations or local 
advertisers/marketers.

Farm broadcasters provide the best agricultural information to 
the listeners in their particular geography


