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Our Annual Ranking of Country’s Airplay Leaders

Since the heyday of WSM-AM/
Nashville (profiled earlier in this 
issue), the primary conduit to the 
vast country listening audience has 

been radio, making the airing of country 
music on stations nationwide arguably 
the most crucial function of two industries 
whose aims are otherwise divergent. 
 Ranking the executives charged 
with navigating this often haphazard 
intersection is an interesting, if inexact, 
endeavor. Once again, however, the panel 
of radio and music business professionals 
polled by Country Aircheck delivered 
a thoughtful assessment of the most 

influential airplay power brokers, using 
the following criteria:
 “Airplay is currency for Country radio 
as well as the music business, so those 
with the greatest influence over airplay 
decisions should receive your highest 
rankings. These are folks who directly 
control airplay or have the influence to 
obtain airplay on behalf of artists.”
 This year, we asked those selected to 
share a favorite industry photo, along with 
their description of the captured moment. 
Not surprisingly, the submissions are as 
varied as the personalities who make up 
the Power 31.



1. Joe Galante 

Sony BMG/Nashville Chairman
“This picture represents a group of people who believed in an 

artist who could be a superstar. And who, along with the artist and 
management, put together a plan and did what most folks in town  
didn’t think was possible. It represents the breakthrough of Kenny 
Chesney to the top of the album charts, and the partnership and 
friendship that exists between all of us.”

2. Scott Borchetta
Big Machine/Valory Music Co. President

“Even though Taylor doesn’t necessarily like this photo 
because it was taken not long after she was soaked during 
her ACM mega-performance, this is a favorite of mine for so 
many reasons. Jack Ingram’s ACM win for Top New Male 
Vocalist was perhaps the most popular win since the early 
Vince Gill awards that I was associated with – good guys do 
win. And with Taylor, what more can you say? She’s such a 
bright star and a bright light. This photo is about champions – 
listen to Taylor’s ‘Change’ and it says it all.”

3. Luke Lewis
UMG/Nashville Chairman
“With Willie during a video shoot in Jamaica. 
Taking a smoke break.”

4. Mike Dungan
Capitol President/CEO

“The Arista Dream Team (with Alan Jackson, Allen Butler 
and Tim DuBois). Taken at our ACM party in 1992. We were 

young. We didn’t know any better. We broke all the rules. We had 
the time of our lives. And we kicked ass.”

5. Clay Hunnicutt
Clear Channel SVP/Programming; 
VP/Country; WUBL/Atlanta PD

“Accepting one 
of WUSY (US-101)/
Chattanooga’s CMA 
Awards is special for 
several reasons. One, it 
was one of nine Station 
of the Year awards and 
six Personality awards 
won by the team. Two, it will probably be the only 
time in my life I’ll be on that stage accepting a CMA 
Award, unless I learn to sing (not gonna happen). And 
three, because Pam Tillis is looking for anyone in the 
audience she knows instead of listening to some radio 
guy from Chattanooga.”

7. Rusty Walker
Programming Consultant

“This is me (then-OM/PD/MD/am drive and occasional AE at WQIK/
Jacksonville), APD/Prod. Dir./middays John St. John and some vagabond 
woman we’d run into on the street. Ha! In reality, WQIK had just scored 

its first No. 1 12+ and No. 1 25-54. 
While we were excited about the 
numbers, John and I were even more 
psyched to get to spend some time 
with Dolly the afternoon before 
her show in Jacksonville. It was 
raining torrentially and we had to 
park several blocks from the venue. 
If you look closely, you can see that John and I are both soaked. 
Although she was country’s biggest female superstar at the time, 
Dolly didn’t seem to mind that we were both wringing wet. Isn’t it 
amazing that none of the three of us has changed a bit since then?”

6. Jaye Albright
Country Consultant

“This was taken backstage during Garth’s first appearance in Las Vegas at 
the Thomas & Mack Center, right after his kids came down to get a pre-show 
goodnight hug. I was there with some winners from KWNR and then-KFMS, and 
all of us were treated to Garth’s brand of customer service, which has never been 
equaled in my 47-year radio and music career.”
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14. Joel Burke KYGO/Denver PD
“I had the chance to 

spend a couple of hours 
with legendary coach John 

Wooden (r) in 2003,  and then 
spend another couple of hours with 

him in 2004, which is when the attached photo 
was taken. He has had a profound impact on 
my life and my life at work. Coach Wooden 
is my hero! When I grow up, I want to be just 
like him. Also pictured is Andy Hill (l), who 
played for Coach Wooden in the early ’70s.”

8. Gregg Swedberg
KEEY/Minneapolis PD

“Backstage after a Big & Rich 
concert. John was so pumped up and 
said it was one of his favorite shows. 
I asked him, ‘How cool is it to be 
you?’ And he showed me. Truth is, 
I’ve never been as cool as John Rich. 
I have another photo taken backstage 
at Prince’s dance club before I got 

into Country, but that was so long ago that I’m really not recognizable. 
Lots more hair, lots less weight.”

11.  Mike Peterson WUSN/Chicago PD
“Kenny Chesney, Keith Urban, and US99 at sold-out Soldier Field was an amazing 

experience. A great day for country music in Chicago!”

12. Jimmy Harnen
Capitol/Nashville SVPP

“Taken at a crowded intersection in Addison, TX in 
November of 1997 before I relocated from Dallas to 
Columbia, MD to become NE rep for DreamWorks. I sent 
it to every PD and MD in the region with a note: ‘I am 
not your everyday promotion Turkey. Looking forward 
to meeting you soon! Happy Thanksgiving!’ Greg 
Cole left me a beyond puzzled message: ‘Jimmy, this 
is Greg at WPOC/Baltimore. Re: the turkey photo... 
(dead air, crickets, more dead air) ...call me.’ Greg 
and I still have a good laugh about that.”

13. Randy Goodman
Lyric Street President

“Even though not everyone who should be in this is, it’s a great cross-section of 
artists, Nashville staff and those from Burbank – including my boss – who have invested 
themselves totally in the dream of Lyric Street Records. It was taken last June at our 10-year 
anniversary party at the Country Music Hall Of Fame. Very special evening!”

9. Jeff Garrison
CBS Radio VP/Country; KILT/Houston PD

“David Malloy, Scott Siman, Wynn Jackson, John Huie, 
Christy DiNapoli, James Stroud, Greg Garrison, Byron 
Gallimore, Jeff Garrison, Allen Stieglitz and Harry Frazer at 
the Tall Man Invitational, better known as the TMI. This was 
in Scottsdale, winter 1998. Not pictured is T.K. Kimbrell, who 
got the shanks, quit and went home.”

10. Becky Brenner
KMPS/Seattle PD

“I love this because it is such a great reminder of the amazing 
opportunities we experience in radio. Sarah Buxton joined us for 
a special Studio 9-4-1 performance and luncheon to thank the 
firefighters and paramedics of King County for their hard work and 

dedication. To thank us, 
they set up their tallest 
(100-foot) rescue ladder 
and allowed us to gear 
up and experience what 
they go through every day. The setting was at the 
foothills of the Cascade Mountains and it was an 
amazing, beautiful day. How many people get to do 
things like this and get paid for it?!”  

19. Mike Kennedy
Wilks/Kansas City Dir./Programming;
KBEQ PD

“Each year Q104 teamed up with 
(now former) Chiefs defensive end 
Jared Allen to host a concert and 
Halloween party to benefit Juvenile 
Diabetes. Taylor Swift, Emerson 
Drive, James Otto, Halfway to 
Hazard and Lee Brice have played the event.  In this photo, a very small 
Mike Kennedy is surrounded by costumed Chiefs players including 
Priest Holmes, Jason Dunn, John Wellborn, Allen and Tony Gonzales.”

15. Mike Culotta
WQYK/Tampa PD

“This is me and my friend (I still can’t believe he knows my name), the legendary Charlie 
Daniels, onstage receiving a humanitarian award together in Tampa. What a privilege to be on the 
same stage and sharing this moment with him. This picture hangs on the wall in my office right 
below the American flag so I can see it every day.”

16. 
Royce 
Risser
 UMGN SVP/Promotion

“This project was a first for all of 

us. Josh Turner’s (c) first platinum 

album and first hit single, EJ Bernas’ 

(l)  first hit single as a regional and my 
first artist breaking as a VP. We were 
absolutely pumped.”

17. Mike Curb
Curb Records Chairman

“Eddie Ray (c) opened 
the door for Curb Records’ 
first distribution agreement 
in the mid-‘60s and Dick 
Whitehouse was President 
for 35 of Curb Records’ 
45 years. I would never 
have received a star on the 
Hollywood Walk of Fame 
were it not for these two 
individuals and the support 
of the entire Curb Records 
team over the years.”

18. Gator Michaels   Warner Bros. SVPP
“Danielle Taylor, Bob Reeves, April Johnson, Nancy Tunick, James Otto, Kristen Williams, 

Brooks Quigley, George Meeker and Ugly Fat Guy (and, in spirit, Rick Young and Glenn Noblit, 
who aren’t pictured) at the No. 1 party for Otto’s ‘Just Got Started 

Loving You.’  We actively worked this single for 300 days – the 
definition of passion. If I have any influence in this business, it 
comes from the people standing with me in this picture.”
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20. Butch Waugh
Sony BMG/Nashville Executive VP

“When I left New York for Nashville in 1997, RCA Label Group was 
just two labels. Mike Wilson (second from left) was RCA VP/Promotion 
and Tom Baldrica (l) was BNA VP/Promotion. With Joe Galante’s (second 

from right) direction and vision we enjoyed amazing success. When Arista 
and Bobby Kraig (c) joined in 2000, we hit another level. Working with them 

was one of the 
most satisfying and enjoyable times 
of my professional life. I learned so 
much and will always be indebted 
to these four. The work ethic, 
attitude and supportiveness we have 
today at Sony BMG is a carryover 
from the original VP-3, who set the 
standard for anyone who walks 
into the building.”

21. Mike Moore
Entercom VP/Country; KWJJ/Portland PD

“This is my favorite because it represents a highlight in my career, when Garth came 
to Orlando for five sold-out shows. It’s also a favorite for me because we’re both thinner, 
younger and have more hair.”

22. 
Skip 
Bishop
Arista/Nashville 
VP/Promotion

“Here’s me with the 
barbershop quartet I sing 
with on weekends. The 
short guy is the tenor.”

23. Scott Lindy
Sirius Satellite Radio Country PD

“Sam Kinison did about two 
hours on the air on the morning 
show I co-hosted at Rock 
WAZU/Dayton in 1990. He came 
back for a show in Cincinnati a 
month later, and while walking 
to his dressing room post-show 
he recognized me and called me 
out to come through the throng of 
autograph seekers and join him 
backstage. He was red-hot at the time, and it was a really cool 
thing for him to do and impressed the hell out of my date. Then 
I went bald.”

24. Kevin Herring
Lyric Street VP/Promotion

“A bunch of young guns at Mercury in 1994. Wow, we were 
young! Me, John Ettinger, Theresa Durst, Pat Surnegie, Rocco Cosco 
and Michael Powers. What a team that was!”

25. Bob Moody Regent VPP
“From my Country Radio Hall of Fame induction – the ultimate honor and 
one of the most memorable days of my life. I was also proud to include 
Babe Ruth, Pee Wee Reese, Larry Daniels, Buddy Deane, my grandmother 
Moody, Coyote Calhoun, zoology, biology, archaeology, The Da Vinci 
Code, William Faulkner, Talledega Nights, the Tower of London, Al Gore, 
Gary Burbank and the Druids in a speech that ran only 10 minutes.”



31. Shelly Easton
Citadel Country Co-Capt.; WCTO/Allentown PD

26. Kerry Wolfe
WMIL/Milwaukee PD

“This photo is important to me (l) because the three people I am pictured with (l-r) are no longer 

with us: Keith Whitley, who died of an alcohol overdose in 1989; Gayland Adams, who at the time 
was with RCA Records and later took his life; and Kevin O’Neal, the Program Director who acted 
as my mentor in the early years of my career and passed away just last year.”

27. 
Jan 
Jeffries
Cumulus SVP/
Programming

28. 
Blair Garner
After Midnite and  
Blair Garner Show Host

“This is me dressed as Gene Simmons, posing with a rock 
‘n’ roll vamped-up Taylor Swift at our CRS event. I’m a self-
professed member of the Taylor Swift fan club, and I truly believe 
she is the face of our format’s future. I thought it was awesome that 
she would play our party. And she totally kicked butt!”

29. Joel Raab
Country Consultant

“Clint Eastwood attended a radio junket for Bronco Billy in New 
Orleans circa 1980. On the far left is Alan Furst, then me (PD at 
WEEP/Pittsburgh at the time), the next two I don’t remember, then 
Ed Salamon (WHN/New York), Eastwood and a bunch of people I 
don’t remember. Clint sat down and had lunch with us and was just 
as nice as he could be, cutting station promos for all of us. I will add 
that getting Clint Eastwood to cut a promo for me impressed my next 
bosses so much they hired me.”

30. Mike Brophey  

WKLB/Boston PD
“Josh Easler, Ginny Rogers, Christy Brody and I enjoy time 

with Johnny Damon (c) before he became a turncoat and headed 
to Yankeeland.”


