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 Agreement can't keep copters away from K.C.

 News wars on Kansas City TV are going sky high. When WDAF announced 10 days ago that it's going to cover news and traffic with a helicopter, it became a call to arms at competing stations.
 
 Adding to the fire was a suggestion last week by the general manager of WDAF, supported by others, that news helicopters had been kept out of Kansas City by a tacit agreement among the TV stations not to engage in that form of competition. Lease expenses are estimated to be at least a quarter of a million dollars a year.
 

"There are those who have told me that there were back-room deals done in Kansas City that prevented this service from taking place," said Edward J. Piette, who has led WDAF since October 1991. "I believe that to be the truth."
 
The general managers of KCTV and KMBC, deny such an agreement. "I find that to be a little ludicrous," KMBC's Dino Dinovitz said of the alleged agreement. Dinovitz declined to disclose his plans for aerial news coverage, but representatives of two helicopter leasing firms said they were bargaining with the ABC station.
 
Independent station KSHB, has no plans for a helicopter, said Mark Olinger, news director.
 
"I don't want one," Olinger said. "They're very expensive. I've lost two friends now in helicopter crashes. I think you can cover the news in Kansas City pretty darn well without one." KCTV, however, is meeting WDAF's challenge. The CBS affiliate began running promotional spots about its own helicopter last week despite not having signed a lease for one.
 
"We're not going to let anybody – whether it's WDAF or any other station out-equip us," said John Rose, adding that the station will have its own helicopter by the end of the month.


Piette's contention that an agreement had existed is supported by employees of aviation companies, including the man who will fly WDAF's helicopter.
 
"The skinny on the street all the way from camera people at the TV stations to higher-ups was that, `If you don't do one, I won't do one.' And `I don't want the expense if you don't,'" said Johnny Rowlands, who operates Airborne Traffic Network. "There's
no other reason for one not to be here."
 
Lee Sixta of Air Associates Inc. added: "We've been working on this for six years. Of course, the three TV stations, the word on the street was they all had a silent pact...The word on the street was that none of them would get a helicopter and they kind of had a pact. That was always the word I had. I don't know whether it's the truth."
 

Piette comes from St. Louis, where the stations competed with helicopters because they recognized their value in news coverage.
 
"I was surprised and amazed that a helicopter service didn't exist from a journalistic standpoint when I arrived," said Piette, who managed KSDK immediately before coming here.


News directors say helicopters are necessary in cities such as Denver, which is surrounded by mountains, and Los Angeles, where the metropolitan area sprawls for large distances. They also agree that some stories, including brushfires, sinking ships, missing persons and the massive flooding this summer, are best covered from the air.
 
Including traffic, Piette said, there are enough such stories in Kansas City to justify the routine use of a helicopter in news coverage.
 
Don North, KCTV news director, also said the regular use of helicopters will improve TV news.
 
"A lot of what television does well is video," he said. "There is no question that we can get certain types of stories covered better from the air."
 

Others are skeptical. Dinovitz said leasing a helicopter is "ridiculous" because the cost does not justify the benefit. "I'm not saying it is a bad tool," he said. "It has its purpose when necessary but are we talking marketing or are we talking news coverage? I think, in WDAF's case, specifically, you're talking about marketing primarily."
 
In Milwaukee, a market similar in size to Kansas City, two television stations used helicopters in the early 1980s but stopped after a few years.
 
"They're qood and they're useful and they're very expensive," said Jill Geisler, news director of WITI, the CBS affiliate in Milwaukee.
 
"When we had ours, it became a wonderful aerial camera platform and a very expensive taxi service."
 
"It was great fun while we had it, but we really couldn't justify it in the budget," she said.
 

The last time the station used the helicopter before the lease ended was to drop plastic Easter eggs over a camp for developmentally disabled adults.
 

"Somehow, it seemed like a fitting demise for the helicopter," Geisler said.
 
 
                                AUTHOR'S NOTE
 
  The above column appeared in the Kansas City Star and, thus, describes a real situation.
 
                                 ASSIGNMENT
 

1. Was Ed Piette's (the WDAF-TV General Manager) competitive
      strategy sound?

2. If so why? If not why?

3. Piette was relatively new to the Kansas City market (ranked 31st), having come from the St. Louis market (ranked 21st). What information should have he sought out before making his decision to put up a helicopter?

4. What are the possible outcomes, upside and downside, of
      Piette's decision? (Payoff Matrix)

5. If you were the general manager of KCTV, the CBS affiliate in Kansas City, would your strategy have been the same as John Rose's, the station's GM?
* This case was prepared by Charles Warner.
 

