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In response to a proposal submitted March 2008, the Arca Foundation made a grant of $50,000 to The Media Consortium to support our effort to amplify the voices and journalism of progressive, independent media. The contribution specifically supported these strategic areas for The Consortium’s growth:
· Building connections amongst progressive media organizations.
· Strengthening infrastructure for The Media Consortium and the progressive, independent media sector.
· Strategically amplifying our collective voices.
The Media Consortium experienced extraordinary growth in 2008. We launched four dynamic projects, shored up organizational infrastructure, and began articulating a vigorous future for independent media. In 2007, The Media Consortium had two part-time staff and had started two projects. Today, we have two full-time and four part-time, project-based contractors, and almost 50 organizational members. We have also developed and fine-tuned the purpose, mission and strategy of The Media Consortium as a movement-building and sector-strengthening organization. 

In a time of dramatic economic instability and tremendous change for the overall media sector, we are creating a space to not only ask tough questions, but to create concrete solutions that benefit many organizations. The projects we undertook in 2008 allowed us to diagnose the needs of the sector and implement projects that build connections, infrastructure and amplify our voices.

The Arca Foundation also made a special one-time only grant of $25,000 for Live From Main Street, an election year program produced by The Media Consortium.  A special, separate report on LFMS is attached.
Building Connections:

Media Consortium Member Meetings

Every year, The Media Consortium convenes two in-person meetings for our members and allies. In May 2008, more than 65 members, friends, and allies converged in Denver, Colorado for The Media Consortium's eighth membership meeting. The two-day meeting focused on bringing ideas into action.

Consortium staff debuted several key projects including Live From Main Street, the MediaWire project, and the Online Advertising Network during the Denver meeting. [More on these projects below.] In the form of member-organized "Media Labs," small groups were provided in-depth peer-to-peer assistance in sessions focused on Web 2.0, advertising and marketing. MC members also met with local organizations and advocates in order to get story tips and logistical information in advance of the Democratic National Convention, which took place in Denver only a few months later. 

During the meeting, The Media Consortium’s Project Director Tracy Van Slyke and strategic consultant Tony Deifell, president of Next Consulting, led two large-scale brainstorming sessions focused on the future of the independent media landscape. The results from these brainstorming groups were integrated into the consortium’s strategic process throughout 2008.

In July, The Media Consortium's Coordinating Committee came together for a two-day strategy retreat in New York. The meeting focused on informing our Game Changers strategy project (see more below). The coordinating committee and consortium staff also reflected on the previous year of organizational development and laid the groundwork for a consistent 18-month strategy. Overall, they developed four strategic principles for Media Consortium initiatives and projects in 2009-10, including: 

· Build and Diversify the Media Leadership Pipeline
· Bring Money into the Sector

· Foster Collaboration among MC members and like-minded organizations

· Focus on Audience Development through demographic research and strategic outreach.

These principles were developed in response to the successes and lessons learned from previous projects, the needs of the sector, and by analyzing how The Media Consortium can build the impact and sustainability of independent media, especially during these critical times. 

Challenges and Solutions: Due to the elections and the packed news cycle at the end of the year, we did not hold a second all member meeting in 2008. MC staff instead focused on having a smaller strategy meeting in July with the coordinating committee. This allowed us to focus on current projects and member participation throughout the year. We also began planning for an all-member meeting in early 2009, and redirected 2008 meeting funds to provide travel “scholarships” to members who needed extra assistance to make it to the meeting. It was vitally important to get as many members in the room as possible to begin planning the next evolution of the sector, and we wanted to make sure there was plenty of support to get them there.

Midlevel Support:

LIST SERV AND MOVE ON/RH REALITY CHECK EXAMPLE HERE.  ALSO NOTE COORDINATE CONF. CALLS BETWEEN INTERESTED PARTIES

Media Consortium Website:

In November, we launched an updated version of www.themediaconsortium.org. Our goal was to create a more transparent public face for The Consortium by incorporating the following items:
· An RSS feed of the best news and opinion related to the future of independent media as a resource for our members and allies. It’s available on the homepage and updated Monday-Friday 
· The Consortium Report—any material produced by the consortium staff and contractors that promotes consortium members’ journalism and activities. All items published to The Consortium Report are open-source and available for MC members to post.
· A sample of the MediaWire Widgets in action is available on the homepage. The widget provides TMC member headlines in real time updates. It’s a great way to feature our members’ work. 
· More in-depth information about The Media Consortium and our projects, including TMC's history and vision, projects and members. 
Infrastructure:

Joint Rental List

In early 2008, Media Consortium staff began working with Dunn Data Co. to build upon our demographic research from 2006 and create a joint rental list that compiled audience numbers and demographic information from participating members. Ideally, the database would have allowed us to identify the scope and strength of our current audiences, initiate projects that bring in new sources of revenue for the sector, and develop collaborative marketing opportunities.

However, Dunn Data Co. went into bankruptcy not long after this project began. They became unable to provide MC staff with the necessary reporting or sales support to make this a successful project. TMC staff is now approaching this project from a different angle by working with Catalist, as outlined under “challenges and solutions.”

The initial findings from the joint rental list project revived interest in a member-organized Online Advertising Network as an opportunity to bring new revenue sources to the sector. In our 2008 proposal, we outlined our initial work with consulting firm Marketechnique to explore opportunities in building an online ad network for independent media outlets. 

NOT IN PROPOSAL: WE SHOULD ADD THE SURVEY RESULTS

Between February and July 2008, Marketechnique surveyed the larger online advertising space and evaluated both the viability of a Media Consortium ad network and what would be needed to build it. Marketechnique created a report around the current online advertising sector and implications for Media Consortium members. Armed with this information, we determined that there was a significant opportunity for The Media Consortium to help members move into the online advertising network space. Consortium members AlterNet, Air America, Mother Jones and The Nation came together as the founding outlets for an independent media-focused ad network. 

The member-founded ad network, now called Ad Progress, will debut in March 2009. Ad Progress will function as an “owner operated” online sales network for MC members and promises to provide additional revenue at lower costs than traditional ad network structures. This was a great milestone for The Media Consortium as we empowered members to lead a project that benefits the whole, not just one organization.

Challenges and Solutions: The Co-op database project did not progress in expected ways due to Dunn Data Co.’s bankruptcy. We did, however, use the information generated about our collective audience as a starting point for an online advertising network that is owned and operated by MC members. In addition, MC staff is currently in discussions with Catalist, a company which houses a database with over 250 million voter-aged individuals, making it one of the most comprehensive and largest database files the country. Catalist representatives are currently working with a small group of Media Consortium members to provide them with information on how independent media outlets could use their database to reach and target new audiences. The Media Consortium and its members will take this information and decide if and how to expand its relationship with Catalist in the near future.

Understanding the Future Media Landscape:

Tying the outcomes of our 2008 meetings and future-planning together, Van Slyke and strategic consultant Tony Deifell have worked to craft the network’s strategic research to look at not just the year ahead, but understand what the future holds for independent media two to eight years in the future and how the independent media can lead in this space. The focus of this research centers on the creation and implementation of progressive media “GameChangers” which we define as:

Developments (projects, initiatives, strategies, new models, innovations) that "change the game" for independent media by increasing its impact and influence in the next five years. By definition, these aren't incremental strategies, but rather big bold moves that the MC could develop or take advantage of in a rapidly changing media landscape.

Throughout 2008, Van Slyke and Deifell created a process to unearth, identify and synthesize current and future shifts in the media landscape and their implications for independent media. The team has outlined different possible scenarios for the future of media and politics, interviewed many MC members and dozens of experts in the fields of media, technology, politics, and business. These interviews provided perspective on current opportunities, challenges and uncertainties for the sector as well as new possibilities for The Media Consortium and its members to adapt significantly impact and change the landscape. 

Preliminary findings were released at our February 2009 meeting in Washington, DC. A final report on this project is due in March 2009.
Amplifying Voices:

Syndicated Reporting Project

2008 has fostered a number of editorial collaborations and cooperative efforts to support amplifying the voice and impact of consortium members. The Syndicated Reporting Project was started in 2007 to help fill coverage gaps for members and test if media outlets would share stories to create a larger echo chamber. In July 2007, The Media Consortium hired reporter Brian Beutler as its Washington Correspondent to cover Congressional Oversight and National Security and brought on Adele M. Stan as Executive Editor in early 2008.

Thanks to RSS and hyperlink technology, as well as to Brian's reputation within Washington D.C.'s blogging community, the articles moved from members' sites to the larger public. Beutler and Stan's stories were 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, their reporting has been linked and quoted by a number of blogs and websites including Slate, The Atlantic Online, Care 2, Common Dreams and the Huffington Post.

Challenges and Solutions: Based on feedback from July’s strategic planning meeting, the Syndicated Reporting project temporarily closed up shop at the end of September for a re-launch in early 2009 [SOUNDS LIKE IT RELAUNCHED ON OWN, NOT PART OF ANOTHER PROJECT. MIGHT WANT TO REPRHASE.] While the Syndicated Reporting project was a successful enterprise, we realized that editorial collaboration needed to focus more on distributing member content and leveraging social media to maximize member benefit. Based on the strategic principles outlined at the July meeting, we refocused the minimal original content that The Media Consortium provides to leverage, promote and drive traffic to our members and merged the Syndicated Reporting Project with the Progressive MediaWires project in early 2009.

MediaWires

The MediaWires project is the newest direction for collaboration, connection and building out the audience for the sector. In 2009, we hope to spur multi-media collaborations and continue to build out partnerships with like-minded organizations to build the brand, traffic and audiences out of MC member content.
A large part of The Media Consortium’s mission is to leverage the resources and journalism of its members to impact political discourse and debate. We want to showcase the first-rate independent journalism produced by MC members, move it to new and targeted audiences, and build the influence of independent media. With this goal in mind, we are harnessing new technologies, social networking applications and distribution opportunities to a launch the first phase of a MediaWire system that will allow members to share content, increase web traffic, and reach new audiences.

The Media Consortium has partnered with CommonSense New Media to launch its MediaWires project using Common Sense’s existing NewsLadder platform. Newsladder.net is the online aggregation spot to find TMC member content organized and archived by issue. This online platform offers a one-stop shop for the best in independent media, organized by specific topics. The Media Consortium is currently sponsoring three NewsLadders:

· Economy: http://economy.newsladder.net/

· Immigration: http://immigration.newsladder.net/

· Healthcare: http://healthcare.newsladder.net/


Along with these “one-stop shops” for the latest reporting on these issues, we have built out new ways to brand and build the audiences of Media Consortium members to increase their impact on the public dialogue. We are using new media tools including widgets, Facebook groups, RSS feeds, twitter alerts, online advertising and more to push our members’ journalism and expertise to new audiences. 

We are also creating weekly blogs that round up and provide context to the "best of/most interesting" journalism produced by MC members throughout the week on the three topic areas. The blogs can be found at www.themediaconsortium.org/consortium-report/. They are available to all MC members, delivered to partners like the National Council for Research on Women and Young People For and posted throughout the blogosphere on sites including Firedoglake, Huffington Post, Open Salon, and more.

The Media Consortium is actively working to partner with non-profits, NGOs and other news organizations to feature the widgets, RSS feeds, and blog posts to promote, brand and raise traffic for its members. These partnerships are ideal for distribution because they effectively funnel reporting on specific topics to audiences that are already looking for more information about the topic. For example, by working with the Student-Farmworker Alliance, we are able to push content to their highly engaged constituency. SFA also benefits by being able to present itself as a resource to its audience.

DO WE NEED SOME CHALLENGES AND SOLUTIONS HERE? YES—JUST A COUPLE LINES ABOUT BUILDING OUT, INCREASING TRAFFIC, BUILDING PARTNERSHIPS.  CAN DIVE INTO MORE IN PROPOSAL
Live From Main Street: 

Last, but not least, The Media Consortium produced Live From Main Street, a five-month town hall tour of the U.S. in election year 2008, hosted by GRITtv’s Laura Flanders. This production provided multiple opportunities for MC members to collaborate, share content and ultimately reached an audience of over 9 million people. Each town hall in this series focused on a key national issue through a local lens. The town halls were broadcast on dozens of radio stations, viewed on television channels such as Link TV and Free Speech TV and written about in print and online outlets. Live From Main Street was produced by The Media Consortium, but had a separate budget and fundraising affiliation from the consortium itself. The Media Consortium put $60,000 into Live From Main Street, along with significant staff time into supporting the development and promotion of the series and related content.

LFMS finished its run in October after five successful town halls in Minneapolis, Miami, Denver, Columbus and Seattle. Each event provided unique opportunities for local and national partnership, collaboration, and movement strategizing. Clips from all of the Live From Main Street town halls can be found at www.livefrommainstreet.org or youtube.com/livefrommainstreet.

Materials from the town halls were available for open source distribution among Media Consortium members, allies and partners to virally disseminate around the Internet for maximum impact. Members of The Media Consortium also collaborated to produce original content connected to the issues of each town hall. Live from Main Street also partnered with national outlets and groups including MoveOn.org, Free Press, FireDogLake, and many others to publicize and disseminate this content. Local groups and partnerships ranged from Progress Ohio to the Miami Worker’s Center. 

Many attendees contacted us, excited that independent media was paying attention to the issues and people that mainstream media has ignored. Live from Main Street’s town halls have been covered in local radio interviews, newspaper articles and blogs. We successfully propelled vital issues to new levels of media and public awareness. We also raised awareness of independent media to a new group of organizations and individuals through the town halls, videos, reporting and more.

Challenges and Solutions: Live From Main Street had amazing success, and we learned critical lessons. A complete report on Live From Main Street is attached. Lessons learned from all our collaborations is helping to shape the development of 2009/2010 high-impact collaborations organized and developed by MC members and supported by The Media Consortium.

Additional Reporting:

Most significant objective accomplished:

Speaking purely in numbers, the Media Consortium’s membership body and scope of projects have grown substantially in 2008. We’ve gone from testing a few projects that encouraged relationship building and collaboration (like the early phases of the syndicated reporting project and the co-op database) to developing long-term projects that will benefit individual members and the independent media sector as a whole. 

When the consortium first formed, members were wary of sharing information and working together. Today, they are developing collaborative projects on their own because The Media Consortium provided the space for developing deep professional relationships. Overall, the Consortium is creating the space for independent media to collectively strategize for a dynamic future. Our work is ensuring growth and unity within the sector, rather than the fracturing and folding that is facing mainstream and traditional media outlets.

Combined with our guiding principles, projects like the MediaWires, the fostering of Ad Progress, and the Game Changer strategy report, as well as additional projects planned for 2009, are laying the groundwork to lead this sector forward—and prevent the financial and technical stagnation facing traditional media. 

One of the big measures for our success over the next 12 months is to see how our projects will be fulfilling our four strategic principles. These principles are the guiding paths to internal evaluations, but also provide a framework for action steps and future developments.

The Media Consortium provides space and resources for independent media outlets to think big and beyond quick fixes. Our projects are focused on concrete gains for our members. At the same time, we are dealing with media organizations that are already economically pinched and a media system mired in an apocalyptic moment. As a result, some of our projects do not have immediate results, but require a combination long-term planning and flexibility to make sure that they reach their full potential. We have made remarkable strides in 2008 for such a young network, but some of our newer projects might not have concrete, measurable results until mid-2009.

Lessons learned:

We’ve learned that there is a definite need and concrete benefit to Media Consortium projects, collaborations and strategic initiatives. Many mainstream and independent media organizations are shrinking and dying due to economic and technological stresses. The Media Consortium has created a space for members to think broadly about the purpose, impact and potential for their work. By investing in projects that benefit our members, we are creating a space for big picture thinking—something many members do not have a chance to do amidst day-to-day operational stresses. We’re also providing stable ground to test projects and initiatives that will have a maximum benefit for the sector for years to come. 

While a change in national media policy has yet to come, we have seen a dramatic shift in the internal policies/mindsets of individual member organizations. Members are comfortable working together to share ideas and collaborate around projects. They are confident about the internal benefits to this kind of work—so much so that many have begun collaborating outside of MC supported projects.

What has changed within your organization as a result of this year’s work?

Over the past year, we learned that there is a definitive need and opportunity for the kinds of programming and strategic thinking that The Media Consortium supports. The Media Consortium’s big strategic breakthrough came during our July 2008 strategy meeting, when the Coordinating Committee and Media Consortium staff developed four strategic principles to guide the growth and define the role the organization plays for its members. 
These principles are:

· Build and Diversify the Media Leadership Pipeline

· Bring Money into the Sector

· Foster Collaboration among MC members and like-minded organizations

· Focus on Audience Development through demographic research and strategic outreach.
The development of these strategic principles was a key moment for the Consortium’s ability to evaluate current projects and plan for the future. It is clear that the need for such infrastructure and strategic support is only going to continue to grow as the media and economy continue to shift. On a capacity level, the Consortium must remain focused on aiding the sector to implement strategic and long-tem initiatives that concretely benefit our members. But we also need to be nimble enough to respond to the ever-more frequent policy, economic and technological crisis and opportunity moments that fundamentally impact our members. This puts a strain on our small staff and makes it difficult to allocate resources. It is an issue we must deal with in 2009.
Advice for organization’s thinking about undertaking a similar project:

Developing a network of organizations with very different internal agendas and comfort levels can be difficult at first, but by taking incremental steps, there can be huge benefits for the sector. The Media Consortium has invested a great deal into developing one-on-one relationships with our members as well as supporting and connecting our members with each other. This groundwork helped create the partnerships necessary for critical big-picture thinking about the survival of this sector. Our first recommendation to any organization hoping to achieve similar levels of success is to build person-to-person relationships with members and help those members build those relationships among themselves. These relationships are key to the development of a lasting infrastructure—and to creating dynamic projects that benefit many different types of organizations.

Additional Materials: EBP WILL PULL THIS TOGETHER TOMORROW…..
-Links to LFMS videos/report

-Links to mediawires and blogs

-WHAT ELSE?

