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From our very beginnings as a nation, newspapers have played a vital role in 
building community. Strong newspapers fostered a sense of geographic identity 
and in the process nurtured social cohesion and grassroots political activism. 
The stories and editorials they published helped set the agenda for debate of 
important issues, influence the policy and political decisions we made, and build 
trust in our institutions. The advertisements they carried drove local commerce 
and regional economic growth by putting potential customers together with 
local businesses. Ron Heifetz, professor at Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy 
School of Government, describes a newspaper as “an anchor” because it 
“reminds a community every day of its collective identity, the stake we have in 
one another and the lessons of our history. “ 

For residents in thousands of communities across the country – inner-city 
neighborhoods, affluent suburbs and rural towns– local newspapers have 
been the prime, if not sole, source of credible and comprehensive news and 
information that can affect the quality of their everyday lives. Yet, in the past 
decade and a half, nearly one in five newspapers has disappeared, and countless 
others have become shells – or “ghosts” – of themselves. 

Since publishing The Rise of a New Media Baron and The Emerging Threat of 
News Deserts in 2016, we have continued to quantify the loss of our country’s 
newspapers and considerably expand the information in our proprietary database 
of more than 9,000 newspapers. Our 2018 report, The Expanding News Desert, 
delves deeper into the implications for communities at risk of losing their primary 
source of credible news. Concerned citizens, community activists, philanthropists, 
policy makers, educators, journalists and others in the industry can use our 
website – usnewsdeserts.com – to drill down to the county level to understand 
how the news landscape in each of our 50 states has changed in recent years and 
the implications this has for their communities. By documenting the shifting news 
landscape and evaluating the threat of media deserts, our reports seek to raise 
awareness of the role each of these interested parties can play in addressing the 
challenges confronting local news and democracy. 

Our 2018 edition consists of two separate reports – “The Loss of Local News: 
What It Means for Communities” and “The Enduring Legacy of Our New Media 
Barons: How They Changed the News Landscape.”

PREFACE
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“The Loss of Local News” documents the continuing loss of papers and readers, 
the consolidation in the industry, and the social, political and economic 
consequences for thousands of communities throughout the country. Our 
research found a net loss since 2004 of almost 1,800 local newspapers. We have 
also begun to identify papers where the editorial mission and staffing have 
been so significantly diminished that their newsrooms are either nonexistent 
or lack the resources to adequately cover their communities. Finally, we assess 
some of the recent efforts being made by other media – ranging from television 
stations to digital entrepreneurs – trying to fill the void that is left when a local 
newspaper dies and consider what still needs to be done. 

“The Enduring Legacy of Our New Media Barons” provides an update on the 
strategies of the seven large investment firms – hedge and pension funds, as 
well as private and publicly traded equity groups – that swooped in to purchase 
hundreds of newspapers in recent years. It also explores the indelible mark they 
have left on the newspaper industry during a time of immense disruption. 

The stakes are high, not just for the communities that have lost newspapers — 
or are living with the threat of losing a local newspaper – but also for the entire 
country. Our sense of community and our trust in democracy at all levels suffer 
when journalism is lost or diminished. In an age of fake news and divisive politics, 
the fate of communities across the country – and of grassroots democracy itself 
– is linked to the vitality of local journalism.
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THE LOSS OF LOCAL NEWS:
WHAT IT MEANS 

FOR COMMUNITIES 



8 | The Expanding News Desert

The past 15 years have been pivotal for the newspaper industry, a period of immense disruption and financial 
distress that reversed the good fortunes of the previous two decades. In 2004, newsroom employment and 
print advertising were near peak 1990s levels. Since then, the number of journalists employed by newspapers 
has been cut in half, and print advertising revenue has fallen to record low levels. The large metro and regional 
state papers felt the squeeze first. But by 2010, even century-old weeklies that had survived the Great 
Depression were feeling the existential threat. The question that hangs in the air today: Can local newspapers 
remain economically viable in the 21st century, overcoming a secular shift to digital by readers and advertisers 
and the resulting damage to the business models that have sustained them for 200 years.

Newspapers have been variously described as watchdogs that hold our civic institutions accountable and 
“furnish that check upon government which no constitution has ever been able to provide.” “The bible 
of democracy, the book out of which a people determines its conduct.” “Vitamin supplements for their 
communities and more” that provide the vast majority of “news that feeds our democracy” and “link people 
overwhelmed by otherness and isolation.”1

What is at stake if we lose the thousands of local newspapers that have historically provided coverage of our 
cities and countryside? Numerous government and foundation studies have found that for a community to 
reach its full potential, it must be civically healthy and inclusive. Economists call public service journalism a 
“public good” because the information conveyed through news stories helps guide decision-making in our 
society. A 2011 report by the Federal Communications Commission found that local newspapers are the best 
medium to provide the sort of public service journalism that shines a light on the major issues confronting 
communities and gives residents the information they need to solve their problems. But, in many communities 
today, there is simply not enough digital or print revenue to pay for the public service journalism that local 
newspapers have historically provided. Therefore, the fate of communities and the vitality of local news – 
whether delivered over the internet, the airwaves or in print – are intrinsically linked.2 

This report explores the loss and diminishment of local newspapers, the implications for our communities and 
our democracy, and the potential to thwart the rise of news deserts. The report is divided into five sections: 

The Loss of Newspapers and Readers: 
More than one in five papers has closed over the past decade and a half, leaving thousands of our 
communities at risk of becoming news deserts. Half of the 3,143 counties3 in the country now have 
only one newspaper, usually a small weekly, attempting to cover its various communities. Almost 200 
counties in the country have no newspaper at all. The people with the least access to local news are 
often the most vulnerable – the poorest, least educated and most isolated. 

The Rise of the Ghost Newspaper: 
In an era of fake news, the diminishment of local newspapers poses yet another threat to the long-
term vitality of communities. Many of our 7,100 surviving newspapers are mere shells, or “ghosts,” of 
their former selves. Once stand-alone iconic weeklies have merged with larger dailies and gradually 
disappeared. Metro, regional and state papers have dramatically scaled back their coverage of city 
neighborhoods, the suburbs and rural areas, dealing a double blow to communities that have also lost a 
local weekly 

Bigger and Bigger They Grow: 
Ownership matters, since it determines not only the editorial vision and mission of a newspaper, but 
also the future business models that will evolve for an industry in the midst of massive disruption. More 
than half of all newspapers have changed ownership in the past decade, some multiple times. The 
largest 25 newspaper chains own a third of all newspapers, including two-thirds of the country’s 1,200 
dailies. Not surprisingly, the number of independent owners has declined significantly in recent years, 
as family-owned papers have thrown in the towel and sold to the big guys. The consolidation in the 
industry places decisions about the future of individual papers, as well as the communities where they 
are located, into the hands of owners with no direct stake in the outcome.
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Filling the Local News Void:  
A range of entrepreneurs – from journalists at television stations to founders of digital sites – are 
experimenting with new business models and new ways of providing local news to hundreds of 
communities that have lost their local newspapers. Most ventures, however, are clustered around major 
metro areas.  As a result, between 1,300 and 1,400 communities that had newspapers of their own in 
2004 now have no local news coverage at all.

The Challenges and Opportunities That Remain:  
There are no easy fixes. Despite this, for-profit and nonprofit ventures, as well as legacy and digital news 
organizations, are beginning to develop viable economic and journalistic models. The opportunity – and 
the challenge – is finding a way to scale these efforts so the thousands of communities that have lost 
a newspaper have a viable alternative. We need to make sure that whatever replaces the 20th century 
version of local newspapers serves the same community-building functions. If we can figure out how to 
craft and implement sustainable news business models in our smallest, poorest markets, we can then 
empower journalistic entrepreneurs to revive and restore trust in media from the grassroots level up, in 
whatever form – print, broadcast or digital.

Our findings are based on analysis of the data collected by the School of Media and Journalism at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill over the past four years. Our 2016 report was based on analysis 
of two industry databases that track newspapers. For our 2018 report, we have added three more layers of 
verification to determine the status of the more than 9,000 publications in our database, including information 
obtained from 55 state, regional and national press associations and our own extensive independent online 
research and interviews with staff at individual papers. Additionally, we added layers of demographic, political 
and economic data from government sources. As a result, you can use our website – usnewsdeserts.com 
– to drill down to the county level in every state to find out how your community has been affected. As was 
the case with the 2016 report, because our focus is on local newspapers, we have excluded from our analysis 
the country’s largest national papers – The New York Times, Wall Street Journal and USA Today – as well as 
shoppers, magazines and other specialty publications, such as business journals.
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THE LOSS OF 
NEWSPAPERS AND READERS

In our connected age, there is an abundance of news and opinion, coming at us 24/7. The latest terror attack, 
the presidential debates or the shenanigans of celebrities. It’s all covered in minute detail, and we are free to 
share it and our opinions on the matter. But missing from that motley collection of trivia and substance is news 
of what is happening in our own backyards, save the personal videos posted by friends. Local news about a 
tax increase or a zoning decision is rarely of such interest that it trends, but it has an outsized impact on the 
everyday lives of residents in small towns, city neighborhoods and suburbia. When local newspapers fail, these 
communities are often left without any news organization to care about, watch over and report on the actions 
of the county commission or the local school board.

To better determine the impact that the loss of a local newspaper has on a community, researchers at UNC’s 
School of Media and Journalism have spent the past two years collecting additional information on the more 
than 9,000 local papers in our proprietary database. This analysis found an unrelenting loss of newspapers and 
readers since 2004 with troubling implications for thousands of communities. While there are entrepreneurs 
who are beginning to fill the void that is left in a community when a newspaper fails, much more needs to be 
done. 

Here are the major findings: 

Vanishing Newspapers
The United States has lost almost 1,800 papers since 2004, including more than 60 dailies and 1,700 weeklies. 
Roughly half of the remaining 7,112 in the country – 1,283 dailies and 5,829 weeklies – are located in small and 
rural communities. The vast majority – around 5,500 – have a circulation of less than 15,000. 

Vanishing Readers 
Print readers are disappearing at an even faster rate than print newspapers, and the pace appears to be 
accelerating. Over the past 15 years, total weekday circulation - which includes both dailies and weeklies – 
declined from 122 million to 73 million. While more and more readers prefer to receive news online, this 
dramatic loss has been driven not only by changes in reader preference, but also by the business decisions of 
newspaper owners. The decrease in daily circulation comes primarily from the pullback of metro and regional 
newspapers from distribution to outlying rural and suburban areas. In contrast, much of the loss in weekly 
circulation since 2004 comes from the closure of more than 1,700 weeklies. This decrease in print readers 
raises serious questions about the long-term financial sustainability of both small community and large metro 
newspapers.

Who Lost the Most? 
No state has been spared the death of a newspaper. California lost the most dailies of any state. Some of the 
most populated states – New York, Illinois and Texas — lost the most weeklies. The loss of newspapers in one 
state has the potential to affect residents in many other states, since government agencies often rely on local 
news reports to help identify and contain public health crises and assess the impact of environmental disasters. 
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Living Without a Newspaper 
There are hundreds -- if not thousands – of communities at risk of becoming isolated news deserts. There are 
almost 200 of the 3,143 counties in the United States without any paper. An additional 1,449 counties, ranging 
in size from several hundred residents to more than a million, have only one newspaper, usually a weekly. 
More than 2,000 have no daily paper. The residents of America’s emerging news deserts are often its most 
vulnerable citizens. They are generally poorer, older and less educated than the average American. 

Silence in the Suburbs 
Seventy percent – 1,300 – of the newspapers that closed or merged were in metro areas. All but 50 were 
weeklies, most with a circulation under 10,000. Their demise leaves a news vacuum for many of America’s 
suburbs and urban neighborhoods, where residents have historically relied on community weeklies to keep 
them informed about the most pressing hyperlocal issues.

The Death of the Rural Hometown Newspaper 
More than 500 newspapers have been closed or merged in rural communities since 2004. Most of these 
counties where newspapers closed have poverty rates significantly above the national average. Because of the 
isolated nature of these communities, there is little to fill the void when the paper closes. 

The Shrinking State and Regional Newspapers 
The dramatic pullback in circulation and coverage of state and regional papers has dealt a double blow to 
residents of outlying rural counties, as well as close-in suburban areas. Many of these communities have also 
lost their weekly hometown paper and are left without any credible and comprehensive sources of either local 
or regional political and economic news.

And Then There Was One 
Fewer than a dozen cities of any size have two competing dailies. The lack of competition among newspapers 
in major metro markets often results in less coverage of local and state government, and residents of those 
cities pay the price. Studies have found that closure of a competing metro daily often leads to governmental 
inefficiency and higher costs for city residents.
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VANISHING NEWSPAPERS
Cities and towns ranging in size from Lime Springs, 
Iowa, with a population of only 500, to Tampa, 
Florida, a city of 400,000 residents, have lost a 
hometown newspaper, as about one in five of the 
country’s local papers has vanished in recent years. 
In total, the United States has lost almost 1,800 
papers since 2004, including more than 60 dailies 
and 1,700 weeklies. Roughly half of the remaining 
7,112 papers in the country – 1,283 dailies and 
5,829 weeklies – are located in small and rural 
communities. The vast majority – around 5,500 – 
have circulations under 15,000. 4

While closures of large dailies like The Tampa 
Tribune and the Rocky Mountain News in Denver 
grab headlines, in fact, 53 of the 62 dailies that 
closed or merged since 2004 had circulations 
of less than 50,000. Twenty of those shuttered 
dailies had a circulation of less than 5,000. This 
includes The Daily Times of Pryor Creek in rural 
northeastern Oklahoma. 

Founded in 1919, The Times brought its 3,000 
subscribers news “From Your Corner of the World 
to the World in Your Backyard.” As circulation and 
advertising declined, the daily paper transitioned 
in 2013 to publishing only three times a week, 
in an effort to stave off closure. A small article 
above the fold of the Times’ weekend edition on 
April 29, 2017, announcing that this was the last 
issue, shocked the 10,000 residents of Pryor Creek, 
the county seat. Almost a fourth of the 40,000 
residents of Mayes County, named for a chief of 
the Cherokee Nation, live in poverty, and a fifth are 
Native Americans.5 The shuttering of The Times 
leaves residents of Mayes County without a local 
newspaper. “You’re going to see more and more 
papers go away because the advertising dollars are 
going away,” said Jimmy Tramel, mayor of Pryor 
Creek.6 “We have a huge communication gap in this 
country today, and I don’t know what the answer 
is. It’s a drastic blow to our city because, how do 
we get information out?” 

Getting the information out is even more difficult 
for the 1,749 communities that have lost weeklies 
over the past 15 years. Weeklies are often the only 

sources of very local news and information in 
communities – large and small, rich and poor, 
urban and rural. These shuttered weeklies ranged 
in size from the San Francisco Independent, with 
free distribution of almost 400,000, to the Sudan 
Beacon News in Texas, with a circulation of only 
300. Of these closed or merged weeklies, only 45 
had a circulation above 50,000. More than 1,000 
had a circulation of less than 5,000. 

Often these papers are shut with little notice. 
The staff and community of the 140-year-old, 
500-circulation Gridley Herald, serving Gridley 
(population 6,000) in the central California 
county of Butte, were notified by their owners, 
GateHouse, on Aug. 29, 2018, that the final issue 
of the twice-weekly paper would be published 
the next day. Gridley, 60 miles from Sacramento, 
is largely an agricultural community. Half of the 
residents are Hispanic, in contrast to Butte County, 
which is predominantly white.7 

Gridley is only sparsely covered by the neighboring 
daily, the Chico Enterprise-Record, located in a city 
with 90,000 residents, 30 miles away. “You lose a 
community when you don’t have a newspaper,” 
said one resident. Final stories in the Herald 

SOURCE: UNC Database

2004

7,419

8,891 
TOTAL

5,829

1,2831,472

2018

7,112 
TOTAL

DAILY

NONDAILY

TOTAL NUMBER OF U.S. NEWSPAPERS: 2004 & 2018 

There has been a net loss of 1,779 papers since 2004. 
This net loss takes into account more than 100 dailies that shifted to 

weekly publication, as well as several dozen new weeklies that 
were established during that period. In total, 62 dailies and 

1,749 weeklies closed or merged with other papers.
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focused on a recent homicide; the opening of area 
schools, including the beginning of high school 
football season; and features on the Butte County 
Fair. “I’m especially saddened for the work we will 
not be able to do for you, the events we won’t be 
covering . . .,” noted the publisher, who had worked 
for the paper for 26 years, in the final edition. 8

While there are more than 7,100 newspapers 
in still publishing as either weeklies or dailies, 
this count most likely overstates the number of 
stand-alone papers in existence today. Based on 
our analysis of the papers owned by the largest 
chains in the country, we estimate that between 10 
and 20 percent of the papers in our database are 
geographically zoned weekly editions published 
by larger metro dailies. For example, the UNC 
database lists 158 papers owned by Digital First 
Media, the third-largest chain in the country. 
However, the website for Digital First lists fewer 
than 100 papers. Zoned editions are difficult to 
identify because they are listed separately as 
stand-alone weekly papers in various industry 
databases such as those compiled by Editor and 
Publisher and BIA Kelsey.

For our 2018 report, we have supplemented 
the information in industry databases with data 
obtained from all 50 state press associations and 
our own extensive independent online research 
and interviews with staff at individual papers. 
As a result, we identified 300 papers that were 
published in 2004, but were not included in 
national industry databases. Therefore, our 2004 
number has been adjusted upward from our 2016 
report to almost 8,900 papers. Simultaneously, 
we removed from our 2018 number the 600 
papers that we identified as evolving from stand-
alone newspapers into shoppers or lifestyle and 
business specialty publications, with little or no 
public service journalism. However, we left the 
zoned editions in the total of number of 7,112 
papers since, even though they are not stand-alone 
newspapers, they are still – for the time being – 
providing a diet of local news that informs their 
respective communities. Recent history suggests 
that as the economics of print publishing continue 
to decline, many zoned editions will either 
become shoppers and specialty publications, or be 
eliminated entirely.
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VANISHING READERS
Print readers are disappearing at an even faster 
rate than print newspapers, and the pace appears 
to be accelerating. Over the past 15 years, total 
weekday circulation — which includes both dailies 
and weeklies – declined 40 percent, from 122 
million to 73 million, for a loss of 49 million. In the 
last four years alone, newspapers shed 20 million 
in circulation, an indication that the pace of the 
downward slide may be increasing.

This decrease in print readers speaks to the 
declining influence of newspapers, which once 
set the agenda for debate of important issues in 
their communities and helped encourage local 
economic growth and development. It also raises 
serious questions about the long-term financial 
sustainability of community newspapers, most of 
which still rely on print advertising and subscriptions 
for between 60 and 80 percent of their total 
revenue, and don’t have the financial reserves 
that the large national and regional papers do.9 As 
circulation declines and news coverage of outlying 
regions is cut back, print newspapers lose reach and 
relevance for both local advertisers and readers. 
This, in turn, drives down profitability and forces 
publishers to cut costs, instead of investing in 
ventures that will transform their print business 
models for the digital age. 

The decline in daily circulation was driven by the 
largest dailies shedding existing readers, especially 
those in outlying areas. In 2018, only 53 dailies have 
a print circulation greater than 100,000, compared 
with nearly twice that many – 102 dailies – in 2004. 
Two-thirds of the 1,283 dailies still publishing 
have circulations under 15,000. If print circulation 
continues to drop at current rates, Nicco Mele, 
director of the Shorenstein Center for Media, 
Politics and Public Policy at Harvard University, 
predicts that as many as one-half of the nation’s 
surviving dailies will no longer be in print by 2021.10 
 
In contrast, the decline in weekly readership 
resulted primarily from the shuttering of 1,700 
papers. The average circulation of the country’s 
surviving 5,829 weeklies is 8,000, roughly the same 
as it was in 2004. However, print readership for 

both dallies and weeklies is probably much less than 
what is reported in industry databases. The Alliance 
for Audited Media (AAM) is the most authoritative 
source for circulation, but only 13 percent of papers 
in the UNC database – typically the largest papers 
– subscribe to AAM audits. More and more smaller 
newspapers — dailies as well as weeklies — are 
turning to self-reporting or not reporting their 
circulation numbers to sources such as Editor and 
Publisher. Additionally, the reported AAM numbers 
for the large dailies often lag behind the audit by a 
couple of years. 

The dramatic circulation drop over the past 15 years 
occurred despite new rules and guidelines adopted 
by the industry after 2004 that allowed newspapers 
to count print and online readership that had 
previously been excluded.11 Circulation statistics 
in the UNC database represent primarily print 
distribution, an admittedly imperfect measure since 
it does not count the increasing number of people 
who access local news online. However, readership 
data for most digital editions of the newspapers in 
this report are not widely available or comparable. 
Also, according to the Federal Communications 
Commission12, between 40 and 60 percent of 
residents in rural areas lack reliable access to either 
broadband or wireless, therefore limiting their 
media options when a local print newspaper folds. 

Therefore, print circulation becomes a proxy – albeit 
imperfect – for the dramatic decline in influence and 
relevance of local papers in recent years.

SOURCE: UNC Database

2004

72 mil

122 mil
TOTAL

44 mil

2018

DAILY

NONDAILY

TOTAL
73 mil

50 mil 
29 mil

TOTAL U.S. CIRCULATION: 2004 & 2018

Circulation has decreased 49 million since 2004
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WHO LOST THE MOST?

No state has been spared the death of a newspaper. 
California lost the most dailies, 11, ranging in size 
from 22,000 to 157,000. This was primarily driven 
by consolidation in the San Francisco Bay Area. Over 
the course of fi ve years, the third-largest newspaper 
chain in the country, Digital First, merged eight 
dailies into two mastheads: East Bay Times and 
Mercury News, which together currently reach 
nearly 300,000 subscribers. 13

The more rural state of Kansas lost seven dailies, all 
with circulations under 10,000. The communities 
aff ected spanned the entire state, from the affl  uent 
Kansas City suburb of Overland Park to farmlands in 
Liberal, Kansas, in the southwest. 

Some of the most populated states lost the most 
weeklies. Illinois lost 157, New York lost 155 and 
Texas lost 146. The weeklies in Illinois and New York 
were predominantly in the suburbs surrounding 
the large metro areas. This includes a chain of 35 
independent weeklies in Suff olk County on Long 
Island, which were shuttered in 2008. In contrast, 
in Texas, nearly half of the weeklies closed were in 
rural counties. 

The loss hit some states disproportionally, 

depending on how many papers they had. In 2004, 
the number of papers ranged from 14 in Hawaii to 
638 in Texas. While Texas lost 146 papers, it still has 
almost 500 in 2018. The island state of Hawaii on 
the other hand, lost fi ve of its 14 papers, including 
three weeklies and one daily on its most populated 
island of Oahu. In 2010, the two major dailies in 
Honolulu, the Honolulu Star-Bulletin and Honolulu 
Advertiser, merged to become the Star Advertiser,14 
robbing America of one of its last two-daily-
newspaper towns. 

The loss of newspapers in one state has the 
potential to aff ect residents in many other states, 
since government agencies often rely on local news 
reports to help identify and contain public health 
crises and assess the impact of natural and man-
made disasters. Offi  cials at the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), for example, say that 
the death of newspapers throughout the country is 
already hindering their ability to spot and track the 
spread of disease, which could lead to outbreaks 
of more epidemics. 15 The CDC relies on the news 
stories in local papers to provide them with an early 
warning system, which is critical in containing the 
spread. So far, social media has been much less 
reliable. 

Since 2004, one-fifth of all U.S. newspapers have been closed or merged.
Source: UNC Database

WHERE NEWSPAPERS HAVE CLOSED OR MERGED: 2004-2018

Frequency

Daily

Weekly
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LIVING WITHOUT A NEWSPAPER

As newspapers vanish and readers drop off, an 
increasing number of Americans are living without 
a reliable and comprehensive source of local 
news. Previously, we defined a “news desert” as a 
community without a local newspaper. As a result 
of the dramatic shrinkage in the number of local 
news outlets in recent years, as well as the decrease 
in local news coverage by surviving newspapers, 
we have expanded our designation of news 
deserts to include communities where residents 
are facing significantly diminished access to the 
sort of important news and information that feeds 
grassroots democracy.

There are hundreds — if not thousands – of 
communities at risk of becoming isolated news 
deserts. The numbers have grown dramatically in 
recent years as local newspapers vanish and nothing 
replaces them.

•	 There are almost 200 of the 3,143 
counties in the United States without 
any paper – weekly or daily – creating 
a news vacuum for about 3.2 million 
residents and public officials in those 
counties.

•	 An additional 1,449 counties, ranging 
in size from several hundred residents 
to more than a million, have only one 
newspaper, usually a weekly that may 
struggle to find the resources to cover 
dozens of other communities in that 
county, spread out over many miles.

•	 And more than 2,000 counties do 
not have a daily newspaper, which 
means residents in those counties are 
mostly reliant on either social media 
or news outlets in adjacent counties 
or faraway cities for their daily news 
feed. These distant news outlets – daily 
metro newspapers, as well as regional 
television stations — provide only 
sporadic coverage of these counties 
without a daily paper, and social media 
outlets are, invariably, an unreliable 
source.16

The residents of America’s emerging news deserts 
are often its most vulnerable citizens. They are 
generally poorer, older and less educated than the 
average American. They are much more likely to 
live in rural areas of the country. Eighteen percent 

Number of Newspapers
0
1

NEWS DESERTS: COUNTIES WITHOUT NEWSPAPERS

In the U.S., 171 counties do not have a local newspaper. 
Nearly half of all counties - 1,449 - have only one newspaper, usually a weekly.



The Expanding News Desert | 17

of residents are living in poverty compared with 
the national average of 13 percent.17 Fewer than 
20 percent of residents of these counties have any 
college education, roughly half the nationwide 
average. Almost half of Americans living in a 
county without a newspaper also live in a food 
desert, which the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
defines as “parts of the country vapid of fresh fruit, 
vegetables, and other healthful whole foods, usually 
found in impoverished areas.”18 

Residents of low-income areas tend to be 
overlooked by advertisers are less likely to purchase 
subscriptions and have less access to both legacy 
and digital media, according to Stanford University 
economist James Hamilton. This has long-term social 
and economic consequences for rural communities. 
Since residents in news deserts tend to be less 
informed about key issues in their community, they 
are less likely to vote. 19 

The South had the most counties without 
newspapers: 91.20 Almost every state in the South 
had at least one news desert. In Georgia 28 out of 
169 counties did not have a newspaper and in Texas 
22 out of 254 counties lacked a paper. Kentucky, 
Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, Florida and 
Oklahoma all had half a dozen or so counties 
without newspapers. Counties that recently lost 
their last surviving newspaper ranged from Jerome 
County, Idaho, with 22,000 residents, which lost 
its weekly paper in 2008, to Mayes County in 
Oklahoma, with 40,000 residents, which lost its once 
proud daily in 2017. Both counties have poverty 
rates significantly above the national average. 
The 1,449 counties with only one newspaper still 
publishing range from Arthur County, Nebraska, 
with 500 residents, to Montgomery County, 
Maryland, with more than a million people.

Demographic Measure News Deserts U.S.

Average Poverty Rate 18% 13%

Average Median Income
($/Year)

$45,000 $59,000

Average Median Age (Years) 42 38

Average Percent of Residents 
With Bachelor’s Degree 

or Higher 
19% 33%

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILES OF COUNTIES WITHOUT NEWSPAPERS

Source: UNC Database and US Censu Bureau 

SOURCE: UNC Database

Mountain Mid-West South Mid-AtlanticPacific New England

3 3

91

2728

19

States were grouped into regions according to the following classifications:  Pacific: AK, CA, HI, OR, WA; 
Mountain: AZ, CO, ID, MT, NV, NM, UT, WY;  Midwest: IL, IN, MI, OH, WI, IA, KS, MN, MO, NE, ND, SD; 
South: DE, DC, FL, GA, MD, NC, SC, VA, WV, AL, KY, MS, TN, AR, LA, OK, TX; Mid-Atlantic: NJ, NY, PA; 
New England: CT, ME, MA, NH, RI, VT

COUNTIES WITHOUT NEWSPAPERS BY REGION: 2018
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SILENCE IN THE SUBURBS
Half of the newspapers that closed or merged 
were in large metro areas with more than 1 million 
people — such as Chicago, Washington, D.C., New 
York and Boston — and another 20 percent were 
in small and mid-sized metro areas such as Toledo, 
Ohio, and North Adams, Massachusetts. Of these 
1,300 shuttered papers in metro areas, 1,250 were 
weeklies, most with a circulation under 10,000. 
Their demise leaves a news vacuum for America’s 
suburbs and urban neighborhoods, where residents 
have historically relied on community weeklies to 
keep them informed about the most pressing issues 
– from test scores in local schools to proposed tax 
hikes. Both affluent and low-income suburban and 
metro areas were affected.

A number of factors drove the loss of the suburban 
papers. In many cases, as circulation declined and 
advertisers moved dollars from newspapers to 
broadcast and digital outlets, independent and 

family-run enterprises made the decision to cut their 
losses. In other cases, the corporate owner made 
either a strategic or financial decision to shutter the 
weeklies and invest elsewhere. 

The tiny Baldwin City Signal in the college town 
of Baldwin City, Kansas, outside Kansas City, and 
the much larger Suffolk County Life, a chain of 35 
papers on Long Island, New York, that reached 
several hundred thousand households, are 
examples of family-operated enterprises that did 
not survive.

The Signal was started in 1999 by the family-owned 
Lawrence Journal-World, located 15 miles away 
in Lawrence, home of the University of Kansas. In 
2004, when it merged with another nearby paper, 
the Signal had a circulation of 1,700. By 2015, 
when it was shuttered21 for lack of advertising 
and subscription revenue, it had fewer than 200 
subscribers. Nevertheless, the closure has left 

Metro Areas Categories Number of Papers

Counties in metro areas with populations greater than 1 million 856

Counties in metro areas with populations from 250,000 to 1 million 276

Counties in metro areas with populations less than 250,000 162

Non-Metro Areas Categories

Urban population of 20,000 or more, adjacent to a metro area 102

Urban population of 20,000 or more, not adjacent to a metro area 41

Urban population of 2,500 to 19,999, adjacent to a metro area 170

Urban population of 2,500 to 19,999, not adjacent to a metro area
114

Completely rural or less than 2,500 urban population, adjacent to a metro area 31

Completely rural or less than 2,500 urban population, not adjacent to a metro area 58

TOTAL 1,810

SOURCE: UNC Database and U.S. Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service

NUMBER OF NEWSPAPERS CLOSED OR MERGED 
IN METRO AND NON-METRO AREAS: 2004-2018
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community leaders and activists scrambling to find 
new ways of “getting news out about important 
events and issues” to residents in Baldwin City, 
which is home to 4,600 residents and Baker 
University, the oldest college in Kansas. Despite its 
small circulation, the Signal served as a megaphone, 
since it was read by influential residents in Baldwin 
City who made sure they got out the vote on 
important issues. “We share one journalist with 
other communities. . .. There is no way he can 
be here [covering] the school board, city council 
and university and high school activities . . .  and 
still cover other communities,” one resident told 
a Kansas State University researcher. “Now I get 
news about things that will happen after they have 
already happened,” said another. 22

The Suffolk County Life papers were started in the 
1960s, when Long Island was booming. The idea for 
the papers was hatched around the kitchen table 
of publisher and editor David Willmott’s parents. 
His papers quickly gained journalistic accolades 
for coverage of the economic and environmental 
issues associated with a proposal to build a nuclear 
power plant on the shores of Long Island in the 
1970s.23 The power company ultimately abandoned 
plans to build the plant, citing public sentiment, 
which had turned against the plant in part because 
of the aggressive coverage that Willmott’s papers 
provided. At their closing, the papers distributed 
more than 500,000 free copies and 10,700 paid 
copies.24 In failing health and unable to find a buyer 
or a successor, Wilmott shuttered all the papers. His 
legacy – and that of his papers – was noted in a 2009 
obituary that read “[Willmott] remained true to his 
views, ultimately becoming a weather vane for the 
electorate each November.”25

In contrast to the local considerations that 
determined the demise of the Baldwin City and 
Suffolk papers, the closures of weeklies in the 
Chicago, Boston and Washington, D.C., suburbs 
were driven by the financial and strategic decisions 
made by corporate owners. 

In 2009, the Chicago Sun-Times, faced with 
bankruptcy, shuttered more than a dozen of its 
weeklies26, with a combined circulation of more than 
200,000, most in predominantly affluent suburbs. 
These papers ranged in circulation from 1,000 to 
27,000, including the 2,000 circulation Wheeling 
Countryside, which covered the 124-year-old village 
of 40,000 residents, 30 miles from downtown 
Chicago. Wheeling has one of the more diverse 
populations in the prestigious northern suburbs 

of Chicago, with a third Hispanic and more than 
15 percent Asian residents.27 When announcing 
this closing, Larry Green, then publisher of the 
community weeklies, noted, “The death of any 
newspaper is a blow to our democracy and to 
your local economy. . .. But as much as it is a public 
service, the Wheeling Countryside is also a business. 
It must be profitable. In the current economy it is 
not.” 28 Subscribers soon received a letter telling 
them how to subscribe to the Chicago Sun-Times, a 
daily covering an area of 3 million people with little 
specific content on a community like Wheeling. 

Kirk Davis, CEO of GateHouse chain of papers, used 
a similar financial rationale in explaining the closure 
of 10 of its 125 weeklies in the Boston suburbs 
in 2013. All of the weeklies were in low-income 
neighborhoods that were not attractive to print 
advertisers. “Business conditions have become 
more challenging, and it’s more important to be 
selective about where you’re putting the greatest 
amount of resources,” Davis told The Boston Globe. 
“We’re going to shift resources to the highest 
potential markets that are most desirable to our 
advertisers.”29 

Corporate strategy also determined the fate of 
20 Maryland papers, known as The Gazette, in the 
affluent Washington, D.C., suburbs of Montgomery 
and Prince George counties. The 55-year-old 
Gazette papers were purchased by The Washington 
Post in the early 1990s and distributed more than 
450,000 free copies in 2014. Almost immediately 
after buying the Post in 2013, Jeff Bezos, the new 
owner, made the decision to shutter all the weeklies 
and instead devote his attention and financial 
resources to positioning the Washington Post as a 
national newspaper. “You lose that individual feel 
that our town matters,” a Montgomery County 
resident said in a 2015 interview about the closing 
of The Gazette. “There are activities in our town that 
nobody can really convey to each other anymore 
when you lose that vehicle for getting the news 
out.”30
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DEATH OF THE RURAL HOMETOWN 
NEWSPAPER
More than 500 newspapers have been closed 
or merged in rural communities since 2004. The 
average circulation of the shuttered rural papers 
was roughly 4,000, highlighting the small size 
of communities they serve. In many of these 
communities, the local newspaper is the only 
reliable source of news and information. Because of 
the isolated nature of these communities, there is 
little to fill the void when the paper closes. A 2016 
FCC Report found between 40 and 60 percent31 of 
rural residents lacked affordable, high-speed access 
to wireless services that would enable streaming of 
videos, for example.

In rural counties where papers have closed or 
merged, the average poverty rate is nearly 4 
percentage points higher than the national average 
of 12.7 percent. Sixty-two percent of voters in these 
rural counties voted for Trump in the 2016 election, 
compared with 46 percent nationwide.32

The economic challenges facing rural newspapers 
differ from those of their metro counterparts. 
These papers are often in small markets that are 
unattractive to advertisers outside of communities 
where the papers are located. Many of the papers 
that closed were independently owned and were 
forced to close when owners faced declining profits 
or couldn’t find a buyer. 

Lime Springs, Iowa, with a population of fewer 
than 500 residents, lost its 139-year-old weekly 
newspaper in 2015. In its last issue, dated Feb. 
11, the Lime Springs Herald recalled the paper’s 
expansive history, printing vintage ads dating back 
to 1897 and stories from readers about what the 
paper meant to them and to their community, 
located in Howard County in northeast Iowa, 200 
miles from both Minneapolis and Des Moines. 
Carl Cassidy left an indelible mark on the paper, 
purchasing it when he was 19 and then serving 
as publisher, editor and community historian for 
61 years.33 In 1992, he sold it to the Evans family, 
who decided in 2015 to absorb it into their nearby 
8,000-circulation weekly, the Cresco Times Plain 
Dealer. At the time of its closing, the Herald had 
a print circulation of 600. The last story published 

on its website was the Howard-Winneshiek School 
Board’s 4-1 decision to close the Lime Springs 
elementary school.34 “Small newspapers can’t keep 
up,” said Herald editor Marcie Klomp in a 2015 
interview. “There is a place for a small newspaper, 
but I guess there isn’t room for this one.”35

In Missouri, the 104-year-old daily Macon Chronicle-
Herald closed in 2014 when the neighboring 
family-owned newspaper, the Lewis County Press, 
purchased its assets from the GateHouse chain. For 
nearly 50 years, from 1926 to 1973, the paper was 
owned and edited by Frank P. Briggs, who served 
first as mayor of Macon and then as a state senator. 
When Harry Truman resigned his U.S. Senate seat in 
1945, Briggs was appointed to serve out his term. 
In 1958, the University of Missouri, his alma mater, 
honored him and his long-running column, “It Seems 
to B,” with a distinguished journalism award saying 
he had “achieved the nearly impossible feat of 
keeping his newspaper and his public responsibilities 
entirely divorced from one another.”36 Macon 
native Judy Baughman lamented the closure of the 
1,700-circulation paper. “My wedding was in there; 
my engagement was in there,” Baughman said. “At 
various times, my then-husband and my son were 
featured. . .. So it really breaks my heart that it’s no 
longer in business.”37

Circulation Range
Number of Rural Papers 

Closed or Merged
Greater than 15,000 28

5,001-15,000 91

5,000 or less 398

SOURCE: UNC Database

CIRCULATION OF CLOSED OR MERGED 
RURAL PAPERS: 2004-2018
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THE SHRINKING METRO AND STATE PAPERS
The dramatic pullback in circulation and coverage of 
state and regional papers has dealt a double blow to 
residents of outlying rural counties, as well as close-
in suburban areas. Many of these communities have 
also lost their weekly hometown paper and are left 
without any credible and comprehensive sources 
of either local or regional political, economic and 
environmental news that can affect the quality of 
everyday life today and in the future. 

In the latter half of the 20th century, when 
circulation and newsroom staffing were at their 
highest levels ever, major metro and state papers 
routinely received Pulitzer Prizes, the most 
coveted award in journalism, for their aggressive 
investigative reporting. The Philadelphia Inquirer, 
Los Angeles Times and Boston Globe, for example, 
had a cadre of reporters, stationed in Washington 
and abroad, who often scooped The New York 
Times and Washington Post on foreign and 
national news. But it was at the state and regional 
level where these large papers had their biggest 
impact on the quality of life for residents in the 
communities where they circulated. In North 
Carolina, for example, The News & Observer of 
Raleigh received the Pulitzer Public Service Award 
in 1996 for exposing the long-term environmental 
consequences of large-scale industrial hog farming 
on the state’s rural counties38, many of which were 
struggling economically.

By devoting a team of investigative reporters to 
the task of sifting through government records, 
analyzing data and then translating what they had 
found into lucid prose and compelling articles that 
consumed tons of newsprint, these large papers 
were able to set the agenda for debate of important 
policy issues that ultimately affected all residents 
in the state and region. On a day-to-day basis, the 
nation’s large regional papers also had scores of 
reporters assigned to bureaus in the suburbs and 
outlying counties, who were responsible for staying 
on top of news at the grassroots level by covering 
the often mundane and routine government 
meetings that rarely made headlines outside the 
communities they were covering. 

While editors at these papers believed they had 
a journalistic duty to cover regional issues, there 
was, no business model to support their expansive 
coverage. The vast majority of their financial 
support came from advertisers in their home city 
who had little desire or reason to reach consumers 
in these remote communities. Therefore, publishers 
began to take a hard look at the return on the 
investment from circulating print copies outside 
their metro area. Over the past two decades, this 
has led to dramatic cutbacks in both the circulation 
and staffing of the state and regional papers, the 
majority of them owned by the large newspaper 
chains, such as Gannett, McClatchy, Lee Enterprises 
and GateHouse. Since 2004, circulation for the large 
dailies has decreased by more than 40 percent and 
newsroom staffing by a similar amount. 39 A majority 
of the decline in daily circulation has resulted from 
the pullback of the large metros from rural areas. 

Recent research has shown that when metro papers 
pull back circulation and coverage in outlying areas, 
participation and voting, especially in midterm 
state and local elections, goes down. 40 Additionally, 
there is evidence that the journalistic competition 
between metro papers and smaller community 
publications may spur more aggressive coverage 
of issues in these outlying communities since local 
reporters don’t want to be scooped by the big-city 
journalists. This is especially true when metro papers 
assign reporters to cover routine governmental 
meetings in outlying areas.

The Wichita Eagle, the largest paper in Kansas, 
is representative of this decline in circulation, 
staffing and, ultimately, impact on the communities 
these papers covered. In the 1990s, The Eagle, 
then part of the Knight Ridder newspaper chain, 
gained national recognition for pioneering a new 
type of local reporting, called “civic journalism,” 
which sought to engage readers in determining 
coverage of important issues in a community. 
Editors surveyed residents to get their input 
and then aggressively covered those issues – 
ranging from environmental concerns to tax 
increases – holding public officials accountable 
for resolving them. In the mid-1990s, the Eagle 
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had a circulation of 122,000and more than 100 
journalists in its newsroom (including both a 
dedicated Washington reporter and a team of 
state and regional reporters). It was distributed in 
73 of the state’s 105 counties.41 Today, the paper, 
which is now part of the McClatchy newspaper 
chain, has a print circulation of 30,000 and a 
newsroom of fewer than three dozen journalists. 
It circulates in only 10 counties). 42 The prominent 
three-story building in downtown Wichita that The 
Eagle once occupied has been sold to Cargill, and 
the newspaper has moved into a much smaller 
second-fl oor space in the restaurant and nightclub 
district. The Wichita paper is printed by The Kansas 
City Star, also a McClatchy paper, 200 miles away. 
Early printing deadlines make it diffi  cult to off er 
timely coverage of both night sporting events and 
government meetings, and therefore lessens the 
relevance to readers and impact of the paper on the 
communities where it still circulates. 

The story is the same across the country. The 
Portland Oregonian, which received the Pulitzer 
Public Service award in 2001 for its “detailed and 
unfl inching examination” of immigration issues43, 
has 158,000 circulation in 2018, but distributes to 
15 fewer counties in Oregon and Washington than 
it did in 2004, when it had a circulation of 338,000. 
All but one of these counties no longer served by 
the Oregonian are rural, and all have poverty rates 
higher than the national average. The St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch, the fl agship of the Pulitzer chain 

until it was purchased by Lee Enterprises in 2005, 
has a current circulation of 150,000 and distributes 
to 30 fewer counties (17 fewer counties in Missouri 
and 13 fewer in the adjacent suburban counties of 
Illinois) than it did in 2004 when it had a circulation 
of almost 300,000. All of these counties have high 
poverty rates, and all but two are rural. The News & 
Observer, which had a circulation of 150,000 in the 
mid-1990s when it received the Pulitzer Prize for 
its nine-part series on commercial hog farming, has 
only 95,000 subscribers today and has pulled out of 
six counties in eastern North Carolina featured in 
the prize-winning articles.44

 

Currently distributing in county No longer distributing in county

DECLINE IN WICHITA EAGLE DISTRIBUTION: 1992-2018

The Wichita Eagle circulates in just 10 counties in Kansas, 
compared to more than 70 counties in 1992.

Source: Standard Rate and Data Service (SRDS)
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AND THEN THERE WAS ONE
The death of the two-newspaper town is yesterday’s 
news. Nevertheless, as recently as a decade 
ago, there were still a dozen or so large cities 
with competing daily publications. However, the 
recession of 2008, coupled with the simultaneous 
shift in readership away from print newspapers 
to online news sources, has led to the demise of 
half of the remaining stalwarts. Only four of the 
62 dailies lost since 2004 had circulations of more 
than 100,000. All four were in two-newspaper 
towns – Denver, Seattle, Honolulu and the Tampa/St 
Petersburg region. 

In 2016, Florida’s largest newspaper, the Tampa 
Bay Times in St. Petersburg (with a circulation 
of 200,000), purchased the competing daily 
Tampa Tribune in neighboring Hillsborough 
County (with 137,000 circulation), and quickly 
shut it down, leaving the Tampa Bay area of 3 
million residents with only one newspaper. “The 
continued competition between the newspapers 
was threatening to both,” Times chairman and CEO 
Paul Tash said in a statement.  “There are very few 
cities that are able to sustain more than one daily 
newspaper, and the Tampa Bay region is not among 
them.” 45

The demise of the Tampa paper was preceded 
in 2009 and 2010 by the closure of three other 
large dailies. In 2010 the two remaining dailies in 
Honolulu merged to become the Honolulu Star-
Advertiser (with a circulation of 153,000 in 2018). 
In 2009, the Rocky Mountain News in Denver, which 
had a circulation of 200,000, shut down46, and the 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer (with circulation 120,000) 
transitioned to an online-only news site, leaving The 
Seattle Times (with circulation of 172,00 in 2018) as 
the primary news source for Washington’s largest 
city.47

The lack of competition among newspapers in major 
metro markets often results in less coverage of local 
and state government. A report by the FCC on “The 
Information Needs of Communities” found that 
even in metro markets, with multiple media options 
including regional television stations and online 
outlets, the daily newspaper tended to provide 

most of the in-depth “watchdog” journalism.48 This 
is because the metro paper typically had more 
reporters than the digital and broadcast news 
organizations and did not have the “on-air time 
constraints” imposed on morning and evening 
television newscasts, which typically devote more 
time to coverage of weather and sports than local 
policy issues.49

In a similar vein, research from the University of 
Notre Dame and University of Chicago found that 
the closure of a competing metro daily often leads 
to governmental inefficiency and higher costs for 
city residents. It specifically cited the journalism of 
the Rocky Mountain News, which had served as a 
vigilant watchdog for residents of Denver, providing 
them with information on how their tax dollars were 
spent. The stories covered by the News “included 
an audit of questionable federal funds allocated to 
the sheriff’s department, a handshake deal between 
city government and Lufthansa Airlines, which may 
have violated federal law, lack of oversight for 390 
‘special taxing districts’ established in the Denver 
metropolitan area, and an ‘under-the-table’ scheme 
at Denver International Airport that paid employees 
undeserved wages.”50 

Even if the metro paper transitions to online 
delivery – as the Seattle Post-Intelligencer 
did in 2009 – research suggests there is still a 
diminishment in both the quantity and quality of 
government news stories in the online versions. 51 

As a result, residents in a community are likely to 
be less aware of the issues and less likely to vote in 
local elections.52
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THE RISE OF 
THE GHOST NEWSPAPER

As hundreds of small weeklies and dozens of dailies vanished from the U.S. news landscape in recent years, 
thousands of other dailies and weeklies became shells, or “ghosts,” of their former selves. Many of these 
papers are still published – sometimes under the same name as in the past – but the quality, quantity and 
scope of their editorial content are significantly diminished. Routine government meetings are not covered, 
for example, leaving citizens with little information about proposed tax hikes, local candidates for office or 
important policy issues that must be decided.

Research by Duke University attempted to quantify the diminishment of local news by analyzing over 16,000 
news stories provided to 100 randomly selected communities in one week. The study found that fewer than 
half of news stories provided to a typical community were produced by the local media outlet, and only 17 
percent were about the community or events that took place there. The local news ecosystem seemed to be 
least robust in communities that had significant portions of Hispanic/Latino populations or in neighborhoods 
and suburbs that were either in, or adjacent to, large metro markets. The study also found that even when 
a local newspaper was located in a county seat, there was no increase in “journalistic production . . . [which] 
would seem to reinforce contemporary concerns about the decline in local government reporting.” 53 

There are two paths to becoming a ghost newspaper:

In one scenario, a weekly or small daily, often in a metro or suburban area, is purchased by a larger 
daily and slowly fades away as its news-gathering operations are merged with the larger paper’s.  In 
its final stages of life, the once stand-alone weekly transitions to a free-distribution shopper or an upbeat 
lifestyle and entertainment publication. There is no breaking news or public service journalism. Between 
2004 and 2018, almost 600 once-stand-alone newspapers – or one-third of the 1,800 papers that the country 
lost — became advertising supplements, free-distribution shoppers or lifestyle specialty publications. 

In the second scenario, newspapers become “ghosts” when their newsroom staffing is so dramatically 
pared back that the remaining journalists cannot adequately cover their communities. In general, 
this has occurred among the nation’s dailies and larger weeklies. Although the exact number is hard to pin 
down, we estimate, based on news accounts and industry data, at least 1,000 of the 7,200 newspapers still 
published in this country – and perhaps as many as 1,500 – have lost significantly more than half of their 
newsroom staffs since 2004. As a result, they have become ghosts, with drastically curtailed reach and 
journalistic missions. 

Unlike the 600 weeklies that evolved into advertising supplements and were removed from the UNC 
database, the estimated 1,000 to 1,500 large dailies with drastically reduced editorial missions are counted 
in the overall total of 7,100 surviving newspapers. However, the sheer size of this contingent – and the fact 
that most are dailies – speaks to the magnitude of the diminishment of local news at the local, state and 
regional levels in recent years.
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GOING, GOING GONE
A third of the 1,800 papers – 600 – that were lost 
over the past decade slowly faded away. Most 
were suburban weeklies. Like the frog in slowly 
boiling water, few people in the community noticed 
anything different at first. There was no abrupt 
closure that grabbed headlines. Often there was 
merely an announcement that the paper had been 
purchased by the owner of a nearby, larger daily. 

 
Initially, the paper continued to be published under 
the same name, and the reporters who worked for 
the paper continued to aggressively cover local 
government. However, as circulation declined, the 
once stand-alone paper became a zoned edition of 
the larger paper. Over time, the building where the 
paper had been published for decades – often a 
landmark in the community – was sold and staffing 
dramatically reduced. Increasingly, news coverage 
focused on noncontroversial topics – lifestyle 
features on people and events in the community. 
In the final stage, management at the larger daily 
paper announced that the zoned edition would 
become a weekly specialty publication, advertising 
supplement in the main paper or a TMC (total 
market coverage) product or shopper, distributed 
free to all residents in the community. 

 
UNC used a three-step process to identify these 
ghost newspapers. It included analysis of the 
editorial content of the newspapers, online research 
– especially focusing on official statements by 
corporate owners – as well as a comparison of our 
database of more than 9,000 newspapers with 
the current databases maintained by the country’s 
50 state press associations. The Casper Journal 
in Casper, Wyoming, (population 60,000) and the 
Smithfield Herald in Smithfield, North Carolina, 
(population 16,000) are representative of 600 metro 
and suburban weeklies that have transitioned from 
stand-alone, independent newspapers to ghost 
newspapers in recent years.

The Casper Journal was started in 1976 in 
Wyoming’s second-largest city out of a perceived 
need to fill a gap in local news coverage left by 

the Casper Star-Tribune, which was then owned by 
Howard Publications and circulated throughout 
the state. “We started our paper based on a niche 
we felt was left open by the Casper Star-Tribune,” 
then Casper Journal publisher Dale Bohren said in 
an interview. Over the years, the weekly acquired 
a reputation for aggressive coverage of local 
issues, as well as elected officials. In 2003, the 
Journal was awarded second place for editorial 
excellence in the small-weeklies division by the 
state press association. The following year, it was 
purchased by the Casper Star-Tribune, now owned 
by Lee Enterprises. At first, all 13 members of the 
staff — including the publisher – remained on 
board to serve the publication’s 30,000 readers. 
The publisher of the Star-Tribune stressed that 
the acquisition was not intended to end local 
competition, saying, “Whether you own one product 
or two in a marketplace, that does not diminish your 
responsibility to readers and advertisers.” 

But over the past 14 years, the news operations 
of the Journal have been completely merged with 
the Star-Tribune. In 2017, the Journal became 
a TMC advertising publication, distributed free 
to residents in the area. It features no unique or 
original local articles, according to the Wyoming 
Press Association.  A note to readers promised 
that “this change means the Journal can now offer 
expanded news and sports coverage to keep you 
informed about what’s happening in town and 
across Wyoming.” However, a recent posting on 
the website of Casper Radio Station 95.5 expressed 
a different sentiment. It was titled, “Tired of the 
Casper Journal Littering Your Lawn? Here’s How to 
Stop Delivery.”54 

The Smithfield Herald began publishing in 1882, 
the same year that the railroad arrived in Johnston 
County in eastern North Carolina. Throughout 
the 1900s, the family-owned paper located in the 
community of Smithfield, 30 miles from the state 
capital of Raleigh, received numerous journalism 
awards for its column writing and editorials, as 
well as its reporting on local news and high school 
sports. In 1980, the Raleigh News & Observer, which 
was then independently owned and operated by 
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the Daniels family, purchased the Herald. Over the 
next three decades, The News & Observer, which 
was sold to McClatchy in 1995, acquired nine other 
community weeklies, including the Cary News, 
the Clayton News-Star and the storied 100-year-
old Chapel Hill Newspaper, whose editor was 
immortalized in the nationally syndicated cartoon 
“Shoe.” Over time, the news staffs at each of the 
weeklies were reduced until there was only one 
reporter covering each of the 10 communities, and 
the buildings where the papers were once published 
were sold. In 2017, citing financial reasons, 
McClatchy converted all 10 of these newspapers 
into advertising publications, titled “Triangle Today,” 
distributed free to nonsubscribers and composed 
of “repurposed” entertainment, lifestyle and 
sports news, as well as syndicated columns. All 10 
of these suburban Raleigh communities now rely 
on The News & Observer for primary coverage of 
local news. This means that routine city and county 
governmental meetings in these communities are 
no longer covered by any news outlet. 55

The path of the almost 600 papers that followed 
this trajectory in becoming a ghost newspaper 
raises concerns about the future of the country’s 
remaining 3,200 metro and suburban weeklies that 
are owned by larger metro and regional dailies. This 
includes, for example, the 23 Houston weeklies and 
one daily purchased by Hearst in 2016 from 10/13 
Investments and merged into the Houston Chronicle 
as zoned editions. 56 As the economics of the metro 
and regional dailies continue to deteriorate, will 
many more suburban weeklies transition from 
zoned editions with local news to advertising 
publications without any local news?
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THE COLLAPSE OF THE LARGE DAILIES
While weeklies in the country’s suburbs and cities 
often fade into oblivion without anyone outside the 
community noticing, the layoffs at the large dailies 
often attract headlines in news outlets across the 
country. Many of the reporters laid off have been 
longtime business and investigative reporters who 
know how to write articles that attract attention 
and headlines. 

 
This past year, after multiple rounds of cutbacks 
have left newsrooms that once employed hundreds 
with only a few dozen reporters and editors, 
reporters have been especially successful in calling 
attention to the diminished state of journalism at 
once-iconic dailies. 

 
Recent internet postings by journalists have pointed 
out that over the past decade and a half, the U.S. 
lost more newspaper jobs than coal mining jobs 
– both in terms of numbers and percentages.57 
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, since 
2004 employment in coal mining has declined 26 
percent (from 70,558 to 51,866), while newspaper 
staffing has dropped 45 percent (from 71,640 
to 39,210).58 Other surveys place the number of 
newspaper journalists even lower – 25,000 in 2017, 
down from 52,000 in 2008. 59

 
Many newspapers, especially those owned by 
large corporations and investment entities, such 
as hedge funds and private equity firms, have shed 
many more journalists. Since UNC did not have 
direct access to staffing levels at individual papers, 
we relied on information gleaned from news 
accounts, publicly available industry data and online 
research to estimate the number of newspapers 
still published in 2018 that have lost more than half 
their newsroom staffs since 2004. An estimated 
1,000 newspapers – and as many as 1,500 – of the 
7,200 newspapers still published in 2018 have 
drastically curtailed their distribution and their 
journalistic missions. 

 
Ghost newspapers include both big-city metro 
papers, such as The Denver Post, which grabbed 

headlines with its journalists’ revolt over the 
cutbacks in spring 2018, as well as state and 
regional dailies, such as The Wichita Eagle, that have 
dramatically cut their staffs and pulled back their 
news coverage of outlying areas in the region. 

 
Many of the large metro dailies are owned by large 
investment groups -— hedge and private equity 
funds. These investment entities — such as New 
Media/GateHouse, Digital First and tronc/Tribune 
Publishing – have under their control some of the 
largest chains in the country. They employ the same 
formula for managing the hundreds of newspapers 
they purchased over the past decade at rock-bottom 
prices as they do for other properties they own and 
operate, such as financial institutions and real estate 
firms. That formula involves aggressive cost cutting, 
often paired with extensive financial restructuring, 
including bankruptcy. This invariably leads to short-
staffed newsrooms that, of necessity, focus on 
quick-hit news stories instead of the more labor-
intensive investigative and analytical pieces that are 
vitally important in providing a public service to the 
communities they cover. 

 
At its peak in the mid 1990s, the New York Daily 
News circulated 2 million copies and often 
attracted national attention with its striking front-
page headlines. The paper managed to retain its 
reputation for journalistic excellence, even as it 
has survived revolving-door owners, labor strikes, 
rapidly falling circulation and several rounds of 
layoffs in recent years. It has won 15 Pulitzer Prizes, 
the most recent coming just one year ago, when the 
paper received the Pulitzer Public Service Award for 
its coverage of the police department’s widespread 
abuse of eviction rules.60 In 2017, tronc, which has 
77 papers and has significantly cut staff at the other 
large papers in its portfolio, acquired the Daily News 
for one dollar plus the assumption of liabilities. In 
August 2018, tronc laid off half of the remaining 
newsroom staff, leaving only 50 journalists to cover 
the five boroughs of largest city in the country. In a 
memo, company executives said the remaining staff 
would focus on “breaking news – especially in the 
areas of crime and civil justice.”61
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When the largest newspaper chain in the country, 
GateHouse, acquired The Providence Journal in 
2014, layoffs started before the deal even closed. 
The Journal, known as “ProJo,” bills itself as the 
oldest continuously published newspaper in the 
country. Throughout its 189-year history, the paper 
has won four Pulitzer Prizes, covering the state 
of Rhode Island and its capital city of Providence 
with more than 180,000 residents. In the 1990s, 
the paper boasted a circulation of 200,000 and a 
newsroom with more than 300 journalists. By July 
2018, newsroom employment had been cut by 75 
percent, bringing the staffing levels below 100. 
According to the NewsGuild-CWA, there were fewer 
than 20 reporters and columnists responsible for 
covering both state and city government.  When 
asked by a former reporter why the Providence 
Journal no longer covered routine government 
meetings, Kirk Davis, CEO of GateHouse, replied 
that “covering routine government meetings 
doesn’t automatically equate to earning ‘watchdog 
status.” 62

A poll of guild representatives at 12 papers owned 
by Digital First Media, the third-largest newspaper 

chain in the country, indicated the company has 
slashed staff by more than twice the national 
average since 2012. At the Digital First-owned 
Denver Post, which received a Pulitzer Prize in 2013 
for its coverage of the Aurora theater shooting, 
newsroom staffing has been reduced over the 
past six years from more than 180 to fewer than 
70 journalists, who are responsible for covering a 
metro area with more than 2 million people. 63

These cuts have also affected Digital First’s smaller 
daily papers, sometimes more severely. The dozen 
or so Digital First papers in the Philadelphia area 
contributed more than $18 million toward the 
company’s $160 million in profit in 2017 and led the 
company with a 30 percent profit margin. At the 
23,000-circulation, 142-year-old Delaware County 
(Pennsylvania) Daily Times, the sole daily newspaper 
serving a county of more than 560,000 residents64, 
newsroom staffing has been reduced from 100 to 
less than 30. In nearby Montgomery County, with 
a population of 800,000 residents, staffing at the 
10,370-circulation Pottstown Mercury, which has 
received two Pulitzer Prizes for editorial writing and 
photography, has been cut from 73 in 2012 to 13. 
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Overall newsroom employment has declined 45 percent since 2004.
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“I never thought it would get this bad,” said Valerie 
Arkoosh, the chairwoman of the Montgomery Board 
of Commissioners. “There is virtually no coverage of 
school board meetings anymore. If [they] don’t have 
the time to watch the stream [of the school board 
meetings], how do [they] know what’s going on?” 65

When metro, state and suburban papers – ranging 
from New York’s Daily News to the Providence 
Journal and Pottstown Mercury – dramatically 
curtail coverage of local government meetings, 
citizens in a community are left without the 
information they need to make important 
decisions. At a 2018 meeting of county and city 
communicators from across North Carolina66, 
participants bemoaned the lack of coverage of 
routine government meetings by local newspapers 
and worried that corruption is more likely to flourish 
at both the state and local levels. Other research 
has shown that governments tend to become less 
efficient when reporters do not shine a light on the 
actions of public officials.67 Investigative journalism 
that wins prizes often results from reporting on 
routine, often tedious, town council or zoning 
board meetings, according to Howell Raines, former 
executive editor of The New York Times. Without 
aggressive boots-on-the-ground news coverage of 
these meetings by newspapers, “the news chain 
itself suffers,” he said.68 
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BIGGER AND BIGGER THEY GROW

Consolidation of the newspaper industry, which places the ownership of many media properties into the 
hands of a few large corporations, shifts editorial and business decisions to people without a strong stake in 
the local communities where their papers are located. 

The Largest Owners 

The top 25 companies that own the most newspapers – control the fate of nearly one-third of all papers, up 
from 20 percent in 2004. This included two-thirds of all dailies – 812 – and almost a fourth of all weeklies – 
1,376. The largest company, New Media/GateHouse, owns 451 newspapers in 34 states. 

The Dizzying Turnover
The turnover in ownership has been dizzying. Roughly half of all newspapers in the country changed 
ownership over the past 15 years, some multiple times. Since 2014, most of the 1,200 papers sold have been 
either family-owned enterprises or small private regional chains. The most active purchasers of newspapers 
in recent years have been New Media/GateHouse, Adams Publishing and AIM Media. Over the past four 
years, these three chains have purchased nearly a third of the papers that were sold. 

The Push Toward Regional Hubs
Economic pressures on the industry have prompted the largest companies to establish regional hubs, built 
around newspapers they already own. The majority of transactions in recent years involve a chain purchasing 
newspapers in adjacent markets. The purchaser then consolidates printing and back-office functions, as well 
as some sales and newsroom functions, significantly reducing the cost of operations.

The Surviving Independents
Fewer and fewer independently owned newspapers survive. As more and more family-owned newspapers 
sell to corporate chains, the number of independent weeklies is steadily declining. By 2018, fewer than 
one-third of the country’s 5,829 weeklies with circulations under 15,000 were locally owned. Survival of the 
remaining independent newspapers depends in large measure on the ability of the publisher to generate 
new revenue to replace print revenue and to be very disciplined in managing costs.
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Even as the country loses papers, journalists and 
readers, consolidation in the industry continues 
apace. In 2018, the country’s 7,100 papers were 
owned by only 2,600 firms. That is a decrease 
of 1,400 since 2004, and 400 since 2014 – or 
an average annual decrease of 100 newspaper 
companies a year. As the number of owners has 
decreased, consolidation – especially among the 
largest companies – has ballooned.

The largest 25 companies in 201869 owned nearly 
one-third of all papers, up from 20 percent in 2004. 
This included two-thirds of all dailies – 812 – and 
almost a fourth of all weeklies – 1,376. The largest 
25 companies ranged in size from the 30 papers 
owned by Morris Multimedia to the 451 papers 

owned by New Media/GateHouse. The number of 
papers owned by the next largest group of owners 
– 26 through 50 – fell off dramatically. This group 
owned only 956 papers in total. Nevertheless, 
the largest 50 companies owned almost half – 45 
percent – of all papers. 

Ownership of the country’s daily newspapers was 
concentrated among the largest 10 companies. 
Altogether, the largest 10 companies owned 
1,500 papers, including almost half – 572 – of the 
country’s 1,283 dailies. At the beginning of 2018, 
two of the 10 largest companies were publicly 
traded – Gannett and Lee Enterprises – and three 
were privately held – Adams Publishing, Ogden and 
Shaw. 

THE LARGEST OWNERS

LARGEST 25 COMPANIES IN 2018
RANKED BY NUMBER OF PAPERS OWNED

SOURCE: UNC Database

OWNER TYPE:   PUBLIC     INVESTMENT     PRIVATE

Rank Company
Total 

Papers
Daily

Papers
Total Circ.

(000s)
Daily Circ.

(000s)

1 New Media/GateHouse 451 153 4,455 2,805

2 Gannett 216 107 4,301 3,249

3 Digital First Media 158 51 3,241 2,106

4 Adams Publishing Group 144 34 1,185 394

5 CNHI 114 73 1,006 707

6 Lee Enterprises 100 51 1,252 1,010

7 Ogden Newspapers 81 43 787 479

8 tronc/Tribune 77 17 2,462 1,705

9 BH Media Group 75 33 1,216 908

10 Shaw Media 71 10 385 111

11 Boone Newspapers 66 30 465 205

12 Hearst Corporation 66 22 1,586 924

13 Paxton Media Group 58 34 449 314

14 Landmark Media Enterprises 55 3 443 34

15 Community Media Group 51 13 270 72

16 AIM Media 50 25 450 271

17 McClatchy 49 30 1,782 1,509

18 Advance Publications 46 16 1,786 885

19 Rust Communications 44 18 251 141

20 News Media Corporation 43 3 188 15

21 Black Press Group 42 10 778 310

22 Forum Communications 38 11 298 133

23 Horizon Publications 33 22 147 101

24 Morris Multimedia 30 3 206 18

25 Trib Publications 30 0 95 0

TOTALS 2,188 812 29,482 18,316
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The other five large newspaper companies – New 
Media/Gatehouse, Digital First, CNHI/Raycom, 
tronc/Tribune and BH Media – were owned by 
investment entities, such as hedge and pension 
funds and private equity firms. Together, these 
five investment entities own 875 newspapers – or 
60 percent of the 1,500 papers owned by the 10 
largest owners. However, over the summer of 2018, 
both BH Media and CNHI announced plans to step 
back from newspaper ownership. The pension fund 

that owns CNHI announced plans to sell or close its 
114 papers, and BH Media turned over day-to-day 
management of its 75 papers to Lee Enterprises. 
Additionally, tronc/Tribune is currently seeking new 
investors for its 77 papers. Therefore, the number 
of papers owned and operated by these large 
investment entities could shift significantly in the 
coming year.

Owner Type
Investment
Private
Public

Where the Largest 25 Companies Own Newspapers

The largest 25 newspaper chains own a third of all newspapers in the U.S.,
up from one-��h in 2004. These large chains own two-thirds of all dailies.
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THE DIZZYING TURNOVER
Roughly half of all newspapers in the country 
changed ownership over the past 15 years. In the 
years immediately after the 2008 recession, many 
of the transactions involved the purchase of large 
chains that were filing for bankruptcy, such as 
the Journal Register Company with 151 papers. 
However, since 2014, as the economy has picked 
up, most of the 1,200 papers sold have been either 
family-owned enterprises or small private regional 
chains. According to Dirks, Van Essen, Murray & 
April, there were 31 separate transactions involving 
daily newspapers and affiliated weeklies in 2017, 
the highest number of deals in a year since the turn 
of the 21st century. This year is on pace to exceed 
2017. There have been 30 transactions through July 
1, 2018. Newspapers sold over the last few years 
have gone for between two to five times annual 
earnings, down from historic highs of 13 times 
earnings before the 2008 recession. Therefore, 
despite the quickening pace, the dollar amount 
involved in these transactions remains far below the 
record levels reached in 2007. 70

Most of the deals involved the sale of five or fewer 
papers. Even when large companies exited the 
market, their papers were sold to multiple owners 
in separate transactions. For example, Civitas, 
the seventh-largest newspaper chain in 2016, 
sold 86 of its papers to nine separate buyers. This 
included sales to such large privately held chains 
as AIM Media, which purchased 36; Adams, which 
purchased six; and Boone Newspapers, which 
bought three.71 

Similarly, in 2016, 10/13 Communications, the 20th-
largest newspaper chain, sold 42 of its papers to 
three separate buyers, Hearst in Houston, S.A.W. 
Advisors in Dallas, and Independent Newsmedia in 
Arizona. 72

The most active purchasers of newspapers in 
recent years have been New Media/GateHouse, the 
country’s largest chain with 451 papers; Gannett, 
the second largest with 216 papers; Adams 
Publishing, the fourth-largest with 144 papers; 
and AIM Media, the 16th- largest with 50 papers. 
Over the past four years, these four chains have 

purchased 340 papers – or 30 percent of the papers 
that were sold. The privately held Adams, which 
was formed in 2013, and AIM, which was founded in 
2012, are the new kids on the block, although their 
CEOs have extensive newspaper experience. Before 
founding these newspaper companies, the CEO 
of Adams was an investment banker specializing 
in media, and the CEO of AIM has held multiple 
executive positions in newspaper companies the last 
three decades, including CEO of Sun-Times Media.

The philosophy of the purchasers of newspapers 
is determined by their expectations about return 
on investment. The two largest investment 
firms – New Media/GateHouse and Digital First 
– actively manage their portfolio of properties, 
selling or closing underperforming papers. Since 
2013, GateHouse has spent more than $1 billion 
purchasing 200 papers at an average of 4.1 times 

SOURCE: UNC Database

TOTAL NEWSPAPER OWNERS 
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3,897
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2,654
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The total number of newspaper owners has 
declined 32 percent since 2004. 
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annual earnings73, while also selling or closing 
nearly 50. In the same time period, Digital First 
has shed 46 papers while purchasing 29, including 
the Boston Herald in 2018. In contrast, both AIM 
and Adams say that they buy and hold. While both 
have recently purchased papers owned by private 
equity firms, both prefer family-owned enterprises, 
since those typically have strong ties to both local 
readers and advertisers. To date, neither Adams nor 
AIM has sold any of the almost 200 papers in their 
portfolios, though they have cut costs at the papers 
they purchase by centralizing printing, distribution 
and administrative functions. Both have a very lean 
corporate staff. In contrast to Gatehouse and Digital 
First, they both maintain a very low debt level and 
typically pay less than four times earnings. The 
lower purchase price leaves room for investment in 
the news and sales staff, they contend. 74

The decision to sell a family-owned newspaper is an 
agonizing one, according to two owners who sold in 
2016. Charles Broadwell, publisher of the 200-year-
old Fayetteville Observer in Fayetteville, North 
Carolina, sold his 38,000-circulation paper to the 
GateHouse chain, ending four generations of family 
ownership. “Now, it’s time to hand over the reins to 
a bigger company with national resources that, as 
a small family-owned entity, we just don’t have,” he 
said in announcing the sale. However, as GateHouse 
moved to quickly make cuts to newsroom staffing 
and replace Broadwell as publisher, he conceded 
the following year, “It was like walking around at my 
own funeral.”75

Gregg Jones, CEO of Jones Media, received offers 
from a variety of other private chains as well as 
hedge-fund and private-equity chains when he 
decided to sell his fourth-generation family-owned 
company, which had a dozen small newspapers in 
Tennessee and western North Carolina. “I wanted 
to find the best buyers possible, and I thank God for 
the Adams family every day. . .. ” Jones said in 2017. 
“The Adams family run their holdings efficiently. 
They are engaged in the community. They have 
no exit strategy.” After purchasing Jones, Adams 
Publishing kept Jones on board as publisher of 
his own group of papers, plus appointed him as 
executive vice president responsible for almost 
all of its papers east of the Mississippi. Since then, 
Adams has added significantly to the papers it owns 
east of the Mississippi, purchasing 14 papers in 
North Carolina in two separate transactions and 13 
in Florida. 76

SOURCE: Dirks, Van Essen, Murray & April
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The economics of the newspaper industry is driving 
newspaper sales across the country, forcing the sale 
of smaller, independent companies and prompting 
the largest companies to establish regional hubs, 
built around newspapers they already own. The 
majority of transactions in 2017 – 70 percent – 
involved a newspaper chain purchasing a single daily 
newspaper or a small cluster of dailies and weeklies 
in an adjacent market. The purchaser could then 
consolidate printing and back-office functions, as 
well as some sales and newsroom functions, thereby 
significantly cutting costs. “The sale to non-strategic 
buyers is becoming the exception rather than the 
rule.” according to Dirks, Van Essen, Murray and 
April. 77

For example, Hearst, which owns 66 papers, 
including more than 50 weekly papers, made 
strategic purchases in both Connecticut and Texas 
in 2017. The company purchased three dailies 
and eight weeklies from Digital First Media in 
Connecticut 78 to add to its existing portfolio of 
eight papers there. This brought Hearst’s total 
weekly circulation in that state to more than 
400,000. In Texas, it purchased more than 20 
community newspapers located in the Houston 
suburbs from 10/13 Investments. These papers – 
including one daily in Conroe – were then converted 
into zoned editions of the 240,000-circulation 
Houston Chronicle, Texas’ largest newspaper. This 
brought Hearst’s total weekly circulation in the 
Houston area to more than 520,00 and its digital 
reach to more than 4 million. 79

The holdings of the largest chains are concentrated 
in the eastern part of the country and along the 
Pacific coast. With the exception of GateHouse and 
Gannett, both of which own papers in 34 states, the 
other large companies have tended to focus their 
acquisitions on specific states. For example, all of 
the papers owned by AIM Media are located in four 
states. Likewise; all papers owned by Advance are in 
11 states.80

Perhaps in no state has the move toward regional 
consolidation been more feverish than in Ohio. 
Since 2014, more than 30 percent of the state’s 

papers have changed ownership. Five of the nation’s 
largest newspaper chains –GateHouse, Gannett, 
Adams, AIM and Ogden – own nearly 120 papers 
in Ohio. GateHouse and AIM have been the most 
aggressive purchasers. AIM purchased 36 papers 
– including 16 small dailies – in the western and 
central part of the state from Civitas Media when 
it liquidated its Ohio holdings in 2017. It also owns 
eight papers in the adjacent state of Indiana. 

While AIM and Adams focus on acquiring papers 
in small and mid-sized markets, GateHouse has 
increasingly turned its attention toward larger 
metro markets. In 2015, GateHouse, which owned a 
handful of papers in the towns in the northeastern 
part of Ohio, purchased 20 papers – including the 
Columbus Dispatch, with a circulation of 124,000 
– from the family-owned and -operated Dix 
Communications. In 2018, it added to its collection 
of 50 papers in central and northeastern Ohio by 
purchasing the Akron Beacon Journal. “The Akron 
Beacon Journal is a great addition to our large Ohio 
footprint of properties,” said CEO Michael Reed. “In 
addition to being a long-standing dominant source 
of award-winning journalism, its proximity to our 
properties in Wooster, Canton and Columbus is very 
exciting as we see many opportunities for growth.”81

THE PUSH TOWARD REGIONAL HUBS
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STAYING ALIVE: 
THE SURVIVING INDEPENDENTS
As consolidation has increased, more and more 
small family-owned chains and independently 
operated newspapers are selling out to corporate 
chains. In 1997, half of all weeklies in the country 
were independent.82 By 2018, fewer than one-third 
of the weeklies in the UNC database with circulation 
under 15,000 were independent or locally owned. 

Survival of the remaining independent newspapers 
depends in large measure on the ability of the 
publisher to generate new revenue to replace 
print revenue. As profit margins on newspapers 
have dipped into the single digits in recent years, 
independent newspapers have very little room for 
error because they measure annual revenue in the 
low millions or hundreds of thousands of dollars. A 
slip-up in projecting revenue or expenses can lead 
to bankruptcy. Despite falling to record low levels, 
print advertising revenue still accounts for the 
majority of revenue and profit at most newspapers.

Complicating matters, in even the smallest markets, 
as much as 75 percent of the digital advertising 
dollars are going to Facebook and Google.83 While 
some large national and metro papers have been 
able to diversify away from print advertising by 
raising the price they charge their readers, papers 
in smaller markets have little flexibility. Both 
print and digital consumers of news are especially 
price-sensitive in low-income markets. Even 
the wealthiest of the country’s 3,143 counties 
have pockets of low-income neighborhoods or 
communities. Roughly two-thirds of counties 
where the remaining independents are located 
have overall poverty rates that exceed the national 
average. So publishers must be especially creative 
in coming up with ways to diversify their revenue, 
often looking outside their own geographic markets 
to find additional income.

Moore County, in the Sandhills region of eastern 
North Carolina, is home not only to the affluent 
resort and retirement communities of Pinehurst 
and Southern Pines, but also to a number of 
economically struggling communities that have 
lost their textile and furniture manufacturing base. 
As a result, the poverty rate for the county is 2 

percentage points higher than the national average. 
The Pilot, a 100-year-old, family-owned community 
paper (with 13,000 circulation) published twice a 
week in Southern Pines, has aggressively sought 
new revenue from a variety of sources, even 
venturing outside Moore County to get it. Over the 
last several years, the company has introduced two 
state magazines – one focused on business and 
the other on the arts — three lifestyle magazines 
targeting North Carolina cities in different parts 
of the state, a series of electronic newsletters 
targeting subscribers and nonsubscribers, and three 
telephone directories for surrounding counties. In 
addition, the paper has established a digital media 
services agency that produces online and video 
content, and it has purchased an independent 
bookstore that hosts almost 200 author and 
community events a year. All the various ventures 
are ultimately aimed at building a strong sense of 
community among current and potential readers 
and advertisers of The Pilot. Currently only about 
a third of the revenue produced by the newspaper 
company comes from the newspaper itself. Because 
the company is able to spread the cost of operations 
over multiple publications and products, all the 
ventures are profitable.

In affluent Suffolk County at the tip end of New 
York’s Long Island, Publisher Andrew Olsen is 
pursuing a similar diversification strategy with his 
three weekly newspapers, which have a combined 
circulation of 15,000. The oldest was founded 160 
years ago. Until 2010, almost all revenue came from 
the print papers – with a disproportionate amount 
of advertising in the peak summer season – and a 
Shelter Island phone book that helped shore up 
the bottom line in the lean winter months when 
the tourists were gone. In a strategic pivot, Olsen 
began targeting lifestyle and digital products for 
growth. In 2013, the paper launched northforker.
com, a digital news site covering food, drink, real 
estate and other activities in the area. Its online 
success inspired management in 2017 to create a 
print Northforker magazine, published 10 times a 
year. More and more, the Suffolk County papers are 
melding both their news and lifestyle coverage, as 
well as their print and digital distribution. Recent 
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projects include an investigative piece about a 
murder, “Gone,” which ran as a 10,000-word special 
section in the print papers and as a three-part 
documentary video, streamed online and screened 
at a local retirement village. “The Work We Do,” a 
series of 300 video segments on blue-collar workers, 
is underwritten by local businesses. In addition, the 
papers are looking to partnerships that will allow 
their newsrooms to provide in-depth coverage 
of pressing issues. The East End News Project, 
organized by the editor, is a consortium of Suffolk 
County newspapers pooling their news resources 
to cover the opioid crisis. “We’re a little mom-and- 
pop business,” says Olsen. “So we have to blend 
creativity and financial discipline, and then ask, ‘How 
are we going to get it done?’” 84
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FILLING THE LOCAL NEWS VOID

A 2011 Federal Communications Commission Report issued a clarion call for other media, both legacy and 
start-up, to fill the void in local news left when newspapers either closed or severely cut back their coverage 
of an area.85 Many in the industry today are experimenting with new business models and new ways of 
covering local news. They range from journalists laid off by newspapers who have started digital sites to 
program directors at regional television stations and public access cable channels. However, most of these 
experiments are centered in and around our largest cities and metro areas. This means many areas of the 
country still are at risk of becoming news deserts.

Both legacy and start-up news outlets face unique, as well as shared, challenges in reaching residents in 
a community who are disenfranchised when a newspaper is closed. Legacy media must retrain journalists 
to engage viewers and convey news and information on a variety of platforms. Start-ups, which typically 
operate with lean business and editorial staffs, must work extra hard to become the go-to source for news 
and information. Both legacy and start-up franchises must develop new business models to pay for their new 
journalistic endeavors.

Local and Regional Television Newsrooms 
As of 2017, local and regional television newsrooms employ more journalists than do newspapers, according 
to a broadcast industry survey. However, television still employs half the number of journalists who worked 
for newspapers a decade ago. This puts a premium on rethinking the production and dissemination of local 
television news. As viewership of the evening newscast declines, the most innovative stations are stepping 
up their digital efforts and experimenting with ways to revamp the delivery of on-air newscasts.

Public Access Cable Channels 
Support for the nation’s 3,000 or more public access cable channels is uneven. Some states have many 
such channels; other states have very few. Some channels are well-funded, others struggle to provide any 
programming. A handful of channels are moving beyond their original charter – that of providing residents 
in a community with a “video soapbox” for expressing diverse opinions and views – and beginning to offer 
news programming. This includes hosting interviews and roundtable discussions with candidates for local 
office, as well producing and airing documentaries on issues gripping the community, such as drug abuse.

Digital News Outlets 
The most aggressive response to the loss of local newspapers has come from the more than 500 digital 
news outlets that span the country, covering everything from the environment to entertainment. Most have 
very lean staffs but attempt to provide coverage of important issues in a community. However, both the 
for-profit and nonprofit sites face significant funding challenges. Therefore, the vast majority of the online-
only news sites are located in the larger, more affluent markets, where they are most likely to attract paying 
subscribers, advertisers or philanthropic support.
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In many ways, the nation’s 1,700 licensed regional 
and local television stations seem the most obvious 
medium to fill the local news void. As of 2017, local 
and regional television newsrooms employ more 
journalists (27,100) than newspapers (25,000), 
according to a broadcast industry survey. 86  More 
people in the U.S. say they get their local news 
from television than from any other medium. 87 
Also, unlike newspapers, which are facing declining 
profitability, local TV stations still operate with 
double-digit profit margins; half of the revenue for 
television stations with local news operations comes 
from the profitable evening newscasts.88

Once you delve into numbers, however, the 
challenges become apparent. Although television 
newsrooms employ more journalists than 
newspapers do, the total number of TV journalists 
is still half the number of newspaper journalists 
(52,000) employed in 2008.89 In fact, the number of 
television journalists in 2017 actually declined by 
almost a thousand from the previous year. Similarly, 
while between a third and a half of people say they 
“often” get local news from television, viewership 
of the evening newscasts is declining and aging 
rapidly. According to the 2018 Pew Report, between 
2016 and 2017 “the number of people who say 
they rely on television for their local news fell 9 
percentage points, from 46 to 37 percent.” Younger 
adults, under age 50, are much less likely to get 
their news from television than older adults. 90  Yet 
because the local newscast remains so profitable for 
local television stations, many stations have been 
reluctant to commit significant resources to online 
efforts to attract younger viewers. Only about 10 
percent of most television station’s revenue comes 
from digital, less than the newspaper industry 
average of 20 to 30 percent.91 

In many ways, television stations have been a victim 
of their own success. As one general manager told 
the Knight Foundation, as long as profit margins 
remain high, there is less incentive to change. 
Even though TV stations have expanded the 
time allotted to news in many markets, various 
studies have found that the vast majority of those 
newscasts – often as much as 90 percent — revolve 
around “soft features,” crime, weather, and sports.” 
Additionally, the preponderance of stories covered 
by regional television stations are about issues and 
events that concern residents in the major metro 
market where they are located. When reporters do 
venture outside the metro area, they are most likely 
covering either weather events, such as tornadoes 

and hurricanes, or doing feature stories on people 
and activities, such as county fairs.92

A 2018 report by the Knight Foundation came back 
with four suggestions as to how television stations 
can step up their game and fill the news gap in many 
communities:93 

1. Focus on digital delivery of content, even 
though the return on investment isn’t 
always there – yet.

2. Innovate, not just on the digital side but 
with on-air programming as well. Every 
TV newscast looks like all the other 
TV newscasts, but executives seem 
reluctant to try something new.

3. Drop the obsession with crime, carnage 
and mayhem. Focus on ways to connect 
with local communities through issues 
such as education, the economy and 
transportation. 

4. Increase enterprise and investigative 
reporting. That requires hiring more 
experienced journalists and/or providing 
more newsroom training.

The Knight Foundation found a number of local 
and regional television stations pushing forward, 
both innovating with the evening newscast and 
experimenting with digital platforms. 

At KGMB-TV in Honolulu, newsroom leaders have 
given on-air reporters more time to dig deeper into 
nondeadline endeavors— rather than having to 
get stories done every day. KTVB in Boise, Idaho, is 
posting 360 videos on YouTube.

Roughly 20 percent of the television journalists 
hired in recent years have been digital-focused, 
as television stations attempt to beef up their 
websites, electronic newsletters and social media. 
“Right now, there might be too much emphasis on 
being quick and first, and that gets in the way of 
a lot of quality digital storytelling,” Autumn Hand, 
digital video and syndication manager at The E.W. 

THE LEGACY BROADCASTERS
REACHING OUT TO NEW MARKETS AND AUDIENCES
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Scripps Co., told Knight. However, Ellen Crooke, vice 
president of news at Tegna Media, said, “Some of 
our most innovative projects have involved digital 
episodic content that is digital first. . . . With digital 
first, we reach more people than just running a 
piece on Thursday night. We’ll have millions of 
page views. We’ve changed lives and changed laws; 
we’ve reached a younger audience.” Tegna’s efforts 
include projects exploring suicides among military 
veterans, heroin addiction and sex trafficking.94 

In Raleigh, North Carolina, WRAL, the state’s oldest 
licensed station, has stressed beat reporting and 
specialized expertise. News Director Rick Gall said 
WRAL is attempting to take on more of the role 
local papers once played in informing communities 
throughout the state. It is investing “in specialty 
reporting, especially on the web . . . in education, 
business, high school sports, government coverage. 
We produce web-only or primarily web content 
on all these areas.”95 The WRAL.com education 
reporter, for example, recently partnered with 
a reporter at a nonprofit startup that covers 
educational issues to produce a series on a new 
program designed to give poor-performing schools 
more latitude in designing curriculum. A WRAL.
com newsletter features a roundup of editorials 
published in newspapers throughout the state and 
country on issues and topics of concern to North 
Carolinians. WRAL also publishes its own editorials 
on the website. 

WRAL’s website has almost 50 percent more 
daily visitors than the Raleigh News & Observer’s 
and almost three times the number of page 
views, according to recent tracking.96 The Knight 
Foundation report found that while newspaper sites 
in the very largest markets attract the most viewers, 
TV websites in most markets outside the top 25 
markets attract the most viewers. As several news 
directors pointed out, television stations should 
hold an edge over newspapers on the web since 
they know how to produce compelling video of 
breaking news events. But if television stations are 
going to meaningfully fill the news gap, broadcast 
journalists need to learn how to use that video 
experience and knowledge to engage a younger 
audience, as well as residents in rural areas without 
dependable internet.
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THE PUBLIC ACCESS CHANNELS
PROVIDING NEWS OR DIVERSITY OF VIEWS

The 1984 Cable Act97 gave communities throughout 
the country the ability to require cable operators 
to set aside funds for public access channels 
known as “PEGs,” or “public, educational, and 
governmental access channels.” These channels 
were originally envisioned as “the video equivalent 
of the speaker’s soapbox” that would provide all 
residents in a community the chance to have their 
voices heard. In recent years, as more and more 
newspapers have closed, community activists, as 
well as industry leaders, have begun to re-evaluate 
and debate the mission of the estimated 3,000 to 
5,000 public access channels in the country.98 Is 
their core purpose still free and diverse expression 
from community members? Or are these channels 
capable of filling the news and information gap left 
when a local newspaper dies? 

Almost 35 years after the Cable Act was passed 
by Congress, local support for the public access 
channels is uneven. Depending on the community, 
the local government, the state or even the local 
cable company can oversee a public access channel 
and determine both its funding and programming. 

“In some places, the [public access channels] are 
pretty well-situated to be able to respond to the 
local needs,” says Mike Wassenaar, CEO of the 
Alliance for Community Media (ACM)), which 
lobbies on behalf of PEGS.99 “In other cases, they 
need a lot of help.” There are 363 public access 
channels in 42 states that are members of the ACM. 
These channels offer a variety of programming. 
Some record local governmental meetings, others 
attempt to capture the personal video histories of 
local residents, and still others offer educational 
programming. 100

Some states have dozens of PEGs; other states 
have only a handful. Massachusetts has about 230 
outlets serving the state’s 16 million residents; half 
these outlets belong to ACM. On the other hand, 
Georgia, which has a population of 10 million and 
28 counties without a local newspaper, has only 
two public access channels that belong to ACM. 
Many PEGs are in very small communities, but 
Wassenaar points out that with funding, as well 
as commitment by the local franchising authority, 
there is the potential for these channels to provide 

State
Number of Public Access 

Channels

Massachusetts 106
California 38
New York 21
Michigan 16
Vermont 16

Minnesota 15
Ohio 15

Connecticut 14
New Hampshire 12

Maryland 10

STATES WITH THE MOST 

PUBLIC ACCESS CHANNELS (PEGs)

2018

Note: This ranking solely refl ects members of the Alliance for Community Media 
SOURCE: Alliance for Community Media
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news coverage of communities that may not have 
any other local news outlet. “Depending on the 
state you’re in, you either have a lot of resources, or 
you have no resources,” Wassenaar said. In general, 
the New England states have more active public 
access channels. Vermont, which has only 600,000 
residents, has 25 such channels; 16 belong to ACM.

In New York City’s outer boroughs of Brooklyn 
and the Bronx, two public access channels are 
demonstrating how to fill the local news gap. In 
late June, New Yorkers were preparing to vote 
on the two Democratic candidates for the state’s 
14th Congressional District, which covers parts 
of the Bronx and Queens. Newcomer Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez was challenging longtime incumbent 
representative Joe Crowley. At Lehman College, 
part of the City University of New York system, 
BronxNet did its best to hold the candidates 
accountable. About a week before the election, the 
PEG channel held 10-minute “In the District Vote 
2018” interviews with Ocasio-Cortez and Crowley. 
The clips were aired on BronxNet, posted on the 
PEG’s website and uploaded to YouTube. Phil Lane, 
director of finance and business affairs, sees public 
affairs content as an important component of 
BronxNet’s mission. “We do local debates,” Lane 
said. “We do local city council, local Congress, local 
state assembly, everything across the board. . .. So 
there’s definitely an opportunity to fill [information] 
voids.” The channel also collaborates with 
community newspapers such as the Riverdale Press 
and the Norwood News to host “Meet The Press”-
style roundtables.101

In Brooklyn, Executive Producer Aziz Isham of BRIC-
TV, a “nonprofit community channel and digital 
network,” attempts to fulfill two goals – providing 
local news while also giving local residents a chance 
to make their voices and positions known. Initiatives 
range from a hard-hitting documentary on how 
the opioid crisis is affecting the borough’s Hasidic 
community to Brooklyn Free Speech, a “public 
access initiative” that provides education to New 
Yorkers on how to use their technology to make 
their voices heard. “There’s something valuable 
about having news directors, or the equivalent, on 
staff [to] provide some sort of editorial guidance 
and training,” Isham said. “But I also think it’s 
really valuable and really important that we’re 
engaging passionate amateurs and people from the 
community who want to tell stories.”102
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DIGITAL START UPS
THE NEW KIDS ON THE BLOCK
The most aggressive response to the loss of local 
newspapers has come from the several hundred 
digital news outlets that span the country, most of 
them started in the past decade by journalists. The 
Local Independent Online News (LION) association 
counts 525 “local” digital outlets, a collection of 
both for-profi t and nonprofi t sites. About two-
thirds provide residents in their communities a 
mix of coverage on government, politics, business, 
sports and lifestyle features – similar to the range of 
topics in community newspapers. The others either 
provide coverage of state and regional issues, such 
as health care and the environment, or focus on 
niche topics, ranging from tourism to parenting and 
entertainment. 103

Despite the enthusiasm with which digital sites have 
been established, a 2015 survey by the Los Angeles 
Times found that one in four failed. A 2016 analysis 
of 153 online news sites in 56 markets, sponsored 
by the Knight Foundation, concluded that only one 
in fi ve of these news sites attracted enough visitors 
and funding to be self-suffi  cient. A quarter of the 

“self-suffi  cient” sites were nonprofi t, and two-thirds 
were located in the seven largest metro areas in the 
country. 104 

UNC analysis of the local news sites identifi ed by 
LION revealed a similar pattern. Ninety percent are 
clustered around metro areas, in cities or adjacent 
suburbs, which off er more funding possibilities for 
start-ups. Most are located in affl  uent communities, 
where residents have multiple media options and 
tend to vote Democratic. This is in contrast to the 
rural, fl y-over counties that have lost newspapers, 
which tend to be poorer, have very few media 
options and vote Republican. 

Roughly 400 local news sites have been started in 
communities that lost a newspaper over the past 
decade and a half. However, only two of the outlets 
are in the 171 counties in the U.S. that have no 
newspaper.

One is a for-a profi t endeavor, the Orleans Hub, 
in Orleans County, New York, which borders Lake 

WHERE DIGITAL NEWS SITES ARE FILLING THE VOID

While the U.S has lost almost 1,800 newspapers, only about 500 local or state digital news sites have filled the void. 
Most of these sites are in metro areas.

Source: Local Independent Online News (LION) Publishers
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Ontario and has 43,000 residents. The county’s 
last surviving paper, The Medina Journal, closed 
in 2014. The Hub, which covers typical community 
news, ranging from high school sports to local 
crime, was started by the owner of the nearby 
Lake County Pennysaver. She paid the editor with 
profits from the Pennysaver until there was enough 
revenue from online advertising to make the Hub 
site self-sufficient. The Hub currently has 100 digital 
advertisers.105

The other site, KY Forward, founded in 2018, is 
nonprofit and covers the region including Kenton 
County, Kentucky, which is a suburb of Cincinnati 
and has 165,000 residents. In 2008, E. W. Scripps 
shuttered both the Cincinnati Post in Ohio and 
its sister paper, the Kentucky Post, located in the 
county seat of Covington. KY Forward is part of the 
outreach of the Kentucky Center for Public Service 
Journalism, which produces in-depth stories on 
education, government and health, and covers state 
news, including business and sports. It contracts 
with professional journalists and collaborates 
with journalism classes and students. The Center 
is funded by grants from individuals, foundations 
and organizations, including Toyota and Northern 
Kentucky University.106

For-profit and nonprofit sites face many of the same 
funding challenges. Both must seek diverse sources 
of funding right out of the gate.

For-profit entities must find advertisers, sponsors, 
subscribers and others who will either pay to access 
their content or underwrite the cost of producing 
the stories on their sites. For that reason, they 
tend to offer a diverse menu of news – including 
entertainment, business and sports coverage 
that tends to attract both readers, sponsors and 
advertisers. Andaiye Taylor, founder of Brick City 
Live in Newark, discovered through trial and error 
that the site’s calendar of events offered the key 
to financial success. Organizers of events pay extra 
in order for their ads to stand out on the calendar. 
Additionally, Brick City Live Tickets offers promoters 
of events the opportunity to sell tickets to users of 
the news site at a reduced fee. 

In contrast, Honolulu Civil Beat in Hawaii, which 
focuses on producing enterprise and investigative 
journalism, launched as a for-profit subscription site 
in 2010 with startup support from eBay founder 
Pierre Omidyar. In June 2016, it converted to a 
nonprofit. “People who were reluctant to buy a 
subscription [to a for-profit site] were happy to 

donate [to a nonprofit],” said editor and general 
manager Patti Epler. “Many saw their donations as 
sending a signal to policymakers that we were doing 
important work and they wanted it to continue.”

Nonprofits rely disproportionately on donations 
from individuals or grants from philanthropic 
organizations. The average nonprofit receives 
only 20 percent of its funds from individuals and 
about 60 percent from foundation grants made 
by a small pool of philanthropic foundations.107 
Even worse, the foundation grants often are made 
for a specific period (three to five years), and 
distributed across hundreds of organizations, in an 
attempt to seed innovation. Only two-thirds of the 
$1.8 billion in grants made to support journalism 
between 2010 and 2015 went to nonprofit news-
gathering organizations, with a third of that amount 
given to just 25 public media stations in 10 states. 
The rest went toward research and technology 
development, and to programs at universities in 
some of the nation’s largest cities. Local and state 
news nonprofits received only 5 percent of the total 
pool.108 

There are 179 members of the Institute for 
Nonprofit News. A survey in 2012 found that two-
thirds of its members – such as ProPublica, the 
Marshall Project and the Texas Tribune – focused on 
international, national and state news. All but two 
of the hyperlocal sites were in large cities. VTDigger 
in Vermont and Flint Beat in Michigan, both founded 
by veteran journalists, are a study in contrasts 
and illustrate the challenges and possibilities 
confronting nonprofit startups.

VTDigger launched in 2009 with a single employee, 
who had been laid off from the Rutland Herald, 
and $12,500 in startup funds from three Vermont 
foundations.109 It has grown to be a 19-employee 
operation, including 15 journalists, with an 
annual budget of $1.2 million.110 The key to the 
organization’s success has been the significant 
funding it received from wealthy donors as well as 
regional businesses and foundations, such as Ben 
and Jerry’s, the Vermont Country Store and the 
Vermont Community Foundation (a group of more 
than a hundred funds and foundations created by 
Vermonters to “serve their charitable goals”).111 
The site in 2018 has nearly 245,000 unique visitors 
monthly who look to VTDigger to produce regional 
stories on everything from state legislative issues 
to a series on alleged fraud at Vermont’s Jay Peak 
ski resort. Half of the VTDigger readers live outside 
Vermont; 57 percent don’t subscribe to a print 
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newspaper. Eighty-six percent of the site’s readers 
have a college degree, and another 69 percent 
have household earnings above $60,000. By 2022, 
VTDigger expects to have a $3 million budget and 
double the number of current readers.112 

In Flint, Michigan, where more than 40 percent 
of residents live in poverty113, Flint Beat faces 
a different prospect. In the wake of the city’s 
contaminated water crisis, journalist and Flint-
area native Jiquanda Johnson left the newsroom 
at MLive Media Group, which produces the daily 
41,000-circulation Flint Journal, to start the site 
in 2017. “I stepped out on journalistic faith to give 
the Flint community the news and coverage they 
deserve,” Johnson says on the site.114 “We have a 
community journalism approach where we cover 
all things Flint. The website features news from 
city hall, neighborhoods and local news, as well as 
information on the Flint water crisis.” In 2017, Flint 
Beat brought in less than $5,000 in advertising. 
A crowdfunding initiative launched before the 
site went live raised just $1,235 of its $25,000 
goal.115 In 2018, the site received $5,000 from the 
Solutions Journalism Network and another $7,500 
from a LION local advertising mentorship program. 
Johnson has had to take a marketing position 
to keep Flint Beat afloat.116 She also faces the 
challenge of engaging community residents. More 
than 40 percent of households in Flint don’t have 
an internet subscription, compared with 17 percent 
nationally.117 Johnson has sought to improve news 
literacy in Flint by working with local agencies to 
open a community media center that will train high 
school students as journalists. 

“You have to, in some cases, develop the habit of 
local news. If local news coverage doesn’t exist, 
people don’t know that they need it or want it,” said 
Matt DeRienzo, executive director of LION.118 “If 
you haven’t seen an article about a school board’s 
deliberation over a bond issue, ever, why do you 
need to know that’s something worth reading 
or even caring about? And that’s really bedrock 
democracy stuff, too.” The people of Flint “are not 
voiceless; they just don’t have a platform,” Johnson 
said. “Flint Beat is that platform.” Now Flint Beat 
just needs to find the funding to amplify that voice. 

119

Because of the variety of issues confronting start-up 
news sites, a 2018 study by the Knight Foundation 
concluded, “The bottom line is that the primary 
suppliers of local news online remain newspapers 

(primarily core city dailies) and television stations 
(primarily the big four network affiliates). . .. The 
few successful exceptions in smaller markets prove 
that stand-alone online news sites are possible, but 
the numbers strongly suggest that we’re a long way 
from stand-alone news websites as a major factor in 
local news.”120
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THE CHALLENGES AND 
OPPORTUNITIES THAT REMAIN

Our sense of community and our trust in democracy at all levels suffer when journalism is lost or diminished. 
In an age of fake news and divisive national politics, the fate of communities across the country, and of 
grassroots democracy itself, is linked – more than ever – to the vitality of local journalism. Local newspapers 
have historically been a “tie that binds” people in a community. Through the stories they publish, local 
newspapers help us “understand how we are related to people we may not know we are related to.” They 
also educate us, providing us with information to guide important decisions that will affect the quality of 
our own lives, as well as those of future generations. An entire community – even nonvoters – benefits when 
voters make informed decisions about local candidates and policies.121

Given the tenuous financial situation confronting local newspapers today, many will not survive. The 
stakes are high, not just for the communities that have lost newspapers — or are living with the threat of 
losing a local newspaper – but also for the entire country. It will take a concerted and coordinated effort 
among numerous interested parties – concerned citizens, community activists, philanthropists, universities, 
classroom educators, policy makers, journalists and various industry groups – to address the business and 
journalistic challenges that must still be surmounted if we are to have a robust news ecosystem.

While the business model that sustained local journalism for two centuries has been demolished in less 
than two decades, many entrepreneurs are experimenting with for-profit and nonprofit ventures in hopes 
of filling the void when a local newspaper closes or reviving the fortunes of a struggling organization. In 
cities, hundreds of digital sites, public access channels and regional television stations are trying to reach 
and engage new audiences on new platforms. In small and mid-sized markets, entrepreneurs with extensive 
media experience, such as the CEOs of AIM and Adams Publishing are seizing the opportunity to purchase 
family-owned newspapers at record low prices and build privately owned regional chains that are different – 
in cost structure, vision and mission – from their 20th century publicly traded predecessors, such as Gannett 
and the Tribune Co. Other publishers of independent, family-owned papers in small and mid-sized markets 
– such as The Pilot in Southern Pines or the Suffolk County weekly papers in Long Island – are choosing to 
double down on their investment in their own communities, even as they experiment with new business 
models to accommodate the preferences of readers and advertisers in the digital age. 

Recent research has identified five lessons that are relevant to any local news organization hoping to survive 
and thrive in the digital age. Local news organizations that are successfully adapting: 122

Invest in their human capital – their journalists and sales departments.  
Human capital is what sets them apart and makes them relevant to residents and businesses in their 
community.

Tie their strategy and business model to the specific needs of the communities they serve.  
This means that, instead of one business model that works for most news organizations, as has historically 
been the case, there will be many. 

Diversify their sources of revenue, moving away from print advertising.  
However, in most small and mid-sized markets, the majority of revenue will most likely come from 
advertisers and sponsors. Since advertisers follow audiences, news organizations need to follow the 
technology and follow their customers if they are going to follow the money. Therefore, successful news 
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organizations build services and products that will attract dollars from local advertisers and engage local 
residents on a variety of platforms and venues.

Know when to compete, and when to collaborate, on both journalistic and business ventures. 
Partnerships may ultimately determine the ability of independent and nonprofit organizations to survive, 
since they are stronger together. 

Have a strategy in place for transforming at least a third of their business model every five years. 
Their leaders establish five-year financial goals (for costs, revenue and profitability), and then identify and 
prioritize initiatives most likely to lead to long-term profitability and sustainability, even if that means lower 
profit today. 

For the most part, local news outlets that have pursued strategies based on the specific needs of their 
communities have begun to reap the fruits of their investments. The leaders of these news organizations 
possess both journalistic civic responsibility, as well as the business savvy to discard old business models, 
even as they are experimenting with and creating new ones.

But there are many forces that remain beyond the control of individual publishers, news directors, editors 
and founders of local news organizations – especially those in communities that are struggling economically. 
If we are to thwart the rise of news deserts, interested parties – especially community activists, politicians, 
universities, philanthropic organizations and government agencies – will need to coordinate and collaborate 
around these three major initiatives:

Increased public and nonprofit funding for journalistic organizations located in communities at 
risk of becoming news deserts: Economists call public service journalism a “public good” because the 
information conveyed through news stories helps guide decision-making at all levels of our society.123 
Theoretically, at least, informed citizens and public officials craft better policies that benefit the entire 
community., In the 20th century, print newspaper advertising, which often accounted for 80 percent or 
more of revenue, essentially underwrote the journalism in most communities. Now that print advertising has 
evaporated, we have what economists call a “market failure,” especially in low-income, isolated communities. 
There is simply not enough digital or print revenue in some rural communities or struggling inner-city 
neighborhoods and suburbs to pay for public service journalism. 

Therefore, some scholars are arguing that instead of being considered a “public good,” journalism should be 
considered a “merit good,” a product or service that should be provided free of charge by the government, 
regardless of an individual’s ability to pay. This suggests the need for more federal government funding 
of public media, such as NPR and PBS, as well as a renewed commitment by those national broadcasting 
networks to cover communities in danger of becoming news deserts. Such funding, paid for by tax 
dollars, can also come from both state and local governments. In 2018, the New Jersey state legislature, 
for example, set aside $5 million for a Civic Information Consortium that would award grants to news 
organizations that cover neglected communities. Similarly, some of the public access cable channels (PEGs) 
receive support from their local municipalities that allows them to broadcast or stream governmental 
meetings. 124

Lacking government support, the responsibility for filling the journalistic void when a newspaper dies 
invariably falls to various philanthropic organizations and community foundations. The small amount of 
philanthropic funding supporting journalistic endeavors in recent years does not begin to replace the 
billions of print dollars that have evaporated. Even worse, only 5 percent of the $1.8 billion distributed by 
6,500 philanthropic foundations between 2010 and 2015 went to state and local news organizations. As a 
result, there are very few nonprofit organizations covering the concerns of economically struggling “flyover 
regions” of the country. Since there is little coordination among the various foundations and philanthropic 
organizations funding journalistic endeavors, a preponderance goes to nonprofit news organizations located 
in major metro areas that cover national or international issues. 125

Therefore, there is a compelling need for philanthropic foundations, community activists, local government, 
concerned citizens and potential founders of nonprofit news organizations to work together from the 
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beginning to identify communities most lacking coverage and the funding needed to sustain a start-up news 
organization in those communities. Additionally, existing nonprofit organizations that are currently receiving 
the majority of philanthropic funding need to be charged with doing more to collaborate with both for-
profit and nonprofit news organizations in the often-ignored flyover regions.

Rethinking policies and programs that will reinvigorate the for-profit journalism model. While 
philanthropic and governmental funding can be effective in targeted situations, long-term the country 
needs to develop for-profit models, in order to ensure a robust news environment, as well as the social 
and economic health of the thousands of small and mid-sized communities where they are located. For-
profit newspapers have historically played an important role in encouraging local and regional economic 
development, as the advertisements in their pages have brought consumers and local businesses together. 
In return, local business paid for the ads that supported the news-gathering operation. Structural changes 
have altered that symbiotic relationship, and newspapers now find the business odds stacked against them 
as they attempt to move from a print business model to a digital one. 

In even the smallest markets, Facebook and Google now receive as much as 75 percent of all digital 
advertising dollars.126 This leaves every news organization in a community – legacy and start-up – fighting 
over the remaining 25 percent, a zero-sum game. Whatever portion a news outlet manages to eke out, it 
is not enough to sustain local public service journalism over the long term. Media scholars and industry 
professionals are expressing growing alarm that Facebook’s and Google’s dominance is preventing 
newspapers from successfully transitioning from print to a profitable digital business model. The News 
Media Alliance, a national association of 2,000 news outlets, is lobbying for a change to antitrust laws that 
would allow newspapers to collectively bargain with tech and social media giants for stronger intellectual 
property protections and a bigger share of revenue. A growing number of scholars are proposing that 
these digital giants be held to the same standards as news organizations, subject to libel and privacy laws. 
Rupert Murdoch has proposed that Facebook and Google pay news organizations for the journalism on their 
platforms. 127 

In the wake of their slip-ups during the 2016 election – and their slow response acknowledging the problems 
– both Google and Facebook are also facing increased scrutiny here and abroad from Congress and various 
regulatory agencies, and calls in some quarters for these giants to be regulated as “public utilities.” Given the 
attitude of the current administration, it is unlikely that there will be a dramatic rethinking of antitrust laws 
and FCC regulations in the coming months. But, even if some of these policy proposals are enacted, they 
likely would not make a significant difference in the long-term financial health of newspapers in small and 
mid-sized markets. Unlike the large national and metro papers, small-market newspapers simply do not have 
the reach and scale to reap much financially from an ad “revenue-sharing” arrangement or a pay-for-use of 
news articles. 

Google and Facebook recorded earnings before interest and taxes of $26 billion and $16 billion, respectively, 
in 2017. Their executives continue to insist they are a “platform” or “technology company” – not a “media 
company.” But, as a consequence of their companies’ role in disseminating fake news, there is a growing 
realization – among the public, the business community and politicians – that the fate of these “tech 
companies” is tied in many ways to the sustainability of news organizations in thousands of communities 
around the country. So far, the two tech companies have only set aside a small fraction of their profits to 
experiment with new business models for news organizations. Much more of a financial commitment is 
needed from the digital giants. 128

Additionally, it is imperative that industry organizations, universities, government agencies, newspaper 
owners, elected officials and community activists redouble efforts to find new and creative ways for 
local news organizations to thrive financially in the digital age – especially those in small and mid-sized 
markets. At the 2018 annual shareholder meeting of Berkshire Hathaway, Warren Buffett admitted that his 
company’s recent investment in a chain of newspapers in mid-sized communities in the South and Midwest 
had fallen short of expectations. He predicted a grim future for all but a handful of the country’s largest 
newspapers, such as The New York Times, which has successfully looked to its subscribers to pay more and 
replace a significant portion of lost advertising revenue. If newspapers in the digital age must rely primarily 
on subscriber revenue to fund their newsrooms, however, very shortly, only the largest and most affluent 
communities in the country will have for-profit news organizations.
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Encouraging a renewed emphasis on civic and media literacy. For our democracy to function at all levels, 
we need to be able to easily access reliable news and information. We then need to know what we can do to 
act on that information. Testifying before the Knight Commission on Trust, Media and Democracy, Michael 
Cormack Jr., CEO of the nonprofit Barksdale Reading Institute in Mississippi, asserted that democracy is 
hampered when a large percentage of our population is not “fully” literate. Being literate, he argued, is 
about more than simply comprehending the meaning of words; it is about the ability to analyze arguments 
and identify what is supported by facts.129 

The run-up to the 2016 election taught us how quickly false and fake news can spread in the digital era – and 
that there was little recourse for correcting misinformation. The McCormick Foundation, among others, has 
noted that “a growing sector of the U.S. population” does not distinguish between news sources and that 
“the 24/7 news cycles and digital advances” compound the problem. There has been renewed interest in 
educating high school and college students on the importance of media literacy. Others in the industry are 
advocating for expansion of those programs to reach adults, especially those in at-risk communities such 
as Flint, Michigan, where the founder of the nonprofit news site Flint Beat has struggled to engage the 
residents in a community still reeling from a host of issues resulting from the pollution of its water system. 

News deserts arise not only when local journalistic organizations fail financially, but also when residents in 
a community do not know how to access and use the information that a news outlet provides. Researchers 
have noted a strong correlation between news deserts and food deserts, as well as low voter turnout in 
economically struggling communities. “If you haven’t seen an article about a school board’s deliberation 
over a bond issue, ever, why do you need to know that’s something worth reading, or even caring about?” 
asks Matt DeRienzo, executive director of the Local Independent Online News association.130 Historically, 
strong local newspapers have informed communities about important issues and built social identity, which, 
in turn, encourages political activism. That is why community organizations (such as libraries and civic clubs), 
local government agencies and elected officials, news organizations and educators from early childhood 
through college need to work together to foster civic and media literacy programs that stress the important 
relationship between strong local journalism and a healthy community.

The fates of communities and local news organizations are intrinsically linked — socially, politically and 
economically. Trust and credibility suffer when local news media are lost or diminished. We need to make 
sure that whatever replaces the 20th century version of local newspapers serves the same community-
building functions. If we can figure out how to craft and implement sustainable news business models in our 
smallest, poorest markets, we can then empower journalistic entrepreneurs to revive and restore trust in 
media from the grassroots level up, in whatever form – print, broadcast or digital. 131

Senior Researcher/Writer Erinn Whitaker and Research Assistant Alex Dixon compiled data and provided much of 
the analysis in this report.  Both are staff researchers with the Center for Innovation and Sustainability in Local 
Media in the School of Media and Journalism at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.   
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THE ENDURING LEGACY OF THE NEW 
MEDIA BARONS

How Private Equity and Hedge Funds 
Changed Newspapers
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Less than a decade ago, in the wake of the worst r ecession since World War II, a group of private equity 
and hedge fund investors swooped in to purchase hundreds of fi nancially struggling newspapers, many in 
bankruptcy. The managers of these funds promised shareholders they had the golden touch and would be 
able to quickly turn around the fortunes of mature enterprises through a combination of cost cutting and 
innovative business practices.  But the turnaround has proved to be harder than expected, and 2018 may 
well be a pivotal year for the newspaper industry as these newly minted media barons decide whether to 
head for the exit or increase their stake.

At the beginning of the year, fi ve of the 10 largest newspaper chains were owned by hedge funds, private 
equity fi rms and other types of investment groups, which have vast portfolios of unrelated holdings such as 
real estate, fi nancial services, international debt and health care companies.  By the end of 2018, there may 
be only two of these companies still actively investing in newspapers: New Media/GateHouse, the largest 
newspaper company in the country with 451 papers, and Digital First, the third largest with 158 papers.  
Faced with disappointing returns, the other three large investment-owned chains – Community Newspaper 
Holdings Inc. (CNHI), tronc/Tribune Publishing and BH Media, which together own almost 300 papers – are 
either exploring sales of their newspapers or opting out of day-to-day management. 

Yet, despite their shrinking number and their relatively short tenure as media moguls, the large investment 
fi rms have left an indelible mark on the country’s news landscape, which has experienced unprecedented 
structural change and technological disruption over the past decade.

The investment fi rms introduced a new way of thinking about the business management of newspapers 
and their journalistic mission, which often ran counter to the historic practices of traditional print 
newspaper companies.  The standard operating formula often included aggressive cost-cutting, the 
adoption of advertiser-friendly policies, the sale or shuttering of under-performing newspapers, and 
fi nancial restructuring, including bankruptcy. At the most extreme, their strategies have led to the closure 
of hundreds of local papers and diminished the important civic role of newspapers in providing reliable 
news and information that helps residents of a community make important decisions about governance and 
quality of life issues.

10/13 Communications
BH Media Group
Civitas Media
CNHI LLC
Digital First Media
New Media/GateHouse
tronc/Tribune

WHERE THE LARGEST INVESTMENT COMPANIES OWN NEWSPAPERS: 2018

Seven investment groups own 882 newspapers in 41 states.
Source: UNC Database
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As the traditional business model for print newspapers has collapsed, many of the business practices 
introduced by the investment firms have been incorporated into the strategies pursued by legacy 
newspaper companies, both the large publicly traded chains, as well as the private ones. This raises a number 
of questions about the future of local newspapers, which have historically been the prime source of news 
and information in communities throughout the country. What will become of the thousands of newspapers 
now being sold to the highest bidder?  What about the future of the hundreds of papers that remain under 
the management of hedge funds and private equity companies?  Is this retreat by the large investment 
groups an admission of defeat that will prompt new strategies? 

Here are the strategies and tactics introduced by the investment firms that have the most potential to 
continue altering the local news landscape in the near future:

A willingness to sell or close underperforming papers.  
Prior to 2008, large chains typically paid 13 times annual earnings for a newspaper. This meant purchasers 
needed to own a paper for at least 13 years in order to recoup their investment, so they would typically 
“buy and hold” a paper for years. In the wake of the Great Recession of 2008, the price of newspapers 
dropped dramatically.  Even the most iconic dailies could be acquired for three to five times annual earnings. 
At these depressed prices, purchasers could potentially sell or “flip” a newspaper in five years or less and 
make a profit. Over the past decade and a half, almost half of all newspapers in the country have changed 
ownership; many have been sold two or more times. If investment firms cannot sell underperforming 
newspapers, they close them, leaving hundreds of communities without local news outlets. Since 2004, 
more than 1,800 newspapers, mostly weeklies, have been closed or merged with other papers. For example, 
Versa Capital Management formed Civitas Media in 2012 when it combined four small newspaper chains 
that it had purchased in bankruptcy proceedings the previous year. In 2013, Civitas closed eight suburban 
weeklies in North Carolina and Ohio because “the suburban newspaper isn’t a fit in (our) business model,” 
according to Civitas CEO Michael Bush.1 In 2016 and 2017, Civitas effectively exited the market by selling all 
but four of the remaining 90 newspapers in its chain to nine different companies.  

Reliance on aggressive cost cutting that leads to diminished investment in news operations.   
“The thing that we always have to think about and remember is that our first objective is always what’s 
the best thing for our shareholders,” said Mike Reed in a June 2018 interview. Reed is CEO of the New 
Media Investment Group, which owns and operates the Gatehouse chain of newspapers.2 This emphasis 
on shareholder return has led to aggressive cost-cutting in many newsrooms, as print revenues and profits 
continue to decline. Widespread cuts affect all aspects of local news coverage, from routine government 
meetings to the arts. While overall newsroom staffing declined by nearly a quarter between 2012 and 
20173, Digital First Media cut staffing by more than half during the same period, in an effort to boost profit 
despite declining revenues.4 At the Denver Post alone, Digital First has reduced newsroom staffing by nearly 
two-thirds over the past five years.5  The Digital First chain had a profit margin of 17 percent in 2017, one 
of the highest in the industry.6 This year, both Gatehouse and Digital First experienced pushback on their 
newsroom strategies from community activists and concerned residents, as well as journalists who sought to 
unionize.  

Outsourcing of news and sales operations to remote locations, and the establishment of regional 
publishers and editors, responsible for several newspapers.  
Both practices tend to weaken the ties of a local newspaper to its community. While this streamlines the 
cost of producing a newspaper, the editors in remote locations often lack knowledge of local hot-button 
issues, and the sales staff and group publishers are often unfamiliar with the specific needs of small 
businesses in various communities. Editing, design and marketing operations for more than 200 papers 
owned by GateHouse throughout the U.S. are handled in a center in Austin, Texas. 7 GateHouse has also 
pioneered the concept of appointing publishers and editors at a larger newspaper to be responsible for 
the day-to-day supervision and decision-making for other smaller papers in the same geographic region, 
permanently eliminating those high-paying positions at the smaller publications.8 This trend in consolidation 
and outsourcing leads to the merger of papers, resulting in further cutbacks in newsroom staffing. This, in 
turn, leads to a lack of coverage of local issues that may affect residents of one town, but not others. Digital 
First has been among the most aggressive merging and consolidating papers, including the eight papers 
it acquired in the San Francisco Bay area from Media News in 2010 that have been merged into only two 
papers.9  
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An aggressive push to grow bigger and bigger.  
Consolidation typically occurs in mature industries with declining revenue and profitability. In the short-
term, by acquiring other newspapers, newspaper companies can show year-over-year revenue growth, while 
simultaneously shoring up the bottom line by consolidating and cutting costs across several papers. Long-
term, there is a prevailing strategic assumption that, in order to attract both print and digital advertising 
revenue, local newspapers need to have a large geographic and circulation footprint that extends across 
several markets. Therefore, in recent years, the largest chains have shifted their focus away from small 
markets, which was the initial focus of the large investment firms, toward papers in mid-sized and large 
markets, such as Austin, Texas, or Boston. GateHouse has been the most aggressive newspaper acquirer in 
the country, spending more than $1 billion10 on 200 newspaper acquisitions since 2013.

Aggressive adoption of advertiser- and business-friendly policies and practices.   
In some cases, investment firms have prioritized advertiser needs over those of the consumers of its 
news, leading to cutbacks in the newsroom funding. Randy Miller, founder and president of 10/13 
Communications, a chain of 45 papers, repeatedly emphasized throughout the company’s nearly 10-year 
existence that newsroom staffing should be kept at a minimum and sales staffing should be kept at a 
maximum.11 The sales practices introduced by the investment firms – and adopted by other large chains – 
are pushing up against well-established norms and traditions that have separated editorial coverage from 
advertiser concerns. Newspapers are forced to rethink and often redefine the “wall” between editorial 
and advertising content. Many companies have set up in-house digital agencies that offer everything from 
corporate videos to social media communication strategies. The GateHouse chain, which is owned by the 
Fortress Investment Group, is pushing the envelope further, and raising questions about the role of a local 
newspaper’s sales department in supporting local businesses. GateHouse is offering newspaper advertisers 
everything from small business loans (arranged through a subsidiary of the Fortress Investment Group) to 
IT support (also offered through a Fortress subsidiary).  When a GateHouse representative approaches an 
advertiser, is that person acting as the sales representative of a local newspaper, or as a loan officer and 
technology expert with one of Fortress’ other subsidiaries? 

Despite the pursuit of these strategies and practices, the seven largest investment companies have 
produced mixed to poor results for their shareholders, and often lagged behind the performance and 
benchmarks of other companies.  With names like Digital First and “tronc” (short for Tribune Online 
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Content), one might also expect these companies to be at the forefront of digital innovation. However, the 
major investment owners have proven slow to adapt to a viable digital model that offsets print revenue 
declines.  In fact, they have often been outpaced in their transformation by traditional newspaper chains.  

The large investment-owned newspapers chains are often part of a larger portfolios of assets held by public 
or private equity-based firms or hedge and pension funds. The New Media/Gatehouse newspapers, for 
example, are a subsidiary of Fortress, which is owned by Japanese telecommunications conglomerate, the 
Softbank Group. Digital First is owned by Alden Capital, which manages a portfolio that includes a Canadian 
pharmacy chain and foreign debt holdings. BH Media is part of the Berkshire Hathaway equity group, and 
CNHI is a subsidiary of the Retirement Systems of Alabama portfolio.

The investment firms actively manage their vast portfolios of properties. Newspaper revenues and profits 
often account for a very small fraction of the revenues generated by the vast portfolios worth billions of 
dollars held by the investment entities. Therefore, if newspaper chains perform, they are retained in the 
portfolio of assets.  If they fail to meet expectations, they are either sold, or management is passed off to 
another company. 

At a time when many newspapers are struggling to maintain single digit profit margins, both New Media/
GateHouse and Digital First are vying with one another to buy more papers, whereupon they immediately 
introduce a round of cost cutting in an attempt to extract double- digit returns. In a quarterly call with 
analysts in May, Softbank executives indicated that they were pleased with the returns Fortress had achieved 
with the GateHouse chain. Similarly, despite calls from journalists and community activists to sell the Digital 
First papers, Alden Capital has given no indication that it is ready to exit the newspaper business since Digital 
First is producing double-digit profit margins that offset losses in other divisions.

In contrast, the Retirement Systems of Alabama, which established CNHI in 1998, decided in June to put the 
chain of 114 papers up for sale. Also in June, Warren Buffett, frustrated at the lackluster returns on his chain 
of 75 newspapers, turned over day-to-day management of BH Media to Lee Enterprises, a publicly traded 
chain with 100 papers. Tronc/Tribune, which has 77 papers and been has been repeatedly frustrated in its 
attempts to buy or merge with other papers or chains, is seeking new investors and considering a sale of its 
assets to both private equity companies, as well as publicly traded chains, such as the McClatchy Company.   
Two other chains, Civitas and 10/13 Communications, sold almost all of their 145 papers in 2016 and 2017. 

At the beginning of 2018, the large investment groups owned almost 900 papers in 42 states. Here’s how 
these media barons are positioned in the final months of 2018:   

 TOP 7 INVESTMENT FIRMS RANKED BY NUMBER OF PAPERS OWNED: 2018

SOURCE: UNC Database

Rank Company
Total 

Papers
Daily 

Papers
Total Circ.

(000s)
Daily Circ. 

(000s)

1 New Media/GateHouse 451 153 4,445 2,805

2 Digital First Media 158 51 3,241 2,016

3 CNHI 114 73 1,006 707

4 tronc/Tribune 77 17 2,462 1,705

5 BH Media Group 75 33 1,216 908

6 Civitas Media 4 1 36 24

7 10/13 Communications 3 0 83 0

TOTALS 882 328 12,500 8,164 
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New Media/GateHouse: 451 papers in 2018

Publisher Jane Rawlings’ remarks to reporters 
and editors at the 150-year-old Pueblo Chieftain 
in May 2018 were intended to be reassuring.  “I 
think you will be comforted in what they have to 
say,” she said, referring to GateHouse Media, the 
new owners of Colorado’s oldest continuously 
published newspaper.12  Yet, immediately after 
the announcement of the sale, Rawlings stepped 
down as publisher of the 33,000 circulation13 
daily and assumed leadership of her family’s 
nonprofi t community organization. Within a month, 
GateHouse executives had announced layoff s of 
the digital editor and two page designers. The 

staff  braced for more changes as the new owner 
announced a hiring freeze and indicated the 
company would continue to reassess staffi  ng. 14 

The announcement that a newspaper is being 
sold to GateHouse – the largest newspaper chain 
in the country — has become commonplace in 
recent years. Since 2013, the company has spent 
more than $1 billion on acquisitions, snapping up 
dozens of papers in 15 states at greatly reduced 
valuations. 15 Once the company assumes ownership 
of a newspaper such as the Pueblo Chieftain, it 
tends to pursue the same cost reduction strategy. 
It consolidates functions such as copy editing and 
page design in a remote location. Additionally, 

NEW MEDIA / GATEHOUSE

New Media/GateHouse owns 451 newspapers in 34 states.
Source: UNC Database

WHERE NEW MEDIA/GATEHOUSE OWNS NEWSPAPERS: 2018

Frequency
Daily
Weekly



66 | The Expanding News Desert

specialty and veteran reporters are laid off or 
severed, and then replaced by general assignment 
reporters whose journalistic responsibility is to 
produce “shareable” stories that attract online 
readers. As a result, GateHouse-owned newsrooms 
are often half the size within a matter of months. 
16 The experience at the Columbia (Missouri) Daily-
Tribune, an independently owned paper that 
Gatehouse purchased in 2016, is typical.  Multiple 
rounds of layoffs have wiped out more than half 
the newsroom staff of 20, leaving only one full-time 
state and politics reporter as of February 2018, 
responsible for covering a community of 120,000 
residents. In addition, GateHouse eliminated local 
columnists and the longtime editorial cartoonist. 17 

The current GateHouse chain, headquartered in 
New York, was built through an acquisition spree 
that began in the years after the 2008 recession.  
In 2014, GateHouse owned 379 newspapers and 
controlled 3.1 million in circulation. By 2018, the 
company owned 451 papers and controlled more 
than 4.3 million in circulation.  In its most recent 
annual financial statement, Gatehouse said it 
operates in 565 markets in 38 states,18 a total that 
includes more than 120 local websites, advertising 
supplements and business publications. In the 
last 18 months, GateHouse has completed or 
announced 11 separate transactions totaling $290 
million, often for entire chains. The company has 
bought more than 25 daily newspapers since 2016.19 

GateHouse is a division of the Fortress Investment 
Group, which has a diversified portfolio of 
investments, ranging from financial services to golf 
courses and private railroads. Revenue from the 
newspaper chain represents less than two percent 
of the $70 billion in revenue generated by the 
Fortress portfolio. GateHouse aggressively manages 
its portfolio of papers, selling, closing and merging 
under-performing papers.  Since 2004, GateHouse 
has sold more than four dozen papers, nearly half 
of those since 2013. It has also closed five dailies, all 
with less than 10,000 circulation, in three states – 
Kansas, Illinois and Missouri. In addition, it has closed 
or merged dozens of weeklies. Just months after 
announcing its acquisition of the Austin American 
Statesman in March 2018, for example, GateHouse 
said it would close the affiliated Spanish language 
weekly by October 2018 and offered voluntary 
severance packages to all of the Statesman’s more 
than 200 employees.20  

The GateHouse acquisition spree has been fueled 
by debt.  When GateHouse filed for bankruptcy 
restructuring in 2013 and reemerged under the 
name of the public holding company New Media 
Investment Group, the company listed $1.2 billion 
in debt.21 In 2017, its total debt equaled $609 
million, roughly 14 times its cash flow. 22 New Media 
Investment Group CEO Mike Reed sees no issue in 
continuing the scaling and consolidation strategy, 
as long as newspaper prices remain as they are 
today, in the three to five times trailing earnings.  
With Fortress as its parent company, GateHouse has 
access to capital that allows it to continue buying.  
“(Fortress) allows us to access capital at better 
rates at better structures than anybody else is 
able to in our industry,” Reed said in a June 2018 
interview with Nieman Lab.23 “In the structure of 
our credit agreement…for every dollar that we 
make, a piece goes to the lenders, but we have 
full discretion to redeploy that dollar. So we can 
invest in the business, we can do acquisitions, we 
can pay dividends to shareholders.” In a May 2018 
conference call with security analysts, executives at 
the Japanese telecommunications giant Softbank, 
which owns Fortress Investment Group, indicated 
they would support continued expansion of the 
GateHouse chain, including the major acquisition 
of another newspaper chain, such as tronc/Tribune, 
which is seeking investors and entertaining bids.24

Often, GateHouse targets independent owners who 
find it increasingly hard to navigate the financial 
landmines dotting the local news landscape. The 
company has paid sellers an average of 4.1 times 
earnings and targets a range of between 3.5 to 4.5 
times earnings. 25  “Scale matters, and the more 
that we have, the better the opportunity becomes 
for us to execute on our operational strategy,” 
Reed said. “…I think it’s really hard to do things 
in onesies and twosies. Our hope is to continue 
to consolidate the industry, with the focus on the 
types of deals we’ve been doing in the past, but we 
can’t do them at all costs.”26 

GateHouse has traditionally sought papers in 
small and mid-sized communities with little media 
competition. Historically, roughly 40 percent of 
GateHouse’s newspapers have been in rural or 
low-income communities, with limited media 
competitions such as regional broadcasting outlets 
or other news publications. In 2014, the average 
circulation of its 359 papers – two thirds of which 
were weeklies –was less than 9,000.27 Since 2016, 
it has shifted its strategy and begun targeting daily 
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papers in larger, metro areas such as Providence, 
Rhode Island; Columbus, Ohio; Austin, Texas, and 
Palm Beach, Florida. The Austin American Statesman 
and Palm Beach Post, which GateHouse acquired 
in 2018, have a circulation of more than 86,000 
and 77,500, respectively.28 GateHouse papers are 
primarily located in states east of the Rockies – in 
the central and upper Midwest, South, Mid-Atlantic 
and New England regions of the country.

However, even as GateHouse continues to boost 
its revenues year-over-year with acquisitions, the 
company is experiencing rising costs, dwindling 
operating margins and declining performance at 
existing papers. Year-over-year revenues at existing 
papers fell by nearly 6 percent to $1.3B between 
2016 and 2017 while operating income fell by 44 
percent to $34.6M. In 2017, GateHouse posted an 
operating margin of 2.6 percent, down from 8.6 
percent in 2015 and 4.8 percent in 2016. While 
competing newspaper chains have turned to digital 
to offset traditional revenue declines, GateHouse 
has been slower to adapt.  Digital revenue totaled 
$143.4 million in 2017, or only slightly more than 
10 percent.29 At Gannett, the second largest 
newspaper chain in the country behind GateHouse, 
2017 digital revenues totaled $994.9M, or a third of 
total revenue.30 

GateHouse has sought to combat decreasing 
operating margins by pivoting to a business-friendly 
revenue model, offering local businesses everything 
from mobile app development to small business 
loans, arranged through one of the financial services 
companies owned by parent company Fortress. 
Since 2014, the company has invested $65 million 
in its business services and financing division, 
UpCurve, and a marketing division, ThriveHive.31 
UpCurve’s revenue has grown from $6 million in 
2013 to $71 million in 2017. “We expect (print) 
declines to continue,” Reed said in the company’s 

2017 earnings call. “However, the point here is, we 
continue to be less exposed to the print category 
and more exposed to the relevant and stable and 
growing revenue categories that we’ve created.”32  

In contrast, there has been little investment in 
GateHouse newsrooms. 33 Wages have been 
stagnant, and employees face the continual threat 
of further layoffs as print revenue declines. Reed 
acknowledges that GateHouse lays off “highly paid 
but unproductive reporters” while asking remaining 
reporters to write more stories.34 This had led to 
union drives at several GateHouse papers in Florida, 
including the Lakeland Ledger and Sarasota Herald-
Tribune in 2016 and the Times-Union in Jacksonville 
in 2018. A mission statement drafted by the union 
organizing committee of the 45,000-circulation 
Times-Union said the 2017 purchase by GateHouse 
has “brought more uncertainty than perhaps any 
other time in the newspaper’s 154-year history.”35 
At the end of 2017, 11 percent of GateHouse’s 
10,500 employees, 36 were represented by unions. 
This included employees at such recent purchases as 
the Providence Journal in Rhode Island and the Erie 
Times News in Pennsylvania37. In September 2017, 
the NewsGuild-CWA negotiated a one percent pay 
raise for GateHouse employees it represents. 38

As robust coverage of routine government 
meetings and investigative journalism decline 
at GateHouse-owned papers, readers are also 
taking notice. Average daily circulation at existing 
GateHouse papers fell 15 percent between 2014 
and 2018, dropping from nearly 16,000 to under 
14,000. 39 Circulation at the Daily-Tribune in 
Columbia, Missouri, has fallen by more than 20 
percent to 13,000 in the two years since Gatehouse 
purchased the paper and eliminated more than 
half the newsroom staff.40 In a column in the 
Daily-Tribune, the GateHouse-installed managing 
editor, West Virginia native Charles Westmoreland, 

Revenue (2017) $1.34 bil Operating Expenses $1.31 bil

Digital Revenue $143 mil Operating Income $34.6 mil

Percent of Revenue From Digital 11% Operating Margin 3%

NEW MEDIA/GATEHOUSE 2017 FINANCIAL RESULTS

SOURCE: 2017 New Media Investment Group SEC 10-K annual report fi ling
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acknowledged the impact that multiple rounds 
of layoffs had on the paper’s coverage of local 
issues. “We’re still capable of producing impactful 
journalism, even if there’s a little bit less of it at 
times.” he said. “I’d love nothing more than to start 
adding back to the paper, but that will never happen 
if readers abandon us during this transition.” 41 He 
pleaded with readers to “please detach yourself 
from the Tribune of the past and get acquainted 
with what we are now.”

With print advertising and circulation continuing 
to decline at GateHouse-owned papers, and 
digital revenue lagging that of competitors such 
as McClatchy and Gannett, shareholders are also 
are beginning to take notice. Stock in New Media/
GateHouse sold for as much $25 a share in March 
2015. In August 2018, it sold for $16. All of this 
calls into question how sustainable New Media/
GateHouse’s aggressive acquisition and regional 
roll-up strategy will be long-term, especially as the 
company pivots away from smaller markets with 
less competition and focuses, instead, on acquiring 
dailies in larger, metro areas with numerous media 
competitors.
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Digital First Media: 158 papers in 2018

The ruckus started when one hedge fund accused 
another hedge fund of mismanagement.  In March 
2018, Solus Alternative Asset Management, which 
had a minority share in another hedge fund, Alden 
Global Capital, fi led a lawsuit in Delaware, accusing 
the very secretive Alden fund of siphoning profi ts 
from its Digital First newspaper chain to prop up 
its failed investments in Greek debt and a Canadian 
pharmacy chain.42 

As word of the lawsuit leaked, journalists managed 
to obtain a copy of the 2017 fi nancial results 
for Digital First and publish it. 43 At a time when 

other major newspaper chains were struggling to 
maintain single-digit operating margins, executives 
at Digital First had posted an operating margin 
of 17 percent, apparently by cutting newsroom 
staffi  ng by as much as twice the industry average. 
In response, journalists at Digital First papers 
revolted by publishing stories and editorials that 
criticized Alden for its management of Digital 
First. With advance notice that yet another round 
of layoff s was imminent, news executives at the 
190,000-circulation44 Denver Post decided to print 
a rare front-page editorial on April 8 with the 
headline, “News Matters: Colo. should demand the 
newspaper it deserves.”  The following day Digital 
First laid off  one-third of the Post’s remaining 

DIGITAL FIRST MEDIA

Digital First Media owns 158 newspapers in 12 states.
Source: UNC Database

WHERE DIGITAL FIRST MEDIA OWNS NEWSPAPERS: 2018
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newsroom staff of 100. This left the Denver Post, 
which had 184 journalists in 2012 when it produced 
the articles that won a Pulitzer Prize for coverage of 
the Aurora theater shooting, with only 66 journalists 
covering a metro area of more than 2 million 
people.45 

The Denver revolt, which quickly spread to other 
Digital First newspapers across the country, was 
covered by news outlets around the world, including 
The New York Times and Asahi Shimbun in Japan. In 
May, Digital First employees protested outside the 
New York office of Alden and attempted to deliver 
a petition, with 11,000 signatures, demanding that 
Alden either invest in its Digital First papers or sell 
them to someone who would. Alden and Digital 
First management responded by holding firm.  The 
company fired one journalist and threatened to 
fire others who wrote critical articles. 46  A handful 
of journalists left in protest.  However, Digital First 
left the mass layoffs in place and quietly filled the 
vacancies left by the protestors with out-of-state 
journalists or those hired from digital news sites. 

“For a few weeks in the spring and early summer, 
national attention focused on Denver, Boulder, the 
Digital First Media chain, and then more broadly on 
the effects of late capitalism on local American 
newspapers writ large,” wrote Corey Hutchins, a 
reporter for the Columbia Journalism Review, who 
also produces a monthly newsletter.  “August came 
with a calm. Things got quiet. A revolution was not 
realized.”47 

Digital First was formed seven years ago as a 
subsidiary of Alden Capital when the hedge fund 
plucked two of the largest newspaper chains in 
the country out of bankruptcy. Those two chains, 
MediaNews Group and Journal Register Co., 
formally merged in 2013 under the Digital First 
banner. The company name was intended to signify 
a corporate commitment to transitioning from 
print to digital. “Project Thunderdome,” launched 
in 2012, provided national and international 
articles to Digital First newsrooms throughout 
the country through a centralized hub. But when 
digital revenues failed to materialize, Digital First 
abandoned the project in 2014, laying off more than 
50 journalists.48 Shortly after, Alden announced that 
Digital First was for sale. Although the private equity 
firm Apollo Global Management expressed interest 
in purchasing it, Digital First couldn’t persuade 
Apollo to meet its price. Then-CEO John Paton said 
Alden had concluded the Digital First chain would 

not be sold to a single buyer. “There’ll be a horse-
trading of assets,” Paton said in a 2015 interview, 
adding that the industry should expect Digital First 
to be both a buyer and seller going forward.49 
In 2014, Digital First owned 208 newspapers and 
controlled nearly 4.6 million in circulation. Through 
a combination of merging and selling, the company 
now owns 158 papers and controls nearly 3.2 million 
in circulation. In 2016, the company purchased 
the Orange County Register and Riverside Press-
Enterprise in bankruptcy proceedings from Freedom 
Communications.50 Both papers have gone through 
multiple rounds of layoffs and employee buyouts.51 
In March 2018, Digital First outbid GateHouse Media 
for control of the bankrupt 85,000-circulation52 
Boston Herald. Of the 240 people employed by 
the paper in December 2017, only 175 reportedly 
received job offers from Digital First.53  

Simultaneously, Digital First has been shedding 
papers. In 2016, Digital First sold several community 
newspaper groups in Alaska54, Utah55 and the 
Northeast56 to local owners. In 2017, the company 
sold three Connecticut dailies and eight weeklies 
to Hearst. 57 The company has focused on regional 
consolidation within the markets where its other 
papers are located, such as combining eight San 
Francisco Bay-area newspapers into two titles in 
2016 and laying off 20 percent of staff.58  Most of 
the Digital First papers are located in California (76), 
followed by Pennsylvania (29) and Colorado (16). 

According to the leaked financial statements, 
Digital First newspapers brought in $939 million in 
revenue in 2017 and had an operating income of 
$159 million.59  This compares to GateHouse, the 
largest newspaper chain in the country, which had 
$1.3 billion in revenues in 2017 and an operating 
income of only $34.6 million.60  Other large chains, 
including Gannett61, and tronc/Tribune62, also 
posted single digit margins in 2017. The higher 
margins posted by Digital First were the result 
of aggressive cost reductions at the newspapers, 
including multiple rounds of layoffs, and a lack of 
investment in both tangible assets, such as property 
and equipment, and intangible ones, such as wage 
increases to attract and retain talent.  Reporters in 
two Philadelphia suburban newsrooms must work 
remotely because the Pottstown Mercury’s mold-
infested newspaper building has been condemned.63 
According to a poll of NewsGuild representatives 
at 12 Digital First papers,64 staffing dropped 52 
percent from 1,766 to 849 between 2012 and 2017. 
By comparison, between 2012 and 2016, the Bureau 
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of Labor Statistics estimates that total newspaper 
employment dropped by slightly more than a 
quarter overall.65 The remaining staffers have been 
expected to work long hours without significant 
wage increases.  “What sets (Alden president Heath) 
Freeman apart is that he seems to have a rather 
unique view of a newspaper’s purpose,” Bloomberg 
columnist Joe Nocera wrote in an editorial. “In this 
view, his papers are intended not so much to inform 
the public or hold officialdom to account, but to 
supply cash to use elsewhere. His layoffs aren’t just 
painful. They are savage.” 66 

As for the current financial sustainability of Digital 
First’s strategy, the company has a $225 million 
loan that comes due in 2018, according to the Solus 
lawsuit. In a transcript of a June 2018 meeting 
between company executives and employees at 
the Denver Post Digital First chairman Joe Fuchs 
said the company has explored refinancing, but 
“the bond market has moved away from us. . .. The 
balance sheet of (Digital First) is as strong as you 
could possibly want it to be. . .. There’s zero, zero 
financial vulnerability.” 67 

The unrest across its newsrooms has prompted 
journalists and concerned community members 
to explore buying Digital First papers in several 
communities. This includes a Colorado civic group 
that has raised $10 million from local and statewide 
investors in an attempt to buy back the Denver 
Post, as well as similar efforts by editors and union 
representatives in California and the Philadelphia 
suburbs. 68 Digital First will reportedly entertain any 
offer at a minimum of 4 times earnings.69  

However, based on the recent experience of local 
investors who have purchased Digital First papers, 
these new owners may struggle to return these 

gutted and demoralized newsrooms to their 
former glory. When billionaire John Huntsman 
Sr. purchased the Salt Lake Tribune from Digital 
First in 2016, he told the staff that the family was 
prepared to devote money and work for “five, ten, 
fifteen years bringing back the great Salt Lake 
Tribune of yesterday.” 70 However, after his death 
in February 2018, his son, Tribune publisher Paul 
Huntsman, laid off more than one-third of the 
newsroom’s 90 employees. The Huntsman family 
had put more than $1 million into developing a 
new web production system and upgrading the 
Tribune’s digital offerings, but in the two years since 
acquiring The Tribune, ad revenue had fallen by 40 
percent and weekday circulation had dropped from 
85,000 to under 31,000. In announcing the layoffs, 
Paul Huntsman said he had personally covered 
the “losses” at the paper for eight months, but 
concluded that without significant cost reductions, 
the financial picture of the paper was “not 
sustainable.” 71

In 2016, another group of four local investors 
purchased The Berkshire Eagle in Massachusetts 
and three nearby Vermont papers from Digital 
First. The investors immediately added staff and 
invested in website improvements and upgrades. 
“We thought that if we make these papers better 
than they were and return them to what they used 
to be, that will attract more readers,” New England 
Newspapers Inc.’s president and publisher Fredric 
Rutberg said. “I frankly thought that we would get 
a lot of lapsed readers, people who got frustrated 
with what had happened in the previous five to ten 
years.”  Two years in, print circulation has stabilized, 
but there has not been a dramatic uptick. The 
investors say they remain committed to improving 
the newspapers, but concede they have had to 
temper their initial optimism, based on the financial 

DIGITAL FIRST MEDIA 2017 FINANCIAL RESULTS

Revenue (2017) $939 mil Operating Expenses $780 mil

Digital Revenue Unreported Operating Income $159 mil

Percent of Revenue From Digital Unreported Operating Margin 17%

SOURCE: Ken Doctor, “Newsonomics: Alden Global Capital is making so much money wrecking local journalism it might not 
want to stop anytime soon,” Nieman Lab, May 1, 2018,  http://www.niemanlab.org/2018/05/newsonomics-alden-global-capital-
is-making-so-much-money-wrecking-local-journalism-it-might-not-want-to-stop-anytime-soon/”
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realities they are confronting.72 

Across the country, in Denver, a group including 
roughly a dozen former Post employees are 
trying another approach. Instead of attempting to 
buy the Post, they’ve decided to create a digital 
competitor.73   Called the Colorado Sun, it uses 
blockchain technology, which is intended to add 
transparency to the gathering and reporting 
of news.  They have partnered with Civil Media 
Company, a New York start-up that aspires to 
establish 1,000 local digital publications by the end 
of 2018.74 

Yet, for all the heated rhetoric, picketing and 
news stories in the spring of 2018, it is business 
as usual at most Digital First newspapers.  As one 
commentator put it, why would Alden Capital want 
to sell its papers when Digital First is achieving 17 
percent margins? 75 This leaves community activists, 
journalists and potential investors still pondering 
the best way to revitalize the journalistic mission of 
the papers owned by Digital First. Should residents 
in the cities where the Digital First papers are 
located lobby Alden for change?  Should they seek 
financing to purchase the paper?  Or should they 
instead finance the start-up of a new print or digital 
publication to fill the void?
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CNHI: 114 papers in 2018

In the late 1990s, the portfolio managers of the 
Retirement Systems of Alabama (RSA) identifi ed 
what they believed would be a worthwhile 
investment – regional broadcast stations and 
local newspapers in small and mid-sized markets, 
primarily in the South and Midwest.  Instead 
of buying a minority stake in these companies, 
the Alabama state pension fund, known for its 
unorthodox investments in golf courses as well as 
a Manhattan skyscraper76, decided to spend billions 
snapping up these newspapers and broadcast 
stations outright and then managing them on a day-
to-day basis. 77 

RSA became one of the fi rst investment funds 
to spot the earnings potential of newspapers 
and broadcasting operations in non-competitive 
markets, which often had operating margins of 20 
to 50 percent in the pre-digital era.  By 2004, its 
subsidiary, Community Newspaper Holdings Inc. 
(CNHI), was the fourth largest newspaper chain in 
the country, in terms of number of papers. It owned 
149 papers, including 86 dailies, with an average 
circulation of less than 10,000. 

However, the digital revolution and the 2008 
recession changed the math for RSA, as margins – in 
even non-competitive markets – declined to single 
digits.  The pension fund responded by expecting 
fi nancial effi  ciency from all its newspapers, selling 

CNHI

CNHI owns 114 newspapers in 21 states.
Source: UNC Database
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or closing those that were losing money, and, in 
the process, reducing the number of papers in its 
portfolio to 114. “We tried every way we could 
to keep the paper going, including talking to 
potential buyers,” Steve McPhaul, CNHI executive 
vice president and chief operating officer, said of 
the 2014 closure of the Tarboro Daily Southerner 
in North Carolina, which, in its final days, had a 
circulation of less than 3,000. 78

In late 2017, as the print revenue decline continued 
unabated, RSA decided to merge CNHI with 
Raycom Media, its broadcasting subsidiary, in an 
effort to further reduce costs, encourage digital 
collaboration between the two media groups, 
and decrease CNHI’s reliance on print revenue.79  

“As always, we will continue to demand the best 
execution from all RSA counterparts, and will strive 
to produce results that strengthen the Retirement 
Systems of Alabama and its beneficiaries,” the fund 
said in its 2017 annual report.80 However, in June 
2018, after only nine months, the marriage was 
dissolved. RSA announced that Gray Television had 
purchased Raycom for $3.6 billion. CNHI would be 
spun off 81 and its 114 newspapers – 73 dailies and 
41 weeklies – sold. 

The breakup comes at a tenuous time for CNHI. Its 
newspapers are circulated in 21 states; the dailies 
have an average circulation of 9,700, its weeklies, an 
average of 7,300 circulation. In the counties where 
CNHI owns newspapers, the average poverty rate is 
just over 17 percent—compared with the national 
average of less than 13 percent.82 Even as it sold and 
shuttered papers, the company also made efforts to 
boost its journalism, designating a journalist in each 
state where it owned papers to cover statehouse 
news and produce regional enterprise stories.83  To 
compensate for the added costs, the company cut 
back on staffing at individual papers and required 
remaining employees to take “furlough days” 
(days off without pay). 84 In an April 2018 interview 
with CNN on the company’s plan for responding 
to increased tariffs on Canadian newsprint, CNHI 
president and CEO Donna Barrett said cutting staff 
isn’t a “realistic option. . . We are already down to 
bare bones.”  Instead, she indicated the company 
would look at further reducing the number of pages 
in their newspapers or cutting print editions. 85

Simultaneously, as profit margins decreased at 
CNHI, RSA has faced pressure to increase the return 
on its portfolio of investments. In 2001, the state 
pension plan was fully funded and had sufficient 
money to pay all its obligations.  However, since 
then, investments made by RSA have repeatedly 
fallen short of expectations.86  As a result, in 2015, 
Alabama faced $13 billion in state pension debts 
and another $11 billion in unfunded liabilities 
for retiree health insurance.  This prompted an 
investigation by a government subcommittee. 
Over the past several years, the two boards that 
manage RSA have made efforts to curb the power 
of CEO David Bronner and expand oversight of the 
fund’s investments. “We turned it from operating 
like a benevolent dictatorship to a democracy,” 
then ERS (Employee Retirement Systems) board 
member James Rowell said in a 2015 interview. 87

In 1997, right after RSA purchased Raycom and 
CNHI, the pension fund managed $21.6 million 
in assets and brought in $4.1 billion in revenue.88 
In 2017, RSA managed $41.5 billion in assets and 
brought in $6 billion in total revenue,89  Raycom, 
which included CNHI, represented $2.9  billion of 
the pension fund’s assets.90 Bronner argues that 
while there have been some losing investments – 
such an oil rig repair firm that declared bankruptcy 
and was found liable for human trafficking91 – his 
approach has led to significant growth for the 
pension fund. 

RSA does not break out financial results for Raycom 
and CNHI, so it is not possible to track their year-
over-year returns since 1997.  CEO Bronner justified 
the acquisitions in the 1997 newsletter by saying, 
“The State of Alabama will receive approximately 
$26 million in advertising through Raycom Media 
and CNHI to promote various Alabama attractions 
from the Robert Trent Jones Golf Trail to the Space 
Camp.” 92 In a December 2015 RSA newsletter, 
Bronner said the Raycom broadcasting division had 
a 16.4 percent annual rate of return. The return 
on the pension fund’s entire portfolio that year 
was just over one percent.93 In 2017, RSA’s entire 
investment portfolio had a rate of return of more 
than 12 percent. But the pension fund still faces a 
shortfall. As of 2017, RSA’s net pension liability, or 
the difference between its obligations and assets, 
totaled nearly $10 billion.94

 



The Expanding News Desert | 75

In recent years, even as the newspapers struggled 
under worsening financial restraints, both the CNHI 
and Raycom divisions were reportedly covering 
the costs of the pension fund’s corporate jets and 
pilots.95  As a result, employee morale has suffered, 
as indicated by postings on recruiting and social 
media sites. “You could also provide the newsroom 
with enough staff to improve the quality and 
content of our products instead of adding more 
workload to the few employees that are left and 
not compensating them for the additional work 
required of them,” a CNHI advertising employee said 
in an online job review. “If the only focus remains 
on the profit in your pocket and not on quality and 
content, you will continue to lose readership and 
advertisers.”96

After the sale of Raycom to Gray, Bronner said in 
an RSA newsletter than the pension fund would 
have an 11 percent stake in the combined broadcast 
company with nearly $800 million invested into 
preferred and common stock. However, it would 
be ceding day-to-day management to Gray. 
Raycom will continue operating its headquarters in 
Montgomery, Alabama. 97 

In contrast to other investment funds, which 
aggressively manage their portfolio of assets, 
quickly selling or closing underperforming 
newspapers, RSA has pursued a different strategy.  
Instead of buying and flipping, the Alabama pension 
fund aimed to buy and hold its small papers, 
assuming they would generate steady and reliable 
returns for their retiree shareholders. But the digital 
revolution and the 2008 recession interceded, 
dramatically depressing margins.  Like the readers 
and advertisers who abandoned the CNHI papers in 
recent years, RSA has decided to shed its newspaper 
habit. Once the CNHI newspapers are either sold 
– or closed if a buyer cannot be found – RSA will 
effectively conclude 20 years of media stewardship.
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Tronc/Tribune: 77 papers in 2018

It has been a tumultuous decade for tronc/Tribune, 
full of more plot twists and turns than a good spy 
novel.  In the fi rst act, which begins in 2007, the 
Tribune Company is purchased by billionaire real 
estate magnate Sam Zell. Before exiting, he takes 
the company private, saddling it with $13 billion 
in debt. He also brings in a cast of characters who 
disrupt the staid Midwestern business culture and 
court controversy with accusations of hostile work 
environments and mismanagement. The second 
act involves bankruptcy, a change in ownership, 
restructuring, relisting of the stock on the New York 
Stock Exchange, a split of the company’s newspaper 
and broadcasting divisions and an acquisition 

spree.  Act three begins with the 2016 takeover by 
technology entrepreneur Michael Ferro.98

Ferro starts his tenure as Tribune’s largest 
shareholder by fending off  increasingly generous 
buyout off ers from the publicly traded newspaper 
chain Gannett.99 To assist with the resistance, Ferro 
brings in a new shareholder, biotech billionaire 
Patrick Soon-Shiong. With an ambitious plan to go 
digital, Ferro then renames the Tribune Publishing 
Company “tronc”—in all lower-case letters, short 
for “Tribune online content.100 Late night comics 
have a fi eld day with the new name, comparing 
it to the sound of a duck honking. Soon-Shiong’s 
and Ferro’s relationship rapidly sours as they feud 
for control.101 Soon-Shiong leaves the board in 

TRONC / TRIBUNE

Tronc/Tribune owns 77 papers in eight states.
Source: UNC Database
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2017102 but returns in the closing act to purchase 
the company’s largest newspaper, The Los Angeles 
Times, along with several Southern California titles 
in the spring of 2018. Ferro leaves the company 
amid sexual misconduct allegations103 but strikes a 
deal to sell his shares in tronc to a distant relative 
of the McCormick family, which had owned The 
Chicago Tribune for much of its history. But the deal 
to sell tronc falls through. 104 As the curtain falls, 
the company is rumored to be weighing offers from 
potential buyers, 105  including at least one from a 
private equity group and another from the publicly 
traded newspaper chain McClatchy.106

Since the Tribune newspapers were spun off from 
the broadcasting group in 2014, the division has 
struggled financially, despite ambitious strategies to 
transform the company through digital investment 
and acquisitions. Revenues have declined every 
year, dropping from $1.71 billion in 2014 to 
$1.52 billion in 2017.107 Ferro hoped to move 
the company toward a new business model that 
integrated cutting edge technology such as artificial 
intelligence, which could be used to produce 
hundreds of videos per day. 108 He split tronc into 
two divisions, one for print revenue and the other 
for digital revenue. 109 But the company’s digital 
revenues rose by only 2 percent to approximately 
$240 million between 2016 and 2017, while its 
digital expenditures rose. Tronc’s digital revenues 
now comprise about 16 percent of overall revenues, 
more than competitor GateHouse but still behind 
digital leaders such as Gannett and potential 
purchaser McClatchy.110 

The company has also sought to exact savings 
from its print properties by acquiring nearby 
newspapers and merging the newsroom and back-
office functions.  But it has faced pushback from 
the Department of Justice (DOJ). In 2016, the DOJ 

blocked tronc’s planned purchase of the Orange 
County Register and Riverside Press-Enterprise on 
antitrust grounds. According to the department’s 
complaint, tronc’s Los Angeles Times and the 
Orange County Register together would account for 
98 percent of newspaper sales in Orange County.111 
In 2017, the DOJ also opened an investigation into 
what eventually became tronc’s failed attempt to 
buy the Chicago Sun-Times, which Ferro previously 
owned.112 The sale would have given tronc 
ownership of both Chicago dailies. On the other 
hand, tronc successfully acquired and incorporated 
the Annapolis Gazette into the Baltimore Sun group 
of papers in 2014, and in May 2018, purchased 
the Virginian-Pilot in Norfolk, Virginia, which it will 
consolidate with the nearby Daily Press in Newport 
News.113 

As tronc’s revenues have declined, the company 
has turned to cost cutting to improve margins. But, 
despite labor costs falling by more than 15 percent 
since 2015, its operating margins have remained 
in the low single digits, ranging from 1.4 percent 
to 4.4 percent. In 2017, the company identified 
more than 220 positions that could be eliminated, 
many of those in its newsrooms. 114 In July 2018, 
newsroom staffing at the New York Daily News, 
which tronc acquired in 2017, was cut in half with 
the layoff of more than 40 employees. 115 This came 
on top of several rounds of layoffs at the Daily News 
prior to the sale, which had brought newsroom 
staffing down from several hundred journalists only 
a decade ago. 

The layoffs and cost cutting prompted employees 
at two of the largest tronc newspapers to take the 
unprecedented step of voting in unions in 2018.  
Employees at the Los Angeles Times, which had 
a strong anti-union history stretching back more 
than a hundred years, voted in January 2018 to 
join the NewsGuild CWA. 116  “Having a union won’t 

TRONC/TRIBUNE 2017 FINANCIAL RESULTS

Revenue (2017) $1.52 bil Operating Expenses $1.46 bil

Digital Revenue $240 mil Operating Income $66.6 mil

Percent of Revenue From Digital 16% Operating Margin 4%

SOURCE: 2017 tronc SEC 10-K annual report fi ling
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stop layoffs, but we have a collective voice and 
the days of the newsroom passively standing by 
while corporate management did whatever they 
wanted are over,” said Los Angeles Times reporter 
Bettina Boxall. 117 Despite a concerted campaign 
by tronc to discourage the union effort, 248 of 
the 292 journalists at the Times cast votes in favor 
of joining the guild, spurred by concerns over the 
paper’s leadership, stagnant wages and workplace 
misconduct. In April, journalists at the Chicago 
Tribune announced they were also attempting to 
unionize, for the first time in the paper’s 171-year 
history. 

As the union efforts proceed, tronc is preparing 
the company for sale. With the purchase of the 
Los Angeles Times by Soon-Shiong, tronc/Tribune 
now has 77 papers in its portfolio, including 17 
dailies, located in some of the country largest 
metro markets. It has a total circulation of nearly 2.5 
million in eight states. The average circulation of its 
daily newspapers is 105,000; the average circulation 
of its weeklies, most of which are located in the 
suburbs surrounding metro areas, is 13,000. 

Tronc has said it will use the $500 million in 
proceeds from the sale of the Los Angeles Times, 
San Diego Union-Tribune and associated weeklies 
to Soon-Shiong to pay down long-term debt. As 
of its latest quarter, its long-term debt is nearly 
$327 million, meaning tronc will have cash reserves 
remaining after the debt is paid off. 118 When 
Gannett considered purchasing tronc in 2016 – 
before the lenders got cold feet and Gannett pulled 
out – the two companies agreed on a price of 
$18.75 per share, a 150 percent premium over the 
$8 price.119   In August 2018, tronc was trading at 
nearly $17 per share and had a market valuation of 
almost $600 million. According to news accounts, 
initial offers are expected to be in the $700 million 
range.  Rumored buyers this time include: 

•	 The Donerail Group, a newly formed private 
equity fund that is led by Will Wyatt. Wyatt 
previously led the activist hedge fund Starboard 
Value, which took a $16 million stake in tronc 
in 2016. 120 In 2017, the hedge fund invested 
more than $70 million in Tribune Media, which 
is the broadcasting division that was spun 
off in 2014.121According to Reuters, Donerail 
has secured financing and is in advanced 
negotiations for the deal.122

•	 McClatchy, a public newspaper chain that owns 
nearly 50 papers, and has prioritized digital 
revenue and cost cutting across its portfolio. In 
2006, McClatchy also purchased a larger chain, 
paying $4.5 billion for Knight-Ridder. It quickly 
resold a dozen of the papers acquired in the 
Knight-Ridder deal123 and may adopt a similar 
strategy with tronc/Tribune.  An acquisition 
of tronc/Tribune would give McClatchy, 
which owns papers in Miami; Charlotte, North 
Carolina; and Sacramento, California; access 
to even larger markets including Chicago and 
New York without assuming any additional debt 
from tronc’s recently cleared balance sheet. 

•	 Giant private equity firm Apollo Global 
Management, which nearly acquired 
Digital First Media in 2015. This would 
be the company’s first official foray into 
newspapers.124 Apollo manages a vast portfolio 
of investments, generating more than $2.5 
billion in revenue, including Chuck E Cheese’s, 
Diamond Resorts International and Chisholm 
Oil and Gas.

•	 New Media/GateHouse, a subsidiary of Fortress 
Investments, owned by SoftBank. When asked 
by an analyst in a May 2018 earnings call if 
Fortress might be considering a tronc purchase, 
Softbank CEO Masayoshi Son said he had no 
direct knowledge, but that he wouldn’t stop 
the purchase. “At SoftBank, we don’t have a 
direct interest at all, but some of the companies 
that we acquired, which is Fortress and also 
investees of Fortress, have interest or have 
an ownership of local newspaper companies,” 
Son said.125 “As long as they’re making a good 
performance, I don’t have any intention to stop 
them.”

Whatever the future may hold for tronc/Tribune 
properties, the name “tronc” is a historical footnote.  
The day Soon-Shiong assumed ownership of the 
Los Angeles Times, employees hung signs in the 
building with backslashes through the “tronc” logo.  
In his comments to the newsroom staff, Soon-
Shiong agreed with the sentiment. “Let’s put tronc 
in the trunk and we’re done,”126 he said. On Oct. 
4, the board of directors announced the revival of 
the company’s previous name, Tribune Publishing 
Company.
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BH Media: 75 papers in 2018

Berkshire Hathaway shareholders didn’t get a 
chance to toss newspapers onto a makeshift front 
porch at the company’s 2018 annual meeting in 
May. The highly publicized event was canceled.127  
The newspaper toss had been added to the annual 
shareholder meeting in Omaha with great fanfare 
in 2012 when Berkshire Hathaway purchased the 
Media General newspaper chain.  Over the years, 
such celebrities as Bill Gates competed to see who 
had the most accurate newspaper toss.  Invariably, 
Berkshire Hathaway Chairman Warren Buff ett, who 
had delivered newspapers as a teenager, won.

That experience as a “paper boy” sparked a lifelong 
passion and appreciation for the newspaper 

industry.  Buff ett served more than two decades 
as a member of the Washington Post board of 
directors, famously advising Katharine Graham, and 
in 1977 made his fi rst newspaper purchase, The 
Buff alo News.128 So, when Media General decided to 
sell its newspaper empire in 2012 and focus solely 
on its broadcasting properties, Buff ett was an eager 
bidder. 

Despite the business challenges confronting 
local newspapers, he told Berkshire Hathaway 
shareholders that the price was right, given the 
depressed valuations of newspapers, selling for 
three to fi ve times earnings.  “(Vice chairman) 
Charlie (Munger) and I believe that papers delivering 
comprehensible and reliable information to tightly 
bound communities and having a sensible Internet 

BH MEDIA

BH Media and Lee Enterprises own 175 newspapers in 29 states.
Source: UNC Database
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strategy will remain viable for a long time,” he wrote 
in the 2012 letter to his shareholders. 129  

One month after canceling the annual newspaper 
toss, the famed “Oracle of Omaha” admitted that 
Berkshire Hathaway had failed to “crack the code” 
on newspaper ownership. 130 He formally turned 
over day-to-day management of his six-year-old 
newspaper empire, BH Media, to Lee Enterprises, 
a 128-year-old newspaper chain with more than a 
hundred papers in the Midwest.131   

At its peak, the revenue from BH Media’s 75 
newspapers represented less than one percent of 
the total $242 billion in revenue132  in the Berkshire 
Hathaway portfolio, which includes insurance 
companies, railroads and financial services. In 2013, 
Buffett said he was targeting an after tax-return of 
10 percent for the newspapers, which he believed 
would be achievable without significant cost 
cutting. That year, company executives reported 
that the newspaper unit was profitable and debt 
free, except for a legacy mortgage on an Omaha 
newspaper building.133 However, as print advertising 
and circulation declined – and the BH Media 
newspapers failed to significantly increase digital 
revenue – the print publications increasingly relied 
on a variety of cost-cutting measures to achieve the 
targeted return. In a 2017 memo, then BH Media 
president and CEO Terry Kroeger said that “without 
cost reductions, some BH Media operations would 
not be profitable.” 134  The company resorted to 
hiring and wage freezes, as well as targeted layoffs 
and buyouts, as the employee count dropped from 
4,074135 in 2013 to 3,719 by 2017.136 

In a press release announcing that Berkshire 
Hathaway was bowing out of the newspaper 
business and handing over day-to-day management 
of its empire to Lee, 137 Buffett praised Lee’s 

financial performance.  Although its revenues have 
declined in recent years, Lee has maintained one 
of the highest operating margins in the industry. 
In 2017, Lee had an operating income of $92.5 
million and a margin of 16 percent.138 Roughly 20 
percent of Lee’s $566.9 million revenue came from 
digital initiatives. “It is very difficult to see . . .. how 
the print product survives over time,” Buffett said 
during a question-and-answer session at Berkshire 
Hathaway’s 2018 annual meeting, acknowledging 
that his 2012 assessment of the long-term viability 
of print newspapers had missed the mark.139 

Like BH Media, Lee also operates newspapers in 
small to midsized markets, ranging from Billings, 
Montana, to St. Louis, Missouri, and Tucson, Arizona. 
The BH Media newspapers are located in 11 states, 
mostly in the South and Midwest and serve small 
markets such as Dothan, Alabama, and Hickory, 
North Carolina, as well as mid-sized cities such as 
Richmond, Virginia, and Omaha, Nebraska.  The 
average circulation of its 33 dailies is 27,500, and its 
weeklies have an average circulation of 7,300.

The two companies both own papers in Iowa, 
Nebraska, New York and South Carolina, although 
Lee says the only overlapping news coverage is 
between the Omaha World-Herald and Lincoln 
Journal Star in Nebraska.140 In recent years, Lee 
has merged papers in regional proximity to reduce 
expenses. For example, in 2008, the company 
merged the daily 5,000-circulation South Idaho 
Press and several weeklies into the Twin Falls, 
Idaho Times-News.141 The company has also bought 
papers, such as The Dispatch Argus in Moline, 
Illinois, in 2017, to strengthen its foothold in a 
region.142 

Berkshire Hathaway has placed some restrictions on 
Lee’s management of its papers. For example, Lee 

Revenue (2017) $567 mill Operating Expenses $474 mill

Digital Revenue $106 mill Operating Income $92.5 mill

Percent of Revenue from Digital 19% Operating Margin 16%
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cannot outsource printing or change publication 
days without BH Media approval. However, for the 
most part, Lee is free to manage BH newspapers 
as if they were owned by Lee.  It can reduce staff 
to “be consistent” with its own standards without 
permission from BH Media.143 Between 2014 and 
2017, Lee company decreased its compensation 
expenses by 8.4 percent, or $19 million, by cutting 9 
percent of its workforce, from 4,500144 to 3,626145. 
If Lee can’t boost BH Media’s revenues, it has 
strong incentive to cut costs. According to the 
management contract, Lee receives an annual fixed 
fee of $5 million, plus one-third of profits over $34 
million in the first two years, and one-half of those 
profits in the final three years.146   

Some in the industry saw an irony in Buffett’s 
willingness to hand over management of his papers 
to Lee. In 2012, when Lee filed for bankruptcy 
protection, Buffett purchased some of the 
outstanding loans, which converted to preferred 
stock, thereby putting Berkshire Hathaway ahead of 
other creditors if Lee ultimately failed. 147 However, 
Buffett increased Berkshire’s stake in the company 
once it emerged from bankruptcy by refinancing 
$94 million of Lee’s long-term debt.148 Lee paid off 
its debt to Berkshire Hathaway149 two years early 
in 2015, freeing up the company’s cash flows, and, 
undoubtedly impressing Buffett.

In 2017, Lee’s long-term debt was down to $496.4 
million,150 a decrease of almost 50 percent since 
it declared bankruptcy.151 “(This agreement with 
Berkshire Hathaway) enables us to generate more 
cash flow, speed our debt reduction, enhance our 
industry leadership and further advance our abilities 
as we introduce our digital and print strategies at 
BH Media properties,” Lee executive chairman Mary 
Junck said in a statement about the agreement.

In interviews and talks, Buffett often acknowledges 
that newspapers’ “significance to society is 
enormous.”152 Although he failed to “crack the code” 
on a new business model for newspapers, Buffett 
is now betting that a hundred-year-old newspaper 
company can. “The publishing business is in 
transition, to be sure, but we remain positive about 
our future,” said Junck. “Many print opportunities 
remain, and digital audiences and revenue continue 
to grow and flourish.”153
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Civitas Media: 4 papers in 2018

Despite having a portfolio of nearly a hundred 
newspapers just four years ago, Civitas Media has 
bought and flipped its way to a near exit from 
the industry. Nearly six years after it formed, the 
company has sold or closed all of its newspapers 
except for four – the Times-Leader in Wilkes-Barre, 
Pennsylvania, and its affiliated weeklies. 154

The Civitas chain of papers was created in 2012 
through a merger of four bankrupt or financially 
distressed media companies bought by private 
equity firm Versa Capital Management. 155 Those 
four media companies were Freedom Central, 
Heartland Publications, Impressions Media and Ohio 
Community Media. At its peak, Civitas owned 98 

papers in 12 states in the South and Midwest. Sixty 
percent of the papers in the Civitas chain were in 
counties with higher than average poverty rates.  Its 
entire portfolio of small-market newspapers had an 
average circulation of under 10,000.  

Versa’s focus is on purchasing distressed properties, 
streamlining operations and then selling the assets.  
“We buy the whole company and fix it and then sell 
it,” Versa founder and CEO Gregory Segall said in a 
2016 interview with Bloomberg News.156 “We are 
buying companies that are experiencing some kind 
of transition, maybe it was an operating problem. 
Maybe it was a strategy problem, an industry 
problem [or] a raw materials, supply problem.”  The 
Versa formula for “fixing” its newspapers involved 
dramatic cost cuts and regional consolidation, 

CIVITAS MEDIA

Civitas Media has divested from more than 90 newspapers over the past four years.
Source: UNC Database
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as well as short-term revenue tactics, such as 
increasing print circulation and advertising rates 
instead of investing in digital transformation. 157   As 
a result, employees often complained that Civitas 
stripped newsrooms, as well as advertising and 
circulation departments, of resources in order to 
turn a profit. “During our transition with Civitas, our 
newspapers have lost the hometown dedication 
along with customer support due to pricing of 
subscriptions and retail advertising,” a business 
development representative at the Troy Daily News 
in Ohio wrote on a job review website. 158

 
The investment company also resorted to closures 
if papers didn’t meet targets. In 2013, Civitas closed 
eight suburban weekly newspapers around Raleigh, 
North Carolina, and Dayton, Ohio.159

“Our core business is focused on developing 
community news and information portals, in areas 
that are predominately rural and would not be 
served well otherwise,” then Civitas CEO Michael 
Bush said in a statement about the closures.160  
However, in late 2015, Civitas closed the 128-year-
old, 2,500 circulation, Chronicle,161 which served 
residents of the rural South Carolina community of 
Cheraw. 162

Civitas sold almost all of its papers in 2016 and 2017 
to AIM Media (36), Champion Media (22), Boone 
Newspapers (4), and Hearst (3), all of which are 
privately owned and operated newspaper chains. 

Civitas first sold the Mount Airy (North Carolina) 
News – along with more than 20 other papers in 
North Carolina and South Carolina– to Champion 
Media, started by the former chief operating officer 
of Civitas.163 Less than four months later, Champion 
resold the Mount Airy group of eight papers to 
Adams Publishing Group.164 “I think it’s safe to say 
our previous ownership was an investment group, 
whose primary function was to maximize short-
term profits while setting up the sale of its assets, 
without too much regard for what happens two or 
three or five years down the road,” 165 editor John 
Peters wrote in his column. While nearly three-
quarters of the Civitas papers acquired by the 
AIM, Adams and Boone companies are located in 
impoverished counties, the new owners have stated 
their commitment to investing in both the papers 
and the communities where the papers are located.   

Versa retains ownership of only one regional 
newspaper group in Pennsylvania. The rationale 
for retaining the Wilkes-Barre Times-Leader group 
is unclear since as its finances are not publicly 

available. Compared to the majority of papers 
formerly in the Civitas portfolio, the Wilkes-Barre 
newspaper group is located in a county with a 
sizeable population of more than 300,000 people. 
Since 2014, the Times-Leader’s circulation has 
fallen from 40,000 to nearly 24,000, a 40 percent 
decline that exceeds the national average. Versa 
says it is investing in the paper’s future, setting 
aside $1 million to improve the printing press, 
upgrade the production facility and hire additional 
staff in editorial, ad sales and circulation. 166 “Versa 
would not have approved a $1 million investment in 
upgrading the press and infrastructure, improving 
our website and hiring additional personnel in our 
ad sales, circulation and editorial teams (if it wasn’t 
committed),” said Lior Yahalomi, Civitas Media’s 
CEO, in the Times-Leader editorial. “The Times-
Leader Media Group is a profitable business, and 
we are going to continue improving our content 
and service for our customers.”  However, since 
announcing the $1 million investment, Versa has 
moved the Times-Leader to a smaller office building 
and laid off employees from several departments. 
167

Reflecting on the sale of the Mount Airy News to 
Adams Publishing, editor John Peters concluded, 
“The business world is made up primarily of two 
camps. The first places an emphasis on short-term 
maximum profitability on assets it can then sell, with 
little regard for long-term sustained growth. The 
second takes that longer-term approach, building 
relationships and quality, emphasizing sustainable 
profits, growth and customer satisfaction.” 168
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10/13 Communications (Tucson Local Media): 3 
papers in 2018

The advertiser-fi rst mentality of 10/13 
Communication has left its mark on the more than 
40 papers the company owned for several years 
before selling them to four diff erent owners in 
2016. At the beginning of 2016, 10/13 was the 20th 
largest owner of newspapers, with 45 papers in 
Arizona and Texas. By year’s end, it had divested 
nearly all its holdings, retaining just three weeklies 
in the Tucson, Arizona, area under the subsidiary 
Tucson Local Media. The papers it sold included 
three dailies and 39 weeklies, located in and around 
Dallas, Houston and Phoenix. 

The investment entity 10/13 Communications 
formed in 2009 as a partnership between 10K 
Investments and 13th Street Media, which is led by 
Randy Miller. In the industry, Miller is known as an 
advocate for his advertisers.  He believes in beefi ng 
up the sales staff , while keeping newsroom staffi  ng 
lean. “Our customer is the advertiser. Readers are 
our customers’ customers,” a leaked 2007 13th 
Street Media guidebook read. “Sales calls are the 
primary contributing factor toward sales, so it is 
clear that the top priority at all of our newspapers 
is the sales department.”169 According to the 
guidebook, the company’s newsrooms “operate 
with a lean core of newsroom staff  and contributors 
and wire services for effi  ciency.” In a 2015 media 
kit for advertisers, 10/13 sees its selling points as 

10/13 COMMUNICATIONS

10/13 Communications has divested from more than 40 newspapers over the past four years.
Source: UNC Database

DECLINE IN 10/13 COMMUNICATIONS NEWSPAPERS: 2018

Status
Sold
Still Owned



The Expanding News Desert | 85

delivering “local news to targeted communities…
we deliver the customers you want, where you 
want…we deliver results you need and return on 
investment.”170

When 10/13 acquired several papers including 
Inside Tucson Business in 2014, editor Mark Evans 
resigned as employees were forced to reapply for 
a shrunken number of jobs.171 “As spelled out in the 
manager’s guide, the customer was the advertiser, 
the news was just something to put around the 
ads,” he wrote in a column. “The company wasn’t 
selling an audience; it was selling to advertisers a 
cheap way to put their ads in front of middle-to-
upper income suburban homes.” 172 

Hearst Corporation, which has $10 billion in annual 
revenues, purchased more than half of the 10/13 
portfolio, including 23 weeklies and one daily in 
the Houston suburbs. 173  At the Key Executives 
Mega-Conference in San Diego in early 2018, Mark 
Aldam, COO of Hearst and executive vice president 
of its newspaper division, discussed results at the 
Houston papers.174  When the newspapers were 
purchased from 10/13 in 2016, he said, the chain 
was struggling with steep declines in print revenue 
and earnings. Even more worrisome, the papers had 
no significant digital revenue. At the one-year mark, 
the papers had experienced 17 percent growth 
in advertising revenue by “importing” the Hearst 
“go-to-market playbook” for the advertising staff. 
This increased ad revenue had generated funds that 
could be used to invest in local journalism, Aldam 
said.  The 10/13 papers became, in essence, zoned 
editions of the Houston Chronicle. By strategically 
linking the papers to the metro paper, Hearst was 
able to achieve “synergistic benefits” immediately 
and get a positive return on its investment in only a 
year’s time.

The other 10/13 papers in Texas – 14 weeklies in 
the Dallas suburbs – were sold to S.A.W. Advisors, 
whose president, Scott Wright, has extensive 
experience managing private equity-owned 
newspapers, including a position as publisher of 
American Community Newspapers.  In a statement 
at the time of purchase, he said that 10/13 did 
“an outstanding job” and that he would retain a 
similar strategy. “The goal is to provide hyper-local 
editorial content,” he said. 175 “Our primary focus 
will continue to be on local government, education 
and high school sports.  Most importantly, we 
will grow our digital endeavors at this company.” 
The four Phoenix-area 10/13 papers went to two 

separate local owners, Times Media Group176 and 
Independent Newsmedia177. 

The company’s remaining papers — the Explorer 
News, Marana News, and Tucson Weekly — 
represent what’s left of the 10/13 portfolio. The 
Explorer News and Tucson Weekly have a combined 
circulation of more than 75,000178. As of July 2018, 
Tucson Local Media operates with a staff of five 
journalists and 23 employees overall, including six 
advertising executives.179 Because 10/13 is privately 
held, its financials on these newspapers are not 
publicly available.

Since the sale, 10/13 has made no statements or 
comments as to why it is retaining three papers in 
Arizona. As with its investment counterpart, Civitas 
Media, which exited the market except for one 
newspaper group in Pennsylvania, the company may 
own these papers for the foreseeable future, or it 
may be prepping them for another sale.

Research Assistant Alex Dixon compiled data and did 
much of the analysis in this report. He is a researcher 
in the Center for Innovation and Sustainability in Local 
Media in the School of Media and Journalism at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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METHODOLOGY

The findings in this report are based on information in a comprehensive proprietary database of more than 
9,000 local newspapers, created and maintained by the Center for Innovation and Sustainability in Local Media 
at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. The data, collected over the past four years by faculty and 
researchers in the School of Media and Journalism, are derived from a variety of industry and government 
sources, supplemented with extensive reporting, fact-checking and multiple layers of verification. UNC 
maintains five separate databases on newspapers that were published in 2004, 2014, 2016, 2017 and 2018. 

For this 2018 report, information on individual publications in the database has been cross-referenced with 
at least four sources. It includes statistics gleaned from two industry databases: Editor & Publisher DataBook 
(published 2004-2017) and E&P data accessed online for the years 2016-2018, as well as proprietary 
information collected and provided by the consulting firm BIA/Kelsey for the years 2004 and 2014. 
Researchers then verified these data with information obtained from 55 state, regional and national press 
associations and our own extensive independent online research, as well as interviews with staff at individual 
papers, when available. We have supplemented newspaper data with information from other industry 
sources, such as the Local Independent Online News (LION) association, the Alliance for Community Media 
(ACM), and the Pew Research Center. Layers of demographic, political and economic data from government 
sources were also added to the database. By visiting this website – usnewsdeserts.com – and using the 
interactive maps, researchers, as well as interested citizens, can drill down to the county level in all 50 states 
and compare how communities across the country have been affected by the closing of local newspapers. 

Our database tracks the fate of the country’s newspapers in recent years because newspapers have 
historically been the prime source of news and information that guides local decision-making of residents 
and government officials in most communities. Our research is concerned with identifying local newspapers 
that provide public-service journalism. Do they, for example, cover local government meetings? For our 
2018 report, we intentionally excluded from our proprietary database shoppers, newsletters, specialty 
publications, advertising inserts and some zoned editions with very little locally produced public service 
journalism - even if they were identified as newspapers in other databases. This report does not attempt 
to assess the quality and quantity of news generated by all existing local news outlets, including not only 
newspapers, but also television and radio stations, as well as any online sites. This would require in-depth 
analysis of the content produced and distributed by these outlets. We recommend this as an additional 
research step to anyone seeking to determine the health of the local news ecosystem in a specific 
community.

Since this is one of the most comprehensive and up-to-date databases on newspapers, we make every effort 
to share it with serious academic and industry researchers who are pursuing related or relevant topics. If you 
would like access to our newspaper database, please contact us through the website.

Building and Refining the Database

As a result of the extra layers of verification that we have added since publishing our 2016 report (The Rise of 
the New Media Baron and the Emerging Threat of News Deserts), we have identified 300 local newspapers 
that existed in 2004 but were not listed in industry databases. Therefore, in our 2018 report, we have adjusted 
upward the number of newspapers in our 2004 database – to 8,891 newspapers (1,472 daily; 7,419 weekly). 



Simultaneously, we have identified almost 600 papers that were stand-alone traditional newspapers in 2004, 
but by 2018 had evolved into shoppers, advertising supplements or specialty publications such as lifestyle 
magazines or business journals. Many of these are still listed in 2017 industry databases, but we removed 
them from UNC’s 2018 database, since our focus is on identifying local newspapers. The 2018 report 
identifies 7,112 local newspapers in the country – 1,283 dailies and 5,829 weeklies – that are still being 
published. Each newspaper in the database has the following variables: year, name, frequency (daily/weekly), 
number of days published per week, city, state, parent media company and total circulation.
 
As was the case with the 2016 report, because our focus is on local newspapers, UNC also excluded from 
the 2018 report data on the country’s largest national papers – The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal 
and USA Today – as well as shoppers, advertising supplements, magazines and other specialty publications. 
In total, 1,779 papers that were closed, merged or morphed into shoppers or specialty publications over the 
past 14 years were removed from the UNC database to arrive at the 2018 number. 

The 2018 tally of 7,112 papers may overstate the number of stand-alone newspapers. Based on UNC’s 
analysis of papers owned by the largest 25 chains, an estimated 10 to 15 percent of newspapers still listed in 
industry databases may be, in fact, zoned editions of larger papers. Nevertheless, these zoned editions were 
not removed from the 2018 tally, since they are still providing news coverage of important events and issues 
in their communities. 

Despite adding multiple layers of verification, we realize the UNC Database is still prone to errors inherent 
in any large database, particularly one that depends in part on surveys and the accurate feedback of 
respondents. When we spotted errors, we corrected them in the database and will continue to update 
our analysis as new information becomes available. If you detect an error, please fill in and submit the 
“corrections” form available on our website, usnewsdeserts.com. In general, we update our most current 
year’s database every quarter.

The Concept of News Deserts and Ghost Newspapers

In our 2018 report, we are introducing the concept of “ghost newspapers” and expanding our definition of 
“news deserts.” Previously, we defined a news desert as a community without a newspaper. As a result of the 
dramatic shrinkage in the number of local news outlets in recent years, we have expanded our definition of 
news deserts to include communities where residents are facing significantly diminished access to the sort 
of important local news and information that feeds grassroots democracy. 

As we compared our updated 2004 and 2018 databases and correlated them with numerous news stories 
and press releases, we noted that a number of traditional stand-alone newspapers had become shells, or 
“ghosts,” of their former selves. They are no longer providing residents in communities large and small 
with the news they needed to make informed decisions about a range of important issues that could 
affect their quality of life. 

We identified two types of ghost newspapers: the once-iconic weeklies that merged with larger dailies 
and evolved into shoppers or specialty publications, and the metro and regional state papers that have 
dramatically scaled back their newsroom staffing, as well as their government coverage of inner-city and 
suburban communities, as well as rural areas. As noted above in “Building and Refining the Database,” UNC 
removed from the 2018 database 600 weeklies that had become shoppers or specialty publications since 
2004. However, we did not remove the larger metro and regional state papers, but estimated the number — 
at least 1,000 – by comparing industry statistics on newsroom staffing and circulation to news articles about 
the size of an individual paper’s newsroom staffing in 2004 compared with 2018. To determine definitively 
whether a large daily is fulfilling its civic journalism role of informing a community on important issues, much 
more research – including in-depth analysis of published content – is needed. Having raised the issue, we 
leave that to other researchers to determine if an individual paper is a “ghost.”
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Dealing with Circulation Limitations 

There is currently no widely accepted and easily accessible tracking system of online readership data, 
especially for the thousands of local papers in small and mid-sized markets. Therefore, print circulation is 
used as a proxy for measuring the decline in both the reach and influence of traditional newspapers. 

The print circulation figures in our database come with limitations. Some circulation figures are audited and 
verified; others are self-reported. Therefore, in our 2018 database, we’ve added additional verification steps 
and information in an attempt to be as transparent as possible about where we are getting the numbers. We 
also noted whether the reported circulation is free or paid circulation. 

When possible, we use circulation numbers from the Alliance for Audited Media (AAM). AAM is the industry 
leader in media verification and specializes in verifying circulation metrics for publishers. However, only 13 
percent of papers in the UNC Database subscribe to AAM audits. Additionally, the reported AAM numbers 
for the large dailies often lag behind the audit by a couple of years. 

Because news organizations must pay AAM to verify their circulation statistics, many small papers do not 
use the service and instead self-report. If there are no AAM data, UNC relied on self-reported newspaper 
circulation from a variety of sources (E&P, state press associations and independent research). Self-reported 
circulation data are problematic, since UNC researchers observed that a significant number of newspapers 
report the same circulation across multiple years. However, self-reported numbers are the only option 
available for many small weekly papers. 

U.S. and State Maps

For the 2018 report, UNC created interactive maps for the country and all 50 states, plus the District of 
Columbia. The maps in this report, and in its online version, provide insights into the risk of news deserts in 
thousands of communities across the country. By visiting usnewsdeserts.com, researchers can analyze data 
(demographics, political leanings, number of news outlets) down to the county level for all 50 states. UNC 
researchers used government data to pinpoint the locations of newspapers as accurately as possible. Often, 
both the BIA/Kelsey and E&P 2014 databases incorrectly listed the parent company or city location for many 
newspapers, especially the smaller ones. UNC researchers attempted to review and correct errors. The UNC 
Database uses the newspaper’s office as the physical address for mapping purposes. 

To identify whether newspapers were located in a rural or an urban area, each was assigned to a corresponding 
group from the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Rural-Urban Continuum Codes (RUCC) based on the county in 
which they were located. According to RUCC codes, communities in groups one though three were classified as 
metro areas. All others were classified as rural. Additionally, U.S. Census information on demographics (income, 
age, population makeup, etc.) was merged into the database, as well as information from state election boards 
and industry sources such as the Local Independent Online News (LION) association. We also overlaid the 
USDA’s information to locate counties in food deserts. The USDA defines a food desert as “parts of the country 
vapid of fresh fruit, vegetables, and other healthful whole foods, usually found in impoverished areas due to a 
lack of grocery stores, farmers’ markets and healthy food providers.”

For national and state maps, visit usnewsdeserts.com.

Tracking Sales, Mergers and Closures

UNC tracks changes in a newspaper’s ownership, as well as closures and mergers, through news accounts and 
press releases. We define a closure as a newspaper that is no longer published and a merger as a newspaper 
that has been combined with another publication. Often the two merged papers initially have a combined 
name, but eventually the name of the smaller paper is eliminated. We tracked mergers and acquisitions in the 
newspaper industry from 2004 to 2018 and assessed corporate strategies by identifying and examining:  
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• Publicly available corporate documents, including quarterly and annual reports released by the 
individual companies and press releases by Dirks, Van Essen, Murray & April and Cribb, Greene & Cope, 
two of the leading merger and acquisition firms in the U.S. newspaper industry.

• Numerous news articles about individual purchases and business decisions.
• Statements made by executives that were in press releases, news articles or industry presentations.
• Reports and interviews with industry representatives and analysts.

There are limitations to all of the above sources. Press releases, news articles, statements made by news 
executives and reports from industry analysts often list by title only the sales of the largest and most 
prominent newspapers, usually dailies. The weeklies involved in the sale, as well as specialty publications 
(including shoppers and business journals) are often grouped together and reported as a single number. That is 
why we try to check all announcements of sales against publicly available documents and corporate websites. 

We track updates to the industry through the Twitter account @businessofnews and post important 
developments on our website, usnewsdeserts.com. For the past three years, we’ve updated the current 
year’s database on a quarterly basis. The final update of the 2018 database will occur in January 2019, when 
all transactions that occurred in the fourth quarter of the previous year will be recorded. 

Media Groupings

Similar to our 2016 report, UNC categorized the largest 25 newspaper owners into one of three categories: 
private companies, publicly traded companies and investment companies. 

• Private Companies: This group includes large companies, such as Hearst Corp., which own a portfolio 
of media that include an array of media formats. They not only own print publications, but cable 
networks and digital enterprises as well. This category can also include smaller companies like Boone 
Newspapers, which owns fewer than 100 publications in small and mid-sized communities throughout 
the South.

• Public Companies: This group includes publicly traded companies such as Gannett, Lee Enterprises 
and McClatchy. 

• Investment Companies: This category has arisen in the past decade and has a different ownership 
philosophy and financial structure from the traditional newspaper owners. Owners in this group 
can be either private or public, but the key distinctions in investment company ownership are the 
companies’ business philosophies and financial structures, which differ significantly from those of 
traditional newspaper chains. Companies were classified in this category if they met at least five of the 
eight characteristics in the chart below:

CHARACTERISTICS NewMedia/

GateHouse

Digital 

First
CNHI Civitas

tronc/

Tribune

BH 

Media

10/13 

Communications

The stated emphasis of the parent company is to maximize shareholder return on 

investment
X X X X X X X

Many properties were acquired as a group from other media companies through either 

purchase of entire companies or divisions.
X X X X X X X

Majority fi nancial and/or operational control of the fi rm is held by a small number of 

institutional shareholders, such as lenders, private equity fi rms or investment fund managers.
X X X X X X X

The company was formed or incorporated within the past two decades and is a relative 

newcomer to newspaper ownership.
X X X X X X

The newspaper holdings are part of a portfolio of non-newspaper companies. X X X X X X

There has been much movement of individual newspapers within portfolios. X X X X X

There have been two or more fi nancial restructurings, including bankruptcy reorganization, 

a rebranding after selling the company or fl ips between public and private ownership.
X X X X

A private equity company, a hedge fund or penion fund has at some point during the 

past decade owned all or a signifi cant portion of the enterprise.
X X X X X X

HOW INVESTMENT COMPANIES DIFFER FROM TRADITIONAL NEWSPAPER CHAINS

SOURCE: UNC DATABASE
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About the Editor & Publisher and BIA/Kelsey Databases

Editor & Publisher began publishing an annual Newspaper DataBook in 1921. The DataBook has information 
on more than 25,000 companies and more than 160 data fields. Data are collected through mail and email 
surveys, supplemented with telephone research. BIA/Kelsey, a research and advisory company, focused on 
local advertising and marketing, began tracking newspaper ownership in 2004. The organization employs a 
telemarketing team that calls individual newspapers and collects information from employee respondents. 
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The Expanding News Desert and the website, usnewsdeserts.com, was produced by Center 
for Innovation and Sustainability in Local Media in the School of Media and Journalism at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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