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Opinion

BY MELANIE RUTLEDGE

TORONTO—With thousands 
of titles and a readership as 

diverse as Canada itself, Cana-
dian magazines have long been 
recognized for their contribution 
to democracy, mutual understand-
ing and a sense of identity for all.

The trust that Canadians 
have in these 2,600 weekly and 
monthly publications is well es-
tablished. And the integrity and 
reliability of this form of journal-
ism is providing Canadians with 
a critical asset when it comes to 
dealing with the informational 
dysfunctions that have emerged 
in the era of digital media, the 
so-called “fake news.” The impor-
tance of this role has never been 
clearer than it is now during the 
federal election campaign.

But, to ensure Canada’s mag-
azines can perform this func-
tion in the effective and robust 
manner needed to strengthen 
our democratic fabric, federal 
leaders must quickly address the 
outdated federal tax incentive 
measures currently working to 
the detriment of the domestic 
magazine industry.

A new approach that recognizes 
today’s changing economic reali-
ties and allows magazine publish-
ers to continue to innovate is vital 
to ensure a sustainable future for 
Canadian magazines and the in-
tegrity-based information services 
they provide. In particular, federal 
parties need to address tax laws on 
income-tax deductibility, which are 
creating a major imbalance that’s 
hurting Canadian publications.

The value of supporting the 
magazine sector’s success has 

been regularly reaffirmed by 
federal governments over the 
decades. Even before Confed-
eration, government authorities 
in Canada took steps to ensure 
magazines could sustain and 
strengthen this unifying, cultur-
ally enriching role that touches 
people across the country.

A unique role
As society struggles with an 

overload of disinformation and 
misinformation, magazines find 
themselves in a unique position 
because of their abiding commit-
ment to the integrity of informa-
tion and communication. At the 
heart of this effort is a commit-
ment by writers and editors to 
carry out comprehensive and 
in-depth research, thoughtful and 
critical reporting and, most im-
portantly, rigorous fact-checking. 
Magazines are able to devote more 
time and energy to this task than 
other publications. Canadians, as a 
result, can have confidence in the 
accuracy of the stories magazines 
produce—whether it is in print, 
in digital editions, on magazines’ 
websites, or on social media. In 
this way they serve as an antidote 
to fake news and misinformation.

This benefit is increasingly 
being recognized throughout soci-
ety. Studies have recently shown, 
for instance, that, as misinforma-
tion and untruths become a more 
common phenomenon in public 
discourse, consumers of news 
are turning again to traditional 
sources for their news.

An Ipsos survey in May 2019 
suggested that, in an era of 
fake news, Canadians’ trust in 
traditional news media sources 
is beginning to rebound. Seven 
in ten Canadians say that they 
trust and have confidence in 
traditional news media, includ-
ing magazines, when it comes 
to reporting the news fully, 
accurately, and fairly, which is 
up seven points since 2018, the 
polling firm reported.

Magazines and their web-
sites were also scored high in 
a survey last year by consumer 
research companies Vividata 
and Kantar on trustworthiness 

in news. This ranking of confi-
dence was particularly marked 
in contrast to the low confidence 
rating for social media. When 
it comes to delivering trusted 
news coverage amid the spread 
of disinformation, more than 
eight in ten respondents said 
their trust in print and digital 
magazines has stayed the same 
or increased, among the highest 
ratings among all media outlets.

While these technological 
changes have led to many ben-
efits, including increased choice 
and diversity of content, the dig-
ital revolution has also brought 
significant challenges. As Canadi-
ans shift their news consumption 
from print to digital platforms, 
print advertising revenues are 
rapidly shrinking, and the vast 
majority of digital advertising 
spending is being awarded to on-
line platforms like Facebook and 
Google. Despite that, magazines 
must continue to publish on all 
platforms, with an ever-shrinking 
pool of print advertising revenue 
and no reliable way as yet to 
monetize their digital content.

Addressing imbalance 
will help Canadian 
magazines thrive, 
combat fake news

There is an urgent need for the 
federal government to update the 
existing law on income tax deduct-
ibility meant to support Canada’s 
magazines. The tax incentive, 
which allows advertisers to deduct 
the cost of ads in Canadian publi-
cations for income tax purposes, 
is meant to encourage Canadian 
advertisers to use Canadian, 
instead of print, platforms. This 
supports Canadian ownership 
in the domestic magazine sector, 
encourages Canadian maga-
zines and advertisers to continue 
pursuing digital solutions that 
offer Canadian audiences more 
choice and allows Canadian media 
companies to compete fairly with 
their foreign-owned counterparts. 
But the government has failed to 
update the law to include advertis-
ing on domestic digital platforms. 

Compounding the problem, 
while ads placed on Canadi-
an-owned digital platforms are 
not tax deductible, ads placed by 
Canadian advertisers on for-
eign-owned digital media plat-
forms qualify as a tax-deductible 
business expense. This means a 
Canadian advertiser could buy 
digital ad space on theatlantic.com 
and claim a tax deduction, but the 
same ad placed on macleans.ca 
would not be tax deductible. This 
is a pronounced disincentive for 
advertisers to invest in Canadian 
digital platforms. 

The rules need to be ad-
dressed and brought up to date 
as soon as possible. If ads placed 
on foreign digital platforms were 
no longer tax deductible, and 
the law was amended to allow 
Canadian advertisers to claim 
tax deductions for ads placed on 
domestic digital platforms, adver-
tisers would have a big incen-
tive to buy ad space in Canada. 
This would modernize the rules 
to align with existing rules on 
Canadian-owned print platforms, 
return the incentives to a proper 
balance, and provide tax fairness.

Throughout Canada’s history, 
governments have fully rec-
ognized the unique Canadian 
media function exercised by 
magazines in bringing Canadi-
ans together on the basis of their 
heritage, their shared values and 
future aspirations.

As Canadians will recognize 
during a federal election cam-
paign, when the accuracy and 
integrity of news has become 
a major concern on all sides, 
having a strong, vibrant magazine 
sector that can provide credible, 
carefully edited, and fact-checked 
information that the public can 
rely on is now more valuable than 
ever. Canada’s publishers need 
all federal parties in this election 
to commit to overhauling and 
updating the existing incentives 
for magazines to level the playing 
field and help safeguard their 
ability to fulfill their historic and 
crucial role in our democracy.  

Melanie Rutledge is the execu-
tive director of Magazines Canada.
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