How to start a newspaper with no skills, no staff, and no experience

Courtesy of Maureen Mann, managing editor, The Forum, in Deerfield, NH, 2006
General
· Don’t believe what anyone tells you, whether about how likely you are to fail or how easy it is to succeed.  
· If you want advice, ask for money.

· Promote your venture. Get all the publicity that you can.  Each new article, each new contributor, each new reader, and each person you tell about the paper will help it grow.  
· Don’t fear lack of content.  Nobody is reading you much in the beginning so everything is new to each new reader.  Just keep reporting.

· Don’t fear lack of staff.  Ask every one you meet if they would like to contribute and, maybe months from now, many of them will.  Explain that if something interests them it will interest someone else as well.  Don’t ask them to write for the newspaper, ask them to write about X.  Just keep asking.
· By about nine months [a coincidence?], your biggest problem won’t be lack of content or staff any more.  It will become lack of trained editors and posters to get the material up on the site as it rolls in faster than you can handle it.  
· Your biggest problem will constantly change.

· You will handle each new problem as it comes along; even though you might feel overwhelmed at the time.  Just keep going.
Online

· Start with the most basic web hosting service, with the least amount of required ‘html’ code. You will outgrow it but it will be easy for neophytes to learn.  We started with bulletlink.  We learn more about its shortcomings every day but it got us started and has allowed us to grow.
· Establish a few simple standards for style, numbers, headlines, and the like and stick with them.  
· Ask contributors to write in a way that makes posting easier. For example, require block paragraphs and adherence to agreed upon formats.
· Start editors/posters out with basic tasks such as posting news, opinions, and letters which require minimum code; move to adding one or two pictures; then to imbedding links, and so on.  Don’t let people feel overwhelmed.
· Train new regular contributors to post as soon as they are comfortable doing so.  Add tasks as people are willing/able to handle them.

· Be sure someone in addition to the author proofs all posted items!!
Print

· Resist the temptation to be expensive or glossy.  Once the content is read the edition will be thrown away anyway.  Make the paper good enough for the reader to distinguish the content of photographs, but not better.
· Use a format/software that is convenient for your printer.  We have moved from Microsoft Publisher to Adobe inDesign which will allow us to email the print editions to the printer.
· Secure a non-profit (or for-profit) bulk mail permit and learn all the regulations. Don’t depend on the USPS for correct information or much direction.  Do as much presorting as possible to reduce costs.
· LIE!  Lie to those submitting content about when it is due.  Lie to your advertisers about when copy is required.  Lie to editors about when proofing must be completed and pictures submitted.  Every single step of the way people will be late so expect it and plan for it.
· Plan for a four to six-hour session before the edition goes to the printer.  Have a group go over every inch of it, and check and recheck each other.   There will still be mistakes that jump out when you see them but you can minimize them.  Laugh about the ones that get through.
· Expect natural and unnatural disasters.  We have had a flood, a major storm and a three-day power outage interfere with final proof sessions.  You can’t do anything about it, but anticipating makes it less stressful.
· Decide if your goal is content or income.  If content, don’t expect more from advertising income than to cover the print expenses.
After One Year
· If you have established credibility with readers, local boards, schools, police departments, and the like content will not be an issue.
· Training of photographers, photo and copy editors, news reporters, site posters, will become an ongoing need.
· Finding a balance between covering costs but not overwhelming the site with advertising will be another ongoing issue.

· New procedures, jobs, and ways to delegate and specialize will have to be determined; you may even have to establish a paid management position.  The “lets start a newspaper” enthusiasm will give way to the practicality of running a newspaper.  But keep it fun.
Final Thoughts

· Don’t compare yourself to any other project.
· Don’t forget why you started doing this.

· Have fun!
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