
Fixin' 'Em Up 
In an age of diminished expectations, the 
new trend for old building is to renovate 

IN THE PAST few years, about three out of 
four newspapers that needed to expand 
opted to renovate the existing plant instead 
of building a new one. 
Why? Let's take a look-at the decision

making process and at the pros and cons of 
retrofitting. 
Dario Designs has worked in the past year 

with newspapers ranging from under 5,000 
circulation to over 1.6 million-and fewer 
than 20% resulted in a new facility. Of the 
more than 50 potential projects reviewed for 
this article, only 11 are considering a new 
facility, and the trend seems to hold true for 
the rest of U.S. and Canadian papers. 
The first question to be answered is, Why 

do anything? The driving forces most 
commonly cited include: 
• Adding color, which usually requires

space for another press line or added units.
Increased ink capacity, or ink totes, may also
require more space.
• More sections and pages, which often
require folder changeout or modification.
Typical approaches involve raising the roof.
• Additional inserting capacity, often driven
by demand for smaller advertising zones.
Mailroom expansions involve more space
for equipment, insert storage and shipping
and receiving.
• Speed. Pressure to cut the time from press
to porch requires later advertising and
editorial deadlines-and faster and more
sophisticated equipment.
• Basic business growth, obsolescent

equipment. Plants simply have to expand to
meet growth, or when equipment is too old
to do the job or too expensive to maintain.
Why renovate, as opposed to building a

better building from the ground up?
Lower cost is the main reason, according

to my recent renovation clients and more
than a dozen telephone interviews with
newspaper executives involved in their own
renovations. With slow growth in ad volume,
flat circulation growth, and newsprint costs
soaring, budgets for capital improvement
projects have slimmed down.
Building a new facility means a lengthy 

permit process, land acquisition, site 
preparation, and running duplicate 
operations for at least some time. 
Items to be duplicated include platemaking 

equipment, ink tanks, material handling 
equipment, conveyors, mailroom 
equipment, building systems, and even 
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parking spaces. Then, once the new plant is 
running, the old downtown facility needs 
renovation to utilize the vacated space. 

Duplicate operations also means two 
addresses, two tax bills, two phone bills, two 
heating bills, two cafeterias and two janitors. 
People are frequently "between facilities" 
during split·operations, which entail obvious 
inefficiencies. 

However, with the state of current 
technology, it is much easier to send images 
electronically, minimizing the risk of lost 
or undelivered plates. It is also common to 
sacrifice some of these dual operational 
issues if the old downtown site is tight for 
space, but each company has to compare 
operating costs and efficiencies. 

Another important reason to renovate is, 
to put it simply, the desire to stay downtown, 
to maintain the newspaper's identity as a 
lifeblood of the community, a high
visibility, socially positive role. Employees 
can continue to use public transportation. 
They can walk to the bank, restaurants, 
shops and town hall. 

Moving always runs the risk of losing 
employees who live furthest from the new 
work place. Often, population and 
distribution demographics are best served 
from the city center. 
"Because we could" was another popular 

refrain. Some downtown sites were 
designed in ways that allowed expansion 
well into the future. Features such as 
additional space on site, modular electrical 
and mechanical service, additional press 
bays, and room for more distribution docks 
were incorporated into the original building 
design. These facilities are living proof that 
proper planning, in conjunction with 
architects who understand newspapers, pays 
for itself in the long run. 
The Charlotte Observer was able to replace 

three letterpress presses with two flexo 
presses because the building had an extra 
press bay to serve as a swing space. The 
completed project calls for downshifting to 
four presses, from five, while remaining in 
downtown Charlotte. A new building was 
out of the question, for financial reasons. 
Waiting for the future was also reason. 

Many newspapers are uncertain about what 
the future holds. Will keyless inking really 
work well with color? Will flexographic 
printing survive and grow? Will newsprint 
prices continue to escalate? What role will 

electronics play-in producing newspapers 
and disseminating information? What about 
machines and systems that can zone down 
to an individual subscriber, automatically 
repair a missed insert, and order the product 
by carrier route? Will SO-inch take over, and 
if so, what happens to the standard 
advertising unit (SAU)? 

Will newspapers, as we know them, 
survive the first decade of the 21st century? 
What impact will environmental issues have 
on the use and recycling of newsprint and 
ink? These latter questions are often referred 
to as the "fear of being the last newspaper 
to purchase a Linotype," a high-tech modem 
phobia. 

Many publishers are renovating to get 
through these costly and uncertain times, but 
others are moving with confidence that 
things will remain pretty much the same. 
The trend notwithstanding, renovating is 

not always the most economical solution. 
Instead, the decision depends on the 
newspaper's unique situation and needs. 
Since no two newspapers operate in exactly 
the same way, what is right for one won't 
necessarily be right for the other, as the 
following anecdote serves to illustrate: 

After facility directors from two of the 
nation's largest newspapers toured a newly 
constructed newspaper plant in 
Pennsylvania, they were asked what they 
liked best and least. One admired the 
platform overlooking the mailroom and 
couldn't praise it enough. The other, who 
liked the roll handling system, said that if 
he were even to consider such a platform, 
he would probably get fired. 
The lesson? No two facilities are alike. 

Even though some details can translate from 
plant to plant, "cookie-cutter'' approaches 
simply do not work. 
Some important facts to consider before 

deciding whether to renovate or to build 
anew: 
• New construction usually costs more
overall, but costs per individual task are
usually higher in renovations.
For example, to re-roof an existing building

can cost more than the same size roof on a
new building, because whereas a new roof
goes up unobstructed, to put a roof on an
existing building requires removal of the old
roof while equipment below is protected in
the process. Additional support may be
required if a new roof goes over an existing



roof, and re-roofing often uncovers areas of 
decay or corrosion. Phasing is often 
required-at additional cost. 

Finally, a handful of new building 
standards-a veritable alphabet soup of 
such acronyms as ADA, EPA, OSHA, 
BOCA, and asbestos abatement-<:an make 
renovating much more expensive than 
building new. 

Another major drawback of renovations is 
that they often sacrifice operating 
efficiencies, and do so for years to come, 
according to a majority of newspapers 
contacted for this article. 

Alameda Newspaper Group in Hayward, 
Calif., and the Miami Herald admitted that 
there were several operational sacrifices in 
staying downtown. But for these papers, and 
others, dramatically lower upfront costs of 
new facilities far outweighed the 
inefficiencies inherent in fixing the old one. 

Such inefficiencies typically evolve 
because old plants were simply not designed 
to handle the tremendous increase in 
demand for inserts. There are still a lot of 
newspapers operating mailrooms on the 
second or third story, a location requiring 
inserts to travel by elevator from the loading 
docks. Absent adequate floor space and 
structural support to store inserts upstairs, 
they have to be stored elsewhere and moved 
again. Completed insert packages then 
usually slide down a chute, risking damage, 
before ending up on the ground level where 
they arrived. 

Every time a product is handled, there is 
cost and potential for damage. As a rule, new 
facilities are designed to minimize handling, 
reduce cost and lessen chances of damage. 

Another mark of antiquated newspaper 
plant design is the basement pressroom. 
Lowering rolls of newsprint and then lifting 
waste increases operating costs and often 
damages newsprint rolls. Flooding is also a 
scary thought, considering that newsprint is 
a newspaper's most expensive material. 
Computer rooms, valuable furnishings, and 
electrical rooms cost much less than a press, 
yet they are rarely put in a basement. 

In older buildings, mechanical, electrical, 
plumbing, communications and security 
systems are often more expensive to 
renovate than to install in new construction. 
Even if these systems are completely 
replaced, older facilities are often 
uninsulated or improperly sealed; and such 
items as modular, flexible electrical chases, 
routine in new construction, are uncommon 
in old facilities. 
While architecture and engineering costs 

run higher in complete renovations, new 
construction involves site surveys, soil 
samples and test borings. But renovations 
require the same surveys and tests as new 
construction-in addition to documenting 

existing facilities and systems. Old drawings 
are helpful but not totally reliable, since 
changes occur over time and are usually not 
reflected in the original drawings. 
Evaluating components-and whether to 
replace, reuse, modify or throw them out
also costs money. 

Before construction can take place, 
demolition drawings are required, and 
surprises always lurk inside walls, requiring 
attention during the demolition process. 

Detailed phasing of a job can increase 
architecture and engineering costs and, in 
general, inflates renovation costs compared 
with new construction. But phasing is 
required whenever a project occurs where 
production is ongoing. It lengthens the 
construction time and drives up costs. 

Existing equipment often must be 
protected during renovation by temporary 
partitions or coverings-again upping 
architecture and engineering costs relative 
to a new building. 
Switching over in an existing facility is 

risky, especially when there is no backup. 
When swapping out equipment, "swing 

space"-a vacant area where new systems 
are assembled alongside old ones in 
operation-is always helpful. 
When building new, switchover is 

simple: Get the new plant up and running 
and then shut down the old one. However, 
building new can cost more in the 
switchover because things such as ink tanks 
and piping, fountain solution systems, roll 
handling systems, and other systems that 
might have run fine, end up being 
replaced, adding significant costs to a new 
facility. 
To convert or switch out a press, a host of 

details requires advanced planning, because 
without backup, mistakes can be disastrous. 
When the Wall Street Journal decided to 

print color, 18 different facilities had to be 
modified, a job that required painstaking 
planning and coordination. Keep in mind 
the old rule: Measure twice-<:ut once! 

The Journal project involved Goss and 
TKS presses. The unit at the nose of the 
folder was relocated and replaced with a 
new unit, causing the press to be 
disassembled. The mechanical linkage and 
floor had to be broken, while contending 
with more than 6,000 wires. In several 
situations, presses cleared the building 
structure by less than one inch. 
Approximately 20 machinists, electricians, 
iron workers, and Dow Jones & Co. 
personnel were present as work continued 
around the clock-and each job had to be 
started and finished between Friday morning 
and Sunday afternoon, when presses had to 
be ready to print Monday's Wall Street 
Journal. 

A single operation costs less to run if it 
has all the amenities of a modem facility, 

since there is no unnecessary duplication or 
complication. With production taking place 
in two locations, people are often caught 
between facilities or at headquarters when 
they are needed in production. 
You can also save in facility maintenance 

costs and utility costs by updating the 
mechanical and electrical systems during a 
renovation. 

However, expansion potential and 
flexibility usually suffer in a renovated 
facility, because converting to accommodate 
current needs usually means utilizing every 
inch of space. New facilities, on the other 
hand, can be designed to accommodate 
growth and to incorporate flexibility for 
anticipated technological changes. 

For example, Foster's Daily Democrat in 
Dover, N.H., was designed to allow all 
areas-pressroom, mailroom, newsprint 
storage, offices, and shipping and 
receiving-to double in size without 
disrupting other operations. The facility was 
designed, built and detailed to grow in the 
most economical manner. 

Older facilities are often less adaptable to 
today's technologies. Even when possible, 
expansion usually costs more downtown 
than in an industrial park or unobstructed 
site. Remote production facilities are often 
constructed more cost-effective-reserving 
the marble and granite for the downtown 
corporate addresses. 
In summary, it is clear that even though 

renovating usually costs less, it is not always 
the most cost-effective solution in the 
long run. 

New facilities can be designed with more 
economical materials and methods of 
construction to help narrow the cost gap. We 
have seen costs in a downtown site exceed 
$300 per square foot, compared with $60 
per square foot at a rural site. 
However, less than stunning business 

conditions and uncertainty over future 
technological changes have combined to 
justifying the trend to invest in renovations 
instead of more grandiose-and costly
new plants. 
That said, many small- to medium-sized 

papers simply can't justify the 
comparatively huge costs of a new 
building-even though a renovation results 
in less than optimum operations, compared 
with a new plant. 

Other issues are obviously harder to 
quantify; morale, image, and cost of 
disruption among them. 
The best way to decide which course to 

take is to create a master plan and conduct 
a feasibility study. Evaluate operational 
costs, construction costs, expendability 
potential and degree of flexibility. The study 
should point to several solutions, each with 
strengths and weaknesses. Weigh each issue 
before moving ahead. 
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