
Imagine working for a newspaper owned by employees and 
run by managers who are collaborative, innovative, understand 
business and care about good journalism. We did. This is the 
story of how a group of employees at the San Jose Mercury News 
launched an effort to buy 12 Knight Ridder newspapers.

It was just weeks after the San Jose Mercury News folded 
its weekly community news sections and its Spanish- and 

Vietnamese-language newspapers. About 50 newsroom staffers 
had taken buyouts, and our in-boxes were filled with goodbye 
e-mails.

Veteran reporter Rick Tulsky and I were finishing a criminal 
justice project that he had started three years ago. Maybe it had 
something to do with working on the kind of story that reminds 
us why good journalism is worth fighting for ð or maybe itôs 
because weôre optimists ð but Rick and I started talking about 
what could be done to save the paper from owners who could 
potentially make deeper cuts.

We each e-mailed a few colleagues to share the idea, and 
thatôs how a group of about a half dozen staffers started 

talking regularly about the sale. The group included our local 
Guild president and education writer Becky Bartindale, enter-
tainment writer Jack Fischer, database analyst Griff Palmer and 
metro columnist Mike Cassidy. We were well aware how crazy 
it seemed for us to think we could influence decisions normally 
dictated by the stock market and powerful shareholders. But we 
figured we couldnôt complain if we didnôt try something.

We researched alternative ownership structures, including a 
non-profit model and an Employee Stock Ownership Plan. We 
called journalism non-profits, investors and other newspapers 
with unique ownership structures. We liked the idea of a non-
profit because it would free the paper from some market pres-
sures. Net profits of a non-profit organization are required to be 
reinvested into the group. But we quickly discovered there was 
only a narrow set of educational non-profits that could purchase 
a money-making newspaper, and even if we found or created the 
right group, it would take years to do.
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WANT MORE DETAILS WANT MORE DETAILS 
ABOUT THE KR SALE?ABOUT THE KR SALE?

Curious about what could happen with your Curious about what could happen with your 
job, wages, benefits and working conditions job, wages, benefits and working conditions 
after the paper is sold?after the paper is sold?

Follow all the twists and turns related to Follow all the twists and turns related to 
Knight Ridderôs sale at the Knight Rid-Knight Ridderôs sale at the Knight Rid-
der Watch Web site. It has news stories der Watch Web site. It has news stories 
from numerous sources on this topic. See from numerous sources on this topic. See 
www.knightridderwatch.org.www.knightridderwatch.org.

Learn more about worker-friendly alterna-Learn more about worker-friendly alterna-
tives, including an employee stock owner-tives, including an employee stock owner-
ship plan, at www.valueplusmedia.com.ship plan, at www.valueplusmedia.com.

The Newspaper Guild-CWA has hired The Newspaper Guild-CWA has hired 
consultants to represent employees in consultants to represent employees in 
discussions about Knight Ridderôs sale. discussions about Knight Ridderôs sale. 
This initiative is open to all employees This initiative is open to all employees 
ð managers and non-managers, Guild and ð managers and non-managers, Guild and 
non-Guild and members of other newspaper non-Guild and members of other newspaper 
industry unions.industry unions.

See ESOP page 3

By Julie Patel

Employees at the San Jose Mercury News 
and Monterey County Herald, union and non-
union alike, continued to wait with uncertainty 
to see what will happen to their newspapers 
and their jobs after Knight Ridder was bought 
by McClatchy. 

The sale of Knight Ridder to McClatchy 
was announced March 13. McClatchy officials 
immediately said that the Sacramento-based 
newspaper chain would sell off 12 of the 32 
newspapers it acquired, including the Mercury 
News and Monterey Herald.

Before the sale, the Newspaper Guild 
talked with prospective buyers of Knight Rid-
der about acquiring the unionized newspapers 
after the initial sale. The Guild obtained the 
backing of the Yucaipa Companies of Los 

Angeles, a ñworker friendlyò fund, and the 
professional counsel of Duff & Phelps Secu-
rities of Chicago and Ownership Associates 
of Cambridge, Mass. In Yucaipaôs 20-year 
history of investments totaling $20 billion, 80 
percent of employees in acquired companies 
have been union members.

ñFrom the start, our goal has been to 
facilitate a óworker friendlyô buyout of these 
newspapers,ò said TNG-CWA President Linda 
Foley, ñthat have a combined employment of 
approximately 7,000 and a combined daily cir-
culation of 1.3 million. While we have been 
focused on the TNG-CWA unionized papers, 
our team will consider the entire package of 
twelve papers.ò

Fate of newspapers in the balance

See FATE page 3



When a gallon of gasoline and a 
loaf of bread were 25 cents and 

Harry Truman was president, a recent 
University of California-Berkeley gradu-
ate named Betty Barnacle sought a job at 
a newspaper in San Francisco where she 
was born and grew up. At a time when few 
women worked as reporters and editors at 
American newspapers and magazines, Bet-
ty didnôt have any success in her search.

She had almost resigned herself to 
applying to the telephone company for a 
job when she took one last stab at news-
papers, applying to the San Francisco 
Call-Bulletin. This time she met with suc-
cess ï sort of. The college graduate with a 
major in English was hired as a ñcopy boyò 
in 1952 at $35 a week.

ñI took that paycheck and spent the 
whole damn thing to buy a Siamese cat,ò 
she said. Betty recently retired after 44 
years of service at the San Jose Mercury 
News and 54 years in print journalism.

After a few years at the now-defunct 
Call-Bulletin, the womenôs club editor at 
the San Francisco Examiner left her job 
for a year, and Betty was hired to replace 
her. After that year, she went back to the 
Call-Bulletin as a reporter.

In the early 1960s, Betty and her 
husband and newly born son moved to 
the South Bay. ñI couldnôt afford to buy 
anything in San Francisco,ò she said of 
housing.

She got her foot in the 
door at the San Jose Mer-
cury News by temporar-
ily taking a reporting job 
for two weeks until the 
permanent reporter from 
Texas took the position. 
However in 1961, she was hired full time. 
She did the police beat, covering the Santa 
Clara County Sheriffôs Department first 
and later the San Jose Police Department.

She worked first at the Mercury Newsô 
downtown offices and, after 1967, at the 

new plant on Ridder Park Drive. The new 
newsroom impressed her. ñThe Call-Bul-
letin newsroom was terrible!ò

Betty wrote a variety of stories, 
besides police stories, during 

her long career at the Mercury News, 
including in recent years feature 
obituaries. About five years ago, 
space permitting, the Mercury 
News decided to run a lengthy 
local obit every day. Four report-
ers helped the main obit writer, 
besides doing their own work. 
Betty ended up being the head 
obituary writer.

With the advent of the Inter-
net and e-mail, Barnacle began 
receiving thank-yous from friends 
and relatives of the deceased for 
the obits she wrote. She even got 
e-mails and phone calls from 
obituary writers at other U.S. 
newspapers, asking for tips on 
how to write good features about 
local residents who had died.

ñObits ï I really liked that itôs 
history,ò Betty said. ñWe always 
say everybody has a story to tell, 
and they do.ôô 

It is estimated that when she 
retired, Betty had 10,000 bylined 
stories to her credit at the Mer-
cury News.

The stories she wrote at the 
Mercury News that stick out most in her 
mind are police stories. She remembers a 

story that received a ban-
ner headline about a San 
Jose Police Department 
sting on people dealing 
with stolen goods and 
other stories she wrote 
about a ski-mask rapist 
stalking Silicon Valley.

Betty served as recording secretary 
for the Guildôs executive board and 

was active in the Guildôs gridiron dinners, 
one year as chair of the dinner and other 
years as a player in the show.

Besides reporting, Betty enjoys singing. 
She is the tenor in the choir at St. Martin 
of Tours Church on OôConnor Drive in San 
Jose. ñIf I have a real bad allergy, I can sing 
bass,ò she said laughing. She also likes to 
collect dolls and cats.

She will have no problem finding 
things to do during her retirement, 

she said.

Betty has seen a lot of changes in print 
journalism in her six decades at newspa-
pers in the Bay Area. ñMechanically, itôs 
changed tremendously,ò she said. ñWe 
have gone from typewriters to electric 
typewriters to computers.ò But she said 
that the essence has not changed. ñYou still 
have to get the story. They thought that the 
computer age would speed things up. But 
I donôt think that it has. You still have to 
chase after the story and write it.ò
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Longtime reporter retires after 44 years at the Merc

ñI took that paycheck 
and spent the whole 
damn thing to buy 

a Siamese catò

Betty Barnacle worked for 44 years at the San Jose Mer-
cury News and 54 years in newspapers in total. When she 
recently retired, it was estimated that she had 10,000 bylined 
stories to her credit.

By Stewart Applin
Guild news editor



An ESOP ï an employee benefit 
plan that makes the employees of 

a company owners of stock in that com-
pany ï seemed more realistic. Employees 
start with a small stake in the company, 
bought with a percentage of their salaries 
or retirement savings. They join with 
investors or take loans to put up most of 
the money up front and, over time, they 
buy a bigger stake in the company and 
eventually have more employees who can 
sit on the companyôs board of directors. 
There have been about 11,000 ESOPs 
across the country.

Jack Fischer contacted ESOP expert 
Christopher Mackin, at the sugges-

tion of Luther Jackson, the Guildôs execu-
tive officer. As national Guild leaders 
heard more about our work, they decided 
to support the effort by hiring Mackin, 
president of Ownership Associates, and 
Richard May, a managing director of Duff 
& Phelps, as consultants. They decided an 
ESOP would be the most worker-friendly 
situation and that employees at all nine 
unionized papers should make a united 
bid for their papers. Since then, more than 
a dozen employees from the nine papers 
have been conducting research on investors 

and potential managers, and participating 
in conference calls to report results.

Mackin and May helped the Guild form 
a corporation ï tentatively called Value-
Plus Media ï to buy the papers. They have 
talked to candidates for the management 
team; contacted each potential bidder to 
discuss partnership possibilities; and most 
recently, attracted an investment company 
that has agreed to provide capital to help 
purchase the nine papers.

Yucaipa Companies, the investor, is 
backed by large pension funds like 

CalPERS, which count on Yucaipa to make 
returns on investment. With Yucaipaôs 
financial backing, ValuePlus leaders are 
negotiating possible joint venture arrange-
ments with larger industry or financial 
buyers.

Theyôre hoping that buyers who are 
apprehensive about managing unionized 
papers will consider joining them. Indus-
try buyers such as McClatchy Newspapers, 
Gannett or MediaNews Group may also be 
interested in a partnership with ValuePlus 
as a way to address regulatory problems 
such as prohibitions on cross ownership. 
Mackin and May said the goal of a partner-
ship would be to gain editorial and finan-
cial independence for union newspapers.
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ESOP could be answer to Knight Ridder newspaper woes

Welcome to San Jose Guild
New members accepted by the Representative Assembly

MERCURY NEWS:
Advertising: 

Marsha Versen 
Streven Brown 
Carrie Berger 
Carlos Farias 
Dale Ganzow 
Ana Wold 
Joanna Wlodawer 
Camille Littlejohn 
Archana Raina 

Karen Schaller 
Esiri Onojafe

Classified: 
Rene Caparros 
Priscilla Fung 
Carlisha Pettiford

Editorial: 
Michael Tribble 
Patty Hannon* 
Michael Dorgan

Finance: 
Cynthia Luque*

Monterey Herald:
Advertising:
Natalie Dillon

Editorial:
Randy Schuyler* 
Julia Reynolds

* Reinstatement

Grievance corner 

ESOP from page 1

While the Knight Ridder sale 
uncertainty has led to a reduc-

tion in grievances, there is significant news 
to report on the arbitration front. 

An arbitrator ruled in December that 
the Mercury News did not violate the 
Guild contract when it fired a copy editor 
for refusing to engage in a dialogue with 
supervisors about his performance evalu-
ation. 

In a final and binding decision, arbitra-
tor Donald Wollett called the copy editorôs 
action insubordination. Wrote Wollett: ñHe 
was in effect denying managementôs right 
to manage.ò 

The arbitrator also said that if the copy 
editor objected to the Mercury Newsô order 

to discuss his evaluation, he should have 
obeyed the order and then urged the Guild 
to file a grievance. 

In another case, the Guild and Mer-
cury News have asked arbitrator Gerald 
McKay to determine whether the Mercury 
News violated the Guild contract when it 
changed the way the company administers 
a number of leaves of absence. 

That case will probably be heard in the 
September or October of 2006. 

As Knight Ridder was sold prior to the 
disposition of this grievance, the entity 
acquiring KR stock will be responsible 
for addressing these ñeffects bargainingò 
issues with the Guild.

Grievance Committee

Several dozen employees of the Mercury 
News attended two meetings March 2 at the 
IBEW Electrical Apprenticeship Training Cen-
ter to learn more about the Newspaper Guild 
effort to purchase the nine union newspapers.

Chris Mackin of Ownership Associates, 
Richard May of Duff & Phelps, and Darren 
Carroll, the Guild-CWA coordinator for the KR 
sale, explained to employees the possibilities of 
the Guild/Yucaipa buying the union newspapers 
and the range of options for employees eventu-
ally owning a piece of their place of employ-
ment.

As of this writing, Guild members are still 
awaiting the fate of their newspapers and hoping 
for the best.

Union workers await their fate
FATE from page 1
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Wanted: energy, ideas and leadership
The presidentôs commentary
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Executive Officer
Luther Jackson       luther@sjguild.org
Administrative Director
Suzanne Arnaud    suzanne@sjguild.org

President
Becky Bartindale 
408.920.5459        becky@sjguild.org
Vice President
Jack Fisher 
408.920.5459           jack@sjguild.org
Secretary-Treasurer
Griff Palmer 
408.920.5764           griff@sjguild.org

Unit officers
Mercury News
Dennis Uyeno, chair
408.920.5872        dennis@sjguild.org
Bill Russell                   408.920.5586
Lilia Valencia                408.920.5483

Monterey Herald
Joe Livernois, chair  
831.753.6751              joe@sjguild.org
Janeene Davis                831.646.1112
George Sanchez             831.753.6771 

Representative Assembly

Kathy Corcoran, Jack Davis, 
Steve Marinucci, Julie Patel, 
Bill Russell, Connie Skipitares, 
Jon Ann Steinmetz, Denis Theriault, 
Sylvia Ulloa, Lilia Valencia, 
Claudia Melendez (Monterey) 

published quarterly

Stewart Applin, Editor
editor@sjguild.org

Calendar
April 1-2  Western District Council,  San Francisco
April. 23  Representative Assembly at 9:30 a.m. Sunday in Guild office. 

Guild news
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Address service requested

For those who are curious about our 
uncertain future, Knight Ridder offered 

some clues in its advice to potential buyers on 
how to increase profits by reducing costs.

In a March 9 account, these were some of 
the KR-endorsed strategies laid 
out by Mercury News reporter 
(and Guild member) Pete Carey:

Å Trim the cost of health and 
dental benefits (presumably by 
reducing benefits and/or having 
employees pay more.)

Å Negotiate changes in health 
care and vacation policies with 
labor unions

Å Push for lower wages for some employ-
ees and outsource some work.

Å Replace defined-benefit pension plans, 
such as we have now, with 401(k) programs.

No matter who owns us ð and at this 
writing, it was still unclear ð thereôs surely a 
tough negotiation ahead. The Guildôs contract 
expires June 30. Even if our new owners were 
the worker-friendly Yucaipa Companies, and 
even with employee ownership, changes in 

the newspaper industry will require changes 
in the way we do things. 

More than ever before, in this time of great 
change, the Guild needs to be able to com-
municate well with members, so we can work 
as a team. Guild leaders need to provide you 
with important information about the options 

before us, but we need to hear your 
ideas about how to proceed and 
your energy to help carry out those 
plans. 

As the stakes grow higher, more 
members are getting involved. I 
will mention two recent projects. A 
Web site, www.savethemerc.com, 
was created to reach out and edu-
cate the community, to let our 
readers know that the employees 

who are the backbone of the Mercury News 
share their desire for a high-quality news-
paper. The other is a new internal structure, 
which will be very important during contract 
negotiations. It is organized around small 
work groups, with designated leaders to share 
information with their colleagues. 

Are you a natural leader? Do you like 
to talk to other people? Do you like 

to be on top of whatever is going on? If so, 
please contact me, becky@sjguild.org. I have 
a job for you!

By Becky Bartindale
San Jose Guild President


