McClatchy cuts California reporters as it builds an AI newsroom
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McClatchy Media is pressing ahead with an aggressive artificial intelligence strategy even as it cuts deeper into its California newsrooms, a combination that has intensified anxiety among journalists over what will remain of local reporting if the people who know their communities are removed and machine-written copy takes their place.
The latest round of reductions hit several of the company’s California papers, including The Fresno Bee, The Sacramento Bee and The Modesto Bee, where reporters, photographers and videographers were affected. According to reporting that followed the cuts, The Fresno Bee lost seven reporters, while The Sacramento Bee shed at least ten journalists. Across the company, dozens of newsroom jobs were eliminated as McClatchy expanded its AI-focused Content Innovation Lab.
That move did not arrive without warning. In a virtual town hall in May, McClatchy chief executive Tony Hunter outlined a broader plan to, in his words, "agentify the entire enterprise", according to a recording obtained by Straight Arrow News. The company has since described its lab as a "big experiment" and, in job postings, has said its future depends on embracing AI to improve productivity and experimentation.
At the centre of the strategy is a chatbot that can recast staff-written stories into different lengths and formats for different audiences, while still carrying the original reporter’s byline, according to reporting on the company’s internal plans. That approach has sharpened concerns among journalists who say automation is being used not simply to assist reporting but to replace the people producing it.
The reaction inside the company has been bitter. Kathleen Quinn, a civics and democracy reporter at The Modesto Bee, said on social media that she was laid off after two years and described the scale of the redundancies as devastating. Ariane Lange, an investigative reporter at The Sacramento Bee, called it the most severe wave of cuts McClatchy had seen in some time. Elsewhere in the company, a Kansas City Star reporter who kept their job dismissed the new roles in the lab as "AI content farm jobs", accusing McClatchy of favouring automated lifestyle copy over local journalism.
The timing has been particularly stark in California, where local outlets already face shrinking budgets and thinner coverage of city halls, schools and public agencies. Separate reporting also indicates McClatchy has been hiring for its AI operation even as it reduces newsroom staff, underlining how firmly the company is tying its future to automation. For workers and readers alike, the question is no longer whether AI will be part of the newsroom, but how much of the newsroom will still be there when it is.
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