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Dear Joan, 
 
Thank you for your letter of 8 October, following the Committee’s evidence session on the 
sustainability of the newspaper industry.  As you know, this is a subject that has been of 
significant interest to me for a number of years, and I am glad of the opportunity to set out my 
thinking. 
 
The Committee will be all too aware that the pandemic has had a serious impact on the 
newspaper industry, which has experienced a sharp decline in advertising revenue allied with 
even steeper falls in circulation.  Along with the Cabinet Secretary for Finance, I met with the 
Scottish Newspaper Society (SNS) early in the pandemic to consider how the Scottish 
Government might respond to this, not only to support the newspaper industry, but also to 
protect public interest journalism, particularly through local newspapers. 
 
Accordingly, the Scottish Government has invested £3 million in newspaper advertising, which 
will last until the end of the current financial year.  This has allowed us to support local 
newspapers in particular to ensure they remain a viable source of reliable information for the 
communities they serve.  Officials have continued to work closely with the SNS to help ensure 
that we can build on this investment to address the long-term issues affecting both the 
newspaper industry and public interest journalism, issues which have been worsened by the 
pandemic. 
 
I have also met recently with the National Union of Journalists (NUJ); indeed, I spoke to them 
on 30 September, the day before the Committee’s session.  The NUJ had shared their 
proposals with me in advance of the meeting, and we had a productive discussion about how 
the proposals might be developed.  The proposals set out in your letter are the same as those 
I discussed with the NUJ, and they represent a cohesive vision for the importance of public 
interest journalism.   
 
A central purpose of public interest journalism is to hold government to account.  As such, I 
believe there are important questions about government’s involvement in public interest 
journalism, particularly in matters relating to funding.  It is, therefore, unlikely that the Scottish 
Government will be able to commit to some aspects of the proposals.  I indicated this to the 
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NUJ when we met.  Nonetheless, I am keen to explore with the sector how these 
recommendations can be taken forward to secure meaningful outcomes.     
 
I have instructed my officials to establish a short-life working group to consider ways to help 
support the long-term sustainability of public interest journalism.  This will build on the NUJ’s 
proposals, as well as the work being done by the SNS.  Many of the recommendations of the 
Cairncross Review remain relevant, and these will also be taken into account by this group.   
 
Following publication of the Cairncross Review in February 2019, I met with Dame Cairncross 
to discuss how the Scottish Government might best respond to her recommendations.  Several 
of the Cairncross recommendations require action by the UK Government, and I met with 
Jeremy Wright, then the Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport, Jeremy 
Wright, in July 2019, and his successor, Nicky Morgan, in August 2019 to discuss this.  Little 
meaningful progress has been made at a UK level, and I intend to use the work of this group 
to once again encourage the UK Government to consider seriously how changes can be made 
to support public interest journalism throughout the UK.    
 
The membership of the group is still being finalised, but I have asked the NUJ to participate, 
and my officials are liaising with them to agree representation.  I expect the group’s 
membership to be confirmed soon so that it can begin its work before the end of this year. 
 
It is my intention that the group will identify tangible ways to address the issues identified and 
develop a clear action plan for how that will be achieved.  These are complex issues, and I do 
not expect them to be resolved easily, but I am keen that the group makes quick progress on 
establishing consensus across the industry on what needs to be done so that real action can 
begin.  Although I have noted the potential risks of government involvement, I will continue to 
work with the sector to help secure strong, objective public interest journalism.  
 
The NUJ’s proposals will form a central element of the group’s remit, and it would therefore be 
premature of me to offer any particular conclusions at this point.  However, I hope my letter 
reassures the Committee that I recognise the importance of public interest journalism and the 
sustainability of the newspaper industry, and that these matters will be considered thoroughly 
by the working group.  I would be happy to provide updates as the group begins its work.    
 

 
FIONA HYSLOP 
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