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BY MIKE FARRELL 

The antitrust trial holding 
up the AT&T-Time Warner 
merger has reached the 

point where top executives at 
both companies have testified, 
saying neither firm would use its 
newfound scale to raise prices or 
limit access to content.

Time Warner chairman and 
CEO Jeff Bewkes, in U.S. Dis-
trict Court in Washington D.C., 
on April 18 called the govern-
ment’s argument that AT&T-
Time Warner would use its 
added heft to raise prices to dis-
tributors or black out channels 
to lure customers to its own pay 
TV service as “ridiculous.”

“It’s not how it works,” Bewkes 
said, according to reports. “If any 
of our channels goes off the air for 
any period of time, it is catastroph-
ic for us. We lose a lot of money.”

He said a month-long black-
out of Turner networks in 2014 
on Dish Network systems cost 

Time Warner $150 million in 
lost affiliate fees and advertising 
revenue. 

AT&T announced its $108.7 
billion acquisition of Time War-
ner in October 2016, seeking to 
add Time Warner’s content assets 
— including the Warner Bros. 
movie and TV studios and cable 
channels such as CNN, TBS, TNT 
and HBO — with AT&T’s lead-

ing pay TV distribution. In No-
vember of 2017, the U.S. Justice 
Department sued to block it on 
anti-competitive grounds. 

AT&T and Time Warner have 
pledged to offer distributors ar-
bitration in carriage disputes 
and have promised not to black 
out any channels for seven years 
should the deal be approved. 

AT&T chairman and CEO 

Randall Stephenson testified on 
April 19, saying the merger is 
needed to keep both companies 
competitive. 

Stephenson said he viewed the 
Time Warner agreement as a “vi-
sion deal” needed to compete 
against emerging OTT providers 
like Netflix and Amazon. 

The trial, before U.S. District 
Court Judge Richard Leon, could 
last a few more weeks. Leon has 
said the trial needs to wrap this 
month if the companies want a 
final order by June 21, the dead-
line for their merger to close. 

Most analysts expect the deal 
to pass regulatory muster, if with 
some conditions. Wells Fargo Se-
curities analyst Jennifer Fritzsche 
told CNBC she has heard from 
many antitrust lawyers who be-
lieve the government hasn’t been 
able to show that the deal will 
have an adverse effect on competi-
tion. “I think we can summarize it 
by saying, ‘no smoking gun,’ ” she 
told CNBC.  
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AT&T, Time Warner Defend Deal in Court
Bewkes calls claims combined firm will up prices, block access to networks ‘ridiculous’
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In a move that could advance 
advanced advertising, NBCUni-
versal has agreed to join with 
21st Century Fox, Turner and 
Viacom, the partners in  
OpenAP, a consortium designed 
to standardize and simplify 
buying commercials based on 
specifically selected audiences, 
rather than using the broader 
Nielsen demographic ratings, 
which have been eroding.

NBCU has aggressively 
pushed its own data-driven 
targeting capabilities, making it 

a good match for the OpenAP 
partners, who have been pes-
tered with questions about who 
else will sign up since the con-
sortium was announced and had 
not much to say on the subject 
other than “stay tuned.”

“I think it’s really positive,” 
said Mike Law, executive VP, 
managing director, U.S. Media 
Investment, Amplifi U.S., part of 
the Dentsu Aegis Network. “It’s 
been almost 13 months since 
they started it, and to get an-
other partner the size of NBCU-

niversal is a critical next step in 
terms of the scale of it.” 

“Great move for the advanced 
TV ad sector generally and 
audience-based buying on TV,” 
added Dave Morgan, CEO of 
Simulmedia, a pioneer in data-
powered audience based buying. 
“[It] accelerates standards and 
buyer adoption.” 

In addition to becoming a 
partner, NBCU is licensing data 
and technology to OpenAP. More 
significantly, the four companies, 
which represent 50% of national 

broadcast and cable TV enter-
tainment ad inventory, will collab-
orate on developing technology 
that will automate, standardize 
and simplify planning and buying 
data-based audience-targeted 
campaigns and the currencies 
they would be based on.

What of the other big sellers? 
Disney/ABC Television had no 
comment. CBS said it “continues 
to discuss partnership oppor-
tunities with OpenAP as well as 
other Advanced TV platforms.” 

— Jon Lafayette

AT&T chairman and CEO Randall Stephen-
son (far r.) arrives to testify in U.S. District 
Court in Washington, D.C., in the Justice 
Department’s lawsuit seeking to block his 
firm’s merger with Time Warner. 

NBCU ADDITION BOOSTS ADVANCED AD EFFORT
More scale for standardized audience buying



FATES AND FORTUNES

EXEC MOVES  
OF THE WEEK
n JANE LATMAN (1) has added general manager 
of Travel Channel to her title. The Discovery 
Inc. executive will continue as executive VP, 
development and research for Investigation 
Discovery and American Heroes Channel, 
as well as general manager of Destination 
America. Discovery picked up Travel Chan-
nel when it acquired Scripps Networks In-
teractive. n SIR MARTIN SORRELL has stepped 
down as CEO of WPP. The industry veteran 
had been under investigation by WPP for al-
legations of misconduct. The company said it 
had concluded the investigation. WPP Chair-
man ROBERT0 QUARTA will serve as executive 
chairman of WPP until a new CEO is named. 

MARK READ, CEO of Wunderman and 
WPP Digital, and ANDREW SCOTT, 
corporate development director and 
chief operating officer for WPP Eu-
rope, were tapped as joint COOs of 
WPP. n ELIZABETH VARGAS (2) has 
inked an overall first-look and pro-
duction deal with A+E Networks. 
The journalist will be the face of 
A&E Investigates, A&E Network’s 
new non-fiction primetime journal-
ism programming. Vargas, who was 
cohost of ABC’s 20/20 and served 
as co-anchor of World News Tonight 
and World News Tonight Sunday, 
will also work with A+E Networks 
on new non-fiction programming. 
n LINDA RENÉ (3) will head CBS’s 
new innovation and integration unit 
CBS Eye Max. Rene is executive VP 

of primetime sales and innovation 
for CBS. Also part of the new divi-
sion are ANTOINETTE CLARKE, VP, 
branded entertainment and media 
innovation, CBS Daytime; CRISTIN 
DEVRIES, VP, branded entertain-
ment and media innovation, CBS 
Primetime; and DESPINA LEGAKIS, 
director, branded entertainment 
and media innovation. n MICHAEL 
SCHREIBER will lead Altice USA’s 
news division. Schreiber, former 
chief content officer, will serve as 
executive VP and president of Altice 
USA News, which includes News 
12 and i24. YOSSI BENCHETRIT will 
assume Schreiber’s CCO duties.  
PATRICK DOLAN will serve as senior 
network adviser to Altice USA 
News, reporting to Schreiber.
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 THE WATCHMAN
 Senior content producer Michael Malone’s weekly look at the programming scene

Nat Geo Ponders Pablo Picasso,  
‘NOVA’ Wonders About the World

The second season of Genius 
starts on National Geographic 
April 24. The first of course fo-
cused on Albert Einstein, while 
the new one looks at Pablo 
Picasso, with Antonio Banderas 
cast as the master painter. 

Executive producer Ken Biller 
said the brain trust was intent 
on not showcasing another sci-
entist this time around. “It could 
be a musical genius, a political 
genius, a literary genius,” he 
said. “We reached a consensus 
after a lot of debate.”

Biller called it a “fun parlor 
game” when people approach 
him with suggestions for the 

next Genius. Topping the list are 
Madame Curie and Leonardo da 
Vinci. Other suggestions don’t 
quite merit consideration. “It’s 
not a show about remarkable 
people,” Biller said. “It’s a show 
about geniuses.”

Brian Grazer and Ron Howard 
are also executive produc-
ers. Viewers will see just how 
“obsessively creative,” in Biller’s 
words, Picasso was, cranking 
out some 50,000 works. They’ll 
see him join the communist 
party. They’ll see his complicat-
ed relationships with women. 

Biller called Banderas’ per-
formance “absolutely brilliant.” 
(Alex Rich plays the young 
Picasso.) “Antonio brings an 
incredible authenticity to the 
role,” said Biller, which was 
helped by the fact that both 
Picasso and Banderas were born 
in Malaga, Spain. 

Nat Geo said last week that 

season three’s Genius will be 
Frankenstein author Mary Shelley. 
She meets the criteria of bril-
liance and international recogni-
tion plus a life story capable of 
carrying a 10-episode series.

“We think we can do these for 
many, many years,” Biller said. 

NOVA Wonders, a new series 
that addresses the unanswered 
questions about life and the 
world, premieres on PBS sta-
tions April 25. Topics covered 
include the secret language of 
animals, what’s hidden in the 
human body, artificial intel-
ligence and the notion of engi-
neering life in a lab. 

“There’s incredible potential 
for the future of medicine if 
we can untangle some of these 
mysteries,” Julia Cort, executive 
producer, said. 

The audience for the series 
is very definitely science nerds, 
but it’s bigger than that. “Any-

body who’s curious,” is how Cort 

sees it. 

Cort added more questions 

to the list of those the show ad-

dresses, such as: Could there be 

aliens? What is my dog saying? 

And why do I get gas when I eat 

that? 

“We tackle some real hard 

science,” she said, “but we 

made it our mission to do it in 

a fun, engaging way, filled with 

great characters.”

And the second season of The 

Handmaid’s Tale is on Hulu April 

25. What can viewers expect? 

“We were really, really satis-

fied and proud of season one,” 

executive producer Warren 

Littlefield said. “We’re much 

more ambitious in season two.”
NOVA Wonders

Genius
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