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Jack Capparell has worked at Service Electric for more than 50 years, 
getting his start at the cable company as it transitioned from five to 12 
channels. “I’ve seen it go from that to this,” the company’s longtime 
general manager said, referring to a world where viewers have more 
choices than ever.  
 
That’s prompted some to ditch cable and delve into the growing supply 
of alternatives. For one, customers can now opt for a streaming TV 
service, such as Sling TV. Or, they can go without pay TV — like a 
growing number of people — and cobble together an entertainment 
package that works for them, often starting with Netflix. 
 
But those services, too, are getting more expensive. The owners of 
Sling TV and DirecTV Now are beginning to focus on profitability, while 
Netflix — which continues to spend billions annually on original content 
— last month announced its largest price hike since the streaming 
service debuted. Around and around we go in the fragmented TV 
space, one where the traditional cable companies, such as Service 
Electric and RCN, are now focused on their internet offerings in the 
day of smart devices all competing for bandwidth in a home. 
 
It’s the smart play, experts say, especially as cable customers across 
the country opened up their bills in December to find an annual rate 
hike tied to rising programming costs — an increase that continues to 
cause many viewers to look elsewhere for their entertainment. In line 
with the trend, most — if not all — cable companies, including Service 
Electric and RCN, now have more internet subscribers than TV 
customers. While Service Electric and RCN don’t disclose specific 
numbers, Philadelphia telecommunications giant Comcast Corp. 
reported 27.2 million internet subscribers at the end of 2018, compared 
with 21.9 million cable customers. 
 
Don’t let that fool you — Americans still love their TV, though how they 
watch has drastically changed. About 78 percent of U.S. households 
subscribe to a pay-TV service, according to figures released Oct. 31 by 
Leichtman Research Group Inc., which specializes in research and 
analysis of the broadband, media and entertainment industries. But 
that percentage was down from 86 percent five years earlier, a decline 
driven mostly by adults aged 18 to 44, according to Leichtman. 
 
Diving deeper, Leichtman found that the country’s largest pay-TV 
providers, which represent about 95 percent of the market, lost about 
975,000 video subscribers in the third quarter, an acceleration from a 
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loss of about 410,000 in the year-earlier quarter. Within that, satellite 
TV services DirecTV and Dish TV led the way with a combined loss of 
about 725,000 subscribers in the quarter. Internet-delivered services 
Sling TV and DirecTV Now offset some of the loss by adding 75,000 
subscribers in the quarter, though that was significantly down from 
about 530,000 new subscribers in the third quarter of 2017, according 
to Leichtman. 
 
While Leichtman’s fourth-quarter wrap-up won’t be released for a few 
more weeks, several companies have announced quarterly earnings 
showing a continuation of the same trends, with top cable providers 
Comcast and Charter Communications reporting a drop in TV 
customers. DirectTV Now reported a loss of 267,000 users in the 
fourth quarter as a promotional price expired. 
 
A main reason for the slowed growth of Sling TV and DirecTV Now 
could be related to each of the service’s parent companies deciding to 
scale back promotions to focus on turning a profit, said Bruce 

Leichtman, president and principal analyst (and Cable Academy 2019 

presenter) for Leichtman Research Group. That category also is 
growing more crowded, with PlayStation Vue, YouTube TV and Hulu’s 
TV offering all competing for market share. “The prices they were 
putting in weren’t good for their business,” he said. “They were good to 
lure customers in.”  
 
To get DirecTV Now profitable, parent company AT&T is thinking of a 
price point around $50 to $60 a month, AT&T Chairman and CEO 
Randall Stephenson said at an investor conference in December. That 
would be up from the current starting price of $40 for a package with 
more than 60 channels, which was increased from $35 last 
summer. Similarly, Dish Network Corp.-owned Sling TV last year 
raised the price of its base package, with more than 30 channels, from 
$19.99 to $25 to offset some of the price increases from programmers. 
When asked by an analyst during the third-quarter earnings call in 
November whether Sling was profitable, Dish co-founder and 
Chairman Charlie Ergen said: “It depends on how you look at it. But 
under Charlie Ergen’s definition of profitability, I think I’d like to make a 
little bit more money than we’re making today.” 
 
Then, last month, Hulu announced it was cutting the price of its on-
demand streaming service, which competes with Netflix, by $2 to $5.99 
a month, but the company also said it was raising the price of its live 
TV option, which competes with Sling and DirecTV Now, by $5 to 
$44.99 monthly. Despite the success of Hulu in hitting more than 25 
million subscribers across both plans, the company continues to lose 
money. For example, Comcast, which owns 30 percent of the 
company, lost $454 million on Hulu last year, according to Comcast’s 
annual report. 
 
Aside from profitability, another challenge in internet-delivered TV 
services is a “very little barrier of exit,” so customers can jump around 
from promotion to promotion, from Sling to DirecTV Now to Hulu and 
so on, Leichtman noted. For all TV providers, whether Sling or a 
traditional cable company, it’s also key to keep price increases 
moderate enough to avoid the point where customers decide to 
switch. “Everybody has that straw that breaks the camel’s back,” 
Leichtman said 
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For the cable customers, however, the straws have been piling on their 
backs for more than two decades, since cable rates were deregulated. 
The cable companies, meanwhile, blame rising rates on programming 
costs, or what they have to pay networks and broadcast stations to 
carry and distribute channels to viewers. Showing those increases is 
why RCN breaks out certain fees in its annual rate increase letter, 
according to Sanford Ames Jr., senior vice president and general 
manager of RCN Pennsylvania. “What we’re trying to do is show the 
programming costs, so our customers know exactly where the 
increases are coming from,” he said. 
 
This year, RCN increased its broadcast TV surcharge by $2.50, its 
entertainment networks surcharge by $2.75 and its sport surcharge by 
$2.75. Service Electric, which previously folded its sports programming 
surcharge into its rate, this year broke out the $5.25 sports 
programming fee as a separate line item from its full-basic cable rate. 
Generally speaking, breaking fees out allows a cable company to keep 
its advertised rate lower. 
 
For the customers that stick with cable, despite the rising rates, RCN 
and Service Electric both said they try to provide more value. For 
example, RCN on Tuesday announced a new lineup for ultra high-
definition 4K channels in its markets and, last year, made available a 
TiVo interface that includes a voice-command remote control. Ames 
said RCN is seeing a roughly 33 percent adoption rate for the remote. 
Service Electric, meanwhile, made the switch to a TiVo-powered box in 
2017.  
 
But, generally, the number of TV customers at cable companies is 
declining. The good news? Even if a customer drops video service, 
they keep the internet, Capparell of Service Electric noted. At RCN, 
Ames said, internet customers have increased, more than offsetting 
the drop in TV subscribers. After all, a service such as Sling or DirecTV 
Now needs a fast internet connection, noted Ames, who even had his 
Christmas lights connected to Wi-Fi this past holiday season. While 
Ames noted streaming TV services have certain advantages over 
cable, such as being able to offer smaller channel packages and 
having no installation costs, he said they will face the same 
programming costs challenges. 
 
Right now, Capparell noted, some of the streaming TV services are 
selling packages for less than they’re paying for it as they hunt for 
market share, which makes it hard for cable to compete. “The reality is 
there’s going to be a point in time when these streaming services, with 
their so-called packages that may look good right now, are going to 
cost substantially more,” he said. 
 
While Capparell believes some will jump back to cable, Service Electric 
— as its full name, Service Electric Cable TV & Communications, 
indicates — is more of a communications provider nowadays, offering 
cable, internet, phone and home security. And that’s a good thing in an 
industry where consumers are now watching shows and sports in new 
ways — a change that will only continue to accelerate when Walt 
Disney Co. launches its streaming service, Disney Plus, this year. 
 
Or, as Capparell put it: “It’s not like at 6 o’clock everybody in the 
country sits down and watches ‘Bonanza’ because there’s three 
channels.” – Allentown Morning Call  
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_______________________________________________________ 
Your phone rings with a call from an unknown but local number, and 
you answer it, only to find it’s a robocall. Legislators and state leaders 
across the country are trying to address the problem, but one 
Tennessee senator wants his state to address the problem with heavy 
fines. 
 
Sen. Joey Hensley, taking aim at “misleading or inaccurate” caller 
information, introduced a bill calling to increase fines from a current 
$10,000 penalty to $25,000 per violation. The Stopping Bad Robocalls 
Act, a federal bill by Rep. Frank Pallone Jr., of New Jersey, was 
recently reintroduced, and the Senate has introduced a bipartisan bill 
on the issue, too, the Asbury Park Press reported. In October, dozens 
of attorneys general called on the Federal Communications 
Commission to create new rules to allow telephone service providers 
to block more illegal robocalls, noting scammers have found ways to 
evade a 2017 FCC call-blocking order by disguising their identities, 
such as making phone calls appear to be from a number within a 
consumer’s local area code.   
 
The disguised robocalls make it more difficult for law enforcement to 
pursue cases. “The added authority sought by the attorneys general 
will allow service providers to use new technology to detect and block 
illegal spoofed calls, even those coming from what are otherwise 
legitimate phone numbers,” a statement by Tennessee attorney 
general said. “Service providers will be ready to launch this new 
authentication method in 2019.” The FCC announced in November it 
was proposing several measures to reduce unwanted robocalls and 
prevent spam text messaging. – Associated Press  
_______________________________________________________ 
Google says it is pulling its high-speed internet service out of 
Kentucky's largest city, one of about a dozen where Google Fiber was 
offered. Google Fiber announced on its blog Thursday that Louisville's 
service will end on April 15. Google Fiber launched the service in some 
neighborhoods in Louisville in October 2017. 
 
The tech giant acknowledged problems in Louisville with a new method 
of digging shallower trenches to speed up the installation times of the 
fiber optic cable. Google says the problems were "disruptive to 
residents and caused service issues for our customers." Google Fiber 
was first launched in Kansas City in 2012 and has moved into 
Nashville, Atlanta, Austin and other cities. The service offers 1000 
megabytes per second speed and has been pitched as a cheaper 
alternative to other providers. – Associated Press  
_______________________________________________________ 
When Gov. Tom Wolf and his second-in-command, John Fetterman, 
announced plans to poll Pennsylvania residents about legalizing 
marijuana for recreational use, we just had to ask. Had Wolf and/or 
Fetterman ever smoked a joint or otherwise indulged in the wacky 
tabacky? The responses, provided by their offices, perfectly match 
their strikingly different personalities.  
 
Our straight-laced and professorial governor? We’re told he “tried it 
once or twice in college but did not like it.” And our new lieutenant 
governor, who looks and sounds like a professional wrestler, albeit one 
with a master’s from the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard? 
We’re told Fetterman sparked up at Burning Man, a sort of post-
apocalyptic Woodstock in the Nevada desert.  

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001TU5uNUgAtga7zzhc9oAvKNRXw20nOKC1ymZwVmdIawrQN1dC-EFu3SmN0JaZatydfA1Q7rp6tWwN4efDA7mTmgBLSOCix4STh-DTm3-FkCaq0TT-gl13z9dv9Bz6N7aQAQlYL2DgUyrgMJESNmNsjU05dHTot4si0a5HSqihzTBcGLYuyZwLfpyDGZlEsA_81qvIV6IzoZfmSgHU3atYBX7RzXyLIQZl3FwY__4fzFUOP45n0iLyb_ludqRV5luB9e_fi0f6Z4jk-89lrDluUg==&c=8YdH_Be6JwiQf2B-TKmiRX6OlgYgasBJb-m6LV1bJhQNLGLaB366ww==&ch=Jmlk4sNRY1q19OV4v3h1hinea74joCTG7g78Olm_rk4xTjyACvNd5w==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001TU5uNUgAtga7zzhc9oAvKNRXw20nOKC1ymZwVmdIawrQN1dC-EFu3SmN0JaZatydfA1Q7rp6tWwN4efDA7mTmgBLSOCix4STh-DTm3-FkCaq0TT-gl13z9dv9Bz6N7aQAQlYL2DgUyrgMJESNmNsjU05dHTot4si0a5HSqihzTBcGLYuyZwLfpyDGZlEsA_81qvIV6IzoZfmSgHU3atYBX7RzXyLIQZl3FwY__4fzFUOP45n0iLyb_ludqRV5luB9e_fi0f6Z4jk-89lrDluUg==&c=8YdH_Be6JwiQf2B-TKmiRX6OlgYgasBJb-m6LV1bJhQNLGLaB366ww==&ch=Jmlk4sNRY1q19OV4v3h1hinea74joCTG7g78Olm_rk4xTjyACvNd5w==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001TU5uNUgAtga7zzhc9oAvKNRXw20nOKC1ymZwVmdIawrQN1dC-EFu3SmN0JaZatydLRVSpYhXObPQlVLgQsEg0pAiZG7KGGXr3SUrUBNwbIjqt3rD7vlDYLOjh8lVkhDmc36KRFqx8RmaYMmJND6Rmi9555eT3oTeGqOYy0UGRp67CAIMVtGbDrNJFlOKpEmn&c=8YdH_Be6JwiQf2B-TKmiRX6OlgYgasBJb-m6LV1bJhQNLGLaB366ww==&ch=Jmlk4sNRY1q19OV4v3h1hinea74joCTG7g78Olm_rk4xTjyACvNd5w==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001TU5uNUgAtga7zzhc9oAvKNRXw20nOKC1ymZwVmdIawrQN1dC-EFu3SmN0JaZatydktl9bo1sg30u_-d3gDKfKvbTMGfSD2680MkRjMPDMtPyti-1ltmQKrdZ1WtTyi1ILzX0sve3WiQAWZbni5fyFeHVjsKSbZ1W6QuxLZ-s0VVArYWLXUJa5A==&c=8YdH_Be6JwiQf2B-TKmiRX6OlgYgasBJb-m6LV1bJhQNLGLaB366ww==&ch=Jmlk4sNRY1q19OV4v3h1hinea74joCTG7g78Olm_rk4xTjyACvNd5w==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001TU5uNUgAtga7zzhc9oAvKNRXw20nOKC1ymZwVmdIawrQN1dC-EFu3SmN0JaZatydg9mbsE-DwN4w0h_99q0SIMPe8ngJk8LXQoTnawRU2RaEKlRJNTLLjNSPRm2Rtqt--QFUZWmRi0XCGDkYmja4bA==&c=8YdH_Be6JwiQf2B-TKmiRX6OlgYgasBJb-m6LV1bJhQNLGLaB366ww==&ch=Jmlk4sNRY1q19OV4v3h1hinea74joCTG7g78Olm_rk4xTjyACvNd5w==


 
Fetterman’s first stop on his 67-county listening tour is Monday at the 
Jewish Federation of Greater Harrisburg. Must be a hotbed of stoners, 
right? But before he hits the road, the governor’s campaign sent out a 
“one-question survey” asking people whether they support marijuana 
legalization. Answer, and Wolf’s survey will ask another: Do you want 
to donate some money? – Philadelphia Daily News  

 

 

   

 

  

 


