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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.

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.

A Collaborative Economics Reporting Project
In October 2009, The Media Consortium convened a meeting of eight independent journalism organizations to discuss organizing a collaborative reporting project that would take our work on the economy to far greater scale and impact. This meeting 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.

Follow The Money 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.” 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. 

Follow The Money has five organizing elements:
 * Dramatically scaled up reporting and analysis on the economy: 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:Follow The Money will 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 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: 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.  Eight of of the nine partners are content producers:

The American Prospect’s emphasis is on policy solutions.
 
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. 

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. 

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. 

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. 

Southern Exposure and its web site Facing South, as the names suggest, takes on the economic crisis from a southern regional perspective. 

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 Media Consortium will provide infrastructure and communications support for Follow The Money. 

Communications, impact and outreach
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

2. Use social media, viral communications and new journalism tools to serve the news and information needs of ordinary Americans

3. Coordinate online cross-promotion of the Follow The Money reporting output

4. Target niche audiences in Washington DC and key constituencies elsewhere.

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.

