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The intersecting worlds of media and politics are experiencing a rapid tectonic shift. Media consolidation has diluted in-depth and investigative reporting and is causing a dearth of critical and diverse voices. While the scope of traditional media narrows, the Internet has created the space and opportunities for anyone to become information generators—making for an exciting, but certainly overwhelming experience. And despite the democratization of Internet media sources, discussion and reporting about affairs of state remain focused on the dollars, the cat fighting and the administration’s talking points.

While journalism is supposed to be a “public good,” the mantra for corporate media owners is “money before democracy.” Not so for the independent media, which questions those in power, investigates corruption, and provides a forum for a diversity of voices essential to a strong democracy. But independent media is experiencing a sea change that is difficult for individual organizations to weather alone. Revenue and funding for sustainable enterprises are uneven. Technology is swiftly shifting both business and journalism models. Individual media outlets must fight tooth and nail to raise their voices above the din of round the clock political infotainment.

That’s where The Media Consortium comes in. Within its short lifetime, The Media Consortium has broken down historical barriers impeding communication and collaboration between members of the progressive media. It has acted as a hub for member groups to engage in projects that fill holes around editorial efforts, identify new market opportunities, and develop new revenue opportunities that benefit both the individual organizations and the sector as whole. Past support from the Arca Foundation has been integral to The Media Consortium’s successful development of these vital initiatives. 

It is no secret that 2008 is a critical year for America’s future. This year, each member of The Media Consortium is working non-stop to report on the issues and people that mainstream “horserace coverage” ignores. To complement and strengthen the work of our individual members, The Media Consortium is implementing several big picture initiatives to increase the influence of progressive media on political discourse this year—and for many years to come. 

About The Media Consortium

In early March 2005, two-dozen leaders from the worlds of independent print, radio, television, and Internet answered a call from Mother Jones, The Nation, and The American Prospect, to discuss “Independent Media and the Future of Democracy.” It was the first time in at least a decade that independent media content producers and distributors had come together to talk about how to strengthen our effectiveness.

We continued the conversation through 2005, expanding the participants to include many more media organizations. Our goal: to figure out how a network of independent media organizations could address two challenges we all face: 

How to amplify independent journalism's voice in broader public debates over the crucial political and social issues of our day.

How to navigate the current wave of profound technological change - change that is reshaping the media business, not to mention redefining the practice of journalism itself.


In early 2006, we coalesced to become The Media Consortium, (in the words of our mission statement): 

“to amplify our voices; increase our collective clout; leverage our current audiences and reach out to new ones; attract financial resources; strengthen and transform our individual businesses and our sector’s position in a rapidly changing media and political environment; and redefine ourselves and progressivism for a new century.

The Media Consortium is now a network of 45 leading independent journalism organizations in print, online, on television, and on the radio. Our current members are:

Afro-Netizen

Air America Radio

AlterNet

American News Project

The American Prospect

Balcony Films

Brave New Films

Berrett-Koehler Publishers

Center for Independent Media

Chelsea Green Publishers

ColorLines

Democracy Now

Free Speech TV

GlobalVision/Media Channel

GoLeftTV

Grist.org

Hightower Lowdown

In These Times

LinkTV

Media Venture Collective

Mother Jones

Ms. Magazine

The Nation

Nation Institute

National Alliance for Media   

Arts and Culture (NAMAC)

National Radio Project

New America Media

New Press 

New Voices in Independent Journalism

The Progressive

Public News Service

Raw Story

RealTV/IWT

Regional News Network

Salon Media Group, Inc.

Sojourners

South End Press

Talking Points Memo

Texas Observer

Truthdig

Warandpiece

The Washington Monthly

Women's Media Center

Workers Independent News

YES! Magazine

The Young Turks, Air America

In addition to these participating members, The Media Consortium has organized a network of allies and advisors. Among this group are: Martin Collier at the Glaser Progress Foundation, Becky Bond from Working Assets, John Halpin at the Center for American Progress, Josh Silver and Craig Aaron at Free Press, Adam Green at MoveOn.org Civic Action, the staff at New Progressive Coalition, Jamie Daves and Platform Equity, Bill Moyers and the Schumann Center for Media and Democracy, Cathy Lerza at the Tides Center, and Sasha Post of the Open Society Institute.

From the very beginning we have envisioned The Media Consortium as a multi-platform network; our participating members include some of the best independent magazines in the country; as well as satellite television networks, radio networks and audio content producers, book publishers, film production units, and online-only media operations. The Media Consortium has built innovation and change into its DNA: we are fostering change among our members, and accomplishing together what no single organization can do on its own.

The Media Consortium has several projects that have been launched or are in development, nearly all of them generated during Consortium-facilitated discussions and meetings among member organizations. This proposal zeros in on several projects that are either already improving the independent media scene or have great potential to do so. As you’ll read, each of our strategic projects ties to one of The Media Consortium’s three basic working areas: to build connection, infrastructure, and voice. 

Connection:

“Being part of The Media Consortium is a major asset to us as one of the larger publications in the organization. It allows us to exchange ideas with our peers, pick up fresh ideas from emergent media, and pass our own best practices and experience on to smaller organizations. Journalism is competitive by nature, but The Media Consortium has been remarkably successful,” 

  



    --Monika Bauerlein, co-editor of Mother Jones
When The Media Consortium started in 2005, a new space opened up for progressive media outlets to provide deeper context to the issues we all face. While many had developed one-on-one relationships throughout the years, deeper personal connections and strategic discussions about the sector were largely absent. There is no better way to strengthen trust and collaboration than in face-to-face meetings. Since our first meeting in March 2005, we’ve met roughly every six months at locations around the country—and with an exciting turnout every time. Each meeting has brought in between 35 and 70 people (paying their own travel and lodging costs). The response to these meetings confirms for us that there is a profound, essential need for independent media leaders to sit down and talk strategically with one another. 

Please see The Media Consortium’s 2007 report for information about our May 2007 meeting. In mid-November, The Media Consortium’s coordinating committee gathered for a one-day strategic planning session to reflect on The Media Consortium’s development since 2005 and identify key opportunities and challenges in the media/political landscape. Targeted work areas include: financing progressive independent media; understanding and reaching future audiences; creating editorial and political impact; adapting to technological changes; and shoring up The Media Consortium’s organizational structure.

The results from the strategic planning session were the basis for extended discussion and brainstorming by participants at 2007’s second member meeting, held in December in San Francisco. A meeting highlight was a creative visioning exercise where participants answered the questions: “What does the progressive media landscape look like in 2012? What kind of impact does it have? What were the barriers to success?” Participants “jumped into their time machines” and as journalists in the year 2012, looked back at the changes and impact of The Media Consortium and progressive media over the last five years. Report outs to the big group ranged from sketches on television screens and a video iPod, a radio report, a lead paragraph from a news article and more. 

Throughout these presentations, common themes and visions rose to the top. Overall, groups viewed The Consortium as a catalyst to making change within both the political and media landscape. Other themes included: 

“The Media Consortium Network”—Developing The Media Consortium to act as integrated, multi-platform, umbrella-style organization for independent media. 

Creating or collaborating around using video and multi-platform feed systems as supplements to print/traditional journalism. 

Integrating the cultural shift to an empowered community in which there is bottom-up and user-generated content.

Including a diversity of media outlets and audiences such as: feminist, labor, ethnic, etc… 

Recognizing that media reform/policy is essential to the future financial structure and sustainability of independent media.

Participants then developed next steps for existing projects and brainstormed new ones—with the focus of turning our collective visions into reality. More information on these projects and next steps can be found in this proposal under the “infrastructure” and “voice” headings.

It’s not just the leadership who benefit from in-person meetings and ongoing communication. Mid-level staff members at our respective organizations are even more disconnected from one another. This is why we organized the first series of “Consortium Tech Camps” in January 2007– loosely structured daylong meetings that bring together technology staffs or consultants working with independent media organizations. Participants have continued conversations by using a listserv hosted by The Media Consortium and the model has proved so successful that we are building it out to service other areas in 2008, including fundraising, advertising, communications and outreach. Funding permitting, we will also provide small “collaborative grants” to each of these groups to brainstorm and develop collaborative projects that will help support resource sharing, trainings and long-term strategies for success.

In between out biannual member meetings, we have created opportunities to keep the information sharing and collaboration going. In 2007, we launched The Media Consortium website at www.themediaconsortium.org, which provides an online platform to continue the work that happens in person. The Consortium’s site provides a password-protected set of integrated tools that members can use to communicate and collaborate with one another, including: individual member profiles, list serves, forums, wikis, and a document archive.

Infrastructure 
“You’re just preaching to the choir,” is a constant criticism aimed at progressive media outlets. But in 2006, The Media Consortium decided to turn that accusation into an opportunity to find out how big that choir is—and who are the members? After contracting Paradyz-Matera, a list management and analysis firm, 16 of the Consortium’s then-32 groups agreed to pour their various lists – subscribers, donors, registered online users, newsletter subscribers, and so on – into a single file. Paradyz-Matera then cleaned up (“de-duped”) the file, ran a series of demographic overlays on the data, and reported back to the Consortium at 2006 meeting in Los Angeles. We learned that:

These 16 organizations had a combined file size of 2.9 million names (about the same size as MoveOn.org’s file): 1.8 million confirmed regular mail names, and 1.1 million confirmed email addresses. 

Only 1 in 4 names on the original list is shared between two or more organizations – to put it another way, 75% of the original list is served by only one media outlet, meaning there is very little audience crossover.

While most of this audience is concentrated on the West Coast and the Northeast/Mid-Atlantic corridor, the “penetration rate” for these sixteen groups into key portions of the Upper Midwest, Rocky Mountain West, Southwest and Deep South was higher than expected.

Racial and ethnic distribution and income distribution of this audience roughly approximates the U.S. distribution of population.

The implications of the file size alone are significant. Extrapolating for the additional Consortium organizations, we can reasonably estimate that the confirmable audience is probably in the 10 million range. The actual audience for Media Consortium members is without question much larger. This information also provided the basis for multiple projects that support building the independent media market.

Joint Rental List
In 2007, we repeated this process and 12 members contributed their updated information for a new third-party database supported by Mal Dunn Associates, Inc. We then created a combined subscription list to be rented to third-party organizations. Revenue generated from the joint rental list is distributed among Media Consortium members. Though the list is still in the testing phases, it has been sold to Planned Parenthood and the Democratic National Committee. We are currently examining our marketing strategies for 2008 and recruiting more Consortium members to join the list project. 

In addition to the revenue, all participating groups receive quarterly updates that offer individualized drilldowns of their demographic information as well as information comparing their audience to The Consortium’s complete list and to the country’s demographics. This information helps us make a far more convincing case with public interest and advocacy organizations that our media outlets can and should be part of a smart public education campaign on a whole range of issues.

Online Advertising Network
Over the last few years, the rise of online advertising has drastically changed business models across the entire media sector. While many independent media outlets are building out their online advertising capacity, these changes can be costly to implement, technologically difficult, and due to the smaller web presence of some organizations, do not offer guaranteed returns on such a hefty investment. Successful web advertising strategies do have the potential to generate significant amounts of income, however the field is often difficult to parse and even harder to navigate. The solution? Build an advertising network that pools the collective inventories of Consortium members to make a highly-marketable package. This concept had been percolating since the Consortium’s very first meeting at Pocantico. Recent developments in third party ad management interfaces, and the rise of the vertical ad network as viable competition against entrenched search-engine advertising firms have made this project feasible, and it was revived at December’s all-Consortium meeting. 

The Media Consortium has begun to investigate how to launch a vertical ad network—a network that sells ads that run on all participating members’ websites. Vertical networks are valuable to advertisers because they can tap into highly targeted demographics. We’re currently in the midst of a feasibility study to determine this project could significantly benefit participating groups and its logistical operations. The first step was to survey participating groups about their own online advertising abilities and models, technical know how, and web site traffic. Initials results include: 

26 organizations responded, with a total of 4,549,753 unique visitors and 55,776,186 pageviews per month. 

24 organizations have email products that go out around 1x/week, reaching approximately 1,002,671 names. Of those 26 respondents, 12 offer ads on their email products.

12 respondents currently offer ads on their websites and three to four are interested in incorporating them.

Currently, 19 organizations are interested in an MC ad network, with additional maybes.

It is clear that more than a third of current members (survey respondents and non-survey respondents) have interest in breaking into online advertising or building out their capacity to increase online advertising sales. As part of building out this project, we are also looking into ways to provide technical consulting to members who are interested in joining this project. The Media Consortium is currently working with Hart Hooten of MarkeTechnique to determine next steps in building out a Media Consortium-sponsored vertical advertising network. 

Understanding the future media landscape
In addition the current initiatives we are engaging to support the independent media market, we are also looking towards the future. Many of the Consortium's members (but definitely not all) are facing a long-term decline in a core audience that is over 50, white, well-off, and classically liberal. We can and should do a much better job of reaching this core audience in the short run, but the long-term reality is that the future audience will not be who consumes our content now. For one thing, technology and Internet advancements are upending traditional journalism models, including the rise of user-generated content and citizen journalism. And just as importantly, the future audience will be more diverse, particularly around matters of race and ethnicity, age, and gender identification. Both of these audiences are critical from a community building perspective (which impacts editorial work) and market-building opportunities for our members. 

In 2008, The Media Consortium will commission a report from a third-party consultant to explore future business models for independent media. The report will assess the current, cumulative state of the progressive, independent media sector; report on existing and new (traditional and non-traditional) models, assess future opportunities for sustainability, and last but not least, provide recommendations. Since the nature of business and revenue generation is dependent on who are the current and future audience members, what information they are consuming and how, these vital information points will be part of the research and final report. This report will provide a road map for individual media outlets and for The Media Consortium itself as it continues to develop its ongoing initiatives and support for members. 

Voice
Only in the last few years has the progressive, independent media started to work together to influence political discourse. While we publish important reporting and compelling commentary, it disappears in the noise and confusion of the larger media world. Not one of our organizations has a megaphone big enough to get above the noise or has the internal capacity to stick with a story and use it to leverage change. When it comes to acting strategically, the biggest problem we’re facing is not about what we think, but about how we’re organized.  The Media Consortium is working to address that problem.
Creating a Syndicated Reporting Project
After many consortium members noted that they did not have the resources to cover specific beats on an ongoing basis, The Media Consortium launched a syndicated reporting service that has become an innovative model of open-source journalism creation and distribution. In July 2007, The Media Consortium hired reporter Brian Beutler as its Washington Correspondent to cover the House Judiciary and Oversight and Government Reform committees.

We started this project to test several organizing questions. How could we support a steady flow of high quality reporting to a network of media outlets? How would nominally competing outlets deal with shared content? And would these articles echo out beyond Consortium members’ own websites? Initial results have been positive. Members have developed story ideas and new angles on proposed story ideas via email and monthly conference calls. They are more than satisfied with the quality of the content and we have facilitated a quick feedback system. Concerns about resistance to shared content, or about properly crediting Beutler and the Consortium have not materialized. 

In exchange for publication of this content with a byline crediting both Beutler and The Media Consortium, participating members have a 24-hour exclusive on the content before it is posted on the Consortium’s reporting website at  HYPERLINK "http://www.themediaconsortium.com/reporting" \t "_blank" www.themediaconsortium.com/reporting. Thanks to RSS and hyperlink technology, as well as to Brian’s reputation within Washington D.C.’s progressive blogging community, the articles have moved from members’ sites to the larger public. Over the past four months, Beutler’s 40 reported stories have been published by seven Consortium member organizations, including Alternet, ColorLines, In These Times, Mother Jones, The American Prospect, The Progressive, and the Women’s Media Center. In addition, his reporting has been linked to by a number of blogs and websites including Slate, The Atlantic Online, Care 2, Common Dreams, and Talking Points Memo.

In September 2007, Brian’s beat was reorganized to focus on Congressional oversight and war making—allowing him to follow, anticipate and investigate stories throughout Congress. We have also integrated daily blogging into the project. Since this time, the Consortium developed plans to expand the syndicated reporting project to cover an additional beat (not necessarily DC or congressional focused) in early 2008. This new beat will continue to open new, and important audiences up for our members. We intend to supplement the reporting with a strategic communications effort to help move these stories into the mainstream. Combining the joint publication by participating Consortium members with a communications effort makes the echo chamber for these stories limitless. 


Live from Main Street
Facing quite possibly the most important presidential and Congressional elections in our lives, the US media are already serving up more coverage of the candidates’ clothes and cat fights than substantive coverage of their platforms. It’s time to bring the public something better. Live from Main Street is a tour of America in Election Year 2008, hosted by popular journalist and radio personality Laura Flanders and produced by The Media Consortium. The town halls will place local issues and social movements within a national context. Each show will be broadcast on multiple television, radio and satellite channels, streamed across the web, and written about print and online outlets. Individual Media Consortium members will also create vital complementary content and reporting to build out a unique collaborative and cross-platform media initiative. Live From Main Street will provide opportunities for learning, relationship building, new types of electoral coverage and the base for a lasting new independent media infrastructure.

The goals of Live From Main Street are to:

Strengthen progressive, independent media infrastructure through innovative partnerships

Engage new and existing audiences with quality, independent news and information

Inspire political participation

Change the tenor and scope of election coverage

Highlight important local/national issues

What will it look like? Imagine the enthusiasm of Oprah’s studio audience but with a politically rigorous host; the humor and appeal of the Daily Show but focused on the ground-level people, not celebrities; a show that challenges the candidates and celebrates local change-makers. 

  

While the town hall events are the spine of Live From Main Street, the project’s skeleton is made up by the collaboration and participation by dozens of independent media outlets. The Media Consortium is organizing its network of 45 members to actively engage in creating, distributing and marketing the reporting and content for Live From Main Street across their various platforms to millions of audience members. Media Consortium members can leverage the town hall events to:

Report on how national issues are playing out in local communities. We will work with individual member organizations to determine how they can cover the issues and communities to support and correspond with their own election and issue coverage.

Cover the town halls events. Participating media outlets can cover the town halls by reporting on the happenings at and surrounding the town halls through live blogging, articles, video recordings, audio recordings and more.

Create and package multi-media content. While some Media Consortium members will dedicate themselves to only reporting, others will create corresponding audio or video packages for distribution among their own networks as well as for Media Consortium members to distribute. For example, The National Radio Project will create 30-minute audio packages of each town hall event to be distributed across their network, guaranteeing broadcast by the 185 non-commercial stations that carry their Making Contact series each week. These audio programs will also be packaged into podcasts and distributed across all participating members websites. Video creation and distribution will follow a similar model.

Distribute content from the town hall tour. One of the benefits of this unique collaboration is the opportunity for participating media outlets to share content with each other and to create a multi-platform distribution network. For example, Mother Jones can live blog the town hall, reprint related reporting in The American Prospect, stream video clips from the town halls prepared by Link TV and have audio podcasts available for download created by the National Radio Project’s Making Contact crew. 

In addition to participating Media Consortium members marketing Live From Main Street to their own audiences, a marketing and distribution plan will be carefully crafted to make sure the events and reporting reach a large and diverse audience in this critical year by working with other local and national partners.  

Progressive Media Wire 

To build the microphone and reach of our members, we are creating easy to use tools that will not only allow members to share content among each other, but help them to reach new and existing audiences.  We are developing a Progressive Media Wire—consisting of both of a web portal and a widget.  The archival web portal will pull the RSS feeds from members’ websites to aggregate audio, video and text content.  It will include topic-based tagging and real-time updates for both members and the public to search.  We will also syndicate this content and create a widget/microsite that can be hosted on the sites of consortium members, allies and within social networking websites.  


In 2007, we engaged in a test phase to determine how to logistically develop this project.  While an initial web site was developed, it was not ready for a public rollout.  In 2008, we believe the technical tools are now available.  We plan to break ground on this project by April 1.

Governance and Staffing
Currently, The Media Consortium is a project of the Foundation for National Progress, the 501c3 entity that also publishes Mother Jones magazine. While the FNP board of directors has ultimate fiduciary responsibility for the project, The Consortium’s activities are overseen by a coordinating committee that is annually elected by participating members. Current committee members include:

Julie Bergman-Sender

 Principal, Balcony Films
Lark Corbeil
 Executive Director Public News Service

Jay Harris 

 Publisher and president, Mother Jones 

Ina Howard-Parker

 CEO, Represent, Inc.

Doug Kreeger

 Co-founder and former CEO/board member, Air America Radio

Roberto Lovato

 East Coast director, New America Media

Chris Rabb

 Founder, Afro-Netizen

John Schwartz

 Executive director, Free Speech TV 

Kim Spencer

 Executive director, LinkTV 

Katherine Spillar

 Executive Editor, Ms. Magazine

Teresa Stack

 President, The Nation 

Cenk Uygur

 Host, The Young Turks, Air America Radio

In Fall 2007, Steve Katz stepped down as part time project director and Tracy Van Slyke was approved as full time Project Director. Steve still serves as an emeritus member of The Consortium’s Coordinating Committee. Erin Polgreen, formerly an Associate Publisher for In These Times, was hired on for part time assistance in November 2007 and went full time as a Program Associate in February 2008.

As publisher for In These Times, Tracy oversaw the publication’s strategic development, financial management, fundraising, circulation and promotion. She is currently on the leadership council for the Progressive Communicator’s Network and on the Spin Project’s Advisory Board of the Communications Policy Initiative. Prior to joining In These Times, Tracy was the Communications Director for the National Training and Information Center; worked in Knight Ridder’s Washington, D.C. bureau during the 2000 presidential campaign, covering national politics and events; and covered city and county government for the Iowa City Gazette in Iowa City, IA in 1999 and 2000.

Prior to joining The Media Consortium’s staff full-time, Erin was the Associate Publisher for In These Times magazine, where she managed advertising, marketing, event planning, and other outreach initiatives. From August 2004 through May 2005, Erin served with City Year Chicago, an Americorps program. As a Senior Corps member, she co-led a team of literacy tutors at an elementary school on the West side of Chicago. She regularly volunteers with Chicago-area non-profits The Viola Project and Working Bikes Collective. 
Brian is the Washington Correspondent for The Media Consortium covering Congress, and also blogs and reports for Grist.org (as well as on his own blog, brianbeutler.com). His work has also been published in outlets including Raw Story, The American Prospect and The Guardian. Brian studied physics and astrophysics at UC Berkeley.

Budget and request to the Arca Foundation

The Media Consortium’s 2008 budget is expected to be approximately $455,000 (see attached). Confirmed grants of $125,000 from the Open Society Institute, $100,000 from the Surdna Foundation, $25,000 from the Hass Charitable Trust and $50,000 from the Schumann Center for Media and Democracy are slated for 2008. In 2007, we implemented a modest dues and fees structure, in which participating organizations will contribute to the support of the Consortium’s operations and project. And finally, we expect to have a carryover from 2007 of approximately $123,000. 

Slightly more than $146,000 (32% of the budget) is for personnel costs including staff and contractors as well as organizational support, travel, legal, and website hosting. The balance – $287,000 or 63% of the total budget – is allocated to direct non-personnel program expenses for projects focused on connection, infrastructure and voice. The rest is set aside for administrative costs.

The increase in our budget demonstrates that the organization continues to draw support from its members, funders and allies and that its initiatives are continuing to develop and deepen to have an important impact on the independent media sector. Therefore, on behalf of the 45 participating organizations that make up The Media Consortium, we seek a renewal grant of $50,000 from the Arca Foundation. 
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