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To: The Arca Foundation

From: The Media Consortium

Re: Report on Economy and Media Retreat at Musgrove

Date: July 2009

In April 2009, The Media Consortium, a network of over 45 leading independent media outlets, received support from The Arca Foundation to host an economic strategy retreat at its Musgrove conference center. The retreat's goals were to:

· Have a comprehensive discussion about the economic crisis/recovery that will provide media makers and other attendees with critical information, insights, trends and stories that will help them produce in-depth and accessible reporting on these issues over the next year. 

· Dig into tangible initiatives that will support the creation of this journalism and it's high-impact effect, including working with mainstream media, building partnerships with organizational allies, editorial collaborations and more. 

To tackle the question of how progressive media can increase its capacity and impact in order to set the tone for a strong and progressive economic agenda, The Media Consortium invited a cross-section of economic policy experts, grassroots advocates, media watchdogs and independent media producers to participate in the meeting.

Over the course of the weekend, attendees discussed major economic topics, future trends and reporting opportunities. Organized sessions and group conversations focused on a range of major issues, including: the necessary components of restructuring the financial industry; a gender breakdown of the labor/unemployment market; an overview of how the stimulus package will play out on a state and local level; and last, but not least, critical perspectives about how the economic crisis is impacting low-income, minority and immigrant communities. 

Major Takeaways:

Conference discussions produced several takeaways that informed both immediate reporting and set the groundwork for opportunities to build the impact of progressive, independent media's reporting around key economic issues. As presenters described, several key events led up to this critical economic moment.

For example, William Black, Associate Professor of Economics and Law, University of Missouri, suggested that we look to the savings and loan crisis to solve the current economic crisis, by adopting certain rules such as caps on growth and increases in examiners and FBI agents investigating mortgage fraud. Black also suggests that loan quality insurance is the best way to regulate the financial industry. Jim Carr, Chief Operating Officer of the National Community Reinvestment Coalition, stated that without enforcement, laws that prevent predatory lending and fraud are useless. This is one of the reasons behind the crisis: No enforcement of fair housing and lending practices.

Overall discussion focused on how journalists can support change by pushing for transparency in the private/public sectors and from financial institutions. Participants discussed the need to bring reporting to local levels and cover issues like the history and current state of economic redlining and block-busting in communities of color. Suggestions included keeping journalists in contact with the people who economists rely on and creating a structural conversation for breaking stories. The information they produce should be more accessible and even sharper and crisper to convey messages. Another suggestion was that messages be framed to be both factual and emotionally triggering. 

At the end of the first day, participants constructed a list of major takeaways, which can be found below. Visit www.themediaconsortium.org/musgrove to view the agenda, presentation, meeting notes and session highlights.

· Keep focus on poor people and communities of color. 

· Need for understanding of long-term structural issues, both before and after crisis 

· We need to have an equality agenda.

· Making difference between stimulus package and bailout more clear. 

· Find those moments of hypocrisy (corporate welfare) and create a narrative/publicize. 

· Ridicule the Right and discredit benefactors of the system/Rogues gallery. We need to put a face on regulation as well as bureaucratic heroes. 

· Geographic overlay: media battles are going to be fought in the "purpley" districts. 

· Geographic focus on reporting/pressure on policy outcomes. 

· Telling stories at local level, focus where need is greatest. 

· Look closely at state distribution of stimulus funds. 

· Frame=Information and context tool for progressive content. 

· Complete information benefits a progressive agenda. 

· Build support for narrative that deregulation paved this road. 

· Clear differentiation between stimulus and TARP coverage. 

Long-Term Project Goals:

The second day of the retreat focused on brainstorming individual and collaborative initiatives to increase the impact of progressive reporting on the economy. One proposed initiative is to host a "combined teach-in" for the general public and journalists that includes a town hall series and online video content. Another proposed initiative is to host a journalism boot camp that offers intense training for reporters, coordinated weekly calls with experts and people on the ground, a high-quality moderated listserv and aggregating and curating rich content.

From these discussions, The Media Consortium developed an outline for two plans to educate the broader public about the economic challenges and opportunities ahead, provide transparency about economic decision-making coming from the highest levels and produce critical investigative reporting about the past, present and future components of this economic crisis and recovery.

The first proposed initiative is an "Economic Investigative Reporting and Impact Fund." It is time to support quality reporting that sheds sunlight on government and corporate actions around economy, puts a human face on the economic crisis and deeply informs the American populace.

The Media Consortium had developed a model for a one-year fund to accomplish and fulfill those aspirations. The investigative fund would allow media outlets to dive deep into a critical economic issue, follow a story over a period of months and engage in proactive news cycle reporting. The fund would also set aside resources to support collaborations among media makers. These collaborations would help media producers create multi-platform products, such as video and audio, or use Web 2.0 tools to deliver high-impact reporting. The collaboration and final products would also allow a cross-pollination of audiences, helping media outlets connect with new demographics.

The second major idea to come out of Musgrove is an "Economy Aggregation Portal." While there are many resources to find reporting and information about the economy, the general population has to wade through dozens of magazines, web sites and newspapers to access all the information they seek. In addition, they must be able to decode the complexities of the issue to a level that they understand.

To answer those problems, The Media Consortium proposes to create a dynamic aggregation portal that filters the best economic reporting, information, analysis and tips from a variety of top sources including: media outlets, think tanks, economists and grassroots organizations. The portal will be designed to engage all types of users, whatever their knowledge base, by organizing content into "levels:" beginner, intermediate and advanced. This online resource will allow a wide variety of individuals to obtain critical information and be exposed to diverse and deep range of analysis about the economy. 

Immediate Collaborations:

Shortly after the Musgrove retreat, high-quality and unique reporting emerged in direct response to discussions and presentations. The following is a list of some of the interviews and articles that were produced as a result of the Musgrove conference:

Naming the Enemy: The Nation, Chris Hayes

http://www.thenation.com/doc/20090622/hayes

Congress Unlikely to Reform Root Cause of Economic Crisis: Momentum to Halt Abusive Lending Practices Stalls: The Washington Independent, Mary Kane

http://washingtonindependent.com/45711/congress-passes-on-root-of-economic-crisis

Government Taps Bailout Contractors With Conflicts of Interest: The Washington Independent, Elana Schor

http://washingtonindependent.com/44659/fed-taps-bailout-contractors-with-conflicts-of-interests

Chaos and the Mortgage Crisis: GRITtv

http://lauraflanders.firedoglake.com/2009/05/12/chaos-and-the-mortgage-crisis/

The Unemployed and US Society: GRITtv, Heather Boushey

http://lauraflanders.firedoglake.com/2009/04/30/the-unemployed-and-us-society/

How Deregulation Happened: GRITtv, William Black

http://lauraflanders.firedoglake.com/2009/05/09/william-k-black-how-deregulation-happened-timothy-geithner-larry-summers-bailout-obama/

Beau Friedlander of Air America said, "We’ve already placed a few of the attendees on different Air America shows, including Ludovic on Ron Reagan’s show last night. Dean Baker’s blog posts are a great boon to have, and we’re shooting a video with Bill Black next week." April 30, 2009

Ludovic Blain and James Fenelon (from the Experts of Color network) presented to the Mother Jones board of directors as part of their discussion about how Mother Jones will be covering the economic crisis.

Closing the Racial Wealth Gap Initiative Webinar

On June 16, 2009 The Closing the Racial Wealth Gap Initiative and The Media Consortium hosted a webinar for members of the media on closing the racial wealth gap. Experts of color discussed how Native American, Black and Latino communities have been affected by predatory lending and foreclosures, and urged journalists to investigate the racial angle of the economic crisis to raise awareness of the issues and encourage policy changes that will close the racial wealth gap. 25 people participated in the call.

All of these projects and initiatives are thanks to the The Arca Foundation's tremendous support and guidance. The Media Consortium looks forward to continue working on this issue and developing the proposed projects and initiatives to increase the impact and influence of independent reporting around key economic issues.

