Lincoln publisher accuses politicians, rival newspaper of bilking taxpayers – 8/02/07

By Scott Finn, West Virginia Public Broadcasting
Studio lead: There’s a fight going on for the hearts and minds of newspaper readers in Lincoln County – and that struggle could affect small newspapers all across West Virginia.
On one side is Dan Butcher, a Lincoln County native who moved to Florida and made a fortune. Now he’s back and he’s starting a newspaper chain.
Butcher is challenging an established newspaper, the Lincoln Journal, with a start-up called the Lincoln Standard. He’s alleging that the Lincoln Journal and local politicians are in cahoots with each other – and taxpayers are footing the bill. Scott Finn reports.
Finn: In the last year, Dan Butcher has either started or bought local newspapers in Lincoln, Boone, Cabell and Putnam counties. Butcher says he wasn’t planning to start a newspaper chain. But then he met Olive Hager.

Butcher: There’s a 77-year-old woman named Olive Hager who dedicates her life to helping Lincoln County. And she was organizing the soccer, she was actually helping to coach the clinics, a 77-year-old woman.

She had youth soccer tryouts, she went to get help to get the word out. They charged her $59. And that’s a news story in my perspective. You don’t charge $59 to help kids.

Finn: First he tried to buy the Lincoln Journal from its publisher, Tom Robinson. That’s when he discovered that the powerful Stowers family might own part of the newspaper. 
This is same Stowers family that has held sway over Lincoln County politics for decades. But there’s no way to prove who really owns the paper. Lyle Stowers didn’t return our phone call.

Butcher says there’s been a cozy relationship between the Journal and local politicians.

Butcher: It was almost Stepford-wives like, that everything was perfect here, and we like it this way, and there was never any criticism. What’s happened here is, there was no voice, there’s no voice of democracy. I’ve described it mostly like a feudal system, where you don’t speak out for fear of retribution.

Finn: Butcher says he couldn’t buy the Journal, so he decided to start a competitor – the Lincoln Standard. The paper went on-line in December, and started a print edition in April.

Almost immediately, Butcher unleashed his reporters on his rival, the Journal. His paper ran story after story alleging that county officials and the Journal worked together to bilk taxpayers out of tens of thousands of dollars.
Tom Robinson: He’s just pounding and pounding and pounding.
Finn: That’s Robinson, publisher of the Lincoln Journal. He says Butcher may be able to afford a media war, but he can’t.

Robinson: You know, there’s not room enough for two papers in any county. There’s only so many pieces of the pie. I’m in this as a business, not as a hobby

Finn: Robinson has his own theory for the attacks on his newspaper.

Robinson: He’s upset. He’s donated money for the schools, and that’s great. But he wants everybody to pat him on the back, constantly. He breaks his own arm patting himself on the back.
Finn: Still, his paper and the county commission were forced to respond to Butcher’s charges. Here’s the first allegation – that the county is printing more information necessary for legal advertisements. It might sound arcane, but the more words a newspaper prints, the more money it makes.
A lot of those legal ads involve delinquent taxpayers. The law says you only have to print people’s names and what they owe. But Robinson says it makes sense to print extra information -- like addresses -- especially in a county where more than 500 people are listed in the phonebook under the name “Adkins.”

Robinson: There’s 12 Betty Smiths in Lincoln County. They call up and say, “I don’t owe you any tax.” And then the Betty Smith that does owe, “What tax ticket is that?” We’re putting the legal advertising in the way that the county wants it put in. And there’s nothing illegal about it, and the county has not done anything illegal.
Finn: Butcher says that there’s precious little money to go around in Lincoln County. The money for legal ads could be put to better use.

Butcher: You’re paying employees in the sheriff’s office $6 an hour, we don’t have the money to pay you anymore. But you can pay in one year alone $20,000 to the Lincoln Journal to run the delinquent property tax list twice.
Finn: Butcher’s last allegation is that the Journal is lying about its circulation numbers. With higher circulation, the paper can charge more for legal ads. The Journal denies the charge. 
Meanwhile -- Butcher says that other small newspapers statewide may be doing the same thing.

Butcher: There are counties in West Virginia that show 89 percent penetration on their circulation. And you’re talking significant penetrations of paid subscriber newspapers. Something is logically not making sense.
Finn: Other experts say it’s possible for small newspapers to reach a very high percentage of households in a county. There’s really no way to check. Large newspapers have regular audits, but most small newspapers report their own circulation numbers. Gloria Flowers is executive director of the West Virginia Press Association.
Gloria Flowers: I do not feel there are any publishers in the state that fudge a tremendous amount on their circulation numbers.
Finn: We caught Flowers on her cell phone. She was on the way to Shepherdstown for the group’s annual meeting. She expects that lots of people will be talking about Lincoln County.
Flowers: We’re going to work on ways to make sure that our papers are following the law. I feel they are. And we’re also going to extend that to the county commissioners, the sheriffs, the departments of education. So we hope we won’t see any more of this, what’s going on between the Lincoln Journal and the Lincoln Standard.

Finn: Butcher says that people in Lincoln County are asking him if he’s going to stick around for the long haul. He says he will. In fact, his business is growing.
Earlier this year, he bought papers in Cabell and Putnam counties, and he just started another paper in Boone County. So other counties may soon experience Butcher’s brand of community journalism.

For West Virginia Public Broadcasting, I’m Scott Finn in Charleston.
