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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one to one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today, I’m joined by Henry Faure Walker, chief 
executive of Newsquest, one of the UK’s largest publishers of regional news. 
After serving as managing director at JP Ventures and general manager at The 
Scotsman, Henry was named digital director of Johnston Press, where he led 
the group’s successful digital transformation. In 2014, Newsquest appointed 
him chief executive, citing his appreciation of the group’s print heritage, and 
his ability to implement strong digital strategies. The company publishes more 
than 200 titles, and reaches an audience of 28 million every month.  
 
Henry, thank you for joining me.  
Thanks very much. It’s a pleasure to be here.  
 
So Henry, let me go on with the most difficult question first, I think, which is 
that regional news publishers must have it the toughest out of all of the print 
press that is under pressure at the moment. How can you balance the viability 
of it as a business, while also being a strong voice for local communities? 
Look, I think clearly print newspapers are tough, and the woes of the local 
newspaper industry have been well publicised, and a large part of that has been 
driven by the dramatic declines in classified advertising, which Rupert Murdoch used 
to call the ‘rivers of gold’, that to a large degree supported the financial model of local 
newspapers. But I also think that local newspapers are often misunderstood. Yes, 
they’re challenged, yes, the business model has been massively disrupted by digital, 
but there’s also a much brighter future out there that I think only people perhaps who 
in my privileged position are able to see. 
 
So how do you empower digital and make money from it these days at the 
local level? Because as you’ve said, I used to advertise my bike for sale in the 
Yorkshire Evening Press as it then was, which is owned by Newsquest, 
whereas now of course you’ve got competition from Gumtree and all of these 
things. And also I used to buy the paper whereas now I read it online. Other 
than selling advertising, how can you build that relationship, how can you 
monetise it? 
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Well, as you allude to whether it was selling your bike through a local newspaper that 
you now sell through Gumtree or eBay or even now Facebook classifieds, classified 
advertising has evaporated substantially, particularly things like private items for 
sale, and much of our business or much of our advertising revenues now what we 
call display advertising . And display advertising, certainly at a local level, is still 
pretty strong. To your specific point, in digital we now generate over 30% of our 
advertising revenue from digital. And I think many people find that surprising that 
we’re not far off, in two to three years, probably 50% of our advertising revenue 
coming from digital. And much of that comes from what we call digital display 
advertising. Most of our customers are local businesses, local SMEs, in the local 
marketplaces. And because we have spent a lot of time and work through our skilled 
journalism building online audiences, we can now deliver very substantial online 
audiences to the local butcher, baker, candlestick maker in our local marketplace. So 
if you take a city like York, which I know you’re familiar with, where we operate the 
York Press, which is a great local newspaper, also has a fantastic website. And 
actually now in York, we reach almost 75% of the adults every month via website 
alone – that’s before you even add in the additional audience we deliver through 
print. So if you’re a local retailer in your wanting to reach people and promote offers 
and services, then the York Press is a pretty obvious place for you to advertise. In 
fact, what people don’t know is that Facebook’s reach is significantly less than local 
news brands now in the UK. So Facebook much vaunted audience is about 50% 
penetration, so they say that they reach about 50% of the adults in the UK. Well, if 
you compare that to my example of the York Press, then you can see that we 
significantly out club even the likes of Facebook when it comes to reaching local 
audiences. And that’s why we’ve got a strong digital advertising proposition, and 
that’s why we’ve been able to grow our digital advertising revenues to over 30% of 
total, but it goes beyond that, and what we’re focusing on now is accelerating our 
offer for local businesses, SMEs, to digital marketing. So we see an important part of 
our future becoming a trusted advisor to local businesses for how they should do 
their digital marketing. And it’s become a pretty complex landscape out there for 
local businesses. In the 1980s it used to be pretty straightforward you to choose how 
you should market your business locally. It was definitely the local newspaper, 
possibly yellow pages in print, and maybe if you were feeling flush some radio 
advertising. With the age of digital it’s now a very complex landscape, so obviously a 
local business now needs to have their own website. How do they promote their 
website? What’s SEO? How do they promote themselves on social media without 
getting caught out? Should they take some paid advertising or social media? Should 
they do some email marketing? And if your local business that doesn’t have the 
benefit of a large marking department, it can be very confusing and very time 
consuming in terms of how you should navigate and market yourself in that digital 
landscape. So one of the key tactics or elements to Newsquest strategy is 
introducing digital marketing services to those local businesses. So through Gannett, 
which is our partner company. Gannett owns a company called ReachLocal, which is 
one of the leading digital marketing companies in the world. They acquired that 
company about 18 months ago, and we now employ ReachLocal local staff in our 
UK office, and they are working with our sales staff, did a lot of training with our sales 
staff in the second half of last year to get them up to speed in terms of how to sell 
and consult and advise on digital marketing services, and we are now taking that out 
very successfully to local businesses, and I’m very optimistic about the potential for 
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that. So we’ve come a long way from being a traditional local newspaper to being 
what increasingly will be a digital marketing company. 
 
How do you see your relationship with social media? So for example I follow 
@YorkPress on Twitter and if there’s an interesting local story my former 
hometown I’ll click on it. Takes me to your website. My dwell time is there. I’m 
seeing your adverts. But on Facebook, of course, you are populating the York 
Press Facebook page with content, but I’m staying there – they’re getting the 
benefit of the advertising revenue, and I worry that commercially you’re 
providing that page with content effectively for free to Facebook. 
And we worry a lot about that too! Facebook is a very important driver of audience to 
us. As you allude to, pretty much all of our local news brands will have significant 
followings on Facebook, on the Facebook news feed, and actually some of our titles 
get 30-35% of their traffic from Facebook. But it is a poor environment for us in terms 
of monetising that, and we only really get value when the user clicks out of Facebook 
and comes through to our site and then we can serve them advertising at higher 
yields than Facebook affords. So it is a problem, and one of the broader issues that 
the news industry is concerned about is the unequal playing field that we have in 
terms of the financial reward that we get for the fact that much of our content fuels 
social media, and in particular Facebook, but also Google and the wider internet 
experience. And actually there’s been some work done on this as a research study, 
which is often referred to by the NMA, that indicated that over 40% of engagements 
on Facebook in the UK were actually content provided by professional news 
publishers. So you have this unequal situation where Facebook is building its own 
audiences, its own engagement off the back of news journalism, in my case local 
news journalism, arguably freeriding the huge investment that we put into local 
journalism, and we’re getting pennies trickled down in return, whereas Facebook is 
obviously making huge sums out of that.  
 
That must cheese you off, to understate the matter significantly.  
Yes, and it cheeses… I just don’t think it’s sustainable. And Theresa May announced 
recently that the government would launch an inquiry into the sustainability of quality 
newspapers and newspaper journalism in the UK, and specifically raising concerns 
about the sustainability of the economic model for local newspaper journalism in a 
world where much of the economic benefit is going to Google and Facebook. So 
we’ll have to see what comes out of the review, but it’s great to hear and see that at 
the highest level government is taking this issue seriously. Because I think if we’re 
serious about sustaining the model for quality newspaper journalism, whether that’s 
at the local level or even at the national level, we have to do something to address 
the imbalance in the advertising ecosystem.  
 
Because without being overly pompous about it, is actually incredibly 
important to our democracy that we have strong local journalism. When I was 
a councillor in York, for example, the only thing I feared was not in the council 
meetings, it was the local paper. I wanted to do a good job, because of course 
if I didn’t I’d be exposed, and rightly so, and held to account. But it seems to 
me that that local journalism is under pressure from all kinds of sides. We 
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mentioned the commercial side and Facebook, but also like lots of local 
councils are setting up their own freesheets that look like local newspapers 
but actually our propaganda rags really, and clearly are not going to they’re 
not going to mark their own homework, are they?  
Yes. And actually the government policy is that local authorities should not publish 
their own local newspapers. The government’s been very clear on this, but 
unfortunately a number of councils still are publishing local newspapers. I think they 
are local authority Pravdas. It’s a fairly narrow media for local authorities to tell the 
people how good they are, and it’s also a means for them to put advertising in them 
that otherwise would have gone and supported independent local news media that 
would properly have called them to account. So that is an ongoing issue. It’s not the 
biggest issue we face, but you would have thought that local councils would be able 
to stand back and support independent local journalism, rather than wanting to 
propagate their own media for their own local authority newspapers. 
 
Absolutely. Even down to, like you say, advertising, because York Council 
used to advertise their situations vacant, their job opportunities, in the press, 
and they often used to threaten to take it away, and that was serious money.  
Yes, exactly.  
 
And that’s clearly not healthy for democracy. 
No, exactly. And I think this is a very important debate. I think possibly local 
newspapers have not articulated well enough how valuable a role they do play in the 
fabric of local communities and local democracy, and probably there is a job for us 
still to be done in getting people to better appreciate the local good causes that we 
champion, the local corruption that we expose, the local fundraising initiatives that 
we embrace, and we do that day in day out. And the fact that it’s independent means 
that local people can trust our media. So yes, I think it’s something that we should be 
shouting about better than we are at the moment perhaps. 
 
Very quick question in two parts, which I imagine will be quite a lengthy 
answer, is tell us about Newsquest today, the company. We mentioned at the 
beginning how many titles you own, a couple of hundred, and the millions of 
people that you reach. And then also, if you can, tell us about your journey to 
become CEO and the role that it involves. 
So, as you said in your introduction, we own approximately 200 local news brands 
right across the UK, from the Glasgow Herald, which is quite a significant title for us 
in Scotland, down through the country the York Press, the Bolton News, the 
Warrington Guardian, the Hereford Times, right down to the Falmouth Packett in the 
south west, in Cornwall. So we have a very diverse portfolio geographically. We 
have about five and a half million readers across our portfolio every week in print, so 
when you compare that to some national newspaper readerships in print you can 
start to understand the power of our reach. And we also have a massive and 
increasingly engaged digital audience, so we’re touching on now I think the 
Newsquest network reaching 30 million unique users a month, which is phenomenal 
and a great advertising opportunity. So that’s the core business. We’ve also more 



 
 

 5 

recently developed a magazine business, a regional and local magazine business, 
that’s really part of our strategy to diversify our revenues away from print advertising 
and newspaper. So as well as accelerating digital, we have also been building out a 
regional and local magazine business. We have a brand called Living, and we now 
have 29 editions of the Living magazine, which are glossy lifestyle magazines in 
counties and regions across the UK. 
 
Great for advertisers because they increase dwell time if it’s a relaxation 
magazine. 
Exactly. And they’re free magazines, so they’re not sold through newsagents, so we 
can control distribution and we can target the distribution to where the advertiser 
wants it to be. They’re particularly popular with mid- to up-market advertisers, so 
quite high end real estate or property advertising, kitchen companies, bathroom 
refurbishment companies etc., so targeting that reasonably wealthy, typically female, 
demographic, and they’ve been very successful for us. So that’s been an important 
part of our business development over the last 18 months, and we see good 
opportunities for that. Whilst print advertising will remain tough, the magazine 
advertising environment in terms of the glossy lifestyle magazine has slightly better 
prospects. And we’re spending a huge amount of our time in terms of diversifying 
revenues on developing our digital business. 
 
And you must have to keep, as the MD of the whole company, a keen 
commercial eye on the regularity and the profitability of the title. So, for 
example, the York Press comes out still daily, whereas I think the Gazette and 
Herald in my old stomping ground of Malton and Kirkbymoorside and 
Pickering is a weekly paper. Is it purely numbers driven? How do you actually 
analyse that? 
We’re very focused on the bottom line. We’re a commercial organisation. We have 
shareholders, but were focused on the bottom line not because we want to feed our 
shareholders, although that’s an important part of what we do, but primarily because 
we’re trying to build a sustainable model for local journalism. And I think we’ve come 
in for some criticism on how we’ve had to restructure the business, but we are very 
minded to building a sustainable journalism model. In order to do that we’ve had to 
take some painful decisions about restructuring headcount.  
 
Otherwise you’d have to close 200 newspapers. 
Yes, and we’d much rather be in a position whereby we can carry on having a 
sustainable portfolio of local newspapers that is fit for the future, that can carry on 
employing local journalists and doing great local journalism, than sticking our head in 
the sand, pretending that the Internet was never there, and waiting for the fairy 
godmother to arrive that will never arrive.  
 
The magic money tree, as Theresa May would have called it in the election. 
Yes. So we’re not expecting the magic money tree to arrive. We know we’re going to 
have to work hard to control our own destiny, and that’s why we focus on the bottom 
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line and we focus on efficiency. And we focus on efficiency not to feed our 
shareholders, we focus on efficiency to sustain the local journalism model – and I 
think sometimes that’s misunderstood. 
 
Certainly not by me; I support what you’re doing and I’m a great believer in it, 
because as you say it’s all about sustainability. Without that you’ve not got a 
viable business. 
Yes. And a particular salient example was when unfortunately the Oldham Evening 
Chronicle, which employed 50 people, daily newspaper in Oldham, went bust. And I 
think that was a lesson for all of us that it is a tough business, and in order to sustain 
the business you have to make some painful decisions. So we don’t want to be like 
that. We want to get ahead of the curve, make sure that we have a cost base that 
enables us to sustain our business through the next two to three years, which will 
probably continue to be a bit bumpy, whilst we ramp up the digital business – and 
that’s why efficiency is important to us. 
 
Well, the Oldham paper wasn’t your paper, so without being too particular 
about it, why do you think that that failed? What are you doing that they 
should have been doing? 
I don’t want to speak ill of the great people in the Oldham Chronicle. I think it’s 
difficult if you don’t have the scale of Newsquest, and obviously they don’t have that, 
but they did have 50 staff in a small local paper in Oldham, and I think by any 
account that is a lot of staff to have, and you’re unlikely to be able to generate the 
revenues to be able to sustain those staff. So we would run a more efficient model. 
The advantage would be that we would be able to carry on publishing in Oldham. 
 
So clearly, without demeaning your role, it seems that your job is a bit of a 
thankless task really. It’s very important that you build a sustainable business, 
but it seems to be quite stressful going on in a sense. Why did you want the 
job? 
I think it’s a great job. I think I’m incredibly lucky and privileged to have this role. I 
mean, it is an intense role. Newspapers, just as the music industry was five or 10 
years ago, has been through an intense period of digital disruption. I think 
intellectually that’s very challenging. I think it gives you lots of new experiences, and 
with change comes opportunity. So I enjoy local newspapers, I enjoy the local end of 
media – dare I say it’s a little less pretentious than some of the London based media 
– I think people are a bit more straightforward, they call a spade a spade. There’s a 
certain honesty of approach in what we do at the local level, and I find that 
refreshing. So for me, that’s a big tick, working with local media. And as I say, we are 
in this very interesting time where there is effectively an industrial revolution going on 
through media, obviously the digital disruption, and I think that throws up lots of 
challenges, which can be stressful, but also can be very stimulating, and it throws up 
lots of opportunity. And we’re really excited about being able to build a model that 
sustains local journalism – that’s our core mission as my American colleagues would 
say – but we’re particularly excited about building effectively a new business, which 
is a local digital marketing business for SMEs up and down the country, and because 
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we’ve got sales people on the ground, we have about 1,000 sales people across all 
of our centres in the UK, because they have good relationships and are trusted with 
local advertisers people know that we’ve been around and were here to stay. It 
means we’re in a very good position to have conversations with local businesses and 
take them through the complex world of digital marketing, particularly with our sister 
company ReachLocal, which, as I said earlier, is one of the leading global digital 
marketing companies. 
 
So that strikes me as a way that you’re growing your revenue base by 
innovating, because that’s not just you owning a cluster of local and regional 
newspapers, you’re actually trying to be proactive in finding new ways to 
generate revenue. 
Yes. And there are three elements to our strategy. There is efficiency, and we need 
to be efficient in order to sustain the local newspaper model. And efficiency for us 
means about being as mindful as we can in reducing the costs that are incurred at 
the back office end of the equation. So if I take journalism as an example, we’ve 
done a lot of work reducing production functions in editorial, and we do that so that 
we can carry on investing in local front line reporting. So efficiency is a key part of 
our strategy, and we do that to be able to sustain the model so that we can be 
fighting fit with the challenges that will no doubt continue to impact us in the few 
years ahead. Second element of our strategy is obviously accelerating digital, and 
we do that by obviously having huge, very loyal and very trusting local audiences, 
and selling access to those audiences to local businesses, whether that’s through 
display advertising, and now moving that into digital marketing services.  
 
And former locals like ex-pats. I’ve read the York Press online for the last 12 
years, and even though I don’t live there I’m interested in my home town.  
Exactly. And hopefully you’ll come back to York occasionally and use the services of 
one of our advertisers.  
 
I always buy the Gazette and Herald and the York Press whenever I’m there. 
Well, that’s fantastic to hear. And then the third element of our strategy which is 
worthwhile talking about is print innovation. I’ve talked about how we see 
opportunities at the local magazine level and how we’ve launched now 29 Living 
magazines in various markets that we operate in across the UK, but we also counter-
intuitively see, certainly in the medium term, opportunities in local newspaper 
launches. So you may be interested to hear that last year in 2017, we actually 
launched over 10 local newspapers. So some of those were relaunches where we 
changed formats and decided to relaunch a new newspaper under a different brand 
with a distribution strategy, but others were clean launches, so we launched clean 
into Worthing. We have a newspaper in Worthing now called the Worthing Argus, 
which is in competitive territory for us. We launched into Oldham, the Oldham 
Chronicle, which was independently owned, closed. We felt there was an opportunity 
for us to launch a weekly paid newspaper into Oldham, and I think it’s interesting just 
reflecting on our Oldham experience in that regard. We were able to launch into the 
Oldham market three weeks after the Oldham Evening Chronicle closed. We 
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launched a newspaper priced at 80p, and on the first day we entirely sold out and we 
had to ring up our Glasgow printing press and ask them to print another run of it. 
 
Great problem to have.  
Great problem to have, and almost unheard of now in newspapers. So we’re selling 
6,000, 7,000, sometimes 8,000 copies of our new paper in the Oldham Times.  
 
Because it’s not just a commercial opportunity, it’s an opportunity to serve the 
community, which has just lost its local paper, and then you’ve created a new 
one. I imagine you got the opportunity to employ a lot of journalists that know 
the patch and their beat really well that have just found themselves out of 
work.  
Yes. So we managed to re-employ some of the journalists who were made 
redundant because of the Oldham Chronicles administration, and were obviously 
able to leverage a much more efficient publishing infrastructure in terms of 
production, printing, digital technology. 
 
So what’s a typical week for you? What’s top of your To Do list at the moment 
in terms of your own job? 
I spend much of my week out on the road because we’ve got businesses all over the 
UK. I think it’s important that I go out and spend time with those businesses, so two 
to three days a week I’ll be out on the road, visiting our local teams across the UK, 
and usually I’ll be accompanied by Paul Hunter who is our very strong finance 
director. So we’ll go to a local centre – I’m actually going to the Swindon Advertiser 
tomorrow. I think on Thursday I’m going down to Brighton to see the Brighton Argus. 
So we think it’s important to spend a lot of time out of the business, as well as 
meeting the staff, understanding where they’re coming from. We’ll do quite a formal 
business review in terms of how the business is performing, and then the rest of the 
week can be very varied. We have a small head office in central London, I’m very 
involved in working with the digital team, because clearly that’s a key focus of where 
we’re taking our business and that’s my most immediate background – I used to be 
the digital director at Johnston Press. So we actually have the central digital office in 
our small head office in central London, so I’ll be working with them understanding 
how they’re trying to develop their strategy, trying to assist them in unblocking any 
hurdles that may appear. 
 
You identified a change recently on your front pages from the shock and 
horror splashes to a slightly more gentle approach. Is that is that what your 
readers are telling you, is that what you responding to? 
Yes, I wouldn’t make too much of that. I think you’re alluding to a Guardian article 
where possibly something was taken out of context. That said, what I was saying 
was that there has been a tendency over a number of years in local newspapers, in 
my opinion, to rely less on the red top shouty front page headline about a car crash 
or a murder or what have you to a slightly more community focused content that 
possibly at times would be a bit more positive. But I personally don’t get involved in 
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the editorial; our editors thankfully have the rights and freedom to edit independently. 
They wouldn’t want me interfering with their front pages, they have a much better 
idea what should go on them. But I think the key point that I was trying to make is 
there has been a shift that I have observed to possibly going back to even more 
hyperlocal community focus in terms of the content we cover, and digital may have 
played a part in that. 
 
I agree with you about hyperlocal, because when I was at York Council I was 
the councillor for Heworth ward, it had about 13,000 people. And we used to do 
a newsletter just as the local councillors, and it was interesting that we had to, 
even within one ward, we had to do five different versions of it, because 
someone living eight streets away wouldn’t care what was happening even 
eight streets away. So the ultra, ultra local is it is clearly what people want. 
Life is local, and we look at a lot of data that, outside of London – and I think it’s 
important to say that because London, is very different than the rest of the UK, and 
many people living in London haven’t been brought up in London, and the population 
turnover and change in London is much different than it is perhaps in local localities 
outside the M25 – but generally speaking most people live within 50 miles or so of 
where they were born, they don’t travel huge distances to work and they’re very 
interested in what’s happening in their immediate neighbourhood, as you say, what’s 
happening on their street. And I think in a way, digital can do that much better than 
print, because in order to go through the machinations of producing a print 
newspaper, in order to be able to generate enough revenue to be able to support it, 
you need to have a certain number of readers. It’s difficult to make a newspaper that 
just has 100 readers stack up because of the printing and production costs of 
producing the hard copy. It’s obviously much easier and there’s much less direct cost 
in having a hyperlocal blog or a hyperlocal section on our local news sites about 
what’s happening on your street or around the corner. And I think citizen journalism, 
or user generated content, has an important role to play in that.  
 
Is owning newspapers quite difficult in terms of being the entrepreneurial 
force behind it? Because one of my abiding memories of living in York is a lot 
of the reporters used to go on strike all the time. And it strikes me that 
journalists are quite militant in the same way that train workers are, in that 
there’s a culture of unions in the workplace. It must be difficult to engender a 
positive working relationship with journalists, and yet also mitigate the fact 
that often they’ll sometimes will go on strike. 
I think that’s probably more publicised than the reality. I mean, my experience of 
working with journalists is that they’re great, very constructive, have a very good 
understanding of where the industry is at – and I should say that because my wife is 
a journalist and spent 10 years or so working for the BBC, so of course journalists 
are great, for the record – but yes, on the flipside, no one went into journalism 
because they were a corporate man or woman, and many journalists have a slight 
disruptive streak to them. I mean, that’s why they’re employed as journalists – 
they’re employed to challenge authority, challenge corporate views etc.. So to some 
extent there’s a disruptive nature, which I think is great, and makes great journalism, 
in the DNA of a great journalist. And yes, when you’re having to go through, as we 
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have in recent years, significant corporate change programmes and restructure 
departments, and say, “Well, we’re not going to be subediting like we did in the past, 
and those roles are now at risk of redundancy.” Clearly there’s a huge amount of 
personal and human pain involved with that, and obviously people don’t react well to 
that, and the unions get involved, and often they have a good point to make. But yes, 
sometimes they can be militant and they’re not always seeing the bigger picture, 
which is our picture, which is how do we have a sustainable model? How do we not 
end up like Oldham? We don’t want to have our head in the sand, sticking around for 
the administrator to come in. My job for the local communities is to make sure we 
continue to sustain the local news brands, and sometimes painful decisions have 
had to be made in order to do that. 
 
In terms of ways of funding that as well about sustainability, I know that 
Newsquest is hiring 37 local democracy reporters funded by the BBC under 
this new initiative that’s going to cover council meetings and vital local events. 
How’s that going to work, and how important is that in your business model? 
I think it’s a great initiative, it’s an initiative that I’ve been quite closely involved in 
working with other publishers in the industry with the support of the NMA, which is 
the industry body. So we started speaking to the BBC about two years ago, 
recognising that there was a need for both of us to think about how we could invest 
more in local journalism, particularly around council reporting. So as a result of the 
BBC licence review, it was agreed that they would allocate some funding to support, 
in its first stages, 150 local democracy reporters that would be employed by local 
publishers. So any accredited local news publisher could bid to have a local 
democracy reporter, and they would be employed by the local news brand, or the 
local news publisher, and they would produce content both for the local news 
publisher and also for the BBC. So we’re just at the start of this process whereby we 
are halfway through the hiring – it’s actually 41 local democracy reporters for 
Newsquest – so we’re halfway through hiring them. So the BBC will help us train 
them, they will need to be trained in audio and video journalism, because some of 
their output will obviously go for local BBC radio and also regional BBC TV, and also 
they will write and produce content for our websites, and we will share the content 
with the BBC and other publishers that they produce. And they’re specifically going 
to be focused on local council reporting. And this goes back to possible concerns 
about whether local democracy is being suffered because of the retrenchment that 
has gone on in the local newspaper industry. And I think this initiative with the BBC 
responds well to that, and that we’re going to have 150 well-trained journalists 
producing great content, scrutinising reporting on all the great work, sometimes less 
great work perhaps, that goes on in local councils up and down the country. 
 
You guys are owned by Gannett, which is a US behemoth publisher. What’s 
the relationship with them like? How does it work? And do you gain in terms of 
their digital strategy? They must have some strong insight from the hundreds 
of millions of people in America. 
We have a great relationship with Gannett. They’re very supportive owners. They 
don’t interfere. They trust us to get on with running the business as we see fit, and 
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they know that we have a very good understanding of how to run local newspapers 
in the UK marketplace. 
 
They can learn from you just as much as you’ll learn from them.  
Well, I think it’s two ways, and to your question we don’t have a huge amount of 
strategic brainstorming meetings between the two of us, and the US market has 
quite different nuances than the UK market. That said, we have shared a lot in terms 
of digital collaboration in particular, both on the digital content side – I know you had 
Joanne Lipman on your show recently – and so my editorial director would work 
closely with Joanne’s team, just understanding some of the strategies they’re 
introducing to the newsroom in terms of how to make the most out of digital content, 
what are they doing with social media, how to use analytics in the newsroom to 
make sure that you can have a good understanding of what the audience is reading 
and engaging with online, and how that informs your publishing and reporting 
choices. So we’ve done quite a lot of work around that. And also ReachLocal, which 
is the digital marketing services company that I referred to earlier that Gannett 
acquired, has been hugely helpful to us in terms of building our digital marketing 
strategy. In fact, it would have been quite difficult for us to introduce digital marketing 
services, Facebook advertising, SEO, website builds into our local businesses if we 
weren’t working with a very established partner such as ReachLocal. And they bring 
a lot of good insights, a lot of good technology that we can leverage for the benefit of 
our Newsquest advertisers. So we work with them in those types of ways, but in 
terms of the day to day decisions of running the business they pretty much leave us 
to get on with it. 
 
Could you walk us through your career journey so far in terms of when you 
started, how ambitious you were at the beginning, and all of the various roles 
that you did before you joined Newsquest? I know you were a senior executive 
at Johnston Press for 11 years, and that before joining Newsquest you ran The 
Scotsman. That must have been fascinating as the independence debate 
raged.  
Yes. I mean, taking a step further back to answer your question fully, I left university 
in the early ‘90s, which unfortunately was the middle of quite a deep recession. I 
didn’t have a particularly focused idea, like many graduates, exactly where I would 
point myself. I was quite interested in marketing and media. At the time there weren’t 
many jobs around, so I wrote to loads of marketing agencies and offered my services 
for free. Fortunately, one, called The Communication Group, took pity on me, and 
they employed me, and I worked my way up through them for six years. They were 
an agency that specialised in communications and marketing services. And then 
ended up running their financial PR division, as it was then. Had some great clients, I 
worked for Gerald Ronson, did a lot of work for Philip Green as he was building his 
retail empire and acquiring businesses. I did that for the best part of six years, which 
I found interesting, great fun, had lots of experiences, met lots of interesting people, 
but decided after six years that I wanted to change. And so I did what is quite a 
traditional route of doing an MBA. It’s quite a good conduit for making a career 
change. So I went to INSEAD, which is a great business school just outside Paris in 
France, did that for a year, came out in early 2002, actually just after September 11th 
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2001, with the world economy teetering after that. So I seem to have a bad track 
record in graduating at the wrong time! But anyway, I actually got introduced to Tim 
Bowdler, who was the chief executive of Johnston Press, and Johnston Press at this 
time was very much riding the wave of successful acquisitions. In fact, they’d just 
bought a business called Regional Independent Media which owned the Yorkshire 
Post newspapers, owned the Lancashire Post newspapers, owned the Sheffield 
Star, and they needed someone to come and work in head office as a business 
development manager to work with the senior management team on the integration 
of acquisitions, so I moved to Edinburgh, where Johnston Press was based, to do 
that, and then got a succession of roles with Johnston after that. I ran a ventures 
business for them, which is really an attempt by me to get a board that was still very 
focused on print newspapers to appreciate the need in the digital era to diversify. So 
I did that for about a year and a half, and then they acquired the Scotsman 
newspapers, and they asked me to go in as general manager and run that with a 
great old colleague of mine called Michael Johnston. 
 
Who was editor at the time, was it Ian Martin? 
Well, it had a number of editors. When we arrived there was an editor called John 
McGirk, and then he left pretty shortly after the acquisition, and Mike Gillson, who 
had been the editor of Johnston Press’s Portsmouth News came into the business, I 
think for two to three years, as editor of The Scotsman, and then he then went on to 
actually edit the Belfast Telegraph. There was an editor after that, John McClellan, 
who was a great editor. 
 
So you were there for 12 years?  
I was at Johnston Press for 11 years, I think from 2002 through to 2013, and then in 
2010 I was asked to be the digital director, which had always been close to my heart 
from graduating from INSEAD; one of the one of the reasons why I went into local 
publishing, which isn’t an obvious choice for an MBA graduate, was that I was 
fascinated by how that business, or how local news publishing, was going to be 
disrupted by the Internet and the opportunities or otherwise that might emerge from 
that. So I’d always had great interest in digital, and then in 2010 I was asked to be 
the digital director for the whole group. And then I left Johnston Press at the end of 
2013.  
 
Was there another crash at that point that you thought, “Well, it’s time for me 
to move.”  
No!  
 
So this was the first non-crash move.  
That’s it, yes. Hopefully.  
 
What is top of your To Do list at the moment then, in terms of the medium to 
long term in your current role? 
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This year it’s very much about accelerating our digital marketing services business, 
and that’s were big believers in that being the right strategy. We’ve done really well 
in building our digital revenues to be 30% of our ad revenues to date, and this year 
it’s about shifting our focus into digital marketing services. And really the key task or 
facilitator for that is working with our sales people, because we don’t really have an 
issue with the products; we have a very good set of products provided by our partner 
ReachLocal. But the key challenge we have is supporting our sales people on what 
can be quite a daunting journey from selling traditional advertising to starting to 
consult with a local business on search engine marketing or Facebook advertising. 
And that’s not right necessarily for all of our sales people, but we’re trying to work 
with are more confident, more digitally confident, sales people, and giving them the 
appropriate training so that they can become more digital marketing consultants than 
advertising salespeople. So that’s really the key thing that we’re focusing on in 2018 
is how do we get a sales force that is getting digital display advertising. They’ve done 
that reasonably well, but we now need to evolve them almost to be digital marketing 
consultants and not advertising sales people. And some of them won’t want to do 
that, and some of them won’t necessarily make that progression, but we’re investing 
a huge amount in training and supporting and providing tools for our sales staff so 
they can be digital marketing consultants. So one of the things that we’ve done in 
that regard, which we actually started two to three years ago but has really come to 
its fore, is the Newsquest Sales Academy. So one of the first things that I did when I 
joined Newsquest was we launched a Newsquest Sales Academy, which was an in-
house Academy, mini-university if you like, specifically focused on supporting our 
sales people on this journey from being traditional advertising sales people to being 
digitally confident, and ultimately digital marketing consultants. And we really want 
our salespeople to feel like that they have a career in sales. I think too often, sales 
isn’t given the credit for the interesting and powerful career, and fulfilling career, it 
can be. It’s not necessarily what all people would put the top of their list when they’re 
thinking about graduating from school or university, but we actually believe that you 
can have a fantastic career in sales, that we need to support that providing training 
through our sales academy, and we’re trying to instil that culture and approach in 
Newsquest – that’s a really important thing that we’re doing, both in 2018 and 
beyond, and I think the success of our business. Yes, local journalism remains the 
foundation stone of what we do, but the success of our business development over 
the next three years will be hugely dependent on whether were able to transition our 
sales force to be largely a digital marketing sales force rather than a traditional 
advertising set of sales people. 
 
Final question, then. It strikes me, as a result of speaking to you, that it’s easy 
to mischaracterise your role as a kind of bureaucrat publisher that’s closing 
down lots of titles. What I’m hearing is absolutely, yes, you are dealing with 
the commercial reality that things are changing hugely. But actually this is an 
inspirational story, a good news story about building a sustainable business 
and celebrating local journalism and frankly making it work. You referred to 
starting new titles, and pivoting around the existing titles to make them 
sustainable. This strikes me as something that you rightly should be incredibly 
proud of. 
I don’t actually want to personalise it, but I genuinely think that this is a really exciting 
time to be in the news industry. At first glance you wouldn’t think that, because 
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people talk about cutbacks here or newspaper closures there, but hopefully I’ve been 
able to articulate a little bit today about why it is an exciting place, why there’s still 
plenty of opportunity in newspapers and in local news media, and it certainly gets me 
out of bed in the morning. 
 
Henry, it’s been an absolutely fascinating discussion. I can see that you are 
very busy, you’ve got a lot to do, and thank you for taking the time.  
It’s a pleasure. Thanks for having me. 


