
was worth $1.4 billion. Werner, accord-
ing to SEC filings, held a tad less than 
five percent of Speedvision and had sev-
eral percentage points in Outdoor Life.

“What was the most gratifying thing 
of all was to see my kind of concept em-
braced so wholeheartedly by other guys 
like me. I thought they were out there, 
but it took the launch of the network to 
kind of prove it,” he says.

“If I had the $100 million in my own 
checking account, I would have built the 
business myself and I’d still own it.”

Jim Liberatore had a nice gig going in 
2001. He was the general manager 
of the Sunshine Network, a regional 

sports cable network based in Orlando, 
part of the Fox network of sports chan-
nels. He was just 39, and life was on the 
ascent for him.

Then his bosses at Fox called in early 
summer with a mission: Take over this 
new channel they’d just bought, move it 
to Charlotte to be closer to a joint ven-
ture Fox had with NASCAR (reminiscent 
of NFL Films’ relationship with the pro-
football league), reorient the channel, ex-
pand its universe, spend more on NAS-
CAR, spend less on everything else, and, 
oh, yes, complete all this in six months. 

So Liberatore became the president 
of Speedvision and soon announced 
it would be “relaunched” as the Speed 
Channel in February 2002. Speedvi-
sion’s sophisticated enthusiasts greeted 
this news as one would greet news of 
the arrival of bird flu. On Speedvision 
Internet forums, an angry viewer posted 
Liberatore’s publicity photo with the cap-
tion: “This is what’s wrong with Speed 
Channel!” Liberatore had only been at 
the helm a few months. 

Liberatore soon discovered that angry 
racing purists were well organized. They 
presented Fox with an online petition 
signed by 66,000 fans who didn’t want 
the ethos of Speedvision changed. Their 
mantra was: Absolutely no NASCAR, no 
way, never.

At first, Liberatore considered the up 
side. No doubt, he thought, the com-
plainants were a fraction of a much, 
much larger audience. “Because there 
was a vocal minority for the non-NAS-
CAR racing, you figured, ‘Look at the re-
sponse! Wow, this is going to be great.’

“Unfortunately,” he discovered, “all 
66,000 were constantly watching the 
network.” The die-hards constituted a 
base that expanded for specific program-
ming, such as 120,000 watching, say, 
a Formula 1 race at 7 a.m. Sunday. But 
even that was not large enough to sustain 
the growth plans that Fox envisioned for 
the $750 million it paid for Speedvision.

This also created a conflict within the 
Fox hierarchy. Some wanted to dump 
Speedvision entirely and start over as a 

JIM LIBERATORE
Angry racing purists couldn’t block the inevitable 
shift to NASCAR.

Automotive 160 114

Aviation 48 0

Marine 36 0

Motorcycle 53 61

Movies 4 0

NASCAR 19 77

Racing 34 32

Speedvision 
May 2001

Speed 
May 2006

(# of programs)

WHAT’S ON, THEN AND NOW

NEW SHOWS VS. REPEATS

Original programming 398 367

Repeat programming 346 377

Total programming 744 744

Speedvision 
May 2001

Speed 
May 2006
(in hours)

NASCAR-only programming service. 
But Liberatore didn’t agree; the existing 
base audience of Speedvision, the bunch 
who had brought the channel to profit-
ability, should not be thrown out with 
the bath water. 

While planning for the Speed Chan-
nel relaunch, Liberatore had discovered 
that too much NASCAR-centric pro-
gramming would kill the new channel. 
The audience for NASCAR just wasn’t big 
enough, and NASCAR fans could only 
watch so much; to prosper, the Speed 
Channel would require other forms of 
non-NASCAR programming. 

Speedvision purists were not ap-
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