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Comcast Corp. chief executive Brian Roberts built a colossus, branching
out from cable and broadband into entertainment with the acquisition of
NBCUniversal a decade ago. Now, he has to prove the company is
equipped to compete amid a dramatic industry shift to streaming.

Mr. Roberts is out to show Wall Street that Comcast’'s marriage of
content and distribution puts it in a strong position to fight on two
different fronts of the streaming wars. He has greenlighted new spending
and partnerships meant to answer concerns from some investors and
analysts that the company has been too timid to be a major streaming
contender. Comcast is alone among the industry’s titans with its all-
encompassing approach: AT&T Inc. recently unwound its own bet that
content and distribution can thrive under one roof, with its deal to spin off
its WarnerMedia division into a merger with Discovery Inc.

Comcast’s CEOQ is also wrestling with whether to build or buy to become
a streaming powerhouse, people close to him said. Several big players,
including ViacomCBS Inc., Walt Disney Co. and Amazon.com Inc., have
struck mergers meant to supercharge their streaming efforts. Mr.
Roberts, 61 years old and known as an aggressive deal maker in his two
decades atop Comcast, has told people close to him that he doesn’t feel
a need to seek a merger. But he is scoping out options, and ideas on the
table include a potential tie-up with ViacomCBS Inc. or an acquisition of
Roku Inc., one of the people said. Comcast declined to make Mr.
Roberts available for an interview. Roku declined to comment.

On the distribution side, Mr. Roberts is aiming to make Comcast a rival
to Roku and Amazon in delivering streaming apps into living rooms, just
as it has long delivered cable TV channels, people close to him said.
Under a plan known internally as PlatCo, Comcast is working with
Walmart Inc. and Chinese manufacturer Hisense to develop smart TVs
that could be in stores later this year, some of the people

said. Consumers would turn on their sets—which would run on Comcast
software and might take the company’s branding—and get a menu of
streaming apps, much as they would on a Roku or Amazon Fire TV
device, the people said. The goal is to turn Comcast, known as a
regional U.S. cable company, into a player beyond its traditional cable
footprint.
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The Comcast platform for delivering apps, as envisioned in the PlatCo
initiative, will heavily promote and spotlight NBCUniversal's Peacock
streaming app, launched last summer, people close to Comcast said.
That would give it a home-court advantage, similar to how Amazon’s
Prime Video streaming service is the anchor tenant on Amazon Fire TV
devices.

On the content side, Mr. Roberts is pressing NBCUniversal to be more
aggressive with Peacock, which has been successful at generating
advertising revenue but is far behind industry leaders in subscriptions.
Peacock offers a $9.99-per-month ad-free tier and a $4.99-a-month ad-
supported option. Comcast cable and internet customers get the service
at no extra charge.

Comcast said in late April that Peacock had 42 million sign-ups. But
fewer than 10 million consumers paid for the service as of May,
according to one of the people close to the company. Netflix had about
208 million global subscribers as of the first quarter and Disney had
103.6 million world-wide. Mr. Roberts plans to increase spending on
streamed programming considerably, the people close to the company
said. Comcast said it was spending $2 billion on content for Peacock
over its first two years, while Netflix plans to spend $17 billion this year
alone. “The way Netflix and Amazon spend money doesn’t come
naturally to Brian, which is perhaps Comcast’s biggest challenge going
forward,” said Ted Harbert, a former NBC chairman who left
NBCUniversal in 2016 after nearly two decades. Including the traditional
TV and movie business, Comcast said it spends more than $20 billion on
content annually.

Last fall, activist fund Trian Fund Management LP disclosed a stake in
the company in a bet that its shares were undervalued. In discussions
with Comcast, the hedge fund has raised concerns about housing its
content and distribution businesses under one roof and has questioned
whether it is being aggressive enough in streaming, some of the people
said. Trian declined to comment.

Comcast’s stock is up about 10% this year, as investors cheer the
company’s robust growth in high-speed internet connections. Its shares
still trade at a discount, relative to earnings, compared with cable rival
Charter Communications Inc. Some analysts say Comcast would be
better served by separating NBCUniversal from its broadband
business. Media mogul Barry Diller lent support to Mr. Roberts’s view
that the content and distribution businesses should remain together. “I
think anyone who would advocate against that today is, in addition to
everything else, a Luddite,” he said in an interview.

Comcast has always been at the center of Mr. Roberts’s life. The son of
founder Ralph Roberts, he was assembling the coupon books that
Comcast would send to customers when he was 8 years old. He started
working at the company after graduating from the University of
Pennsylvania in 1981, stringing cable atop poles and selling
subscriptions door to door. He quickly climbed the ranks, assuming most
authority from his father in the 1990s, and oversaw some of Comcast’s
biggest acquisitions as it cemented its position as the top U.S. cable
provider.

When considering deals, he has been known to ask colleagues to vote
on how to proceed by writing anonymously on pieces of paper,
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according to people familiar with the company’s deliberations, something
he picked up from his father. Comcast has lots of meetings. “The
criticism of Comcast is often that, as a culture, we debate a lot,” one
senior NBCUniversal executive said. “Everyone has their day to make a
case before we make a decision.” Some current and former employees
said the process can be paralyzing. Others said it is a sign of discipline
and said Mr. Roberts is a sharp and prudent leader. “He has provided
such a great combination of being thoughtful, curious around innovation
and what'’s possible, while at the same time being appropriately
relentless, too, in terms of what it's going to take to be really good at
what we do,” said Dave Watson, the head of Comcast’s cable unit.

By the 2000s, Mr. Roberts wanted to expand from cable distribution into
entertainment. He got his prize in 2009 with the acquisition of a
controlling stake in NBCUniversal, lured by the promise of its cable
networks, movie studio and theme parks. Comcast took full control of the
company in 2011. When reports surfaced in 2017 that 21st Century Fox
had held talks about selling a major piece of its business to Disney, Mr.
Roberts jumped in the ring quickly. Soon Disney and Comcast had put
forward dueling offers, and Disney prevailed. Comcast turned its
attention to U.K. pay-TV and entertainment giant Sky PLC, which it
acquired in 2018 for $38.8 billion.

Mr. Roberts has faced criticism from Wall Street and inside the company
that he overpaid for Sky. He has privately acknowledged the high price
but believes the deal fulfilled his goal of international expansion, some of
the people close to him said. All media companies are facing a steady
decline in cable TV subscriptions, as consumers cut their cords.
Comcast is in a strong position relative to companies that own only TV
channels and movie studios, because it also sells high-speed internet
connections—which are needed for all streaming products. Last year,
even as the pandemic ravaged NBCUniversal's theme parks and
advertising business, the Comcast broadband business added nearly 2
million customers and the unit’'s revenue grew 10% to about $21 billion,
roughly 20% of Comcast’s total revenue.

Despite the safety net of its broadband business, however, Comcast
moved too cautiously into streaming over the past few years, some
analysts say. When Comcast acquired NBCUniversal, it inherited the
company’s one-third stake in Hulu. People close to the company express
frustration that Wall Street doesn’t fully appreciate the value of that
stake, which they say is worth upward of $20 billion. Comcast can
require Disney, Hulu’s majority owner, to buy out its stake as early as
2024 or Disney can require Comcast to sell.

Comcast’s development of its own early in-house streaming platform has
faced hiccups. NBCUniversal hired Evan Shapiro in 2015 to launch
Seeso, a comedy-focused streaming service that cost $3.99 a month
and was originally supposed to be part of a suite of potential streaming-
entertainment products. NBCUniversal executives promised to remove
the hit NBC show “The Office” from Netflix and put it on Seeso, but they
changed their minds when Netflix agreed to pay a lot more in licensing
fees, Mr. Shapiro said. NBCUniversal put the extra money toward Seeso
content, but Mr. Shapiro, now a producer and media professor at New
York University and Fordham University, said the company couldn’t
stomach the losses needed to build a startup in streaming.

Seeso lasted less than two years. “l wasn’t misled,” Mr. Shapiro said. ‘|
just got married to someone who had commitment issues.” Comcast
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executives said Seeso was a minor experiment that isn’t representative
of the company’s push in streaming, and said the initiative was fully
funded. This year, having launched Peacock, NBCUniversal pulled “The
Office” from Netflix.

Mr. Roberts is aware Comcast needs to step up its game to keep up with
streaming’s titans, some of the people close to him said. “Brian was
dealt terrific cards for 30 years, and he played them masterfully. Now the
cards aren’t as good, and the streamers are playing with a deck that
looks like it was dropped from one of the UFOs flying around,” said Mr.
Harbert, the former NBC chairman. A merger could be one way to
accelerate streaming plans. Mr. Roberts considered WarnerMedia an
ideal partner but didn’t want to make the first move, the people close to
him said. The logic of such a deal, according to the people:
WarnerMedia’s subscription-oriented HBO Max would serve the
premium end of the market, while Peacock would focus on generating
revenue from ads. Mr. Roberts could still pursue the combined
WarnerMedia-Discovery down the road, the people said. Before
ViacomCBS launched its Paramount+ service in March, Comcast floated
the idea of joining forces on streaming, with Peacock becoming the
home for ViacomCBS content, one of the people said. Viacom wasn’t
interested and went ahead with its own service. ViacomCBS declined to
comment.

One concern inside Comcast is that it could face a difficult and lengthy
process to get a major deal approved by antitrust enforcers, some of the
people close to management said. For example, regulators could balk at
allowing two broadcasters, NBC and CBS, to operate under one roof. To
build Peacock’s audience, Comcast plans to pull NBC content from Hulu
next year, one of the people said.

In another boost for Peacock, Comcast will end a major licensing deal
with WarnerMedia’'s HBO, which has aired movies from Comcast’s
Universal studio several months after they run in theaters, people
familiar with the decision said. Comcast will pass up a big paycheck but
will be allowed, starting next year, to put certain high-profile titles on
Peacock on its preferred timetable, one of the people

said. NBCUniversal plans to start shifting some cable and broadcast
shows to Peacock and become a launchpad for new content: The entire
new season of the Bravo show “Below Deck Mediterranean” was made
available on Peacock a week ahead of the cable network premiere in
late June. However, pay TV distributors might not pay as much to carry
TV channels if their good content shifts to Peacock, and talent would
have to go along with the plans.

The Peacock push has caused some internal tensions. NBCUniversal
had considered moving major NBC network shows like medical drama
“‘New Amsterdam” and even hit talent show “The Voice” to Peacock, a
senior executive said. However, network executives balked at those
moves. In the case of police comedy “Brooklyn Nine-Nine,” producers
and the cast, including star Andy Samberg, also resisted the shift to
Peacock, saying it wouldn’t be fair to the show’s fans to put the last
season of the show behind a paywall, people familiar with the situation
said. Another factor was that the cast and writers would need
compensation of around $16 million to make the move, one of the
people said.

Matt Strauss, chairman of Peacock, said the service is different from
some of the leaders in streaming, partly because it is ad-supported.
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“We're not looking to compete head-to-head with them, if anything we
think Peacock could become more complementary to Netflix and
Disney,” he said. In streaming app distribution, a big question for Mr.
Roberts is whether to pursue a takeover of Roku, whose market value
has more than tripled in the past year to $53 billion, amid a streaming
boom. So far, he’s chosen to build a platform internally, capitalizing on
years of investments in cable software.

The company has poured money into the software behind its Xfinity
cable boxes, known as X1. A version of the software powers Comcast’s
Flex streaming boxes, which resemble Roku or Apple TV devices and
are available free to Comcast’s broadband-only customers. The smart
TV strategy is especially attractive to Mr. Roberts since it gives Comcast
another outlet for international expansion, some of the people familiar
with his thinking said. Also, the economics are much better for Comcast
than the streaming boxes, since there are no hardware costs involved,
one of the people said.

Mr. Roberts has said he looks to Amazon and its founder, Jeff Bezos, for
inspiration. “The thing he said is: Don’t obsess on the stock price,
obsess on your customers and the quality of your products in the long
term,” Mr. Roberts said at an investor conference in March. “l think we've
tried to do that.” — Wall Street Journal

Republican lawmakers are moving forward with legislation that would
require voters to show identification every time they go the polls. The
state Senate on Wednesday voted 30-20 to approve a GOP-proposed
amendment that seeks to enshrine that requirement in the state
constitution. All 28 Republican senators supported the measure, as did
Democratic Sen. Lisa Boscola of Lehigh County and independent Sen.
John Yudichak of Luzerne County.

Gov. Tom Wolf has opposed legislation to require voter identification at
the polls. But GOP lawmakers are moving forward with an effort to
amend the state constitution, which would not require the governor’'s
approval. The measure now goes to the House for consideration,
beginning the lengthy ratification process. A constitutional amendment
requires both legislative chambers to approve identical legislation in two
consecutive legislative sessions and culminates with presenting it to
voters who make the final decision.

With this proposal, the earliest voters could see it appear on the ballot
would be the May 2023 election. While the amendment couldn’t be
ratified before the critical congressional elections of 2022, it's possible it
could be in place for the next presidential election in 2024. In a separate
action earlier in the afternoon, the Senate State Government voted 7-4
along party lines to approve a comprehensive election overhaul bill that
the House passed on Tuesday.

That bill, which includes a voter identification requirement along with a
multitude of other changes, is now in a position to possibly receive a
vote by the full Senate before the end of this week. But even it it wins
Senate approval, it is destined to draw veto from Wolf. Wolf and many
Democratic lawmakers who spoke on the legislation regard it as a voter
suppression effort that grows out of baseless claims of voter fraud in the
2020 presidential election.
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Republicans, however, argue voter identification is needed to restore
voter confidence in the integrity of the election process as a result of the
doubt that election cast on the final outcome for some voters. “This is
something the people of Pennsylvania are begging for,” said Sen. Judy
Ward, R-Blair County, who sponsored the proposed amendment
legislation. She pointed to the recent Franklin & Marshall Poll that found
74% of respondents favored an ongoing photo identification
requirement. “Governor Wolf is definitely not listening to the majority of
Pennsylvanians when he threatens to wield his veto pen on voter ID
legislation,” Ward said. “With the governor’s refusal to even consider
having voters provide verification to vote every time, we were left with no
choice but to place the issue on the ballot in the form of a constitutional
amendment.”

That gave Democrats yet another reason to oppose the bill, calling it
legislating by constitutional amendment. “It truly is really gnawing away
at the democratic process that we use to change laws,” said Sen. Judy
Schwank, D-Berks County. “When we try to legislate this way, | think
we’re crossing a line that we and our constituents may come to regret.”
Senate Democratic Leader Jay Costa of Allegheny County said it gives
rise to the question: “Why are we [legislators] here if we are going to
delegate everything we have to decide to the people of

Pennsylvania?” Ward’s amendment, along with requiring a proof of
identification for in-person and mailed ballots, would also amend the
minimum voting age in the state constitution to 18. That would make it
consistent with the voting age in the U.S. Constitution. The legislation
outlines several forms of acceptable identification for voters, such as any
valid state or U.S. government-issued photo identification, a student or
employee photo identification or a non-photo ID that includes the voter’s
name and address, such as a firearm permit or utility bill.

Throughout the lengthy debate, Republican lawmakers pointed out
producing identification is commonplace in routine activities. Besides
that, they said the state now requires proof of identification to apply for a
mailed ballot and when a voter shows up at a polling place for the first
time. “We aren’t asking for anything more onerous to voters,” Ward said.
“As a constitutional amendment we are allowing voters, not politics, to
decide how best to secure elections.”

Sen. Mike Regan, R-Cumberland/York counties, said Pennsylvanians
deserve to have confidence in our election system and “one very simple
way to start to build that confidence is through voter identification
requirements.” But Democrats weren’t having it. They argued that it
would prove particularly burdensome to voters who are poor, Black and
brown. Sen. Sharif Street, D-Philadelphia, noted there are usually fees
involved in obtaining an identification, which becomes another barrier to
voting.

Sen. Tony Williams, D-Philadelphia, raised concerns about how
providing a copy of identification along with a mailed ballot would erode
voter privacy. “For those who believe it's about protecting against voter
fraud,” Williams said, “in fact, it is further contributing to reducing one’s
privacy, opening up the door to your most personal information and
allowing the possibility for what we believe to be a Republican and
Democratic society to turn into some offspring of an authoritarian control
information process.”
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But Ward pointed out 35 other states have enacted voter identification
requirements. Eleven of those states had a higher voter turnout in the
2020 general election than Pennsylvania, Ward said as she sought to
counter arguments that would lead to voter suppression. “Every day |
hear from constituents who want to know why they need identification to
buy cold medicine, get married, have a COVID vaccine or adopt a pet,
but not to choose your next senator, township supervisor, judge or
president,” Ward said. — Harrisburg Patriot-News

Even if you're only remotely familiar with the annual state budget
process, you likely know about its final days. They’re filled with agonizing
stops and starts, endless parliamentary parries, and empty, ideological
arguments leading to party-line votes. Plus, as lawmakers rush to the
July 1 budget deadline, you get action like the GOP House passage of
voting changes, bitterly argued and then approved with every Democrat
but one — Rep. Frank Burns (D-Cambria) — voting “nay.”

It's R vs. D on everything, a mini-mirror of Washington. (Note to self:
check with Cumberland County GOP Rep. Greg Rothman and Philly
Democratic Rep. Stephen Kinsey on how their “bipartisan caucus” is
doing.) This is one-party legislating, in the face of a promised veto by
Gov. Tom Wolf, with no chance of an override. It's a partisan-fueled
spinning wheel going nowhere. An example of the sort of thing turning
average folks away from politics.

| have an idea. The legislature could boost public interest, maybe even
public trust, by holding an annual “swap party.” | don’t mean “swap” as a
derivative contract where two parties exchange cash flow or liabilities
from two different financial instruments (did you just nod off there?). |
don’t mean a “swap party” where people get together, clean out their
closets and/or garages, and see who wants what. | mean policy swaps.
Something for them. Something for us. At a minimum, it could make it
appear they care about ALL citizens.

And while a column last week suggesting R’s and D’s cut a deal on
voting changes didn’t exactly catch on, maybe swaps on broader issues
can. Hey, | might not have much faith in lawmakers (or, to be honest,
much charity towards them), but | always have hope. So, here goes.

The GOP is pushing for hundreds of millions of dollars more for private
and religious schools. OK, do it. Then stop stonewalling on legislation to
give child sex abuse survivors, many of whom were abused while
attending such schools, the right to sue their predators after statutes of
limitations expire. Then take per diems (please), those lawmaker
expenses requiring no receipts. They're in the news thanks to Spotlight
PA hammering away: $20 million over the last four years, with one
lawmaker, Rep. Chris Sainato, D-Lawrence, collecting $1.8 million since
1994. There’s even legislation to trim or kill them.

Here’s the swap. Per diems can run to $200 a day. Kill them or at least
require accountability. Then reinstate a General Assistance program of
about $200 a month for the state’s most vulnerable. Lawmakers twice
ended the program. It's largely transitional and served about 11,000
people statewide, mostly disabled, with no income, unable to work, not
qualified for other aid and awaiting approval of Social Security disability
benefits. The money was to help with housing, transport to medical
appointments and personal needs such as soap and laundry detergent.
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If there’s money for pols’ questionable expenses, there’s money for their
most disadvantaged constituents.

Meanwhile, to get around a Wolf veto on voting changes, Republicans
are pushing a constitutional amendment requiring voter photo ID. It
would take a couple years, but it seems likely to happen. The left argues
photo ID amounts, for some, to voter suppression. Republicans say it
makes elections better. It that's the goal, give us all something else to
make elections better — open primaries.

Pennsylvania is one of only nine states with closed primaries, effectively
disenfranchising roughly 900,000 “unaffiliated” or independent

voters. Open primaries encourage candidates to be more moderate and
appeal to more than the party base. When have we ever needed more
moderates? Also, while Senate Republicans appear ready to OK some
kind of new audit of 2020 election results, let’s also OK some kind of
new audit of the Legislature’s finances. Especially, its $200 million
‘reserve” (slush) fund — since the only audit it ever gets is one by a firm it
hires and pays.

And while we're at it, let’s hop on the train of providing voters with recall
elections to remove public officials from office (19 states already

do). Such a constitutional change just passed out of a House
committee. It applies, for now, only to Philadelphia. That’s fine. But it
could be better. It could apply to all members of the legislature. Then we
could have a real “swap party.” — John Baer’s column in Harrisburg
Patriot-News
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