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THE NATPE PARTY GROWS UP

The salad days of Oprah, Elton John performances and indoor fireworks may be over, but the National Association of Television
Program Executives, convening Jan. 28-30 in Miami Beach, will celebrate a future with equal parts promise and peril By ALEx BEN BLOCK

URING ITS 50-YEAR

history, the National

Association of Television

Program Executives has
hosted some spectacular parties
at the organization’s national
conventions, where networks,
producers and syndicators gather
to pitch, buy, sell and promote TV
programming.

But none topped the $3 million
bash held at the New Orleans
Superdome in 1998 hosted by
King World, the then-dominant
independent TV distributor, to
tub-thump Wheel of Fortune,
Jeopardy and the launch of a new
talk show starring Roseanne Barr.
The 4,000 guests enjoyed unlim-
ited food and drink, an indoor
fireworks display and entertain-
ment headlined by Elton John.

“It was the place to be at
NATPE,” recalls Michael King,
who ran King World with his
brother Roger. “It was beyond
belief,” recalls Russell Myerson, a

former NATPE chairman and now

an executive vice president of The
CW. “Every year it was, ‘Can you
top this?” "

But the party also marked the
beginning of the end of an era. A
year later, King World was sold
to CBS for $3 billion; in 2001,
NATPE had the highest atten-
dance in its history, with more
than 20,000 attendees in Las
Vegas, where Sony hosted a party

| featuring the first appearance

syndication market already was
reeling from the repeal of federal
regulations that prohibited televi-
sion networks from owning a stake
in the syndicated programming
they aired, as well as the consoli-
dation of TV station ownership
and network productions replac-
ing independent producers.
When NATPE convened in New
Orleans in 20083, attendance was
slightly more than 7,000. That
year, Rick Feldman took over as

@ An organization that started
with station program directors needed

to grow to embrace a much
broader base of buyers and sellers. %

RUSSELL MYERSON, former NATPE chairman

by Jerry Seinfeld after his series
came to an end.

But by 2002, NATPE atten-
dance dropped by nearly half as
America plunged into the post-
dotcom recession. The domestic

CEO from Bruce Johansen, who
had served since 1993. Despite
NATPE’s efforts to expand its

| mandate to programs, education

and other activities throughout
the year, the organization’s very

existence was in peril. “They
didn’t really know if it had life in
it anymore,” says Feldman, who
retired last year. “They decided to
give it one more shot.”

Feldman rethought everything,
starting with NATPE's traditional
role as a market for domestic
syndication. Even as the major
distributors like Disney and Sony
were phasing out the extravagant
exhibits they'd brought to the
convention in previous years,
Feldman saw that TV stations
were doing well and the TV busi-
ness was actually robust. It was

just being done in a new way.

“There were still more than 200
TV markets with more than 1,000
stations and an international mar-

| ket dying for U.S. product,” says

Feldman. “The digital market was

growing, and it was obvious people

still wanted to hear smart people
talk about what was happening.”

That started the reinvention of
NATPE as a content marketplace
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