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Funny Numl)ers

The Journeil Sentinelis charged with

Mark Belling, tallcshow hoston
WISN-AM (1130), called it “an
enormous crisis,” while media
insiders say it could be a block-
buster story. Yer nobody in-
volved is talking about itbecause
the legal stakes are so high.
Whatisit? Shorewest Realtors
Ine.vs. Journal Sentinel Ine., an
epic Goliath vs. Goliath. lawsuit
that pits Wisconsin's largest pa-
pet, the Mitwashes Journal Sen-
zinel, against one of its biggest
advertisers, Shorewest.
Arissue 5 allzged circulation
fraud. Simply put, publicarions
base their advertising rates on
the number of copies distribur-
ed or sold to readers. The Au-
dit Burean of Circulation sets
rules for how 1o count readers,
and Shorewest has accused the
Journal Sentinel of deliberatcly
breaking the rules since 1996,
With similar cases in New
York, llineis and Texas lcad-
ing to arrests, criminal fraud
charges, grand juryprobes, mass
layoffs and mass payoffs, the
shock waves from Shorewests
showdown herc may bounce
the morning newspaper right
off your doorstep.
InaMilwaukee County Cir-
cuit Court complaine filed April
25, Shorewest and its army of
lawyers say newspaper officials
“kaowingly vverstated the M5
weekday and weckend eireula-
tion rates for the express purpose
of chagingand extracting high-
er rates from advertisers” De-
tluring class-action status, the
cornplaint calls the newspaper's
eonduct “wanrop, willfol, mali-
clous und/or intenrional”
“Class action,” of course,
means thousands of other adver-
tisers could join the suit. Among
other things, the complaint al~
leges that the Journal Sentinel
wiongfully counted as paid eir-
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overstating circulation. BY PETER ROBERTSON

culation newspapers thar were
thrown into dumpsters or giv-
en away ar schools, businesses,
sporting events, Summerfest,
parades, o entire neighborhoods
and individnal homes.

Interestingly, Shorewest Pres-
ident Joseph Horning, Shore-
west lawyers, Journal Commu-
nications CEO Steve Smith
and Jowrnal Sentinel Publisher
Beisy Brenner all declined in-
terviews, Since nobody’s talking,
we looked at other major pupers
with similar scandals to seewhut
mighthappen here, The forecast
looks stormy indeed.

In February 2004, advertis-
ers sued Long Island's News-
day and the Spanish-language
Hoy newspapers, According to
reports in Neausday and Editor
& Publisher magazine, par-
ent cornpany Tribune Co. ad-
mitted Inflating circulation at
bath newspapees. Federal and
local wuthoritics investigated.
The publishers of both news-
papers retired, Newsday fired
13 circuladion officials. The
Tribune Co. sct aside a whop-
ping $90 million for adverriser
refunds. Shareholders sued the
Tribune Co. for lax oversight.
Newsday's editor resigned and
the paper cut 100 jobs. Federal
agents arrested threc former
Neasday and Hoy circulation
officials for criminal fraud.

In June 2004, the Chicago
Sun-Timesadmitted to inflaring
circulation up to 50,000 copics
dailysince 1996. Facing lawsuits
by adverrisers and sharchold-
ers, parent company Hollinger
Intcrnational Inc. reserved $27
million to refund hundreds of
advertisers, reports Crafn's Chi-
eayo fusiness newspaper.

1 August 2004, The Dallas
Morning News also admitted
to overstating circularion, ac-
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cording to American Journal-
isem Review and DallusNews.
com, A circulation vice presi-
dent resigned. Adverrisers syed
the newspaper and sharehold-
ers sued purent cormpany Belo
Corp. The companyserasideat
Jenst $23 million for advertis-
et refunds. The newspaper cur
150jobs. The district atrorney's
office launched a grand jury in~
vestigation into possible crimi-
nal wrongdoing.

Here, new Journal Sentinel
Publisher Brenner inlrizted 4, re-
view of circulation early this year
afrer former Publisher Keith
Spore's retiremnent, the Jowrr-
nal Sentinel reports. In March,
Brenner announced thar three
top circulation and marketing
execuriveswere ‘no longerwith
the fonrnal Sentinel” By April,
CEO Smith and Brenner ad-
mitred they would not include
thousands of vopics in theirjaz-
est circulation report becanse an
Audir Bureau revicw uncovered
substandard practices. Shore-
west filed suit 11 days larer.

Journal Communications
kad this to say in an April 27
press relesse: “Journal Sentinel
valucs its relations with Its ad-
vertisers. We believe the lawsuit
is withour merit and intend to
defend the action vigorously”

IN AN ABSURD TWIST, two
promincnt members of Jour-

nat Communications’ board of
direcrors offered 1o come to the
rescue of the Milwaukee Public
Muzeum duringits own finan-
cial scanda] rhis summer.

J8 reporter Dove Umhoefer
broke the nows in May that the
museumnwashiding a multimil-
lien-dollar deficit. Turns out the
chairman of the muscum’s board
of directors was David Maiss-
ner, who also happens to serve
on the Journal board, When mu-
scum President Michoel Staf-
ford quitinJune, Meissner took
over as acting CEO to help the
institution througl its treubles.
‘That 15, until the media started
asking why Meissner and the
muscum board were clueless
about the mounting deficit. So
Medssner abruptly quir as musc-
um chairman and CEO on June
16, thesame daya newknight in
shining armer came forward.

[t was none other than Jour-
nal Communications Chair-
man and CEQ Stave Smith.

Also chairman of the Grearer
Milwaukee Committee, Smith
vowed 1o start « task forcc 1o’
“search for ways to stabilize and
rebuild the institution's finances,”
the Journal Sentinel reported.

Before they try to save any
other local institurions, Smith
and Mcissner might want to
make surc their own books are
in order at the fournal Sentins!
and Journal Communications.
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