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Community voices silenced by closure  

of local newspapers.  

 

John B Fairfax, shareholder and chairman of Rural Press once told me over a 

media presentation lunch that ‘the day rural communities started publishing 

their own local newspapers was the day that he would go out of business.’ 

We were speakers at an event hosted by Charles Sturt University in Bathurst. He 

spoke on the role of Rural Press in country NSW, while I spoke about the emergence 

of community-owned newspapers in rural and remote communities filling the gap for 

local news and content that was left by his publications.  

It was the same argument put by the Federation of Australian Radio Broadcasters in 

the mid-1970s who lost their battle against the opening up of the airwaves for 

community radio broadcasters—protecting their market share against any form of 

broadcasting diversity, especially for minority groups. It was the community 

broadcasters who paved the way for the SBS. 

With the closure of regional and local papers by NewsCorp and Australian 

Community Media (ACM), rural Australians will find themselves disenfranchised from 

the mainstream news media as local news is just that - local - and local news doesn’t 

attract a broad audience. 

It is time that Australia had a non-profit local newspaper network that can service 

rural, regional and remote communities, and the suburbs. This is where the 

government can target funding to keep non-metropolitan communities seen and 

heard. 

From 2001-03, I was contracted by the NSW Government’s CTC Program to travel 

around the outback and remote NSW to help communities set up their Community 

Technology Centres funded by the sale of the second tranche of Telstra shares.  

It was an innovative program, connecting remote and rural communities for the first 

time to the satellite and enabling them to purchase computers and printers to provide 

access and train the locals in the use of information technology.  

It did not take them long to learn how to use this technology to start producing their 

local A4 newspapers which I facilitated through running publishing workshops on the 

weekends for the volunteers.   

Management committees were formed, local skills were sourced, editorial policy was 

drafted and business models developed to generate income through advertising, 

graphic design and online printing services. The advent of the PDF and a satellite 

connection made it possible for these communities to produce high quality colour 
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publications at a much cheaper rate than their nearest printers in Broken Hill and 

Dubbo. 

The community-owned Cobar Weekly was already publishing its local paper 

providing a vital source of news, information and advertising placement. This A4 

weekly was established as a non-profit enterprise in 1986 and was distributed freely 

in town and mailed to the out-of-towners.   

Thus it came as no surprise then when Rural Press closed the Cobar Age in 2012, 

leaving one part-time staffer out of a job. 

On Wednesday mornings the locals would gather at The Weekly’s front door in the 

main street across from the local pub to pick up the latest edition hot off their large 

digital black and white printer housed in the back room.  

With government funding I ran two workshops to help staff upskill—undertake a 

readership survey and transition to the digital world of publishing with software and 

print brokerage training. I witnessed this paper over seven years nearly double its 

revenue and it continues to employ four staff.  

While the Cobar Weekly profit margin remains slim it is a sustainable social 

enterprise and used as a success story for regional development.  

I always made a point when travelling around the bush to meet the local Rural Press 

journalists and independent newspaper owners. Rural Press journalists were usually 

part-time under little or no supervision or were cadets fresh out of completing their 

journalism degree at Charles Sturt University. They often worked alone in ‘ghost 

buildings’- the remnants of a past newspaper era, sending their content to editorial 

desks in regional centres like Dubbo to be edited and published.  

The independent papers were providing a far better local news and community 

service, but many sole operators were facing retirement with no succession plan and 

hoping that someone like Rural Press might buy them out.  

Printing local newspapers is as much about the technology as it is the journalism. 

Rural Australia has a rich history of hot metal presses churning out vibrant, local 

independent newspapers to booming rural communities as agriculture replaced 

pastoralism and railways opened up the country in the early 1900s. 

I would often stop to look through the dusty windows of the old Narromine and 

Trangie Advocate to see the hot metal still laid out on the composing tables in an 

empty building reminiscent of this past. It was established by Clifford Whitelocke in 

1896 who published until the presses stopped in 1979 when it was taken over by 

Fairfax. It was a natural museum for old newspaper technology which I hoped one 

day the community would restore. 
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Offset technology is now under threat as digital printing keeps offset machines quiet 

in many printeries. Australian book publishers are now using print-on-demand 

technology to release their books before investing in longer print runs. This is a 

major reason why the media monopolies are no longer hard-copy printing their 

tabloid newspapers. Such closures don’t just affect journalists. 

Producing a local newspaper in a rural and remote community comes with its own 

complexities and challenges both economically and socially, especially for an 

outsider with no local connections. This could be one of the reasons why journalists 

and editors made redundant by the metropolitan and regional papers have not taken 

up the mantle of becoming local publishers. Or maybe it’s because these papers are 

seen as a step down for their media careers.  

A social divide exists between local and metropolitan journalists who have always 

viewed those who work on local papers as their poor cousins. From my relationship 

with the media I’ve found that many city journalists have very little knowledge of the 

issues in rural Australia with few having crossed the great divide. These social 

differences can be seen by the media students attending Charles Sturt University in 

Bathurst where young people from the city get their first taste of rural life.  

Every community publisher is different, parochial and dependent on the needs and 

motivation of its community to keep its news alive and content rich. This diversity is 

vital for maintaining a healthy democracy by ensuring that its citizens have a voice. 

Local papers not only report and record the news, but provide access to the 

community through the classifieds, birth and death notices, sporting and social 

pages. These papers are archived and provide an important source for historians. 

When the presses stop, the stories of these communities will be lost.  

Australia’s media monopolies have never shown a commitment to protecting the 

editorial content of local newspapers. Ignoring a community’s need for local news 

and content by publishing a ‘ghost’ under the mastheads of their old papers—a 

tabloid shell wrapped around syndicated news, media releases and advertising 

supplements.  

Suburban free weeklies were based on a ratio of 70 per cent advertising to 30 per 

cent editorial with mostly one journalist employed on each paper to produce enough 

editorial to fill the pages left by the advertisers. 

COVID-19 has provided the excuse for the large media companies to stop their 

presses and move into the digital space. It was just a matter of timing as this trend 

has been occurring for a long time and accelerated by the Turnbull government 

abolishing the cross-media ownership laws. 

In 2006, Rural Press Ltd merged with Fairfax Media and in November 2011, John B 

Fairfax severed his ties with Fairfax Media by selling his 9.7 per cent stake for     

$193 million.  
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In late 2018, Fairfax Media surrendered its majority shareholder interest when it 

merged with Nine Enterprises who sold off the Rural Press papers to former Domain 

CEO, Antony Catalano, who bought the regional newspaper network for              

$125 million. The old Rural Press now trades as Australian Community Media (ACM) 

with a network of more than 160 newspapers across the country and was looking at 

buying News Corps portfolio of 100 Queensland newspapers before the 

announcement of its closure.  

The recent closure or ‘suspension’ of ACM papers and the latest announcement of 

the Murdoch-owned News Corp stopping the printing of their regional papers has 

finally elevated this social issue to a national concern. Environmentalists have often 

complained that newspapers are ecologically unsustainable but publishers have 

been sourcing recycled paper for many years now. 

How far the federal government is willing to address this issue by providing seed 

funding to start-up, non-profit community papers will depend on how willing they are 

to take on the media monopolies. Local communities who have lost their voice may 

take to the streets as they have in the past with rural protests and the whole of 

Australia should be behind them. 

COVID-19 now provides ACM with the ideal opportunity to restructure its production 

of the old Rural Press papers, close some of them, and acquire others to gain control 

of a country-wide regional network left by News Corp. Millions of dollars are currently 

being made available by the federal government to enable this. 

We don’t have to follow the trend occurring in Britain and America where many 

communities become invisible and isolated by the news void, particularly in rural and 

poorer communities.  

A comprehensive study released in 2018 by the University of North Carolina’s 

School of Media and Journalism shows that 1300 US communities have totally lost 

news coverage with the majority  tending to be poorer, older and less educated than 

the average American. Communities in the mountains, mid-west and southern 

regions have been the most affected. 

However, America has a well-developed philanthropically-funded non-profit news 

media network. The Institute for Non-profit News (INN) 2019 Index found there are 

over 200 non-profit newsrooms in the US with three quarters of these newsrooms 

launched after 2008. INN has over 180 member organisations which employ nearly 

2200 journalists and earn an annual revenue of nearly US$350 million. 

The Digital Platforms Inquiry Final Report published last year by the Australian 

Competitor and Consumer Commission (ACCC) shows a steady decline of 15 per 

cent in local newspapers since 2008 with 21 local government areas left without a 

single local or regional paper. 
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However, what is most alarming is the widening of the digital divide in Australian 

communities for people on low incomes and seniors over 65 who did not grow up 

with information technology and lack the confidence and skills to use it. 

The Australian Digital Inclusion Index 2018 shows there is substantial digital divide 

between richer and poorer Australians. 

‘In 2018, people in the lowest household income quintile (Q5) have a digital inclusion 

score of 41.3, which is 30.8 points lower than those in highest household income 

quintile (Q1) (72.1). The gap between people in Q5 low income households and Q1 

high income households has widened since 2014, as has the gap between older and 

younger Australians, and those employed and those outside the labour force.’ 

It will be these communities especially in rural, regional and remote Australia that will 

suffer the most when their local papers disappear, widening the cultural and 

information divide that exists between city and the bush.  

The COVID-19 epidemic is exposing how many school children don’t have access to 

home computers for online learning. The laptop distribution to Queensland schools 

for online learning is revealing that hundreds of children are from families who 

cannot afford a computer and an internet connection with one school principal 

reporting the percentage was as high as 60 percent. 
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