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The current crisis in the press sector has 
particularly hit the regional press. 
This crisis is due to factors on both the 
"supply-side" (e.g. problems of distribution) 
and on the "demand-side" (e.g. an ageing 
readership).  
It has resulted in widespread falls in the 
number of titles published and sales. 
However, there are considerable diffe-
rences between EU Member States.  
State support measures in this sector are in 
place in most Member States (i.e. direct or 
indirect subsidies, aimed at facilitating the 
production, distribution or acquisition of 
newspapers). In some cases, emergency 
measures have also been implemented.  
Member States are generally reluctant to 
grant direct state aid to the press sector: it 
has only been done in a few Member States, 
particularly in France, Italy and Sweden. 
Indirect aids, such as reduced value added 
tax (VAT) rates, are more common.  
Public support to the press is seen in some 
Member States as a threat to press 
independence. 
At EU level, there is no press policy. 
However, several EU actions may have an 
impact on the regional press sector (e.g. 
Directive on VAT or rules concerning state 
aids, the postal sector, and advertising).  
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Glossary 

The World Association of Newspapers and News 
Publishers defines "regional press" as 
"newspapers distributed only within a limited 
geographical area of a country". A "daily" 
newspaper is published at least four times a week. 

Issue definition 

The daily press faces a structural crisis, 
reinforced by the current economic 
downturn. Its business model has been 
particularly challenged by the emergence of 
the Internet.  

In May 2009, Commission President Barroso 
sent a letter the European Federation of 
Journalists, noting that the economic 
problems affecting the European press 
require public intervention.  

Regional newspapers play a specific role in 
the press landscape. In particular, they give 
their readers a sense of social belonging, and 
remain a major source of information for 
EU citizens.  
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Two Eurobarometer surveys [Flash EB N°234 
in 2008 and Flash EB N°298 in 2010] showed 
that regional newspapers were the second 
most important source of information 
through which EU citizens are informed 
about projects supported by the EU's 
regional policy in their area (32% of 

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_234_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_298_en.pdf
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respondents, after television with 53%). In six 
Member States, regional newspapers were 
the first source of such information (e.g. 50% 
of respondents in Germany and 46% in 
Sweden).  

Moreover, the communication plans set up 
by managing authorities in the field of the 
EU's cohesion policy often target the 
regional press (e.g. to publicise the start of a 
new EU co-financed project).  

Furthermore, consolidating and developing 
relations with the regional press in the 
Member States was one of the main 
objectives of the European Parliament's 
Information Offices (EPIOs) for 2009. 
According to EPIOs' mission statements, they 
should have a pro-active policy towards the 
regional press, to maximise coverage of the 
European Parliament.  

Faced with the newspapers crisis, the issue of 
support schemes targeting the press sector 
has been raised in several Member States.  
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Regional press in the EU 

Two "models" in the daily press landscape 
On the one hand, in some Member States 
the national press is dominant, and regional 
press represents only around 30% of 
circulation (e.g. United Kingdom). On the 
other hand, in some Member States the 
press model is based on regional press (e.g. 
Germany or Sweden).   

Challenges faced by newspapers 
In most OECD countries, newspapers have 
faced a series of challenges in recent years, 
both on the demand side (e.g. an ageing 
readership, changing readership habits, 
increased competition from free dailies and 
the Internet, declining advertising revenues) 
and on the supply side (e.g. high fixed costs, 
editorial content which does not match 
readers' needs, problems of trust in 
newspapers, problems of distribution). 

The rise of the Internet is particularly 
challenging the business model of newspapers.  

The current economic crisis has amplified 
this structural trend. 

Figure 1: Number of regional newspapers per 
million adults.  

No data

Less then 1.2

From 1.3 to 2.3

From 2.4 to 5.2

Over 5.2

 
Data source: World Press Trends, 2010.  

Nevertheless, the decline in circulation and 
number of titles differs between and within 
countries. For example in Ireland and in 
Portugal, the number of titles did not decline 
in 2009.  

Regional press is particularly affected 
Between 2004 and 2008, regional-newspaper 
circulation has declined significantly faster 
than that of national newspapers in the 
majority of OECD countries (-8.3% vs -2.8%). 
The most significant declines have occurred 
in Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Slovenia, the 
Netherlands, Denmark and Poland. In the 
United Kingdom, the circulation of paid-for 
regional newspapers has fallen by over 20%. 
Nevertheless, in some countries, the regional 
press is holding up better than the national 
press, for instance in France (-1.2% vs -4%) or 
in Hungary.  

Furthermore, since 2008 the year-on-year 
decline of regional-newspaper sales (-4.1%) 
has outpaced the decline in sales of national 
newspapers in OECD countries. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/parliament/public/nearYou.do?country=UK&language=EN
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An important trend: consolidation of titles 
Most OECD countries have put in place rules 
to foster media diversity (e.g. rules to avoid a 
high concentration of ownership in any 
market). Despite these rules, consolidation of 
titles at regional level (i.e. the acquisition of a 
newspaper by the owners of another) has 
been a major trend in recent years. 
Consolidation aims primarily to cut costs.  

Today, many localities are served by only one 
local newspaper. For instance, the regional 
press in France has been consolidating in the 
form of regional monopolies. In November 
2010, a major French regional press group 
(EBRA) was created. Further consolidation is 
expected in the coming years.  

More regional newspapers in the future? 
According to some observers, in the next ten 
years a "big bang" could occur in the 
regional press sector (dailies and weeklies).  

In some areas where there is only one 
regional newspaper today, there could be 
three or four. This trend could be led by the 
technological revolution (development of 
Internet, emergence of on-demand printing).  

EU framework 

There is no EU press policy. Legal regulations 
governing this sector differ among Member 
States. However, some actions carried out at EU 
level may have an impact on the regional press. 

Value added tax rules (VAT) 
VAT is a consumption tax levied on goods 
and services purchased by end users.  

The EU's legislation on VAT is laid down in 
Directive 2006/112/EC on the Common 
System of VAT. The minimum VAT rate has 
been fixed at 15%. But in order to promote 
sales of certain products, such as 
newspapers, Member States may apply 
reduced VAT rates, as mentioned in Annex III 
of the VAT Directive. There are also 
derogations allowing the application of 
"super-reduced" or zero rates (figure 2). 

A Green Paper [COM(2010) 695] has recently 
launched a public debate on the future of VAT. 

As regards newspapers, the document stresses 
that while Member States may apply a reduced 
VAT rate to paper newspapers, they have to 
apply the standard rate to competing on-line 
newspapers, which is inconsistent.  

State aid rules 
State aid granted to certain companies or 
products which involve restrictions on 
competition is incompatible with the 
common market. Some exemptions may 
exceptionally be granted. These EU rules 
may have an impact on subsidies to regional 
newspapers (see box). 

Compatibility with EU state aid rules: the case 
of Swedish press aid [E/4-2008] 

In June 2009, the European Commission called 
on Sweden to reduce the funding it provides to 
the second-biggest newspaper in a city or county 
with the aim of fostering media pluralism. The 
Commission considered that the scheme gave an 
excessive amount of aid to large press groups 
which publish wide-circulation metropolitan 
newspapers.  
The Commission proposed a gradual reduction 
in aid ceilings for large metropolitan newspapers 
and a cap on operation costs for publishing such 
newspapers. The aid should also be limited in 
time and a review of its impact on media 
pluralism and competition should be carried out 
before it could be renewed.  
As a consequence, support to two newspapers 
will be reduced, taking effect in 2011 (-30%). 

Rules on advertising 
Revenue from advertising represents a major 
share of regional newspapers' turnover. 
Therefore, rules influencing these revenues 
may have an impact on newspapers. For 
instance, Directive 2003/33/EC on Tobacco 
Advertising bans cross-border advertising of 
tobacco products in printed media, which 
caused grave concerns to German 
newspapers [Speech/04/315 by D. Byrne].  

Postal services 
The opening up of this sector to competition 
may also have an impact on newspaper 
distribution, as it may, for instance, lead to 
changes in distribution prices for 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2006:347:0001:0118:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2006:347:0001:0118:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2006:347:0001:0118:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0695:FIN:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/competition/state_aid/register/ii/by_case_nr_e2008_0000.html#4
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2003:152:0016:0019:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2003:152:0016:0019:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/health_consumer/library/speeches/speech176_en.pdf
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newspapers. [Postal Directive 2008/6/EC 
amending Directive 97/67/EC].  

The issue of media pluralism 
Freedom of expression represents one of the 
foundations of democratic societies (Article 
11(1) of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of 
the EU). Moreover, Article 11(2) of the 
Charter states that pluralism of the media 
has to be respected. The Commission has 
recently underlined that Member States 
retain the primary competence for 
protecting media pluralism.  
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Situation in selected Member States 

State support measures 
After World War II, most European countries 
used public support to foster the press 
sector. Most of it was dismantled in the 
1960s and 1970s. In some Member States 
(e.g. United Kingdom or Germany), state aids 
to the press are even considered to put into 
question press independence. However, 
several Member States have a support 
scheme for the press in place. Some have 
even implemented emergency measures.  

Direct aid, i.e. direct subsidies.  
Italy, France and Sweden are the countries 
spending most on direct subsidies to 
newspapers (see figure 3). In Spain, some 
regions (e.g. Catalonia and the Basque Country) 
subsidise certain regional newspapers in 
languages such as Catalan or Basque.  

Indirect aid, i.e. reducing the costs normally due to 
the state or to public companies by newspapers.  
Indirect aid is more widespread than direct aid 
among Member States (a majority of OECD 
countries give preferential tax treatment to 
newspapers): 

 Indirect aid to distribution: Member States 
may provide newspapers with preferential 
postal tariffs. However, postal distribution is 
not the only means of newspaper 
dissemination: they may also be delivered, or 
single copies sold in retail stores. Depending 
on the Member State, the shares of these 
three options differ. For instance in Germany 

and in Sweden, regional newspapers are 
mostly distributed through delivery, while in 
France only 19% of newspapers are delivered 
(but 36% of regional ones). Delivery is often a 
more attractive option for newspapers as 
they need to be distributed very early in the 
morning and at weekends. Delivery may also 
be subsidised (e.g. in Sweden or in France). 
 Reduced value added tax (VAT) rates: this is 
a very common support measure in the EU. 

Figure 2: VAT rates applied to newspapers. 
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Data source: European Commission, 2010.  

 Other indirect aids: Newspapers may also 
benefit from rebates on taxes other than VAT 
(e.g. in France).  

Committing a large share, or all, of 
government advertising budgets to the 
printed press is another way of aiding the 
press sector (e.g. in Belgium).  

France 
The French support scheme is widely 
recognised as extremely complex (there are 
around twenty different forms of assistance). 
Support measures have accumulated over 
time (some of them date as far back as the 
18th century). Between 2008 and 2009 the 
"Press Estates-General" took place. That led to 
the allocation to the sector of an additional 
€200 million per year for 2009, 2010 and 2011 
(direct aid). This was primarily targeted at 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2008:052:0003:0020:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2008:052:0003:0020:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/resources/documents/taxation/vat/how_vat_works/rates/vat_rates_en.pdf
http://www.ddm.gouv.fr/rubrique.php3?id_rubrique=27
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developing delivery and at compensating a 
programmed increase in postal tariffs.   

However, the poor effectiveness and 
targeting of the French support system has 
recently been criticised by the Committee on 
Culture and Education of the French 
Parliament [Opinion N°2859, October 2010].  

The process of reforming the support 
scheme is currently underway. The Cardoso 
report (September 2010) particularly 
suggests making public support conditional 
on newspapers' commitment to implement a 
strategy to improve their economic situation.  

Sweden 
The Swedish press aid scheme has been in 

place since 1971. Direct aid is aimed at 
avoiding any regional newspaper enjoying a 
monopoly (aid is provided to newspapers 
reaching less than 30% of the population in a 
given region) and to encourage publishers to 
cooperate in distribution. These aids have 
received criticism because they could distort 
competition (see box). 

Germany 
Regional press constitutes the core of the 
daily press. Publishers have generally put in 
place their own delivery networks at regional 
level. There is no legal obligation to place 
public notices in the press, normally a stable 
source of revenue for newspapers.  

European Parliament's views 
Figure 3: Support schemes in six Member States.

Concerning VAT rates, 
the EP expressed in its 
Resolution on cultural 
industries in Europe 
[P6_TA(2008)0123] its 
support for the 
application of reduced 
VAT rates to all cultural 
products.  

VAT for newspapers: 0% (standard rate 21%). 
Direct aid in Wallonia (€6.9 million in 2009). In Flanders, newspapers may receive 
state aid to finance editorial training for journalists. In Wallonia and in Flanders, Belgium investments by daily newspapers may receive a 15% subsidy under certain conditions. 
There are no specific provisions for the daily press in Brussels.  
In 2009, no discount on postal tariffs. 
VAT for newspapers: 9% (standard rate 20%).  
VAT for newspapers and periodicals containing mainly publicity, private 

Estonia advertisements or erotic/pornographic material is 20%.  
Direct aid: 42 million kroons in 2009, i.e. around €2.7 million.  
In 2009, no discounted rates on postal tariffs. 

Moreover, in its 
Resolution on media 
concentration and 
pluralism in the EU 
[P6_TA(2008)0459], the 
EP highlighted that 
competition and state 
aid rules are areas in 
which the EU should 
actively pursue a policy 
to strengthen and 
foster media pluralism.  

VAT for newspapers: 2.1% (standard rate 19.6%).  
Direct and indirect aids in 2010: around €1 billion (12% of the total press sector 
turnover; 9% of the regional press turn over). Direct aids represent around 60% of aid. 
Around 25% of public support goes to the regional press (20% of postal support).  France More specifically, the Fund for general regional press with low revenues from small 
ads amounts to €1.4 million per year, from 2010 to 2013.  
€242 million in 2010 and 2011 on postal tariffs (€180 million in 2015).  
Aid for delivery is €70 million in 2010. 
VAT: 7% (standard rate 19%). 
No direct aid.  
General newspapers benefit from a VAT exemption with Deutsche Post. However 

Germany publishers rarely use this possibility as Deutsche Post is considered too expensive. 
According to BDZV (German editors), delivery can be less expensive than postal 
delivery even though the VAT rate is higher. Most newspapers published in the 
morning are a regional, and purchased on subscription.  
VAT: 4% (standard rate 20%). 
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The EP recently 
underlined again the 
crucial importance of 
respecting the media's 
freedom and editorial 

independence 
[P7_TA(2010)0307].  

Direct aid: €150 million in 2009 and 2010 to subsidise newspapers and periodicals 
Italy which are official organs of political parties acting in the Parliament, or published by 

cooperatives of journalists.  
Discount rate of 25% on postal tariffs in 2010. 
VAT: 6% (standard rate 25%). 
Direct aids: 551 million Swedish krona in 2009 (i.e. around €60 million). In 2008, they 
represented about 2.5% of the press sector's total annual revenues.  Sweden Aids to delivery (most newspapers are delivered): around €0.01 per copy for the first 
7 million copies, then €0.005 up to 21 million copies (per year).  
No discount rates on postal tariffs.  The EP has regularly 

addressed media 
Sources: World Press Trends 2010; European Commission, 2010; Inspection générale 
des finances,  2008. For France, also Françaix (2010) and Cardoso (2010).  

http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/13/pdf/budget/plf2011/a2859-tvii.pdf
http://lesrapports.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/BRP/104000472/0000.pdf
http://lesrapports.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/BRP/104000472/0000.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P6-TA-2008-0123
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P6-TA-2008-0459
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2010-0307
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/resources/documents/taxation/vat/how_vat_works/rates/vat_rates_en.pdf
http://www.etatsgenerauxdelapresseecrite.fr/download/?lang=fr&mode=lenjeu&lenjeu_id=47
http://www.etatsgenerauxdelapresseecrite.fr/download/?lang=fr&mode=lenjeu&lenjeu_id=47
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/13/pdf/budget/plf2011/a2859-tVII.pdf
http://lesrapports.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/BRP/104000472/0000.pdf
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pluralism since the 1990s. In October 2009, a 
resolution mentioning the lack of press 
freedom in Italy was rejected by the plenary. 
The Commission has recently stressed [E-
2216/10] that the EP had been unable to 
request the Commission to launch a 
legislative initiative on this issue.  

Study on reduced VAT applied to goods and 
services in the Member States of the EU / 
European Commission, 2008.  

Quelques éléments de réforme du secteur de la 
presse en France / Chantrel, Document de travail 
de la DGTPE, 2008.  

Presse quotidienne française: «L'Homme malade 
de l'Europe» / Pecquerie in La presse après les 
États généraux, 2009. Main references 

Avis sur le projet de loi de finances pour 2011: 
Presse / Françaix, Commission des affaires 
culturelles et de l'éducation de l'Assemblée 
nationale française, 2010.  

World Press Trends / World Association of 
Newspapers and News Publishers, 2010.  

La situation de la presse quotidienne dans quatre 
pays européens (Allemagne, Espagne, Royaume-
Uni, Suède) / Inspection générale des finances, 2008.  The EU and the press: policy or non policy? / 

Hutchinson, 2007.  
The evolution of news and the internet / OECD, 
2010.  Inventory of policy initiatives affecting the 

media / European Commission. 
VAT rates in the EU, 2010.  
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Annex: Some statistics on regional press in the EU (2009 or latest available figures) 

Media 
consumption 

(regional press, 
minutes per day)

Total
Paid-for and 
free regional 

dailies 

Share of 
regional dailies 

among total 
dailies

Regional  
paid-for 
dailies

Free regional 
dailies

All dailies
Paid-for 
regional 

Free 
Regional 

Share of 
regional 

dailies

Belgium 24 13 54% 419 no data 472 127 no data 27% no data

Bulgaria 73 42 58% 90 167 no data no data no data no data 5 (in 2005)
Czech Republic 83 73 88% 248 229 492 75 0 15% no data

Denmark 35 22 63% 435 305 526 154 31 35% no data

Germany 357 347 97% 18 147 0 no data no data no data no data 28 (in 2009)
Estonia 15 6 40% 50 0 84 14 0 17% no data

Ireland 11 3 27% 23 142 263 7 31 14% no data

Greece 44 4 9% no data 215 191 no data no data no data no data

Spain 155 no data no data no data no data 1 417 no data no data no data no data

France 98 61 62% 5 327 no data 2 263 1 644 no data no data 24 (in 2009)
Italy 94 65 69% 1 792 2 123 2 650 608 183 30% no data
Cyprus 22 no data no data no data no data no data no data no data no data no data

Latvia 19 9 47% 40 120 no data no data no data no data no data

Lithuania 23 11 48% no data no data no data no data no data no data no data

Luxembourg 8 0 no data no data no data 66 no data no data no data no data

Hungary 32 20 63% 657 no data 451 201 no data 44% no data

Malta 4 no data no data no data no data no data no data no data no data no data

Netherlands 34 21 62% 1 592 91 1 397 489 no data 35% 32.4 (in 2009)
Austria 19 12 63% 701 564 830 209 140 42% 31(in 2006)
Poland 39 28 72% 1 131 no data 814 251 no data 31% 15 (in 2006) 
Portugal 25 14 56% 52 345 296 18 137 53% no data

Romania 76 56 74% 295 600 no data no data no data no data no data

Slovenia 8 1 13% 17 no data no data no data no data no data no data

Slovakia 9 2 22% 32 no data 146 9 no data 6% no data

Finland 52 42 81% 1 253 no data 693 no data no data no data no data

Sweden 89 85 96% 2 296 699 1 280 768 203 76% no data

United Kingdom 110 98 89% 3 579 2 346 5 104 1 130 614 34% 25 (in 2009)

Number of dailies
Total average circulation 

per issue (thousand)
Total number of copies sold or distributed 

annually (million)

Data source: World Press Trends, 2010.  
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