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hat is up with Georgia? Back
in the early ’90s, it seemed like
anyone with an Oklahoma accent
was getting signed the minute their feet
hit Nashville pavement. And many of them
became huge stars. Lately, it’s the Georgia
folks having a peachy time on the charts.
Looking at Country Aircheck’s Top 100
(December issue), fully 20 songs have
Georgia roots, beating out Oklahoma (11),
Texas (10) and Tennessee (8). The disparity

holds at the top of the chart, too, with
six of last year’s top 20 songs carrying a
Georgia drawl, with Texas twang ringing
out in only three.
If Jason, Zac, the Lady A guys, Luke, Billy
and the others know the reason behind
the sudden emergence of this creatively
powerful syndicate, they’re not saying. It’s
possible the Don has instituted an omerta.
Or maybe they’re just making fans an offer
they can’t refuse.

Annual Review: John Esposito
R

emember when Warner Bros. was still known
as the “Artist Protection Program” and nobody
knew what an Espo was? That’s right, one
year ago this issue, Country Aircheck introduced the
country community to new Warner Music Nashville
President John Esposito. This was before the hire of
SVP/Promotion Chris Stacey and the final formation
of the second promotion staff, Warner Atlantic
Reprise. Twelve months later, WMN seems to have
raised the profile of its artists significantly. So we
asked Espo how he thinks the past year has gone:

CA: What successes stand out to you?
JE: Clearly the most amazing thing for us as a company and for
me personally is seeing Blake Shelton elevated to an entirely
new level. I needed a flashpoint to ignite the building, and most
of the roster were brand-new or relatively new artists. We were
blessed to have in-hand two tracks from Blake we thought
would be high-charting singles. Both became No. 1s. It couldn’t
have been done if he wasn’t managed by people who happen to
be true partners. Every step was carefully crafted.
What happened to my staff, and not just in promotion, but the
whole team, is this idea that, “Wow, we’re not so quiet anymore.”
People here needed something to energize them, and there’s nothing
like having a No. 1 record and then releasing an album we took a
chance on to become Blake’s highest-charting
debut ever. A lot of people at radio had been
rooting for Blake for a long time, and they just
wanted us to be consistent in what we delivered.
You’re also having some hard-fought
success with JaneDear girls...
For us, “Wildflower” has been about showing
the world, and particularly Country radio, that
we have a tenacity we haven’t shown in many
years. When you have nothing but debut artists,
you are fighting to get into the 40s. It’s easy
to give up, but when you stick with it – we’re
almost 45 weeks in and on the verge of top 10
– it shows people the commitment they want
to see. If radio is going to invest its precious
airtime, and I say that with all sincerity, we
have to show them we’re not just throwing stuff
against the wall to see what sticks.

What has the last year taught you?
When you’re in New York City and hearing how long it takes
for a record to make it up the chart – and then actually seeing it
in person – those are two completely different things. Getting to
week 25 on a new artist here … in Rock or pop we’d already be
on the second single.
What do you think you’ve done well?
I hope what I’ve done best is listen. I didn’t come here to
prove I was the smartest guy or to tell people how business
should be done. I’ve heard from people that I’ve brought
an energy and enthusiasm. And, I hope, nobody questions
whether I eat, breathe and sleep music, and that seems to
engender enthusiasm. When promotion
gets a single, they understand there is
no wavering. We’re not going to hand
them something that we have any second
thoughts about.

“

We’re
not
going
to hand
promotion
something
that we
have any
second
thoughts
about.

”

What did you learn at CRS 2010?
Well, I learned that everybody telling me that CRS was all but over was
incorrect. It was a great use of my time. Beside the benefit of building
relationships, I got to see how hammered radio people are with smaller
staffs and more hats to wear. As an old salesman, I know everybody has
a different key, so if a guy’s working 24 hours already, you don’t bug
him until you find the right time and the right way.

Do you have any disappointments or things
you wish you’d done better?
I feel like I have such a long way to go in
my understanding of the format. I could
stop doing everything else and take a
four-week course for 10 hours a day, but
I don’t have the luxury of stealing time
away from all the other things I need to
be doing. I want to be able to read the
chart better than anybody in the business;
I have to learn the truth as fast as
possible so I can help us react and make
better decisions.

How do you feel heading into this Seminar?
A lot more confident. I was actually a little anxious last
year that people would look at my resume and think,
“How the hell did he get down here to run a country
label?” Having done so many radio visits, I’ve developed
a lot of friendships, so I feel I’m going into a friendly
environment.
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App Pull Of Our Eye
Now you’ve got an entirely new and justified reason for fiddling with your phone
during CRS – the 2011 CRS smartphone app from CRB and Country Aircheck. Your
entire seminar experience can be steered through one handy portal. Thank us later:

1. Get the app.
Personalize
your agenda.

2. Hit your first
session. Post
your review to
Facebook.
Or Twitter.
Or both.

3. Jump
into the
Jam. Snap
a pic
right
from
the app.

4. Find
dinner ...
and how
to get
there.

5. Head back to the
hotel ... and don’t
forget these.

No matter how you slice it, there’s something to
be said for being the biggest fish in the pond.
Sure, top market stations draw bigger audiences in
highly competitive situations, but the ability to draw
anything approaching a fifth of all radio listening is a
remarkable feat, regardless of market size. Here are
the top 12-plus-rated Country stations in America, as
measured in Arbitron’s Fall 2010 book:
Rank Station 		

(Owner)

Share

1. WTHI/Terre Haute, IN

(Emmis)

21.5

2. WILQ/Williamsport, PA

(Backyard)

20.1

3. WXBQ/Johnson City, TN

(Bristol)

19.8

4. WQBE/Charleston, WV

(Bristol)

19.4

5. WLLR/Quad Cities, IA-IL (Clear Channel)

19.1

6. WOVK/Wheeling, WV

Clear Channel)

18.5

7. WIVK/Knoxville

(Citadel)

18.3

8. WUSQ/Winchester, VA

(Clear Channel)

18.1

9. WKSF/Asheville, NC

(Clear Channel)

17.8

9. WFRE/Frederick, MD

(Aloha Station Trust) 17.8
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