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From: Tracy Van Slyke, The Media Consortium

On behalf of a collaboration of independent journalism organizations: Mother Jones, The Nation, The Nation Institute, the Huffington Post Investigative Fund, the Center for Independent Media (Washington Independent), The American Prospect, ColorLines and Facing South.
Re: Follow The Money-- A collaborative proposal to support deeper reporting on the economic crisis, improve public understanding of the issues and increase the prospects for meaningful reform. 


Follow The Money Overview 

Two years into “the gravest economic crisis since the Great Depression,” the commercial business press is still failing the American people. According to the recent report from the Pew Research Center's Project for Excellence in Journalism, the crisis “has been covered in the media largely from the top down, told primarily from the perspective of the Obama administration and big business, with coverage reflecting the concerns of institutions more than the lives of everyday Americans.”

While there have been human-interest features about the recession's crippling effects, these pain-and-suffering stories frequently fail to draw the connections for their audiences to the policy decisions that brokered the crisis, the approaches needed to get us out of it, and last, but not least, alternative ideas for deepseated structural reform. The resulting gap in the public’s grasp of key economic issues is a recipe that invites a repeat of the current disaster. In answer to this critical problem, an innovative network of independent news organizations is proposing an ambitious reporting and communications project that can fill in the reporting gap and illuminate structural problems.  With complementary strengths and influence among core audiences of policy and thought leaders, this project will dramatically expand the reach of that reporting, influence further media coverage, recharge the political debate about reform, and improve the resulting policies.  

This project – with the working title Follow The Money: A Collaborative Economics Reporting Project – is designed to change the unhealthy status quo of our economic system and create an ambitious, collaborative effort that will help the public understand what led to the present crisis.

The Limits of the American Business Press 
As Dean Starkman, Dean Baker, Nomi Prins and others have thoroughly documented in articles and blog posts for our outlets, the “army of professional business reporters -- an estimated 9,000 or so nationwide in print alone -- for all practical purposes missed the biggest story on the beat." They failed to adequately analyze and report on the significance of the runaway growth of subprime mortgages and the speculation in their derivative financial instruments. Their limits and perspective have not fundamentally changed since the crisis broke. 

Today, the recent flood of good news for Wall Street – bonuses, record profits, consolidation of market power – stands in sharp contrast to the situation facing millions of Americans on Main Street: Foreclosures, layoffs, and uncertainty. Who is profiting from the status quo and what will it cost the rest of us? What power are they exercising over politics and how? What systemic reforms and investments might rebalance the economy and establish a fairer and more sustainable basis for long-term economic health? And how can we make these questions an unavoidable part of the public discussion?

With huge cutbacks in many traditional news businesses and the 24/7 demands of online news, many remaining business reporters have even less time to provide critical reporting and analysis beyond their narrowly defined beats. If the commercial media can’t serve the public’s need for watchdog alerts and competent analysis of the links between economic ideology, regulatory policy and results, then who will?

As journalist Alyssa Katz wrote recently in Columbia Journalism Review, independent journalism organizations “were repeatedly ahead of the curve in connecting the dots—especially the links between predatory and lending and the metastasizing mortgage-backed securities market.”  In fact, Katz specifically referenced the work of many of the organizations involved with this proposal for producing this noteworthy reporting.  The problem was that in the months leading up the collapse in the fall of 2008, none of the independent journalism organizations that covered the unfolding economic crisis individually had the influence to consistently and repeatedly challenge the limits of the narrower and shorter-term frame of the commercial business press.

As a result, here's what the public faces: a political arrangement that appears to serve banks and financial institutions at the expense of the American people, a commercial media system frequently in the thrall of market ideology and big industry interests, and an independent journalism community insufficiently organized and funded to have the impact that is needed.

Follow The Money: A Collaborative Economics Reporting Project
In October 2009, The Media Consortium convened a meeting of eight independent journalism organizations at the offices of the Arca Foundation to discuss organizing a collaborative reporting project that would take our work on the economy to far greater scale and impact. Many of these organizations and individuals had worked together on specific, short-term reporting projects in the past. This meeting, though, marked the first time that a group of us came together to design a multi-organizational, long-term editorial collaboration that links the best reporting models, cutting edge and traditional communication strategies and a focus on engaging current and new audiences with direct impact on policy.

Project overview
For Follow The Money to be successful, this collaborative network needs financial support for dedicated and consistent reporting around the economy, both for keeping tabs on the latest news and developments as well as for longer-term in-depth investigations and for profiling the best ideas and proposals for reform. As currently envisioned, each partner organization would be allocated sufficient funds to hire at least one experienced, full-time economic reporter. This project would support at least eight additional reporters completely dedicated to this work.

These journalists will be matched with individual news organizations and supervised directly by the respective editors, but their efforts will be coordinated in a “virtual newsroom.” While we believe that it is essential that the reporters are allowed some freedom to pursue and develop their own lines of reporting, the project is premised on the idea that they (and their sponsoring organizations) will also actively pool information on reporting opportunities and collaborate on larger projects where team-based reporting is required. The reporters will be wired together online via project collaboration tools and use regular conference calls to discuss ideas and reporting issues. Both individual and team efforts will be integrated from the outset into a larger communications and outreach strategy. The result will be both individual reports that are promoted across participants sites and collaborative products that include deep-dive investigations, new ways of telling stories through superior data visualization, audio and video products, citizen engagement opportunities and more. We anticipate bringing the reporters and other project participants together for in-person meetings at least twice a year.

We believe that Follow The Money will be most successful if we can both increase the volume of timely, on-the-news-curve response to daily developments and more enterprising work that brings a greater awareness of systemic issues into popular discussion. For instance, Follow The Money participants are proposing to integrate a special sub-project currently code-named “Lifestyles of the Rich and Greedy," which will attempt to combine the popularity of gossip web sites and humor with top-notch reporting. This product will be positioned to reach a mass consumer audience with a consistent volume of good reporting on the country's biggest economic rogues. In doing this we believe we can, in regular installments, bust the popular perception that members of the economic elite (a) know what they’re doing and (b) have the public's general interest at heart. For a serious debate about reform to begin, people (including business reporters) need to understand that many of our elite leaders have feet of clay.

Follow The Money has five organizing elements:
 * Dramatically scaled up reporting and analysis on the economy: While each of our organizations currently allocates a portion of our editorial budgets to covering the economy, those resources are insufficient relative to the public need and, for the most part, uncoordinated. Funding permitting, Follow The Money will field a “virtual newsroom” of experienced, full-time journalists, assigned to our respective organizations but wired together to maximize opportunities for team reporting.

 * Reporting with impact: We intend for our reporting to reach millions, influence current policy debates, and permanently expand the way economic issues are covered. Reporting generated by the Follow The Money team will be cross-published and cross-promoted by all project partners. We’ll make our content freely available to one another and use all of our internal promotional resources to support one another’s work. Follow The Money will also build a shared media training, outreach, and public relations team to effectively communicate our work to policy-makers and media influentials in New York and Washington, and to maximize dispersion of our reporting through popular media outlets and social media tools.

 * Accountability journalism: Follow The Money will fill the gap left by commercial media's blind spots by delivering broad and deep investigative journalism on the institutions and individuals that shape decision-making and policies on Wall Street and in Washington. With a popular touch, we’ll also investigate the people whose decisions led us to the crisis, and use all the tools of pop/digital culture (think Gawker with footnotes) to expose a culture of greed and hyper-individualism to a wide audience. The economic crisis is a white-collar crime scene on a scale that puts the Enron scandal to shame.

*The bigger picture: What’s really going on? Follow The Money will connect policy makers on high with on-the-ground stories of both economic suffering and creative responses to the crisis. With innovative packaging of reported material for multiple media platforms and creative and coordinated release strategies, we can significantly open up coverage from the narrow horse-race coverage norm.

 * A big (and boisterous) platform for smart ideas: Conventional wisdom about the economy, as reflected in much of the press, is bounded by a narrow (and, frankly, stuffy) debate between free market ideologues and large corporate interests. Meanwhile, there is a rich network of thinkers, economists, entrepreneurs, political leaders, and organizations that offers dramatically contrasting points of view on how to create a healthy economy that works for all, but they are mostly absent from the largest media platforms and marginalized in the debate. We want to fix that by providing a robust platform for their perspectives, ideas and possible solutions.

What we bring to the project
Each of the partner organizations brings years of experience covering the economic crisis and track records that show, again and again, that their reporting has been ahead of the mainstream news curve. Further, from research conducted by The Media Consortium, we know that our core audiences complement each other. A 2007 analysis of Media Consortium member lists showed that only 1 in 4 individuals matched on two or more organizational files. With this information we can document that our combined audience, between different brands and different media platforms, is in the multiple millions of readers/viewers. Our areas of editorial specialization and interest are also distinct. By creating a robust feed of new reporting about the economy, set within the frame that is free to question conventional free-market ideology, the network's complementary journalistic talents will result in impact much larger than the sum of its parts.

Eight of of the nine partners are content producers:

The American Prospect’s emphasis is on policy solutions. It seeks to foster a genuine progressive debate, not just on financial regulation but also on the stimulus and the deficit, on the future of manufacturing, labor policy, and global trade. It also concentrates on the consequences of implementation of current policy: what’s working? What impact is it having? What needs to be changed?

The Applied Research Center, publisher of ColorLines and RaceWire online, focuses on race as a factor in both the impacts of the crisis and the policy response. Of greatest concern for ARC is the continuing implosion of the U.S. housing market and the dismantling of the social safety net. ARC also tracks positive (especially green economy) responses to the crisis by community organizers and labor unions, and is helping people develop standards and approaches that maximize the racial justice element of growing green investment.

The Center for Independent Media delivers 24/7 impact journalism through its network of state-focused websites and its flagship DC site, The Washington Independent. It takes on the political issues of the day – and the statements of the key players – and relentlessly reports on the story to get to the truth behind the spin.

The Huffington Post Investigative Fund is focusing on the economic crisis not just as a policy story (about deregulation and its effects) but as a colossal white-collar crime story.

Mother Jones delivers 24/7 coverage of Washington news and politics through its 8-person DC bureau and deep investigative journalism both on the website and in the pages of its magazine. It focuses on the questions of who’s benefitting and why, on the nexus of power, money, and politics. Mother Jones is also interested in reporting on the connection between the current crisis and economic policy solutions that could underpin a more sustainable, low-carbon future.

The Nation is particularly interested in building on work it is doing around economic literacy – delivering information and reporting that helps people understand exactly what some on Wall Street and K Street are trying to obfuscate. It also is interested in reporting on realistic but inspiring ideas from great thinkers, and great activists.

Southern Exposure and its web site Facing South, as the names suggest, takes on the economic crisis from a southern regional perspective. The looser regulatory structure in southern states has led the banking industry to become concentrated there. (North Carolina was the second highest recipient of TARP bailout funding in the country).  Along with dramatic economic inequality, this has meant that the region has been especially hard hit by the crisis.

The Nation Institute's Investigative Fund produces in-depth investigative articles for a wide variety of print, broadcast, and on-line outlets, including most of the media partners in this initiative. The Investigative Fund is focused on exposing not only the roots of the crisis, but new forms of profiteering on foreclosures and consumer debt, corporate tax dodging, the role of business and finance lobbies in blocking reform, and more. In addition, The Nation Institute could serve as the vehicle for distribution of joint funding for Follow The Money to the partner organizations.

The Media Consortium will provide infrastructure and communications support for Follow The Money. It will coordinate fundraising efforts, mange media training and communications consultants to deliver booking and media outreach services, support targeted and online communications outreach, and work with the partners on the logistics of coordinated online publication. TMC will also oversee Follow The Money's Project Coordinator.  In addition, The Consortium will also seek to raise additional funding that it will re-grant to other organizations interested in supplementing Follow The Money reporting with some of their own.

Communications, impact and outreach
With money for reporting itself chronically tight in independent journalism organizations, communications and outreach functions are often last in line for scarce resources. With Follow The Money, we want to show how to do communications right. The project budget includes significant funding for communications, outreach, social networks and community engagement. Follow The Money has a communications strategy that can support both traditional and cutting-edge communications tactics that will push the projects' reporting and analysis to the forefront of the national debate, pinpoint the actions needed, and ultimately help inform policy making around long-term economic structural overhauls.

This impact support would be deployed in four basic areas:

1. Coordinate media training and booking: While some of our organizations have had significant success in getting some reporters on TV cable news and national radio, we have a much deeper bench of talent than has so far been put into play. This can change, but the first step is to begin systematically training the reporters, editors, and bloggers working for our organizations who have the natural talent to succeed online and on air. In 2009, TMC began the development of a new program to promote, publicize, and connect up-and-coming journalistic talent to establishment media and targeted audiences, “Creating the Next Generation of Media Darlings.” Media Consortium staff has developed a beta plan for this program to brand these journalists as essential voices in an intelligent debate. The goals for this initiative include: 

· Establish a diverse new generation of articulate and expert reporters who are effective in TV and radio; 

· Create a sustainable and scalable program that will increase the influence and impact of these independent journalists, their work, and the media outlets they are affiliated with; 

· Expand the regular audience for independent journalism to a broader cross-section of America. 

Follow The Money is the perfect vehicle for launching and beta testing the Media Darlings program. The Consortium would place Follow The Money reporters with a highly successful media trainer who has proven results in training progressive activists, reporters and politicians.  As the talent pool is developed, Follow The Money will also include a corresponding booking operation to make sure these talented reporters are widely seen and heard.   Costs for both media training and a booker are relatively fixed, based on the number of reporters who will go through the training, and will be the focus of regular booking.

2. Use social media, viral communications and new journalism tools to serve the news and information needs of ordinary Americans:  Follow The Money will bring together the communications and technology staff of participating organizations, Media Consortium staff and outside consultants to fully integrate social media strategies and tools to help drive the project's reporting into the mainstream. In the development of the stories themselves, there are many opportunities for participating organizations to use new journalism tools (i.e., mapping mash ups, interactive timelines, wikis, video, mobile applications, etc.) to support the ongoing reporting, improve story-telling, and support viral communications. With regard to outreach and impact, an effective social media strategy will entail far more than than just putting a button for Twitter or Digg on a new story; it will use social media tools to encourage the collective audiences of all eight news organizations and topically interested NGOs to spread the information to their own networks.  In addition, we will experiment with promising practices for how news organizations can encourage and facilitate conversation between and among current and new audiences.

3. Coordinate online cross-promotion of the Follow The Money reporting output: Each participating organization will create a special unit or design element on its web site to cross-link and promote the combined Follow The Money content. Each organization will agree to similar looking pages and branding that will raise awareness of the project and reporting as a whole. This will allow the audiences of each organization to access a much deeper pool of content (i.e. a Nation reader will read content from ColorLines) than they would ordinarily come across in their daily news consumption. In addition, different elements of the project could potentially merit a stand-alone web site (see "Lifestyles of the Rich and Greedy" above). These endeavors will require some amount of design and tech support for each organization through the Follow The Money lifespan and well as staff time for coordination and nudging.

4. Target niche audiences in Washington DC and key constituencies elsewhere. Follow The Money will also use in-person meetings to promote and push its reporting in front of decision makers and opinion shapers inside the Beltway through Hill briefings for congressional representatives and staff, brown bag lunches at key think tanks and policy shops timed to coincide with the congressional legislative calendar, and backed up by persistent engagement with Beltway bloggers and columnists. This will require coordination, promotional and travel expenses for Follow The Money participants and contractors.
 
Budget 
Appropriately funded for what we believe can be achieved, this project would require approximately almost $1.3 million for reporting, communications and coordination over 12-18 months. Given the current funding climate and the untested nature of this scale of collaboration, however, we understand that commitments of that scale may be hard to line up in the time frame that let's us seize the current moment in the policy sphere. Accordingly, we have attached a scaled-down proof-of-concept budget as well; we believe we can, with $675,000, quickly and effectively move ahead with a 9-month version of the project that will put critical new reporting horsepower immediately at work and allow us to demonstrate the power of collaborative effort.

