Editorial collaboration roundup, Media Consortium meeting, 3/28/06:

The last few years have been experimental ones for the progressive media. The fad for “infrastructure building” to match the right’s noise machine has spawned countless projects and groups dedicated to shaping and spreading progressive messages. Since the launch of the Iraq invasion, progressive media outlets have experienced a marked growth in audience members and served as a valuable corrective to the narrow and commercial approach of the mainstream media.

At the same time, traditional media projects are facing competition from an exploding number of new media sources—from blogs to podcasts to national membership groups that distribute targeted alerts about breaking developments directly to readers’ inboxes. A new communications ethic accompanies the new technologies—one which privileges distributed communication and conversation over top-down, broadcast coverage; one which holds journalistic projects to account and demands to know how and why news is made, one which operates in real time and engages readers and media consumers to become activists and media producers, one which champions an open-source philosophy that may be philosophically admirable, but undercuts many of our already shaky revenue sources.

The dual pressures imposed by the right’s coordinated media juggernaut and the changing media landscape have forced us all to become innovators. One source of strength as we face these rapid changes has been a new appreciation for the overlapping missions and shared difficulties that progressive media projects of all genres face. Whether you’re launching your blog, struggling to produce your independent film, editing your magazine, drumming up capital for your progressive radio network, or pioneering your progressive cable station, you are facing an uphill funding battle and a skeptical public culture that dismisses all too many of us as the “loony left.” While championing different approaches and appealing to different segments of the left, many of the media projects represented here also share writers, experts, data sources and sentiments. We reach out to and cover the same politicians, explore the same inequities and political fads, and debate—sometimes violently argue—the same strategies and policies.

So, while we can’t—and shouldn’t—speak with one voice, it does make sense for us sometimes to have the same conversation, to surface and affirm the truths that we’ve arrived at through that conversation, to work together to amplify one another’s work in order to serve as a corrective to the drone of the right’s talking points and captive think tank conclusions.

Since its launch, the Media Consortium has served as an incubator for a number of editorial collaborations and experiments. Some of these have been big and public; others have been more informal and behind-the-scenes. I’m going to report on a few of these, and talk about some smaller experiments we’ve tried at In These Times, and then open the floor for discussion.

1) The Wal-Mart Collaboration

a. Progressive media involvement was only one facet of the Wal-Mart project, which pulled in activists from a variety of different perspectives, harnessed bloggers to spread the word, capitalized on new distribution models to spread the film, and generated a wave of mainstream coverage that is still ricocheting

b. Four Media Consortium members participated publicly in the collaboration: The Nation, the American Prospect, Alternet and In These Times. Each of our outlets assigned stories to writers related to topics covered in the film, and published those articles simultaneously the week before the film’s official launch in November. Greenwald provided research tips, but did not exercise editorial control. Other Media Consortium members also ended up covering the story in different ways, including The Washington Monthly and the Public News Service, which distributed stories that included commentary from Greenwald and various activists to 377 stations around the country.

c. Overall, the project was very successful in getting the film out to a wide range of everyday Americans,  generating mainstream coverage and amplifying various issues around Wal-Mart’s labor practices, impact on state and national healthcare costs, and affects on local communities. 

On the progressive media side, however, it revealed one  of the weaknesses of collaboration—we’re all engaging in these experiments on top of our day jobs, and no one person was assigned to coordinate and promote the independent media stories as part of the larger Wal-Mart push. This realization led us to develop our crosslinking project, which you’ll hear more about in a minute and tomorrow.
d. Greenwald’s next project: http://tomdelaymovie.com/buy.php

is distributing THE BIG BUY, a documentary about Tom DeLay that reveals exactly how and why large corporations have used Tom DeLay to advance their national agendas of greed. They've supported him with barrels of money, which ultimately led to the re-districting that gave Republicans dominance in the House of Representatives. This dominance led to the passage of CAFTA, the Energy Bill and federal budgets which have helped DeLay and his corporate supporters at the expense of all of us. 

While DeLay is from Texas, his corrupt practices are a national issue. The filmmakers, with their deep roots in Texas, have keyed in on that state's political culture. However DeLay's corrupt practices are not specific to the Lone Star State, , and this film should be seen as a warning to all of us.

Premiere in May, screenings in June
2) The cross-linking project

a. Our experience with the Wal-Mart project spurred the evolution of the cross-linking project, which had its roots in Steve’s conversations with Paul, Michael and others. You’ll hear more about this project tomorrow, but briefly, it will be a way of aggregating links to content from many of our projects, making them searchable, and allowing editors to display select related links on their online stories.

b. A few ideas for how to use this emerged in conversation. The first is a simple, “related links” sidebar approach. The second is to create micro-sites or link pages around a particular topic or event: for example, we could aggregate all of our election coverage into a progressive election ’06 site. The third is to have this serve as a resource for researchers and bookers in order to get some of our experts out there into the public sphere.

c. This is just a teaser to get you thinking; we’ll hear more about this with the larger group.

3) Show us the War? 

a. We heard about this at the last media consortium meeting—updates?

4) Rapid publishing pipeline

a. Jennifer Nix is working with Working Assets on a pilot project related to creating a rapid-response political book publishing pipeline

b. The goal of this project is to create a counter to conservative book publishers like Regnery, which generate aggressive and high-profile books in order to shape the public debate, and drive sales by marketing them to targeted political groups and audiences—much like the Greenwald films are distributed via activist groups and nonprofit screenings. This pipeline might work with existing progressive publishers—the goal would be to get topical books to press quickly and to hook into activist networks to drive them up the bestseller charts and into the news cycle.

c. Jennifer cut her teeth on this idea at Chelsea Green by working on the Lakoff book, Don’t Think of an Elephant, and then the new book by Kos and Jerome Armstrong, Crashing the Gate

d. Her pilot book for this project is by blogger Glenn Greenwald, How Would a Patriot Act? Defending American Values from a President Run Amok, which grew out of Glenn's blogging on the NSA scandal. This will be an instant book, launching on May 15, 2006.
http://glenngreenwald.blogspot.com/2006/03/how-would-patriot-act_20.html
e. Contact Jen at jennifer.nix@gmail.com for more info
In These Times collaborations

f. Progressive caucus columns and Web piece/SOTU:

Over the past year, several us have been working on engaging members of Congress to contribute to and appear on progressive media. We’ve been running a regular column called “House Call” featuring commentaries by members of the Progressive Caucus; in January The Nation put together a special issue State of the Union issue featuring policy pieces from progressive caucus members. This was accompanied by a state of the union event—we ran the progressive state of the union remarks from this event on our Web site.

g. Air America: Ned Lamont interview, blogosphere
A few weeks ago, Ned Lamont announced that he’d be running against Joe Lieberman in Connecticut. This race has generated a lot of excitement in the left blogosphere, because they see Lieberman as too centrist. Air America has been pushing this line as well, so we ran an interview that Sam Seder conducted on air with Lamont on our site.

h. Book excerpts: New Press, in conjunction with Antiwar book tour
On the third anniversary of the Iraq War, the New Press organized a high-profile antiwar event featuring Michael Stipe and other progressive artists. The event kicked off an antiwar book tour featuring books by Anthony Arnove and Elizabeth Weill Greenberg. We ran an excerpt from the Arnove book on the day of the war’s anniversary, and we’re planning to run another excerpt when the tour comes through Chicago.

i. Meet the Press/Alternet/Huffington Post/Monday Call
A number of blogs and progressive groups have been monitoring Meet the Press and commenting on their conservative guests. Via the Monday call we arranged a conversation among these groups: the Huffington Post, the Daou Report, Media Matters for America, in order to try to increase the pressure on the show’s producers to even out the guest list. I posted a roundup of these projects on the ITT blog, which AlterNet picked up and posted in their Echo Chamber blog. Within the next few months, Media Matters will follow up on their study of the political slant of the show’s guests to see if our commentary has made an impact.

5) Collaborations T/K

a. Paul: Media Consortium as editorial board, “What is a progressive”? 

b. Upcoming conference: MoveOn vs. the Megachurches, August

Organized by the New York-based Downtown for Democracy: Exploring the role of social capital in organizing, how the decline of traditional American voluntary associations—churches, unions, urban-ethnic and fraternal institutions, etc.—has harmed the abilities of progressives and conservatives to mobilize constituencies for issue campaigns and elections.  Keynote address by Howard Dean. Contact person: Erik Stowers, head of Downtown For Democracy. 
erik@d4dfoundation.org
i. Prompt Katrina to talk more about this?

Michael:

What prevents us from collaborating?

Time

Staffing 

Money

Question about how much we want to together

Don’t want to share scoops

But that’s just one model of journalism

Russ:

There’s a lot of this that makes me uncomfortable

Verging on territory where I don’t want to go 

Close to not being journalists

Writing coordinated stories is very close to “checkbook journalism”

Close to compromised journalism that we criticize right for

More collaboration is desirable

Compariing notes, brainstorming—very desirable

Useful to have connection to Beltway

Want to know that that’s not at the behest of the group

Assigning a goal to these articles

“I don’t think we need to compromise the independence of the individual entities in order for the Media Consortium to help us collaborate.”

All of this can go on without deciding that publications need to speak with one voice

Don:

Wants to validate principle of independent journalism

Comes from an entity that thrives from collaboration

Many ways of doing collaborations—some will do only a little and some will do a lot

Example: everyone publishing Seymour Hersh at the same time

Wal-Mart case: made individual decisions about what we wanted to pursue

Greenwald passed on research that underscored our journalism

There’s politics/branding/communicating ideas/journalism

Hyperindividualization of magazines has not necessarily helped us to have impact

Roberto:

Journalism as defined by the progressive media has failed him as a writer, a reader, a Latino 

Not jingoism—effectiveness

Difference between messaging and reporting

Important to maintain brands

Progressive is in the same boat—don’t want to promote a political agenda

But there are portals where we could do some overlap—media criticism

Kevin:

NAM brings a strong set of content issues

Ethnic, youth, multimedia

Collaborative points on those three levels—providing youth voice, getting ethnic media voices into progressive media, and then multimedia for Web sites

Julie:

Show us the war project

Lack of war in people’s living room

Ways to collaborate without sacrificing integrity

Finding vertically integrated approaches to getting our content out there

Might be more comfortable to try some of these approaches that don’t compromise editorial independence

Kathy:

How can the media consortium gather information more effectively

Joint polling?

Creating a shared topic of conversation

Could we create a forum to bring in experts or researchers on critical issues—election fraud

Also: this would lead to an echo chamber—how to create an echo chamber in terms of drawing on one another’s work

Reference librarian?

Resource list

Shared debates—what are the stakes in our differences is why

NAM: Sergio, polling resource, multilingual polling

Bring this idea to this group

Don:

Carville and Greenberg doing polls every week

Ask them to do some questions for us

Suggested areas of concern:

Keep wall between business concerns and editorial internally and externally

Cross-platform work:

How to expose our journalism to TV and Web audiences

*They have more airtime then they have people

Is there a way to create cross-platform echo chamber

Very important

Move on to things that we really care about

Build a structure for cross-platform promotion

Promote to each other and mainstream

Joel: More interested in larger, more general collaboration

Like national healthcare

Questioning basic assumptions

Committee within media consortium that looks for opportunities and presents them to people and allows people to opt in

- NOTE: Free Speech TV is training journalists for new media

Priorities:

Meta-priority: what do we mean by “echo chamber”

- reaffirm editorial independence: from business and from a particular political agenda

- sharing resources to hire pollers or researchers to do more deep research that we can share or tap into

- find ways to integrate ethnic media voices into progressive media and vice versa

- serve as “editorial board” to draw mainstream figures and experts into conversation with the mainstream media

- shared resources/librarian/summarizer—IPA headline summary: NOTE: Cindy Samuels can offer us access to a collaboration space

- cross-platform amplification

- promotion to progressive and mainstream media

- continue to find ways to move into new media space for creating content and communicating amongst ourselves

- find ways for journalists to work together and run the story jointly, especially cross-platform, new media

Election-related issues to create briefing forums around:

· Culture of corruption

· Intelligence hearings/NSA

· Libby

· Censure/impeachment discussion

· Abortion/contraception

· “Disappeared America”—“operation avalanche”

· Katrina: poverty, race, class, accountability

· Loss of civil liberties/Patriot Act

· Gay marriage

