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A proposal to The Arca Foundation

Re: Economic Strategy Retreat at Musgrove Conference Center

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

Date: February 8, 2009

Amount requested: $22,500

The nation is in the midst of its most severe economic crisis since the Great Depression.  As millions of people lose their homes, their jobs and their future security, many are left wondering how this meltdown even happened, how they will survive, and what it’s going to take to put the country on the path to recovery.  It is the role of the media to fully inform citizens as they make the critical private and political decisions.

We are reeling from an economic crisis resulting from over two decades of deteriorating government oversight coupled with the proliferation of deregulatory ideology. The result is an economy built on a house of cards. Our banks and financial markets thrived on an economy of excessive debt and cashed out our communities and our country in the pursuit of instant outsized profits.  For example, the bursting of the housing bubble was largely predicated on an overwhelming amount of predatory lending that gouged homeowners through deceptive and abusive practices.  Banks and lenders reaped enormous profits while millions lost their homes.  The numbers continue to increase with no end in sight. 

The progressive media has been a leader in watchdogging the financial industry and its captured regulators.  Using the predatory lending example, the progressive media reported about the abuses and dangers associated with this practice while the mainstream media spent little time deeply investigating that industry.  This pattern has held true for many of the major issues that are now impacting the economy, ranging from financial regulation, tax policy, availability of credit, labor and more.

It is clear the mainstream media has not covered this economic crisis, or even the events and policy decisions leading up to this crisis, in a way that has deeply and sufficiently informed the American populace. There are multiple reasons for this problem.  Local and national daily news outlets are collapsing and cutting the investigative reporting that would result in uncovering abuses and providing transparency to government actions (or lack thereof).  Many of the mainstream media has embedded relationships resulting from their corporate ownership.  And last, but not least, we cannot dismiss the influential role of the right-wing media and pundits on mainstream media coverage. 

In these tumultuous economic times, there is an urgent need for accessible and high-impact media that sheds light on policy decisions, reveals political machinations and creates a well-informed citizenry.  Media needs to not only tell the story of how the country got to this place, so we don’t repeat the mistakes of the past, but also to make the actions of banks, Congress, regulators and our president transparent for future actions. For years, progressive media organizations have not only investigated the many complicated cogs of the American economy, but provided context and analysis to help its audience understand what is necessary to create and sustain a strong, vibrant and progressive economic agenda.
But where progressive media excels in quality reporting, it lacks the consistent capacity and reach to fill in the gaps created by mainstream media. There is a real opportunity this year to change this trend and increase the impact of critical reporting and analysis that will shed light on policy decisions, investigate the workings of the financial sector, and tell the stories of how real people are being impacted in this economic climate.  In light of this, The Media Consortium is proposing a strategic weekend conference at The Arca Foundation’s Musgrove retreat center on May 8-10, 2009.  The retreat will provide a comprehensive lay of the economic landscape and identify models for building the impact of progressive media organizations.  If we cam successfully tell these stories and build their impact, we can change and influence the future direction of this country.  

This weekend session would have three main goals:
· Explore key economic issues that progressive media organizations should know more about and cover more effectively;

· Increase progressive media’s capacity to tell deep stories that connect human experience with broader economic/financial trends; and

· Develop an organizational and fundraising strategy to increase the reach and impact of progressive media around economic issues over the next few years.

As the conference organizer, The Media Consortium will invite a cross-section of policy experts, political and financial insiders, grassroots advocates, media watchdogs, and independent media producers to tackle the question of how progressive media can increase its capacity and impact to help set the tone for a strong and progressive economic agenda. A list of proposed invitees is on page four of this proposal.

Throughout these two days, attendees will discuss major economic topics, future trends, and reporting opportunities.  They will also brainstorm strategic initiatives to ensure that forthcoming coverage deeply impacts policy and public debate. Attendees will set the stage for how media producers and potential partners can increase transparency of the political process, produce quality investigative reporting, and generate insightful analysis that will inform millions of people.

Starting list of invitees

After consulting with key editors and reporters involved with The Media Consortium, a list of attendees for the event was developed.  The invited guest list would include:

1) Tracy Van Slyke, The Media Consortium

2) Bruce Katz, Senior Advisor to HUD Secretary Shaun Donovan (on leave from Brookings Institute)

3) Heather Boushey, Senior Economist for Center for American Progress, expert on labor and workforce development

4) Rep. Barney Frank (D-MA)

5) Elizabeth Warren, Leo Gottlieb Professor of Law at Harvard Law School. She is also now the chair of the Congressional Oversight Panel created to oversee the U.S. banking bailout, formally known as the Troubled Assets Relief Program.

6) Rob Johnson, former chief economist at Senate Banking Committee, former managing director at Soros Fund Management

7) Simon Johnson, Professor of Economics at MIT, blogger at Baseline Scenario (http://baselinescenario.com)
8) Nancy Bush N.A.B. Research LLC, Bank stocks analyst who quit Wall Street to run her own independent company. Noted as one of the best bank analysts in the country 

9) Gabe Gonzalez, Director of Campaign for Community Values, Center for Community Change

10) George Goehl, National People’s Action 

11) John Delicath Media Matters Action Network

12) Rachel Maddow, Rachel Maddow Show

13) Mark Schmidt, The American Prospect

14) Christopher Hayes, The Nation

15) Rinku Sen, ColorLines/RaceWire.com

16) David Corn, Mother Jones

17) Laura Flanders, GritTV

18) Nick Penniman, American News Project

19) Jefferson Morely, Washington Independent

20) Beau Friedlander, Air America Media

21) Cenk Uyugar, The Young Turks

22) Joan Walsh, Salon.com
Schedule Overview

Below is a proposed agenda for the retreat. 

Friday

6:30 p.m. Cocktails, Grove House

7 p.m. Dinner, Grove House

8 –10 p.m. Welcome and Introductions

Anna Lefer Kuhn, Executive Director, The Arca Foundation

Tracy Van Slyke, The Media Consortium

Presentation: Inside the Financial Quagmire: How did we get here and how do we fix it?
A special guest (TBD) will tie the pieces together on how the financial industry broke down and elaborate opportunities to successfully restructure it.
Saturday

By the end of Day 1, attendees will have provided comprehensive knowledge on critical aspects of the economy that will deeply inform the short and long-term reporting of independent media outlets.  There are initial guiding questions noted for the specific agenda items, which can be adapted or developed as we continue the in-depth planning of the strategic retreat.  The goals for Day 1 are to provide information that reporters aren’t already privy and to start the brainstorming process for supporting sustained and deep reporting on the economy.

8 – 8:45 a.m. Breakfast

9-10:30 a.m. Mapping the Economic Crisis: Exposing the rough terrain of today’s economic climate and exploring opportunities for future reporting

This session will pull back the veil on two major topic areas: the shorter-term ramifications of the bank bailout (TARP) and the long-term restructuring of the financial industry (i.e. Wall Street, hedge funds, banks and insurance companies). Experts will contextualize past events and provide inside information on how these issues are expected to unfold in order to foreshadow future trends and events. Policymakers and administration representatives will provide input on how these issues are playing out on a policy level.  The goal of this session is to provide attendees, especially the media present, with critical information that will be the baseline for future reporting and analysis.  A moderated round-table will be organized with ample time for Q&A and conversation.

Suggested Guiding Questions:

· How will TARP be effectively monitored and enforced?  What are signs of success?

· What are the implications of the short-term impact of bank bailouts and long-term restructuring of the financial industry on:

· local communities?

· supporting economic growth that will not damage our long-term environmental safety?

· What needs to be monitored as the financial industries tries to flex their political influence?

· There is a giant swath of the finance industry that is not regulated (i.e. hedge funds, credit derivatives). What should (or not be) be done to regulate those sectors?  What are the implications?

· Politically, what will Democrats be focusing on in the next year in regard to banking industry oversight?  What will they be internally fighting about?  Where will Republicans be focusing their energies?

· What are major timelines/milestones that reporters and the public need to be aware of?

· What’s not being communicated effectively/reported well enough to the public about both TARP and the long-term financial restructuring debate?

Suggested Speakers:

· Elizabeth Warren

· Nancy Bush

· Simon Johnson

· Rep. Barney Frank

· Rob Johnson


10:30-10:45: Break

10:45-12 p.m. Mapping the Economic Crisis Part 2: Exposing the rough terrain of today’s economic climate and exploring opportunities for future stories.

This session will follow the same guidelines and goal as the previous session, but will cover how the stimulus plan is working to impact the critical areas of jobs and housing as well as look at the long-term needs and developments for these two issues. A moderated round-table will be organized with ample time for Q&A and conversation.

Guiding Questions:

· What are going to be the monitoring mechanisms to measure the impact of the stimulus plan on jobs and husing? How do we know if/when it is working?

· How will it be determined if a Stimulus Plan 2 is needed?

· What are the three major areas of focus in retaining or building homeownership over the next year?

· How will the government make sure that there is enough communication with states and local communities to red flag and prevent practices (i.e. predatory lending) before they become catastrophic?

· What is the geographic and demographic breakdown of the impact of job losses and the long-term implications?

· Beyond the stimulus plan, what are three specific needs/programs that need to be enacted to stimulate the job market?


Suggested Speakers: 

· Heather Boushey, Center for American Progress

· Bruce Katz, Department of Housing and Urban Development

· Rob Johnson

· Rep. Barney Frank

12 - 1 p.m. Lunch

1-2:30 p.m.: From the ground: Uncovering the untold local stories and trends

This session will examine the events, trends, personal stories and more that are bubbling up from the local/regional level as millions face job and home loss.  Experts from national organizations that have ties to local communities will report on major trends and stories they are seeing on a community level.  Hot spot areas of focus would include Florida, Detroit and Las Vegas—some of the areas hardest hit in the country by foreclosures.  The goal of this session would be two-fold: 1) To start tying local level experiences and statistics to national policy opportunities and 2) provide information and local contacts for critical and ongoing investigative reporting. A moderated round-table will be organized with ample time for Q&A and conversation.


Guiding Questions:

· What are the major trends/stories that you are hearing on the ground of how local communities are being affected by:job loss and homeownership?

· Has the money from the stimulus plan reached these communities and if so, have they seen any effects?

· Monitoring opportunities/quick transparency

· What are the demographic breakdowns of how different communities (i.e. communities of color, income levels and geographic levels) are being impacted by foreclosures and what are the implications?

· What are you hearing from the ground on suggested solutions for how to stabilize homeownership and increase local jobs?
Suggested Speakers:

· George Geohl, National People’s Action
· Gabe Gonzalez, Center for Community Change

2:30-2:45 Break

2:45-4 Project Planning Part 1: Brainstorming opportunities to create and support high-impact economic reporting

Suggested organization

During the first 20 minutes of the session, a Media Matters representative will present opportunities for how independent, media institutions could increase the impact of their reporting on the national dialogue. 

Using the information gathered in the first three sessions, attendees will break into small groups to start the brainstorm process around tangible projects for independent media and allies to increase transparency and reporting about the critical issues that will help inform and impact the economic debate. 

Suggested Speaker:

· John Delicath, Media Matters

4-7 Free Time

8 Dinner

Sunday

By the end of Day 2, attendees will have fleshed out 1-3 tangible programs and next steps that will support critical economic reporting and its influence. The Media Consortium will take these final ideas and work with its members, allies and new partners to create and implement one of these major programs.

8 – 8:45 Breakfast

9 a.m.-10:30 a.m.  Project Planning Part 2: Choosing the Top 3 High-Impact Projects to Develop

Small groups will reform and finish brainstorming ideas for 45 minutes. Small groups will then chooses their top two ideas to pitch to the entire group of attendees.  Out of all the ideas put forth by the small groups, the large group will vote on top three ideas for further development in next session. Individuals will self-organize into working groups for one of the three proposals.

10:30-10:45 Break

10:45-12 Moving High-Impact Projects Forward: Developing Goals and Next Steps

Self-organized groups will iterate top three programs, including: overall goals, funding needs and next steps for program creation. Report back to large group. The goal of this session is to come out with three major programmatic ideas that can support critical reporting around the economy and/or “impact” programs to help increase the impact of the reporting. 

Close out/Evaluation of meeting

12 to 1 Lunch and Leave

About The Media Consortium

In early March 2005, two-dozen leaders from the worlds of independent print, radio, television, and Internet media 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 came together to talk about strengthening our effectiveness. We continued the conversation through 2005, expanding to include many more media organizations. Our goal: to figure out how a network of independent media 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 times.

· 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 almost 50 leading independent journalism organizations that work in print, online, on television, and on the radio. 
Conclusion

Thanks to The Arca Foundation for inviting The Media Consortium to propose what is sure to be a dynamic and informative conference. We look forward to a meeting that will shed light on new information, create new networks and partnerships and result in tangible opportunities to support the reporting that can shape and build a bold, progressive, economic agenda.
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