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He’s copped some flak in recent weeks, 
but there is no place Jeffrey Browne 
would rather be than over the target 

at Channel Nine.
High-profile Australian Football League 

(AFL) legal adviser for 21 years, Mr Browne 
was appointed Channel Nine’s executive 
director in April.

Taking on responsibility for strategic 
development and business affairs, he became 
the arm behind Nine chief executive Eddie 
McGuire’s swinging axe. 

It was time for “a good long overdue 
structural change,” Mr Browne told the 
LIJ on 15 June, the week after the network 
announced about 100 redundancies in news 
and current affairs.

“You wouldn’t want to coach a team who 
had just won the premiership would you? 
It was the challenge of the resurgence that 
attracted me to it [the position],” he said.

Raising standards has been a trademark of 
the new broadcast director’s career.

He leaves behind the legal profession 
where he changed the face of sports law by 
drafting all the AFL rules and regulations 
since 1987 and negotiat ing as a team  
leader media rights deals worth more than 
$1.2 billion.

But a week after speaking with the LIJ, the 
resurgence at Nine lost momentum when 
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an extraordinary affidavit written by the 
network’s former news and current affairs 
director Mark Llewellyn was leaked to the 
media.

A record of conversations Mr Llewellyn 
said he recalled having with Mr Browne and 
Mr McGuire about his future at the network 
went to print across the nation on 26 June.

In a hor ror  week for  t he net work , 
rumours about the station’s stars were rife, 
an injunc tion was sought to suppress the 
affidavit ’s contents and journalists were 

threatened by Nine in the Federal Court 
with subpoenas to reveal their sources.

The following day the network backed 
down and released a statement, which said: 
“Nine strongly refutes much of the affidavit’s 
contents, which it rejects as little more than a 
series of unsubstantiated allegations”.

The media maelstrom continued una   ba 
-ted for another week. A side issue which 
received coverage was former Colling wood 
president and Footy Show host Mr McGuire’s 
alleged reliance on football clichés to spur on 
the troops.
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Speaking with the LIJ a second time after 
the storm had begun to subside, Mr Browne 
– sounding every bit the footy coach facing 
the media after a loss – said: “We have made 
some changes that needed to be taken”.

However, amid the turmoil, ratings figures 
released on 2 July showed Nine led in 
Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane.

So perhaps the recruitment of Mr McGuire 
and Mr Browne – the working-class pair  
with a football background – will pay off.

Mr McGuire openly admits to head -
hunting his lawyer of 10 years, godfather to 
his youngest son and fellow Collingwood 
supporter to the network.

“He has an engaging personality, which is 
good for TV. He understands the industry 
from a different perspective. You don’t have 
to be from an industry background to work 
in it,” Mr McGuire, who could have been 
describing himself, said.

Although some questioned his lack of 
media industry experience and how he 
managed to leapfrog Nine’s chief operating 
officer Ian Audsley to the job, Mr Browne 
believed people were now comfortable with 
his appointment. 

“I can strengthen our business capabilities 
and I think assist Eddie to inject some 
[future] leadership into the network,” he said.

Mr Browne does not act as a lawyer in 
any capacity at Nine – he has other things to 
occupy his time.

His portfolio includes staff contracts, 
output agreements to purchase national 
and international programs, creating 
a lter nat ive  acces s  to  t he net work ’s 
programming v ia new technologies, 
packaging coverage with other mediums 
and, of course, keeping a watchful eye  
on Nine’s delivery of sport.

The McGuire and Browne team made 
their mark early in Nine’s attempt to reclaim 
ratings, securing the Beaconsfield miners 
media rights deal in May.

The pair travelled to the small Tasmanian 
town, shouted the local pub three times and 
sealed the deal in four days.

“We had to deal with the fact that the two 
miners, Todd [Russell] and Brant [Webb], 
appointed a manager who was also the 
manager of David Koch [Seven’s breakfast 
show co-host].

“It was very important for Nine. We felt 
we had to demonstrate to our people, to the 
advertising market and to our viewers that 
Nine was open for business, and there was no 
better way to demonstrate that than to go and 
get the biggest news story in years.”

The Nine executive was critical of the way 
other networks’ management went about 
trying to stitch up the deal.

“While they were sitting in Sydney sipping 
chardonnay we were down there shouting 
the pub at the Club Hotel in Beaconsfield,” 
Mr Browne said.

“It was an opportunity for me to apply  
my skills as a negotiator, learned from being 
a lawyer, to obtain a television commercial 
result.”

For less than the reported $2.6 million 
the deal included a two-hour special, three 
further exclusive interviews with the miners 
and their families within the next 12 months 
and coverage on ninemsn and in Woman’s 
Day and other ACP magazines.

Mr Browne, 54, described himself as a 
commercially-minded marketer who got 
stuck in the legal profession. 

He bid farewell to the profession with some 
stern parting words of advice.

The lawyer of 27 years said he was 
con- stantly frustrated with the profession 
because of its slow approach to adopting 
change.

“It’s innately a conservative profession. 
I’m not saying that I didn’t appreciate the 
seriousness of the professional challenges, 
but I think we should work hard to keep  
our skills up,” he said.

Labelled a “pop-lawyer” by his colleagues 
in the 1980s because of his passion for  
pop ular practice like sports law, he said there 
was too much pressure on lawyers to fill out 
timesheets when they should be handing out 
business cards.

He said the profession should implement 
a more results-based remuneration structure 
rather than just time-based accounting. 

And continuing education programs, 
including marketing subjects, would increase 
lawyers’ “dedication to customer service”.

“I would like to see the profession adopt  
a comprehensive collective marketing plan. 
I think we’ve been left behind by other 
professions such as accounting.”

He also believes legal governing bodies 
should include a more varied group of 
representatives and accept the views of others 
in their decision making.

Throwing down another challenge, he 
said the profession should adopt a more 
commercial approach to managing conflicts.

“We say if we’ve got a conflict, then we 
don’t act – well, there are ways to manage 
those things so that you can preserve your 
integrity but still be able to do the business.”

The development of multi-disciplinary 
practices as one-stop shops was also high on 
his list of suggested improvements.

“In my view we should be leading the 
charge on that, not just being dragged 
kicking and screaming into these arrange-
ments,” he said.

“I think we’re not moving quickly enough 
in all of those areas for my liking. That’s why 
they called me a pop lawyer, but I didn’t 
care.”

After completing a bachelor of arts at  
La Trobe University and trying his hand as 
a school teacher in 1975 at Watsonia High 
School, Mr Browne returned to Monash 
University to study law.

He did his articles at Yuncken & Yuncken 
(now Mahons with Yuncken & Yuncken) in 
1979. 

He was soon made partner and practised 
as a commercial lawyer in the areas of 
tax, business structures, contracts and 
commercial litigation.

Mahons with Yuncken & Yuncken senior 
solicitor Max Wittick said the early 1980s 
was an interesting time for the firm and his 
young employee because “there were always 
footballers coming through the door”.

Mr Browne made a name for himself in 
late 1982 when he negotiated the first player 
trade deal involving Brownlow medallists 
Peter Moore [Collingwood] and Kelvin 
Templeton [Footscray] who combined and 
transferred to Melbourne for $1 million.

With the guidance of his legal mentor 
Ron Merkel QC, Mr Browne issued legal 
proceedings which successfully challenged 
the rules and restraints of player trade.

In 1983 the solicitor moved on to establish 
Browne & Co Solicitors and Consultants in 
Melbourne and Sydney. 

Now with more than 30 staff, the firm is 
publicly known for its work in sports law, but 
also practises in a range of areas including 
intellectual property, commercial litigation 
and personal injuries.

In 1985 Mr Browne agreed to abandon 
his player management and club advisory 
practice and to work exclusively for the AFL, 
in addition to his work as a partner at Browne 
& Co.

“That was his most important attribute, to 
see things from the perspective of the client 
and to work with the client to find a solution, 
rather than simply telling the client what 
they can’t do.”

An array of work has crossed Mr Browne’s 
desk including the redevelopment of many 
sporting stadiums across Australia.

Mr McGuire said Mr Browne’s involve 
-ment in the development of the major 
stadiums changed the face of the AFL.

“From standing on a crate at Vic Park, to 
sitting at the MCG in luxury; there are now 
interstate teams, in the best stadiums, playing 
a different style of game,” he said.

“You wouldn’t want to coach a team 
who had just won the premiership 
would you? It was the challenge of the 
resurgence that attracted me to it.”

That year, he and Graeme Samuel, now 
Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission chair, played key roles in 
developing the AFL Commission, which Mr 
McGuire said saved football.

“His work on resurrect ing the AFL 
Com -mis  sion, the values,  rules and 
formation of the game, was seen as the 
salvation of football in the 80s,” Mr McGuire 
said.

“It was the evolution of the game, the 
business of the game, and the social side.”

A former Federal Court judge, Mr Merkel 
said Mr Browne constantly pushed the AFL 
to confront global problems facing sport like 
racial vilification and sexual harassment.

“He dealt with problems while main -
taining the league’s integrity, and being fair 
to the league, the players and the public,” 
he said.

Mr Browne said the toughest task 
he faced as part of his legal practice was 
securing the AFL broadcast deal worth 
$500 million in 2000, and then “stumping 
up again” in 2005 to reach a figure of $780 
million in a market where “there was not a 
lot of competition from the broadcasters”.

“To improve what was earlier quite an 
outstanding result was carefully constructed 
and executed negotiation . . . but I was always 
confident of that figure,” he said.

For football the deal meant all 16 clubs 
would survive, at least until 2011.

AFL football operations manager and 
former partner at Corrs Chambers West -
garth Adrian Anderson said Mr Browne  
succeeded because he understood football 
and the business of his client.

B row ne & Co ac te d for  Athl e t ic s 
Australia, the Melbourne and Olympic 
Parks Trust, Australian Baseball League, 
Australian Rugby League and the Australian 
Motor Sport s Commission, where he 
remains a director of the Holden Special 
Vehicles dealer team.

Mr Browne also assisted the Australian 
Olympic Committee in the lead-up to  
the 2000 Sydney Olympics and negotiated 
sponsor ship ag reement s  exceeding  
$1 billion.

Balancing work and personal life now 
includes visits to Melbourne to see his boys 
Tom, 24, part way through his articles with 
Minter Ellison, and Sam, 21, studying 
commerce law combined with a marketing 
major at Monash University.

The AFL life member hopes there will 
be time to occasionally watch his beloved 
Magpies, for whom he played a handful 
of reserves games in 1973-74 before his 
youngest brother Murray topped him by 
being named in the seniors.

And Mr Browne’s love for longshots  
spills into a passion for his New South Wales 
racehorse Twiggy and 100 to one 2004 
Caulfield winner Flying Iles.

However, in addressing the business at 
hand, the lawyer turned broadcast executive 
director is prepared to play hard to once 
again stamp Channel Nine’s ascendancy at 
the top of the ratings board.

“If you’re not copping flak, you’re not over 
the target. If you want to do it the easy way, 
be ready to achieve less,” he said. l
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“If you’re not copping flak, you’re not over  
the target. If you want to do it the easy way,  

be ready to achieve less.”


