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D
ESPITE THE FACT that 
its movie studio posted a 
spectacular third quarter, 
with revenue soaring 40%, 

Walt Disney Co.’s earnings call with 
Wall Street analysts was once again 
dominated by a single topic: ESPN’s 
OTT plans.

Seeking to head off renewed 
criticism of complacency amid 
video subscriber erosion, Disney 
preceded its Aug. 9 earnings release 
by confirming long-rumored reports 
it would invest in Major League 
Baseball’s video streaming unit. The 
company said it acquired 33% of 
BAMTech for $1 billion, with the 
option to acquire a majority stake in 
the coming years.

Disney will use the new asset, 
which it hopes will prove as trans-
formative as recent acquisitions such 
as Marvel and Lucasfilm, to launch 
a new direct-to-consumer OTT app 
for ESPN. No launch date, pricing 
or specific programming has been 
confirmed, but Disney chairman 
and CEO Bob Iger said the service 
would “probably” launch by the end 
of this year.

BAMTech, which launched in 
2000 as Major League Baseball 
Advanced Media, pioneered sports 
streaming beginning in the pre-
smartphone days when watching 
games online was far from the 
norm. It has since used its know-
how to spearhead the launch of 
OTT services for the likes of HBO, 
WWE and many others, with 
products reaching a combined 7.5 
million paid subscribers. One of 
its clients is the National Hockey 
League, which netted a small stake 
in BAMtech under a separate ar-
rangement.

Iger said the deal would not entail 
any additional outlay in terms of 
spending on sports rights. “We have 
a lot of rights that are already pur-
chased to put product on this plat-
form,” he said. “Long-term, there 
may be an opportunity to purchase 
rights to put on this platform.”

Exactly what will appear on the 
OTT platform remains unclear, but 
programming will include content 
licensed by MLB as well as things 
Disney has acquired, including col-
lege football and basketball, tennis, 
rugby and cricket. “The goal is not 
to take content off ESPN’s current 
channels but to use product that’s 
been licensed but is not currently 
on the channels.” Iger described the 
OTT as a “complementary service” 
to the linear ESPN networks.

With the value of rights continu-
ing to rise sharply as live sports 
remain beacons of live-viewing 
prosperity amid a shift toward on-
demand viewing, Iger said it would 
continue to be a priority to stay in 
the sports game. “Our best inter-
est as a company is to invest more 
in the total pie, even if it means 
fragmentation” given the consistent 
viewer appetite for sports, he said. 
“We can’t look you in the eye and 
say that costs are going to go down 
because it’s still among the most 
valuable assets out there.”

The ad load for the ESPN OTT 
will “basically be the same” as the 
linear network, Iger told analysts. 
The sales team will be the same 
one selling ads on linear and other 
platforms.

For the quarter, which ended 
July 2, Disney reported revenue of 
$14.28 billion, paced by success 

in animation with Finding Dory, 
effects-driven remake The Jungle 
Book and Marvel’s Captain Amer-
ica: Civil War. Operating income 
gained 8% to $4.46 billion.

Cable and broadcast held fairly 
steady. Revenue in the media net-
works unit inched up 2% to 
$5.9 billion (a bit below Wall 
Street’s consensus forecast for 
$6 billion), while operating income 
was flat at $2.37 billion. ESPN lost 
subscribers but also gained higher 
subscription fees in the period, 
while the company took a hit for 
the cost of the launch of Viceland 
(via co-owned A+E Networks) and 
lower ad sales at Disney Channel 
and Freeform. Broadcast revenue 
rose 5% to $1.7 billion, while op-
erating income dipped 6% to $282 
million. Results were hurt by lower 
ad revenue and ratings at ABC, plus 
higher marketing and programming 
costs at Hulu.

Iger said there were no new 
developments on the company’s 
succession plan, which has been 
a focus of shareholder scrutiny 
since anointed CEO-in-waiting 
Tom Staggs was forced out of 
Disney last spring.

Disney shares gained a couple of 
dollars on the news to crack $97 by 
the end of last week, though that 
still left them down about 7% for 
2016 to date. 

Disney Steps Up to Digital Plate 
With $1B BAMTech Investment

Lead-In

Launch date and price are not known, but ESPN OTT plan is rounding third

TCA

ROUGH TIME FOR 
GELLER, ‘STAR’ 
TREATMENT 
FOR FULLER  

What a peculiar day it was for CBS at 
TCA. The Aug. 10 lineup led off with 
entertainment president Glenn Geller 
getting flat-out grilled on diversity 
issues, with television critics in the 
Beverly Hilton ballroom dissatisfied 
with the network’s efforts to better 
represent our diverse populace on its 
primetime air. 

“We need to do better,” Geller said 
repeatedly. He pointed out numer-
ous cast additions involving people of 
color, but the critics were not mollified. 
The network’s messaging people could 
only shake their collective heads and 
hope the exec session would end soon. 

Jump ahead eight hours, and CBS’ 
closing panel was dedicated to Star 
Trek: Discovery, which debuts on All 
Access in January. While the show has 
not yet been cast, creator Bryan Fuller 
promised abundant diversity among 
the performers, including a female 
lead and a gay character. He offered up 
a heartfelt detail from his time working 
on Star Trek: Voyager, when he saved 
hate mail from viewers who believed 
Jeri Ryan’s character Seven of Nine 
to be gay, and vowed to include a gay 
character on Star Trek if he was ever in 
a position to do so. 

The critics shouted over one an-
other to get in a question about the 
new Trek. The show will feature ro-
bots and time travel and a good num-
ber of aliens, and won’t be subject to 
the same decency standards as CBS. 
“There’s a reason we call [the series)]
STD,” Fuller quipped. 

Geller’s and Fuller’s appearances 
both stirred up great energy among 
the critics. It was kind of a nightmare 
for Geller, but Fuller left them want-
ing more. –Mike Malone

CBS’ 
Glenn Geller

Disney chief Bob Iger
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 THE WATCHMAN
    Deputy Editor Michael Malone's weekly look at the programming scene

The Watchman: Rebooting Selleck’s 
’Stache, Recalling ‘Rockford’, and 
Mile-High ‘Night Manager’
Peter Lenkov is tasked with bringing 
MacGyver into the modern age for 
CBS. It’s not unfamiliar territory for 
the showrunner, who did the same 
thing with Hawaii Five-0. 

So what other series from the 
days of yore might work in the 
present?

Magnum, P.I., Lenkov said un-
equivocally: “The P.I. genre doesn’t 
really exist anymore. He’s such an 
underdog, with a lot of humor and 
romance, the things that make 
those shows work.”

And Hawaii is always attractive to 
viewers, he adds. “You get to go on 
a trip every week,” says Lenkov. 

Lenkov has been keen to remake 
Magnum for years, but no one 
seems to share his enthusiasm. Of 
course, casting the lead would be 
a challenge after Tom Selleck and 

his famed ‘stache owned the role. 
But Lenkov doesn’t necessarily see 
it that way. “I think Josh Holloway 
would be good,” he says. 

Those old-time gumshoe shows 
came up in a chat with Billy Bob 
Thornton, the lead in new Amazon 
drama Goliath (see page 25). Thorn-
ton said shooting Goliath, in which 
he plays a down-and-out attorney, 
brought to mind the classic series 
Columbo and The Rockford Files, with 
their antihero leads. “I loved those 
shows growing up,” Thornton said. 
“I still watch them. It’s nice to have 
a modern-day show that has some 
aspects of those shows we love.”

Thornton, who made his name 
in Hollywood as a film director, 
says he was drawn to Amazon 
because “there’s no independent 
film anymore.” 

“If you’re gonna do that, you 
have to do it on Amazon or Netflix,” 
added Thornton. “Big studio movies 
are mainly the videogame kind of 
movies, or cartoons. And I’m not re-
ally the first guy they call for that.” 

Another movie director making 
her way on television is Susanne 
Bier, director of AMC’s The Night 
Manager and a major figure in the 
European film world. After AMC ran 
a Night Manager marathon this past 
weekend, corporate cousin Sun-
danceTV does the same this week, 
with three episodes apiece Aug. 15 
and 16. 

Bier says she was eager to try her 
hand in TV. “There’s so much great 

television at the moment, and so 
much great writing in television,” 
she said. “And I was attracted by 
the possibility of doing six hours, 
where you can tell a story with a lot 
of richness, as opposed to a two-
hour feature.” 

The series is based on a John le 
Carré novel. Bier directed all six 
episodes. She spoke from Zermatt, 
Switzerland, where The Night Man-
ager’s ski resort scenes were shot. 

It’s hardly Hawaii, but Zermatt, in 
the shadow of the Matterhorn, has 
its charms. 

“I’ve been coming here since I 
was a kid,” Bier says. “It’s like being 
inside The Sound of Music.”

AMC’s The Night Manager

FATES AND FORTUNES

FATES ROUNDUP
ESPN’s  (1) JOHN SAUNDERS has died at 61. Saunders was a longtime commentator 
who came aboard ESPN in 1986 as an anchor for SportsCenter. 

(2) JIM CICCONI will step down from his role at AT&T as senior VP of external and 
legislative affairs. Bob Quinn, currently senior VP of federal regulatory, will suc-
ceed Cicconi.

(3) TOM HARTY has been named president and COO of Meredith. Harty’s appoint-
ment comes as chairman and CEO Steve Lacy gets close to retirement. As presi-

dent and COO, Harty, previously national media group president, will oversee 
national and local media groups for the company.

(4) DION VLACHOS has been upped to executive VP of retail sales, marketing and 
publishing for Nickelodeon. Vlachos joined the company in 2013 as senior VP 
for retail sales and marketing.

Fox News has named JACK ABERNETHY and BILL SHINE copresidents and promoted 
SUZANNE SCOTT to executive VP of programming. Abernethy was previously Fox Tele-
vision Stations CEO, while Shine served as senior executive VP. The announcement 
comes after the departure of embattled Fox News chairman and CEO Roger Ailes.

STATOFTHEWEEK

$3 BILLION
—Amount Dish Network closed in its convertible notes offering. The com-

pany said the proceeds could be used to purchase wireless spectrum.

1 2 3 4

TWEET
“#FinalFive. On @TODAYshow 

!!!! Champs!”

—@hodakotb tweeted on Aug. 10 after 
the gold medal-winning U.S. Olympic 

women’s gymnastics team visited 
the Rio set of NBC’s Today.
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