
	 In fall 2006,  the Mountain West Conference—
in partnership with Comcast and CBS—launched
The Mtn, the first conference-focused cable channel. 
But the network had distribution issues from the start, 
reaching only 500,000 homes at launch. The struggling 

net turned off its moni-
tors for good in 2012. 

	 The Big Ten 
Network lit up more 
than 17 million homes at 
launch on Aug. 30, 2007. 
By the time BTN hit the 
30-day mark, the net-
work was in 30 million 
households. Those are numbers nobody could 
have envisioned in 1939, when Waynesburg
met Fordham in the first-ever televised

 college football game, with only about 1,000 TV sets in the 
available viewing area.

	 Big Ten Network was born after conference commissioner 
JAMES DELANY and former ESPN exec MARK 
SHAPIRO butted heads. “If Mark had presented a fair 
offer, we would have signed it,” Delany told The Chicago 
Tribune in 2011, four years after BTN launched. “And 

there would not be a Big Ten Network.”

	 Fox currently has a majority stake in BTN, 
with approximately 51% ownership. But that wasn’t 
always the case. When the Big Ten signed its 20-year 
deal with Fox for the 
channel, the conference 
had the majority interest. 
Control flipped between 
2010 and 2011.

	  The Pac-12 took its television presence 
to the network level on Aug. 15, 2012. The confer-

ence launched six regional networks and a national 
network under the Pac-12 Networks banner. At launch, 

the networks reached nearly 40 million homes.

The SEC Network, launching 
Aug. 14, is wholly owned by ESPN 
with the profits split evenly between 
the network and the conference, 
according to SportsBusiness 
Daily. This ownership model marks 
the third for a conference network. 
(Fox has majority ownership in BTN, 
while the Pac-12 Conference maintains 
full ownership of its channels.) 

 DirecTV and Charter
reached distribution agreements 
with SEC Network in early August. 
Antsy fans of SEC member teams took 

to Twitter this summer, threatening to drop their service if the SEC Network was 
not carried. The network is now on track to be available in a record number of 
homes on its premiere date.

The SEC Network, which plans to air more than 1,000 
live events during its first year, is pulling no punches 
with on-air talent.  TIM TEBOW, a Heisman Trophy 
winner at the SEC’s University of Florida, has signed on 
as an analyst on SEC Nation, the net’s flagship show. 
Veteran announcer BRENT MUSBURGER and 
NFL pro turned Bachelor star JESSE PALMER 
are set as play-by-play announcers for SEC Network 
games, starting with the Aug. 28 matchup between 
Texas A&M and South Carolina.

Pac-12 is partnering with YouTube to launch a 
paid channel. The channel is designed to help distribute 
Pac-12 programming to fans internationally.

By Jessika Walsten

College sports has long been big business, with the fight for TV rights 
about as tough as a goal-line stand. The Southeastern Conference and ESPN 
are getting in the conference channel game with the SEC Network, launching Aug. 14. 
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The first televised college football 

game, featuring Waynesburg vs. 

Fordham, was played on Sept. 30, 

1939. 

“The conference networks 
are still all so new. They’re trying  
to figure out what is the programming  
that works.” 

—Kristi Dosh, sports journalist and author of Saturday Millionaires
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Auburn tight end Brandon Fulse (11) and wide receiver Dimitri 
Reese (86) celebrate with fans after their 59-42 victory over 
Missouri in the SEC Championship game last December in Atlanta.

From top: SEC Nation
host Joe Tessitore,  
analysts Marcus Spears 
and Tim Tebow and 
contributor Kaylee Har-

Chris Rix of the Uni-
versity of Texas and 
ESPN’s 

 Todd Gurley, 
star tailback 
for the SEC 
powerhouse 
Georgia 
Bulldogs.
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