McClatchy faces union backlash over AI-generated newsroom bylines and authorship policies
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McClatchy’s rollout of a new AI-driven newsroom tool has triggered a widening row over authorship, disclosure and union rights, with journalists at several of the company’s newspapers objecting to having their names attached to machine-generated copy. According to TheWrap, staff at titles including the Sacramento Bee, Miami Herald and Charlotte Observer have pushed back against the content scaling agent, or CSA, which is designed to rewrite existing reporting into shorter summaries and alternative versions for different audiences.
The dispute has sharpened because the system is not only changing how stories are packaged, but also how they are credited. TheWrap reported that some staff at the Sacramento Bee have refused to accept bylines on AI-produced material, arguing that doing so could damage credibility and public trust. At the same time, internal grievances filed by unions at McClatchy-owned papers say the company deployed the tool without the advance notice required for major technological changes.
The publication also reported that the byline treatment varies across McClatchy’s papers depending on contract terms. At the non-union Centre Daily Times, an AI-assisted piece was credited as being reported by the named journalist and produced with AI help. The Sacramento Bee, where union protections are in place, used a different format that removed the writer’s name. The Miami Herald, another unionised title, used wording that identifies the work as being produced with AI based on original reporting. In a staff meeting quoted by TheWrap, McClatchy’s chief of staff for local news, Kathy Vetter, reportedly said that if employees did not have a contractual right to remove their byline, the company would use their name.
The row is part of a broader struggle across US newsrooms over where generative AI should fit in editorial work. The New York Times Guild has said the paper’s AI rules are too weak and could erode reader confidence, while CBS News’ streaming unit recently ratified a contract that requires notice before new generative AI systems are introduced and lets staff withhold bylines from AI-produced work. At ProPublica, meanwhile, unionised staff staged a walkout during contract talks after saying management would not agree to limits on replacing jobs with AI or other job-protection measures.
For McClatchy, the controversy lands at a moment when publishers are under pressure to cut costs and speed up production without undermining the human authorship that still underpins trust in journalism. The company had not responded to a request for comment from TheWrap, leaving the unions’ complaints and the newsroom backlash to define the public picture for now.
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