Is Sam Zell Crazy? 
Sam Zell might be small in stature—about five feet, five inches tall—but his personality is outsized.  He is known for his salty language and is very much in the habit of making money.  But is he crazy?  In an era when both readers and advertisers are migrating from the “dead tree” newspaper to its online version, the billionaire investor and real estate magnate decided in 2007 to buy the Tribune Company, publisher of the Chicago Tribune, the Los Angeles Times, the Baltimore Sun, and a number of smaller papers.

During his first year as owner, Zell visited the city rooms of his newspapers and delivered obscenity-laced warnings to employees that whatever it was they were doing, it wasn't working. There was too much coverage of world and national affairs, Zell insisted; readers don't want that stuff.  And he wanted to measure his reporters’ performances by the number of column inches of stories they produced each week. He wasn’t interested in investigative reporters who labored for months on stories that went on to win Pulitzers and other prizes, but whose column-inch production was relatively light.

But what really annoyed Zell was that the highly profitable Google search engine was making money from his papers without giving him a cut.  He explained, "If all of the newspapers in America did not allow Google to steal their content for nothing, what would Google do?  We have a situation today where effectively the content is being paid for by the newspapers and stolen by Google. That can last for a short time, but it can't last forever.”

Zell isn’t the only one who’s complaining, and desperately trying to keep his newspapers afloat.  The dead tree press is slowly being killed off.  Across the country, veteran journalists are being laid off and replaced, if at all, with newcomers right out of college.  Foreign bureaus are being closed, and newsstand and subscription prices are rising.  Readers are being asked to pay more for fewer pages.  It’s almost as if the dead tree papers were trying to commit suicide.

 
Newspapers have always been where journalism began—TV newswriters, for example, always sat down first thing in the morning with a stack of newspapers to decide what the news of the day would be.  In a way, newspapers were the unpaid research assistants of television news.  And this arrangement somehow worked out economically for newspapers.  Television news reports were basically a headline service that encouraged people to turn to newspapers for in-depth reporting.  Even when cable television began offering 24-hour news, newspapers remained profitable.

But the Internet is something different.  The Web doesn’t encourage readers to buy newspapers—it encourages them not to.  And as Sam Zell insists, this can’t last forever.


In 2009, the Tribune Company declared bankruptcy and Sam Zell admitted that he had made a mistake.
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