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To: Judicial Proceedings Committee

From: Rebecca Snyder, Executive Director, MDDC Press Association
Date: March 24, 2025

Re: OPPOSE HB 623

The Maryland-Delaware-District of Columbia Press Association represents a diverse membership of news media
organizations, from large metro dailies like the Washington Post and the Baltimore Sun, to hometown newspapers
such as The Annapolis Capital and the Maryland Gazette to publications such as The Daily Record, the Baltimore
Times, and online-only publications such as Maryland Matters and Baltimore Brew. Our members are central
pillars of their communities, providing not only news and information that is critical to the public, but jobs and
other economic contributions. The majority of our members are small businesses, defined as fewer than 50
employees. The Local News Ecosystem report (published April 2024) from the University of Maryland shared that
90% of the news outlets they surveyed had news staff numbering fewer than 20 people. Every jurisdiction in
Maryland has a local newspaper, with a digital presence, where notices are cross published. The press association
aggregates all notices from member publications in a website available to all.

The Press Association strongly opposes HB 623, which seeks to centralize estate notices on a government-
operated website, effectively pulling critical information for creditors and heirs into a subject specific website
that requires a user to have reliable internet access AND to know where to look for the information. The bill
separates notices with known heirs and puts them on the Registers website while maintaining newspaper notice
for unknown heirs. This fractures the notice landscape, increasing the number of places people need to look to
find information about their communities. This would upend the longstanding practice of publishing public
notices in local newspapers and their associated websites, threatening the vitality of Maryland’s communities
and the essential role of the press in fostering civic engagement and accountability. This bill will also remove a
vital revenue stream for local newspapers, jeopardizing the future of journalism in our state. We believe that
HB 623 will create a seismic change in the local media landscape that will decimate and potentially prompt
the closure of local news outlets.

For decades, local news media has been at the core of their communities, providing critical information,
facilitating public discourse, and holding power to account. Although digital formats now supplement print
publications, the watchdog role of news media has remained constant. Public notices, a cornerstone of
transparency and accountability in government through independent publication and a deep reach into local
communities, have been a fundamental part of this ecosystem. Cataclysmic change sounds dramatic. Local
news, however, is on the precipice. HB 623 will abandon a system of public notice that has worked well for
decades and eliminate a significant number of jobs in Maryland. Local news will go away if communities,
governments and others do not support it. Studies show that when a community loses its source of local news, it
experiences decreased voter turnout and civic engagement; increased municipal borrowing costs that lead to
higher taxes; and decreased transparency among government and business officials, leading to increased waste,
fraud, and abuse.


mailto:rsnyder@mddcpress.com

We believe the effect of this legislation will be to take millions directly out of news media and local reporting.
Some publications may merge with others; some may go out of business. When Governor Moore vetoed this
similar legislation in May 2024, he understood the economic pressures facing the industry. Our members wrote
to him at that time with these remarks:

e “Losing this absolutely will cost jobs. As in all industries, newspapers — and media companies more generally
— operate within certain cost structures to maintain viability. A foundational metric is payroll as a percent of
revenue. Carefully run traditional newspapers keep payroll to about 30 percent of revenue. Realistically,
many papers now are moving closer to 33 or 35 percent, or even higher, with many papers that prioritize
quality reporting operating at the higher end. For very digitally oriented media companies, which don’t have
the same production and delivery expenses to bear, payroll might come in at a higher percent of revenue.
But | suspect that most publishers that receive legal advertising (and still generate the vast majority of
reporting in Maryland) would likely be guided by a 30 to 35 percent benchmark.

From that, you can easily do the math to see that this kind of a revenue blow will affect employment.”

In my operation, these notices account for about $250,000 each year. A third of $250,000 is $82,500. That’s
two positions we would likely need to eliminate. That almost certainly reduces our newsroom staffing by at
least one position.”

e “My operation will be forced to implement a number of drastic cost reduction efforts should this bill
become law. The most likely scenario | see at this point is reducing our workforce by 7 - 10 positions (5-6
reporters | 2-4 business / OPS). This will represent roughly one quarter of our newsroom staff across all
sites, and will force a number of other changes in coverage which could include frequency of print
publication, closing free-access publications or elimination or merging of titles because of revenue that will
be lost from the company as a whole.”

e “lam not sure | can stay in business if this becomes law. We are extremely small and this is critical revenue
for us. We are the only print publication in our county as it is.”

e  “Our newspaper would not “close,” but would potentially publish less frequently and possibility become
digital only - with an older audience. Older audiences are well known to be less digitally savvy and prefer
print. A minimum of three (3) salaries would need to be eliminated to make up for the LOSS of substantial
revenue.”

e “If this goes through, we will lose at least 2 people one part time and one full time.”

e “In our publication, estate notices average about $20k a year which is 1/2 of one reporter’s total
compensation.”

Proponents of HB623 argue that centralizing public notices on a government website will increase accessibility
and efficiency for the state Register of Wills offices. However, this overlooks the reality that many residents,
particularly in underserved communities, lack reliable internet access or the technological literacy to navigate
online platforms effectively. Many pandemic-era subsidies that made broadband access affordable for
Marylanders have been discontinued. Websites are hacked regularly and government is not immune. The print
publication is a tangible, permanent record that is archived by publications and libraries, containing the
records of an entire community. Having these notices appear only on a court website diminishes the
independence of notice as the agency placing the notice is the one that is publishing the notice. News media is
in the business of audience development and dissemination of information, and the traffic to both member
websites and the MDDCNews.com aggregated site dwarfs a state website. Having notices in the context of
other news and information the public searches for make notices more visible. That will not happen under this
bill.

Appended to this testimony are letters from publications that will be affected by this legislation.

We urge an unfavorable report.
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Luke Clippinger, Chair
Maryland House of Delegates Judiciary Committee
6 Bladen Street

Annapolis, Maryland 21401

Dear Mr. Clippinger and Maryland House of Delegates Judiciary Committee:

| serve as Regional President for Adams Publishing Group — Chesapeake, overseeing twelve publications
that will be directly impacted by House Bill 623. The enactment of this law will impose hundreds of
thousands of dollars of negative financial impact on our operations, lead to job losses, and potentially
force the closure of media properties—outcomes that will reverberate throughout the Maryland
economy.

This impact comes at a time when media properties along the East Coast are already grappling with the
detrimental effects of the proposed 25% Canadian tariffs introduced by the new Trump administration.
Local Maryland print publications are facing not only soaring costs for Canadian newsprint but also a
significant loss of revenue due to HB623.

Moreover, with a minimum of 24 publications of record—covering every county, including Baltimore
City—the compounded loss of revenue and increased operating costs threaten hundreds of jobs. As
more Marylanders find themselves out of work, the economic strain on our communities will intensify.
Please do not jeopardize the financial stability of Maryland’s media industry and, by extension, our local
economy.

Itis important to note that the service this bill seeks to replicate is already provided free of charge by the
Maryland/DC/Delaware Press Association. Allowing an independent body to oversee public notices not
only is an efficient service but also instills public confidence through third-party oversight of the public
sector.

| strongly urge you and your committee members to issue an unfavorable report for HB623.
Thank you for your thoughtful consideration.

Sincerely,

Orestes Baez
Regional President
Adams Publishing Group — Chesapeake
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February 10, 2025

To: Judiciary Committee
RE: House Bill 623’s decimating effects on local media — letter of opposition
Dear Judiciary Committee,

The Baltimore Sun is the primary source of news and information in this region, catering
to over 800k readers weekly. Collectively, our products reach approximately eight out of
10 households in the market, providing our readers with timely access to news,
information, and public notices.

We respectfully oppose House Bill 623, a bill intended to move all public notices from
every State of Maryland Register of Wills office to a centralized website operated and
managed by the Register of Wills. Under current law, the Register of Wills and
representatives are required to publish notices in a newspaper of general circulation for
a certain amount of time, providing notice to creditors for any outstanding debt owed by
the decedent and notice of death to the heirs of the decedent.

House Bill 623 was drafted without any input from local newspapers in the State of
Maryland, including Baltimore Sun Media, publisher of The Baltimore Sun, Capital
Gazette, Carroll County Times, The Aegis, and Howard County Times, all of which
provide timely access to public notices. As you know, Baltimore Sun Media was
purchased by Maryland owners in early 2024, bringing local ownership to these
newspapers for the first time in close to 40 years.

The proposed bill does not include a transition plan outlining how the general public will
access these notices if they are no longer published in local newspapers. This is a key,
missing element, as our readers have always relied on local newspapers for this
information. Under the proposed bill, the register will transition to the new platform
effective Oct. 1, 2025, without a plan to inform the general public of the change. This is
a disservice to our readers and the communities we serve, all of which rely on their local
newspapers for news and information, including legal notices.
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Under House Bill 623, the Register of Wills website may post the notices at no cost;
however, under this proposal, to access notices everyone in the community must have
internet access and understand where to access the information.

At this point, people are unaware of this database. Our readers, community members,
and businesses have always relied on our products to access information related to
estate notices. To provide some context, at the last reported time the Register of Wills
website averages 9,000 page views per month, Baltimoresun.com averages 21,147,884
page views per month. (Source: July-Dec 2024 Google Analytics) Notices should be
published where the general community looks for news and information and not just
available through an online-only government database.

Baltimore Sun Media provides access to public notices in print and online through our
e-Newspaper edition, and all of our notices are aggregated on the MDDC website,
which provides free access to the public. The Register of Wills is proposing to replicate
what has always been a part of the industry’s commitment to public notices.

We respectfully oppose House Bill 623. Please do not let House Bill 623 pass into law
to limit public notice information to citizens.

Thank you for your consideration. Please feel free to reach out to me if you have any
questions about my comments above.

Sincerely,
Trif Alatzas

Publisher and Editor-in-Chief
The Baltimore Sun

Trif Alatzas | Publisher & Editor-in-Chief | 509 S. Exeter St., Suite 300, Baltimore, MD 21202 | tel: 410.332.6154 | trif.alatzas@baltsun.com
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February 10, 2025

Maryland State Judiciary Committee
100 State Circle
Annapolis, MD 21401

To members of the Judiciary Committee,

We respectfully ask for an unfavorable report on HB623, which would move all public estate
notices from every Register of Wills office in the State to a centralized online website operated
by the Register of Wills. Under current law, the register and representatives must provide
notice in a newspaper of general circulation for a certain amount of time to provide notice to
creditors for any outstanding debt owed by the decedent and notice of death to the heirs of the
decedent. We believe this proposed move to an online website controlled by the register will
deny the creditors and the public proper access to the notices. It is a well-known fact that not
everyone, especially some within the senior community and the disadvantaged, have access to
the internet.

In addition to the above, letting this bill pass will have a tremendous negative effect for
Washington Jewish Week (WJW) and Baltimore Jewish Times (JT), publications that have been
serving Jewish communities in Maryland since 1930 and 1918 respectively. WJW and JT have
been a publications of record for public estate notices for many decades. WJW and JTdo a
terrific job of processing the public estate notices without error and provides the public with
access to them. Letting this bill pass through will significantly reduce WIW and JT’s ability to
service their communities. If this bill were to pass through, jobs would be lost, and the loss of
revenue will make it difficult for the venerable WIW and JT to survive.

We urge you to veto bill HB623.

ctfully submitted,

Craig Burke
CEO & Publisher

9200 Rumsey Road, Suite 215 // Columbia, Maryland 21045 // 410-902-2300 // 301-230-2222



The Greater Olney News

Montgomery County, Mawyland

Tuesday, February 11, 2025

Dear Members of the House Judiciary Committee,

Not a day goes by that we do not hear from one of our readers — residents,
businesspeople, school officials, nonprofit and community leaders, elected officials and
others — thanking us wholeheartedly for covering their stories and events and bringing
them the news they cannot — and we emphasize cannot — get anywhere else. And
most importantly, we do so in the most ethical, fair and objective way.

If the proposed bill to remove the requirement of publishing Public Notices in
newspapers — such as ours — is passed, we will likely cease to exist, and tens of
thousands of readers in Montgomery County will no longer have the information that
connects them to the issues and news that are most important to them every day. They
will be less informed. Their events will be less successful. They will raise much less
money for their important causes.

We understand you might be taking this step to help some residents of the state, but
in doing so, you are deeply hurting others — and we do not mean our staff of four (only
two of whom collect a paycheck). We mean that at a time when it is extraordinarily
necessary for Maryland’s residents to be connected to the truth, they will no longer have
a reliable, ethical, trustworthy source of that news.

We cannot imagine carrying the responsibility of knowing that one less free press is
available in a state as strong and courageous as Maryland.

Our newspaper began when one beloved weekly newspaper was shuttered in
Montgomery County nearly 11 years ago. We have swum upstream at a time when
newspapers across the country have been closing down. We have sacrificed in ways
you cannot imagine. But we believe in the unparalleled need to offer local news to as
many people as possible. Especially now.

Please do not take this away from our readers. Please remember how important a
free press is across our state.

Truly yours,

Paul F. Mangus, Publisher
Judith Hruz, Executive Editor



Rick Slaninka, Art Director
Trish Mangus, Comptroller

The Greater Olney News
P.O. Box1/1

Olney, Maryland 20830
240-454-5648

judyhrug@gmail.comy
301-922-3782
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Your Newspapes, Since 1 :
Celebrating the Flace We Call Home

110 Galaxy Drive, Dover, Delaware 19901
February 12, 2025

Dear Members of the Judiciary Committee,

We are writing to express our opposition to House Bill 623, which pertains to public notices for
county registers of wills.

Independent Newsmedia publishes the Crisfield-Somerset County Times, Dorchester Banner,
and Salisbury Independent on Maryland’s Eastern Shore—regions where many residents rely on
print newspapers as their primary source of news and information.

Our company is founded on the principle of the public’s right to know, and we are committed to
serving our communities through both print and digital platforms, including our

website, BaytoBayNews.com. While electronic news consumption is growing, readers continue to
rely on a mix of both print and digital delivery systems.

While we recognize the intent to reduce costs, shifting legal notices to a centralized state website
would make them less accessible to many Maryland residents. This change would limit public
access to important information, particularly in rural areas where print remains a vital source
of news.

Additionally, while the financial impact on local newspapers is a concern, our primary objection is
the diminished visibility and public awareness of legal notices. In a newspaper, a relevant
notice is not only seen by the intended recipient but also by neighbors and community members
who may share the information. A state website, however, would lack this organic visibility, making
it significantly less effective in keeping the public informed.

News, advertising, and legal notices are all part of our mission to strengthen our communities. We
urge you to oppose House Bill 623 to ensure that legal notices remain accessible to all
Maryland residents, not just those who actively seek them out online.

Thank you for your time and consideration.
Respectfully submitted,

Tonda L. Parks

Associate Publisher

C: 302.270.8663|tparks@iniusa.org
State News | BayToBayNews,com
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The Hancock News

Publishing and Printing
105 WEST MAIN STREET HANCOCK, MD 21750
301-678-6255

www.thehancocknews.come Fax: 301-678-5520 mail: news@hancocknews.us

February 6, 2025
Delegate Clippinger and members of the House Judiciary Committee,

We are learning today that HB 623 will be considered during this legislative session, with a committee hearing
coming up February 12 to revisit this proposed law.

HB 623, which would move all of Maryland’s estate notices away from local newspapers to a centralized
website controlled by the Register of Wills, would severely impact our business, The Hancock News,
and hinder the public’s ability to be aware of these notices.

At least one page of our weekly 12-page edition is filled each week with estate notices for Washington County,
Md. Removing the requirement for these notices to run in a newspaper of record will conservatively remove —
in one step — 8% of our advertising revenue. In many weeks, we have two pages of these notices, meaning our
advertising revenue would drop by 16% immediately — a loss of several hundreds of dollars of revenue each
week. The state does not shoulder the costs of the estate notices, but passes that cost on to each estate.

We faithfully work with the county office to ensure the notices comply with legal requirements and can be
read and understood by the public. We also upload these notices to Maryland’s legal notice website, which
makes the announcements available to the public for free.

In an area of Western Maryland that is rural and remote, many of our older residents still turn to print
newspapers for their reliable information, to stay engaged in public affairs and to be aware of issues that
affect their finances and property rights. Removing estate notices from local newspapers would take that
information away from state residents who do not or cannot rely on computer access. In some cases, an
estate notice will inform a local resident of someone’s passing, and the opportunity to seek payment for
services provided or debts owed. It is practical and important information.

Our newspaper is in Hancock, a community that is struggling economically, with fewer and fewer businesses
to advertise in our pages. Advertising revenue pays the wages of our reporters who attend community events
and local government meetings to report on them to our readers. Advertising revenue pays our rentin a
downtown storefront that would otherwise stay empty. Advertising revenue pays for the fuel to deliver our
newspapers to local gas stations and stores, to get our product to the customer. In other words, we are a
business that is part of our local economy. Any state law change that pulls advertising away from The
Hancock News and other newspapers is taking revenue away from small businesses like ours that are fighting
to remain viable in order to serve our community.

We ask that you vote against HB 623 and keep estate notices in local newspapers where the public can see
them, not file them away on another website that few will visit.

Respectfully,
Kate Shunney, Editor
Todd Buzzerd, Publisher



