Real News is Not Free: A Manifesto
By Katharine Webster

If you’re reading this right now, chances are you know the news isn’t free. You pay about $1 for the newspaper you buy with coffee on your way to work, or maybe you even subscribe for $30 to $60 a month so you can read the paper over breakfast. 

But there are people who believe the news is free – and you know who you are, too. You’re the ones reading this online right now and pitying the poor suckers who actually pay money to read The Boston Globe or (insert your local newspaper’s name here). You’re the ones feeling environmentally holier-than-thou because you’re saving money while saving trees.
Well, guess what? You should get down on your knees and thank us, the print subscribers, for the fact that you still have real news. And while you’re at it, thank the thinning ranks of department stores, real estate companies, car dealers, banks, and other businesses that still advertise in newspapers, because without them there would be no news.

That’s right: Real news is not free. That’s because real, trained journalists get paid to report it and edit it, even when it’s not published on paper. And if they stop getting paid, they won’t be able to report it anymore except on National Public Radio or television, and good luck getting them to cover your city council or school board meetings.
Why should you care? Because lots of things are free, at least for the consumer. Political propaganda disguised as news is free. Internet rumors are free. Talk show rants are free. Blogged opinions based on dubious “facts” are free. But you’d better believe someone is paying all those propagandists and public relations pros to shape your views or distract your attention from the serious issues that affect you, your family, your schools, your jobs, your environment, your health, and your government.
Real news takes time and costs money. That’s because real reporters do their best to report actual, verifiable facts – not someone’s political spin or conspiracy theory or pet peeve. They don’t just rewrite press releases. They go out into the wider world and talk with real human beings. The best reporters do even more: They expose corruption and injustice, make sure government business is conducted in the public eye, and hold powerful people and institutions accountable.
Real reporters ask tough questions. Not “Gotcha!” questions designed to humiliate the talk show host’s target of the day. Not softball questions lobbed at celebrities promoting their latest movies or perfumes. Not sycophantic questions, screened ahead of time by the politician’s or CEO’s media handlers. They ask “Follow the money” questions, “Who’s responsible?” questions, and “How will your project help or hurt Joe and Joan Q. Public?” questions. They ask questions that uncover inconvenient facts – the kinds of facts all those powerful people, propagandists, and media manipulators don’t want you to know.

I know some of you think the mainstream media has a liberal bias. Others think it’s an establishment tool. Sure, sometimes reporters are biased. They’re human, after all. They make mistakes. They have personal opinions. But they do not have an agenda. Real reporters and editors have newsroom standards and professional ethics that require them to aim for accuracy and objectivity. They’re trained to sort out those inconvenient facts from all the spin swirling around them, and then present them with as little bias as possible so that you – the reader, viewer, or listener – can form your own opinions and act on them. That’s why, in our three-part form of government, the news media is called the “Fourth Estate.” You need real news, based on real facts, to participate intelligently in a democracy.
Unfortunately, that kind of news is an endangered species. If newspapers don’t start charging their online readers, they’ll keep laying off reporters and covering fewer stories, and eventually disappear altogether. If you online readers don’t start paying for the news, pretty soon you won’t get any. Local newspapers and radio stations are the small fry of the news food chain. When they disappear, the big fish – national newspapers, wire services, television and Internet news feeds – will starve.
So next time you read the news for free online, consider this: Sooner or later, you get what you pay for. Better yet, join those who do pay by subscribing to newspapers, patronizing businesses that advertise in local news outlets, or donating to public radio and television. Subscribers aren’t the real suckers. They’re smart, long-term investors, because the price of the news is the price of democracy.
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