01 Bound newspapers
ready to be shipped
and delivered

02 Text-heavy edition of
the paper from 1870

03 Pages waiting to
be approved while
the 16.00 meeting
takes place
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Preface

‘La Nacion’ is one of
Argentina’s largest daily
newspapers and has been
making headlines since
1870. Recently the print
title has made a success
of innovative redesigns of
its pages while retaining its
historic identity.
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REPORT
La Nacion

Three times a day, the newsroom at
La Nacion is hushed by the sound of
percussion. It has been done the same
way for decades. At midday, long after
the morning huddle of journalists scruti-
nising the Asian markets has packed up
—and then again at 16.00 and three hours
later — a member of the administrative
staff takes to the open-plan editorial floor
tapping an urgent beat on the triangle,
a signal that it is time for the newspaper’s
head honchos to convene.

Striking the right chord between
modernity and tradition has been an
ever-present theme since the 144-year-
old Buenos Aires newspaper moved
offices in October last year. Abandon-
ing its building in the Argentine capi-
tal’s centre for fresher digs, the daily is
now housed in a new-build skyscraper.
It is part of a multimillion-dollar urban-
regeneration project in the northern
neighbourhood of Vicente Lopez, just
beyond the city’s limits.

“We had to create a space that
reflected the changing way we work,”
says the newspaper’s editor in chief
Carlos Guyot, tie-less and settled behind
his desk. “But we also had to maintain
some of the newsroom’s identity.”

Old customs were kept (the trian-
gle) while newer faux-trad suggestions
(speakers playing the sound of an old-
fashioned typewriter being thwacked)
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were hastily abandoned. “Although I have
a program that simulates that noise when
I type on my computer,” admits the
45-year-old. “When I need to write an
article I plug myself into my headphones
and clack, clack, clack...”

The story of La Nacién is closely
aligned with the history of Argentina
itself. The newspaper was founded in the
house of Liberal politician Bartolomé
Mitre in 1870, who two years previously
had completed a term in the pink-hued
presidential palace. Arguably the coun-
try’s most renowned media brand, it is
everything its mass-market main rival
Clarin isn’t: unashamedly highbrow and
internationalist in its outlook.

Nonetheless, Guyot is keen to debunk
a few myths. He denies that the newspa-
per is elitist, pointing to a predominantly
urban readership with an average age in
its late thirties and early forties. ““There’s
this image of the La Nacion reader as
a fat hacienda owner from the Pampas or
Patagonia with all the time in the world,
smoking a cigar and wearing a dress-
ing gown,” says the editor in chief. “But
we’ve studied our readership very care-
fully and the news is that this person
simply doesn’t exist.”

Enter the revolving doors of the
HQ through the moodily lit lobby and
go up two floors to the newsroom and
it can seem eerily quiet in the morning.
But this isn’t confirmation of some Latin
American laidback cliché; it’s merely that
things happen a little later in Argentina.
It’s a land where it’s perfectly normal to
still be drinking coffee long after sun-
down and dining at midnight; the coun-
try’s politicians follow the same tempo.
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With President Cristina Fernan-
dez de Kirchner known to make TV
speeches at 20.00 or 21.00 and politi-
cians from congress happy to debate
beyond conventional office hours, La
Nacion has to keep pace. That means
delaying its front-cover meeting as
long as possible and closing the politics
section at 23.00.

As the newsroom begins to fill, art
director Ana Gueller scurries around
clusters of desks checking on her staff.
The newspaper is now unarguably the
best-designed in Argentina but it wasn’t
always that way. “Design is still very
young at La Nacion,” says Gueller. “It’s
just coming out of its adolescence.”

In September 2012, the paper tried
out major changes — what Gueller pre-
fers to call “evolutions” — including

Reader numbers

La Nacidn owns a group
of magazines that include
Rolling Stone (Argentina
edition), youth-culture title
Brando and travel
publication Lugares.

The newspaper sells up
to 120,000 copies per day
during the week, rising to
over 345,000 on Sundays.

The average La Nacion
reader is 44 years old; 52

per cent of them are women.

Lanacion.com attracts 13

million unique users a month.

42 per cent of La Nacion
readers are graduates
or postgraduates.

05

The whole story

La Nacidn often finds itself
at odds with the govern-
ment of Cristina Fernandez
de Kirchner due to the
newspaper’s probes into
corruption. Investigations
editor Hugo Alconada
Mon’s desk is surrounded
by archive boxes from his
ongoing cases, including
the recent bribery scandal
that has engulfed vice-
president Amado Boudou.
Alconada Mon’s work can
take years to finish but he
says he has free rein to
cover whatever he wants
and insists that his best
moment is “still to come”.

He was previously
Washington correspondent
and US bureau chief for the
newspaper and has pub-
lished several books. These
include Los Secretos de
la Valija (The Secrets
of the Briefcase) about
alleged illegal party fund-
ing from Venezuela for
the president’s election
campaign — smuggled into
Buenos Aires in a briefcase.
Alconada Mon travelled to
Venezuela some 15 times
during his investigations for
the book.

The journalist has picked
up international awards
from the Inter American
Press Association and
Transparency International
among others, and is one of
six staff members working
on special investigations.

01 The tradition of playing the
triangle to announce a
meeting has been upheld

02 New ‘La Nacién’ building
in Vicente Lopez

03 Redesign proposals are
pinned to the wall during
an innovation workshop

04 Editor in chief Carlos
Guyot

05 Staff in the second-floor
open-plan newsroom

06 Post-it note comments
attached to new ideas at
the innovation workshop

07 Art director Ana Gueller

08 Investigations editor Hugo
Alconada Mon (left) with
investigative reporter
Hernan Cappiello

a shake-up of its sections, a new font,
Prumo, used throughout the paper’s
products in some 60 variants and
a strong emphasis on illustrations and
larger-format photos.

But it is infographics that have made
La Nacién stand out from its rivals. Each
section now opens with an intricately
designed image — these are referred to
in-house as “balconies” — that digest
complex information by explaining who
protagonists are, breaking down stories
through facts and figures or simply trac-
ing a chronology. They have become
go-to resources for those trying to under-
stand the details of Argentina’s financial
battle with hedge funds or its creakingly
complex lawsuits and legislation.

“The ‘balconies’ were a big leap of
faith,” says Gueller. “Before, the three
languages of the newspaper were words,
pictures and headlines. Instead we are
now looking to explain a news story in a
specifically visual way.”

When MONOCLE visits, a third of
the newspaper’s 380 editorial staff are
congregated inside the curved confines
of the third-floor auditorium. Guyot is
buzzing around the room clearing away
chairs to make sure people mingle. The
idea of this workshop is to come up with
new ideas for a redesign scheduled for
September. But the key is that staff from
different sections comment on each
other’s ideas. Among the prototypes
pinned to the walls — tacked with colour-
ful Post-it comments — are suggestions
ranging from a photo-led front cover at
weekends to a daily article giving feed-
back on the online reaction to articles
from the previous day.
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01 Designer/illustrator
Giselle Ferro

02 Microfilm archive reader

03 Hugo Alconada Mon

04 ‘La Nacioén’ prepress
proofing takes place in
Barracas, Buenos Aires

05 ‘La Nacion’ going to
press in Barracas

The changes being implemented at
La Nacion are of course a reflection of
a shifting media environment — dipping
sales are being felt in Argentina as strongly
as the rest of the globe. But for Guyot it
doesn’t mean that the paper format’s day
has been and gone — it simply means that
the publication cannot afford to take any-
thing for granted.

“The diagnosis that paper is dead
hasn’t been our experience,” he says.
“We’ve increased our Sunday circula-
tion by 40 per cent in the past five years,
from 248,000 copies to 345,000. News-
papers as they are edited today have little
future, it’s true, which is why we have to
do many things to change the artefact.”

Among September’s scheduled changes
is a major reworking of the Sunday maga-
zine. Its freshly installed editor, Javier Navia,
has been lifted from Saturday’s Sdbado
supplement — one of the paper’s successes
over the past few years — it means the reins
to Sdbado have been passed to 32-year-
old Violeta Gorodischer, La Nacion’s
youngest section editor.

For the first time, the Sunday maga-
zine will have its own name, which is still
a work in progress according to Navia. “In
the newspaper we’re used to reporting on
what people consume in terms of culture
but the idea is that the magazine becomes
part of this cultural consumption,” he says.
The plan is to get away from the catch-all
family magazine and provide something
edgier and youth-orientated, put together
as if it needs to make the commercial cut
in a newsagent’s rather than as a free insert
in a Sunday newspaper.

Guyot is brimming with new ideas
and directions for La Nacion. There are
tentative plans to resize the weekday
edition and provide more coverage from
China. There is also the mooted sugges-
tion of moving away from the same news
agenda most international outlets tend
to cover and towards the newspaper’s
“own agenda”. Guyot wants to see more
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in-depth reporting and investigative
pieces across the paper.

Strutting around the newsroom with
a jacket slung over his shoulder is La
Nacion’s 36-year-old star reporter Hugo
Alconada Mon. Employed by the paper
since 2002, his investigations into money
laundering, corruption and corporate
fraud sometimes take him years to com-
plete (see panel, page 139). “I love what 1
do. Period,” he says, as he dashes off to a
meeting. Overworked at times, yes. Bat-
tling an ever-changing environment, cer-
tainly. But one gets the feeling that most
of La Nacion’s staff would concur.

The weekend editions continue to
gain readers while the weekday editions
go the other way. The future, if it is to
be successful, will depend on being able
to properly read consumers’ habits and
desires, something Guyot admits that the
wider industry has failed to do up to now.

“We want to sell the maximum
amount of newspapers possible,” he
says. “I know we can improve — and I
know we’re going to.” Somehow, you
believe him. — (M)




