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Independence is a free speech requisite

by Josh O’Kane and
Brendan Doyle

Wouldn't it be a little annoying to
be forced to see the world through
blurry glasses?

Not all the details are there,
and something is holding you
back from getting the full picture.
Sometimes, not seeing the full
picture can be a minor problem;
other times, it takes away from
any value the picture had in the
first place.

When it comes to news, there’s
little value to be found if you can’t
get the whole picture. It's for this
reason that independent media
sources are often praised as the
best “alternative” news source —in
other words, a source that you're
not force-fed. Just as youth often
pick Jon Stewart’s Daily Show as
opposed to CNN, alternative week-
ly magazines have come into their
own as legitimate news sources.

Student newspapers often cover
the news and current events that
the mainstream media overlooks.
The Brunswickan itself is distrib-
uted across Fredericton as an al-
ternative to local or provincial pa-
pers such as The Daily Gleaner or
Telegraph Journal.

Some student-run papers, how-
ever, lack one thing that others do
not: true independence.

Though not a major publishing
corporation, student unions can
still have negative effects on the
content and the writers of a stu-
dent-run publication.

Though not always a problem,
certain degrees of censorship can
occur with that degree of associa-
tion with the Union itself. Writers
could be fired or their articles re-
configured if the Union was dis-
cussed in an unpleasant way, or
if any touchy issues were handled
in a manner the Union didn't ap-
prove of.

David Shipley was the Editor-
in-Chief of UNB Saint John’s The
Baron from 2003-2005, rebuilding
it from the ground up and estab-
lishing autonomy for the paper
along the way.

“Autonomy is another word for
credibility, in my books,” Shipley
explains. “No newspaper, campus
or otherwise is truly autonomous
or independent when you think
about it.

“They depend on advertising
revenues, and on the universities
to collect and disburse fees. They
all depend on their staff to be
honest and to have the public’s
interest at heart.”

Student media outlets, be they
paper, radio, television, are depen-
dent on these as well.

“Good student media outlets
put content ahead of advertising.
They also have a staff that puts the
organizations’ reputation ahead
of their own biases or interests...
They respect the institutions that
they are a part of but don’t kow-
tow to them,” said Shipley. “They
know how to find the right bal-
ance between all of the influences
upon them.”

Shipley’s attitudes helped him
fight for his paper’s own right to
independence. It took him more
than two years to complete the
process.

“It involved negotiations with
the [Students’ Representative
Council] and the university that
became complicated when the is-
sue of how much money we need-
ed became contentious. Eventual-
ly the university took a leadership
role and concluded negotiations
between the SRC.”

His belief is that this move was
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only beneficial for The Baron; it
now has a Board of Directors to
choose the Editor-in-Chief, and
to keep tabs on any staff who may
wield their power unjustly - all
without external influence.

“The pros of autonomy or inde-
pendence are increased credibil-
ity with readers and safety from
student unions. Administrations,
for the most part, take a mature
approach to campus media,” ex-
plains Shipley.

The cons? Cutting the ties to
the head organization also cuts
rletsties ol Sthern  fnn ding S CASs
someone once told me, you don’t
have access to Daddy’s wallet any-
more.”

Approximately half of the papers
attached to the Canadian Univer-
sity Press, a national organization
representing student publications,
are autonomous. Recent converts
include the University of Ottawa’s
The Fulcrum, and St. Thomas’
own Agquinian. The Brunswickan
has been independent since 1999.

Shipley himself has gripes with
how things are exercised in other
potential areas with regards to be-
ing autonomous. “Just because a
student newspaper is independent
doesn’t mean it's always acting in
the best manner.”

He points out the recent con-
troversy over the delay in report-
ing the current problems with
the UNB Student Union’s deficit.
Though admitting a lack of full
knowledge of details, he detailed
that “with a former SU president
now a senior editor at the paper,
[the delay in reporting was] pretty
bad optics.

“It’s a significant credibility hit
and one that autonomy can’t help
with.”

The dice has more than once
side, though: throughout his reign
as editor-in-chief, students often
complained of his single-handed
control of the paper, often refer-
ring it as “The Shipley,” given his
command of the content.

Second year UNBSJ Health Sci-
ences student Lydia Morin, who
now works for The Baron, had this
to say: “[Under Shipley, the paper]
was very controlled... he had ideal
things in his head and basically he
made the paper the way he want-
ed to, and not necessarily what
the others might of have wanted.

“The thing I liked about Dave
being there, though, is that it felt
like a professional paper.”

Regardless, Shipley himself did
provide a meaningful metaphor
to go along with his attitude on
the overall subject: “autonomy for
a student newspaper is a lot like
Peter Parker’s abilities as Spider-
man. Like Spider-man, the student
newspaper can grasp that with
great power comes great responsi-
bility, or it can be selfish and look
after its own interests.”

So what about those alternative
papers we keep hearing so much
about?

Alternative papers are catch-
alls that cover the press big media
misses. Independence is important
not only because of the additional
viewpoints, but also because of

Spread holiday cheer gag |
el Sl donn |

Business 112 i

bodiitons B

CAMPUS FOOD

At Ky
I35 nena,

Han masghi for 1t siustenty
w

s

Brendan Doyle/The Brunswickan

These are some of the independent student newspapers and alternative papers we have in the Brunswickan
offices. Readers are sure to recognize the Aquinian and The Brunswickan, but may not be familar with the Martlet,
the UVic student paper, The Baron, from UNB §J, or Fred. [here] was purchased last year by Brunswick News.

the variety of interests alternative
papers can present. Like the best
relationships, independent news-
papers and news magazines are
built on a foundation of trust.

Speaking about the level of trust
and cooperation at [here], New
Brunswick’s formerly independent
alternative weekly, former Editor
Mark Leger said that, “in a lot of
ways, it was trust. I quit a $45,000
job based on that faith.”

In the spring of April 2000, the
first issue of [here| hit stands and
coffee shops throughout Saint
John. Mark Leger, Janet Scott, and
Judith Mackin came together eight
months before by chance and be-
gan to formulate a plan. Leger was
working at the Telegraph Journal
as a writer and editor. Scott was
working at Enterprise Saint John,
an economic development or-
ganization. Mackin was heavily
involved in Saint John’s artistic
community, running a non-profit
gallery and organizing numerous
events.

Leger and Mackin had many
conversations about the benefits
of having an alternative paper
in Saint John. “Independently of
this,” said Leger, “Enterprise Saint
John had asked Janet Scott if she
would, coincidently, see if there
was any interest in the commu-
nity for starting an event paper.”
It wasn't until Scott bumped into
Mackin on the sidewalk one day
that they started talking about an
alternative paper. Mackin suggest-
ed Leger as a possible editor, and
the rest is history.

“In our case, there was a lack of
a voice for young people, loosely
defined as 18-35,” said Leger. “We
just didn’t see our views or inter-
ests being reflected in the daily
[papers] or the CBC.”

A lot of Leger’s peers at the Tele-
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graph weren’t putting out a pa-
per that catered to their interests.
Newspapers can tap their young
staff, but it’s typically not con-
sistent; it's “not enough to build
a culture in the newspaper,” said
Leger of the need to focus on is-
sues young people are concerned
about. “There may be things
in that daily that would inter-
est them, but they don't feel like
that’s theirs,” said Leger.

“We felt an opportunity existed
to put something out there that
wasn'’t there - to fill a void. And
it just seemed like a fun way to
run a newspaper, too,” said Na-
than White, co-founder of FRED,
a weekly alternative paper that ran
in Fredericton during 2003-2004.

Frustrated by the content and
direction of Irving papers and the
student press, White and some
friends came together in Decem-
ber 2002 to begin planning FRED.
The first issue was printed in May
of 2003.

White and Co. “had tons of pas-
sion and tons of ideas, but it was
hard to be perceived as anything
more than just a university kid,”
said White of some of the chal-
lenges he faced.

Another challenge was the stu-
dent press. With both The Bruns-
wickan and The Aquinian vying for
readership in Fredericton, White
admits, “you can'’t really compete
with student papers. There’s obvi-
ously overlap in the interest, but I
think the target market [of alter-
native papers] is in the 30s.”

Student papers typically have
significantly reduced advertising
prices, making it difficult for al-
ternative papers to compete. One
way to offset this is to appeal to
a broader market, allowing alt pa-
pers to approach a broader range
of advertisers.

White explained that, “one of
the challenges in the alt press, to
keep it surviving, is it’s got to fol-
low the same commercial model
as the daily paper, albeit on a
smaller scale.”

Leger explained that there is
currently a trend showing that
alternative papers are moving to
larger, corporate models. He gave
examples of the Boston Phoenix,
which owns papers throughout
New England. You think it’s your
local alternative paper, but it’s part
of a large conglomerate.

Regardless of the paper’s size,
competition for readership is fierce
and can put a lot of strain on staff
when questions of advertising and
promotion come into play.

“One of the hard things about
starting a paper,” said Leger, “is
that they're often started by am-
bitious journalists who see a void
and want to fill it. But it takes so
much more to put a paper togeth-
er. It takes people with business
sense; it takes people with design
sense. We, at that time, just hap-
pened to have that collection of
people.”

For White and FRED, things were
not that simple. Internal strife led
to a coup and White found him-
self ousted from the paper by Sep-
tember of 2003. Like your corre-
spondent’s experience helping to

start his own independent paper,
vision is difficult to share.

When your writer came to form
ALT magazine in a small apart-
ment in the fall of 1999, the group
of former Brunswickan editors and
staff members assembled there
surprised him with their dedica-
tion and willingness to explore the
possibilities that other established
papers, including the Brunswick-
an and the Irving dailies, were not
willing or able to examine.

Leger agreed, saying, “I think

the mainstream media outlets
make half-hearted attempts to do
that [serve a younger audience],
but it’s not even their fault, they're
just plain not in touch with the
needs of that demographic. So al-
ternative papers spring up because
they’re rooted in those communi-
e .
ALT didn’t even make it to the
first issue before internal bickering
broke the group apart. Though we
went our separate ways, two in-
terested parties found themselves
working for The Brunswickan - a
former Editor-in-Chief, Sean Pat-
rick Sullivan, and your current
Editor, Brendan Doyle.

But what brought us back into
the independent fold? A love of
free speech and the knowledge
that the paper was free from exter-
nal control at any level, of course.

Leger tied this in with why
[here] was so successful. “It broad-
ened out quickly,” he explained,
“it became political as well. It
didn’t focus just on arts and enter-
tainment. It actually tackled issue
of interest to people in the city;
political issues; cultural issues.”

This broad appeal is part of
why independent newspapers ex-
ist. Though often placed in a cat-
egory that would suggest a young
readership, alternative papers can
cover a wider range of topics than
the dailies they supposedly can’t
compete with.

But daily papers can cover all
the angles, right? We don’t need
an independent press to watch the
watchdogs, do we?

We make independent newspa-
pers because the ones available do
not appeal to our sensibilities. In
New Brunswick, all of our daily
newspapers are owned by Bruns-
wick News. Brunswick News is
owned by the Irving family. The
independent press is vital to New
Brunswick because it provides an
alternative to the Irving news mo-
nopoly.

“It’s important to have a diver-
sity of voices,” Leger stressed. “I
don’t think one company or one
person can serve the interests or
needs of everyone.”

Long live the free, independent
press.
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