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Univision Explores Sale
Hispanic-media fi rm sees no immediate takers  

By John M. Higgins
Spanish-language TV and radio com-
pany Univision Communications has 
hired investment banker UBS to help 
it “explore strategic alternatives,” most 
likely to sell the company. An auction 
could allow one of the buyers overnight 
to become the most powerful force in 
Hispanic media, dominating the fastest-
growing segment of the U.S. population.

But with some price tag estimates 
of $13 billion, a deal would be a big 
bet on a company that has plenty of 
problems. For all the hype about ad-
vertisers’ increasingly trying to reach 
Hispanics, Univision has had many of 
the same problems selling advertising 
as plain-old English-language TV- and 
radio-station owners. For a year, it has 
struggled to meet revenue expectations, 
and demand is so limited that, even in 
good times, the network manages to 
sell just half of its available inventory.

Further, the network is dependent on 
programming from Emilio Azcarraga, 
CEO of Mexican broadcaster Televisa, 
whose company owns 26% of Univision 
and is battling the U.S. network in court 
to break a long-term supply agreement. 
Any buyer will have to deal with Azcar-
raga and possibly partner with him.

Wall Street and industry executives 
see an array of possible buyers, but the 
limits on ownership of TV stations is 
a major complication. Sumner Red-

stone, chairman of Viacom and new 
spinoff CBS, has long expressed inter-
est in the Spanish-language company, 
but CBS is already at federal ownership 
limits and would have to signifi cantly 
prune its holdings to acquire Univi-
sion’s portfolio.

Tom Freston, who runs the Viacom 
half of Redstone’s empire, might be at-
tracted because his MTV Networks is 
built around serving niche cable audi-
ences. But buying such a big portfolio 
of TV and radio stations would be a 
major leap. Also, because Redstone 
controls both Viacom and CBS, Fres-
ton might run into the same problems 
as CBS CEO Leslie Moonves.

It’s hard to see Time Warner mak-
ing a major acquisition in the midst of 
its fi ght with activist shareholder Carl 
Icahn, and News Corp. Chairman 
Rupert Murdoch doesn’t sound very 
interested. “We don’t have any specifi c 
intentions,” he said Wednesday, “and at 
the prices I’ve heard thrown around, we 
have no intentions.”

The wild card is Azcarraga. As a 
Mexican citizen, he’s blocked from 
fully controlling Univision’s broadcast 
licenses. However, he has married an 
American citizen and purchased a home 
in Miami. That leads some Wall Street 

Veteran broadcaster Jack Sander, 
newly named vice chairman of Belo. 
Corp., is Broadcasting & Cable’s 
2006 Broadcaster of the Year. He will 
be honored April 20 when the Televi-
sion Bureau of Advertising (TVB) 

holds its fi fth 
annual Market-
ing Conference in 
New York.

“I’m stunned, 
delighted and par-
ticularly honored 
by both B&C and 
the previous recipi-
ents of this award 
to be in such fi ne 

company,” Sander says.
Sander and Belo, which owns 20 

stations, endured a tough year. Hurri-
cane Katrina hammered New Orleans, 
where Belo operates WWL. Remark-
ably, although the station was forced 

to evacuate, WWL had a backup plan 
and was the only station in the ravaged 
city that stayed on the air continu-
ously, providing an invaluable public 
service by delivering the news via 
its Web site. Belo’s Houston station, 
KHOU, was later threatened by Hur-
ricane Rita. 

Sander joins an elite group of broad-
casters honored by B&C and the TVB: 
Post-Newsweek’s Alan Frank, Hearst-
Argyle’s David Barrett, Tribune 
Co.’s Dennis FitzSimons and Fox 
Television’s Dennis Swanson (when 
he was general manager of WNBC 
New York). The TVB conference is 
held in conjunction with the New York 
International Auto Show.

A 40-year veteran of the busi-
ness, Sander joined Belo in 1997 as 
executive VP of the television group 
and was promoted to executive VP of 
media operations in 2001.
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Belo’s Sander Is Broadcaster of the Year
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eality godfather Survivor 
recently kicked off its 12th 
edition, this time setting its 
reward challenges, tribal 
councils and million-dollar 

jackpot in Panama. Each season, Jeff 
Probst has hosted, and Mark Burnett 
shakes up the formula just enough to 
keep viewers tuning in (it scored a 7 
household rating/19 share in this sea-
son’s premiere). Earlier this 
month, CBS announced that 
it will sell episodes of Survi-
vor on CBS.com—represent-
ing the fi rst time a network 
is selling shows directly 
through its Web site. Probst, 
who recently signed on for 
two more years as host and 
producer, spoke with B&C’s 
Michael Malone about host-
ing a pop-culture icon. 

What makes Survivor com-
pelling season after season?
There are two big themes: One is 
being stranded in the middle of 
nowhere. That could be an exotic 
island or the wrong part of town. 
The other is being picked last. On 
Survivor, we vote people off. But 
it could be, in the offi ce, you’re the 
fi rst person that got laid off or, on 

the basketball court, the last kid that 
gets picked. Those themes resonate 
with people. 

And there’s something about 
Survivor that represents the adven-
turous spirit in all of us. This isn’t 
The Apprentice, where you’re living 
in a hotel and you have food and you 
take showers. You’re by yourself, in 
the middle of nowhere, with abso-
lutely the barest essentials. And you 
have to fi nd a way to live. 

How will products make 
their way into Survivor this 
season?
The way they usually 
do—with the fi nesse of a 
sledgehammer. The fi rst 
couple seasons, it was 
like, Really? I have to 
say this product name? 
Now we don’t even think 
twice about it. We just 
try to think of a way 
that will move the show 
forward. If it’s Home 
Depot, we can fi gure out 

a way to get [contestants] tools from 
Home Depot to build a shelter. That 
gives them something to do, and it 
pays for our show. It’s a win-win. 
There’s no sense in fi ghting it and no 
good to come from appearing to be 
above it. Programming is the stuff 

Jeff Probst Has Spoken
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