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Co-producing local news with non-profit organizations in Japan
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Striving for a more Citizen-Oriented Paper:
Co-producing local news with non-profit
organizations in Japan

Tetsuo Hatanaka

Abstract

The subject of this paper is to examine the possibility of collaboration between a local
newspaper and a civic nonprofit group through the analysis of a case study I carried out in
Joetsu city of Niigata prefecture, Japan.

Over the past ten years in the region, the intermediary nonprofit organization, Kubikino NPO
Support Center (KSC), has been involved in making some pages of the Monday edition of the
local tabloid “The Joetsu Times . The role of KSC's members is to gather information on
other civic groups, introduce their activities and cover various kinds of community problems.
The civic activists also edit articles and layout the print-ready master files that are sent to the
The Joetsu Times office. Those articles are published intact, that is, without any intervention
throughout the whole newspaper-making process at The Joetsu Times.

Both The Joetsu Times and KSC regard these pages as ‘co-produced” by the two. For KSC,
furthermore, this partnership with 7The Joetsu Times has brought unexpected results expanding
exchanges with other grass-root civic activists and citizens as well as benefiting the newspaper
itself. Since the two sides launched the ‘co-produced” project together, the circulation of
The Joetsu Times has remarkably increased, and the number of nonprofit civic groups in the
region has also increased. On the other hand, there are some criticisms on their partnership in
which people see The Joetsu Times forsaking its identity as an independent newspaper, or KSC
degrading itself as a mere subcontractor of The Joetsu Times .

In this paper, I intend to clear up some questionable issues concerning nonprofit /
nongovernment movements, both within the area of journalism studies and in a wider scope. My
conclusions are outlined as follows:

Firstly, even in such a small regional newspaper as The Joetsu Times , also referred to

*Doctoral Course, Graduate School of Interdisciplinary Information Studies, The University of Tokyo

Key Words : Local Newspaper, Nonprofit Organization, Co-production, Independency of the Press, Journalism, participation.
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as peripheral media, there are some contentious issues on its editorial independency. Those
issues, however, have taken on different aspects with ideological controversies over ability and
responsibility between the owner of The Joetsu Times and his employees. It is no use referring
the historical arguments on editorial right.

Secondly, KSC provides various types of regional news and information to its readers in
Joetsu area on its own responsibility on the basis of citizenship democracy, not journalism. After
prolonged discussions in the paper, editors and reporters at The Joetsu Times realized that
KSC's goal to revitalize their communities was also a pursuit of the newspaper's.

This might be a rather unusual case in Japan, so it must be difficult to formulate a specific
theory for establishing partnership between professional journalists and citizens. This case study
suggests the importance of creating theories for the analyses of such phenomena, Ostrom’s “co-
production” and Tanaka's “citizen autonomy” are significant ideas from which journalism
research may benefit. Similarly, Pestoff s “The Third Sector of the Welfare Triangle” might

also be of use when discussing the strengthening of participatory journalism.
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