Power 31
Our Annual Ranking of Country’s Airplay Leaders

T

he executives with the greatest influence over the
music played on Country radio all bring unique histories,
perspectives and strategies to their roles in the industry.
You might even say they come in 31 flavors. What they have
in common, according to the industry professionals polled for
this survey, is a crucial function at the intersection of music
and airplay. With two exceptions, they all fall into one of five
categories: radio group programmer, station programmer,
consultant, label head or promotion executive. (The leading
vote-getter in each category is pictured above.)
Rankings are tallied under the premise that airplay is
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Scott Borchetta
Big Machine/Valory President
Republic Nashville CEO

“One of my favorite memories of working
with Scott is when we would do dinners with
radio personalities and their spouses before a
concert,” says Reba McEntire, who’s worked
with Borchetta at MCA/Universal and is
currently on the Valory roster. “He’s great at
putting events together and making them lots
of fun.
“Scott is good at what he does because he’s
hungry! He’s very smart and never quits. He works
hard at getting the artist with the radio folks in a
fun and personable atmosphere.”
McEntire’s manager and husband Narvel
Blackstock adds, “Scott is so good at what he does
because he always has a plan. Once that plan has
been determined, I’ve never seen anyone work as
hard as Scott making sure the plan is successful. He
leaves nothing to chance.”

currency for Country radio as well as
the music business, so those with the
greatest influence over airplay decisions
receive the highest rankings from those
polled. These are folks who directly
control airplay or have the influence to
obtain airplay on behalf of artists.
This year, we asked a close associate
of each ranked executive to describe or illustrate
anecdotally what makes this person so effective in their job. As
you might expect, the responses are, quite simply, tasty.
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Joe Galante

Sony Music/Nashville Chairman

“Joe and I have never had a relationship that an artist and a record label
head should have,” Kenny Chesney says. “It’s always been a partnership.
Joe is very pro-artist. He understands the pressures an artist goes through
at different levels, and responds accordingly. I believe that chemistry has
benefited both of us where it might not have worked for someone else.”
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Jaye Albright
Country Consultant

“Jaye is not only good at what she does, she is heads and shoulders
above all when it comes to understanding the Country format, its present
and future,” says KSON/San Diego PD John Marks. “She understands
listener behavior and how to communicate across generational lines.
Jaye is tireless, always listening, reading and seeking understanding.
She is the consummate student and teacher about not only country
music, but all of radio. We jokingly wonder if Jaye ever does sleep! I’ve never caught her
sleeping, but she did catch me nodding during a morning show meeting once. Oops!”
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Mike Dungan
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“Mike and I met when he was still in Arista’s Pop division in Minneapolis,”
says former Arista/Nashville President/CEO Tim DuBois. “Mike tells the story
that he went home after that convention and said, ‘I just met a guy I’m going to
work for someday.’ That was a year-and-a-half prior to me offering him the job.
“Mike is an incredibly hard worker. No one loves music more, and he’s
a risk taker. Always has been. Absolutely the hardest day in my career was
when I got the phone call that they weren’t going to let him run Arista. I never would have left.
“He is a use-your-head, trust-your-gut guy. Mike’s sense of humor is always a big part of what
he does. He’s one of the funniest human beings in the world, and that’s what’s let him survive in the
pressure-cooker he’s put himself in. He’s got a crazy, sick sense of humor. At the most inopportune
times he will embarrass you to death and make you laugh about it.”
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Luke Lewis

UMG/Nashville Chairman

“What I go back to is the launch of Shania Twain’s Come On Over,”
says UMG/Nashville EVP/GM Ken Robold. “We’re coming off a huge
record in The Woman In Me, which was 12-times platinum. Mutt Lange
and Shania hand us a phenomenal record with 16 songs and a ton of
singles. So the pressure is on and we feel like we’ve got it, but the key
is sequencing it correctly. And Shania’s going to tour for the first time,
as she didn’t tour off The Woman In Me because she wanted to wait until she had a full show’s
worth of material. So they’re about to launch this whole worldwide tour ... it was a lot of pressure.
I remember Luke getting into some heavy, pretty intense discussions with Mutt and Shania, and
then you’ve got the clout of [manager] Jon Landau in the mix – all with very strong, powerful and
different opinions. Ultimately, the sequencing had to be worked out among that group. Luke just
stood his ground with these heavyweights, and ultimately you can’t argue with what we did, as
Come On Over is now one of the top sellers of all time – 20 times platinum.”
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Skip Bishop

Sony/Nashville VP/Promotion
Arista/Nashville VP/Promotion

“Skip’s a visionary strategist in realizing the potential of singles,”
says Arista Northeast rep John Sigler, who’s worked with Bishop since
their pop days at RCA and MCA. “He’s very creative in coming up
with promotions that are unique to the single and the artist, and building
different layers of visibility around music through radio touring and
marketing. He’s also clearly a family man, and met his wife when she
did promotion for RCA/New York. So it’s a family business and he tries to connect the dots.
Not only spending as much time with them and being involved with the kids’ schools and music
lessons, but whenever we fly everyone in for staff meetings, we’ll get together at his house.”
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Clay Hunnicutt

Capitol/Nashville President/CEO

Becky Brenner
KMPS/Seattle PD

“Becky lives the lifestyle of her listeners and truly cares about
Country radio, country music and everyone she works with – staff,
labels and other stations,” says industry vet Denise Roberts. “She
treats everyone like a star. Even with her duties expanding, she returns
calls and has time not only for her station, but also being CRB President.
“Obviously, if she adds your record, it’s a huge statement to the rest of
Country radio. In June, she came to CMA Music Festival as a ‘fan’ - and brought her family as a
vacation! We are talking the side stages, the humidity, the killer downpours ... she went to it all and
loved it. Now, name another PD who is willing to get in the ‘trenches’ with her listeners like that.”

Clear Channel SVP/Programming, VP/Country

“I had been with Clear Channel in Atlanta for only a month
when Clay approached me and said he was going to set up a
home office,” says CC/Atlanta Dir. Ops. and WUBL/Atlanta PD
Scott Lindy. “He planned to work from there much of the time
while home in Atlanta, as he wanted me to truly take control of
the operations position here. What impressed and pleased me the
most was that Clay not only trusted me with the operation after
guiding me through the nuances of the building, people, history,
etc., but that he also understood that if I were to be truly effective
he needed to remove himself somewhat
from the day-to-day. That meant tons
in terms of my boss having confidence in me, but also in
how he understands that being here less would signal
a transition as to who the director of operations was
in this facility.
“Clay’s got more memory than the world’s biggest
computer. I love when Clay analyzes something
through the possible future, but he gets there through
what worked and didn’t in the past. That kind of
thinking brings out the options for setting up a
strategy or better developing tactics. Having Clay in
the room when you’re creating or planning brings power
to the final idea.”
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Rusty Walker
Country Consultant

“Some of my favorite memories I have of working with Rusty come
from the time we were building Y100 in San Antonio back in 1986,”
says Rusty Walker Programming Associates consultant Scott Huskey.
“The days and nights spent sitting in a hotel room throwing ideas
around – watching Rusty get really ‘hopping’ excited when you got a
good idea is something everyone needs to see at least once. We wrote
all the liners, birthed Bossy the Cash Cow and developed the on-air persona of the air staff
over the course of two days in the Courtyard by Marriott in San Antonio.
“Rusty has the ability to quickly distill a large amount of data or information into an easily
digestable amount, usually with a bit of NE Mississippi humor thrown in. He is a great facilitator
of ideas and genuinely gets excited when someone else in the group succeeds.”
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Royce Risser
UMG/Nashville SVP/Promotion

“On my first road trip with Royce, 10 years ago, we were
in Rochester and it was like 20-below,” says Mercury VP/
Promotion Damon Moberly. “Royce was with MCA at the time
and I was with Mercury. We’d had dinner with Coyote Calhoun
and were walking from the restaurant to the venue when we saw
two guys working on a car pulled over with its hood up. Royce,
you know how he loves to double-talk people, sticks his head in under the hood, looks
around and tells the guys they need a Yammerhammen timer belt. He had these guys
convinced. They were asking him where to get one. Total promo guy move – sell them
something whether they need it or not.
“In all seriousness, Royce talks to more radio people than anybody I’ve ever seen. And
he’s always ultimately prepared. I’ve never seen him lose his train of thought when he’s
making an argument for a record. He’s fair and honest about it, it’s not a super highpressure approach, but he’s completely focused.”
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Jimmy Harnen
Republic Nashville President

“Jimmy’s really good at observing, witnessing, listening and absorbing
a lot of great information from other people and making himself into a
better person,” says Valory Co-National George Briner, who worked
with Harnen at DreamWorks. “I can’t think of many people who have
gone from being an artist to selling for a music publication, to getting
into promotion, to heading up a department to being a label president.
Jimmy brings an artist’s perspective into how to work records, how to negotiate deals.
“At Curb Universal and DreamWorks, every holiday Jimmy would dress up in a
costume: a turkey, as Uncle Sam or Cupid, even a leprechaun. From the very get-go,
Jimmy always said, ‘I need to get people’s attention; I need for them to be able to talk
about something.’ And he’d send out these pictures. And people would pick up the phone
and go, ‘What are you doing wearing that stupid turkey outfit? Quit sending me those
stupid pictures.’ It always comes down to the music, but to get to the music, how do you
get people’s attention? Jimmy’s been one of the best.”
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Charlie Cook

KKGO/Los Angeles Sr. Mgr./Programming

“Charlie scored a 30+ share at WWVA/Wheeling, WV at a time
when everyone thought AM was dead,” says McVay Media President
Mike McVay. “He scored huge ratings when he programmed WMXJ/
Miami, and that station wasn’t even Country. Three of us – Charlie,
Doris McVay and I sat in my backyard in 1984 and designed what
would become McVay Media. He works harder than just about anyone
I know. He has a unique ability to employ both the right side and the
left side of his brain. He’s humble and genuine, never getting caught
up in ‘playing the role.’
“Being a part of the Country radio platform in the No. 2 market in
America is influential. The team at Go Country has touched as many as
three million people in one week. That sells music. Charlie’s opinion is respected around the
world, and I’m very proud of what he’s been able to do in LA. Some pretty smart people said
that Country didn’t work there. I wonder when someone will make that move in NYC.”
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Randy Goodman
Lyric Street & Carolwood President

“When I met Randy in college, he was a musician and played in
several bands,” says Lyric Street Sr. VP/A&R Doug Howard. “After
graduation he went out as a road manager, so he had those experiences
of what it was like to be young musician trying to make it work. One
time his band played a club and everyone was treated horribly. Several
years into his career at RCA, that club was booked for a showcase
featuring the label’s artists. It was a pretty big venue. Randy cancelled
the booking, and the owner called him to find out why. Randy said,
‘Because I played your club and I know how you treat the musicians
who play there. We don’t want our artists treated that way.’ And that
speaks to Randy’s motivation, which has always been about the music.
I don’t think any of those experiences have ever been forgotten. And that’s a gift.”

14|

Gregg Swedberg
KEEY/Minneapolis PD

“I remember when we were announced as the CMA Major Market
Station of the Year, something we had set as a goal early on when he
started with K102,” says CBS/Radio Minneapolis SVP/Market Manager
Mick Anselmo, who held the same role in oversight of Clear Channel and
KEEY for decades. “Interestingly enough, his pride was for me because he
knew how much I wanted it for the station. Gregg is intelligent, creative
and, for the good of the music, he listens to the music. He believed in
acts like Little Big Town, Montgomery Gentry, Big & Rich and so many
others, and didn’t let anyone sway his commitment.”
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Doug Montgomery
Premium Choice PD
WBCT/Grand Rapids PD

“The first day I worked with Doug, WCUZ/Grand Rapids had just
been bought by Clear Channel and I got a message that the PD wanted
to see me first thing Monday morning,” says WBCT APD/MD Dave
Taft. “I thought for sure I was done. The first thing he asked was what
I wanted to accomplish in life. What were my career aspirations? I
gave my answers, and he told me, ‘OK, that’s what we are going to
work for.’ I thought I was getting canned, and instead he gave me the
direction I had been lacking up until that point. I am 100% sure that if
that day had never happened, I would not still be in radio.
“His motor is always running, and he’s always looking for the next opportunity.
It’s commonplace to get a 2am email or a late-night phone call. His catchphrase is,
‘I had an epiphany last night.’
“Twice in the past month artists have talked to me about Doug’s influence. One
said he had spoken with Doug about his new song and re-cut a lyric that could be
misconstrued as offensive. Another told me they were second-guessing a single choice
until they got a call from management telling them that Doug loved the song.”
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Jeff Garrison

CBS Radio VP/Country; KILT/Houston PD

“Jeff applied to work at KKBQ/Houston when I was PD and he was
in McAllen, TX, which is really Mexico,” Dene Hallam says. “I hired
him because he was very enthusiastic, which sounds like a left-handed
compliment – ‘Yeah, she’s got a nice personality.’ But he was very positive
and excited, and loved music and programming.
One of his phrases was, ‘This is the Super
Bowl, man!’ Someone would say
something couldn’t be done, and
he’d have this attitude that we’re
in Houston, a top 10 market.
This is the Super Bowl, man!
“Plus, he’s good at golf. That helps. All kidding
aside, he’s very presidential, carries himself well and
has that big smile. He’d slap you on the back, which
works with the Texas ‘good ole boy’ thing. That’s not
a negative. He’s always been good at getting people
to do what he needs them to do. They’ll go fight in the
trenches for him.”
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Butch Waugh
Sony Music/Nashville EVP

“I’ll always remember back in the ‘RLG days’ when Bobby
Kraig, Mike Wilson and I would gather in Butch’s office at the
end of the day for an impromptu ‘jam session,’” says SMN VP/
Marketing Tom Baldrica. “We would listen to new music, talk
strategy, tackle an issue that had come up during the day or just
laugh and tell stories. We always left that office with something that
made us better as a company, a label, or as an executive – and often all three! It was the
epitome of teamwork and the apex of the dominating run we had as promotion teams.”
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Mike Curb

Curb Records Chairman

“Mike is good at what he does for many reasons, the first of which
is his continuing passion for the music,” says Curb EVP/GM Dennis
Hannon. “Mike’s decisions are guided by the music and little else. He
listens to music constantly, and involves as many people as possible
in the music process: artists, managers, producers, employees, friends
and family members. With Mike, music is a 24-hour, seven-day-a-week
passion. I also believe he succeeds where others may fail because he strives to treat people
the way he would like to be treated – fairly. Mike is, above all, a gentleman.”
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Brian Philips
CMT President

“Brian and I were in the Opry House’s Studio A for the second episode
of Crossroads about 10 years ago,” says Spalding Entertainment’s Chris
Parr, who worked at CMT for a decade. “We heard the first thunderous
strokes of Kid Rock’s ‘Cowboy’ with Hank, Jr. delivering lines you had
only heard Kid sing until that night. Compared to everything taped before
it in that studio it was so in your face that we looked at each other
and agreed: CMT will never be the same again. Brian was convinced you could absolutely
capture a young, vibrant audience, but you had to be willing to take some chances.”
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Jan Jeffries
Cumulus SVP/Programming

“A good recent example of Jan’s influence in music is Darius
Rucker,” says Cumulus Country Format Dir. Bill Jones. “It is easy to
look back now, after three big hits, and think that playing his debut,
‘Don’t Think I Don’t Think About It’ was no brilliant move. However,
I can remember that, at least early on, there were basically no Country
programmers willing to jump out quickly and play the song. Jan was
the exception. He called me raving about it and said, ‘Let’s make a
statement ... Cumulus believes this is a smash!’ I can even remember a few of my own PDs
having doubt when we jumped so early. Do I think Jan’s initiative played a role in others
adding the song and Darius’ Country career getting off to big start? Absolutely!”
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Mike Moore
Entercom VP/Country
KWJJ/Portland PD

“Entercom President/CEO David Field and I are huge Red Sox
fans,” says Entercom SVPP Pat Paxton. “The Sox and Yankees were
playing game seven of the d’03 ALCS during company meetings
after Mike was hired. We rented a ballroom to watch, and in comes
this guy in a Yankees cap. He was oblivious that we were huge Sox
fans and not at all happy about the game. There were some colorful
comments exchanged, but we decided to let Mike keep working
for us anyway. In all seriousness, he’s good at what he does because he’s passionate about
everything he does, both at work and at home.”
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Blair Garner
After Midnight and
Blair Garner Show Host

“I’ll always remember a great heart-to-heart conversation Blair and I
had within the first few days of my arrival at After MidNite, says Albright
& O’Malley’s Sam Thompson, formerly with AM. “Without sounding
too corny, that conversation was all about the power of radio and its ability
to have a real impact on the lives of real people. Blair took (and still takes)
that responsibility seriously, and I think it shows.
“That attitude, and the belief that ‘good enough’ is never good enough,
is why I think Blair is so good at what he
does. He sets the bar for hard work and
dedication, and his co-workers can’t
help but follow his lead.
“I remember an interview with Keith Urban that Blair
did right when ‘But For The Grace Of God’ came out.
Blair gave a little explanation of the song, Keith smiled
and nodded, then Blair played the song. But when the
song was over, Blair apologized to Keith and admitted
that he hadn’t really understood what the song was about
up until that moment. It’s not that I think Keith would
have held against Blair the fact that he got it wrong, but
I think the fact that Blair realized – and owned up to – his
mistake helped forge a bond between the two of them that has
only grown as time has passed.”

Joel Burke
|
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KYGO/Denver PD

“KYGO had its 25th anniversary as a Country station four years
ago, and Joel was instrumental in helping secure George Strait
for our 25th Anniversary Concert,” says SVP/Market Manager
Bob Call. “Being here for our 25th and having this Country icon
perform was pretty special. The fact that both are from Texas
probably added to the moment (for Joel anyway!)
“He’s truly a pro, providing all the positive feedback and coaching, but at the same time
can be tough and demanding when necessary. Joel rarely misses a local concert, even with
emerging artists who appear at the Grizzly Rose. He is a PD first, but he loves Country music
and realizes our future success lies with new artists! Judging from the pile of CDs in Joel’s
office, I know he listens to the music.”
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Joel Raab
Country Consultant

“The first time I recall meeting Joel was when he showed up at WHN/
New York during his college break and asked for a tour of the station,” says
CRB Exec. Dir. Ed Salamon. “I was very impressed by his programming
knowledge and the questions he asked, and we kept in touch. Later, when
I was consulting WEEP/Pittsburgh, we had a PD vacancy and I knew Joel
was the man for the job. He had a clear vision of a radio stations, took
advantage of the opportunities specific to the market and paid attention to
the nuances of air talent and music at a very young age.”

Kevin Herring
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Lyric Street & Carolwood VP/Promotion

“I was appointed VP/Promotion at Mercury and got a call
from a promotion exec at another label,” says Turner Nichols
Management’s Eddie Mascolo. “He says to me, ‘Hey, I don’t know
all your regionals, but the one I really do know is Kevin Herring.
And if I were you, I’d fire that son-of-a-bitch immediately. He
was a terrible music director in Detroit, and he’s probably an even
worse promo man.’ I waited about a month, got to know Kevin and
called the guy back to tell him he was really wrong. He was the
best promo rep we had.
“I actually used to go down the hall, stand outside his door
and listen to him promoting records. He had an answer for
everything. Whatever a radio guy said to him, he had a response. Of course, [Lyric
Street and Carolwood President] Randy Goodman tells the story about Carson James
wanting to hire Kevin, and Randy said, ‘Over my dead body.’ And Kevin’s been there,
what, more than 10 years?”

Coyote Calhoun
|
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WAMZ/Louisville PD

“When Coyote and I worked together at WAKY/Louisville, he told
me that he ‘would break a leg for a good ratings book,’” says Regent
VP/Programming Bob Moody. “I figured that could be arranged and
managed to talk him into a professional wrestling match with Southern
heavyweight champion Jerry ‘The King’ Lawler. Let’s just say that
Calhoun did not win. And it was one of our worst ratings books ever.
“Because he is such an extravagant character, too many people don’t
give Coyote credit for being a smart and shrewd programmer. Nobody
has a better understanding of the Louisville market, partly because of his
tenure in that city, but also because he spends so much of his time with the country life group
in that region. He is the walking personification of country music in Louisville.”
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Scott Mahalick

Alpha Broadcasting Dir./Music Programming
KUPL/Portland PD

“Citadel bought a beautiful music station in Modesto that everyone
now knows as Country KATM,” says consultant Bob Glasco. “Scott was
the first PD, and his number one skill is getting a radio station noticed
in a market. He does that better than just about anybody I’ve ever seen.
As a close second, he also has a way of getting everybody at the station,
from the secretary to the weekender, excited. And that’s a gift.
“The only problem in Modesto is there are no billboards or
local television in that market. But there is a water tower along the
101 between Stockton and Modesto. So Scott made a deal with the
owner of the tower to hang a banner, which everybody in the area
saw. He also made a deal with a local truck driving school to pull a
trailer wrapped with the station logo as they were doing their training every day. The station
flipped the third week of August, and when the fall book came out he’d beaten the other two
Country stations with a number in the mid-nines. When it comes to PT Barnum, he gets it.”
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Gator Michaels

Warner Bros./Nashville SVP/Promotion

“Gator is the ultimate professional, from the suits he wears to the
business he conducts day after day,” says WB ND/Promotion Bob
Reeves. “Gator has a very analytical mind; he thinks things through
and makes sensible decisions. This is a knee-jerk business, where
virtually everyone’s jumping to conclusions on both sides of the
record and radio industries these days. But no matter how quickly
it seems that Gator has arrived at a decision, I know it’s been well
thought out and reasoned. That is a true rarity in any business, let
alone the record biz.”
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Keith Kaufman
WSIX/Nashville PD

“As simple as it sounds, Keith’s number one attribute beyond his
obvious talent is that he cares,” says Clear Channel/Nashville VP/
Market Mgr. Tom English. “He cares about the listeners, the artists,
WSIX and his team. Heck, sometimes I think he even cares about me!
“Here are three recent examples of Keith’s influence: He was
way out front on Randy Houser’s ‘Anything Goes.’ I think we have
played it more than any other station. Keith was also early and heavy
on Jamey Johnson’s ‘In Color.’ Only two stations have played the
ACM Song of the Year more. And now we’re hammering ‘Red Light’
by David Nail, giving it the second-most plays of any station.”
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Mike Kennedy

Wilks/Kansas City VP/Programming
KBEQ/Kansas City PD

“I called Mike as I was writing the plan around the first Sugarland
single, ‘Baby Girl,’” says Carolwood Sr. Dir./National Promotion John
Ettinger, who was at Mercury at the time. “It was a late-year single
release, so there weren’t many opportunities remaining for radio shows,
and Mike had already locked up his show. But he trusted me, they
played the show and had a huge response behind their single that hadn’t
yet gone for adds. I have similar stories about Toby Keith, Terri Clark,
Shania, Billy Currington, Love And Theft – all of them.
“Mike has calm, strong passion. He has a way of battling for
artists, singles or his station that never comes off as insecure or rude.
He believes in music and backs it up. It does not matter what’s going
on with charts or the buzz of Nashville. I remember times when Mike worked harder getting
me to like music than I worked him. He once played me a Miranda Lambert single seven
straight times in a car. He tracked the entire Big & Rich debut at me three times on the deck
of his house. On my last trip to Kansas City, he pulled out his iPod and put headphones on
me to hear ‘Beer Gut’ from Trailer Choir. I’m like, ‘I give, Mike. I’ll add it!’”
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Michael O’Malley
Country Consultant

“Mike is the major market PD between the two of us, having
programmed successfully for NBC at WYNY/New York, as well
in Baltimore, Washington, and numerous other markets,” says his
consulting partner Jaye Albright. “He also is our ‘real’ research
expert, and has a Masters in marketing research. He’s a terrific
teacher and compelling storyteller. He’s creative tactically, and also
an excellent strategic thinker.
“A gourmet chef, Mike understands that, just like a great
restaurant, radio is all about providing more than just music and
talk. It’s about creating a larger than life, multi-sensory experience. With our weekly
‘AccuTest’ research reports on music, there’s no one more hands-on with both the
individual station, as well as regional and national data, than Mike. He knows what’s
working where and why, yet is always open to seeing and hearing something new and
exciting, and offering his sage advice to music promotion executives and artists. That’s
especially true if the event or activity involves cooking!”

