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Guidelines for Publishing in China

Charles Buckwalter
THE PUBLISHING INDUSTRY IN CHINA

At the present time, participation in China’s publishing industry by foreign companies is still
severely restricted, mainly to licensing ventures, but many foreign magazines have found creative
ways to enter the market. And there are clear indications of a more-positive ambience on the

horizon.

China’s joining in the World Trade Organization may soon signal an increased opening of the door
for direct foreign participation in China’s publishing industry. The government has indicated that
foreign minority shareholding in print media could open within three years of China’'s WTO
accession, although the debate on the timetable will probably continue for some time. And China’s
role in WTO will likely involve new mergers and acquisitions, a push for improving management
skills, increased emphasis on developing electronic media, greater cooperation in aspects of
intellectual property rights, and other open-market orientation’ all of which enhances the picture
for quality business and trade magazines being welcomed to serve the information needs China

will have moving in those directions.

until then, foreign magazines must operate within the current tight structure. They can enter the
market through indirect access by collaborations with Chinese organizations, ministries, agencies
or government-related trade associations. Another approach is that of producing the magazine off
the China mainland - mainly in Hong Kong--and importing it. By translating, editing and printing the
magazine offshore, publishers can avoid the rule which requires 1/3 of editorial content to be
provided by the local Chinese national participating in mainland publishing affiliations with foreign
publishers. However, imported magazines must meet other stringent controls, such as limiting paid
distribution to the handful of State-approved publications importers. Foreign publishers need to
evaluate the pros and cons of every approach to find which best suites their magazine title and

the target audience it hopes to reach.
RULES OF THE GAME

The number one rule to learn about magazine publishing in China today is that there are lots of
rules. Complex rules. Rigid rules. Frustrating rules. Unlike the Western world where you devise a
smart business publishing plan and implement it through a fairly routine series of steps, the path
to success in China is laden with stumbling blocks. One expert, Ann Stevenson-Yang, writing in The

China Business Review a few years ago puts it this way:



“After foreign publishers first read China’s regulations and meet with the international
cooperation sections of the relevant ministries, they are likely to be thoroughly discouraged.
Beijing has yet to craft a law on publishing, but apparently plans to have one in place by 2010. In
the absence of such a law, the sector is guided by PRC regulations that state that no private
organization or individual is permitted to own or operate a periodical or book publishing house.
The chief rule governing the industry, the 1997 Regulations on Publication management, the 1997
Regulations on Management of the Printing Industry, and the 1998 regulations on Electronic
Publishing, stipulate that only government-designated publishing organizations may engage in
publishing. Thus no private individuals or foreign entities may engage directly in publishing in
China. The 1995 and 1998 guiding catalogues for foreign investment in industry indicate that
publishing is off-limits to foreign investment...Foreign firms are also prohibited from owning
distribution companies or taking the majority share in advertising joint ventures, unless the
Chinese partner is a private advertising company. Publications that are permitted to accept
advertising must have an advertising agent that is registered and licensed in China.” Stevenson-
Yang goes on to describe even more severe regulations regarding editorial content and other

aspects of publishing.

A dismal picture? Only if you expect to enter the China market by applying the same well-organized
publishing patterns you may be accustomed to in the U.S.A. or in other international markets. In
China you must rely on affiliations with Chinese partners and their capacity to help you operate
within the framework of governing bodies and ministries and bureaus. You’'ll require stamina to
deal with regulations that may seem arbitrary, illogical, and can change without warning. You'll

need patience to plod through the process of approvals and, ultimately, to see profitable results.

One encouraging note is that China is in the process of revamping and modernizing its
cumbersome publishing rules. China’s first national law for the publishing industry, the PRC
Publications Law, is being drafted. When enacted it will be the first piece of legislation specific for
the publishing industry. The new law is expected to streamline and supersede the existing set of
regulations and generally smooth the process. When it is enacted, existing operations will be
inconvenienced by having to re-register and apply for a new license. That provision may also make
vulnerable some ventures that were established through “gray” channels, such as the enterprises
that engage in the practice of producing multiple magazines under one license, or backdoor joint

ventures, often incorporated in the more freewheeling regions of Southern China.
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