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Media Policy Education and Reporting Pilot Program Application
Application Deadline: January 26

Return to: Tracy Van Slyke, tracy@themediaconsortium.com 

Application Length Limit: 4 pages

Name: Maya Schenwar


Title: Executive Director


Organization: Truthout

Will you be responsible for overseeing the program at your organization?

Deputy Managing Editor Jason Leopold and I will share responsibility for overseeing the project.

If you have read and agree to the requirements to the program, please mark X here: ______X_____


1. Why is your organization interested in reporting on the topic of media policy? 

We believe the public has not been fully informed about the severe implications of a wide range of recent federal policy decisions, in which corporate interests have trumped the public interest in the arena of media communications. These drastic policy decisions have directly impacted how consumers obtain information in the digital age, but there has been little in-depth reporting about the decision-making process and the behind-the-scenes discussions at the federal and corporate level, as well as the influence of lobbyists.

For example, the government’s recent authorization of the merger of NBC-Universal and Comcast stifles competition, essentially granting Comcast total control over dozens of media outlets in virtually every known medium, as well as the distribution of content through its own Internet and cable platforms. This decision is even more toxic in light of the FCC’s corporate-friendly net neutrality order issued in December 2010.

These combined policy moves give Comcast ultimate control over information and the speed at which it is disseminated. That affects not only consumers, but also established media organizations like members of the Consortium, as it could allow Comcast to slow the distribution of its competitors’ content.

It is crucial that the public understand what is at stake, and how these policies impact society as the media landscape continues to grow. Truthout has spent the past year establishing a credible track record of raising awareness about important developments in media policy, and we are confident we can make an even greater impact with funding to support our efforts.

2. Has your organization reported on this topic in the past?
Yes ___X____ No ________


If so, please share headlines and links to past reporting over past year:

Right-Wing Attacks, Manufactured Scandal Force ACORN to Shut Down for Good http://www.truth-out.org/acorn-permanently-shut-its-offices57898

Google and Verizon Usher in the Internets http://www.truth-out.org/google-and-verizon-usher-internets62187

Congress Abandons Net Neutrality Bill http://www.truth-out.org/congress-abandons-net-neutrality-bill63756

Net Neutrality and Broadband Access: A Civil Rights Issue http://www.truth-out.org/net-neutrality-and-broadband-access-a-civil-rights-issue64618

FCC Approves Net Neutrality Rules, but Reform Groups Unsatisfied http://www.truth-out.org/fcc-set-approve-corporate-friendly-net-neutrality-rules66140

How Disney Magic and the Corporate Media Shape Youth Identity in the Digital Age http://www.truth-out.org/how-disney-magic-and-corporate-media-shape-youth-identity-digital-age62008

Bernie Sanders Wants NBC-Comcast Merger Stopped Following Olbermann Suspension http://www.truth-out.org/bernie-sanders-wants-nbc-comcast-merger-stopped-following-olbermann-suspension65046 

3. Please provide a quick snapshot of your audience:

Size:  (i.e. print, online, viewers, listeners e-list, twitter followers, Facebook fans, etc…): Truthout sees 1.5 million unique visits to the website per month, maintains a subscriber list of 250,000, and has around 67,000 Facebook fans and 14,000 Twitter followers.

Geographic Distribution: We’re mostly US-specific, but also see significant readership in Canada and Europe.

Demographics: We don’t have firm demographic data at this time.

What kinds of influentials in your audience would be receptive to this topic? (i.e. activists, policy makers, high number of retweeters, press contacts)

Truthout reaches a wide variety of grassroots leaders and celebrities, as well as an active and engaged Facebook base. A number of congressional leaders are Truthout subscribers, and we regularly catapult under-covered stories into the mainstream media (such as MSNBC, 60 Minutes, NPR and many more).

4. Please provide a brief outline of how you would cover this issue during the pilot program.

To understand how certain media policy decisions are enacted, such as the NBC-Universal/Comcast merger and the net neutrality order, we must take a close look at the lobbyists whose influence and political donations inform the decisions that government officials make. In other words, we need to follow the money. If given the opportunity, Truthout would aggressively pursue media-policy-related government documents using the Freedom of Information Act, scrutinize Securities and Exchange Commission filings and cultivate sources in both political and corporate circles to form a comprehensive narrative about the discussions that took place leading up to these historic decisions. 

We are also interested in investigating cross-ownership of radio stations, newspapers and other media, another topic that has received scant coverage, despite the fact that major media conglomerates, such as News Corporation and the Tribune Company, have near-monopoly control in major markets such as New York and Los Angeles. Our reporting would explore the ways in which cross-ownership has narrowed and limited the range of opinion and investigative journalism that reach the airwaves and the printed page, and how such consolidation impacts coverage of hot-button political issues such as health care and climate change.

As cable TV, talk radio and other broadcast mediums develop an increasingly right-wing bent, a debate is mounting over whether Congress should bring back the Fairness Doctrine, ensuring that broadcasters give ample time to multiple perspectives. The FCC abolished the Fairness Doctrine in 1987. But on the heels of the massacre in Tucson, amid discussions about the place of violent, anti-government rhetoric in politics and in the media, Rep. James Clyburn has called for the reinstatement of the Fairness Doctrine. We’re interested in examining the implications of this political possibility: Is the Fairness Doctrine a form of censorship, or is it a reasonable way to promote balanced coverage and minimize extremist rhetoric on the airwaves?

We would produce two hard-hitting 2,500-word investigative reports per month, at least two stories per week covering ongoing developments, and one analysis piece per week around media policy issues.     

5. Please provide a brief overview of your public relations capabilities, including social networking strategies/opportunities, press and ally relationships/contacts and what you could do to promote your reporting through the pilot program.

Over the past year, Truthout has successfully engaged with a variety of social media platforms, including Twitter, Digg, Reddit and Facebook. Between BuzzFlash, Truthout and our individual Twitter accounts, we have more than 40,000 followers on Twitter. We have steadily grown our Facebook audience to the tune of 1,000 new fans per week. Our Facebook shares on most stories reach beyond 1,000, guaranteeing the content goes viral. Two of our recent articles have received 25,000 Facebook shares and 33,000 Facebook shares respectively.

Our social media promotion efforts have not only resulted in an explosive increase in traffic and new readers - they've also generated the attention of mainstream publications and broadcasters. Our stories have been featured in USA Today, Countdown With Keith Olbermann, CNN, The New York Times, NPR and many others. Our large subscriber list also facilitates widespread distribution, and we routinely use “special mailings” to highlight standout stories.

Truthout has working relationships with numerous progressive radio hosts (including a close partnership with Thom Hartmann) and cable news producers. We'd bring our media policy reporting to the attention of these multiplatform partners, ensuring broader dissemination of our reports. Moreover, our Creative Commons license allows other nonprofit media organizations to reprint our stories, and we would encourage widespread republication of our media policy coverage.

6. Would you be willing to collaborate with another TMC member to produce at least one piece of editorial content? If yes, share one broad idea of what kind of collaboration you’d like to explore. 

One key issue that we hope to address with this grant is the impact of lobbyists on federal media policy-related decision-making, and it seems that a follow-the-money-type analysis is ripe for multiplatform collaboration. We'd be eager to collaborate with an organization with a greater capacity for data visualizations and graphics, to demonstrate the relative influence of money on media policy choices in various spheres. Additionally, radio or television outlets could host panel discussions on the topic, drawing in experts and figureheads from all different notches on the corporate/political spectrum. We’ve discussed a potential collaboration with Free Speech Radio News on media policy projects, but would be game to work with any TMC member!

7. Do you have a reporter already on staff or a freelancer identified that covers this beat?

Our deputy managing editor, Jason Leopold and our reporting intern (of about five months), Nadia Prupis, have done significant work on this issue. This grant would facilitate their collaborative efforts on this topic. It would allow Jason to spend more time researching and assigning media policy stories, and would allow us to retain Nadia for at least three months as a media reporting fellow, to work exclusively on media policy-related issues under Jason’s guidance.


