To Agora Shareholders:

When we founded Agora and Gazeta Wyborcza twelve years ago, this is how Adam Michnik defined our mission: „We want Gazeta Wyborcza to be a newspaper of a Poland that is part of a new world order: democratic and sensible, enterprising and outgoing, tolerant and open.” Our mission statement, created in the spring of 1990, defined editorial independence as the overriding objective while pointing out that financial independence is its surest guarantee.

On these two cornerstones we built a powerful newspaper – a significant voice in Polish public life and a major business enterprise. When we look back, we are proudest of the fact that we were able to combine the fulfillment of public mission with a successful business, doing good and doing well, thus effectively protecting Gazeta’s independence.

Now we are taking the next step forward. At the beginning of this year we announced the strategy for Agora’s growth; its implementation is now underway. We intend to become involved in other media sectors and new lines of business in publishing, broadcast media, advertising and the Internet. The growth will occur largely via mergers and acquisitions. The Polish market will be our first priority, but we will also look carefully at opportunities outside of Poland, primarily in Central Europe.

Why elect expansion instead of peaceably collecting the fruits of our past successes? We are a public company and our main job is to keep building shareholder value. Poland’s advertising market is maturing; it has made significant progress in catching up with the West. Therefore we doubt the return of the halcyon days of 50% annual growth of advertising spending and must reach for new businesses in other segments of the media market. The date of Poland’s accession to EU is approaching and the competition for media properties in Poland is heating up. To become a player with a vote in the European consolidation, over the next 2-3 years we need to significantly broaden the base of Agora’s operations. Internet – though currently out of favor with investors – is undoubtedly a revolution. It creates both new threats and new opportunities, and thus forces a change of thinking about media.  We are confident that now that the Internet gold rush is finally over, the emergence of a new business paradigm and an orderly development of this market is only a matter of time. We want to be ready when it comes – carefully investing in building Agora’s position and gathering useful assets in the form of a range of media enterprises.

Our proven track record of business success is not limited to the press market. A few years ago we began investing in local radio stations. Today we are the number one local radio player and the third largest commercial radio enterprise in Poland. It is worth noting that we not only built a solid market position and revenue base; first and foremost, we have led the charge to modernize Polish radio and, at the risk of appearing immodest, have been the engine of growth of the local radio market. We only regret that our contribution has not been fully recognized by the broadcast media regulator who, we believe, pays insufficient attention to the development of the Polish media market.

We will be implementing our development program under market conditions that, on first sight, appear unfavorable. The Internet bubble has burst, the US economy is no longer booming, the downturn of stock markets worldwide has turned off investors, capital market liquidity has dried up, and the dreaded word „recession” has resurfaced. The situation in Poland is not great, either; after years of growth, the economy has slowed down owing to a combination of global and local factors and Polish companies have been reporting weaker performance for 2000. Perhaps the situation will improve in six months; perhaps again, Poland has a couple of tough years ahead.

Is an ambitious growth plan realistic under such conditions? Our answer is a resounding „yes.” A growing economy benefits everyone; when it slows down, the weakest market players are the first to suffer. Agora is among the strongest. We have in our arsenal important competitive weapons, the result of many years of assiduous efforts: an excellent market position which continues to be an object of our constant care, a rare reputation for clean dealing, in Poland and abroad, professional management motivated by stock participation and, last but not least, significant financial liquidity, or the means to invest. These are tools for turning adversity into opportunity. We have the next two to three years to prove our mettle by using these tools with good sense.

Much depends on the outcome. Agora’s reputation and its market position, satisfaction of shareholders and staff all hang on it. So does what to us, the management of Agora, continues as the chief task and a source of inspiration – that the voice of Gazeta continues to be clearly heard in the public debate in Poland, promoting values which have guided us in the last 12 years as we were editing the newspaper, running the business and participating in the shaping of Polish reality. It appears that in our part of Europe, more than a decade into building democracy and market economy, this voice is as necessary as ever. 
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