Will TV stations still compete after merger? Here's hoping
Media consolidation is not a new story, but it looks like it’s coming to Wilmington in a big way. Last week we learned that the parent company of WECT is buying WWAY’s parent.

Word that Raycom Media is buying Liberty Corp. came with assurances that both news operations would continue. But Raycom could choose to have news and editorial content on one station but not the other.

WECT, Wilmington’s NBC affiliate, already produces the news content carried on Fox’s local station, WSFX. The stations have different parent companies, but they share a news staff and production facilities in WECT’s headquarters on Shipyard Boulevard.

Could such a union come to involve ABC affiliate WWAY as well? That would leave CBS affiliate WILM as the only TV rival to the merged company, and it gets most of its newscast from Raleigh.

You might expect an old newspaperman like myself to rejoice that a broadcast competitor could possibly be driven from the field. But I hope that’s not the case.

Competition makes all of us better.

I guess I have a unique view of all this. In January 2004, I did a column about the partnership between WECT and WSFX. I spent an evening in their newsroom watching them put together the two late broadcasts, with Elizabeth Willis anchoring the 10 p.m. Fox show and Jim Hanchett and Frances Weller anchoring the 11 p.m. newscast.

They drew on the same reports by WECT’s reporters, and George Elliott did the weather on both shows. But the Fox newscast was aimed at younger viewers and put more emphasis on entertainment news.

WWAY then invited me to look at how adding a 5:30 p.m. segment to their nightly news had changed their processes. I spent a day with crime reporter Ashley Monts as she prepared three different story angles for the 90-minute broadcast.

I gained respect for how TV reporters work, watching her put together her story, conducting interviews while figuring out innovative camera angles, then working with her photographer, Billy Lewis, on cutting the tape and writing her voice-overs.

I’ve seen rival TV reporters interact with one another at City Council meetings and elsewhere. They’re friendly, but they’re not giving away anything to the competition. Neither do we, come to think of it.

Last year, WECT and the Star-News worked out an agreement that involved cross-promotions and some cooperation between our newsrooms.

Some of our reporters worried that we’d be giving away our stories to the competition, but the arrangement has worked out well for us, I believe.

I’m among a team here at the newspaper that makes nightly appearances on WECT, describing stories we’ll have in the next day’s paper. 

Meanwhile, Mr. Elliott and other WECT weather staffers help prepare our weather report and get recognition for that.

Even if WECT and WWAY are owned by the same company, they could continue their healthy rivalry if the newsrooms are still separate operations.

I’ve seen it myself. In 1979 I went to work for The Charlotte Observer, which was on the same floor as The Charlotte News, an afternoon paper. Both were owned by Knight Ridder, and they shared printing and administrative facilities.

But the News, smaller and with less funding, delighted in scooping the Observer. The sports staffs were especially competitive.

We shared a cafeteria but generally ate at separate tables. As a metro desk clerk, I felt strange whenever an errand would carry me into the News newsroom.

Alas, after I left town the News fell victim to the 1980s trend of afternoon papers going out of business.

The more news sources that there are, the better for consumers. If this merger goes through, I hope the two television newsrooms will remain separate operations, preferably in separate buildings.
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