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BY JON LAFAYETTE

AL JAZEERA AMERICA joined 
the relatively short list of cable 
network failures because falling 

oil prices meant the government of 
Qatar could no longer underwrite the 
money-losing operation.

The channel, which ambitiously 
hired a large group of high-caliber 
journalists before its launch in 2013, 
will shut down by April 30, CEO 
Al Anstey announced Jan 13. About 
700 jobs will be lost.

According to media analysts 
SNL Kagan, Al Jazeera America lost 
nearly $73 million in 2015.

The network acquired distribution 
by buying Al Gore’s Current TV for a 
reported $500 million. But for each of 
its 61 million subscribers, it earned on 
average just 14 cents a month, for a 
total of $99.2 million in 2015. The net-
work’s expenses were $182.8 million. 
In some cases, it was paying operators 
for distribution.

Ad revenue was negligible at $10 
million, according to Kagan, because 
of scant viewership.

Fox News, CNN and MSNBC are all 
in close to 100 million homes.

In announcing the plan to “wind 
down its operations and conclude its 
service,” Anstey cited “the economic 
landscape of the media environment.” 
The landscape is pressuring cable and 
satellite operators to squeeze or drop 
channels without large viewership.

Derek Baine, senior analyst at SNL 

Kagan, said difficulty in maintaining dis-
tribution revenue was likely one of the 
drivers of the shutdown. “They had said 
they were going to cut their ad inven-
tory in half, so they were barely even 
trying,” Baine said. “They had a great 
brand abroad and thought it would 
translate into a great brand in the U.S.”

Another news network has been 
sniffing around Al Jazeera’s assets.

One America News Network parent 
Herring Networks said it is exploring 
buying Al Jazeera America to get car-
riage on cable systems.

One America also wants some of 
Al Jazeera’s facilities in Washing-
ton and New York. Some Al Jazeera 
staffers might also move over to One 
America News. 

One America News said data from 

Rentrak show its viewership is four 
times bigger than Al Jazeera’s.

Blaine noted that Qatar had lots 
of money back in 2013 when Al 
Jazeera was launched. “But since then, 
oil prices have plummeted and the 
country likely didn’t want to spend 
additional money on its U.S. expansion 
efforts,” he said.

Oil dropped to $30 a barrel on 
Jan. 13, not coincidentally the day Al 
Jazeera said it was pulling the plug.

Al Jazeera went out with a bang. 
It got tons of publicity for a Dec. 27 
documentary about the use of 
performance-enhancing drugs by a 
number of high-profile pro athletes, 
including NFL star Peyton Manning.

Manning and others denied the 
charges. Washington Nationals All-Star 

first baseman Ryan Zimmerman, for 
one, has sued Al Jazeera over the docu-
mentary. The documentary’s source has 
recanted some of his allegations.

When told last week of Al Jazeera 
America’s plans to shut down, Manning 
deadpanned, “I’m sure it’s going to be 
just devastating to all their viewers,” 
The New York Times reported.

Al Jazeera reportedly invested 
$2 billion into Al Jazeera America, 
hiring hundreds of journalists as it 
launched and opened 12 bureaus 
around the U.S.

But the network was never able to 
overcome a hostile environment for an 
Arab channel in America, poor brand-
ing and constantly changing manage-
ment in what would prove to be a 
tough competitive environment and a 
difficult economy.

CNN reported that Al Jazeera 
America president Kate O’Brian was 
in tears as she told the staff about 
severance packages.

As it announced the shutdown of its 
American channel, Al Jazeera Media 
Network said it intended to expand its 
existing international digital services 
to broaden its multiplatform presence 
in the U.S.

“As audiences increasingly turn to 
multiple platforms, including mobile 
devices, for news and information, 
this expansion will allow U.S. and 
non-U.S. consumers alike to access 
the network’s journalism and content 
wherever and whenever they want,” 
the company said.  

Oil Money Gone, Al Jazeera Cuts U.S. Net
Cable news channel lost almost $73 million in 2015, according to SNL Kagan

After struggling to build an audience, Al Jazeera America will shutter less than two years after its launch. 
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Lead-In

PRESIDENT OBAMA gave his take on the State of 
the Union last week, which included a shout-out 
for network neutrality, trade deals and innova-
tion, all on the media world’s agenda as well.

We thought we would ask 
some other presidents (and 
one chairman) for their quick 
take on the State of the Media 
Union (SOTMU). That would be 
the presidents of some major 
media trade associations around 
the Beltway.

Disruptive incentive auc-
tions, Title II and online pirates 

notwithstanding, like that other president, they 
were unanimous in their assessments that their 
respective industries are strong, if sometimes 
challenged by the Washington powers that be.

 
GORDON SMITH
President, National Association of Broadcasters
Broadcasters have embraced changes 
in viewer attitudes and technologies to 
strengthen our indispensable role in the 
lives of the American people.

Broadcast programming better reflects 
the multiculturalism of America, and we are 
employing a greater diversity of show cre-

ators, cast and crew members, who were previ-
ously underrepresented in our industry.

Local and network broadcasters are collaborat-
ing on new multimedia platforms to give view-
ers access to local and primetime programming 
wherever and whenever they want. Ratings are 
up for local and network news broadcasts, and 
we remain the definitive place for emergency 
information when other communications systems 
crash under capacity constraints.

Marquee sporting events are now migrating 
back to broadcast TV, such as the British Open, 
professional boxing and NBA and MLB games.

The bottom line: Even in an era of unprec-
edented media fragmentation, broadcasters re-
main the King Kong of content and have a bright 
future ahead of us. —John Eggerton

For more on the SOTMU, including comments from NCTA’s Michael Powell, ACA’s Matt Polka and MPAA’s Chris Dodd, go to broadcastingcable.com/Jan18

The State of the Media Union
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FATES AND FORTUNES

EXEC MOVES 
OF THE WEEK
■ Bleacher Report founder (1) DAVE FINOCCHIO is 
returning to the Turner-owned digital sports brand 
as CEO. Finoccio, recently an adviser to Bleacher 
Report, will oversee the brand with Rory Brown. 
Brown has been upped to president, managing 
day-to-day operations. ■ (2) BEAU FERRARI has 
been elevated to the newly created post of execu-
tive VP, corporate strategy and development at 
Univision Communications. He had most recently 
been executive VP of operations. Univision also 
named JORGE ‘PEPO’ FERRADAS president of its 
music division. He joins Univision from Live Na-
tion, where he was senior VP of touring. ■ Late 
Night host (3) SETH MEYERS has extended his 
contract with NBC through 2021. Meyers, an 
alum of NBC’s Saturday Night Live, began hosting 
the Peacock’s Late Night in February 2014. ■ 

PAUL GREENBERG has been named executive VP 
and general manager of FYI network. Greenberg 
had been CEO of millennial women-focused 
Nylon. His appointment is effective Jan. 19. ■ (5) 
NEIL CAVUTO has inked a new multiyear deal with 
Fox News to stay on as senior VP, anchor and 
managing editor of business news for Fox News 
Channel and Fox Business Network. Cavuto has 
been with Fox News for nearly 20 years.

TCA: Penn Pals, Cat Assassins, 
Strategic Sleepovers  
BY MICHAEL MALONE

PLENTY OF JUICY STORY lines 
popped out of the TCA winter press 
tour last week in Pasadena, Calif. 
Just as Sean Penn tracked down 
El Chapo, Charlie Rose has tracked 
down Sean Penn. 

Speaking on a CBS This Morn-
ing panel, Rose said he had met 
with the actor/fi lmmaker/activist/
journalist the night before and an 
interview with his “friend” is com-
ing (CBS later announced it will air 
on 60 Minutes Jan. 17). “I have a 
thousand questions for Sean and for 
all the other people involved in this,” said Rose, who stole some thunder 
from This Morning colleague Gayle King, who announced a sit-down 
with the Obamas on Super Bowl Sunday. 

Showtime broke news too, with David Nevins, president and CEO, say-
ing the next season of Homeland will be set in New York, and that it’s 
not ending any time soon. Nevins tried his best to manage expectations 
on the Twin Peaks revival (see page 10); good luck with that, pal. 

The CW president Mark Pedowitz spent much of his session fi elding 
questions about Crazy Ex-Girlfriend. Pedowitz expressed his love for 
the show repeatedly but stopped short of saying it would come back. 
Crazy’s Rachel Bloom was a surprise Golden Globe winner for best 
actress in a comedy, breathlessly saluting Pedowitz in her speech. “He’s 
the one who saved us,” she said. TV is a cold business, but it’s hard to 
see Pedowitz splitting with his Crazy-Ex after that. 

Other entertaining panels included CBS’ Rush Hour, in which exec 
producer Bill Lawrence took serious issue with a question about reinforc-
ing racial stereotypes, and Showtime’s Roadies, which included Cameron 
Crowe’s heartfelt remembrance of David Bowie. Crowe, who depicted his 
teen journalism tribulations in Almost Famous, spent six months with 
Bowie when the fi lmmaker was 16 and called him “the most generous and 
exciting interview subject that I was ever allowed a lot of time with.”

We also got a kick out of the panel for Amazon’s Mad Dogs. Ama-
zon calls the Shawn Ryan series a “dark comedy,” but it’s way more 
dark than comedy. The anxious pilot features a character meeting his 
untimely demise at the hands of an assassin in the creepiest cat mask 
you’ll ever see. The beaches look gorgeous, but the Belizean tourism 
board can’t be too happy about this show. 

More along the lines of straight-up comedy was Glenn Geller, in his 
fi rst TCA executive session as CBS entertainment president. Asked 
about how rivals at the other networks have treated him, he quipped, 
“They all shared their programming strategies—at a sleepover at Dana 
[Walden] and Gary [Newman’s] house.”

THEY SAID IT AT TCA
“Welcome to Day 11 of the TCA hostage crisis.”
—Fox Television Group’s Gary Newman, kicking off a newsy executive 
session with fellow co-chairman/CEO Dana Walden.

“He was on the show for 11 minutes. The earth 
didn’t fall out of its axis. It was a highly rated 
show, and that’s always a good thing.” —NBC

Entertainment chairman Robert Greenblatt, defending the decision to have Donald Trump appear 
last fall on ‘Saturday Night Live’. 

“It’s not that people aren’t watching [SVOD content], because 
they are. The question is, is it replacing broadcast television? A lot 
of the viewing of this stuff is very, very cyclical.” —Alan Wurtzel, president 
of research and media development, NBCUniversal, who unveiled viewership data for Netfl x captured 
by Symphony Advanced Media.
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   “David Bowie dead from 
cancer at 69. Now Alan 
Rickman dead from cancer 
at 69. Two great talents, 

one bloody awful disease.” 
—TV personality and journalist @piersmorgan on 

Jan. 14, after news broke that actor Alan Rickman had died. 

STATOFTHEWEEK

$1 BILLION
Amount in ad dollars NBCU says it is on track to sell 

for the 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio de Janeiro.
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