
SUBMISSION FROM JOHNSTON PRESS 
  
1. I welcome the Education, Lifelong Learning and Culture Committee's decision 

to hold evidence sessions on the issues facing the Scottish local newspaper 
industry which is at a critical point in its development. 

  
2. Johnston Press' concerns about the future of the newspaper industry are based 

on a fundamental belief, which I am sure the Committee will share, that a 
strong, sustainable local press informing communities about the deliberations of 
national and local government as they impact them is in the best interests of 
democracy in a devolved Scotland. 

  
3. My group employs more than 800 people in Scotland as well as being a key 

source of income for approaching 100 more freelance journalists, columnists 
and photographers. Along with other Scottish newspaper companies, Johnston 
Press is currently operating under tremendous pressure. The industry faces the 
twin challenges of recession and technological change. Our market place has 
been further disrupted by a number of political interventions including 
application of subsidies, creation of public sector owned media platforms and 
proposals involving far reaching legislative change. 

  
4. Along with the rest of the Scottish newspaper industry, Johnston Press has 

witnessed a decline in sales of printed newspapers. While the weekly sector 
has been more robust than the dailies, my group has seen its Scottish weekly 
titles decline by an average of 5% year on year for the past two years. More 
encouragingly, the second half of 2009 showed some improvement and weekly 
circulation performance is currently running at about -4%. 

  
5. Nevertheless, weekly newspapers command a huge audience in Scotland. 

Research by the Newspaper Society found local newspapers are the nation's 
most trusted medium, read by 82% of the population. Only television commands 
a bigger reach but it is less trusted as a medium. This mirrors Johnston Press's 
experience and the group's titles remain firmly embedded in their communities.  

  
6. The current sharp economic downturn has severely impacted advertising 

revenues across Johnston Press' Scottish newspaper titles. During the first six 
months of 2009, when compared to the first half of the previous year, jobs 
advertising was down 56%, property down 66%, motors down 32% and display 
advertising down 26%. In overall terms, the group's Scottish advertising 
revenue was £11.7 million or 38% lower year on year. 

  
7. The migration of classified advertising to the internet presents the industry with 

a further significant challenge. Independent research by Ocean Strategy 
Consulting suggests Scottish newspaper companies have lost 28% of their 
advertising revenue since 2005 as a result of structural change. For Johnston 
Press, the impact is approximately £14 million in Scotland this year. 

  



8. Changes in communications technology which allow the provision of instant 
news via on-line publications, video, mobile telephony and podcasts present the 
industry with significant opportunities but also big challenges. Johnston Press is 
committed to grow its Scottish digital operations substantially but this requires 
major investment. Meanwhile, the BBC has been largely free to pursue its on-
line ambitions paid for via a £3 billion pound annual licence fee, which leaves it 
well cushioned from current economic turbulence. Johnston Press is extremely 
concerned about the profoundly negative effect unrestrained subsidy can have 
on the financial viability of newspaper and fledgling websites being developed 
by commercial media companies at no cost to the public purse.   

  
9. With revenues heavily under pressure from a severe economic downturn and a 

period of structural change, Scottish newspaper companies have had no option 
but to substantially reduce their cost bases to ensure their businesses remain 
sustainable. This has, regrettably, included significant jobs losses. Johnston 
Press has reduced its full-time equivalent headcount in Scotland by 21.6% in 
the past 12 months and has made similar cuts across its other UK operations. 

  
10. In order to address these challenges, Johnston Press has invested heavily in its 

digital publishing operations which are now firmly established as an integral part 
of its Scottish publishing mix. As a result, Johnston Press remains 
overwhelmingly the primary source of local information and original local news 
in all the communities its serves. Readers have responded positively and on-
line audiences are growing strongly across the group's Scottish websites. 
However, digital revenues generally are still at the stage where they represent a 
relatively small proportion of overall income, just 5% of Johnston Press' Scottish 
income. 

  
11. In contrast, public sector advertising is a key part of Johnston Press' Scottish 

revenue mix. Along with other local and regional newspaper groups, we have 
suffered heavily from the loss of public sector recruitment advertising to an 
electronic portal established by COSLA with Scottish Government support. 

  
12. Weekly newspapers and their on-line services have long been an essential 

meeting place for people seeking new employment. With pressure mounting on 
local authorities to advertise vacancies exclusively on the COSLA portal (now 
known as myjobscotland.com), there is a very real danger that public sector 
employment opportunities are becoming invisible to the wider public. This has 
been highlighted by the early results of a recent trial involving 
myjobscotland.com and selected Scottish media companies including Johnston 
Press. Preliminary analysis reveals that, while jobs listings on myjobscotland 
stimulated applications from existing public sector employees, external 
advertising in independent media channels is required to deliver acceptable 
volumes of external job applicants. Johnston Press believes any financial 
savings claimed by COSLA need careful scrutiny against the value of securing 
the best people through newspaper advertising. 

  



13. As the Committee will be aware, Finance Secretary John Swinney tabled a 
proposal on 17 December 2009 to remove the obligation on local authorities 
and other bodies to place public information notices in local and regional 
papers. The Scottish Government's position is in direct contrast to the approach 
taken by the UK Government and is essentially based on cost savings. It gives 
little consideration for what Johnston Press believes is a fundamental part of the 
democratic process, namely, that information which legislation requires to be 
communicated to the people of Scotland should be targeted to give maximum 
visibility on a cost effective basis.  

  
14. Johnston Press is deeply concerned that the proposals could lead to more 

secretive, less open government and to many grass roots issues being decided 
without consultation or debate. Holyrood's decision two year's ago to relax 
similar obligations to publish Licensing Notices in newspapers led most local 
authorities to immediately withdraw these notices from press. Johnston Press' 
experience in Fife, for instance, is that the wider public is unaware of virtually all 
licensing applications at a time when the Scottish Government has identified a 
need to tackle alcohol misuse across Scotland as a legislative priority. 

  
15. According to figures provided by Ofcom, over six times more Scots use 

newspapers as the main source of information about their local area when 
compared to the 4% that use the internet. Furthermore, an Ofcom 
Communications Market Report shows that the proportion of Scottish 
households with broadband connection was 60% in the first quarter of 2009 
compared to 68% for the UK as a whole. In Glasgow, where Johnston Press 
publishes six titles, the figure was 39%. These penetration levels fall a long way 
behind the 82% reach for local newspapers and leave my company struggling 
to understand how the Scottish Government could contemplate disenfranchising 
large numbers of Scots by relying on less effective information channels. The 
proposal appears to be partially based on a flawed belief that public information 
notice advertising is not widely read. A survey of readers of the Southern 
Reporter, undertaken in June this year, showed 90.0% of readers expected to 
see public notice advertising in the newspaper; indeed, public notices were the 
second most popular category of advertising, only 0.8% behind Births, 
Marriages and Deaths notices.    

  
16. A number of Scottish councils have become media owners in recent years by 

launching print publications. I am aware of these sorts of initiatives in a number 
of areas where Johnston Press has newspapers including Edinburgh and North 
Lanarkshire. While local authorities have a duty to connect with their 
communities, there can be little public benefit in councils using public money to 
provide services already fully met by local newspapers operating in a 
commercial environment without subsidy. We have seen a number of extreme 
cases were councils have used significant public funds to undermine the 
finances of long established weekly newspapers. 

  
17. The Interim Digital Britain Report invited Ofcom and the Office of Fair Trading to 

review the operations of the media merger regime. The UK Government has 



recently indicated that it believes there is a strong argument for greater flexibility 
in cross-media ownership rules to support consolidation of local media groups 
which taken together would allow greater economies of scale and ensure a 
sustainable local voice alongside that of the BBC. Johnston Press shares this 
view and would welcome the support of your Committee in these matters. 

  
18. The Digital Britain Report also sets out proposals to create independently 

funded news consortia to ensure the continuation of independent regional and 
local television news in addition to the BBC's provision. The UK Government 
has announced three pilot IFNCs and plans to award licences by Easter 2010. 
Johnston Press is exploring options to join IFNCs bidding for trial licences in 
Scotland and in the Scottish Borders and North East of England. 

  
19. IFNCs present Scottish weekly newspapers with something of a double edged 

sword. The trial offers newspaper groups in winning consortia the opportunity to 
pick up new broadcast and video skills but leaves losers with a major 
competitive challenge, especially if significant public subsidy is directed to an 
incumbent Channel 3 licence holder. In Scotland, STV has previously stated 
that one of its key business aims is to attract significant local newspaper 
classified advertising revenue to its digital platforms. State funding secured via 
an IFNC pilot would allow further large scale digital investment that would 
further disrupt and damage local newspaper markets. Johnston Press is 
extremely concerned that a side effect of the proposed trial could be further 
commercial disadvantage to Scotland's weekly press, which has built a highly 
trusted and far-reaching local news business without public subsidy. 

  
20. The Scottish weekly press plays a profound role underpinning the nation's 

media landscape. Johnston Press and the other indigenous newspaper groups 
are the principal route for Scots seeking to pursue a career in journalism. The 
company has, for many years, been the largest source of trainees attaining 
accredited qualifications from the industry's recognised examinations body, the 
National Council for the Training of Journalists. 

  
21. Faced with the current tough environment, the Scottish newspaper companies 

have cut costs, including jobs, to ensure the weekly press remains viable. All 
departments have been affected including printing, sales, production and 
distribution. Johnston Press had to reduce its editorial and photographic 
headcount across Scotland by 58 in the past year and has taken on fewer 
trainees. 

  
22. While remaining committed absolutely to high quality, varied and independent 

journalism that reflects the Scottish identity, Johnston Press worries about any 
further assault on the industry's economics. The company recognises the 
financial challenge faced by the Scottish Government but is concerned that a 
number of its policies are distorting the media landscape to the public 
disadvantage. These policies will hamper the local press' recovery from 
recession and threatens its ability to invest in grass roots journalism. 

  



23. Johnston Press has local journalists serving 50 towns and cities across 
Scotland. No other media group employs editorial teams committed to reporting 
local issues in depth in communities as diverse as Newton Stewart, Hawick, 
Banchory and Cumbernauld. This represents a massive investment than can 
only be supported by commercial success. 

 
24. My company readily acknowledges the pressures on the Scottish Government 

to reduce public spending but we believe the most effective use of any 
advertisement spend is with the local and regional press. We would welcome 
the Education, Lifelong Learning and Culture Committee's support for more 
flexibility in the cross-media ownership regime and the maintenance of the 
obligation on Government, local authorities and public bodies to publish public 
information notices in print. Johnston Press would also welcome the 
Committee's support in ensuring the Scottish newspaper industry is not made 
unviable by overbearing competition from public sector advertising platforms 
and that the application of public subsidies in the media sector are rigorously 
monitored and controlled. 

  
25. The Committee's recognition of the scale of the problems facing the local 

newspaper industry and its support on the above matters would be gratefully 
appreciated by Johnston Press. 


