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      For Michaela, Finnegan and Maisie
      

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      The state memorial service for Kerry Packer in February 2006 was an extraordinary event.
      

      
      The mere fact John Howard’s government afforded the billionaire businessman a state service was notable. Packer was a philanthropist
         but also a canny businessman who once noted it was an Australian’s duty to minimise their tax.
      

      
      And, as former prime minister Paul Keating said privately, he had slight regard for a man who had done little more than exploit
         gambling and broadcasting licences gifted to him by often fearful politicians.
      

      
      That exploitation, primarily through Crown Casino and the Nine Network on the east coast, afforded Packer incredible power
         and influence, even if it was often more implied than explicit.
      

      
      But it was plain to see in the faces and names of guests trudging up the heavy steps to the entrance of the Sydney Opera House
         Concert Hall.
      

      
      Trucking tycoon Lindsay Fox playfully pinched Jeff Kennett’s bum. World Series Cricket revolutionaries Clive Lloyd and Tony
         Greig stood next to a group of players who had gained handsomely from Packer’s bold experiment: Michael Clarke, Steve Waugh,
         Shane Warne and Ricky Ponting.
      

      
      Australian business’s biggest – Gerry Harvey, Frank Lowy, Ron Evans, Graeme Samuel, John Hartigan and Lachlan Murdoch – mixed
         it with political power drawn from the ages: Bob Hawke, Lady Sonia McMahon, Neville Wran, Andrew Peacock, Malcolm Turnbull
         and an aspiring future Opposition Leader and prime minister, Kevin Rudd. Next to them, Packer’s many forays into film were
         represented by marquee names including Baz Luhrmann, former Warner Bros chief Terry Semel and a posse from Hoyts.
      

      
      And of course, there was television. If anyone should have been lauding Packer it was those he made stars, paid handsomely
         and indulged through four decades of Australian television.
      

      
      The guests represented the full sweep of Australian TV history, from the old (Brian Henderson, Kamahl and John ‘Strop’ Cornell)
         through to the new (Mark Ferguson, Eddie McGuire) and the plain perennial (Bert Newton, Daryl Somers, George Negus).
      

      
      Many of those present saw Packer’s death as an era-defining moment. The preceding weeks were thick with gushing recollections
         of everyone’s ‘brushes with Kerry’ (invariably tagged with how he called them ‘son’) and hyperbolic commentary about the calamitous effect his death would have upon Australian television.
      

      
      Conventional thinking said Packer’s son James didn’t have the feel, love or even interest in television that could push the
         Nine Network into the next century, let alone come close to replicating his father’s achievements.
      

      
      But television was already in some trouble when Packer died. The internet presented a greater threat to the medium than VHS
         or DVDs, media platforms were fragmenting, audiences were migrating, advertisers were jittery and Nine’s long-running whipping
         boy, the Seven Network, was for the first time in decades a true ratings and commercial threat.
      

      
      These changes had far more import than the death of one man who happened to own three television stations on the east coast
         of Australia.
      

      
      Yet the people Packer indulged for so long whined that the golden age of Australian television was over, as was the Nine Network’s
         heyday.
      

      
      The reality was a little more prosaic. Australian television remains a potent cultural and commercial phenomenon. And all
         without much input from a Packer.
      

      
      Mass audiences slowly diminished through the decade before rebounding. In 2009 one program, MasterChef Australia, reiterated how popular the form could be, breaking decades-old audience records. Television audiences increased in 2010
         and during 2011 a number of unlikely programs, including Australia’s Got Talent, The Block, the English period drama Downton Abbey, Packed To The Rafters and again MasterChef, attracted mass audiences even as viewers embraced digital multichannels.
      

      
      All the while, television genres came and went and TV reflected cultural changes with greater effect than film or radio. In
         its way, MasterChef represented a ‘new nice’ now taking shape in the form of feel-good, aspirational reality programs like The Farmer Wants A Wife and broad, old-style entertainments like Glee, Dancing With The Stars and Australia’s Got Talent. This after reality-TV programs such as Australian Idol had shown us how the young face of Australia had been transformed by multiculturalism.
      

      
      Australian audiences have access to more programming on more channels across more platforms than ever before. After a decade
         in which American TV dominated, local content won back its audience.
      

      
      But legacies were being set when Kerry Packer died in 2005. It was time for the stars and functionaries of Australian television
         in the 1960s, ’70s, ’80s and ’90s to remind us all just how grand they, and TV, had been.
      

      
      It was a familiar baby-boomer lament. The generation that will be known as the wealthiest in our nation’s history is having
         a hard time letting go – of their wealth, their property, their media jobs and their reputations.
      

      
      Nine’s employees, Packer’s apostles, found it extremely difficult to let go. When the empire began to crumble, they were hardly
         magnanimous. Internecine sniping between the Seven and Nine camps became incredibly heated. It was a distraction from the job of making good television and, in the battle,
         Nine forgot what it represented as a formerly potent media brand.
      

      
      Yet the re-telling of modern Australian television has been told largely by Nine employees past and present. It has been self-serving
         and dismissive of the broader TV spectrum. In most respects, analysis of TV post-Packer was misguided.
      

      
      It is not dead. TV, like so many other media forms, continues to evolve, arguably quicker than its ‘old media’ peers, radio
         and print. There was no ‘golden age’ of Australian television or, if there was, it can only be adjudged as a period when TV
         had a near-monopoly position as a free entertainment in our hearts and minds. Today, TV works much harder to compete yet remains
         the dominant mass media.
      

      
      To argue what was on our TV screens two or three decades ago was better than today is disingenuous. The stars may have been
         bigger – and it would be folly to suggest there may be another to rival Graham Kennedy, although Andrew Denton was correct
         to question why the TV Week Logie Awards must remind us each year – but there are many intriguing personalities on our screens today (and arguably they
         are more professional and sober).
      

      
      That said, those personalities haven’t changed dramatically. Television is still populated by charismatic leaders, irascible
         networkers, loyal functionaries and creative, sometimes difficult talent.
      

      
      The programs are of an inordinately higher quality, even if one may lament the morphing of commercial current affairs into
         nothing more than shrill consumer affairs and the increasing parochialism of news. Yet technology allows TV news to serve
         its audience more comprehensively today.
      

      
      Television deserves something more than its history to be written by those who worked in the 1980s and were not adroit enough
         to survive the 2000s. The new century is laden with its own stories and its own personalities.
      

      
      One network’s ambition was driven by a chastened former Nine executive, David Leckie, and a tycoon scheming in the Packers’
         shadows, Kerry Stokes. And there was enough volatility to allow David Gyngell to run the Nine Network twice within three years,
         for private equity companies to raid, pillage and withdraw, and for a new generation of television executives to take the
         top jobs in a more complex market.
      

      
      TV didn’t die with Kerry Packer. It merely made room for more personalities and more willing warfare.

   
      
      ONE

      
      Seven on the skids

      
      2000–03

      
      ‘Quick, Andrea! Get my PalmPilot out of my office. James has fired me and they won’t let me back in Willoughby.’
      

      
      All staff on the third floor of Nine’s Sydney headquarters sensed of David Leckie that day was a trolley of his possessions
         being wheeled from his office.
      

      
      There was no time to waste. Andrea Keir, a member of the Nine Network’s close-knit executive team, complied with Leckie’s
         request and met her boss in the carpark of the Northbridge Hotel nearby. An inelegant exit for the chief executive of Nine
         was sliding into bad noir.
      

      
      Leckie had little reason to believe he would be sacked in the summer holidays of 2002. After all, he’d led the network for
         11 years (and been at Nine for 25 years) and done so imperiously. There were niggles but nothing worthy of his head.
      

      
      But summoned to a meeting with Kerry Packer’s son, James, and Publishing and Broadcasting Limited chief executive Peter Yates
         at PBL’s head office in Sydney’s Park Street, the ending came swiftly.
      

      
      The introduction of the new OzTAM TV ratings system was the catalyst. The new measurement system was showing a sizeable diminution
         in total audience numbers and Nine’s market dominance had shrunk. This unwanted result, combined with an unexpectedly severe
         advertising downturn in 2001, adversely affected Nine’s advertising revenue and prompted a correction in their ad rates.
      

      
      Both Leckie and Nine Melbourne’s managing director Graeme Yarwood were aware of the issue for some time but it wasn’t as though
         the new figures showed Nine was about to lose its top spot. It had won 30 of the 40 TV ratings weeks, although Leckie conceded
         it might have been better.
      

      
      ‘Sure, compared to last year it’s been disappointing, but it’s not disastrous when the PBL-owned stations in Sydney, Melbourne
         and Brisbane have lost only four weeks out of 39,’ Leckie said.1 ‘That’s where we do the majority of our revenue, so that’s hardly a rout.’
      

      
      Seven had shown unlikely spirit in the ratings battle and Ten’s strategy of chasing the 16–39 demographic was beginning to
         pay dividends. This bloom of unexpected competitiveness came after Nine’s bungled win of the crucial AFL broadcast rights.
         The number-one network inexplicably handed over to its rights partner, Ten, broadcasts of the footy finals series in September
         in its hastiness to secure Friday Night Football for the southern states that would complement its NRL coverage for New South Wales and Queensland.
      

      
      But Kerry Packer was sick of Leckie. It was hardly a secret. Comedian Billy Birmingham even used it as material for his 12th Man: The Final Dig? CD, released in early December 2001. His impersonations of both Packer and Leckie included menacing warnings from Packer
         that Leckie’s – the ‘arsewipe’s’ – job was on the line and Eddie McGuire was after his job. ‘You haven’t heard anything have
         you, Richie?’ Leckie asks nervously of Richie Benaud before imploring his secretary to ‘find me some people to have lunch
         with’.
      

      
      Leckie was gone. Packer could do that. Nine could do that. Nine was Nine, still the one, bigger and more enduring than its
         grandstanding national network executive. And it wasn’t as if Seven or Ten – at least yet, anyway – presented any competition
         that could take advantage of Packer’s momentary lapse of reason.
      

      
      The last decade has evinced enormous swings in the fortunes of all three commercial networks, financially and in audience
         terms.
      

      
      It was not always so tumultuous. The writing of Australian television history tells a story of a dominant network and an occasionally
         rising but normally depressed challenger. Then there’s Ten.
      

      
      Most forget Seven and Nine have been dominant duelling players for so long, despite Nine always prevailing through a mix of savvy talent development, astute recruitment and serendipitous US output deals that more often than not delivered
         it all the knockout US series.
      

      
      Nine and Seven had a fair ratings fight through the 1980s and 1990s in which Seven was always there or thereabouts with its
         much-loved dramas, an entrenched VFL/AFL deal and sporadic Olympic Games’ telecasts.
      

      
      For instance, in 1996, Nine’s prime-time (6pm to midnight) share of 31.9 per cent only just pipped Seven’s 30.4 per cent when
         Seven had a strong year led by lifestyle programs Better Homes And Gardens and The Great Outdoors and the top-rating show for the year, Blue Heelers. Yet Nine always won, toying with Seven like a cat with a trapped mouse.
      

      
      Nine’s dominance with its news bulletins and A Current Affair in the 6pm–7pm timeslot was so complete it could win most nights on their audience share performance alone. And if it was
         tight its output deal with the US Warner Bros studio delivered bounteous blockbuster movies with which it could blitz Seven
         late in the ratings week.
      

      
      Nine also had a munificent billionaire who could always bail it out with some heavy spending if need be. Seven’s own benevolent
         billionaire wouldn’t arrive for some time.
      

      
      Packer had a management team who knew exactly where he stood and what his expectations were of them. ‘Son,’ he told one, ‘if
         you’re getting it 70 per cent right you’re probably just doing okay. Anything below 70 per cent, you’re sacked.’
      

      
      A tough benchmark in an industry where failure is the prevailing circumstance. Ask any TV executive with any experience and
         they will tell you television, a business of ideas, is more about minimising failures than finding successes. The network
         with fewer failures tends to win. Successes are only of value if you can capitalise upon them. Seven had its successes yet
         couldn’t capitalise on them like Nine.
      

      
      Nine failed less often than Seven, and won the ratings so regularly that when it beat Seven by 1.1 percentage share points
         in 2001 it was described as a ‘descent into mediocrity and an embarrassingly skinny lead over Seven’.2

      
      By the turn of the century, Seven was so entrenched in second place it didn’t know how to dig itself out. Pissed off at being
         second but too scared to be number one, it did a fine line in mediocrity.
      

      
      Typical was its treatment of the American sitcom Friends. Seven had rights to the comedy featuring Jennifer Aniston, Courteney Cox and Matthew Perry but thought it would not work
         in Australia. It sat on the shelf after a limp run until Nine acquired it and realised its potential as the great commercial
         sitcom of its time.
      

      
      A network with hit programs becomes self-fulfilling because one hit show can provide the ‘promo-platform’ every network desires.
         You use your hit shows as a platform to promote others you want to make hits. Seven had some good shows in that period but the audience didn’t know about them.
      

      
      In the 1990s and early 2000s, Nine was lord of the promo-platform. It was an era when the two Brians, Henderson and Naylor,
         led the dominant news and current affairs hour in Sydney and Melbourne and 60 Minutes was a colossus. Success begat success.
      

      
      And television was then, by today’s standards, very lazy. Programming was ‘set and forget’. Nine could place Friends on a Monday night at 7.30pm and let it run for 40 weeks without worrying about what Seven would throw at it.
      

      
      ‘With Friends getting two million viewers, we could play anything off the back of it. Whether it was Suddenly Susan or another ropey Warners sitcom, it’d still do 1.8 million viewers,’ former Nine programmer John Stephens admits.
      

      
      Seven couldn’t gain any traction. In 2000, when Seven broadcast the Sydney Olympic Games, the network managed at one point
         to attract 10 million viewers for the Opening Ceremony and another 8.8 million (probably more, given the inability of the
         TV ratings system to measure out-of-home viewing) for Cathy Freeman’s gold medal in the 400 metres. Yet it had very little
         to ‘promo-platform’ off such massive audiences. The best local program Seven coud muster after the Olympics was Survivor knock-off Treasure Island. Imported dramas City Central and Bad Girls, adventure show 48 Hours and movies Airforce One, The Rainmaker and Tomorrow Never Dies were similarly underwhelming. Consequently, Seven couldn’t turn that unprecedented audience for the Sydney Olympics into
         a ratings victory in 2000.
      

      
      Seven’s malaise began at the top. It wasn’t quite the fish rotting at the head but it was a trout not knowing which stream
         to head up to spawn.
      

      
      The network was bound by cumbersome infrastructure and management instability. Typical was its loss of the AFL rights in 2000.
         After broadcasting the winter game for 44 years (bar one), Seven was trumped by a joint bid comprising Ten, Nine and sub-licensee
         Foxtel. The thinking within Seven was that sports rights were becoming too expensive and the money would be better utilised
         when freed up to spend on other broader programming (it was not made clear where the freed-up funds were spent).
      

      
      One anonymous executive recalls the AFL negotiation file included up to 300 to 400 emails of self-justification about why
         Seven shouldn’t do the deal rather than any discussion of the actual issues concerning a potential AFL deal.
      

      
      ‘You had a culture of a management team that had to write each other memos to have meetings,’ he says.

      
      One executive crucial to the decision concedes ruefully a decade later, ‘At the time it seemed like there were enough reasons
         to defend this as the right decision, but …’
      

      
      New Zealander Julian Mounter joined as chief executive in 1998 after Gary Rice’s departure. He personified Seven’s failings at his opening annual meeting; he fell from the podium. The former chief executive of Hong Kong’s STAR TV and New
         Zealand’s TVNZ was struck by Seven’s unnecessary infrastructure. He told his new team he would make the shift from a facilities
         company to a content or outsourcing business, citing how when he started in the job he’d been telephoned by a staffer wanting
         to know where to put the petrol bowsers.
      

      
      ‘Petrol bowsers? Why does a television station need to install petrol bowsers?’ he replied.

      
      ‘Well, there’s lawn mowers and a transport department.’

      
      Mounter was overseeing and propping up an infrastructure that had little to do with the making or broadcasting of programs.
         But he didn’t have time to institute much change, resigning after seven months due to what Seven described as ‘irreconcilable
         differences which have emerged over a restructuring of the company’.
      

      
      He left in the year Seven had its best ratings performance in six years thanks to the buzzy US series Ally McBeal and conventional lifestyle programming such as Hot Property and Learners. Yet even initiatives that became standard practice, such as the introduction of the logo watermark, in Seven’s hands became
         even more reason to beat up on the network.
      

      
      Kerry Stokes, whose shareholding was 33 per cent, took up the reins upon Mounter’s departure before Maureen Plavsic was named
         managing director in November 2000.
      

      
      Her appointment was greeted warmly. She was well-liked as director of sales and marketing and Seven shares rose 15 cents upon the announcement. Plavsic had overseen sales revenue growth of $671.2 million in 1996 to $990.9 million in 20003 and nailed $130 million in ad revenue for the 16 days of the Olympics (in 1995 Seven paid $131 million for the rights to
         cover both the Atlanta and Sydney Games).
      

      
      Seven moved into 2001 with a new logo and branding freshening up the network (classic media strategy: when you lack new content
         ideas, redesign) while programs such as Popstars and the slightly malicious game show The Weakest Link tapped the audience mood.
      

      
      Yet Nine won the ratings year and Ten nabbed much of the media attention with the arrival of Big Brother and its winning of the 16–39 demographic for the first time.
      

      
      Seven, however, liked where it was heading. Nine punted Leckie in January 2002 and two months later Stokes reinstated a 10
         per cent pay cut volunteered by his management team the previous year.
      

      
      Nine had even trailed Seven in the ratings for two weeks early in the year. Predictably enough, it didn’t last long; the PBL-controlled
         network then posted more than 11 uninterrupted weeks as the nation’s most popular broadcaster.4

      
      Cracks began emerging at Seven. Its expensive joint-venture production company with UK’s Granada, Red Heart Productions, ended
         with recriminations and bleeding cash. Seven’s digital arm i7 stumbled and, in May, eyebrows were raised when Plavsic said
         she didn’t know ‘where those obscure people who are Big Brother–obsessed live, but I’m also not ignoring the numbers. We are curious and find them more curious than at any other time.’5

      
      ‘Seven was just like the “gonna” network. It was always “gonna” do this and there was always a problem with that,’ says one
         executive.
      

      
      ‘That was the culture. It was such a cultural thing. Everyone was analysing so much because they were stuck at number two,
         jealously looking at the Packer empire and people like David Leckie and also looking at the challenger brand [Ten] coming
         through.’
      

      
      Under CEO John McAlpine, Ten was repositioning from an also-ran broadcaster to one that focused upon the 16–39 and 18–49 demographic
         groups. And it was doing it so successfully that in three April weeks in 2002, Seven placed third in the national ratings,
         something it hadn’t done since 1994. It was an anomaly but symptomatic of its broader problem. Seven was stuck between Nine
         and Ten and couldn’t take the next step forward but knew how to take one backwards.
      

      
      It took outsiders to effect change.

      
      Seven programmer Chris O’Mara pulled program development head Tim Worner aside in early 2003 and told him he was leaving.
         He’d had enough and wanted Worner to take over.
      

      
      Worner is a jovial self-deprecating bloke who even today contends that he barely knows what he’s doing. Back then, he was
         an able producer but no programmer.
      

      
      Seven began 2003 very badly. Given that in 2002 the network only had two programs among the top 10 most watched programs and
         its prime-time audience share of 26.4 per cent trailed Nine’s by nine percentage points, it took some doing to be any worse.
      

      
      Its new US programs were worthless and its local program development was extensive but neither targeted nor focused. Worner
         had almost singlehandedly programmed the network into third place, not realising how bare his cupboard was.
      

      
      Worner took on his father’s advice: you’ve got to know what you don’t know. Reinforcements were required. Fortunately long-term
         Nine programmer John Stephens was frustrated and quit Nine over decisions being made by the post-Leckie regime led by former
         Fairfax editor John Alexander.
      

      
      O’Mara and Worner approached Stephens with the brief to help Seven re-establish itself as a ratings force and to train talent
         coming through, including Worner.
      

      
      Worner and Stephens met at a Balmain pub as it opened in the morning, expecting and hoping not to be seen. Of course, they
         were, but the negotiations moved quickly and Stephens announced he was moving to Seven the day he quit Nine. His colleagues
         regard it as a brilliantly executed manoeuvre: he signed with Seven in the morning, returned to Nine to resign and left his
         keys in the corporate car before catching a taxi to lunch.
      

      
      Worner’s pitch to recruit him was: ‘Yes, we’re struggling but we have a lot more in us.’ Stephens knew that was not the case. Seven’s programming stock was dire and its systems all but nonexistent. Seven staffers recall Stephens instigating strategy
         meetings. They hadn’t had any before then; programming bumbled along on an ad hoc basis. Suddenly Stephens was manipulating
         the schedule to anticipate or react to Nine’s.
      

      
      One of his first actions was writing down, or throwing out, about $30 million of shows that were unplayable, mostly British
         dramas that delivered an audience of 55-plus viewers the network’s advertisers weren’t interested in. Seven could get away
         with a little Inspector Morse on a Friday night during footy season but 80 per cent of Seven’s British inventory was unusable – until its multichannel
         7TWO arrived seven years later.
      

      
      As Stephens lamented his lot, Kerry Stokes was in the process of luring a recruit who was so obvious but also so unexpected.

      
      David Leckie did not take his dismissal from Nine well. A robust, towering figure, he lives his job, his career and success
         nourishing him as food and drink feed others. So when his job was taken away from him, Leckie, a complex character at the
         best of times, was distraught.
      

      
      Errol Sullivan gave him a consulting role and office at TV production company Southern Star. Sullivan thought correctly that
         Leckie would bob up somewhere else soon enough, so he might as well do him a favour to receive one in return down the track.
         Leckie wasn’t so sure he would bob up somewhere else.
      

      
      *

      
      Kerry Stokes found Leckie at his weakest but didn’t snap him up straight away. He mused with confidants about whether he should
         appoint the effectively jobless Leckie or poach John McAlpine from Ten. Eventually he relented, though, and plucked Leckie
         from limbo after nearly 15 months in the wilderness. It was a shock appointment described by respected TV journalist Michael
         Idato as ‘the biggest story in television since the introduction of colour’.6 Yet despite Leckie’s rapturous reception, Seven would fall further before clawing back again.
      

      
      The night before the Leckie coup, Stokes called Worner and told him to go to an office phone where he couldn’t be heard.

      
      ‘I’m making a change to the business,’ Stokes growled.

      
      Worner thought, ‘Oh fuck, here we go.’

      
      Another voice bowled onto the line. ‘I always thought I’d work with you, you little cunt,’ said David Leckie, who two years
         previously had tried to poach Seven’s head of program development.
      

      
      When Leckie arrived at Seven as CEO in 2003 he was both the messiah and a naughty boy. He threw his weight around with the
         bravado of someone who had run a dominant network and expected to run another dominant network. He also had the energy of
         someone who had been given a second chance when he thought he had none.
      

      
      His first few days at Seven’s North Sydney and Epping offices were terrifying for those who had reason to be scared, the poor
         performers and paper shufflers, and liberating for those who sensed a positive change was blowing through.
      

      
      What Leckie and his increasingly confident executive team didn’t realise immediately was that before Seven improved it had
         to hit rock bottom. It would send Leckie into a personal funk even as he cut a swath through the place.
      

      
      Chief operating officer David Aspinall sat in on meetings yet stayed largely silent, Diet Coke by his side, as Leckie railed
         at or rallied his new troops. He represented the bureaucracy, rectitude and confusion of Seven’s past. The freewheeling, dynamic
         Leckie represented the future. Business consultants, inside and out, were frustrated by solid research and financial recommendations
         being ignored by Seven in favour of decision making based on emotion that looked after ‘mates’ or aimed to get at Nine. Aspinall,
         a classic bean counter, preferred to meet budget and finish second than blow a budget and win. There was only room for one
         David.
      

      
      David Leckie knew the only way up was via a program-by-program strategy in which strength was built through consistency. The
         fortunes of television networks don’t change sharply. He appreciated the turnaround couldn’t be achieved in 12 months but
         it had to be started. And he might have more than 12 months; he could afford to take risks after Stokes was heard to reflect upon Seven’s revolving door of CEOs: ‘I’m not going to sack this one.’
      

      
      Seven’s hierarchy began to assemble an executive team that would remain at the network for the rest of the decade. News and
         public affairs director Peter Meakin was another disaffected Nine chief. He preceded Leckie, signing in February, and media
         agency Universal-McCann’s wonderboy James Warburton joined as sales director in July.
      

      
      The disparate, clumsy nature of Seven identified by Mounter years earlier – head office in North Sydney and production in
         Epping – needed to be consolidated. Even if Leckie couldn’t turn around the ratings immediately, he knew he could fix back-office
         operations.
      

      
      Leckie dispatched commercial director Bruce McWilliam to find a studio in the Sydney CBD, something that might become Seven’s
         own 30 Rockefeller Center (the high-profile New York home of NBC). In Melbourne a new broadcast centre was commissioned.
      

      
      Leckie told his troops to hunker down to work and he would absorb the public hits as defender of the faith until their fortunes
         turned. He and director of communications Simon Francis went into battle, trying to pick off Nine’s weaknesses as they arose.
         Their aim was to protect their troops and programming by distracting everyone from Seven while pointing at Nine. Their subtle
         media massaging included a targeted distribution of matters of interest which were invariably production cock-ups at Nine
         or the latest destabilising rumour about Nine’s inner workings. They were gleefully reported.
      

      
      There was no subtlety about Leckie. He took on the role of public battering ram. One executive recalls leaving a TV function
         with Leckie as he saw some former Nine colleagues across the way. Seven was on its knees ratings-wise but Leckie proceeded
         to loudly proclaim, ‘You’re fucked, we’re going to do you,’ as he mimed slashing a throat and lobbing hand grenades at an
         incredulous but rattled Nine team.
      

      
      Leckie is an imposing man but the reality was that physical presence was all he had in his favour. Nine was creaming Seven.

      
      ‘It was like, in footy terms, the captain of the evilest team had suddenly come across to us and we were on the paddock and
         he was muscling up … and you kind of got the idea, okay, this is how we’re going to roll,’ says one Seven exec.
      

      
      Now reunited with Stephens, Leckie relied on his programming talent to extricate them.

      
      ‘Mate, Stokes might not want to admit it but losing the AFL has done us an enormous amount of damage in the Melbourne, Adelaide
         and Perth markets,’ Stephens told Leckie. ‘If we don’t get the AFL back, we’re not going to get out of this in a hurry.’
      

      
      Initially, Leckie, Stephens and Worner decided to take their network younger in one major leap. There was immense pressure
         from their sales department to find younger, more marketable viewers.
      

      
      The success of Big Brother and then Australian Idol in mid 2003 was a heady elixir invigorating the kids at Ten. But Ten’s move into big formats such as these had been forced
         upon them by the realisation most of their US programs were shutting down and their output deals with Columbia (Party of Five, Mad About You) and Worldvision (Melrose Place) were closing. Seven’s decision to go young was also a knee-jerk reaction to its older British program stock.
      

      
      So Seven went very young, with comedy nights featuring US sitcoms such as Scrubs and short-lived local productions The Chat Room, Let Loose Live, The Big Bite and 110% Tony Squires and dating shows such as Who Wants To Marry A Millionaire? So young, in fact, its hitherto reliable but unsellable older audience abandoned Seven. Its audience share plummeted so dramatically
         in early 2004, even the younger audience began abandoning Seven.
      

      
      ‘Major blue,’ admits a Seven manager. ‘You just can’t do that and disenfranchise the people who have been loyal to you and
         tell them you’re something different.’
      

      
      Seven execs hoped something, anything, might come out of 2003’s ‘LA Screenings’ the annual gathering in which US studios preview
         pilots and upcoming series that will be provided to broadcasters around the globe as part of their output deals. Seven needed
         something desperately; its US series were flat-lining while Nine and Ten were powering along.
      

      
      Again, nothing emerged for Seven in LA. It was time for a crucial decision. Seven’s long-term output deal with Disney-ABC
         was soon up for renewal. The Australian networks’ output deals with US studios had been constructed as a means to block-buy their movies, which for decades underpinned viewing on Sunday nights but were fading in popularity due to booming
         DVD viewing. The TV series emanating from the US studios became more consequential, more valuable to Australian networks than
         movies. For example, an Alliance Atlantis series such as CSI offered almost guaranteed weekly audiences while a movie was a one-off ratings risk. Nevertheless, the US studios still managed
         to load up the deals in their favour with their movies, charging exorbitant prices for films largely providing diminishing
         returns.
      

      
      The Warner Bros deal with Nine had been bounteous, consistently providing the network with hefty dramas and serials (ER and The West Wing) and sitcoms (Friends, Murphy Brown, The Drew Carey Show). In 2002, the run continued as Warners presented Nine with crime dramas CSI Miami and Without A Trace.
      

      
      The best Seven had pulled from their Disney-ABC Studios deal were limp sitcom offerings such as According To Jim, My Wife and Kids and 8 Simple Rules for Dating My Teenage Daughter. The Golden Girls was a distant memory in a relationship that had lasted 30 years. Meanwhile, its deal with Twentieth Century Fox offered nothing
         other than the female-skewing series Ally McBeal, which burned bright then flamed out in two seasons. (Fox would later provide Seven with Bones and How I Met Your Mother before Ten and Foxtel secured Fox’s output.)
      

      
      Despite logic suggesting Seven should abandon its multimillion-dollar deal with Disney-ABC, it couldn’t let another network snap it up. Worse still, there were no other studio deals in the offing after Ten had just signed a five-year
         deal with Paramount. Losing the series would leave holes in Seven’s schedule.
      

      
      Seven re-signed with Disney-ABC. No one was to know then but three shows Disney would reveal to the network the following
         year would render that the most consequential decision in Seven’s history.
      

      
      Nevertheless, 2003 was another bad year for Seven. In the fiscal year 2002–03, Seven only had two programs ranked in the top
         50 shows for the crucial 25–54 demographic, All Saints and Australia’s Best Backyards. The only thing it had to show for itself was a fresh executive team. And towards year’s end a hokey breakfast program called
         Sunrise began to show signs of a new dawn.
      

   
      
      TWO

      
      Reality is king

      
      2001–03

      
      Television was changing as dramatically on screen as it was off screen.
      

      
      A new genre called ‘reality television’ was barely known in 2000 but two years later it was not only on everyone’s lips but
         a term of derision and a cultural threat.
      

      
      In essence the term denotes unscripted events played out by non-professionals although it came to mean much more.

      
      Its early television forms utilised a more ‘vérité’ or stylised version of observational reality. Initially straight documentaries were televised longitudinal studies of non-performers
         (and they could vary as widely as Candid Camera beginning in 1948 and Michael Apted’s Seven Up! series in 1964 to the first commercial TV series to follow suburban life, An American Family, in 1973). Reality wasn’t popularised as a genre until the advent of COPS in the United States in 1989 (which ironically was developed due to a writer’s guild strike halting production of scripted TV). The series following
         Florida police officers was freshly voyeuristic although its creator, John Langley, is reluctant to claim credit for creating
         an entire genre. ‘People say I’m the father of reality TV,’ he said in 2011. ‘I refuse to take credit for some of the bastards
         that followed.’7

      
      The first real Australian iterations were Seven’s Popstars and, to a lesser extent, The Mole, which was more of an interactive game show. Popstars attempted to create and market a new hit girl group from a cast of unknowns – and it did just that with its first ‘winner’,
         Bardot, enjoying brief success. The adaptation of the New Zealand format was an unlikely hit for Seven, averaging more than
         two million viewers.
      

      
      The ‘reality TV’ term was then misappropriated as hit lifestyle shows including Seven’s Hot Property and Nine’s Backyard Blitz were even squeezed into the genre. They were lifestyle programs featuring ‘real people’ as subjects while TV professionals
         made things happen.
      

      
      Similarly, some believed the hit game show Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? fitted the genre because it offered life-changing moments rather than the fitfully attractive prospect of a new toaster or
         holiday. Nevertheless, the show raised network expectations of what the genre could do if contestants were promised bigger
         rewards after bigger challenges. A few months later, the shameful Who Wants To Marry A Multi-Millionaire? confirmed to cynics which way reality TV might go.
      

      
      ‘Manufactured reality is the hottest genre at the moment,’ said Nine’s then head of news and current affairs, Peter Meakin,
         in 2000. ‘Americans have only just stumbled across it and now they are going berserk.’8

      
      The genre consolidated, and arguably was never bettered, with the US series Survivor. Mark Burnett’s and Charlie Parsons’s amalgam of their Eco-Challenge outdoor races and Lord of the Flies began as a Swedish program, Expedition Robinson. Survivor was an instant smash in the US, where it averaged weekly audiences above 25 million. Fifty-one million people watched the
         finale, as did another two million in Australia. Survivor blended the best of game shows, observational and nature documentaries in a high-stakes drama.
      

      
      However, Europe was the centre of reality TV’s growth, primarily at a Dutch production company called Endemol. In quick time
         the company created Fear Factor, a game show in which contestants confront their gravest fears, Chains Of Love, in which four contestants are chained to a single of the opposite sex for three days, and Big Brother.
      

      
      The latter attracted every Australian network’s attention. Nine’s heads of drama and entertainment Kris Noble and Hugh Marks
         travelled to Europe to assess the show. Kerry Packer dismissed their entreaties when they returned.
      

      
      ‘Not interested, why would we want that?’ he snarled. ‘Why would we pay someone to make it? Just develop it yourself.’

      
      Seven also investigated the Dutch show but Ten made the big play.

      
      Big Brother was a risk for Ten but one it had to take. Ten chief John McAlpine and new programmer David Mott were in a bind. Two of their
         major US output deals disappeared when Columbia Pictures Television decided to walk away from network television and Worldvision
         Enterprises, a distributor of many programs including the Aaron Spelling library of Beverly Hills 90210, Melrose Place and, improbably, Twin Peaks, was wound up.
      

      
      Ten anticipated that if it did nothing its international programming would dry up in 18 months to two years. This was a defining
         moment for the network. Mott and McAlpine realised they had to produce more domestic content and they were first to see the
         value of an international format. In years to come, Ten would become savvier in arranging its US output deals, negotiating
         more reliable contracts with Fox and CBS.
      

      
      Mott began sourcing as many formats as he could find that might work for the under-40s market. Endemol pitched Big Brother to Mott at its stand at the MIPTV market in Cannes. The Australian realised there was ‘absolutely no way’ Ten’s board would
         stump up the cash to build and equip a complex studio ‘house’ for the benefit of only a 13-week run with questionable ratings
         benefit. Even so, it was an amazing concept (a fly-on-the-wall program watching a group of willing volunteers locked together
         in a compound for three months), the show was taking off in Holland and it hit the under-40s sweet spot. But local production
         house Southern Star snapped up production rights before any of the commercial networks committed.
      

      
      Ten chased the broadcast rights hard, pitching its version to Endemol as a soap opera. Ten’s head of production and development
         Tim Clucas argued it shouldn’t be a late-night ‘sleaze-fest’ (although they appreciated there would be value in that). Rather
         Ten would produce it as a real-life soap playing out at 7pm with all the drama and emotion of Neighbours. Endemol agreed. Ten won the rights for the first series.
      

      
      Yet it still approached the show with mixed outcomes in mind. Firstly, it needed programming, any programming. Secondly, Ten
         had specific problems at the 7pm timeslot. Unlike Seven with Home & Away and Nine with its Sale Of The Century/Temptation or dependable US sitcoms including Frasier, Ten did not have a reliable 7pm asset.
      

      
      If Big Brother could be ‘stripped’ (played across five nights in the one timeslot) properly across the 7pm weeknight slot it offered a way
         out of that hole.
      

      
      Handing over so many hours in a schedule to one show exposes a network to deep, ongoing problems if it doesn’t work, even
         if its high costs can be amortised across many hours. Even Endemol’s asking price of up to $15 million for the first series
         promised to be a bargain given the oodles of hours of programming the series would provide. If those hours worked.
      

      
      Ten was sceptical. It built the high-tech compound the show required at the Gold Coast’s DreamWorld but the production office
         was housed in a temporary demountable shed. Staff were told a more permanent office would be built if there was a second series.
         It never was built and the ramshackle shed became a running joke – and running sore – until its concluding eighth season.
      

      
      In the lead-up to the show’s debut, Ten orchestrated a concerted cross-promotional campaign; it wasn’t just selling a show
         that might entertain, it was selling a concept viewers needed to immerse themselves in.
      

      
      Mott boldly premiered its first 90-minute episode against half an hour of the TV Week Logie Awards. It exceeded expectations, even on the back of its massive promotional campaign, debuting with an average 1.6
         million viewers and attracting 16 million hits on its website during its first day.9 A mixture of inventive casting and its joyous voyeurism propelled Big Brother to great heights, grabbing a hold of the cultural pulse and concluding its first series with a peak audience of 3.2 million
         viewers and a 57 per cent commercial audience share. Sara-Marie Fedele’s bum dance swirled its way into the national consciousness
         and the two final housemates, Ben and Blair, epitomised the naive bonhomie and accessibility of the program’s early seasons.
      

      
      The key sign of its success came in negotiations to screen the second series. Kerry Packer made a bid for Nine, as did Seven.
         Ten had to dig deep. A $15 million deal was upped to $25 million, equal to Nine’s bid.
      

      
      It was money well spent. The second series transformed Big Brother from popular series into a cultural phenomenon. The audience for its final episode was only topped in 2002 by four major
         one-off events: The National IQ Test, the FIFA World Cup Final, the AFL Grand Final and the Melbourne Cup.
      

      
      Big Brother turned Ten around. Its ‘halo effect’ upon the rest of Ten’s schedule was priceless. A young Perth boy called Rove McManus
         premiered his comedy talk show in late 2000 after the Sydney Olympics. It toiled late on Monday nights before it was moved
         to Tuesday nights. Ten saw something in the struggling show, however, and in 2001 decided Big Brother evictees would make their first public appearance on Rove each week. The idea boosted Rove’s ratings instantly and secured the show’s future.
      

      
      Big Brother gave Ten the confidence to broaden its programming. And it presaged the rise of ‘formats’, which would become crucial to
         the success or otherwise of the commercial networks.
      

      
      On the other side of the world, another kind of reality show was hitting big. The Osbournes, an unscripted, flyon-the-wall series set within the household of the heavy metal patriarch Ozzy Osbourne, was the hottest
         show available in early 2002 and all Australian networks bid for it (Ten won, paying $100,000 an episode for the surprise
         MTV hit). The series would beget a seemingly endless line of D-grade celebrity reality shows that would remain mysterious
         to whole generations but become winners for the inane Gen Y.
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