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KNIGHT BROTHERS 21ST CENTURY NEWS CHALLENGE PROPOSAL


Name: The Media Consortium, a project of the Foundation for National Progress
U.S. Employer Identification Number (if you are U.S.-based organization): 94-2282759
U.S. Social Security Number (if you are an individual): NA
Business Mailing Address: 222 Sutter Street, 6th floor

City: San Francisco
State: CA
ZIP Code or Postal Code: 94108
Country: USA

Phone: 415.321.1700

Fax: 415.321.1701

Web site: www.themediaconsortium.org (under construction)

Name of primary contact: Steven Katz

Title or position of primary contact: Project Director
Primary contact’s e-mail: skatz@motherjones.com

Purpose of proposal (in one sentence, please): The Independent Media and Civic Engagement project will put a reporting team on the 2008 presidential campaign trail who will use a mix of Web 2.0 digital technology and face-to-face engagement to collaborate with local independent media organizations and a broad network of individuals in producing journalism that will write a new American story – a story that can help Americans make intelligent choices at the ballot box in 2008.

Total estimated cost of proposal: $750,000
Project duration (in years): 2 years
I am applying for an award in the following category:   (Please either highlight or underline your selection.)

1. Individual Ideas – Great ideas you are willing to share with the world.

2. Prototype, beta projects – Field tests of ideas.

3. Leadership Initiatives – Larger projects that take ideas to scale. 
4. Open – Truly original concepts that defy being put in any single category.
5. Investment in a commercial product – For both startups and existing companies.

Briefly describe the project for which 21st Century News Challenge funding is requested. 
Keep in mind the purpose of the contest is to develop digital communication projects that will help better connect people in physical space, in the communities in which they work, live and vote. 

In the words of Jack Knight: “Thus we seek to bestir the people into an awareness of their own condition, provide inspiration for their thoughts and rouse them to pursue their true interests.”

Please use no more than one page per question.
1. Project title: Independent Media and Civic Engagement
2. Describe your project. (What will you do and how will you do it?)

The Independent Media and Civic Engagement project will put a reporting team on the presidential campaign trail who will use a mix of digital technology and face-to-face engagement to collaborate with local independent media organizations and a broad network of individuals in producing journalism that will write a new American story – a story that can help Americans make intelligent choices at the ballot box in 2008.
We’ll be inviting people to join our journalists in taking a look at their own communities. We’ll ask them to write about what they hear from presidential candidates – and what they want to hear from them - and to use that as the departure point for a look at what they know about their communities, with an eye on four shaping questions: 
· How did we get here?

· Where do we find ourselves today?

· Where do we want to go in the future?

· Who is showing the way there?

We want to see what happens when you bring regular citizens, local journalists, and journalists who work on a national scale into a conversation with one another, and directly or indirectly, with what people are being offered by the presidential candidates. Through this project, we intend to produce a fresh picture of the American social and cultural landscape, and the people who inhabit and shape it, created by some of the best professional journalists in the country, and by our neighbors. 
In doing this, we will explore the potential that digital technology offers Americans to create their own narrative, and to bridge the divide between working journalist and “the people formerly known as audience.” And we will take advantage of the diversity and reach of The Media Consortium’s own membership to include voices not often heard during the heat of the political season. This project, while organized around the 2008 presidential election, will be completely non-partisan. Rather we see it as fulfilling the responsibility of the press in a democracy to create an informed and educated citizenry, with the information and tools to guide their own destiny. 
We envision this project incorporating several key elements:

The presidential campaign as departure point: the project will use presidential campaign itineraries to select locations – at least twenty – for special attention. Working with local partners, the mobile reporting team will develop a set of stories that it will pursue for publication on the project website, Media Consortium member outlets, and local outlets.  In addition, in each locale the project will work with local partners and interested individuals to develop additional reporting by local journalists and citizen journalists. 

A multi-platform mobile media reporting team: We will recruit and organize a small reporting team, including a reporter/correspondent, field producer, and logistics staffer, that will have the capacity to produce and distribute content across multiple platforms and formats – long-form narrative journalism, blogging and video blogging, audio pieces for podcasting and radio, and video for longer form video production. Particularly at the beginning of this project, the mobile reporting team will play a key role in shaping the look and feel of this project, although we expect that this will change as time goes on.
Local media partners: a Consortium production and outreach team will identify local independent media partners and place-specific bloggers (or, if they’re not available, an appropriate local non-profit organization) to act as “host partner” for the national team in locations on the presidential campaign trail.  While the mobile team creates content from the road, we also envision commissioning local stories by local indy media professionals that will deepen and extend the range of content this project will produce.  
Local events: we will organize meet-ups and town hall meetings in key communities sponsored by the Consortium’s reporting team, and the local independent media partner. These events will serve several purposes – to invite individuals to join in creating content for the project,  to listen to what’s on people’s minds in their communities, and to talk about the issues we face. We expect to bring in additional speakers from Consortium member organizations to join the local discussion.
A web-based storytelling community: the new “web 2.0” tools that are available to us now offer an amazing opportunity to democratize the storytelling and reporting process. The project will be organized around this opportunity, via a web-based social network architecture through which anyone can add their own piece of journalism in whatever format they so choose. Tagging will be key to giving shape to the mosaic of stories we expect will emerge from the project, with the chance to find linkages and connections that otherwise might not be obvious. And ranking tools will enable us to highlight the very best stories and content. 

Wide-ranging distribution online and off: The Media Consortium’s members offer an extensive distribution network both online and off.  Each participating member will link to the project site, and display the content prominently. In addition, we expect Consortium members to carry project content in their publications, and on the air (both radio and television). 

Central production and outreach team: this project will require a small production and outreach team to handle advance arrangements, research, relationship building, logistics, as well as public relations and outreach.
A documentary record: funding permitting, after the November 2008 elections, we will close out this project by producing a book and documentary film.

3. What unmet need does your proposal answer?

It was a good run: for fifty years or thereabouts, television defined American politics. It certainly wasn’t all bad: television has the tremendous capacity to put a face on social forces and to focus our attention in ways that print and radio just couldn’t do. But there was a problem with television-dominated politics, so expertly portrayed by Theodore White fairly early on in the process, it became a way for those on the inside to create and distribute messages to the rest of us that, as time went on, had less and less of a relationship to anything that could pass for thoughtfulness, let alone the truth. Fifty years on, we’ve been left pretty much with spin, when it comes to television.
But that’s changing now, thanks to the web and the whole panoply of digital tools that are coming online. We’re just beginning to understand what it will mean for our quadrennial national conversation about democracy, just as we’re beginning to understand what it means for the practice of journalism and the business of media. The risk – and it is a big one – is that political and media operatives have already figured out how to game the web’s capacities, and that they’ll flood this “series of tubes” with “content” that won’t do much to help Americans understand what they want from their elected officials and where they want this country to go. From this vantage point, the big news about the web in the 2006 midterms wasn’t so much that the web brought us better information, but more that “gotcha” journalism moved out of the tabloids and onto the internet (think “macaca.”) 

That is, at least, the risk. But both the 2004 election (which started to put political blogging on the map) and 2006 election (which expanded to include both social networking tools and online video) did show that new digital technologies do have a democratic element that could be transformative, and that’s what this project is about. With broadband penetration of American households still growing, and with a younger generation that is literate beyond belief in the new generation of social networking tools, we are a step closer to Tim Berners-Lee’s original concept of the “read/write” web, in which anyone could create content and thereby join a community of interest, not to mention add to humanity’s knowledge base.
But something is still missing, or at least not yet connected, in the political discussion. The online tools – blogging, social networking software, online video, and in the next round, mobile media – are all still very much focused on the to-and-fro of political campaign tactics. This is important, but it’s incomplete. In our opinion, there is a deeper knowledge that we also need at the moment, something more fundamental about how the American landscape is organized these days, how our communities actually go about their business, how this multicultural experiment in democracy can survive and grow. In our opinion, this work has yet to be done – the deep storytelling that will provide us with a more truthful 21st century picture of who we are, so that we can figure out where we want to go. And we think we can get at this best by using some 21st century tools alongside the traditional arts of face-to-face dialogue and of on-the-ground reporting.
4. What specific, unique opportunity do you see that will make this project more successful than others trying to fill that general need?

While Americans have some portion of their attention turned to politics, thanks to the 2008 election season, we want to enhance the democratic conversation and bring new stories and voices into the mix. This project is designed to turn the cameras and laptops and microphones away from the candidates and into the communities they use as mere backdrop. Even more accurately, the project is designed to invite anyone in the communities visited by a presidential contender to join the process and contribute their work. We believe there are important stories about the fabric of American life waiting to be told out beyond the crowd and the noise – stories that once told, will illuminate the choices we face as a nation. And with any luck (and some smart public relations) we think it could make a difference in how the politicians behave towards people who vote. 

So while we, along with every other media outlet, will continue to do regular campaign coverage in the next two years, we also want to do something else – go deeper, make connections where they’re nonexistent or weak, look at this country with fresh eyes, and invite many, many others to do that with us. We think this will be good for independent media as a whole and for our journalists. We think that this is something that no single media organization could probably do on its own, but that a network such as The Media Consortium could pull off.
5. Who are the potential users?

Any media organization trying to get out of the trap of simply being a transmission belt for political messaging machines, that is searching for a new way to engage and expand its audience, and that recognizes that its relationship to its audience is changing, permanently.  
Any journalist looking for techniques that offer guidance as to what the future of journalism will look like.

Any local independent media organization, be they place-based bloggers or alternative print weeklies, looking for ways to connect their work to a larger audience and media network.

Any non-profit organization working the field of civic engagement searching for ways to encourage broader participation in the definition of social issues and public policies.

6. Why are you the best person or organization to develop this project?
There are four reasons why The Media Consortium is the right organization to do this project.
First, The Media Consortium, which was organized in the middle of 2005, is a network of (at this time) 33 of the nation’s leading independent journalism organizations in print, online, on television, and on the radio (a full list is included down below). We have an audience reach of many millions of readers, viewers, and listeners. We also know that our audience tends to be some of the more civically engaged types in their communities – so when it comes time to let folks know that this project is up and running, we’ve got the network by which to get the message out. 

Second, and no less importantly, is the diversity of that audience. The Consortium’s membership includes media outlets that serve primarily rural and exurban audiences (for instance, Public News Service, LinkTV and FreeSpeechTV), communities of color (for instance, Colorlines and New America, whose membership includes some 700 ethnic media outlets), and faith communities (Sojourners). This means that when it comes time to find local independent media partners, and to reach out to individuals to join the project, we have within our reach the networks and relationships that will be required to ensure that a wide range of voices and perspectives are included.

Third, from the very beginning we organized The Media Consortium as a multi-platform network; the participating members include some of the leading independent magazines in the country; satellite television networks; radio networks and content producers; book publishers; film production units; and “pure play” online media operations. This, along with a network of partners and advisors who have assisted The Consortium from the beginning, means that we have the professional and technical capacity to realize this project’s vision. 
Finally, The Media Consortium was founded with innovation and change at its very core, both to amplify the voice of independent media in the larger public discourse, and to help our members chart their course toward the best use of new technology, and toward a healthy and sustainable business operation. The Consortium was intentionally set up to foster change among its members, and to accomplish together what no single organization could do on its own. 

This is precisely why we believe that The Media Consortium is the best equipped organization to take on this project.

The participating members in The Media Consortium as of this date are:

Air America Radio

Alternet

The American Prospect

Brave New Films

The Cause

Chelsea Green Publishers

Colorlines

Free Speech TV
Grist.org

In These Times

Independent Press Association

LinkTV

Media Venture Collective

Mother Jones

Moving Ideas

Ms. Magazine

The Nation

Nation Institute
National Alliance for Media Arts and Culture (NAMAC)
New America Media

New Press 

The Progressive

Public News Service

Raw Story

RealTV/IWT

Salon Media Group, Inc.

Sojourners

Talkingpointsmemo.com

Truthdig

Warandpiece.com

The Washington Monthly

Women's Media Center

The Young Turks

7. What do you guarantee will happen if you complete the activities in this proposal?
If this project is fully completed, we guarantee:

· A rich web-based community of local stories and reporting from dozens of communities visited by candidates for presidential office. 

· Offline publication/production of additional reporting in Media Consortium outlets.

· A social network of individuals who have participated in the project organized within their local communities and in all likelihood across communities as well.

· Tighter linkages between national independent media organizations and key local or regional independent media.

· A documentary record of public events held in dozens of communities bringing together citizen journalists, local independent media producers, and national media organizations.
8. What potentially bigger thing might happen if everything went perfectly and the stars all aligned?
We can think of at least three bigger things that could happen:
First, the reportial stars could align, and we could end up with a modern day version of the WPA guides to America – a work product of truly exceptional quality.

Second, the citizen journalism stars could align, and we could end up with a means by which regular citizens could insist that presidential candidates visiting their community engage with them – be it in person or virtually – in a conversation about what their stories are illuminating, and how it could be translated into a better kind of politics.
Third, the social networking stars could align, and we could end up with a brilliant new community that takes on a life of its own, not only in local communities but across them.

9. How will people learn about what you are doing?

We will use The Media Consortium’s members as a key promotional and marketing vehicle, both online and off. In addition, we will also work with local independent media partners in the communities that our mobile team will visit both in content creation and in organizing local public events. The project also envisions funding for ongoing outreach and public relations. The budget for the project includes line items for marketing and promotion materials, as well as for contracted public relations services and outreach staff.
10. How will you be able to measure whether or not your project has really made a difference?

In the first instance, we will be looking at audience: did this project generate sufficient interest and activity that the site’s visitors (and even more importantly, commenters) showed up in sufficient numbers. How many people viewed or read the project’s content at other Consortium websites or offline outlets?
Second, we will be measuring the number of reported pieces written by type or author (Consortium journalist, local independent media journalist, citizen journalist). For each community we visit, our hope is to produce a variety content of sufficient variety both in subject matter and platform.

Third, was this project a story in its own right? Did it have stories written about it? Did others want to know how it worked? Did political leaders acknowledge that the towns they visited were also engaged in this process?


Fourth, did it leave in place a network of more skilled journalists and people who do journalism, with the capacity to take this experience and make more of it on their own?
11. Do you have any other funding or investment? We’re interested in knowing who else is interested in your project.
We do not now have additional funding for this project. However, in 2007 we will approach advertisers that are carried by our members for sponsorship, and will also approach other foundations for support. 
12. Are you working with anyone else to complete this project?  If so, please give names and what they would do?

Not at this time. The first phase of the project will include identifying local independent media partners with which we will collaborate, as well as technology advisors to help in building out the project’s digital functionality.
13. Who else is working in this area? How does your work fit into the larger context of work in this area?

The social networking elements of this project are inspired by the thinking and work of Jay Rosen at PressThink.org and NewAssignment.net: the question Jay is asking these days – how to organize a new way of working that produces high quality journalism and that involves both professionals and amateurs (in the best sense of the word) – is very much at the center of this project. We’ve also been paying attention to what Dan Gilmore (along with Jay and Jeff Jarvis at Buzzmachine.com) has had to say about the new role for “hyperlocal” news institutions and place-specific bloggers. Our question is whether there is a way that we can encourage the development of these local players, while also linking together with them so that they (and we) can be part of a larger national conversation. 

The road trip element is inspired (most recently) by Amanda Congden and, of course, Charles Kuralt. 
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