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The big interview: Fran Nevrkla

 The musical moderniser 
 As chairman of PPL, the organisation that collects and pays royalties to 
musicians, Fran Nevrkla is keen to have a friendly, professional relationship 
with the pub trade. But, as he tells Phil Mellows, it takes two to tango
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Quote

 I
n October 2009 a modest cheer 
went up across the hospitality 
industry when a Copyright Tri-
bunal ordered Phonographic 
Performance Limited (PPL) to 

will, to trust. There’s a price to pay 
for confrontations.

“At Warner I used to tell my people 
they had to negotiate a sensible 
agreement that works for both sides. 
If you’re jubilant you’ve failed and 
you should rip it up and start again. 
If the other side feels humiliated they 
will pay you back.”

Which brings us neatly to that 
Copyright Tribunal.

“We took it on the chin,” says 
Nevrkla. “We’ve broken the back 
of the rebates we have to pay, and 
that’s taken our income back by 
several notches.”

A
s he says, though, there 
are never outright win-
ners and PPL has im-
plemented a decision 
made by the same 

Tribunal that there should be a 50% 
surcharge on late payments.

“That’s intended to hurt. Pubs have 
now got to pay on time.”

He doesn’t believe, though, that 
the clash has done any lasting dam-
age to PPL’s relationship with the 
trade. “It’s over now, and we lost, 
fairly and squarely. 

“We’ve learned an awful lot. When 
we raised the fees we genuinely 
thought we’d moved heaven and 
earth to engage in consultation. We 
spoke to 13,000 licensees over 18 
months and made it clear we thought 
music is undervalued. But a bigger 
dialogue is needed.

“We won’t always agree, but we 
can work together in a professional 
way and we shall have more oppor-
tunities to explain ourselves. I’ll 
meet anyone, with no agenda, and 
find out what’s required of us. 

“We can’t talk to every pub, club 
and disco, but we can do better 
with the trade associations. I want 
us to understand the trade better, 
what makes it tick.

 “We have a lot in common, on the 
issues of licensing and live music,” he 
goes on. “Some licensees are frus-
trated by one-size-fits-all PPL fees 
and I agree, it doesn’t make any 
sense. A big user of music ought to 
pay more and we’re consulting on 
the various ways we could do that.

“We’re going to be the bad guys 
from day one, I know that, and every 
business has some unfortunate 
moments. We make mistakes. But we 
have goodwill. I want people to 
say that eccentric Czech probably 
means well.

“It takes two to tango, though. 
Music has to be paid for. I make no 
compromises on that.” 

work on film scores for Maurice Jarre 
and John Barry.

Then a back injury that restricted 
the movement in his arm cruelly 
forced him to stop making the music 
he loved. 

A
fter dismissing teaching 
as an alternative — “that 
requires tolerance and 
patience, I couldn’t put 
up with little children 

scraping the fiddle” — he joined the 
giant music corporation Warner. 
Leading negotiations with artists 
and dealers “was as close to music as 
I could get without playing”.

Marked out by a certain straight-
talking eccentric charm, Nevrkla 
became a well-known personality in 
the music industry.

“The PPL job had been offered to 
me a couple of times. I was always 
interested in the bigger issues and by 
October 2000 it seemed like the 
right time.

“When I got there I was shocked to 
see how unwieldy and inflexible the 
organisation was. It needed better 
people, better systems. There should 
be no red tape, no formalities. That’s 
always been obvious to me. 

“It was like starting from scratch, 
but I wanted to make it so we 
wouldn’t be seen as the enemy all the 
time. We needed sound business 
relationships in which our role was 
to provide a good service. We have a 
duty to our licensees to do that.”

The most noticeable change in PPL 
from the pub trade’s point of view 
has perhaps been its greater acces-
sibility, its openness to dialogue and 
its willingness to share musical 
expertise, information and research 
— such as the survey among pubs 
that suggested without music their 
turnover would fall by 30% or 40%.

That confirmed Nevrkla’s own pas-
sionate, deeply-committed views on 
the broader social importance of 
music and the need to reward prop-
erly those who create it.

“Music softens a brutal world. 
Imagine a world with no music. It 
would be all mechanical noise, 
phones bleeping, traffic. Within six 

 My kind of pub 

 “I don’t go to pubs every day, or 
even every week, but I have two 
favourites. 

“There’s the Woodman at 
Mumbles in South Wales, where I 
have a house overlooking the 
sea. It’s got great beer, very good 
food and music, and it’s a good 
environment for children.

“The pub does Bombardier Ale, 

which I like, although I’m not a 
real-ale purist.

“The other is the Flask in 
Hampstead. It’s a magnet for 
London musicians who go there 
on their way to rehearsals and 
after concerts.

“That was where I had my 
introduction to real ale. It’s where 
I developed a liking for it.” 

months we’d be at each other’s 
throats. I don’t think many people 
realise that.

“Music brings pleasure to millions, 
and for the people who make it,
not to be recognised and fairly 
rewarded is wrong. In that view 
I’m shameless.

“I’ve seen it from both ends — busi-
ness and making music — and it’s 
part of my mindset to understand 
how musicians feel, what they actu-
ally do, the pressures on them. I’m 
fighting for recognition and to make 
sure they have a financial cushion.

“Some wonder why they should be 
giving money to rich pop stars but, 
out of the 50,000 performing musi-
cians we have on our books, about 
300 to 400 could be called stars and 
only 20 are megastars. 

“The rest, on average, make less 
than £16,000 a year from music. We 
should be concerned that any job is 
so downgraded.”

Nevrkla has been doing his best to 
put that right and has grown PPL’s 
income steadily over the past 10 
years. He’s aware of the part pubs 
have played in that — but he still reck-

ons they’re getting a bargain.
“The cost of a licence works out at 

37p a day, which buys pubs the right 
to play, with no limitations, the entire 
global repertoire of recorded music. 
To my mind that’s a pretty bloody 
good deal.

“We should be pleased that 
music plays such an incredible role 
in pubs and be friendly to the trade. 
When they’re willing I’ll work with 
them. When they’re unwilling I’ll do 
what I have to.

“But I don’t like confrontation. 
There’s never an outright winner. 
There’s always damage done to good-
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 Key dates 
 1966 

Young Czech violinist Fran 

Nevrkla arrives in the UK

1968 

The Russians invade 

Czechoslovakia. Nevrkla is 

accused of defection but 

decides to stay in Britain and 

play for leading orchestras

1976 

Forced to stop playing the 

violin due to a back injury

1977 

Joins Warner Music’s customer 

services team

1981 

Takes responsibility for 

Warner’s business affairs in UK 

and studies for a law degree

1985 

Promoted to director of 

business and commercial 

affairs. Joins board of PPL

1986 

Serves first term as chairman of 

British Phonographic Industry 

(BPI) rights committee

1997 

Second term as chair of the 

BPI’s rights committee

2000 

Leaves Warner to become 

chairman of PPL

2009 

The British Beer & Pub 

Association and the British 

Hospitality Association defeat 

PPL in Copyright Tribunal on 

fees hike 

refund pubs and other venues to the 
tune of £18m after ruling it had been 
over-charging for background music.

It was a rare windfall for pubs, and 
a rare reversal for Fran Nevrkla. You 

year — shared out in royalties, after 
costs, among 50,000 musician 
members. 

And he did it by becoming the face 
of a faceless bureaucracy, a modern-
iser who preached partnership and 
professionalism over confrontation.

He measures his success in small 
mercies.

“A leading figure in the music 
industry told me recently that he 
never used to hear the letters PPL 
without them being prefixed by the 
F-word. That doesn’t happen now.”

Nevrkla’s personal history is just as 
remarkable. Born in the former 
Czechoslovakia he started playing 
the violin at the age of seven and 
later studied at the Royal College of 
Music in London. 

While there the Russian tanks 
rolled into his home country and he 
was caught up in a crackdown on 
alleged dissidents. Tried in his 
absence he faced a jail sentence if he 
returned. So he stayed, and quickly 
established himself as a regular in 
the major orchestras, the London 
Symphony, the Royal Philharmonic, 
and played all over the world, adding 

may not have heard of Nevrkla but in 
the music industry his decade-long 
reign as chairman of PPL is legend. 

He has taken the organisation’s 
revenues to an unimagined £130m a 

Bang on: the Bombardier goes 

down well at the Woodman

£18m
the amount PPL paid 

in refunds to pubs and 

other venues in 2009

£130m
PPL’s annual revenue, which 

is shared out in royalties

Music brings 
pleasure to millions, 
and for the people 
who make it, not to 
be recognised  and 
rewarded is wrong


