
Tom Wilson

New Cleveland radio station to aim for hyper-local approach
Published: Wednesday, June 27, 2012, 7:03 PM     Updated: Thursday, June 28, 2012, 6:51 AM

 
By 

Shaina Cavazos, The Plain Dealer 

CLEVELAND, Ohio -- Cleveland radio is heading back to its roots with the launch of a

new local station by the end of July.

Tom Wilson, a Cleveland native and broadcast industry veteran, and partners Tom

Embrescia and Larry Pollock plan to launch WLFM-LP FM/87.7, which will highlight local

musicians and focus on local issues and events.

The still-in-the-works format of talk, a blend of "more mature" rock music and a team

dedicated to everything Cleveland will fill a hole that Wilson said he sees in Cleveland's

radio market.

"Although the other stations are very professionally run and well done, they basically

lose the Cleveland edge," said Wilson, who lives in Bay Village and grew up on the west

side of Cleveland. "We're partnering up, and we're going to hire people from Cleveland."

Wilson, former president and general manager of Gannett-owned Cleveland radio stations WDOK FM/102.1 and what

is now WTAM AM/1100, said the new station's programming will be geared toward the 25- to 44-year-old market,

but he anticipates even older and younger listeners.

He thinks his listeners "have a pulse on wanting to help Cleveland succeed." The station will primarily be broadcast

to the Cleveland metro area, but it will be streamed online as well.

"We want to be edgy, but in a positive way," Wilson said.

Local media historian and instructor Mike Olszewski said Wilson is "right on the money" in going local.

"People are always interested in what's going on in their backyards," Olszewski said.

The roots of being a great Cleveland station lie in part with radio visionaries of the past, who include Gary Dee,

Milton Maltz and Ginger Sutton, Olszewski said. These station owners and radio personalities knew how to connect

with Clevelanders and be what Sutton called the "electric backyard fence," Olszewski said.



With syndicated networks currently ruling much of the airwaves, Wilson's locally focused station and innovative

programming could break from that mold, the historian said.

Wilson said the new station is looking to hire 12 to 14 employees, and the on-air talent will primarily be from

Cleveland and the Midwest. Chris Maduri, formerly the marketing manager of a cluster of CBS stations, already has

been named director of sales.

The station's location has been narrowed down to West Ninth Street or somewhere in Ohio City, Wilson said, and he

and his partners also are working on a name. Their company, Murray Hill Broadcasting, owns the license for low-

power TV Channel 6 and the corresponding FM radio station.

Gorman Media President John Gorman said it's hard to say how a station will do before they finalize their format. He

thinks that syndicated vs. local programming aside, the future of radio is online. However, there is still a dearth of

local radio in Cleveland's market.

"So much of radio is programmed out of corporate offices, often by people who have never set foot in the market

that they are programming," Gorman said.

Wilson said one of the benefits of having a station without corporate ownership is the immediacy. He hopes the

station will be able to respond quickly to what's happening in Cleveland. He said he thinks his experience in radio

and other industries has given him the ability to stay on top of what is current.

The programming on AM/FM stations changed with the passage of the Federal Communications Commission's

Telecommunications Act of 1996. Gorman said the deregulatory act made radio a lot more flexible in terms of what

local issues they had to cover. Much localism disappeared because it was no longer required, so why, he asked,

would stations go through the expense of covering local communities?

"That was the beginning of the end for terrestrial radio," Gorman said. "That's what gave birth to satellite radio, and

that's what's giving birth to Internet radio."

Pandora and Spotify, the two dominant online radio streaming services, and Sirius XM Satellite Radio present a

challenge to traditional stations. Pew Research Center's State of the News Media report for 2012 reported that while

most Americans listen to AM/FM stations weekly, as many as 38 percent listen to the radio through portable audio

devices, such as smartphones and tablets. That number is expected to double by 2015, and traditional radio is

expected to decline.

Gorman said the draw of Internet radio is the low cost, far reach and abundance of available formats. Some Internet

stations, such as East Village Radio in New York City, are choosing to focus on serving their local communities.

Stations operated out of Boston and San Francisco are taking that approach as well.

The Pew report also identified that online and satellite radio are the fastest growing revenues areas for the radio

industry. In 2011, radio revenues grew by about 1 percentage point to $17.4 billion, the study stated, but the bulk



of that growth came from a 15 percent increase in digital revenue.

Olszewski said the radio industry is always transitioning. What shouldn't change is radio's position as a touchstone

for people in communities to connect with each other.

Digital streaming and satellite stations are competition, Wilson said, but they still lack the integration with the

community that WLFM hopes to achieve.

"I think for every radio station, Pandora and satellite radio are competition, and that's why you have to be different,"

Wilson said. "They're not local; they never will be local. Although they're competition, we know we'll win because

we'll be different and we'll think out of the box."
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