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Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee 
 

Sustainability of the Newspaper Industry and the Impact of COVID-19 on Print 
Journalism 

 
Written Submission from the Scottish Newspaper Society 

 
I write in relation to the meeting of the Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs 
committee on October 1, 2020 which examined the sustainability of the newspaper 
industry and the impact of COVID-19 on print journalism. 
 
As director of the Scottish Newspaper Society, which I know you are aware is the 
trade association which represents the large and small companies which make up 
the vast majority of the Scottish news sector, it was with some surprise that I learnt it 
was not the committee’s intention to seek evidence from an employer or an 
employers’ representative.  
 
It is hard to imagine a serious parliamentary examination of any industry which 
excludes the employers, and having read the submissions and listened to the 
debate, it is disappointing that a parliamentary examination of something as serious 
as the future of independent news-gathering in Scotland relied solely on evidence 
which was often hostile to employers.  There was no opportunity for employers to 
explain their perspective, outline what measures have been and are being taken to 
secure the future of independent journalism, and to rebut some of the many 
misconceptions aired during the presentations.  
 
We do not seek to minimise the huge challenges facing our sector, but it is important 
to set newspaper publishing in the context of what it does achieve and to balance 
negative perceptions which were prominent in the presentations. 
 
For example, over 90 per cent of all Scottish adults access the content produced by 
Scottish news publishers at least once a month, and many do so through social 
media and search like Facebook and Google. It is simplistic to say that people are 
increasingly getting their information from social media, as opposed to through it, as 
if it is an exclusive selection. The key issue is that digital technology giants do not 
want to pay a fair price for the benefit their users receive from access to properly 
curated, independent news content. 
 
The most recent economic impact study of Scottish news publishing, produced for 
the SNS by Optimal Economics in 2016, found the following: 
 

• Over 3,000 people were directly employed, many highly qualified and creative 
• Supported over 4,300 Scottish jobs and created £214m of annual income 



   

2 
 

• Sales generated by Scottish newspaper advertising created £300m a year  
• Scottish newspaper advertising created almost £800 million of annual benefit 

to Scotland through impacts on competition and innovation 
 
While we cannot deny these figures will have come down, it is still the case that the 
majority of professional journalists in Scotland are employed by SNS members, that 
their journalism reaches hundreds of thousands of people every day and the 
advertising they publish helps businesses and public organisations meet their goals 
because they are associated with trusted, quality brands with long traditions of 
reliability.  
 
I will first turn to the written submissions provided by your witnesses, and there is 
much to support in the requests from  the NUJ, particularly rates relief and ensuring 
the strategic investment of public advertising which properly reflects audience reach. 
We would also obviously support anything which encourages young people to use 
trusted news sources and improves media literacy. 
 
But so much of what the committee received was not so much a blueprint for 
securing trusted journalism but an attempt to undermine existing publishers and their 
commercial viability, when what they need is a level playing field on which to 
continue to supply their markets with reliable information. 
 
The reason the playing field is not level is primarily because overseas-based digital 
platforms are sucking up advertising at an accelerating rate; according to Advertising 
Association/WARC data some 72 per cent of all UK advertising went to pure-play 
internet platforms in the second quarter of 2020. Regional news brands took just 2.2 
per cent of the market, £84m from a total of £3.7bn.  
 
The principle of a levy on digital giants like Google and Facebook appears 
reasonable, but it remains to be seen if the Digital Services taxes introduced in the 
UK, France and Spain are effective. Even if they do generate significant income, any 
system of passing on tax revenues has the clear disadvantage of establishing a 
transactional relationship with government, a recurrent problem for the BBC. We 
would much prefer to see the implementation of a neighbouring rights system, as 
recommended in EU reforms and contained in draft legislation from the Australian 
Competition and Consumer Commission, to force internet companies to pay for 
news content. Fair dealing enforceable though civil law seems to us to be a better 
way forward than a complex, evadable and compromising taxation system. 
 
SNS members do not seek direct subsidy because they recognise the inherent 
contradictions and dangers of such a transactional relationship with those they must 
hold to account. It would also be unacceptable if public money was used as seed-
corn for new businesses to enter established and well-served markets and so 
undermine long-standing publications. Under no circumstances could we accept any 
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proposal in which public subsidy was used solely to fund new competition for 
audiences already being reached. 
 
SNS members would also find it unacceptable if a suite of indirect measures 
specifically excluded existing publishers simply because they are profit-making 
private enterprises. Yes, historic profits have benefitted shareholders, but these are 
the same profits which have maintained investment in technology and training, new 
products and the pensions of retired workers, and which gave proprietors the 
confidence to continue publication and employ thousands of people in highly 
desirable occupations. It should also go without saying that profits also generate 
taxation.  
 
We welcome new entrants to the news market and indeed would encourage them to 
join the SNS, as the Hawick Paper has done, but we would not support the 
imposition of an “asset of community value” status on a local newspaper if that 
meant an owner was prevented from realising value and recouping an investment 
from the sale of private property to another owner, unless there was proper 
compensation based on a fair market valuation, as with any compulsory purchase 
order.  We would however support a community asset scheme if it assisted the 
maintenance of a title which would otherwise cease publication, such as the Eskdale 
& Liddesdale Advertiser which was due to be closed by the old CN group before a 
community-led initiative in Langholm intervened. 
 
We do not oppose the establishment of a Journalism Foundation as long as it 
worked with all publishers who were interested, but again there is an inherent conflict 
if it was to be directly subsidised by government.  Even if it received independent 
charitable funding, we would be very concerned if such an institution followed the 
path taken by the Nesta/DCMS pilot scheme which seemed to favour start-ups over 
good proposals from established organisations. In any case, a centralised foundation 
concentrating on serious feature and analysis will do little to support the bread-and-
butter of local and national journalism like crime, human interest, sport and 
entertainment. It was a weakness of the Cairncross Review that it did not fully 
address the importance of these areas in ensuring her definition of quality news 
reaches as wide an audience as possible. It is easy to fall into the trap of thinking 
that popular journalism is of a lesser quality, when it is vital for maintaining as broad 
an engagement with news as possible across all demographics.  
 
Having listened to last month’s discussion and read the transcripts, we can certainly 
agree with Peter Geoghegan when he said that “there is still a lot of conspiracy 
thinking and a lot of falsehoods, misinformation and disinformation being spread.” 
Unfortunately, on that day it came largely from your witnesses who made little 
attempt to disguise negative attitudes towards major employers. Some points were 
valid and useful – Joyce McMillan’s comments on the need for firewalls between any 
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government funding and a journalism foundation, for example – but their arguments 
were repeatedly undermined by generalisations and assertions without evidence.  
 
Here are some observations: 
 
1.  “Media organisations relying on just rewriting wire stories does not add 
a hell of a lot of value in terms of the public good and the public interest. In 
addition, those stories do not often serve the public interest, because wire 
organisations and churnalism tend to tell the stories that the powerful want to 
tell and tend not to tell the stories of marginalised people and the margins of 
society.” especially in the smaller context of somewhere like Scotland, where 
not that many stories are told—full stop.” Peter Geoghegan. 
 
Where is the evidence to support these assertions? Scottish newspapers large and 
small are packed with stories of real people and their experiences good and bad. 
The weekly newspaper entries in last year’s Scottish Press Awards featured scores 
of powerful stories of human triumph and adversity. 
 
2. “In Scotland, we are getting to a point where we do not have as much of 
that content as we had 15 or 20 years ago. We have nowhere near enough of it, 
especially in print and online, which makes it harder and harder for people to 
see shared, lived experiences.” Peter Geoghegan. 
 
Again, this is a perception unsupported by evidence. As above, every year there is 
plenty of evidence of strong, well-written content, which is highly valued by readers 
as evidenced by growing digital engagement. 
 
3. “Some areas of advertising revenue — particularly the areas that have 
done well in the pandemic, such as various forms of online and deliveries — 
have held up better than was anticipated. Some areas of advertising revenue 
have held up better than was hoped, but there is every sign that most of the 
big players in commercial journalism will use that opportunity to make yet 
more redundancies.” Joyce McMillan. 
 
This is a baseless slur. Which areas of newspaper advertising have held up well? 
There was a £95m drop in regional newsbrand advertising in 2020 Q2. And what 
evidence is there of publishers actively seeking reasons to make journalists 
redundant, as opposed to responding to reduced revenues? JPI Media reported a 
£34.5m operating loss last year, making cost reductions inevitable. 
 
4. “The BBC’s local democracy reporters scheme, which was brought in by 
the Westminster Government about 10 years ago, had the idea of taking a slice 
off the top of the licence fee and giving it to local media outlets to employ 
journalists. Largely what has happened is that newspapers—not 
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unsurprisingly, because a lot of them are publicly listed companies—use that 
to shore up their bottom line.” Peter Geoghegan. 
 
The BBC LDR scheme was launched in January 2018. The experience in Scotland 
has been patchy because of a lack of suitable applicants and some companies have 
not found it cost-effective so consistent coverage has not been achieved. In Shetland 
the service is provided by the Shetland News, an independent website. 
 
5. “Unfortunately, especially in Scotland, a lot of the big newspaper-
owning organisations have an asset-squeezing strategy; the two big titles, The 
Scotsman and The Herald, are owned by organisations that have such a 
strategy.” Peter Geoghegan. 
 
Another baseless attack. Significant cost reductions in response to severe trading 
conditions cannot be denied, but where is the evidence of a deliberate policy of 
asset-stripping? 
 
6. “The problem is that they have large legacy costs as well as 
shareholders who want returns. When you strip away the legacy costs and the 
shareholder aspect, there is an opportunity to make vibrant news 
organisations that are not for profit.” Peter Geoghegan. 
 
Shareholders have rights too and some have lost a considerable amount of money 
investing in news publishing and in turn preserved jobs. So-called “legacy costs” 
include the pensions of hundreds of retired workers. 
 
7. “I always find it strange that they have the latest sat nav on their cars 
and the latest iPhone 11s but the offices where they get the money to pay for 
them are still acting as if they are in the 1950s.” Eamonn O’Neill. 
 
Prof O’Neill must be living in a fantasy world in which he mixes up The Front Page 
with modern reality. A data-driven news-room such as that of Reach plc in Glasgow 
bears no resemblance to that of 20 years ago and it is a similar story at JPI Media in 
Edinburgh. 
 
8. “People are looking in the wrong place. Right now, the influence is with 
those gigantic digital companies and huge platforms. That is where the current 
and next generations are getting all their information.” Eamonn O’Neill. 
 
This is overly simplistic. Not only do young people read news content from trusted 
sources via social media, they recognise and value trusted brands and use them to 
check if information is believable or otherwise. 
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9. “It is inevitable that important public interest journalism that may not 
have a long shelf-life, or broad appeal, is de-prioritised by publishers that are 
focussed on digital display advertising revenue.” Peter Geoghegan. 
 
More generalisation. Publishers are fully aware that digital display advertising alone 
cannot support a large, sustainable business. The focus is on subscription models, 
fair-dealing for use of original content and services based on data-driven innovation. 
The latter is what the New York Times has been focussing on with considerable 
success and from which other publishers have learnt.  
 
10. “Any support that the Scottish Government gives to journalism should 
be focused narrowly on public interest and should be agnostic of platform 
delivery. The reality of digital convergence means that regardless of whether a 
publisher began in print or online, virtually all publishers are now grappling 
with the challenges of digital publishing and delivery.” Peter Geoghegan. 
 
And it must be agnostic of ownership and history too. It is not the government’s job 
to distort markets to suit particular models of ownership. 
 
11. “There is a lot of evidence that the model whereby local news is 
provided through papers that are owned by big publicly quoted companies is 
beginning to fail.” Joyce McMillan 
 
But here is what Prof O’Neill had to say: 
 
“I am down in the Borders, near Peebles. We have a thriving local newspaper, 
the Peeblesshire News, which does very well. It has young journalists. It 
covers all the stuff that one would expect. There are plenty of photographs of 
such things as the bonny baby competition or an interesting sheep. On the 
other hand, it has some good, hard-hitting news. Its journalists are engaged; 
they are out on the street and talking to people. It also has a fantastic presence 
online. Not only does it have its own website, but the first place to go to it is on 
Facebook. If there is bad crash at a local junction or a helicopter doing the 
rounds, people have only to go on their phones straight away to see that the 
Peeblesshire News reporters are already turning to it on the website or the 
Facebook page.” 
 
The Peeblesshire News is owned by Newsquest, which is the UK subsidiary of US 
publisher Gannet.  
 
12. “It is hard to detect any serious commitment to improving journalism in 
how those organisations are managed.” Joyce McMillan. 
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Another generalisation. Major companies spend a great deal of time on training and 
developing young journalists, as Eamonn O’Neill could have told the committee. DC 
Thomson is renowned for its training and still recruits new journalists on a trainee 
basis. News Group runs its News Academy which leads to highly-sought 
traineeships. And much effort is made to keep experienced journalists trained in the 
latest digital techniques. 
 
13. “People like those who founded The Ferret, who are demonstrating a 
different model—in their case, a subscription and membership model—that 
can work better, are doing a better job of showing what the future might look 
like than the people who are simply critiquing the current situation.” Joyce 
McMillan 
 
The Ferret is a worthy organisation which produces quality political analysis and 
comment. It is not, however, a publication with mass appeal – it does not cover sport 
or lifestyle to anything like a significant degree and publishes little more than an 
article a day. Its publishing and economic model therefore bears no resemblance to 
a newspaper and any notion that it is somehow “better” stands no serious analysis. 
 
13. “It is interesting that the local newspapers that have survived are often 
small family-owned newspapers that have tight connections to the 
communities that they are in.” Peter Geoghegan. 
 
A romantic notion, but there are only six such companies in Scotland.  They are, of 
course, very worthy of support. 
 
14. “What happens a lot now—this is the supply side of it—is that 
journalists go from getting their degrees into jobs in the industry for a couple 
of years. Those jobs are unsatisfactory and they do not learn a hell of a lot,” 
Peter Geoghegan. 
  
A sweeping generalisation. The students who have gone from Stirling University into 
full-time journalism with companies large and small report overwhelmingly positive 
experiences.  
 
15. “In a small place such as Scotland, as well as having a demand side set 
up, there is a real need for people to have a route into a stable career. Local 
newspapers can be an important part of that if they are done well and their 
people are employed in a decent place to work, and not one in which they are 
being pushed out of the industry.” Peter Geoghegan. 
 
This is true, but a stable career needs to have progression and there cannot be 
progression without a variety of employers, large and small, through which people 



   

8 
 

can progress. Otherwise all that will be left is a network of cottage industries and the 
BBC. 
 
16. “We cannot have, in essence, a vanity project for a very wealthy owner 
who can start to manipulate opinion right across the country.” Eamonn O’Neill 
 
You cannot only believe in partial freedom of the Press. While popular in some 
sections of society to demonise certain publications and proprietors, it is not 
acceptable in principle to try to exclude individuals with whom you disagree or 
dislike.  
 
17. “What is interesting is that Scotland has very hard-nosed, for-profit 
ownership that I think does not really care about what happens politically in 
Scotland. That makes Scotland very open to vanity publishing by owners who 
have particular agendas. It also means that the Scottish media landscape is 
weak and the potential for a hostile environment exists.” Peter Geoghegan. 
 
This is a contradiction. If owners don’t care what happens politically in Scotland why 
would it be a vehicle for their agendas? Publishers don’t want to be out of tune with 
their readers and it is a gross insult to readers to suggest they are incapable of 
thinking for themselves or making effective choices. 
 
18. “Ofcom is not like regulators such as the Independent Press Standards 
Organisation, which allows newspapers to issue a mealy-mouthed apology on 
page 50 and get away with it.” Peter Geoghegan. 
 
This is a misrepresentation of the IPSO system which can and does dictate where 
apologies are published. Mr Geoghegan is a supporter of the alternative regulator 
Impress and should have declared an interest. 
 
19. “The Government has to square that with getting a thumping from the 
publishers if they do not get a cheque in the post but other people do.”  
Eamonn O’Neill. 
 
As Mr Geoghegan said, “There is still a lot of conspiracy thinking and a lot of 
falsehoods, misinformation and disinformation being spread.” 
 
20. “Many local newspapers are all about churnalism; they are not getting 
the impetus, vision, enthusiasm and backing from the top down. Why is that? 
Well, why would they get it, given that, financially, the owners are doing nicely 
out of the current creaky situation?” Eamonn O’Neill. 
 
A cheap insult unbecoming of a university professor. For example, JPI Media lost 
£35m last year and Reach Plc has thousands of pension holders to consider. 



   

9 
 

 
 
21. “If you had £10 million right now, what kind of newspaper would you 
build? The answer is that you would not do that. You would put it online and 
have a print edition once or twice a week, if you were lucky. You would offer 
something that was relevant and available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Peter 
mentioned being embedded in the community, which is about the community 
coming to you with news as well as going out and looking for it.” Eamonn 
O’Neill 
 
Across the UK, this is exactly what publishers are doing, with former daily papers 
becoming weeklies but with constantly updated websites, with mobile and tablet 
compatible versions. 
 
22. “The reality is that most citizens in Scotland know their Amazon delivery 
person better than they know their local journalist.” Eamonn O’Neill 
 
Baseless generalisations on both counts with no supporting evidence, and indeed 
somewhat contradicted by Prof O’Neill’s description of the Peeblesshire News. 
 
It is unfortunate but necessary to have analysed the committee’s evidence session at 
this length, but such was the level of bias and ill-informed comment with which you 
were presented that we could not let it stand as your committee’s only record of the 
position of our industry at this time. 
 
Fortunately, the Scottish Government, through Creative Industries, Screen and 
Media Unit, is already in the process of setting up a working group to produce 
recommendations to secure a sustainable future for independent news publishing in 
Scotland, a process underway when the committee met. I would have been only too 
happy to update the committee on this process had I been asked to present, but 
obviously it was not to be.  
 
The SNS will play a full part in the working group, as will the NUJ, and it is to be 
hoped that proposals can be finalised early in the new year for ministerial approval. I 
am sure you will be kept informed of its progress. 
 
John McLellan 
Director 
Scottish Newspaper Society 
November 11, 2020 
 


