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BY JON LAFAYETTE

W
HAT DO YOU get when  
a Mouse eats a Fox?

The Walt Disney Co. 
chairman and CEO Bob 

Iger is betting whatever it is, it will be 
big enough to compete with Netflix 
and fast enough to outrun other 
television companies as the video 
business evolves from a linear to a 
streaming on-demand, direct-to- 
consumer subscription model.

By acquiring most of 21st Century 
Fox in a $60 billion deal expected to 
be announced this week, Disney will 
be transforming the TV ecosystem, 
creating a new content giant — based 
on DNA that’s very different from a 
vertically integrated behemoth like 
Comcast or the still-possible combina-
tion of AT&T and Time Warner.

Looking at Disney’s desperation 
for scale and Fox’s belief that, despite 
its own hugeness, it can’t grow fast 
enough, one wonders where all of 
the smaller media companies fit in as 
they try to deal with not only Netflix, 
but Facebook, Google, Amazon and 
Apple, all gearing up to spend billions 
on programming. (See Cover Story, 
page 8.)

To win and keep subscribers, Disney 
will need vast amounts of content. 
When Iger explained Disney’s sub-
scription strategy, he confessed that 
the company’s product would cost 
less than Netflix, because it would 

offer less content at first.
21st Century Fox can provide a lot 

of content with both a deep library of 
movies and TV shows, as well as active 
film franchises such as Avatar. And 
not just the shows that air on Fox’s 
cable and broadcast networks like The 
Simpsons, but hits like NBC’s This Is 
Us and Showtime’s Homeland.

Unlocking Library’s Value 
For the Murdoch family, which 

controls Fox, a sale might be the only 
way to unlock the unrealized value of 
that treasure trove of content.

Disney was among the first to call 

attention to the erosion of the tradi-
tional pay TV ecosystem. It warned 
two years ago that revenue growth at 
mighty ESPN would slow because the 
sports programmer’s subscriber count 
was dropping amid cord-cutting and 
cord-shaving, as viewers went over-
the-top to find programming. 

“We believe creating a direct-to-
consumer relationship is vital to the 
future of our media businesses, and 
it’s our highest priority this year,” 
Iger said during Disney’s quarterly 
earnings call in November.

At the time it seemed Disney  
with its Disney, Star Wars, Pixar  
and Marvel brands might have 
enough content to venture into the 
subscription world.

Back then, few imagined that the 
Murdochs — known for audaciously 
accumulating assets — would become 
sellers.

But last week, Disney and Fox 
were putting the finishing touches on 
arrangements that would shift assets 
between newly formed entities that 
would greatly reduce the taxes on the 
impending transaction.

Sanford C. Bernstein media analyst 
Todd Juenger compared Disney’s situ-
ation versus Netflix to Walmart’s with 
Amazon. Disney’s stock will rise, as 

Walmart’s has, if the market decides 
that like Walmart, Disney is the last 
biggest scale player left in the indus-
try, has a digital strategy and will 
move ahead, consolidate its power 
and accrue value.

Until the deal becomes official — 
and it’s still unclear that a Justice De-
partment moving against the AT&T-
Time Warner merger would allow this 
— many questions linger about the 
future of these valuable assets. 

What are the succession plans 
for Iger? It’s unclear if he will stick 
around beyond his planned retire-
ment data of 2019 in order to inte-
grated the Fox assets and implement 
his streaming strategy. 

Disney Could Get a Murdoch
Reports emerged last week that 

Rupert Murdoch’s son James Mur-
doch, now CEO of 21st Century Fox, 
would become a senior executive at 
Disney, and could eventually replace 
Iger, relieving Disney of its unending 
succession drama.

Disney will also have a challenge 
merging its squeaky-clean, family 
friendly brand with Fox’s edgier con-
tent, and keeping the brands distinct.  
Most analysts are watching how the 
Fox regional sports networks will fuse 
with ESPN, which has been laying 
off staffers as it adjusts to shrinking 
subscribership.

Iger said ESPN will also be intro-
ducing an over-the top business next 
year based on an app that will give 
users access to all sorts of sports 
programming. Will home-team games 
be part of that package?

As for Murdoch, the Fox broadcast 
network will be his focus, but without 
a studio to fill its schedule with 
sports, news and reality programing, 
what would it be worth? 

At a time when retransmission-con-
sent payments represent the growth 
in broadcast network revenues, will 
cable operators and other distributors 
pay up for the new format?

Furthermore it’s unclear what  the 
remaining Fox assets — including Fox 
News Channel, Fox Business Net-
work and FS1 —  are worth. Would 
they be combined with The Wall 
Street Journal and the New York Post 
at News Corp.? 

Analyst John Janedis of Jefferies 
pegged “RemainCo Fox” at $10 a 
share. “We believe that the stub’s 
value is underappreciated at these 
early stages,” Janedis said.  

Disney-Fox Deal Would Create
A New Beast in the TV Jungle
CEO Iger takes a gamble on a direct-to-consumer, on-demand future

A Fox asset acquisition 
would help Disney bulk 
up on off-net library 
fare like the NBC hit 
This Is Us. 

A Fox deal could  
also help Disney in  
succession planning, 
with James  
Murdoch (pictured) 
in the mix to  
succeed CEO  
Robert Iger. 
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IT IS BIG CAT WEEK on Nat Geo Wild 
(see page 38), and we’re psyched to 
see Man Among Cheetahs Dec. 11. 
Wildlife filmmaker Bob Poole follows a 
cheetah mother who is determined to 
keep her cubs alive. Geoff Daniels,  
Nat Geo Wild executive VP and 
general manager, singled Poole out 
for his daredevil effort. “He’s able to 
embed with the cheetahs,” he said, 
“to give us an intimate look at some 
intense action.” 

Speaking of intense action, Jean-
Claude Van Johnson, which sees 
Jean-Claude Van Damme play a 
martial arts master operating as a 
black ops contractor under an alias, 
starts on Amazon Dec. 15. Creator 
Dave Callaham, whose film credits 
include The Expendables with Sylves-
ter Stallone, Mickey Rourke and some 
other tough guys, was approached by 
Ridley Scott’s Scott Free Productions 
about doing an action drama for Van 

Damme. 
 “There was nothing new 

there, nothing interesting,” 
Callaham said. “I didn’t want to 
write an action show.” 

He had another idea: “A 
bizarre meta-comedy.” 

Raised on kung fu movies, 
Callaham said Van Damme 
“was incredibly influential to 
me growing up.” Same goes 
for executive producer Peter 
Atencio. “I was obsessed with 

Timecop as a kid,” Atencio said. 
The two admitted to nerves  

when first meeting “JC.” Callaham 
mentioned locking himself in a 
bathroom at Scott Free until his panic 
attack subsided.  

Van Damme put them at ease.  
“The most humble, sweet guy you 
could ask for,” Atencio said. 

The Muscles from Brussels was on 
board. 

Callaham described the whole 
venture as “an insane gamble,” a 
long shot made longer by the fact 
that neither he nor Van Damme had 
done much television. Having the 
pilot screen on Amazon Video was 
nerve wracking, but just seeing it 
up there meant they had already, in 
a sense, scored. “I felt like, making 
the thing at all was a huge win,” 
Callaham said. “It all seemed like a 
hilarious lark to me.”

And speaking of hilarious larks, we 
can’t wait to see what Fox does with 

A Christmas Story Live! Dec. 17. Maya 
Rudolph plays Ralphie’s mother, Mat-
thew Broderick is the narrator, and 
young Andy Walken plays Ralphie. 

Marc Platt and Adam Siegel, vet-
erans of Fox’s Grease Live, executive 
produce. Benj Pasek and Justin Paul 
handle the music, and will compose 
new songs. They’ll spin tunes out 
of the film’s most memorable lines, 
including, “You’ll shoot your eye out” 
and “a major award.”

Making a song out of Red Ryder 
carbine action BB gun? I triple dog 
dare you! 

Lead-In

Jean-Claude Van Johnson

            THE WATCHMAN
                              Deputy editor Michael Malone's weekly look at the programming scene

Big Cats on Nat Geo Wild, Big Muscles From Brussels  
On Amazon, Big ÔChristmasÕ Plans on Fox 

n (1) BRIAN SULLIVAN has been 
promoted to president and chief 
operating officer of Fox Networks 
Group. Sullivan succeeds Randy 
Freer, who left FNG in November 
for Hulu. In his new role, he will 
oversee revenue and distribution 
for Fox Television Group, FX, Fox 
Sports and National Geographic 
Partners. He will also continue 
to helm the company’s Digital 
Consumer Group. n (2) WENDY  
McMAHON has been tapped as presi-
dent of the ABC Owned Television 
Stations Group. McMahon, who 
was previously senior VP of digi-
tal for the group, will start in her 
new role on Jan. 1. She succeeds 
Rebecca Campbell, who has been 
named president of The Walt Dis-
ney Co. EMEA. n UDAY SHANKAR 
has been named president of 21st 
Century Fox, Asia. Shankar, who 
will continue to serve as chair-
man and CEO of Star India, will 
oversee 21st Century Fox’s video 
businesses across Asia. Zubin Gan-
devia, president of Fox Networks 
Asia, will report to Shankar. n (3) 
TIM CARRY has joined GSN TV as executive 
VP of distribution. Carry, who was execu-

tive VP of affiliate sales and mar-
keting at Fox News Channel, will 
start at GSN immediately. He re-
places Dale Hopkins, who is now 
CEO of In Demand. n (4) GILLIAN 
TURNER has been tapped as a full-
time correspondent for Fox News 
Channel. Turner had previously 
been a contributor to the network. 
She is based in Washington, D.C., 
and will cover stories for daytime 
and primetime. n CHARLIE ERGEN 
has stepped down as CEO of Dish 
Network. Erik Carlson, who had 
been president and chief operating 
officer of the company, will suc-
ceed Ergen. According to Dish, Er-
gen will spend more time working 
on Dish’s wireless business. n CBS 
News has upped KIMBERLY GODWIN 
to VP of news and TIM GAUGHAN 
to VP of news services. Godwin, 
who was senior broadcast pro-
ducer at the CBS Evening News, 
will oversee the editorial direction 
of all CBS News newsgathering. 
Gaughan, who had been VP of 
newsgathering since 2015, will be 
responsible for Newspath, which 

supplies news to CBS affiliates and to broad-
casters around the world.

FATES AND FORTUNES

EXEC MOVES OF THE WEEK
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A Christmas Story Live!

THEY SAID IT
“Minnesotans deserve a senator who can 
focus with all her energy on addressing 
the challenges they face every day.”

  Ñ Sen. Al Franken (D-Minn.), Dec. 7, while announcing his resignation from the Senate 
amid allegations of sexual misconduct.

78%
Share of consumers surveyed by CNN who said they  

have viewed branded content on any device.
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