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Some say I’m “bucking the trend” or that I’m a “contrarian”. Maybe I’ve lost my mind or simply made a foolish investment.  All this because I decided to step away from corporate life and repurchase the Charles City Press along with the New Hampton Tribune and their associated publications.

What could move me to make such a decision when nearly all financial pundits are proclaiming in a loud and clear voice that newspapers are at best endangered species and at worst just waiting for the post mortem?

To that I impolitely respond, “Horse feathers!”  Actually I much prefer a stronger term, but I’m sure you get my drift.

Community newspapers are not yet dead.  They need not die at all.  The business model of community/local newspapers is still strong and will remain so.  What is broken is the capital structure caused by way too much debt; unrealistic profit goals set by private equity owners; operational plans put in place by “Wall Street” analysts whose lack of knowledge and experience in the business is only exceeded by their shortsightedness.

Let’s see if this makes sense.

1. Ten or more times leverage to cash flow.

2. Only spend 1.5% of revenue (or less) on capital items and equipment.

3. Concentrate 90% of all efforts on what generously contributes 2-3% of overall revenue and likely zero profit;  i.e., the Internet.

4. Keeping with that theme, let’s put our work up on the World Wide Web for all to see for free… and then wonder why we can’t sell a subscription to save our lives and net paid circulation plummets like a stone.

5. Slash employees to make the “number” even though it means weakening the product nearly to uselessness.  Analysts proclaim this plan will make the papers more efficient so it will emerge on the other side of the recession better positioned to be successful.  The reality is that this strategy just pushes good talent into other professions never to return. 

6. Create a corporate structure that has far more accountants, controllers and bookkeepers than advertising, editorial and circulation staff.

The list goes on and on.  I’ve been a corporate officer in a publicly traded media company for more than 15 years and learned a tremendous amount in that capacity.  I’ve been to Wall Street meetings, put on “dog and pony” shows for financial sponsors and made presentations to numerous suitors.  Here’s the rub:  Never was there a meaningful discussion about the product being germane to the community. Never a sentence about putting something back into the product or community.

What has and is ruining American media is that, like even baseball, it came to be run solely as a business. Newspapers are more than a business. They have obligations and responsibilities far beyond what a big box retail store or a widget manufacturer has. Newspapers (the “press") are given special recognition in the Bill of Rights, for Pete’s sake.  So what gave Wall Street, private equity sponsors and their kind the license to milk their media properties and turn them into so much pabulum?  Big business has corrupted a sacred covenant. Care must be taken with a commodity so central to democracy. 

Investors loved our industry just a few short months ago.  That is why they paid so much so often to acquire newspapers.  At last count only 3 daily newspapers in Iowa were locally owned.  Newspapers were very attractive.  Now comes the question whether the goose has been killed so the eggs can be served up quicker to insatiable appetites.

Believe me, I am a capitalist.  I believe in earning a fair and honest profit. When I sell I, too, naturally want to sell to the highest bidder. Where I differ is that I am coming more to the realization that in order for community papers to be the best they can be they must be locally operated and better yet, locally owned.  Market share and profitability will increase when we better serve our customers rather than constantly stripping away essentials for short-term gain to placate a stockholder that doesn’t give two hoots about what we do or the community we serve.  Worse is that they may have never cared even before the recession.

I repurchased the paper I sold some 21 years ago because this is my paper in my community and I care.  I’m essentially a private owner of a public trust and I feel good about that.  Certainly, these communities change every day and not always for the better.  But I do not believe they are going away.  If I serve my advertisers well in both print and on line; if I reinvest in talent and technology; and if the paper stays as the social and historical register of life in this community then readers will again come to rely on the local newspaper as indispensable. This is true no matter what form the customer chooses to receive the information.  It should be true no matter who owns the paper.

Perhaps incredibly, this is the short version.  Catch me sometime and I will discuss in greater detail why local ownership still works in newspapers.  In the meantime I’m going to work to be a better steward of my community and the newspaper it so richly deserves.

