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Tuesday, March 20, 2012
A Closer Look at the Merger of Bell Canada and Astral Media



On Friday last week, it was announced that Bell Canada (BCE) agreed to acquire Astral Media for $3.38 billion in what is one of the most interesting and groundbreaking acquisitions in media history. This deal would put more than 100 TV content channels, 117 radio stations, one of the big three mobile providers, and hundreds of websites under the same roof.

Here are just some of the assets that would come together as a result of this deal:

Astral operates 22 television services, including HBO Canada, MusiquePlus, Family, Disney Junior, and Canal Vie. They also own and operate 84 radio stations in 50 markets including NRJ, EZ Rock, Boom, Virgin Radio, Rouge fm, and over 100 digital media properties. Astral also owns an impressive 10,000+ outdoor advertising signage locations across Quebec, Ontario, and British Columbia.

At the same time, BCE owns Bell Media, the CTV network, BNN (Business News Network), and several other well-loved channels across Canada. They also own 33 radio stations across the country, including Toronto’s CHUM-FM. Interestingly, they also own Bell Aliant, Northwestel, Telebec, and NorthernTel--major carriers for local telephone and DSL internet services in most of eastern Canada. They also own Bell Mobility, including Solo Mobile and Virgin Mobile Canada, which makes them one of the country’s big three mobile providers. They’re also minority owners in Maple Leaf Sports and Entertainment, which owns a number of pro sports franchises.

The chiefs at Bell Media explain that this acquisition accelerates their four screen strategy: TV, computers, tablets, and mobile devices.

The deal is subject to CRTC and Competition Bureau approval, and there may be some CRTC restrictions when it comes to how many stations can be owned in any particular market.

But if the majority of the deal remains intact, it will create a dynamic Swiss-army-knife of a media company. Astral is a major content provider with some formidable distribution channels. Bell is a significant content distributor. Between the two of them, they stand to create a more integrated media hub than anything the world has ever seen before. They are breaking some serious new ground.

It becomes a new company with unprecedented reach all under the same roof: TV, radio, outdoor, mobile media, streaming, and the web. That’s some strong marketing/advertising muscle. It’s really a move that should excite content creators though.

This merger creates new possibilities for media innovators. Future “programmers” at this company will have the opportunity to create dynamic multi-dimensional experiences for consumers. With so many distribution channels on the same ledger, future brands at Bell can easily be transposed across multiple media.

If Bell seizes this historic opportunity, there is some high-scale fun to be had by content and marketing innovators within their walls, and Astral Media brings some great content brains with it to the team, just in time. From music, news, sports, and political content to integrated multi-media advertising and marketing, this deal brings unprecedented power.

Of course, critics will argue about so much media coming together. There will be opposition to this deal, and I can sympathize with some of the reasons for it (for instance, concern about “un-diversified” news coverage--although there is still a big share of voice left to competitors across the country). For all the champions of convergence in media, however, this is an interesting case study. Here is a capitalized media company with a heritage of leadership and growth, now with mature owned-and-operated broadcast and digital assets.

Unprecedented multi-media assets under one roof with no red tape could open the door for marketers and content creators at BCE to create integrated media and “four screen experiences” unlike anything we have ever seen. They can revolutionize the distribution model of media, marketing, and content/ programming. Bell (with Astral now) is one of the world’s largest media holders, but will they be one of the world’s most innovative media leaders with this incredible portfolio? Time will tell. 
Daniel Anstandig is President and Co-Founder of Listener Driven Radio, a software company revolutionizing interactive radio programming. Future-minded and passionate about the the digital radio convergence, Anstandig develops content and sales strategies for digital media companies. Reach Daniel by phone at 216-965-5440. 

