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BY JON LAFAYETTE

T
HE NEW GENERATION of 
Murdochs is betting that Fox 
News Channel will continue to 
be a big moneymaker without 

former chairman Roger Ailes in the 
engine room and now without Bill 
O’Reilly as captain of The O’Reilly 
Factor, the No. 1 news network’s 
highest-rated and most-lucrative show.

By cutting loose O’Reilly, the face of 
Fox News since it was founded in 1996, 
James Murdoch, the still-new 21st 
Century Fox CEO, is trying to dem-
onstrate that the media giant will no 
longer tolerate the workplace behavior 
that led to payments reportedly totaling 
$13 million to settle a series of sexual 
harassment charges against the host. 
Similar harassment charges led to the 
removal of Ailes a year ago.

Murdoch didn’t want to talk about 
the big news, dodging reporters when 
he appeared at an upfront event for 
National Geographic Channel, a 
network dedicated to science and con-
serving the environment, shortly after 
O’Reilly’s termination was announced. 

“We did a thorough investigation, 
a thorough review and we reached a 
conclusion,” he finally said, referring 
reporters to the company’s statement, 
which said “after a thorough and 
careful review of the allegations, the 
company and Bill O’Reilly have agreed 
that Bill O’Reilly will not be returning 
to the Fox News Channel.” 

In a statement, O’Reilly said it was 
“tremendously disheartening that we 
part ways due to completely unfounded 
claims.”

Declan Moore, CEO of National 
Geographic Partners, declined to com-
ment on future O’Reilly projects based 
on his Killing book series, saying only 
there were none on the 2018 slate.

The decision will be costly at first. 
After that it remains to be seen if Fox 
News, now headed by Rupert Murdoch, 
will be the same without O’Reilly, in 
many ways the combative, conservative, 
bombastic face of the network.

Under the terms of a recently signed 
contract, the company is reportedly 
paying O’Reilly as much as $25 million 
— one year’s salary — to go away.

That $25 million is a drop in the 

bucket considering Fox News made $1.6 
billion in gross profit in 2016, according 
to SNL Kagan, generating $1.5 billion 
in affiliate fees and $894 million in ad 
revenues.

With as many as 4 million nightly 
viewers, O’Reilly’s show alone gener-
ated more than $400 million in ad 
revenues over the past two years. But 
when the host’s alleged sexual harass-
ment activity came to light, advertisers 
moved their spots. When O’Reilly went 
on vacation this month, the audience 
stayed but his show was airing just 10 
commercials a night, down from 35 
spots, adding economic pressure to Fox 
News’ ethical and legal issues.

On the ethical side, critics including 
Sen. Elizabeth Warren (D-Mass.) are 
not satisfied. Anti-sexism group Ultra-

Violet noted that Ailes and O’Reilly 
were walking away with more money 
than their victims. “This is disgusting,” 
the group said. 

UltraViolet is calling for former Ailes 
deputy Bill Shine, the new Fox News 
president, to be fired for “covering up 
and paying off serial sexual predators.”

Tucker Carlson is set to take over 
O’Reilly’s 8 p.m. time slot. According 
to research company SQAD, advertis-
ers paid $16,000 per spot in last year’s 
upfront to be in O’Reilly’s show and 
$14,120 to be in Carlson’s.

“It is still too early to know how 
much, if any, Fox will lose or gain in 
ad revenue with O’Reilly‘s departure,” 
said Dan Klar, a VP at SQAD. “Other 
programs, such as Fox and Friends and 
Hannity are taking the ad load that 
shifted when advertisers abandoned 
O’Reilly earlier in the month. If the 
advertisers are happy with the program 
and viewership Carlson brings to the 
timeslot, they will stay, albeit at a lower 
rate initially, which will negatively 
impact revenue.”

Pivotal Research analyst Brian 
Wieser said he did not think the end 
of The O’Reilly Factor would have a 
meaningful impact on 21st Century 
Fox’s finances. “Because viewing of 
news-related programming is growing 
fast enough to more-than-compensate 
of O’Reilly’s departure, we think 
domestic ad revenues at Fox are likely 
to fare better than we previously fore-
cast,” Wieser said.  

Dismissal Makes Fox News a ‘No O’Reilly Zone’

THE FCC’S REINSTATEMENT of the UHF discount 
on April 20 means the way is cleared for, say, 
Sinclair Broadcast Group to buy Tribune Media’s 
stations if it is so inclined — Sinclair said last 
week it was not commenting on industry rumors. 
But those thinking the regulator would move 
swiftly to also raise the 39% national ownership 
cap have another thing coming. 

The discount won’t be reinstated until 30 days 
after the UHF decision is published in the Federal 
Register, so it will be a couple of months before a 
Sinclair-Tribune deal would square with FCC rules. 
That would not stop the wheels from being set in 
motion, though, since it is a matter of when, not if.

The UHF discount is coming 
back because when the FCC  
eliminated the rule under former 
chairman Tom Wheeler, it didn’t 
adjust the cap that prevents 
station groups from collectively 
reaching more than 39% of the 
national television audience accordingly, FCC 
chairman Ajit Pai said. He said the discount  
effectively lowered the cap for anyone who could 
otherwise have bought UHF stations, and the 
FCC shouldn’t restrict rules in one area without 
loosening them in another. 

But Democratic FCC member Mignon Clyburn, 

who dissented vigorously from the  
decision, would be an almost sure no 
vote for raising the cap, and Republican 
Michael O’Reilly doesn’t think the FCC 
has the authority to modify the 39% 
cap, which is in a statute he helped craft 
when he was a Congressional staffer.

Clyburn said she did not understand 
why the FCC could not just leave the 
repeal decision in place until it com-
pleted Pai’s planned review of both the 

discount and the cap, which will begin later this 
year. But she signaled she did understand, citing 
the plans of a few big media companies such as a 
Sinclair SEC filing about potential future station 
buys and CBS chairman and CEO Les Moonves 
saying it would be looking to buy stations if the 
cap were lifted. — John Eggerton
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Analysts expect net to keep printing money after $25M payout to under-fire anchor 
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RAISING 39% CAP NO FCC SLAM DUNK
But UHF discount would pave way for Sinclair-Tribune deal

Fox News Channel’s decision to cut ties  
with Bill O’Reilly shouldn’t have a huge effect  
on the network’s bottom line, per analysts. 
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NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC CHANNEL 
is seeing what’s what in the scripted 
world with Genius, the first of 10 
episodes rolling April 25. Executive 
producer Gigi Pritzker has an interest-
ing take on its star, Albert Einstein. 

“We talk a lot about disruptive tech-
nology,” she said. “Einstein was the 
ultimate early disruptor. He did not 
accept things as they were.”

Pritzker’s Odd Lot Entertainment 

holds the rights to Walter Isaacson’s 
book on the scientist, Einstein: His 
Life and Universe, but realized his 
story could not be properly told in a 
feature. “Einstein’s life did not fit a 
three-act, two-hour structure,” she 
said. “The best way to tell it was in an 
episodic way.”

Enter Nat Geo, which is pumped  
for its first scripted series. Ron How-
ard and Brian Grazer are on board, 

too. “Watching Ron on set 
was a terrific thing,” Pritz-
ker said. “It was so clear 
he has a command, in the 
nicest way, in the material 
and in the process.”

Pritzker promised a 
fresh look at Einstein, who 
she says was as much a 
creative force as a really, 
really smart person. “What 
the series does so well is 
showcase the man Einstein 
really was,” she said. 

Nat Geo is on board for 

a second season of 
Genius, and filling that 
title role will be a stiff 
challenge. Pritzker 
called that challenge 
“fun and interesting.” 

“It’s someone with 
enough depth in their 
life to sustain 10 epi-
sodes,” she said. 

So, like, who? Say, El 
Chapo?

Univision’s Story 
House is bringing El Chapo to life in its 
first scripted venture, too. El Chapo, 
about notorious drug kingpin Joaquin 
Guzman, debuts April 23.

Christian Gabela, Story House VP 
and GM, says the series is a massive 
departure from traditional Spanish-
language TV.  He noted how Univision’s 
newshounds had been covering El 
Chapo’s doings for years and helped 
“enrich the story” for the studio. 

El Chapo represents a big swing for 
Story House, which has been around 

about a year, and 
whose projects 
include the docu-
mentary Resi-
dente, in which 
director René 
Pérez Joglar 
takes a DNA test, 
then sets out to 
trace his ancestry 
around the world.

Season one  
of El Chapo has 

nine episodes. It will air on Netflix 
after its Univision debut. Gabela is 
psyched to work with Netflix again. 
“It’s a great opportunity to give our 
products as wide an appeal as we 
can,” Gabela said. 

Gabela, who is currently enjoying 
The Crown and Peaky Blinders on 
Netflix, knows the TV world is full of 
great stuff. But he’s hopeful El Chapo 
can stand out. “It certainly is an ambi-
tious project,” Gabela said. “It’s a very 
compelling and relevant story.”
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THEY SAID IT
“We look forward to  
welcoming the Bonten 
employees into the Sinclair 
family and are pleased to 
be growing our regional 
presence in several states 
where we already operate.” 

— Sinclair Broadcast Group’s Chris Ripley in a release 
announcing the $240 million pact for Bonten Media’s 14 
stations in eight markets, while speculation grows over 
Sinclair dealing to acquire Tribune Media.

Genius

El Chapo

STATOF 
THEWEEK

12.4%
 Percentage the auto industry reduced its TV 
ad spending by in the first quarter, according 

to a report from Standard Media Index.
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            THE WATCHMAN
                              Deputy editor Michael Malone’s weekly look at the programming scene

Nat Geo Goes Super-Smart and Scripted, and Univision Tackles ‘El Chapo'

FATES AND FORTUNES

EXEC MOVES  
OF THE WEEK
n (1) SUSAN LEVISON has been tapped as senior VP, alter-
native programming at CBS Television Studios. Levison, 
who joins CBS from VH1, will report to Ghen Maynard,  
senior executive VP, alternative programming. n (2) KEVIN  
SPACEY will host the 71st Annual Tony Awards. The Oscar, 
Golden Globe and Tony award-winning actor will emcee 
the event live from Radio City Music Hall in New York 
on June 11 on CBS. n LAURA KENNEDY has been upped 
to chief operating officer of Lionsgate Television Group. 
Kennedy, who was previously executive VP of television 
operations and corporate development, will oversee op-
erations, strategy and planning for the group and will 
continue to head group-related mergers and acquisitions 
activity. n (3) LEON HARRIS is heading to NBC-owned 
WRC in Washington, D.C., as weekend anchor. Harris, 
who had previous stints at CNN and ABC affiliate WJLA 
Washington, will anchor the 6 p.m. and 11 p.m. news-
cast’s with Erika Gonzalez. n GARY EPSTEIN will exit the 
FCC at the end of April. Epstein, who joined the FCC in 
April 2012, was chairman of the FCC Incentive Auction 
Task Force. n RYAN SEACREST has extended his hosting 
and executive producing deal with E! for the network’s 
Live From the Red Carpet. Seacrest has been a part of 
the franchise for over a decade. n (4) SUSAN HUMMEL has 
been named executive VP and managing director for  
Lionsgate’s Anchor Bay in Canada. In her new role, 
Hummel will oversee the establishment of the company’s  
Toronto distribution office as well as the company’s  
Canadian distribution operations.
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