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BY MICHAEL MALONE

F
OOTBALL IS, of course, the 
king of TV ratings. But the 
NFL will get a serious rival 
for ratings immortality when 

Donald Trump vs. Hillary Clinton goes 
down Sept. 26. The 90-minute debate 
will air on all of the broadcast and 
cable news networks (plus live stream-
ing), and its only real competition is 
Monday Night Football on ESPN. The 
New York Times predicts it will be 
the most widely watched presidential 
debate since Carter and Reagan faced 
off way back in 1980. Several news 
outlets, including NPR and The Hill, 
say the Hofstra hoedown could crack 
100 million viewers. 

Super Bowl 50, by comparison, 
drew nearly 112 million viewers—air-
ing only on CBS, of course. Even so, 
“multiple sources are saying it could 
be Super Bowl-type numbers,” says 
Bill Carroll, Katz Television Group 
senior VP/director of content strategy. 
“It is certainly a possibility.” 

The subplots are plenty—and plenty 
juicy—for the first-ever presidential 
debate between a man and a woman. 
Can Donald show that he’s presi-
dential? Can Hillary show that she’s 
likeable? And how will Lester Holt do, 

especially after his NBC News mate, 
Matt Lauer, was pilloried for his mod-
erator performance earlier this month? 

It’s the first time moderating a 
presidential debate for Holt, anchor of 
NBC Nightly News. Same goes for the 
other presidential debate moderators: 
Martha Raddatz of ABC News and 
CNN’s Anderson Cooper, who host a 
town hall debate in St. Louis Oct. 9, 
and Chris Wallace of Fox News for Las 
Vegas on Oct. 19.

Trump has questioned the legitimacy 
of Holt moderating, stating that the 

respected newsman is a Democrat, and 
describing presidential debates to Fox 
News host Bill O’Reilly as “a phony 
system.” Holt is a registered Republican. 

True to their characters, Clinton 
has been hunkered down with prep 
materials for days, while Trump ap-
peared to be relying on a spontane-
ous performance. Clinton has been 
working on subtly goading Trump into 
“gotcha” moments. “In practice ses-
sions, she has come across best when 
she waits to pounce confidently on 
Mr. Trump for lying or misstating facts, 

rather than trying to talk over him,” 
the Times reported. 

Trump was a star on the primary 
debate stage but will have to take a 
different tack for a presidential debate, 
convincing viewers—and voters—he 
can stay on message and not lose his 
cool while under fire. “Word is that Mr. 
Trump isn’t doing a whole lot of debate 
prep,” The Wall Street Journal asserted. 

The polls show the candidates tan-
talizingly close. In a McClatchy/Marist 
poll released Sept. 23, Clinton led 
Trump by six percentage points, while 
a Rasmussen Reports poll released the 
day before had Trump up by five. 

One notable figure in the debate 
scrum is Roger Ailes, disgraced ex-Fox 
News chairman/CEO and current 
Trump advisor whose GOP tutelage 
dates back to the Nixon era. Sur-
prisingly, Ailes was absent from two 
recent Trump debate prep sessions, 
but he has reportedly been sending 
memos and speaking to the candidate.

Carroll says the first debate be-
tween two candidates tends to rate the 
highest. “It’s available everywhere and 
there’s substantial interest, and Trump 
is able to generate even more inter-
est,” he adds. “Put it all together and 
it’s certainly likely to be the most-
watched debate in recent history.”  

Kickoff Debate Could Get Super Bowl Numbers

While Donald Trump was reported to be relying on a mostly spontaneous performance in the Sept. 26 
debate from Hofstra University on Long Island, Hillary Clinton hunkered down for multiple practice sessions. 

REELZ MARKS 10 YEARS OF OPPORTUNISM, STEADY GROWTH
THE REELZ NETWORK—privately owned, by 

a Hubbard Broadcasting subsidiary—turns 10 
on Sept. 27. The channel launched in 2006 with 

access to about 30 million homes and has grown that 
reach to about 70 million today.

It’s important to keep overhead low, 
said channel CEO Stan E. Hubbard (who 
moved operations to Los Angeles in 2008 
to cut costs), because the only revenue 
coming in is from ad sales. “Every 
penny of that and more has gone 
on the screen,” Hubbard said.

Next year will see another big 
milestone: Reelz’s deals call for a 
license fee to start kicking in, per 
Hubbard, who said it’s a very small 
one that’s been a long time coming.

“When we launched, we told all of 
our distributors, ‘We’ll be back. We be-
lieve in what we’re building—give us a 
chance, we’ll earn it,’” said Hubbard.

According to Reelz, several distribu-
tion deals have been done over the last 
year and a half, including with DirecTV, 
Dish Network, Comcast and Charter 

Communications. But Hubbard said he 
is continuing to look for improvements in such 
basic areas as channel position, high-definition 
carriage and packaging.

 Again according to Reelz, on DirecTV and 

Dish, where the network is carried in HD in favor-
able channel positions, it’s a top-50 network, as op-
posed to ranking 68th overall. Only about two-thirds 
of Reelz’s overall carriage is in HD, Hubbard said.

Given some carriage sweeteners, Reelz could be 
a top-50 network overall, he contends. And if it 
could break into the top 40, “probably with the 
lowest rate in the business, we have an extremely 
successful business.”

Key moments for Reelz were opportunistic pickups 
of the A&E-scrubbed miniseries The Kennedys in 
2011 and of the Miss USA pageant in 2015.

Since airing Miss USA, Reelz has shifted to more 
female-skewing programming and packed its sched-
ule with pulpy fact-based shows centered on Holly-
wood and celebrity scandal. This summer the net re-
newed five series and greenlit 15 new ones, including 
Rich and Acquitted, Hollywood Homicide Uncovered 
and Scandal Made Me Famous. The network has also 
slated a sequel of sorts to The Kennedys, which will 
air in 2017. —Kent Gibbons, ‘Multichannel News’

Reelz, led by CEO Stan E. Hubbard (left), has had success 
with celebrity fare including Michael Jackson: Life and Death.
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Pundits predict multitude of subplots could help make it most widely watched tilt since 1980

Lead-In



A NEW SEASON of Lisa Ling’s docu-
series This Is Life is afoot on CNN, 
with Ling undertaking characteristi-
cally daunting assignments to shed 
light on the darker corners of our 
nation’s character. That includes 
a visit to the Los Angeles County 
Jail (“overwhelmingly terrifying,” 
she says) and a close-up of the legal 
brothels of Nevada (“a fascinating 
experience,” with surprisingly 
rigorous background checks for the 
women.) Never afraid to get her 
hands dirty, Ling even finds herself 

in the ring with some feisty female 
MMA combatants. 

“I’m the kind of person who abhors 
violence,” says Ling, who cohosted 
The View years ago. “I wondered 
what would provoke a woman to get 
in the ring.”

She learned quickly that, as 
Warren Zevon once warbled about 
the sweet science in “Boom Boom 
Mancini”: “The name of the game is 
be hit and hit back.” 

“An animalistic thing happens 
when you have to fight,” says Ling. 

“It’s a very primal feeling.”
Season three of Ling’s 

eight-part series kicked off 
Sept. 25. 

And speaking of strap-
ping on the gloves, what 
was up with ABC’s Black-
ish last Thursday? The 
Johnson family went to 
Disney World, where one 
scene saw Rainbow eating 
Disney’s trademark turkey 
leg with giant Mickey 

hands, while rocking 
a Minnie Mouse bow 
in her hair. Funny as 
it was—and Black-
ish is almost always 
funny—we don’t 
know if the episode 
could’ve been a big-
ger infomercial for 
ABC parent Disney. 

In the season 3 
premiere, Dre takes 
the kids in one direc-
tion at Disney World, 
while Bow, Ruby and Pops try to exit 
the park because they are, respec-
tively, pregnant, elderly and cranky. 
Yet they are unable to leave, as 
Disney World’s considerable charms 
continue to draw the trio to the next 
awesome attraction. Reconnecting 
with Dre later, Bow gushes about 
having “the best day ever!” 

The episode ends with the clan 
at Magic Kingdom, fireworks going 
off, Tinkerbell floating overhead and 
“When You Wish Upon a Star” play-

ing. The Johnsons look 
like their turkey legs 
were dipped in molly; 
even Pops is grinning 
ear to ear. “Wow.…Beau-
tiful, huh?” says Dre. 

We saw it differently 
in the Watchman abode. 
“Black-ish has jumped 
the shark!” said The 
Watchman’s missus. 

Jumping sharks…
Hmm—perhaps a future 
episode will see the 

Johnsons go to Sea World?
When the episode ended, Disney 

World’s Magic Kingdom logo popped 
up, a mirror image of the show’s 
final frame.

We weren’t the only one who felt 
the whole thing smacked a wee bit 
of corporate synergy. Tweeted Ellen 
Gray, TV critic at the Philadelphia 
Daily News and Inquirer: “#Blackish 
doing its best with obligatory Disney-
World episode/infomercial, but it’s 
still disturbing.” 
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FATES AND FORTUNES

EXEC MOVES OF THE WEEK
n (1) KELLY CLARK has been tapped as global CEO of media 
buyer GroupM. Clark had been CEO of GroupM North 
America. The company also announced that Dominic Proctor 
is leaving his post as global president. Proctor will continue 
on with GroupM’s parent WPP, working on strategic prod-
ucts. n (2) TOM DOOLEY is out at Viacom. Dooley had been 
serving as interim CEO after Philippe Dauman was forced 
out of the company. Dooley will stay on through Nov. 15. A 
successor has not been named. n (3) JOHN ROOD is returning 
to Disney. Rood, who was with the company from 2000-
2010, was named senior VP of marketing at Disney Channels 
Worldwide. He replaces Richard Loomis, who is stepping 
down next month. n (4) RHONDA CRICHLOW has been named 
senior VP and chief diversity officer for Charter. The move 
was part of the company’s commitment to diversity in wake 
of its merger with Time Warner Cable and Bright House. 
Crichlow most recently was VP of U.S. diversity and inclusion for Novartis. n RACHEL WELCH has been 
appointed VP of government affairs for Cox. Welch, previously head of federal legislative at Time Warner 
Cable, will focus on Congress and will be based in Cox’s Washington, D.C., office.
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Ling on This Is Life

Black-ish

STATOF 
THEWEEK

5
Percent of the $500 billion 

video business worldwide that OTT 
accounts for, according to a report 

from Boston Consulting Group.

THEY SAID IT
“One of the things that we have been talking about is that 
it shouldn’t be one-size-fits-all. We think where the market 
could be going in terms of some of these sports is being able 

to buy it very, very selectively, a specific sport, 
maybe even for a specific season or a specific 
date or a specific weekend.”

—Walt Disney Co. chief Bob Iger on Sept. 21 during the Goldman Sachs 
Communacopia conference, in reference to the company’s planned ESPN-
branded direct-to-consumer offering with recent investment BAMTech.

            THE WATCHMAN
                              Deputy Editor Michael Malone’s weekly look at the programming scene

Lisa Ling Steps in the Ring, Black-ish Visits House of Mouse   

TRIGGER WARNING: 
Don’t plan on reading 
Fade Up: “26”—The 

Movers and Shakers of Vari-
ety Television (Kendall Hunt) cover to cover in 
one sitting. Like the attic of an aging house, it is 
crammed with anecdotes and tidbits from direc-
tors, producers 
and impresarios 
behind every-
thing from award 
shows to reality 
franchises to late 
night. The surplus 
is an asset, but 
coauthors Steve 
Binder and Mary 
Beth Leidman 
are so inclusive 
that repetition, 
redundancy and 
peculiar organiza-
tion often muffle the inherent liveliness of their 
topic. Interviews with Vin Di Bona, Louis J.  
Horvitz, Lorne Michaels, Don Mischer, Nigel 
Lythgoe and others do yield some gems, like Gary 
Smith’s account of Ann-Margaret’s duets with Tina 
Turner, or Di Bona’s tale of America’s Funniest 
Home Videos’ Japanese origins. But they are best 
enjoyed a few pages at a time. —Dade Hayes

BOOKMOBILE

Traveling Variety TV’s 
Long Memory Lane
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