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As the courts and Congress give corporations increasing power over the levers of democracy, Americans need an independent media more than ever. Yet too much of the press itself has been overtaken by corporate power. Mainstream media increasingly serves up infotainment rather than news, and investigative reporting is often left behind in favor of the right-wing echo chamber.

In the last six years, The Media Consortium (TMC) has emerged as the only national organization dedicated to supporting the truly independent press by building a powerful network of 50 independent media outlets. This past year, due to the intense work of the TMC staff, that network has learned to collaborate in order to leverage their power, bringing multiple perspectives and reports together to create a megaphone that mainstream media cannot ignore. When 15 TMC outlets collaborated to cover the Wisconsin protests in early 2011, they brought to light a story the mainstream media had completely missed. When our members published multiple stories around campaign financing, they put corporate funding of elections into a spotlight too bright for the mainstream to evade. 

TMC strengthens the independent media sector by helping outlets keep pace with new technology and develop sustainable business models, and by working to create this culture of collaboration. Between July 2010 and January  2011, The Media Consortium ran three Innovation and Incubation labs, managed three powerful editorial collaborations, and began to create a stronger communications infrastructure to support members’ work. 

TMC also underwent a leadership transition in 2011. In January 2011, Director Tracy Van Slyke stepped down, and long-time staffer Erin Polgreen stepped up as Managing Director, overseeing TMC’s ongoing programs and creating significant new initiatives around editorial collaboration. On April 2, Jo Ellen Green Kaiser became TMC’s new Executive Director. After spending 2 months meeting with over 35 TMC members and attending 3 national conferences, Kaiser implemented key improvements to the organization’s MediaWires program and has worked with Polgreen to refocus the organization on its core mission: building the influence and visibility of the independent media sector. 

The Media Consortium set five strategic principles for 2011, which became the basis for our year’s objectives and a way to measure our success: 

· Foster Collaboration and Coordination

· Focus on Audience Development

· Build and Diversify Media Leadership

· Support Innovation in Journalism and Business Models

· Bring Money and Attention to the Sector

We are pleased to report that we have met or exceeded these objectives. 

1. Foster Collaboration and Coordination
The Media Consortium was founded to create a network of independent media organizations. After six years, that network is in place. Members who once saw each other as “the competition” now are working together in ways that they hadn’t even dreamed possible when TMC was founded. 

Editorial Collaborations

Testing and experience has proven that TMC’s most direct means for creating impact is by conceptualizing and fostering editorial collaborations. In 2010, we focused on bringing in funding to encourage these collaborations and to extend our collaborative network to key allies, creating new partnerships. 

· October 2010: Campaign Cash—With funding from the Wyncote Foundation, seven TMC outlets were given funding to create over two dozen articles, videos and radio pieces on the Citizen’s United ruling. The term “Campaign Cash” was picked up by The New York Times and NPR. Our daily roundup blogs focused on Campaign Cash were reprinted over 100 times, and directed thousands of clicks to TMC member content. Success of Campaign Cash itself has led to a new partnership with We the People, a pop-up campaign created to pursue corporate influence on politics. “Outing the Corporations” will run from July-October 2011. 

· January 2011: Wisconsin—Reacting quickly to Gov. Scott Walker’s assault on unions, TMC staff facilitated resource-sharing and coverage development among members on the ground in Madison. To date, TMC members have produced over 800 pieces of content to keep Wisconsin in the news. This collaboration raised the profile of the independent media sector, facilitating what may be a key new partnership with a range of advocacy organizations (see Bring Money and Attention to the Sector). A two-page summary of the Wisconsin collaboration is available. 

· April-July 2011: Media Policy Reporting and Education Pilot Project (MPREPP)—Supported by the Media Democracy Fund and the Benton Foundation, this project was designed to help seven TMC members scale up their reporting about media policy by seeding high-quality coverage and via conference calls with experts in the field. Participants produced over 70 pieces on media policy, along with a biweekly roundup blog, “The Wavelength.” It has already created real change: “Joseph Orozco of KIDE … contacted us about the low-power TV story, and [MediaWires blogger and author] Eric Arnold put him in touch with Ravi Kapur of KAXT-TV. Just the kind of connection a New America Media story should make.” –Paul Kleyman, Editor, New America Media. The program was so successful that MDF funded it for a second year.
· Micro-collaborations—These TMC-guided editorial collaborations inspire members to work with each other. For example, Ms. Magazine and the American Independent News Network are sharing resources to produce investigative reporting around crisis pregnancy centers that will have a local and national impact. This kind of collaboration would not happen without the many labs, briefing calls, and other networking opportunities that TMC provides as part of its core services to members.
Member Meetings

TMC continues to provide opportunities for members to learn from each other through face-to-face and digital interaction. 
· In 2011, TMC held regional meetings in the San Francisco Bay Area, New York City, Washington DC, and Minneapolis. Designed to increase local networking, these meetings connected members to media policy experts and digital technology innovators, as well as to each other. 

· The 2011 annual meeting was held October 2011 in Oakland. At his meeting, themed “Harnessing our Collective Power,” over 130 staffers from Media Consortium outlets agreed that the key to creating impact was to foster collaboration and to coordinate marketing and social promotion. The meeting led directly to a Mediaforthe99% Consortium-wide initiative to amplify the Occupy movement.
Evaluation:  2011 was a breakthrough year for the Media Consortium. Members went beyond simple partnership—such as reprinting stories and crosspromotion—to begin true collaborations, in which they worked on stories from source to publication. The Wisconsin collaboration in particular actually changed national reporting on the ground. The MPREPP project demonstrated the power of Consortium members to amplify particular issues or topic areas.  The goal for 2012 will be to build on these successes. We plan to create a range of experiments to better understand which types of collaborations are most successful in engaging audiences, and how to best measure that impact.
2. Build and Diversify Media Leadership
Fostering strong, civically-minded, diverse media organizations and leaders is key to building an independent media sector. Unlike mainstream media or the right-wing echo chamber, the independent media sector gains strength from its diversity. 

In 2010-2011, The Media Consortium implemented a new membership strategy designed to build and expand our membership body to more accurately represent the independent media landscape. The strategy introduced two new roles. 

· Associate Membership. TMC added an associate members tier for young or smaller organizations that may not have the capacity to participate in all TMC projects, but can contribute to a diversity of audience and share innovative strategies. Associate Members include: Feet in 2 Worlds (a video project for reporters from ethnic immigrant communities), Free Speech Radio News, Western Citizen, Oakland Local, and The Chicago Reporter (reporting from Chicago’s black community). 
· Advisory Group. TMC is developing a set of media allies who can lend their advice and support to TMC members and expand our network to advocates and other nonprofit allies. That body is now being formed and will launch in August 2011.

New members added this year include: Earth Island Journal, Truthout, Orion Magazine, Utne Reader, City Limits (reaching the black community in NYC), The Thom Hartmann show, and The Young Turks. 
Evaluation: At the end of 2011, 60% of our outlets employed a woman in the top editorial or publishing role, and 20% employed a person of color in a top editorial or publishing role. Seven outlets speak directly to audiences of color; four speak directly to issues of gender/sexuality. These numbers are good, but can be better. Locating outlets that are run by or speak to audiences of color is a particular challenge. There simply are not many such outlets. We will attempt, in 2012, to better understand this landscape and what we can do to change it.
3. Focus on Audience Development

Media Wires
In 2009, the Consortium premiered the MediaWires, which were designed to create context around key political issues and cross-pollinate audiences. Freelance bloggers compiled monthly round-ups of member reporting on the economy, health care, immigration and environment that were made available for any news or advocacy organization to reprint or post. At its highest point, the program attracted an aggregate audience of more than 7.5 million and it has enabled us to enhance our shorter term collaborative efforts, especially around Wisconsin and Campaign Cash.

But the digital media world had changed. Advocacy groups now are creating their own content and are less interested in republishing outside works. Furthermore, more Americans are connecting with news via Facebook and other social media. Responding to these new facts on the ground, in June 2011 we relaunched the MediaWires as a primarily social media-based tool. 

Lindsay Beyerstein signed on as TMC’s first social media curator. The curator is tasked with selecting and promoting a set of stories on Twitter and Facebook on a daily basis. Designed as before to cross-pollinate audiences, the new MediaWires will also build on the public’s understanding of the role that independent media plays in covering leading issues of our times. At the end of 2011, TMC had  2,200 new followers on Facebook and 1500 new Twitter followers. 

Evaluation: The Media Wires program outlived its usefulness as blogs gave way to social media. Frankly, the Media Consortium as an organization will not be able to build audience for independent media—that has to be done by the media itself. What the Consortium can do is to educate members to crosspromote, which will enlarge the entire sector. We believe the collaborative fundraiser will help serve that purpose in 2012.
4. Bring Money and Attention to the Sector
The Media Consortium is a national network of independent media organizations. Our mission is to build an independent media sector. And our vision is that this sector will set the agenda for national discussions on the issues we value most. 

During this grant period, we fulfilled this mission and reached towards our vision by fostering editorial collaborations around corporate funding for campaigns, the Wisconsin protests, and media policy; developing an audience through our MediaWires program; welcoming new members and allies; and supporting technical and business innovation through a six-week class on open journalism and three innovation and incubation labs. 

The funding we received from OSI paid for staff time for many of these projects, allowing us to obtain a variety of smaller grants restricted to non-staff support, including funding from the Wyncote Foundation (Campaign Cash), the Media Democracy Fund (MREPP), the Benton Foundation (MREPP), the Chicago Instructional Technology Foundation (Mobile Lab) and the Harnisch Foundation (Revenue Generation Lab). 

Evaluation: The Great Recession has made it nearly impossible to attract new money to the sector. As portfolios decrease, philanthropists are downsizing, and media is often the first holding in the portfolio to be dropped. In response, the Media Consortium is urging  members to develop new fundraising strategies, and has begun an intensive strategic process to find its own alternative funding.

5. Support Innovation in Journalism and Business Models 

Over a decade into the digital media revolution, the media field is still in flux. In the past year alone we have witnessed the growing dominance of Facebook, a geometric rise in apps, the emergence of content-based games, and a proliferation of tablets and magazine-based tablet software. At the same time, neither mainstream nor independent media have been able to craft a business model that provides a strong, clear path to sustainability. 

In order to further our mission of creating an independent media sector, The Media Consortium must ensure that our members have the technological and business support they need to flourish. We are meeting those needs through our Incubation and Innovation Labs. Each of these labs includes a set of conference calls with outside experts, an in-person meeting for lab participants, online information sharing, and at least one experiment, devised by lab members. 

· Summer 2010-Fall 2010: Moving into Mobile—Funded in part by the Chicago Instructional Technology Foundation, this lab linked members with experts in the mobile field to learn how they could take advantage of this pervasive platform. The workshop concluded with a mobile hackathon, which brought over 50 journalists and programmers together to develop 6 groundbreaking mobile apps within 48 hours. “The Hackathon is a fantastic example of the value of TMC. It's the kind of learning opportunity that no single organization of our size could create for itself.”—Rod Arakaki, Audience Development Director, Yes! Magazine

· Fall 2010: Open Journalism on the Open Web—this six-week peer-to-peer course brought programmers and journalists together to educate one another about their respective fields. TMC created the class in partnership with Mozilla, The Medill School of Journalism, and Hacks/Hackers. TMC is currently looking at how to build upon this course for future efforts.

· Spring 2011: Community and Journalism—The aim of this lab is to help TMC members experiment with audience engagement and crowd-sourced reporting. As an experiment, lab participants are working with the Public Insight Network, a database of over 100,000 sources. Participants have launched some exciting pieces using the network, including an investigation into how we define sexual assault by Ms. Magazine, and a look at how the economy is driving new demands in the workplace from Mother Jones. 

· Fall 2010-Fall 2012: Revenue Generation Lab---Funded in part by a grant from the Harnisch Foundation, this lab linked TMC members with fundraising and media experts to learn about new techniques for raising revenue in the digital era. Members chose to conclude the lab with a collaborative fundraiser in February 2012. A short overview of the Collaborative Fundraiser is available.

Evaluation: The Innovation and Incubation Labs have been very successful. We plan to continue them into 2012 with a lab on Metrics as well as the project for the Revenue Generation lab. We also are adding a new webinar series, “How it Works,” to cover “need-to-know” knowledge gaps, and developing deeper relationships with ONA, INN, and AAN to share webinars and workshops.
Conclusion

We are looking forward to a bold future, in which a diverse array of independent media organizations, armed with the most useful technological innovations, collaborate with each other and allies to put out stories that will educate, inform, and mobilize the widest possible audience. We want to tell the story of corporate power in elections; we want to tell the story of our decade-long wars in the Middle East; we want to tell the stories of union-busting and environmental inaction, of media consolidation and racial injustice—and we want those stories, coming from a wide range of media outlets, across digital, print, audio and video platforms, to be amplified until they cannot be ignored.  OSI’s support has been invaluable in putting this goal truly within our grasp.

