[image: image1.jpg]h e
medlaconsortium





A proposal to The Arca Foundation

Submitted by The Media Consortium, a project of the Foundation for National Progress

Date: 1 March 2007

Amount requested: $35,000

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 magazine, 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 content organizations. Our goal: to figure out how a network of progressive independent media organizations could address two challenges we all face: 

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

· And how to navigate our way through the next wave of profound technological change - change that is reshaping the media business, not to mention redefining the practice of journalism itself.

Answering these two questions, we concluded, depended on achieving three goals:

· Deepening and broadening the connections among progressive independent media organizations, across all platforms, as well as between our organizations and other partner networks and organizations. 

· Making long overdue basic investments in core infrastructure - investments that would give us the capacity to function effectively in this new, more connected world. Some fundamental sector-wide questions needed to be answered, such as: how big is our audience? Who are they? How do we better position our media outlets – and the audiences we serve – in the minds of opinion shapers and “influentials?”  Can we make joint investments in training, technology sharing, advertising and promotion, and (not least) our own ability to communicate effectively with one another?

· Collaborating together to amplify our voice, so that we fulfill our role in a democracy as a vibrant, fact-based, community of independent journalism that educates, informs, and, in the end, engages people to act as citizens in creating the world to which we all aspire.  

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

“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 32 (and growing: we expect to number 50 members in 2007) leading independent journalism organizations in print, online, on television, and on the radio. The participating members in The Media Consortium as of this date are:

Air America Radio

Alternet

The American Prospect

Brave New Films

The Cause

Chelsea Green Publishers

Colorlines

Free Speech TV

Grist.org

In These Times

LinkTV

Media Venture Collective

Mother Jones

Moving Ideas

Ms. Magazine

The Nation

Nation Institute

National Alliance for Media    Arts and Culture (NAMAC)

National 

New America Media

New Press 

The Progressive

Public News Service

Raw Story

RealTV/IWT

Salon Media Group, Inc.

Sojourners

Talking Points Memo

Truthdig

Warandpiece

The Washington Monthly

Women's Media Center

The Young Turks

In addition to these participating members, we have organized a network of partners and advisors to work with us in accomplishing the changes we seek to make. Among this group are Chris Rabb of Afro-Netizen, Martin Collier at the Glaser Progress Foundation, Ed Skloot and Vince Stehle of the Surdna Foundation, Becky Bond from Working Assets, John Halpin at the Center for American Progress, Josh Silver and Craig Aaron at Free Press, Adam Green and Noah Winer 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, and Cathy Lerza at the Tides Center.

From the very beginning we have seen The Media Consortium as a multi-platform network; the participating members include some of the leading independent magazines in the country; satellite television networks; radio networks and content producers; book publishers; film production units; and “pure play” online media operations.  

The Consortium’s membership includes media outlets that serve the core progressive audience, of course, but also reach deeply into rural and exurban audiences (for instance, Public News Service, LinkTV and FreeSpeechTV), communities of color (for instance, Colorlines and New America Media, whose membership includes some 700 ethnic media outlets), and faith communities (Sojourners).  Our audience doesn’t only live along the coasts, but in the Rocky Mountain West, the Southwest, and the Deep South – all regions that are experiencing tremendous demographic and cultural change, and that are increasingly up for grabs in the new political environment of the 21st century. We reach an audience of many millions of readers, viewers, and listeners. – people who are civically engaged, active, and part of the “grass tops” leadership of this country. These are people who can make a difference.

The Media Consortium has innovation and change built into its DNA: to foster change among its members, and to accomplish together what no single organization could do on its own. 

Governance and staffing

The Consortium is still a new operation. We’ve therefore taken a cautious approach to matters of institution building, letting this develop as the needs of the Consortium’s members require. In organizing the Consortium we intentionally designed it – at least during its developmental phase - as a network built to be flexible, responsive, and open to new ideas – all important drivers for us. This also encourages the Consortium to be volunteer-driven with ideas for projects percolating out of the membership for discussion, modification, and support. Projects are organized on an “opt-in” basis and guided by task groups made up of the organizations involved in the project.  

For the time being, 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 ongoing activities are overseen by a coordinating committee, elected yearly by participating members. In 2007, the committee’s membership includes: 

Julie Bergman-Sender

Principal, The Cause 

Lark Corbeil

Executive Director Public News Service

Paul Glastris

Editor in chief, The Washington Monthly.

Jay Harris

Publisher and president, Mother Jones 

Robin Hutson

Former publisher, The American Prospect 

Carol Jenkins

Board president, Womens Media Center

Doug Kreeger

Co-founder and board member, Air America Radio 

Roberto Lovato

East Coast director, New America Media 

John Schwartz

Executive director, Free Speech TV 

Kim Spencer

Executive director, LinkTV 

Katherine Spillar

Executive Editor, Ms. Magazine

Teresa Stack

President, The Nation 

Tracy van Slyke

Publisher, In These Times

In 2007, Steve Katz, Associate Publisher for Mother Jones, and Tracy Van Slyke, publisher at In These Times, are staffing the Consortium, both on a half-time basis. In addition, Deanna Zandt is providing the Consortium with ongoing technology consultation.  

Since the mid-1970s, Steve has worked and volunteered with non-profit organizations focusing on the environment, the arts, social justice issues, and neighborhood-based housing development. He came to Mother Jones  in 2003 after several years as Vice President of Development for Earthjustice, the nation’s leading non- profit environmental law firm. Steve holds a PhD in Sociology from the University of California at Santa Cruz. Steve serves on the board of directors of the Turtle Island Restoration Network, and just stepped down from the board of the As You Sow Foundation.  

As publisher for In These Times, Tracy oversees 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 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.

Deanna is a web development consultant to key progressive media organizations including AlterNet, Hightower Lowdown and The Media Consortium. She works with groups to create and implement effective web strategies toward organizational goals of civic engagement and empowerment, and uses her background in linguistics, advertising, telecommunications and finance to complement her technical expertise. Deanna also works with New York-based independent artists such as John S. Hall/King Missile, Surf Reality and the Art Stars to promote radical performances in downtown Manhattan, and is a member of the Brooklyn-based Not An Alternative political art collective.

Consortium projects in 2007

The Media Consortium has several projects in different stages of thinking/development/implementation under way, nearly all of them generated out of discussions and meetings among the participating organizations. This proposal zeros in on several that have either already begun to shift the independent media scene, or which we believe have great potential to do so. As you’ll read, each of these tie to one of our three basic goals: connection, infrastructure, and voice.

Connection: 

When we began organizing The Media Consortium in 2005, we confronted (as might be expected) a problem and an opportunity rolled up in one. On the one hand, the traditionally defined progressive independent media universe is not that big: attend enough conferences over a reasonable amount of time and you will likely bump into most everyone who’s working in the field.  Most of us have developed one-on-one relationships with others, and many of our organizations have bilateral relationships with others, too (for instance, around list trading or advertising barter).  

On the other hand, deeper personal connections and strategic discussions were largely absent - not just about how multiple organizations could collaborate but also why we were all doing this work,  what core values we held together – who we were. In kindergarten, they call it parallel play. 

Those who think about organizing and social change have actually recognized this problem as a truly fundamental one. Marty Kearns of Green Media Toolshed, who’s written and presented extensively on “network-centric organizing,” puts his finger on the issue when he writes that 

Core actors in the network MUST know or come to know each other. They must be familiar with each other’s talents, motives, skills, reputation and personalities. The core actors must be able to develop appropriate levels of trust and reliance on each other based on understanding of those variables. (http://netcentriccampaigns.org/5components) 

There is no better way to strengthen those “levels of trust and reliance” than in face-to-face meetings, if organized with this objective in mind. It may seem odd to suggest this in our time of instantaneous digital connection, but our experience with The Media Consortium has confirmed this fact: regular in-person meetings that allow for plenty of facilitated cross-talk, thinking and (just as importantly) social time are crucial to the success of an organizing project such as this. 

We did not expect this to be true when we started the Consortium. And every time we’ve organized a general meeting of Consortium organizations, we have been delighted at the turnout: since our first meeting in March 2005, we’ve met roughly every six months at locations around the country. Each meeting has brought in between 35 and 60 people (paying, by the way, 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 with one another. 

This is the first reason, then, that we are devoting Consortium resources in 2007 to additional face to face meetings. 

It’s not just the leadership who could benefit from small group meetings, though. Mid-level staff at our respective organizations are even more disconnected from one another. This is why beginning in January 2007 we organized the first “Consortium Tech Camp” – loosely structured daylong meetings that bring together technology staffs or consultants working with progressive independent media organizations - at The Nation’s office in New York (the second is scheduled for mid-March at Mother Jones in San Francisco. The first meeting in New York went very well, and it’s led to continuing contact among the participants online via a Google Groups site (about which more in a moment). 

Funding permitting, we would like to extend this to other functional areas – fundraising, advertising, communications and outreach, and so on.

Face to face interactions are also essential if we are going to succeed in redefining what we mean when we say “progressive independent media.” Classic progressive media is to media as classic rock is to music: it’s too white, too male, too middle-aged, and it’s suffering from repetition and a stale format.  

Whether it’s the still-unexplored relationship between progressive media and ethnic media (which have overlapping but certainly not identical audiences, needs, and opportunities) or new online journalism sites (that are testing both new business models for independent media and new ways of committing “acts of journalism”) – there are historical, cultural, institutional, and professional barriers that have to be overcome. That won’t happen on a conference call or online. 

By way of example: The Media Consortium membership includes New America Media, Colorlines magazine, and the (now-defunct) Independent Press Association. NAM, Colorlines and IPA staff all attended Consortium meetings beginning in 2005, and – as working journalists themselves – were able to clearly and compellingly make the case, both editorially and in terms of business opportunities – why (and as importantly) how progressive media could engage with ethnic media and their audiences.  As a result, last November, NAM, IPA and Colorlines and Consortium staff organized a workshop and panel on opportunities for collaboration that engendered a lively discussion. A small step, and one that needs to be nurtured, but an important one nonetheless – and one that could only have happened through in-person connection.

Infrastructure

If we just rely on face-to-face connection, though, we miss out on the opportunities that new digital tools can offer. This is why we’re also about to launch a Media Consortium website which we hope will provide an online platform to continue the work that happens in person. In partnership with Golightly.com, a small Bay Area technology firm, the Consortium’s site will provide a passworld-protected set of integrated tools that members can use to communicate and collaborate with one another: individual member profiles, listservs, forums, wikis, and a document archive.  This will deliver about 80 percent of the functionality we need (we were surprised to find that neither open source nor vendor provided tools do the whole job); we’ll be augmenting this with an events manager/calendar, and a “version controlled” collaborative document tool like Google Docs. In this first phase of the site, the “public face” will be relatively low profile, until we’ve worked out the kinks with the internal toolset.

We are also working on two other technology items that will enhance connections. The first, which we’re calling the Web Cross-Link project, will give editors a one-stop location to search for, grab and paste links to content from other Consortium sites into their own site. Right now, editors have to search all over the web (or scan multiple RSS feeds) to get this work done. We want to make it easier – and in so doing, to “densify” the links among Consortium members (which should improve Google page ranking), and to give the end-users the experience that they, too, are part of a connected community. 

The second, to enable multi-organizational advertising barter, would create a system through which Consortium organizations could trade their own web-based advertising with other participating organizations. Many groups do this on a bilateral basis, but complexity levels skyrocket when it involves three or more groups. We ran an “alpha” test of this with six organizations in 2006 across all platforms (print, television, radio as well as online), which while successful could not have been replicated with more organizations. Next step for this is to assess online advertising practices and needs among Consortium  members, and design a prototype. 

There’s more to infrastructure than meetings and websites, though.

“You’re just preaching to the choir:” how many times does thinking about progressive independent media end up at this conversation-stopper? Of course there’s truth to the criticism (the “classic rock” analogy belongs right here). But suppose that instead of ending here, we asked the question, just how big is that choir? Who’s actually in it? What tune, if you like, are they singing?

The astonishing fact is that up until now, progressive, independent media has not answered these questions for the community as a whole. Certainly individual organizations (especially the somewhat larger ones) contract with third-party market research firms to understand how big their own audiences are, and what their characteristics might be. But the capacity, framework, and money to take on the deeper question of just how big our combined audience really is has never existed.

This is why one of the very first projects The Media Consortium took up was to define our audience. We have gone through two iterations of this research, first with computing and data analysis provided on a pro bono basis by Working Assets, and more recently through a contract with Paradyz Matera, a list management and analysis firm. In this most recent round, 16 of the Consortium’s 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 (“de-duped”) the file, ran a series of demographic overlays on the data, and reported back to the Consortium at our most recent meeting in Los Angeles. What we learned was 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.

· 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 to the other 16 Consortium organizations, we can reasonably estimate that the confirmable audience – that is, the portion of the audience for which we have actual contact information – is probably in the 4 million to 5 million range. This is the heartwood of the audience tree: the actual audience for Media Consortium members is without question much larger:

· Magazines like those involved with the Consortium have a “pass-along” rate for their issues of between 1.5 and 3 people, i.e., on average, this many additional people will read the magazine issue before it’s recycled. 

· Website unique visitors far exceed the number of registered users, in Mother Jones’ case for example, by a factor of about 5.  

· Multipliers for television viewers and radio listeners are even higher; research conducted for LinkTV, for instance, indicates that some 5 million people tune into LinkTV at least an hour a week.  

Even if we heavily discount these non-confirmable numbers, it does not seem unrealistic to estimate that Media Consortium organizations have regular contact with at least 10 million people.   By way of comparison in 2005, the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press polling data suggested that 27million people (19%) of registered voters considered themselves “liberals” (out of some 60 million who voted for John Kerry in 2004). 

Again, the implications of this data are significant.  First (and again, for the first time in the history of progressive, independent media) we begin to see that this “choir” is in fact, a sizable portion of the progressive and liberal “base.” And this, in turn, 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. Just as importantly, we now have a reliable set of numbers upon which we can build a joint marketing and advertising strategy – whether that involves going directly to our audience with new marketing opportunities, or making the case with national advertisers that the numbers (and the characteristics of the audience) support a “joint ad buy” across multiple properties. 

This work is not done. In 2007 we will be expanding this list analysis effort and building these marketing, advertising and public education strategies on top of the data. It could be a breakthrough moment for progressive, independent media.

Voice

Progressive, independent media has a problem acting strategically. We do good reporting, or publish compelling opinion, and then see it disappear underneath the noise and confusion of the larger media world. Not one of our organizations has a megaphone big enough to get above the noise; not one of our organizations has the internal capacity to stick with a story and use it to leverage change. 

When it comes to acting strategically, we think the main problem we face right now is not about what we think, but about how we’re organized.

First, while many of us, and many of our organizations, have good connections to our counterparts in the political world and issue arenas we cover, a structure through which we can build sector-to-sector relationships – between independent progressive media makers as a group and the rest of the world – has not existed.

Second – and related to this – a framework through which we can collaborate, act together, marshal our resources, and amplify our voice and impact far beyond what any one of our organizations could do alone – likewise does not exist. 

This is why we are moving ahead on two projects that we think will directly address these issues. 

The first is designed to strengthen a Washington, DC “progressive press corps.” Earlier this year, The Media Consortium organized a telephone briefing with the communications directors from Congressmen Henry Waxman and John Conyers offices; both Waxman and Conyers chair key House committees (Oversight and Government Reform, and Judiciary) that will be conducting a wide range of investigations into Administration policies and practices. The call was to give reporters and editors from Consortium organizations a chance to hear from and then ask questions of the staffers. Twenty reporters and editors joined the call.

This happens all the time, these sort of calls – but this was a first. No one on the call could think of a time when progressive media organizations had organized this sort of thing on their own. Usually we just tail along behind someone else. 

No longer. 

Our objective is to organize a DC “progressive press corps” made up of the staffs and freelancers of Consortium members and related organizations, to provide a structure to connect political leaders with our editorial staff – and to show that there is a media constituency that has been underserved all these years.  

In addition to scheduling more such briefings (both on the phone and in-person) we also are recruiting at least one and hopefully two reporters to cover key investigations and hearings over the next two years, and to feed their coverage – of the hearings, interviews with witnesses, the documentary evidence, and gossip – out to participating Consortium members who can then incorporate it into their own reporting or blogging. 

This position is aimed at mid-career journalists interested in combining reporting, narrative writing and investigative skills.  This project will fill a gap that can’t be filled either by NGO staff, who may have expertise on a particular topic, or by political bloggers. It is the function that reporters are uniquely qualified to perform: to ask the right questions. 
The second is creation of a rapid response media network that will coordinate reporting and opinion on key issues of the day, using the Consortium’s combined platforms and audience reach to move an issue forward based on a strategic analysis of where media could help leverage change, and that engages in an ongoing discussion with those on the frontlines of social and political change. 

We don’t underestimate the challenges – in the way we work, in the commitment of time and resources it may require, in our commitment to work collaboratively with one another – but short of a new way of organizing independent progressive media, we will miss out on the impact that a strategically focused and coordinated media sector can have on the larger world.

The rapid response media network will be organized around the Consortium’s anchor organizations, those with significant online or daily news capacity and with significant audience reach. As the project gets moving, other organizations that serve more targeted audiences, or that have expertise in long-form journalism that may be on a longer production schedule, would be brought in to provide depth and additional reach. Participating organizations will agree to allocate a portion of their editorial/content resources (including staff time) on two or three issues or political matters for a specific period of time. These issues will be selected based on a strategic discussion with experts and organizers in those issue arenas, and particularly on an honest assessment of how we could help leverage change in that arena as a network of media organizations that speaks to a sizable segment of the progressive base.  Potential issue areas we are looking at are climate change, health care policy, and Iran.

On the logistical level, participating organizations will meet by telephone on a weekly basis to discuss the latest developments in the issue areas, to discuss how our respective organizations could and should report on these developments, and to discuss additional public relations or outreach opportunities. These weekly meetings – combined with a robust and private online discussion forum – are designed to give progressive, independent media the capacity to respond quickly to breaking news or opportunities for influence, to coordinate our coverage – and to get out front and start breaking the news, not simply responding to it. 

Participating organizations will also meet in person on a quarterly or semi-annual basis for more in-depth discussion among ourselves and with experts/organizers in the field. Coverage will be supplemented by special materials and communications/public relations efforts.  

Budget and request to the Arca Foundation

In 2007, The Media Consortium’s budget is just over $316,000.  Slightly more than $89,000 (28%) is for personnel costs including staff and consultants.  An additional $21,897 (just under 7%) is allocated to travel and administrative costs. The balance – just over $205,000 or 65% of the total – is allocated to direct non-personnel program expenses for projects focused on connection, infrastructure and voice. 

In addition to grants received from the Surdna Foundation and Haas Charitable Trusts, we anticipate renewed grant support from the Tides Foundation. In 2007, moreover, we will be implementing a modest dues and fees structure, in which participating organizations will contribute to the support of the Consortium’s operations and projects. Finally, we began 2007 with a $77,943 revenue carryover from 2006. 

We have budgeted very conservatively with respect to project expenses, in particular the DC progressive press corps and the rapid response network. As these and other projects are implemented, we will likely revisit our budget projections in mid-year. It may require us to increase our overall budget goal, and with it, revenue targets. 

Therefore, on behalf of the 32 participating organizations that make up The Media Consortium, we seek a grant of $35,000 from the Arca Foundation. 
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