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Link TV finding audience with “Mosaic”

By Ray Richmond

When the George Foster Pea-
body Award winners were an-
nounced earlier this month, there
were some raised eyebrows and
puzzled expressions among many
in the television news business
when something called Link TV
and its program “Mosaic” wasin-
cluded on thelist of thisyear’s 32
honorees. Suddenly, anetwork that
for fiveyearshad been one of tele-
vision’s best-kept secrets happily
found its cover blown.

For theuninitiated, Link TV isa
24-hour noncommercial network
dedicated to providing U.S. audi-
ences with global perspectiveson
news, events and culture. The
channel’s mandate is to enlighten
viewerson what'sreally going on
intheglobal village through amix
of documentariesand investigative
reports blended with culturally di-
Verse music programming.

After launching in December
1999, Link TV now isavailablein
more than 24 million satellite
homes on DirecTV and Dish Net-
work. Link TV gained itscarriage
through the FCC’'s mandate that
satellite TV platforms set aside a
certain amount of channel slotsfor
commercial-free, public service
programming.

Those who are said to be early
Link TV converts are Bill Cosby,

Cher, Dave Matthews,
Brad Pitt, Bonnie Raitt, g %
Willie Nelson and Harry S5
Belafonte. Cosby actual- (28
ly cut a promo for the ™
channel afew yearsback [ €/e
after accidentally stumbling across
it.

“It'sniceto have somehigh-pro-
file fans,” admits Kim Spencer,
Link TV president and one of its
three co-founders. “Thegreat thing
isthey cametofind usorganically,
just because they flipped us on.”

More and more viewers seem
to be doing that these days be-
causeof aglobally diverseprogram
mix that smply can’t befound any-
where else — with some 95% of
the choices new to U.S. audienc-
es. Although Link TV isn’t mea-
sured by Nielsen, Spencer cites
one research firm’s estimate that
5 million Americanswatch at least
an hour of the channel every
week.

What they’re watching covers
more than 120 hours of docus and
reports, oftenliberal-leaningintheir
perspective, on issues including
human rights, the environment, the
effectsof globalization, sustainable
development, women'’srightsand
nuclear buildup. TheLink TV line-
up includes “ Spotlight,” the only
major weekly series of investiga-
tive documentaries acquired from
independent producers, the BBC
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vision Without

Borders
and other broadcasters around the
world; and a provocative, no-
holds-barred talk show, “The Ac-
tive Opposition,” hosted by Peter
Coyote.

“We draw from the top-quality
programs offered around the
world,” Spencer said. “That in-
cludesalot of showsaready pro-
duced in English. There are alot
of shows that aren't commercial
enough for BBC America but we
welcome.”

The show that earned Link TV
the Peabody, “Mosaic: World
News Fromthe Middle East,” isa
daily half-hour (airing at 7:30 p.m.
PT daily and repeating every six
hours) that distills news reports
from 30 Middle Eastern TV out-
letsand presents snippetstrangl at-
ed into English but uncensored.

What turns out to be such arev-
elation about “Mosaic” isthe fact
that it supplies the only true col-
lection of different viewsfrom TV
networks out of the region, with
the compilation culled from Iraq,
Iran, Egypt, Syria, Israel, Lebanon,
the Palestinian Authority, Saudi
Arabia and others. Many Ameri-
cans are familiar with the Al



Jazeera network operating out of
Qatar and might have assumed it
was the only service broadcasting
to the region.

“Al Jazeerais only the largest
and most volatile of the networks
in the area,” “Mosaic” producer
Jamal Dgjani explains. “But if you
watch only Al Jazeera, you receive
only oneview. Our commitmentis
to open atrue window on the Mid-
dle East.”

Adds Spencer: “The White

= House and State
Department both
monitor ‘Mosa-
ic.” We know it
because we get
calls from the
White House
Communications
Officeif weever
change the time
of the show, for instance. You
would think the CIA would do their
monitoring for them, but we're
happy to help.”

Winning the Peabody was a
huge honor for ashow that covers
so much ground with a staff of six
— a fraction of the manpower
employed on most mainstream TV
News programs.

“We show material you'll nev-
er see on CNN or Fox News
Channel,” Dgjani stresses. “Our
goal istoillustratethefact that the
Arab world is not a monolith and
that, apart from the war on the
ground in Irag, there is a war of
information in the air on satellite.
Are some of these networks that
we cover biased? Of course. But
wefeel the American publicisin-
telligent enough to decidefor them-
selves from al that they see. And
hopefully, somewhere, the truth
emerges.”

Spencer

Spencer emphasizes that from
Day 1Link TV hastaken painsnot
to adopt any sort of political stance
of itsown. “Our only biasisin our
opposition to following what you
seeinthe conventional media,” he
says. “We're here to provide al-
ternatives that wouldn’t be avail-
ableif wedidn't exist.”

Indeed, if the channel had a
businessplan when it hit theair, it
would have been to serve as the
anti-network. The idea for Link
TV took root when Spencer, then
a TV producer working interna-
tionally for ABC News, noted the
massive number of quality pro-
grams produced overseasthat nev-
er made it before U.S. audiences.

“The conventional wisdom was
that foreign news didn’t sell,”
Spencer says. “The assumption
wasthat the public wouldn’t watch
things that were subtitled or
deemed ‘too European.’ But |
didn’t believethat.”

And so Spencer and partners
Jack Willis and David Michaelis
pressed ahead with developing a
network that would furnish world
viewsto aU.S. audience that sup-
posedly had nointerest in anything
outside of their country. It went on
the air after raising a modest $3
millionin grantsand “carrying an
enormous leap of faith,” as Spen-
cer recalls. “Everybody told us
we' d need $15 million-$20 million
to get off the ground. We some-
how madeit work on substantially
less.”

Thetiming of Link TV'sintro-
duction was fortuitous. After the
Sept. 11 terrorist attacks, U.S.
news organizations were sudden-
ly back in the foreign news busi-
ness. And a channel dedicated to
world viewssuddenly didn’t seem
like such an antiquated idea.

Now, the network survives on
a paltry annua budget of $5 mil-
lion raised from a combination of
grants and public donations. Like
PBS, it depends on support from
groups including the John S. and
James L. Knight Foundation and
the William and Flora Hewlett
Foundation (both of which supply
grantsto “Mosaic”).

There a so are negotiations un-
der way for Link TV to expand
beyond satellite onto cable systems
in major cities, Spencer says. And
variouspublic TV stationsalready
have begun picking up individual
programslike“Mosaic.”

“Thebeauty of it isthat we have
no target demographic,” Spencer
adds. “We get everyone from
those over 60 to Gen Xers who
flock to the global hip-hop music.
Our audienceisanyone who wants
to learn more about the world we
live in or experience a different
perspective. It turns out that's an
awfully large group of people.”



