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www.thebuglenewspaper.com.au 
PO Box 304,  

Gerringong NSW 2534 
 

Submission to  
The Inquiry into Australia’s regional newspapers  
(print and digital) 
Contextual background 

The Bugle was established in 2014 as a response to the Kiama Independent (then owned by Fairfax and now 
ACM) no longer providing the service that it had done since 1863 as a family run newspaper. The decline 
only continued and, while its name still exists, it has not been printed for years and has been incorporated into 
ACM’s Illawarra Mercury, with no separate website.  

In contrast, The Bugle (as a free fortnightly newspaper, supported by local advertisers) has grown during this 
time, increasing from an initial eight pages to now regularly 20 pages. We print 11,000 copies in Sydney and 
home deliver it throughout the Kiama LGA, as well as leaving it at popular drop-off points. 

We take our commitment to public interest journalism seriously, and are the only news source reporting 
consistently on Kiama Council’s decisions, initiatives and operations. We also report on the social and 
community news that is the social glue for a region. 

Until two years ago, we were very much a cottage industry, operated by a husband and wife team. However, 
given our growth, we have since taken on two part-time journalists, a part-time sales rep, and a small office in 
the Kiama CBD. 

We were recipients of a $54,000 Round 1 grant from the Innovation Fund (for a branded delivery van, 
software upgrade and a consultant to redesign our format and branding) and $10,000 from the PING round 
(used on office rental). 

At the time of the Innovation Fund Round 1 grants (the main aim of which was to encourage digital 
transformation), we did not feel that any of the technical solutions offered were suited to our situation and 
successfully argued that the new van and branding upgrade would be of more value to our sustainability. The 
digital solutions were very expensive, and designed for much bigger operations. In our opinion they offered 
much more benefit to the sellers (as they were just rebranding a single solution – even saying they would write 
the applications for the grant) rather than the publishers.  

By the time Round 2 came around, we had found a proven app solution that was much more reasonably priced 
and applied for $87,500 to set up our digital business sustainably (including funding for a business adviser and 
sales person). Unfortunately we received no funding for this, even though it was the aim of the Fund.  
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We have since taken on this considerable investment ourselves, to provide two news channels for our 
community – one as it happens, and the other the fortnightly newspaper. The Bugle App has been a hit with 
readers from the start, now attracting 12-15,000 readers a month.  

There has, however, been a burden on us to provide extra content, extra costs and advertising is taking time to 
build. 

We believe strongly that our app and its associated website is a viable future for small regional newspapers. 
We invite you to download it to see for yourselves. It also provides a link to our printed paper. 

 

Comment on terms of reference 

The impact of decisions in a number of markets in regional and remote Australia by large 
publishers such as News Corp and Australian Community Media to suspend publication of 
print editions 

• While much has been said about these large groups suspending their print publications, what 
should be investigated is whether they still have a commitment to providing news in those 
areas at all. Supposedly they have reverted to digital coverage of local news, but it is 
marginal at best given the amalgamation of newsrooms. If digital is the future, how do 
regional areas fit in?  

• The threats to suspend more publications resulted in the major news organisations getting the 
lion’s share of the PING funding – mission accomplished. However since then, they have 
continued with their strategy of ending print editions. 

• ACM’s closure of its Richmond printing plant has had enormous ramifications for many 
small regional newspapers that were printed there.  There is now one remaining newspaper 
printer in Sydney that most NSW papers are relying on. Should it close, there are no other 
viable printing options for most, including The Bugle – it would be the end of our print 
edition. 

• The reports on the death of newspapers have been counterproductive for continuing papers, 
as they have to overcome the perception that they are in a failing industry. It is the business 
models of the larger publishers that is to blame for much of the crisis in the industry. 

• Politicians have been slow to criticise these organisations for their actions, perhaps fearful of 
the media’s power 
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The extent to which there has been entry into these or other markets by new operators, 
particularly small businesses 

• As a new operator ourselves (albeit a few years ahead), we can fully understand what has 
motivated these people to step up and serve their communities and wish them luck. 

• There are many models – we chose to be free and be funded by advertising. We ran on the 
smell of an oily rag for our first years, which is possible with industry experience and 
technology, but moving up to the next level brings additional costs. The grants we received 
from the Federal Government helped us to expand, and ongoing support will be needed by 
these new operators in their fledgling years. 

• Without these new operators, communities will lose their social fabric, become democracy 
deserts and be misled by social media reports. It is particularly important to support those 
new operators providing public interest journalism, rather than just creating a vehicle for 
advertising.  

• There are more challenges to selling advertising, with the lure of social media, but our print 
advertising continues to grow as businesses know people love reading the local news. 

The impact of the News Media Bargaining Code for regional and remote newspapers 

• As a member of Country Press NSW, we investigated the options offered by the platforms 
and considered that in our case the payment offered did not compensate for the extra effort it 
would require on our part. 

• There are benefits enough for us in being able to spread our stories via their platforms. 

 

The degree to which there has been economic recovery in regional and remote markets from 
the impacts of COVID, and whether this has led to advertising revenue improving. 

• I was surprised by the large media organisations blaming the impact of COVID on 
advertising as a reason for suspending papers, as in our experience our advertising has grown 
overall in the last couple of years. While different sectors, particularly hospitality, had to drop 
back, others replaced them.  In talking to other small publishers, they largely had the same 
experience as we did. 

• It was through the ‘emergency’ of a drop in advertising due to COVID, that the Government 
made the decision to reallocate $36.6 million ear marked especially for regional and small 
publishers (Regional and Small Publishers Innovation Fund) to the $50 million PING fund, with 
the recipients expanded to commercial television, newspaper, and radio businesses. The Inquiry 
should have regard to how much of this money went to the major media companies, and what they did 
with it. 

• It is very important to note that throughout the pandemic, when the government has spent 
millions on health promotion, independent newspapers like ours have failed to attract any 
advertising. This continues the policy of government advertising being spent with the majors, 
because it is ‘easier’, rather than being placed where it will be most effective. 
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Recommendations 

• The need to support the future of regional newspapers was understood in 2018. Investigate why only 
$16 million, out of a dedicated $60.4 million, was distributed in grants over three years by the 
Regional and Small Publishers Jobs and Innovation Package. The system for distributing the money 
seems to have been flawed. Lessons need to be learnt. 

• Create another fund to help support small regional publishers 
• Consider investing in printing facilities, run by a co-op of small publishers, as a back-up solution 
• Support industry bodies to provide support systems for publishers – IT, marketing, HR, logistics etc. 

At the moment, there is a lot of duplication of effort by many small businesses. 
• Find a way for government advertising money to get to small publishers – this would serve two 

purposes: help their message get to communities and help newspapers revenue. At the moment 
government messaging is being expected to be done for free. 

 

  

Cathy Law 
Publisher & Editor 
The Bugle, Kiama LGA 

 

Inquiry into Australia’s regional newspapers
Submission 23




