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Ed Hardy's expertise led Great American Country to gains

Ed Hardy, president of the Great American Country TV Network, has done pretty well for himself for a longtime radio guy who jumped at the chance to run a TV operation.

Hardy has been at the helm of GAC, owned by publicly traded Scripps Networks Interactive, for five years. During that time, the feisty network has played catch-up with Nashville-based Country Music Television, its chief competitor in country music videos and related programming.

[image: image1.emf][image: image2.jpg]


GAC has managed to double its number of cable subscribers to nearly 60 million viewers since Scripps assumed ownership, and its advertising revenues appear to be weathering the U.S. recession with some sales gains. 
Operating from studios on Music Row at 49 Music Square W., GAC fittingly spent a six-figure sum turning a former music recording studio there into a modern TV studio and production facility. Hardy discussed the past five years and what's ahead with Tennessean Business Editor Randy McClain.

Your background was in radio before you joined GAC in 2004. What brought you to a TV job?
I had worked for Scripps in the radio business; they had radio stations for a number of years. And I was actually recruited by them to run a country music radio station in Portland, Ore., in 1984. I was with Scripps for almost 10 years, I guess.

Ken Lowe, who was head of the radio division at the time, is now the CEO of Scripps Networks Interactive. I had always kept in touch with him even after I had started my own radio group.

When they decided they were going to buy GAC, Great American Country TV, Ken and I talked. He said: "We don't have a lot of people with experience in the country music business … would you be interested coming in to help us in the transition?" I initially came on as a consultant, and then they offered me the job to become the president of the TV network.

It was a great fit for me because I was able to take all the experience that I had in country radio and put it to a new use.

Who was one of the instrumental hires for you in the early days of trying to turn around GAC?
Sarah Trahern, senior vice president of programming, was a critical addition in January 2005. She happened to be working at the Shop at Home TV Network, which Scripps used to own. When I came on board at GAC, I was actually introduced to her because we were housed very briefly at Shop at Home's studio in Antioch.

Sarah had been at Shop at Home about 18 months, and she wanted to get back to her roots in programming entertainment television. She had been an independent producer for CMT, been with The Nashville Network, C-SPAN and others. She had a well-rounded TV background and production knowledge. Sarah turned out to be the right person at the right time to help us get this network to the next level.

GAC had been a second banana in country music TV for a number of years, known for poor production values and little marketing muscle. In the past five years, how have you improved its stature?
When Scripps bought the network, there really hadn't been much of an investment in it. GAC was there and continuing to sort of plod along, but nothing seriously invested in marketing or programming.

So, our initial goal was to increase distribution and get more cable subscribers by getting more multiple system operators (cable companies) to air the network. Scripps' ownership helped in that regard. In fact, we've more than doubled the subscriber base from less than 30 million subscribers when we first bought it to 57.3 million today.

Our ratings have also grown in the target demographic, the 25- to 54-year-old age group. We're up about 33 percent in ratings since the end of 2004.

In the past year, where have been hot spots and weak spots in terms of cable TV advertising? Has the recession caused some traditional advertisers to pull back on spending?
The financial category was down significantly vs. 2008, everything from credit cards to insurance and other financial tools; retail is also down, although it's still one of the biggest revenue categories we have at GAC. Auto is down for everybody.

Surprisingly, we saw gains in the restaurant category. While that may seem contrary to the economic times, quick-service restaurants, fast-food and family-style restaurants that offered value meals were spending. Home-improvement retail also grew.

Through the third quarter, as a company we're up about 6 percent in revenue over last year. So, we feel fortunate to have done that well despite the economy.

When you came on board to run GAC how did you amp up the marketing of your network?
One of the first things we did was lease a tour bus with the GAC logo and take it to every fair and festival we could find. We did a four-month tour to festivals and to meet the fans at Brad Paisley's concert tour or Kenny Chesney's tour … places like that.

We had interactive games for people to play to win prizes. I wanted to take GAC out there and touch the people, and have it mean something to the fans.

We also have worked very hard to make the GAC Web site an integral part of everything we do. If we have (a performer) in our studio, our GACTV.com crew will do an after-the-shoot interview just for the Web with them. We don't have streaming rights for every video or show we do, but we try to complement with what we do on TV on our Web site whenever possible.

We also just developed a partnership with Amazon.com for music sales … where we tie into our artist of the month — in October, it was Miranda Lambert. Amazon has become an advertiser for us, as well. We're working with them to increase awareness for MP3 downloads and to help move country product for both digital and physical goods. We participated in the promotion of a one-week free download for Miranda Lambert's song "What Are You Gonna Do," which was one of their biggest free download promotions of the year so far.

How important is a steady stream of new talent in country music to GAC; and how does your programming attempt to foster that? Call it the Taylor Swift factor.
One of the things we did starting out was make a commitment that we'd be dedicated to covering the full spectrum of country music from the newest artists coming up — like the Taylor Swifts — to the legends like George Jones and the late Eddy Arnold.

We've done a lot of tributes and lengthy interviews with the greats on our Masters series. We did a one-hour interview with Eddy Arnold in front of his plaque at the Country Music Hall of Fame six months before he passed away. We just did the same thing with Little Jimmy Dickens recently in our studio, an hour of him talking about his career.

We really feel there's a place to pay homage to those people who built the grass-roots foundation of country music. We also have a series called "Introducing," where we've featured younger performers like Luke Bryan, Jamey Johnson, Lady Antebellum and the band Gloriana, to name a few.

The Grand Ole Opry Live series has been a staple of GAC's programming with two dozen or more Saturday night shows a year broadcast for a number of years. Has that been scaled back now, and if so, why?
Starting on Dec. 19, we'll do our first Opry Live show this year. And what we're going to do now … we've both jointly decided to air fewer shows — but we're going to do bigger shows. The first one will have Carrie Underwood and Jake Owen.

Through 2010, we'll probably end up doing eight to 10 more shows. They will be bigger talent shows than they were before.

We feel it's better television and better marketing. You tend to get bigger ratings with the bigger names. To try to fill up two dozen shows on a Saturday night with a strong lineup all the time … it was hard to book the top acts (consistently).

What are some examples of community outreach by GAC?
Over the past five years we've been extensively involved, both financially and promotionally with partnerships with W.O. Smith Music School, St. Jude Children's Hospital, a Katrina/Red Cross benefit with the Grand Ole Opry, the T.J. Martell Foundation, Habitat For Humanity and others. Since Scripps Networks has owned GAC, we've probably made donations totaling nearly $500,000.

Would it be more difficult to launch a Great American Country network, or any new TV programming, today than it was even five years ago?
It's a lot more difficult to get launched today. If you are part of a company that has the power of offering multiple channels … you're in a better position and have a bit more leverage.

(But) it's more and more difficult to get channel space on the basic cable tier today because of how everything is evolving.

Cable companies are reclaiming bandwidth to provide additional services, telephone services and all that. Bandwidth is being carved up in different ways. Most likely, today if a channel is added it will be on the digital tier. And that's OK because eventually the analog spectrum is going to go away or be used for other services.






Great American Country (GAC) operates out of headquarters and studios on Nashville's traditional Music Row. President Ed Hardy has overseen a near-doubling of the networks subscribership during his five year tenure (LARRY MCCORMACK, THE TENNESSEAN)








