Tense pregame show: Interim deal puts Fox, Super Bowl back on air
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By Joel Mills of the Tribune 
Deadlock over new rebroadcasting contract has kept many Northwest fans in suspense 

An off-the-field nail-biter ahead of this Sunday's Super Bowl appeared to be headed toward a temporary resolution Tuesday night. 

DirecTV and Northwest Broadcasting announced an interim deal that will put Fox programming - including the big game - back on the air as early as today. 

"We're happy that Northwest (Broadcasting) granted our request to put the channels back on while we negotiate a deal," Dan Hartman, DirecTV's senior vice president of marketing, said in a statement. "We are making arrangements to restore the channels as soon as possible and look forward to getting a deal done as quickly as we can." 

But with the track record between the two factions, DirecTV customers might not believe it until they see Fox programming flicker back onto their televisions. 

DirecTV subscribers have been kept in suspense since New Year's Day, when Northwest Broadcasting's Fox affiliates went dark on the satellite service. The two sides are deadlocked over a new rebroadcasting contract, with DirecTV unwilling to pay increased rates to show Northwest Broadcasting's Fox affiliates, including KAYU in Spokane. 

KAYU serves eastern Washington and 10 northern Idaho counties. Affiliates serving the Tri-Cities, Yakima, Medford, Ore., and Binghampton, N.Y., have also gone dark on DirecTV. 

Seemingly endless negotiations and snarky letters between the companies quickly became the norm during the impasse, and Tuesday was no exception. Monday night, DirecTV CEO Michael White sent a letter to Northwest Broadcasting CEO Brian Brady and Chase Carey of News Corporation (Fox's parent company), suggesting the parties at least agree to broadcast the Super Bowl. 

"As a broadcaster and a network who have a duty to serve the public interest, this decision would go a long way towards letting your viewing public know that allowing them to see the big game is more important than gaining leverage in negotiations," White wrote. "Only Northwest and Fox have the power to do the right thing so viewers don't miss the biggest game of the year." 

In a response, Brady dismissed White's appeal, and made a counteroffer. 

"Since your letter mentioned only the Super Bowl, it appears you intend to continue to deprive our markets of access to the local news, weather and emergency information they need," Brady wrote. "More than sports fans rely on our programming. Therefore, we request you restore our stations in full to DirecTV effective immediately for four weeks to allow us the time to reach a fair and equitable retransmission agreement." 

Brady also denigrated early-termination fees charged to customers who canceled their DirecTV service due to the loss of Fox programming. He said Northwest Broadcasting would petition attorneys general in affected states to investigate DirecTV for deceptive and unfair practices. 

Brady asked DirecTV to refund the fees to customers who switched providers because they couldn't get Fox, adding he was "deeply disturbed" by the size of some fees. 

"(Viewers) want the freedom to access our local news, community programming, weather alerts and school information in addition to our lineup of Fox network programming such as the Super Bowl, American Idol and Glee," Brady wrote. 

In addition to the interim four-week restoration of Fox programming, Brady asked DirecTV shut down any distant Fox stations imported into Northwest Broadcasting markets, and replace them with local stations. 

And with Hartman's statement, it appears Brady's offer, at least in part, has been accepted. 

If the tentative agreement breaks down for some reason, viewers in the Lewiston-Clarkston Valley may be able to pick up KAYU's signal with an amplified HDTV antenna through a repeater at the top of the Lewiston Hill, said Lewiston Radio Shack employee Cody Newman. Old-fashioned "rabbit ears," won't work, however. 

The Lewiston Radio Shack is sold out of the amplified antennas, Newman said, but they may be available through other electronics retailers. 

The signal is too weak to pick up on the Palouse, said Moscow Radio Shack employee Lyle Johnson, who added his store is also sold out due to demand from other areas. 

Newman said the Lewiston store wouldn't get a shipment of the antennas before Sunday, but Johnson said the Moscow store might get some later this week. 
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