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Peer Differentiator: Broadband 
Slows at Charter, But Video Surprises 
   Charter is the only major video distributor that can claim 
video growth—and management believes that the company 
will continue to outperform its peers on video. Charter ended 
2020 with a net gain of 56,000 residential and SMB video 
customers for the full year, bucking a decline of 484,000 in 
2019. For 4Q20, it lost 35,000 video subs—way better than 
the 101,000 lost a year ago. 
   Charter’s video gains are largely credited to outsized growth 
in connection activity. In other words, as new customers bought 
broadband, they added video. The macro trend of cord-cutting 
hasn’t gone away, with general video growth for the industry 
likely to continue to decline at a moderate pace, said CEO Tom 
Rutledge during Friday’s earnings call. With new broadband 
connects likely to slow as we emerge from the pandemic, that 
will pressure Charter’s video growth. 
   That said, Rutledge likes Charter’s position relative to other 
players. “We’ve been able to grow with OTT products and 
smaller packages. We still have opportunities there, and we’re 
forecasting our internal growth in those areas to continue to 
accelerate,” he said. “The net of those two things is difficult 
to say, but I think we’ll do better than the industry in general 
if you just look at multichannel video growth—whether that 
will be positive or negative, I’m not sure.” 
   Charter’s video strategy includes offering new video tiers that 
may be skinnier or differentiated in a way to create customer 

satisfaction at reasonable prices. “We also think we want 
to have a transactional marketplace on a consumer-friendly 
interface, so that a customer of ours has access to all the 
products they want to buy that are direct-to-consumer. There’s 
an opportunity for us to in that to be sellers of that and to 
operate a consignment store and create value for us and 
consumers through that mechanism,” Rutledge said. 
   After bananas broadband growth earlier in the pandemic, 
Charter reported that it added 216,000 residential internet 
customers in 4Q20—down from 313,000 in 4Q19. It blamed 
the decline on lower sales activity caused by adding 1.9 million 
residential broadband customers in the prior three quarters as 
well as lower market churn, resulting in fewer sale opportuni-
ties. For the year, Charter’s residential internet adds totaled 
2.1 million vs 1.3 million in 2019. CFO Chris Winfrey said that 
if the vaccine is widely dispensed and the economy returns to 
normal activity by mid-year, Charter’s 2021 customer net adds 
should look more like full year 2019 net adds, with a return 
to more normal churn levels and higher transaction activity.
   While broadband growth has been expected to slow following 
the pandemic’s levels, it was surprising to see Charter report 
a slowdown in 4Q—one day after Comcast posted record 
broadband results. “The deceleration in broadband is jarring 
to see. Yes, we all knew it was coming. But not this soon. So, 
let the bull/bear debate begin. What matters more, slowing 
broadband growth, or explosive growth in free cash flow per 
share? We’re still in the bull camp,” MoffettNathanson’s Craig 
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hulu RaisiNg PRices
Hulu + Live TV is the latest vMVPD 
to raise pricing before year’s end, up-
ping its base package price tag from 
$54.99/month to $64.99/month. The 
commercial-free version is also seeing 
a shift from $60.99/month to $70.99/
month. The price increase will impact 
new and existing subs and take effect 
with the first billing cycle on or after 
Dec 18. 

distRibutioN
Starz launched on fuboTV Friday. The 
channel is now available as a premium 
add-on to fuboTV’s base package for 
$8.99/month. -- Latin concert channel 
Tarima has been added to the $5/month 
Cine y Entretenimiento add-on package 
to DishLATINO. 

c-baNd auctioN hits $30mlN
The FCC’s C-band auction surpassed the 
$30mln mark before Friday’s last bidding 
round ended. Bidding is scheduled to 
continue through Round 45, which ends 
at noon ET on Dec 23. The auction will 
then take a break until Jan 4, when 
Round 46 will kick off at 10am. Up for 
grabs is 280 megahertz of mid-band 
spectrum in the 3.7-3.98 GHz band. 

PeoPle
“PBS NewsHour” producer James F Blue III 
was named svp and head of Smithsonian 
Channel. He also will oversee news and 
factual unscripted content for the MTV 
Entertainment portfolio, reporting to Chris 
McCarthy and Nina Diaz. 

editoR’s Note
Your next issue of Cablefax Daily will 
arrive on Dec 31. We’ll be sure to update 
Cablefax.com and send news alerts for 
any breaking news you need to know. 
Happy holidays! 

cablefax dashboaRd

➢ 46% of consumers are more likely 
to patronize local/small businesses 
this holiday season, driven primar-
ily by a desire to give back to their 
communities (53%). 

➢ Customers choose to shop at 
small businesses for the quality of 
goods (48%) and customer service 
(45%) as well as the ability to find 
unique merchandise (44%). 

➢ The top way consumers plan to 
support local/small businesses by 
ordering take out from local restau-
rants (48%). Many consumers also 
intend to get groceries at local mar-
kets (37%), buying gift cards from 
local retailers (23%) and sharing 
their favorite businesses with family 
and friends (24%).

(Source: Comcast Business)

“I’m personally very excited about the 
wearable space. I think that has a lot of 
opportunity with not necessarily XR, but 
augmented reality. And we’re already 
testing and trialing industrial use cases, 
believe it or not, in our cell sites to help 
technicians commission equipment 
using the traditional hardhat with an 
AR-capable visor. So early days, but if we 
can do that in our little space of industry, 
imagine how many opportunities exist 
across broader industries, be that oil and 
gas or medial professionals.”
– T-Mobile pres, technology Neville Ray 
discussing 5G use cases at Oppen-
heimer’s 5G Summit
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RetRaNs couNtdowN
New Year’s Eve continues to be a contract deadline for many a 
carriage deal, and there were still plenty of negotiations that were 
going down to the wire Thursday. Mediacom needed to strike a 
new agreement Thursday with TEGNA for stations in several mar-
kets including the Des Moines ABC affiliate, Minneapolis-St Paul 
NBC station KARE and St Louis NBC affiliate KSDK. Mediacom 
successfully reached a deal with Waypoint Media for WMDN 
TV (CBS) and WGBC TV (FOX/NBC) in Meridian, MS, Thursday. 
Verizon is facing similar a deadline with Hearst for stations such 
as WBAL-NBC in Baltimore and WMUR-ABC in Boston. It’s also 
still negotiating with Gray TV for WWBT-NBC and WUVP-CW in 
Richmond, VA. On Tuesday, DISH lost Capitol Broadcasting’s 
three NC stations, WRAZ (FOX), WILM (IND) and WRAL (NBC) in 
a retrans skirmish. They remain dark at press time. However, the 
DBS provider did finally reach a truce with Nexstar, bringing an 
end to a 23-day blackout of 164 stations in time for Christmas 
morning. WGN America was also restored to DISH and will be 
made available on vMVPD Sling in early 2021 as part of an extra 
add-on package. TEGNA and AT&T/DirecTV settled their 18-day 
spat on Dec 20, with 64 stations in 51 DMAs returning.

chaRteR, Ny1 lawsuit settled
Charter’s Spectrum Networks said it reached a confidential 
resolution with five NY1 anchors who sued the company last 
year, alleging age and gender discrimination. As a result of the 
settlement, Charter said the five women—Roma Torre, Kristen 
Shaughnessy, Jeanine Ramirez, Vivian Lee and Amanda Farinac-
ci—and Spectrum Networks have mutually agreed to part ways. 
“We want to thank them for their years of dedicated service in 

reporting the news for New Yorkers and we wish them well in 
their future endeavors,” Charter said. Terms weren’t disclosed. 

adios to el Rey
Reminder that El Rey’s 24/7 linear network is shutting down 
today. CFX broke the news earlier this month. El Rey has steadily 
lost linear distribution over the past year, with AT&T dropping the 
channel in January and Charter removing it in September. Its 
carriage dropped from about 33mln homes in November 2019 
to around 13mln as of last month, according to Nielsen data.

RatiNgs
Fox News has now officially won prime and total day for 2020, as 
projected. It became the first cable news net to end a year with 
more than 3.5mln viewers in prime. It was a pretty good year for 
all the news nets though. See our story. -- Watching TNT and TBS’s 
24-hour marathon of “A Christmas Story” has become a tradition 
that shows up in Nielsen ratings. The flick claimed the first, second 
and third spots on Christmas Day across broadcast and cable, 
with nearly 32mln people watching at some point. The TBS mara-
thon peaked at 8pm on Dec 24 with 2.5mln viewers, while TNT’s 
marathon peaked with the 9am Dec 25 telecast (1.6mln viewers). 

PeoPle
Rose Jerez was named vp, customer success for WOW!. She 
previously served as a consultant of digital growth and deliv-
ery, marketing and customer care operations at Fox. Prior to 
that role, she held leadership positions at DIRECTV/AT&T, 
most recently as associate vp, retention marketing operation

editoR’s Note
We wish you a happy new year! Your next issue of Cablefax 
Daily will arrive January 4. 
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Retrans Agenda: Virtual MVPDs, 
ATSC 3.0’s Role in Retransmission
   As we head into 2021, there may not have been a huge 
retransmission consent blackout to ring in the year (those hap-
pened a few weeks early and involved DISH and AT&T), but 
there’s still plenty for broadcasters and MVPDs to fret about. 
First, there are a smattering of retrans blackouts entering 
2021, including a 4-day-and-counting spat between TEGNA and 
Mediacom. But there’s also what’s ahead. In a recent meeting 
with FCC commish Nathan Simington, Hearst representatives 
emphasized the importance of retrans in light of expected 
continued decreases in ad revenues. And they’re increasingly 
looking to streamers, which don’t have the same broadcast 
carriage obligations as cable operators.
   “The Hearst representatives reinforced the importance 
of local broadcast revenues derived from ‘virtual’ MVPDs in 
light of the growing consumer trend toward streaming video 
programming and the continued importance of ensuring that 
such revenues are retained by local broadcasters to reinvest 
in their locally-produced news and other video content,” Hearst 
explained in an ex parte describing the Dec 30 teleconference. 
Streamers have been able in some instances to avoid stations 
group retrans deals and carry a national feed of network pro-
gramming. For example, Hulu+Live TV lost Nexstar-owned 
ABC affiliates in October, replacing them with ABC’s national 
feed. The two recently reached a new pact, with the stations 
set to return this month.  

   Although traditional MVPD subscribers declined during the 
first half of 2020, retransmission consent revenue earned by 
major station groups increased in both the first and second 
quarters of 2020 by nearly 20% compared to the first and 
second quarters of 2019, according to S&P Global.
   The FCC’s newly released Communications Marketplace re-
port, broadcast retrans consent revenue jumped from $6.42bln 
in 2015 to $11.71bln in 2019. The report noted though that 
the retrans growth rate had declined from nearly 25% from 
2016 to 2017 to about 10% from 2018 to 2019. From 2018 
to 2019, 688 total retransmission consent fees paid by cable 
systems to television broadcast stations increased, on aver-
age, by 11.2%. Annual fees paid per subscriber increased, on 
average, by 17.8%, rising from $109.70 to $129.27 over the 
same period, the report found. Average monthly retransmission 
consent fees per subscriber per broadcast station increased 
by 20.5%, increasing from $1.07 to $1.29 from 2018 to 2019. 
Cable operators say retrans costs help explain increases in 
cable prices (the monthly price for cable subscribers who take 
only the basic service grew by 10.7%, to $34.79 in 2019, while 
expanded basic increased 7.1% to $86.70). 
   Another issue to watch in the retrans space is ATSC 3.0. NAB 
has petitioned the FCC to clarify the application of ATSC 3.0 
rules to multicast streams. NAB wants the FCC to recognize that 
in simulcasting arrangement involving multicast streams, the 
licensee who originated the programming rather than the licensee 
whose facilities are being used to distribute the programming 
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Deal Talk: RCN/Wave/Grande CEO  

Dissects $8.1bln Stonepeak Deal

   News broke Sunday that Stonepeak Infrastructure 

Partners is buying Astound Broadband (made up of RCN, 

Grande, Wave and enTouch) for $8.1bln ($3.6bln in cash 

and $4.5bln of assumed debt) from private equity firm TPG 

and management company Patriot Media. Astound has more 

than 1mln customers across Chicago, Eastern Pennsylvania, 

Massachusetts, NYC, Northern California, Oregon, Texas, DC, 

and Washington, and is the sixth largest US cable company.

   The Patriot team will continue to run the company after the 

deal closes, which is expected to happen in 2Q21. Patriot 

CEO Jim Holanda told CFX that he views the transaction as a 

positive for the industry. “I think private equity infrastructure 

investors—that by their nature maybe have a longer-term time 

horizon than regular private equity investors—realize the value 

of the assets that underlie these networks, in terms of fiber 

and conduit rights and strand. This is infrastructure that is 

very difficult to replicate or go build in a cost-effective manner,” 

he said, pointing to recent deals between Digital Colony and 

EQT for Zayo and Lightpath and the Altice USA partnership 

with Morgan Stanley Infrastructure. 

   Stonepeak’s deep pockets could also help Astound make 

some more acquisitions. It closed on Houston-based enTouch 

with its 22K customers about five weeks ago, and it recently 

filed with the FCC to buy a small fiber company in central 

California called Digital West. “They [Stonepeak] bring a 

lot of money and horsepower. They had raised a big fund two 

years ago and just finished completing another even larger 

fund as we speak,” Holanda said. “Our ability to continue to 

grow through small M&A and more transformational M&A, and 

our ability to continue to be able to expand our residential and 

commercial fiber networks into more areas close to where we 

already do business is where Stonepeak is going to be very 

advantageous.”    With the drama that’s unfolded between Altice USA and 

Cogeco, it may not seem like there’s much on the market. 

But the Astound team sees things differently, looking to forge 

a path similar to Cable One, which recently brokered deals 

for fiber providers, fixed wireless ISPs and a stake in Mega 

Broadband Investments that could grow to be the whole 

enchilada. “There are still 740-member companies within 

NCTC. I don’t think the rest of the world knows there are that 

many small- and medium-size cable companies that are still 

out there, and many of them are family owned. You add to 

that layer the smaller or regional fiber players, and there are 

a lot of those as well,” Holanda said. “I think there are M&A 

possibilities. Obviously, nothing of the scale of when we put 

RCN and Grande together and added Wave. But I think there 

could be some exciting opportunities.” 

   While many might consider Astound an overbuilder, Holanda 

said that 50% of the company is an incumbent cable opera-

tor. Like many of its peers, it has emphasized broadband for Congratulate the 2020 Most  
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Dark Day: Powell Describes 
Capitol Chaos as Unimaginable 
   The world watched via television networks and broadband 
connections as the US Capitol was breached by president 
Trump supporters Wednesday as the House and Senate 
debated a move by some Republicans to overturn elec-
tion results. 
   “This is a sad and deeply disturbing moment for our na-
tion,” NCTA pres/CEO Michael Powell told CFX. “The storm-
ing of the Capitol is something I could not imagine in my 
wildest imagination. Nothing is more important to our coun-
try than a working democracy and what we are witnessing 
today is a bleak moment in our history.” Powell is a former 
FCC chairman and the son of retired four-star general Colin 
Powell, Secretary of State under George W. Bush. 
   NAB pres/CEO Gordon Smith, a former Republican 
senator representing Oregon, also reacted to Wednesday’s 
violence. “We are saddened and disheartened by the ac-
tions unfolding in our nation’s capital. To the journalists 
risking their lives to bring this unprecedented scene to 
Americans across the nation, stay safe and vigilant,” he 
said in a statement. ACA Connects pres/CEO Matt Polka 
took to Twitter to emphasize the importance of working with 
both sides to solve problems. “Today we all must stand 
against violence, cancel the hatred, and reach out to all 
extending a hand of grace and mercy,” he said.
   Visibly shaken reporters and politicians appeared on 

news networks and Twitter. When the House and Senate 
went out of session as a group broke into the Capitol, C-
SPAN continued with live coverage from its studio (Greta 
Brawner hosting) mixing in interviews with reporters inside 
and outside the Capitol, members of Congress, live video 
from its camera and pool cameras, and social media posts 
from reporters and members. As the protests heated up, 
CNN cut away from the Senate floor to document the scene 
outside the Capitol. Fox News, CNN and MSNBC all had 
coverage from inside and outside the Capitol as the riots 
continued, and all three covered President-Elect Joe Biden’s 
speech to the American people shortly after 4pm, with split-
screen footage showing the current scenes at the Capitol. 
Telemundo, Univision, Newsmax, One America News 
and virtually every other channel with a regular news pres-
ence were also covering Wednesday’s developments. And 
in the midst of all it, networks interrupted to report that 
Jon Ossoff has beat David Perdue in Georgia, assuring a 
Democratic majority in the Senate. CNN and MSNBC both 
made coverage available to stream for free. 
   Networks that weren’t interrupting linear programming 
were still reacting. BET posted a point of view piece at 
BET.com, sharing the words of Black legislators. Among 
those featured were Rep Keith Ellison (D-MN), who tweeted 
an image of people running through the building, and Rep 
Yvette Clarke (D-NY), who tweeted, “This is domestic ter-
rorism. Period, full stop.” 

Moffett wrote, reiterating a “Buy” rating and $761 price target. 
   He argued that Charter is different from other MVPDs be-
cause it’s much less dependent on broadband growth from 
price than its peers. And it’s preparing for accelerating its 
broadband growth by footprint expansion. There were no 
details on the FCC’s Rural Digital Opportunity Fund auction, 
in which Charter was the biggest winner with $9.2 billion in 
subsidies, because the quiet period is still place (long-form 
RDOF applications from winners were due at the FCC Friday). 
But even without the 10-year RDOF expansion projects, Char-
ter has already been ramping up construction in rural areas. 
   Charter’s 2020 capital expenditures totaled $7.4 billion, 
with management predicting 2021 cap ex as a percentage 
of cable revenue to be similar or lower than in 2020. That 
projection doesn’t include any incremental amounts for RDOF, 
however, Winfrey said he doesn’t think RDOF expenses would 
be material this year given the amount of planning work that 
needs to happen. And if there were any RDOF expenditures, 
it would be in the back end of this year. 
   Charter posted 4Q 20 revenue of $12.6 billion, a 7.3% 
increase year-over-year. Adjusted EBITDA in the quarter of $5 
billion grew by 10.2% YOY. Full year 2020 free cash flow totaled 
$7.1 billion, compared to $4.6 billion in 2019.

cbRS aNd chaRteR’S wiReleSS Play
Charter was a top spender in the FCC’s CBRS auction last year, 
spending more than $464 million on 210 priority access licenses. 
Over time (meaning four or five years), Charter could offload up 
to a third of current wireless traffic via CBRS, CEO Tom Rutledge 
said. He prefaced that, saying it will depend on traffic flows, loca-

tions, etc. He said CBRS is just a tool along with WiFi to improve 
the connectivity experience, noting 80% of all mobile traffic today 
is on WiFi. “We’ve looked at CBRS strictly as an incremental op-
portunity from a return on investment point of view to move traffic 
onto our network, but it also does have the potential of increasing 
the consumers’ experience in terms of their satisfaction because 
of the quality of that connection,” Rutledge said. The plan is to 
use the acquired CBRS licensees along with unlicensed CBRS 
spectrum on a targeted 5G small cell site strategy with charter’s 
HFC network. “This year, we’ll focus on scaling our systems to 
actively manage traffic on handset using our MVNO, WiFI, CBRS 
spectrum. We will also build some targeted 5G small cell cites,” 
Rutledge said. During 4Q20, Charter recorded net wireless addi-
tions of 315,000, up from 288,000 a year ago. Mobile revenue 
totaled $428 million in 4Q, an increase of 80.9% year-over-year. 
“We think there is so much value in the mobile and broadband 
combined offer that we have, there is not a need to go subsidize 
the handset,” said CFO Chris Winfrey, though he said that may 
evolve over time. With retail stores playing an important part in 
mobile sales, it’s worth noting Charter managed to build 180 
new stores in 2020 and it expects to finish retail construction in 
2021, which will bring it to 750 stores total. 

cox media RetRaNS uPS & dowNS
Cox Media Group and Altice USA-owned Suddenlink ended 
their 20-day retrans impasse Thursday evening, striking a new, 
multi-year deal. But Cox Media’s not out of the woods, with 
its stations warning AT&T/DirecTV customers that they may 
lose access to the channels. The agreement is set to expire 
at 1am ET on Feb 2. “We’re disappointed to see Cox Media 
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Group put our customers into the middle 
of a private business matter,” AT&T said in 
a statement Friday. “Cox-owned stations 
have a long history of either threatening 
or pulling the Super Bowl and other im-
portant events from our customers, and 
our competitors. We continue to work 
with Cox to try to avoid any unnecessary 
disruption and appreciate our customers’ 
patience while we do.”

c-SPiRe uPS the aNte
C Spire is investing $1 billion over the 
next three years to accelerate its de-
ployment of all-fiber gigabit broadband 
across its service areas in Mississippi 
and Alabama. The project will provide 
enhanced services to over 200,000 
homes and businesses across the two 
states by 2025. C Spire CEO Hu Meena 
expects that the investment will generate 
at least 250 new direct jobs in Alabama 
and will result in millions in secondary 
economic benefits for both states. 

PRogRammiNg
Ahead of “Puppy Bowl XVII,” Animal 
Planet and discovery+ will be airing a trio 
of themed specials. “Puppy Bowl Presents: 
The Dog Games” will stream on discovery+ 
on Feb 6, “Puppy Bowl XVII Presents: Best 
in Show” will also be streaming and will 
air on Animal Planet on Feb 6 at 11pm. 
“Puppy Bowl XVII Presents: Puppy Bowl 
Nation” will be on the streamer on Feb 6 
and premiere on Animal Planet on Feb 7 
at 11am. -- Tubi is now the exclusive AVOD 
home to “¿Quién es la Máscara?” The 
series is the Mexican edition of the Fox 
Entertainment franchise “The Masked 
Singer.” -- “Zack Snyder’s Justice League” 
will premiere on HBO Max on March 18. -- 
HBO news documentary series “Axios” will 
return to the network on Sunday at 6pm.
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➢ US robocalls were estimated to 
total 45.9 billion in 2020, a 22% 
decrease from the 58.5 billion re-
corded in 2019. 

➢ February was the highest volume 
month wil just over 4.8 billion robo-
calls placed.

➢ Of the calls placed, 20.6 billion 
were scam calls, 11.6 billion were 
alerts and reminders, another 7.5 
billion were financial reminders 
and 5.9 billion were attributed to 
telemarketers.

(Source: YouMail Robocall Index)

“I think that anti-trust is a part of this. I 
think we want to have a proliferation of 
different types of content moderation 
and different sorts of engagement, but as 
we’ve also seen, that’s not going to solve 
all of the problems... A lot of this has to 
do with what are the problems we’re try-
ing to get at, what are the motivations of 
the various players and how do we have 
a public policy that is respectful of the 
first amendment, that is careful... there 
are very real dangers here with acting 
in a rush and trying to suppress a wide 
range of speech as dangerous... I do think 
there is a role here for federal regulation 
to provide appropriate guidelines and 
solutions that are narrowly focused on 
imminent danger.” 
– Public Knowledge svp Harold Feld 
talking social media in an interview for 
C-SPAN’s “The Communicators” series
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FEB 4-6: SCAD ATVFEST

FEB 17: FCC OPEN MEETING

FEB 22-23: APTS PUBLIC MEDIA 
SUMMIT

MArCH 2-3: NCTC SMARTCLICkS 
MARkETING & VIDEO SERIES

MArCH 16-20: SXSW ONLINE

Research

up ahead
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https://robocallindex.com/
https://twitter.com/GCIAK/status/1354881708156444673
https://twitter.com/followarmstrong/status/1352617593996267525
http://www.atvfest.com/
https://www.fcc.gov/news-events/events/2021/02/february-2021-open-commission-meeting
https://apts.org/events/public-media-summit
https://apts.org/events/public-media-summit
http://info.nctconline.org/nctc-smartclicks
http://info.nctconline.org/nctc-smartclicks
https://www.sxsw.com/
https://www.redcrossblood.org/

