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tion to the online world. Consider
EbonyJet.com: Its traffic is so small it
doesn’t register with ComScore or
Nielsen. The website aggregating the
biggest black audience online is Time
Warner’s Black Voices. The second-
most popular is BlackPlanet.com—
owned by five Asians.

But Eric Blankfein, senior VP-
channel insights director at Horizon
Media, New York, said advertisers
should not just look at traffic fig-
ures, noting that there are opportu-
nities to gain more credibility with
the audience by buying in outlets
owned by African-Americans. 

“Our research shows that web
environments, even those below

the radar, so-called grass-roots web-
sites that may not see a whole lot of
ad support but have a high contex-
tual relevance among consumers,
can give marketers instant credibili-
ty,” he said. “From an advertising
standpoint, you need to be in media
that is credible to your market. If it
is credible and minority-owned,
that’s valuable to the advertiser.”

In 2001, Black Press launched a
national network and news portal,
BlackPressUSA.com, “to bridge the
gap as far as technology is concerned
for member newspapers,” Mr. Smith
said. Despite the efforts, the site has
garnered little traffic and has yet to
register with ComScore and

Nielsen/NetRatings. Mr. Smith said
the site gets about 10,000 hits a week. 

Yet prominent advertisers have
bought ads on BlackPressUSA.com,
including Home Depot, Microsoft,
Sprint, Coca-Cola, General Motors
and Comcast.

“All of us, in time, must find a
way to have a combination of the
two forms—both print and online,”
Mr. Smith said. “We must be able
to face up to the challenge of new
technology or we, too, will go by
the wayside.”

It’s not limited to newspapers.
The legacy magazine
brands—Ebony, Jet, Essence and
Black Enterprise, all black-owned

except Essence—are struggling to
gain new readers. Average circula-
tion was essentially flat from 2006 to
2007 for all four, according to the
Magazine Publishers of America (see
chart, P. 28). 

The low rate of media ownership
in broadcast has been blamed by
some on the policies of the FCC,
including David Honig, executive
director of the Minority Media and
Telecommunications Council. “The
relative success of minorities in the
weekly-newspaper industry was
possible because no federal agency
acted as the gatekeeper of newsprint
and ink,” Mr. Honig wrote in a
recent report. “In broadcasting …

the FCC’s regulatory policies
ensured that media companies could
not cross the line from print to
broadcasting.” 

Indeed, it wasn’t until 1949 that
an African-American even owned a
radio station, and by 1971, there were
only six minority-owned stations. 

That’s not to say ownership
rates in radio are stellar today, even
if they do surpass that of TV;
African-Americans own just 3.4%
of the full-power commercial
broadcast radio stations nationwide.

The largest black-owned radio
company is Radio One, based in

“Government should reinstitute the tax-certificate policy. That’s a good first step, but
you also need government initiatives to make capital available. We need bigger,
more broadly based programs with more funds allocated to capital formation in
minority communities.” 

—Jim Winston, executive director of the 
National Association of Black Owned Broadcasters

What’s the solution? 
We asked a number of prominent industry players what they see as the answer to
the dismal rate of media ownership in the black community. 

“The market dynamics being what they are, it is the case that African-American and
minority-owned media in general have not been able to have the same degree of
capitalization of their  mainstream counterparts to invest in technology to be ahead
of the curve and set the space of the curve. It’s a whole different reality than trying to
keep up. If you get legislation to even the playing field, that will make up some
ground, but you’re not going to be able to take on the juggernaut of some of the
bigger media companies. They are still going to be playing catch-up.” 

—David Brown, president of BrownPartners, Philadelphia

“It would take the very experienced African-American operators to have the desire to
leave the larger media companies where they work today to create an entrepreneurial
opportunity and buy some stations. ...You’ve got to have the African-American talent
who are willing to do it. The talent is there, but the question is: Are those executives
willing to do it? They often have to leave a great opportunity corporately.”

—Kelvin Walker, principal, 21st Century Group, a private-equity fund based in Dallas
that has invested in several black-owned media companies

Oscar Joyner knows a thing or two about the
radio business. His father is Tom Joyner, host
of the Tom Joyner Morning Show, arguably
the most influential radio show in the black
community today, reaching 8 million listeners
on 115 stations. 

But in today’s digital world, media
ownership was never an attractive option for
the younger Mr. Joyner, 33. “In owning a
distribution channel, you are just so
susceptible to economic trends at the macro
level,” he said. “There is just as much
opportunity in content as there is in
owning a media network.” 

The Joyners’ company,
formed in 2003, is named
Reach Media and aims to
“develop, acquire and
partner in quality media and
marketing opportunities
targeting the African-
American community.” 

When Tom Joyner bought
the rights to his show from ABC in
2004, he  sold a 51%
stake for $56.1 million
in cash and stock to
the largest black-
owned media
company in the

U.S., Radio One. 
Selling to Radio One instead of, say Clear

Channel, was purposeful. “Black ownership
does matter,” said the  president-chief
operating officer of Reach Media. “When we
put our company up for sale, Radio One was
an attractive partner because, like us, they are
a minority-owned business. We have nobody
to answer to but black people.” 

Although it’s technically not independent,
that allows Reach Media to create a media
brand that stands out among others targeting

a black audience that are no longer owned
and operated by African-Americans,

such as Essence and BET. 
“We couldn’t compete with the

big media companies when it comes
to access to capital. But we could
give an unfettered message to
African-Americans,” Mr. Joyner
said. “We don’t have to worry about

how our board of directors might feel
or how the parent company
might feel because they are

African-American.” 
Reach  employs
more than 60 and

has revenue of $50
million.

—MYA FRAZIER

How the Joyners extended their Reach
“There has to be a greater sensitivity on the part of white America to understand the
necessity for us to plot our own destiny, which includes owning our own media. There
are always going to be those folks who think it’s a good thing that the major media is
putting out something targeting our community, but that does not help to strengthen
our economy. They recognize how lucrative a market the African-American
community has, and consequently they want to tap into those resources as well.” 

—John Smith Sr., chairman, Black Press of America

“First, accord the shameful state of minority and female media ownership the
priority it deserves at the FCC. Second, make sure that the few incentives on the
books provide meaningful participation for minorities and women rather than
favoring white males, as is presently the case. Third, create targeted race- and
gender-conscious incentives that will really make a difference. Fourth, encourage
congressional passage of a tax-certificate program to provide additional financial
incentives. Fifth, do all of this withminorities and women, not simply for them.” 

–Federal Communications Commissioner Michael Copps 

“Media targeted to African-Americans is not valued to the degree that other media
is. There is this assumption or feeling that marketers can take the African-American
community for granted. I don’t have to spend targeted dollars in this medium to
attract that audience. That’s the fundamental problem. Let’s deal with the 800-
pound gorilla in the room, and that is that racism is alive and well in the ad business.” 

—Earl Graves Jr., president-CEO of Black Enterprise 

“I am wary of an environment where there are so few owners of African-American
media outlets. I think we should always be concerned when people are discouraged
to go the route of entrepreneurship. The barriers are higher in the media industry
than they were before, and that requires a different kind of entrepreneurial person
to get over those barriers, and the biggest barrier to entry is the access to capital.
There is no shortage of ideas, but it requires a more astute and financially savvy
entrepreneur than it may have 60 years ago.” 

—Kenard Gibbs, publisher of Ebony and Jet magazines 

See BLACK MEDIA on Page 30

When it comes to solving the riddle of media
ownership in the black community, access to
capital is invariably raised as the answer.

Yet as the media-consolidation trend
continues, the capital challenge will only get
that much harder, according to Kelvin Walker,
principal of 21st Century Group, a Dallas-based
private-equity fund of $160 million that has
invested in black-owned media companies.

“As the market has matured with media,
there is a desire by institutions, capital
providers and the big banks to have scale, so if
you are a guy who wants to get into radio or TV
and buy one radio or two stations, that is a
small deal for a lot of the institutions. They’d
rather have the safety or infrastructure of 20.”

Even though the private-equity market can
be a “great catalyst” for African-American
entrepreneurs, ultimately the institutional
investors behind those markets want a return
on the money they’ve invested, he said—and the
quickest payback comes with scale. 

“As much as John Doe and John Q or Jane
Q would love to own their five radio stations, if
they do well and drive market share and drive
value, it’s likely they have a chance to make

wealth for themselves by selling,” he said.
That’s exactly what happened in the late

’90s, when many black media entrepreneurs
sold following the 1996 Telecommunications
Act, which relaxed media-ownership rules.

It’s one of the reasons Mr. Walker
dismisses the notion that racism keeps
minorities out of media today, pointing instead
to media consolidation as the root of the
problem. “The lending environment simply
favors the larger owners,” he said. “Do people
want to start down the path of blaming it on
racism? I’m not going to go there.” 

That’s not to say there aren’t big success
stories. 21st Century Group, along with
Goldman Sachs Urban Investment Group, put
up $17 million for Urban Radio
Communications in July 2005 to buy 10 radio
stations in the southeastern U.S. Since then,
the company has been on a tear, profiting
from “the strong growth trends in media and
advertising targeting African-Americans,”
according to a press release. In 2007, the
company doubled its size, growing to 24
stations from 12.

—MYA FRAZIER

Overcoming the capital conundrum 

OSCAR JOYNER
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