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Dozens of employees of the San Jose
Mercury News—many wearing “j” T-shirts in
honor of former publisher Jay Harris—show

their support for the man who quit rather
than lay them off in a vain effort to maintain
inflated profit margins during an economic

slump. The group portrait was taken from a
cherry picker parked on Ridder Park Drive
and will be presented to Harris.

Coast to coast, papers
slashing hundreds of jobs
As Knight Ridder’s body

count climbs week by
week, a string of other

large newspapers has joined in the
blood-letting by announcing
scores of lay-offs and buy-backs.
All, ostensibly, are caused by dire
economic times—rising newsprint
prices, declining ad revenues and
protestations of poverty—and all
are accompanied by statements of
regret and promises that readers
won’t notice a difference.

The Boston Globe, for exam-
ple, has made “voluntary separa-
tion offers” to 466 full-time Guild-
represented employees, plus
another 333 exempt managers and
other supervisors, although there’s
been no public statement of just
how many of those offers the com-
pany wants accepted. The newly
created Denver Newspaper Agency

—publisher of The Denver Post
and the Rocky Mountain News—
has offered buyouts to 330 non-
newsroom employees and wants at
least 60 to bite. The Buffalo News,
despite posting a 34% operating
margin (operating profit as a per-
centage of revenues) last year, is
maintaining the hiring freeze it
imposed early this year.

The New York Daily News,
where employees two months ago
received their first significant
across-the-board raises in eight
years, has decided to forego buy-
outs and proceed straight to lay-
offs: approximately 35 employees
are getting the ax, including 20
who are represented by TNG-
CWA, most in the editorial depart-
ment. Because the Guild has been
unable to negotiate a contract at
the paper, the layoffs are not gov-

erned by seniority provisions.
And Gannett’s USA Today has

laid off half-a-dozen newsroom
employees—its first since the
paper was founded, in 1982—and
eliminated nearly 100 other posi-
tions.

Knight Ridder, meanwhile,
which has gained the highest lay-
off profile nationally because of its
unabashed chase after higher prof-
its regardless of personnel costs, is
sacking employees at most of its
32 daily newspapers. More than
120 jobs are being cut at the non-
unionized Kansas City Star and its
community papers. Detroit
Newspapers—publisher of Gan-
nett’s Detroit News and Knight
Ridder’s Detroit Free Press—said
it is downsizing by 100 positions,
including both buyouts and “an
involuntary force reduction.”

What
a deal!

While newspaper publish-
ers nationwide jump on
the layoff bandwagon,

one Guild unit in particular may
be excused if it acts a little smug.

When the New York Times
unit of the New York Newspaper
Guild ratified its current contract
in the fall of 1997, there was little
reason for most employees to
think its layoffs ban would have
any personal relevance. Nor, for
that matter, was there much reason
to dwell on its provision of a vol-
untary buyout program. Those
were the boom years, after all,
when the only direction was up—
not out.

But that was then and this is
more than three years later, when
the Times wants to reduce its
ranks by approximately 120
Guild-covered positions. And
because of their contract, all regu-
lar full-time or part-time employ-
ees who completed their trial peri-
ods by Sept. 11, 1997, can’t be dis-
missed or suffer a reduction in
salary for another two years.

The upshot is that a couple of
hundred Times employees have
been offered exceptionally lucra-
tive buyout packages that were
negotiated by the Guild last
month. Because of the no-layoffs
clause, the Times had to make the
package rich enough to entice as
many takers as it needs—rich
enough, in fact, that some employ-
ees have complained not enough
buyout offers were made.

“This voluntary buyout will be
a beneficial windfall to some of
our members and a financial para-
chute to others,” observed unit
chair Lena Williams. Added Guild
President Barry Lipton, “the value
and importance of these two pro-
visions [in the contract] certainly
have been realized in recent days.”

Recipients of the buy-out
offers have until June 15 to con-
sider their options. If an insuffi-
cient number opt in, however, the
company may lay off more recent-
ly hired employees.

The St. Paul Pioneer Press will
be cutting about 10% of its 840
full-time positions, with early
retirement packages and buyout
offers expected in early June—and
layoffs some weeks thereafter.
Two dozen positions are being
eliminated at the Grand Forks
Herald—a 12.8% reduction in
force—less than six months after
another 12 jobs were slashed, and
17 positions are being eliminated
at the Duluth News Tribune.

The two Knight Ridder-owned
dailies in Philadelphia plan to cut
200 jobs by July 1—although pub-
lisher Robert J. Hall insists the
reductions will have “minimal
impact” on content and won’t
affect editorial quality. And the
goal at the San Jose Mercury
News, the poster child of newspa-
per layoffs thanks to the highly
public resignation of publisher Jay
Harris, is to reduce staff by about
120 positions.

The public rationale for all the
mayhem continues to be a much
lamented drop in advertising,
which supposedly results in lower
revenues and therefore less money
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