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Squeezing Money From Iron 
 
By Jim Rosenberg and Mark Fitzgerald 
 
Published: April 27, 2007 10:40 AM ET  

NEW YORK An appealing aspect of realigning newspaper ownership into geographic clusters has been the opportunity to 
centralize production. Printing several titles at one plant can improve both efficiency and quality. More recently, retreating 
business has spurred production consolidation at big-city newspapers, neighboring community dailies, and large metro-area 
groups. 
 
But consolidation is driven by more than just shrinking circulation and advertising. Where it matters, presses are faster. More 
important, product changeovers are sped by computer-to-plate output, automatic ink presetting from pre-press data, automatic 
press web-up, even on-the-fly page changing. 
 
Had the bare metrics of the business remained unchanged since 1990, evolving production and packaging capabilities during 
that time might have fostered a gradual trend toward consolidation anyway. Extracting more and better output from capital 
equipment just makes sense. 
 
But the model "has always been one of craft," with newspapers owning all their resources, says longtime industry consultant 
Chuck Blevins. "Since the '80s, some of that has been evolving away" to a new model, he adds: "Psychologically, publishers 
weren't willing to give up control. That's gone away." 
 
Naples, Fla.-based Blevins adds that beyond business conditions and market changes, technology advances have played a 
role in -- but not caused -- that change. "In some cases, it's just pure cost avoidance," he says, noting that although new 
equipment can do much more for the money, its cost is prohibitive for some. So when the time comes for a new press, it's time 
to consider partnering, maybe even outsourcing. 
 
"I think you'll have a lot more of this," says Blevins, adding that multiple plants become "less rational" with lower circulations 
and faster presses. 
 
But the longer-term downside, he continues, may be that "if you do these consolidations, you make it harder to sell the paper" 
-- if it lacks its own production plant and is separated from combined purchasing power. 
 
Blevins cites William Dean Singleton as a leader in rationalizing production resources. This month, the California Newspapers 
Partnership (majority-owned by Singleton's MediaNews Group) turns over to the larger San Jose Mercury News the 25,0000-
copy press runs of the Santa Cruz (Calif.) Sentinel, late of Ottaway and CNHI. 
 
Blaming falling ad revenue, a Sentinel report in March quoted Publisher Dave Regan saying that although the move "will make 
us more profitable ... it's a sad way to make the paper better." The change will cost 10 jobs in the pressroom and 23 in the 
mailroom. Some may find work in San Jose's pressroom. CNP stands to save approximately $1 million annually. According to 
Mercury News Publisher and CNP President George Riggs, further savings may come from relocating to smaller downtown 
quarters. 
 
Rather than the supporting technologies, Blevins maintains, "it's just the pure pressures of economics driving this." 
Consolidation, in his view, is economically driven and technologically enabled: "It so happened that there was a business need 
at the same time that technology made it possible." 
 
Big enablers, Blevins continues, include direct-to-plate output, which also eliminates film misregister and processing time; 
communications technologies, automatic register-control and press-presetting systems, which cut time and improve quality; 
and advanced press controls from a remote console, requiring only "a couple of people driving the press." 
 
The latest presses are very fast, but "high speed in many cases is unused," Blevins says, pointing out that it usually only 
benefits long runs. An exception to this would be a need to print multiple dailies in rapid succession, which is done by one 
family-owned group in Ohio. Faster presses may allow for later deadlines, but without more work they sit idle longer, and any 
automation that contributes to speed also "requires more people to maintain it," Blevins cautions. 
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article was originally written for E&P's April print issue, which was released before Nexpo.] 
 
But already the Boomerang can avail itself of better inserting and more color and pages. "They can do multiple sections in one 
run now," says Thompson. And staffing or scheduling, he says, "hasn't been a problem," with the Tribune-Eagle on press an 
hour later and some distribution shuffled around. "It hasn't cost us a lot of extra hours or a lot of extra people," he adds, noting 
that the change is more noticeable in the mailroom. 
 
In the first winter since consolidating production, sending files from Laramie was a little easier some days than sending 
newspapers back. "We have a fiber-optic connection to the Boomerang," says Thompson, over which PDF files print to 
Cheyenne. 
 
Citing few winter closures of Interstate 80 during early morning hours, and a longer alternative route almost always open, 
Boomerang Publisher Don Black last summer anticipated no delivery problems. 
 
Since then, "we've had some challenges," Thompson reports. "We've only had the road close on us at distribution time twice." 
Copies got out in the early morning on both occasions, but deliveries were late. And while timely distribution was accomplished 
on other bad-weather days, Thompson knows "it doesn't take a lot of snow when you've got 40-mile-per-hour winds." 
 
 
Rethinking inking, groupwide 
 
As the Copley Press and Pulitzer chains began selling off dailies and weeklies in the Chicago market during the late 1980s, 
the company then known as Hollinger International gobbled them up. With F. David Radler running the papers from his 
Chicago Sun-Times publisher's office, former Hollinger Chairman Conrad Black built a formidable super-cluster that followed 
Lake Michigan's western shoreline in a huge crescent from the Wisconsin border to suburbs in Indiana. 
 
"They tore this company apart, but [the cluster] turned out strategically to be nearly perfect in the market," says Rick 
Surkamer, newly appointed operations vice president for what has been renamed the Sun-Times Media Group Inc. (STMG). 
"The only piece missing was the northwest," he adds, referring to suburbs and exurbs dominated by the Paddock family's Daily 
Herald and partly by the Shaw family's dailies. 
 
Radler and Black may well be regarded as "crazy," and not just for allegedly plundering Hollinger. In managing the whole 
group, Radler broke another law, the one that says marketing, manufacturing, and distribution should be consolidated in 
clusters. Instead, he encouraged the dailies and weeklies to compete against each other. Each daily and weekly group held on 
not only to its sales force and back office, but also its press. 
 
In his downtown office, Surkamer jumps from his chair to map on a dry-erase board the past and present of Chicagoland 
newspaper press capacity. Of the dozen printing sites (or 14, if you count The Wall Street Journal's dedicated press in 
Naperville and a small commercial press that prints some newspapers), six belonged to Hollinger. 
 
Now there are three. 
 
In late January, Post-Tribune printing ended at its Gary, Ind., plant and started up at the Sun-Times' Ashland Avenue site, just 
west of downtown Chicago. Last year, the Daily Southtown press, which at one time contracted to print USA Today and The 
New York Times, was dismantled and divided between two of the other three STMG sites. The Naperville Sun's press was 
shut down earlier. 
 
Put in motion by group Publisher and COO John Cruickshank, the Post-Tribune press sell-off was the final element in a 
complex production consolidation at what today is known as the Sun-Times News Group (STNG, pronounced "sting"). "You 
can call it consolidation, but in many ways it was really centralization," says STMG CEO Cyrus Freidheim Jr. The group 
centralized distribution, financial controls, sales, and even some editorial. Freidheim said centralizing may have gone too far, 
and in recent weeks the group decentralized a little in advertising, circulation, and, especially, editorial. 
 
But Freidheim doesn't regret the full-court press to consolidate, vowing never to return to "when we had, in effect, a whole 
bunch of different industries in Chicago." 
 
With six Goss Global Newsliners and two Goss Universal 70s, the Ashland Avenue plant has absorbed most of the 
consolidation, in a transformation symbolizing STNG's new approach. The $120 million greenfield plant was intended to be 
almost solely for Sun-Times production when it finally came on line in November 2001. 
 
That focus changed in the last year, when its annual volume rose from about 2.7 million pages to 5.8 million now. In addition to 
the Post-Tribune, the presses run The Lake County News Sun in Waukegan, near the Wisconsin line; the six-day Naperville 
Sun, and the thrice-weekly Star newspapers, as well as total market coverage products and advance sections. Ashland also 
handles the papers' formerly outsourced TV books and shoppers that had been printed by the Daily Southtown, in south-
suburban Tinley Park. 
 
"You see that gigantic line that seems to go on forever, folder after folder," Surkamer says of the Ashland plant. "You walk past 
one and there's the Waukegan News-Sun, then you see three folders with the Sun-Times going, and setting up next to it are 
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two folders with the Post-Tribune." 
 
Consolidating Gary made balance-sheet sense for financially strapped STMG. "You would spend $20 million for a press alone, 
plus another $10 million to $15 million for the envelope around it," Surkamer says. "So the cost is $30 million, $40 million, $50 
million, to do what we've done in a month -- and [a new plant] would have had a two-year lead time." 
 
The Post-Tribune is now brighter, with more and better color and "ecstatic" reader and advertiser reaction, he adds. 
 
Like Ashland, the Fox Valley plant, in southwest suburban Plainfield, is a workhorse, printing The Herald News of Joliet, The 
Beacon News of Aurora, The Courier News of Elgin, and the Daily Southtown. 
 
But unlike Ashland, Fox Valley is no latecomer to consolidation. Built in the mid-1980s by Copley, the plant printed a variety of 
dailies, and handled the many community papers (including the nation's first weekly named after a ZIP code) the chain 
launched as a housing boom transformed Fox River Valley demographics. 
 
Now, only north suburban Glenview's Pioneer Press plant operates under the old Hollinger model, remaining dedicated to the 
dozens of weeklies largely because they are all trimmed and stitched tabloids. 
 
Surkamer's chief contribution to consolidation -- nearly complete when he arrived in February -- is implementing production 
values learned on the Chicago Tribune's fast track. He enrolled in the Trib's operations training program and left a decade later 
as manufacturing and operations director. 
 
The key principle he instills is the Tribune mantra of measure once, measure again, and share the results with everyone in the 
chain. "If we just quantify the right things, then we'll be all right," he says. 
 
And the most important measurement is time. At the Tribune, he says, "every minute was considered as valuable as money." 
By correctly managing time, a paper not only creates efficiencies, but literally finds press capacity it didn't know it had, he 
preaches. 
 
Production managers are adopting a different kind of proprietary relationship with the paper and press. Surkamer describes it 
this way: "I don't own a press -- I own time on the press." 
 
Fond of drawing lessons from other industries, Surkamer compares the production consolidation and coming circulation 
restructuring to Toyota's entrance into the U.S. market. The car maker introduced just one model to one market, California, 
then slowly expanded its line and market area. 
 
So STNG now ponders where to roll out sub-ZIP code or even carrier-route zoning. 
 
Long after Post-Tribune offices moved to suburban Merrillville, Ind., shuttering the Gary plant was the final step in press 
consolidation. But will it be the final element in Chicagoland consolidation generally? 
 
"I don't know. How many presses does Chicago need?" Surkamer asks rhetorically. With the stroke of a pen to the map drawn 
on a dry-erase board, he crosses out the Shaw plant, which handles five medium-circulation dailies. Then he X's out The Wall 
Street Journal's dedicated Naperville press. "Who's going to be next to consolidate? Can a publisher really afford to run his or 
her own presses anymore?" 
 

Jim Rosenberg and Mark Fitzgerald (letters@editorandpublisher.com) are senior editor and editor-at-
large, respectively, at E&P. 
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