
SUBMISSION FROM THE NATIONAL FEDERATION OF RETAIL 
NEWSAGENTS – SCOTTISH COUNCIL 

 
1. The National Federation of Retail Newsagents (NFRN) represents the 

interests of 35,000 independent retail newsagents across the British Isles 
and the island of Ireland. Our members are primarily owner/proprietors of 
small corner-shop family newsagent businesses and whilst, nowadays, 
many have diversified into convenience retailing, newspapers and 
magazines remains their primary business, with income from sales of the 
local and weekly press an extremely important factor. Independent 
newsagents in Scotland sell very large circulation market shares of 
local/regional/weekly press titles. 

 
2. It naturally follows, therefore, that any perceived threat to the future financial 

viability of local and weekly newspapers is of intimate concern to our 
members since their own survival as news retailers is intrinsically 
dependent upon having healthy titles to sell, which is a mutual bond with 
publishers that increases in importance during periods of economic 
downturn where all sides are struggling to maintain revenue to meet ever-
increasing costs. 

 
3. It is, therefore, a matter of considerable concern to us to learn of the current 

pressures being experienced by Scottish local and weekly newspapers 
whose revenue is being jeopardised by decisions to place local authority 
recruitment advertising through myjobscotland.com, an electronic portal 
operated by COSLA, (Scotland’s national information portal on-line) and to 
change the law to allow public information notices (PINs) to be advertised 
electronically in place of newspapers. 

 
4. Whilst this appears to promote the stated objective of achieving a value for 

money means of communication, it is less convincing in respect of 
achieving the objective of maintaining or improving the provision of 
information. In particular there is a significant danger that the information 
will reach far fewer citizens, particularly in the 35+ age group, who are far 
more likely to acquire information through printed media than on-line. 

 
5. Self evidently, the primary focus in the provision of information is ease of 

access for the intended recipients and, whilst costs cannot be ignored, an 
appropriate balance needs to be struck to achieve the optimum between 
widespread availability and the most cost effective access. Currently, these 
proposals, fairly or otherwise, appear to deliberately reduce and minimise 
access to PINs so that more measures can be implemented `under the 
radar` with less opposition. We are sure this is not the intended purpose. 
That said, we see no evidence that communication `hits` have been 
compared – by socio-economic and age groups – to measure the real 
effectiveness and breadth of these sorts of communications. We submit that 
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this should not just be a cost cutting exercise since government has a 
responsibility to include its citizens widely and we recommend that an 
impact assessment should be carried out that informs on things like 
connectivity and age profile.  

 
6. Local and weekly newspapers are a truly easy form of access to local 

information that is readily accessible by everyone and, without 
overwhelming evidence to the contrary, must remain the principal 
information conduit. On-line information should not be discounted, but 
should be regarded as a supplementary source of information 
communication, in particular aimed at the younger generation, who are 
more likely to access information through this medium. 

 
7. During any economic downturn, a natural reaction from most businesses is 

to exercise discretion over expenditure and to place restraints on any non-
essential costs. Unfortunately, experience suggests that an early target for 
cost-saving is advertising which, though essential for marketing new 
products, becomes more subjective in relation to well established products 
where value from advertising spend is more difficult to justify. 

 
8. This impacts very significantly on the press who have dual income streams 

from circulation sales and advertising revenue, the latter to a large degree 
being dependent on volume consumer exposure generated by the former. 
Whilst the ratio of income from advertising revenue varies considerably in 
the national newspaper market, for local and weekly newspapers, 
advertising revenue is the principal “life-blood”, frequently accounting for as 
much as 80% of revenue. 

 
9. Whilst, therefore, a reduction in advertising spend caused by an economic 

downturn in itself makes local and weekly newspapers financially 
vulnerable, the need to trim costs to compensate for loss of revenue can be 
a contributory factor to economic instability if, for instance, publishers are 
forced to reduce staffing levels amongst local journalists; relying more on 
national news from media pools for content, thereby reducing their local 
identity which makes them less distinct and less attractive as an additional 
consumer purchase (who themselves may be feeling the pinch of the 
economic downturn) which, in combination can spiral into loss of economic 
viability and closure. 

 
10. In view of this, it is a particularly an ill-timed strategy for local authority 

recruitment advertising to be diverted to myjobscotland.com. According to 
the Scottish Newspaper Society, based on the Scottish Government’s 
analysis of advertising expenditure by the public sector in 2005-6, this will 
cost the newspaper industry an estimated £13.5m in lost revenue. 
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11. Equally, Scottish Government plans to change the law to allow PINs to be 
advertised electronically in place of newspapers is another nail in the coffin 
for local and weekly newspapers that have hitherto provided this vital public 
information conduit. 

 
12. Government should also consider the wider role played by local and weekly 

titles that are instrumental in generating and maintaining social cohesion 
and local identity. Government should be positively supporting the survival 
and continuance of such valuable sources of information and education to 
local communities. This, of course, applies equally to the continued survival 
of local independent retail newsagents who are at the heart of thousands of 
local communities. 

 
13. Whilst the NFRN supports modernisation as a progressive and inevitable 

evolution it believes that care should be taken on how the pace of such 
change is managed. Pushing the pace too quickly that causes economic 
blight in one sector is not acceptable, even less at a time of economic 
downturn where income streams are already under extreme pressure.  
Equally, pushing the pace of change so quickly that it disenfranchises 
significant sections of society is counter-productive and needs careful 
research that appears to be absent in this case. In particular, one expects 
that the section of society that could most benefit from local authority 
recruitment advertising in the local press, as well as those impacted most 
by Public Information Notices, are likely to be the same section of society 
that is LEAST likely to access such information from electronic sources. 

 
14. In conclusion, the NFRN strongly supports: 
 

• The commissioning of an independent review on the effectiveness and 
consumer reach of the COSLA electronic portal for public sector 
recruitment advertising. 

 
• A reversal of the Scottish Government’s plans to change the law to 

allow PINs to be advertised electronically rather than in local and 
Weekly newspapers. 

 
The above measures would help to minimise additional financial burdens 
on local and weekly newspapers at a time when they can least cope with 
such dramatic change. In turn, a healthy local and weekly press will help 
to support local independent retail newsagents whose survival is closely 
linked to the continued economic viability of local and weekly newspapers 
and the support of vibrant local communities. 
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