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LOOKING FOR A SOUND UPGRADE? WE ROUND UP
NINE OF THE LATEST DIGITAL RADIOS AND
EXAMINE WHETHER THEY’RE REALLY BETTER
THAN FM AND INTERNET STREAMING.
[ PAUL TAYLOR ]

OVER THE FIVE odd years that digital radio
THE CAVEAT
However, it’s not all positive news for DAB+,
has been broadcasting in Australia, there’s been
and there’s one large stumbling block in
a substantial improvement not only to the
particular. As it stands, digital radio is
quality of the signal, but also the digital radios
only officially available in key city centres.
on offer. However, unlike the FM and AM
bands, the DAB+ signal — Australia’s version of While you can check your coverage at the
‘Can I get digital?’ tab on www.
DAB, short for ‘digital audio broadcast’ — still
digitalradioplus.com.au/, it’s not a perfect
has a way to go before it can be fully embraced
tool, as some regional areas will get a signal,
and enjoyed across the country.
and even pockets of Sydney suffer from black
First, the good news. If you’ve never used a
spots. Nor is it clear how long it’ll take for
digital radio before, the leap across from
digital signals to reach the majority of
analogue is profound. The biggest draw is
crisper sound quality over both the AM and FM Australia. However, all the radios in this
roundup can receive FM signals which is a
bands, thanks to enhanced compression
handy backup. Sadly, the AM signal was
techniques — handy, as broadcasts can be as
mostly forgotten about. Also, in many cases,
low as 32Kbps (foreign language or talkback
the digital equivalent of an FM station is
and sports stations) all the way up to 128Kbps.
noticeably quieter,
Even with our test
so you’ll have to
units showing one bar
IF YOU’VE NEVER USED A
work the volume
of reception, all signals
DIGITAL RADIO BEFORE, THE
knob if you switch
came through just as
LEAP ACROSS FROM
between FM and
clearly as when we
ANALOGUE IS PROFOUND. THE DAB+.
repositioned them to
BIGGEST DRAW IS CRISPER
have full bars — it was
ALTERNATIVES
SOUND QUALITY OVER BOTH
only when reception
But, you’re probably
THE AM AND FM BANDS,
disappeared that the
asking, why
THANKS TO ENHANCED
radio cut out. So, that
wouldn’t you just
means no fuzzy
COMPRESSION TECHNIQUES.
use internet radio?
crackles of static; it was
That’s a legitimate
either on or off.
option if you’re on an unlimited plan for your
UP & HUMMING
home broadband, or have a particularly
Tuning a DAB+ radio is simple. All the radios
generous mobile data allowance, but for
tested had a ‘full scan’ function that would find
anyone who listens to a lot of radio and either
the available signals in the area. From there, the
doesn’t have the infrastructure or can’t
stations were presented on each unit in
sacrifice their smartphone or computer to
alphanumeric order, rather than being
keep a station blaring all day, a digital radio is
organised by their frequency range — very
good way to go. Plus, more than half the
handy if you know the name of the station
radios in our roundup could be considered
you’re looking for, and especially in our testing
portable, thanks either to their size or being
area where we picked up nearly 60 stations.
able to run off batteries, so it’s easy enough to
All stations have the capability to display text
take them from, say, a bedroom to the
that will, usually, tell you something about the
kitchen, or even with you on a weekend away.
song that’s playing, station info or the name of
the program that’s on. All of this will depend on
what the station itself chooses to push out.
[ 054 ]

Kogan Retro Digital Radio
AN IMPRESSIVE ALL-ROUNDER WITH A KEEN PRICE TAG.

The cut-price tech company has an own-brand radio to match, one
that will snare people looking for a classically designed unit that’s also
pleasingly versatile, thanks to a 3.5mm auxiliary port. There’s even a
headphone jack for private listening. It’s not without its shortfalls. A
large, black grill dominates the front of the Kogan, squashing the two
most used buttons — the ‘volume’ and ‘scroll’ knobs that can be
clicked to make a selection — up towards the top of the front face.
They’re a touch too small and quite sensitive, so it’s likely you’ll shoot
past what you were aiming for, and the other buttons are far too small
for regular use, but if you’re simply flicking between DAB and
auxiliary then you won’t have any problems. However, the Kogan
punches above its weight, holding high volume with no distortion, and
the bass and highs are impressive. It’s also one of few radios that has
stereo speakers, making this exceptional value for money.
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Pure Evoke F4

Bush Heritage

MUCH MORE THAN SIMPLE RADIO

BIG, BOOMING SOUND WITH

— AT A PRICE.

RETRO APPEAL.

No doubt your eyes have flicked to
the price, and your eyebrows have
hiked skyward. It’s a premium
price, but the F4 is a premium unit
that justifies the cost.
For your money you get, well,
pretty much everything in terms of
connectivity, so much so that
digital radio is but one piece of the
whole. Streaming media over
Wi-Fi from iOS and Android, or
from PC and Mac, is a given, as is
bluetooth if you wanted to use your
phone or tablet as a remote.
Internet radio? Yep, that’s there
too, though it’s a shame that the
Pure Music service (a Pandoraesque equivalent) is only available
overseas. As a bonus, it’s possible
to record from digital and internet
radio to a spare USB stick. All this
would be for naught if the sound
quality was sub-par, but the F4
sings loud and proud from its
single speaker. Downsides? The
touch-sensitive buttons are a bit
fiddly, and anyone with clumsy
knuckles will graze the buttons
from time to time.

The largest device in our roundup
matches its commanding presence
with room-filling audio, and while
it might not be bold enough to act
as your main sound system, it
definitely gives higher-end systems
cause for worry. Bush has opted for
a modern-retro look, if not copying
then definitely reminiscent of a
radio your grandparents had in the
‘50s. The dials are large, and all the
most used functions are laid out in
the buttons on the front. Despite
the real estate, the display is a little
bit on the small side, but still
remains clear and easy to read.
It’s the only system here to offer
multiple audio presets, loosely
labelled as jazz, rock, classical and
more, and you can also store one of
your own — useful when pairing a
phone via Bluetooth, or running it
through the auxillary input, to get
the sound you desire. Overall, this
is a joy to use, and for $200 it’s very
good value, too.

DIGITAL
RADIOS ON
TEST

41/2

HOW WE TESTED

All radios were tested in Sydney’s inner west, over
the course of several weeks. Some units were
taken into regional areas towards the Southern
Highlands, which is technically listed as an area
that won’t receive digital broadcasts. Many
stations were missing, but some still came through
— your results will vary.

KOGAN RETRO
DIGITAL RADIO
$99
kogan.com.au
CRITICAL SPECS
2 x 4W speakers,
3.5mm input &
output.
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PURE EVOKE F4
$340
www.pure.com/au

BUSH HERITAGE
$200
www.bushaustralia.com.au

CRITICAL SPECS
7W RMS speaker, Bluetooth connectivity,
3.5mm input & output, OLED display,
1.5kg.

CRITICAL SPECS
2 x 10W RMS speakers, 3.5mm input &
output, Bluetooth.

[ 055 ]
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WHAT YOU SHOULD LOOK FOR WHEN
BUYING A DIGITAL RADIO.

PORT
LOCATIONS

If you’re planning on
plugging in
headphones, make
sure you’re
comfortable with the
position of the
headphone port.

GOING
TRAVELLING?

Want to use your
radio outside? Most
portable models
require you to bring
your own batteries,
up to C- or D-cell
in size.

STABILITY

Lots of the radios
don’t weigh much
and need both hands
to steady it while
you’re adjusting
settings — be aware
if this is a kitchen
radio and both of
your hands are
covered in food!

USABLE SCREEN

Make sure you can
read the display from
a typical viewing
distance, especially if
the clock is an
important feature.

CONNECTIVITY

Have an MP3 player
or a smartphone?
Look for a 3.5mm
input or Bluetooth
function to use the
radio as a speaker.

MONO MEANS
ONE

Most digital radios
only have one
speaker, but will offer
stereo sound through
their headphone
port.

RECEPTION
CHECK

Check that your
retailer is happy
with you returning
the radio if it turns
out you live in a
blackspot or zero
reception area.

Pure Evoke D2

Sangean DPR-16

Sangean DPR-39

Bush BCR35DABW

Aves Classic

Lenco DR-02S

A PINT-SIZED SPEAKER FOR THE

PORTABLE AND PRACTICAL, BUT A

THE POCKET RADIO CHAMPION.

A SLEEPER THAT’LL GROW ON YOU.

TOO MANY SHORTCOMINGS.

ALL STYLE AND LITTLE

KITCHEN CORNER.

LITTLE THIN.

The D2 is a squat but cheerylooking unit with a small footprint
and sound that belies its size,
though its physical size works for
and against it.
There’s nothing redundant or
superfluous here, with the volume
and select knobs — the two most
used buttons — dominating the
front (incidentally, they have a
silicone ring around them to
offeset the hard plastic. It’s a small
but welcome touch). There’s only
four preset buttons with the fourth
used to stash the remaining six
station presets. On a flat surface it’s
not possible to press any of the
buttons without the D2 tilting
backwards, meaning you’ll have to
steady it with your other hand. It’s
not that the D2 is lightweight, just
that it has a top-heavy design, and
the small display squishes the clock
— you’ll have to squint if you want
to read the time. While it’s only a
single speaker, the D2 produces
crisp, clear audio, making it perfect
to stash in the corner of kitchen
or study.

Looking for a rugged radio that
would be an ideal travel partner for
day trips or overnight stays? From
appearances alone, the DPR-16 has
what it takes to withstand being
thrown into a bag or suffer a few
knocks while you’re packing up
last-minute items. Smartly, you can
run it on mains or six-D-cell
batteries; fill it with rechargeables
and the AC adaptor will charge
them when plugged in.
That big side-mounted selection
dial takes bumps without
accidentally choosing a different
station, and the rocker-style
volume buttons feel satisfying to
touch. It also doubles as an alarm
clock, though the ‘snooze’ button is
wedged somewhere in the middle
of the top row of identical button,
and the big, bright blue display
gives off a lot of ambient light.
Audio quality is fine if
underwhelming, as there’s a lack of
bass and overall clarity coming
from the single speaker, and it’s
missing an auxiliary input.

Despite looking like an MP3 player
from 2002, this pocket-sized radio
is a bit of a rough gem. It’s about
twice as thick as an iPhone 5,
almost as tall and only slightly
wider. It’s not exactly feature
packed, but it doesn’t need to be.
Like many pocket radios, and
phones that have FM radio, your
headphones act as the antennae. A
straighter, longer cord results in
more bars of reception, but even
with a wire curled up our test
produced good, consistent results.
All of its physical features are
towards the top of the smooth,
rounded body: the spring-loaded
jog dial used to change stations
and access the menu sits on the
right, volume on the left, while five
station preset buttons and the
recessed power button decorate the
top. You’d have no problem getting
what you want by feel alone. Sound
quality veers slightly towards bass,
losing definition towards both
ends of the sound spectrum, but
it’s otherwise clear. Battery life is a
problem though — two AAs barely
lasted 15 hours.

You should know that the Bush’s
main purpose is to be an alarm
clock with a radio built in, rather
than a radio that doubles as an
alarm — there is a distinction. The
dimmable clock display is big, and
clear, two alarms allow you to set
weekday and weekend times — so
far, so standard. Bush knows that
it’s taking up a powerpoint, and so
there’s a USB port built into the
rear of the body so you can charge
your smartphone — that’s
intelligent design. Audio quality is
passable, since the speakers are on
the weedy side. Design wise, it’s
very sturdy and good-looking from
afar, however under your touch the
hard plastic buttons feel a bit cheap
and noisy to press, but that large,
dominating snooze button feels
like it would bear the brunt of a
good whack if you’re feeling less
than enthusiastic about waking up.
As for everything else, you’ll have
to use it for a good few weeks to
memorise where other functions
— like the volume buttons — are
placed without having to sit up and
look at them.

The appeal of this simple but
handsome unit with its pale
wooden finish, lovely soft-touch
buttons and easy-to-use nature is
rapidly offset by thin sound quality
and frustrating quirks. After
battling with lock ups that meant
yanking the power cord out when
we were initially setting it up, and
then performing a full system reset
and scan, the Classic was ready to
go. Some stations mysteriously had
zero reception until we flicked to
something else and then came
back to what we wanted to listen
to. With the sound on, at full tilt,
the Classic maintains a good
volume though has little in the way
of bass. Overall, it needs a bit more
punch but reproduces midranges
and highs quite well, and can be
quite loud, which is perfect for
sports broadcasts and talkback.
While the screen is clear, there’s
prominence on the station name
rather than something more useful
like the time or name of the
program or song that’s currently
playing. The screen dims quite
quickly too.

It all looks good on the surface. A
big, central, easy-to-grip-and-turn
volume knob, placed between twin
stereo speakers, with a sturdylooking carry handle that can be
extended. Even the auxiliary-in
port is on the front, encouraging
you to use it as a useful all-rounder.
Sure, it’s not quite the modern
version of the boombox, but it
definitely pays homage to it.
However, the Lenco doesn’t come
close to the ruggedness of a street
blaster at all. The problems start
from the top. The handle doesn’t fit
snugly inside the body of the radio,
meaning that it clunks in and out
when you go to grab it. Turn the
volume up and the plastic body
hums with distortion, though this
disappears at mid volume. There
are no controls to alter the treble
and bass, and the sound ranges
between harsh and tinny, piercing
without definition. Lastly, the
screen is atrocious; look at it
straight on and it’s difficult to read
thanks to the harsh backlight and
blur on the text. At least it’s cheap.
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SUBSTANCE.
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PURE EVOKE D2
$150
www.pure.com/au

SANGEAN DPR-16
$150
www.sangean.com.au

SANGEAN DPR-39
$80
www.sangean.com.au

BUSH BCR35DABW
$89
www.bushaustralia.com.au

AVES CLASSIC
$99
www.ambertech.com.au

LENCO DR-02S
$99.95
www.ambertech.com.au

CRITICAL SPECS
3-inch 1.6W RMS speaker,
3.5mm input & output, optional
rechargeable battery pack (not
included).

CRITICAL SPECS
3-inch 1.2W RMS speaker, 4 x D
battery-powered, 851g.

CRITICAL SPECS
3.5mm headphone out, 2 x AA
battery-powered, 64g.

CRITICAL SPECS
1W RMS speaker, 3.5mm input & output.

CRITICAL SPECS
3-inch 2.5W RMS speaker, 3.5mm
output, 4 x C battery-powered (8 hours),
897g.

CRITICAL SPECS
6W RMS speaker, 3.5mm input, 6 x C
battery-powered.
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