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Published by James J. Brodell

Forward

MY WIFE, SHARON, WAS under firm instructions to shoot me if I ever tried to start a newspaper again. Alas, her pistol misfired, so when I started this book we are approaching 17 years of running an English-language newspaper on foreign soil, surrounded by Runyonesque characters. We want to share what we have learned about publication startups and finances. There’s a good bet that I am a tad Runyonesque myself. Working in Kafkalandia does that. Tourists see Costa Rica as endless beaches, happy monkeys and a tall, cold glass sporting a little umbrella. I see Costa Rica as a continual challenge to my 53 years of newspapering. Sharon simply is called the long-suffering wife. But readers do not have to go to foreign climes to create their own publication. There are plenty of opportunities in their own neighborhoods, and the internet gives them access to the world from anywhere. We encourage the use of simple website design without a big investment up front. We encourage honest reporting and photography on a regular basis, be it daily or weekly. We strongly encourage the capitalistic approach. Make at least enough money to cover expenses and transportation, plus something to make the effort worthwhile.

​Introduction

Overwhelming satisfaction comes from producing your own magazine, newsletter or even a newspaper. And technology now makes it extraordinarily easy to do so. The internet provides access to millions who might be interested in your message.

But first, you have to figure out what you want to say, then how to pay for it and how to make money from it.

Traditional newspapers with their high overheads are being battered, but there always is an opening for a niche publication. A magazine, newspaper or newsletter does not have to provide reports of Washington politicians. The topic can be handicrafts, hobbies, sports or even orchid cultivation. And that means readership does not have to be local. A small publisher in the wilds of Montana could have strong influence on a specific topic all over the world.

So your first step is to determine what can you offer that is not available right now. Some have found that providing updated security information on foreign countries fills a need. How many people in the world are in dire need of learning how to make crème brûlée. There must be a bunch because there are a slew of websites offering that information. How about weight management and diet? That also is a crowded category. But maybe you can do it better.

The old adage applies. Do what you love. Horses? Fishing? Needlework? Golf? Snake rearing?

What is it in your daily life that is important and also important to other people? Stumped? Turn on the afternoon talk shows. They are full of strange people with strange problems. How about “Judge Judy”? Does your community need a website that lists rental deadbeats? If so, don’t forget to check below about libel and slander.

Brainstorm. Talk to friends. Talk to people in official positions. The rental deadbeat list might not be strong enough to generate a lot of readership on its own, but the category might be a good addition for a site that carries more general information or local news.

Remember, too, that some specialty sites actually make more money by selling supplies and site-related products than they do with subscriptions or advertising sales. So your fishing site might offer local maps, run affiliate advertising or sell your own brand of trout flies. A site offering grooming tips for men also can include product advertising.

Then there are local politics and neighborhood crime. Daily newspapers are pulling back more and more from local coverage. Reporters scan Facebook instead of trotting out of the office to find original news. So there is an opening for those who wish to report the activities of local government and the local schools. This is not The New York Times, but for some the information is more important.

The goal then of this effort is to outline what is needed to be financially successful in producing a micronews or magazine site of whatever topic.

Here is an abstract of the approach here:

The less time and effort spent on technical matters frees up time and effort to create content. Content rules. So we encourage the use of simple website design without a big investment up front. We encourage honest reporting and photography on a regular basis, be it daily, weekly or monthly. We strongly encourage the capitalistic approach. Make at least enough money to cover expenses and transportation, plus something to make the effort worthwhile. We encourage supplementing publication with a news feed and an email service. And we encourage welcoming controversy with reports that are crafted to keep the publisher out of trouble.

​Chapter One: Taking the step

The main ingredient for a magazine, newspaper or newsletter startup is courage, not money. The publisher (probably you) and writers (if any) are putting themselves out there on the internet where the work will be seen, criticized and perhaps mocked by readers who could be all over the world.

The heck with them. The love-hate relationship between writers and readers is a given.

Still, someone can be forgiven if the hand trembles a bit when pressing the button to post the initial effort on an internet server.

Before that happens, a lot of planning is needed. And there has to be a personal commitment so that your effort will not collapse immediately. Do you have the time, patience and dedication to carry your tentative, initial steps into something long-standing. Otherwise, what is the point of marketing?

Make no mistake, no matter what the topic of the publication, no matter how slick or how creative, you are in marketing as much as you are in publishing. Then social media, flyers, posters, word of mouth must be harnessed to bring in readers. And they must be repeat readers.

Usually website designers include some kind of signup or notification box where readers can include their email addresses. Study after study show reading is mainly habit. You must harness this human trait to build a business.

Advisers will stress the need for a business plan. Unfortunately there are way too many unanswered questions for a small startup to create a firm outline up front.

Clearly, the first step is to determine why you are planning to produce this internet product. Is it for power? Fame? Self-fulfillment?

The power aspect must not be underrated. All writing has power, and in your circle, in the niche you create, you can be king or queen. But the start can be small and by a single person.

This subjective summary is based on the authors’ experiences with large circulation daily newspapers, a rural weekly, a business marketing and selling newspaper properties and the 17-year history of A.M. Costa Rica and related titles. Founding and running an English-language daily newspaper for nearly two decades in a Spanish-speaking country is not for the faint of heart.

Because we promote the capitalistic system, we believe that the publication must stand on its own financial feet. That means subscriptions or advertising or both.

The art of advertising requires the investment of money and effort that brings back even more money. Advertising is not charity for a publisher. This is a real exchange of money for an intangible benefit. Make no mistake, advertising pays, and a merchant should welcome fairly priced exposure on your site if you have the correct topic and a following.

So the first step is to start talking to those who might benefit from your online publication. That means those merchants, individuals and corporations who have similar interests. For the site listing golf scores at the local clubs, the likely advertisers include pro shops, the clubs themselves, instructors and even national equipment and clothing firms.

For the local site, reporting on local government and the schools, potential advertisers are those in the immediate area.

A wise publisher will not set the rates too low or they will be forever fighting to obtain acceptance of rate increases. So what is a fair rate? That is a budget question that will come into focus once the cost of production is computed.

With a list of rates in hand, the publisher makes a call on a firm that might become an advertiser.

Let’s visit the local bowling alley to promote our micronews site.

The first step is to find out who really is in charge of placing advertising. At small firms this usually is the owner or manager. The idea is to avoid wasting time with intermediaries. Most salespeople know the hardest job is actually getting face time with the person in charge. You find out by asking and smiling.

Remember that business owners face continual solicitation for money from service clubs, local organizations and even churches, as well as other commercial ventures like radio stations.

The goal of any sales call varies. The goal might simply be to arrange a time for a presentation to the person in charge. The ultimate goal is not to sell an ad. That is a one-time event, and that means you will be back the next week trying to sell yet another ad.

Top sales people create integrated marketing programs that can last for months. They try to be paid up front. So for the bowling alley owner, the goal might be to sell a display ad for the weekly micronews site for 52 weeks, a full year. If the ad is $10, the deal is a $520 one, much better than a mere $10.

The bowling alley owner wants to know the number of potential customers who might see his advertising, the dates of any special events and general company policies. They all ask for discounts. Don’t give any. You have established a fair advertising rate. The hardware store owner doesn’t negotiate prices for products there. And you cannot favor one advertisers over another.

The best ads are those that take advantage of the calendar and any other changes in the marketing environment. Advertising becomes stale quickly. It would be nice to bank the $520 and just let the ad run for a year. But the bowling alley owner will not get full benefit. He will want to change his advertising to reflect tournaments, a Mother’s Day promotion, a Christmas wish to customers and maybe a special announcement for his service club’s project. Such likely changes must be reflected in the rates. Clearly the income is not all profit.

The best tactic for a salesperson is to just ask for the money. Few customers offer to write a check. The sales person must initiate that action. This is one approach:

“Just give me your check, and we can have your ad starting in just a few days.”

Naturally, those in business expect to get a receipt and some kind of agreement. For small operations, the best bet is to post details of the advertising transaction online and make reference to them in a short sales agreement that lists the dates, the purchase and the amount of the sale. The short sales agreement could reference a lengthy list of rules and regulations that is maintained online. There is an example in the Appendix. Lengthy agreements are possible, but no one is going to go to court over modest amounts spent on advertising. As the publication grows, professional accounting and legal help is needed.

​Chapter Two: Designing the ad

Online advertising is not a way to sell a product. The main purpose of such advertising is to direct readers to the advertiser’s website where products can be pitched and purchases can be made. So every ad, be it a fancy display one or a simple classified, should contain a link. In a classified, perhaps a
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