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BY JOHN EGGERTON

BROADCASTERS finally 
know two things about the 
spectrum incentive auction: 

It will end after stage 4—in days 
or a couple of weeks—and their 
payout will be $10,054,676,822 
for 84 MHz of spectrum. Wireless 
companies will get 70 MHz, with 
the rest going to buffer bands 
and unlicensed. 

Wireless companies and 
other forward auction bid-
ders were continuing to bid 
up that 84 MHz of spectrum 
last week to $18.3 billion at 
presstime. But the way the auc-
tion was structured, anything 
over broadcasters’ ask, after $1.9 
billion for auction expenses and 
the post-auction repack, goes to 
deficit reduction. So while that 
spectrum appears to be worth 
closer to $20 billion, broadcast-
ers’ payout is fixed. 

That $10 billion is a fraction of 
the broadcasters’ initial ask  

of $86 billion, though that was 
for 126 MHz.

While wireless companies 
complained of anywhere from 
a spectrum shortage to a crisis 
in calling for the auction, they 
were not willing to pay the $86 
billion, or the decreasing asking 
prices for 114 MHz or 108 MHz. 

Instead, they simply held to their 
prices, reduced their demand, 
and waited for the prices and 
spectrum amounts to drop.

There has been some specula-
tion that the FCC reduced the 
likelihood of big payouts for 
broadcasters or the government 
by holding the auction too close 

to the AWS-3 auction that also 
freed up low-band spectrum for 
wireless, and by opening up new, 
higher-band, spectrum for unli-
censed, which may also be able 
to be used for next generation 
wireless and is free.

“A full post-mortem will take 
time,” said Preston Padden, former 
executive director of an auction-
interested TV station coalition. But 
Padden suggested “shifting carrier 
priorities” was one of the factors 
that “led to a result that was less 
than it could have been.”

One thing that reducing the 
spectrum cleared from 126 MHz 
to 84 MHz has done is make 
it easier to repack TV stations 
following the auction, with fewer 
stations having to move. No TV 
stations will have to be located 
in the buffer bands between 
wireless uplink and downlink 
spectrum, for example, or in any 
part of the wireless band, which 
will reduce the chances of cross-
service interference. 

  mememe

Auction Gavel Lands with a Thud
Final score: TV station winners will take home $10 billion, far short of initial ask

NATPE: HOME OF…CABLE?!
With syndication snoozing, more talk at show moves down the dial
NATPE’S 55TH EDITION, held Jan. 17-19 in 
Miami Beach, in some ways resembled one 
from way back when. Paul Williams headlined 
a new music track, and the full-day Station 
Summit brought together major broadcast 
groups and syndicators for discussion of their 
rapidly evolving shared marketplace.

And yet, given the absence of the kinds of 
marquee national syndicated show launches 
that have long defined the conference, it 
was interesting to see that when the samba 
stopped, cable networks left a notable impres-
sion. Nancy Dubuc, CEO of A+E Networks, 
appeared in the opening keynote, and new 
Viacom CEO Bob Bakish the following day. 

Also mixed in were the Reality Breakthrough 
Awards, which honored shows from HBO, 
ESPN and USA Network, plus sessions featur-
ing other cable executives and shows includ-
ing AMC’s mega-rated The Walking Dead.

Dubuc touched on the need for established 
cable networks to stay aggressive on the 
branding front. “We want to stand out when 
content is brand-specific to us,” she said. 
“We’re coming into an era where that network 
brand is really going to be important. Net-
works aren’t really networks anymore, they 
are really programming services.”

Bakish, the longtime exec at Viacom who 
last fall vaulted to the CEO role after the exits 

of Philippe Dauman and Tom Dooley, appeared 
at a keynote session and acknowledged the 
company has had a year-plus of “drama.” And 
yet, he said, “Viacom still has the largest share 
in pay TV of every demo it serves.” And yes, he 
does see a recovery happening: “We are start-
ing to see some green shoots.” —Dade Hayes

Viacom’s Bob Bakish

The FCC’s broadcast spectrum auction began with lofty expectations, but the process 
is coming to a close with significantly reduced spectrum-clearing targets and prices.
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 THE WATCHMAN
 Deputy Editor Michael Malone’s weekly look at the programming scene

Ted Plays Jed, Stamper Still a Damper  
RACIAL STRIFE. A nation 
divided in two. A controversial 
president. 

It could be today, but it’s 
actually 1862, when the second 
season of PBS drama Mercy 
Street takes place. “Some of 
the issues that come forward 
in a Civil War show were still 
relevant when we started this,” 
says David Zabel, executive 
producer. “It’s got additional 
resonance with what’s hap-
pening in this country.”

Mercy Street is a medi-
cal drama, with Josh Rad-
nor, in a big departure from 
How I Met Your Mother’s 
Ted, playing Dr. Jed Foster, 
triaging the myriad mala-
dies flying his way. The 
show is unique in that it’s 
a PBS drama made in, and 
set in, these rebel States. 

“PBS has plenty of great dra-
mas imported from England,” 
says Zabel. “They wanted to 
make their own great American 
series with American themes.”

Davids Zabel, Zucker and 
Rosemont are among the exec 
producers. “We’ve gotten good 
at addressing each other by our 
last names,” says Zucker. 

For another look at divided 
nations, there’s the sophomore 

season of Outsiders starting 
up Jan. 24 on WGN Amer-
ica. David Morse plays Big 
Foster Farrell, patriarch of 
a family in really rural Ken-
tucky that has nothing to 
do with society, and prefers 
to keep it that way. The show’s 
genesis came from income 
equality and the Occupy Wall 
Street movement, says creator 
Peter Mattei. Key themes in sea-

son 2 are constriction 
and confinement. “I 
think it speaks to the 
times we live in more 
than any other show 
on television,” Mat-
tei says, noting the 
“disenfranchisement” 
of rural communities, 
and who they see as 
the bad guy. 

Speaking of bad 

guys, we caught up with Mi-
chael Kelly, who plays serpen-
tine Underwood underling Doug 
Stamper on House of Cards, 
and another heel on FX’s new 
Taboo. His character, Dr. Edgar 
Dumbarton, “is another guy 
who operates in the shadows,” 
says Kelly, “who’s willing to do 
anything for what he believes is 
the right cause.” 

Does Kelly ever think of play-
ing a good guy? He responds 
with an uncharacteristic grin. 
“Do I want to play a guy who 
smiles in a movie? Yeah, I would 
love it,” he says. “Deadpool 2? 
It would be a blast.”

WGN America’s Outsiders

PBS’ Mercy Street
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STATOFTHEWEEK

200,000
Number of subscribers signed up by skinny-bundle 
TV service DirecTV Now since its November launch, 

according to an AT&T report on Jan. 20.

THEY SAID IT
“The BBC has become the first major linear net-
work to announce plans to go binge-first with new 
seasons, favoring internet over linear viewers. We 
presume HBO is not far behind the BBC. In short, 
it’s becoming an internet TV world, which pres-
ents both challenges and opportunities for Netflix 
as we strive to earn screen time.” 

—from a Jan. 18 letter to Netflix shareholders from management, released as the 
company exceeded estimates for both quarterly earnings and subscriber growth.

             PROGRAMMING UPDATE:

             SHOW CAROUSEL
NBC picked up two more sea-
sons of hit drama (1) This Is Us 
for a minimum of 36 episodes, 
18 per season. The Peacock 
Network also ordered 20 more 
episodes of game show (2) The 
Wall—executive produced by 
LeBron James and hosted by 
Chris Hardwick. The tenth sea-
son of Jerry Seinfeld’s (3) Come-
dians in Cars Getting Coffee—
as well as the show’s archive 
of episodes—will shift gears to 
Netflix from Crackle. Amazon 
has greenlit a second season of 
drama (4) Sneaky Pete, cocreated and executive produced by Bryan Cranston. A 
13-episode sixth season is on the horizon for TNT’s (5) Major Crimes. NBC 
will offer a preview of new Dick Wolf drama (6) Chicago Justice on March 1.
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