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In early March 2005, Mother Jones, The Nation, and The American Prospect convened a meeting on “Independent Media and the Future of Democracy” at the Pocantico Conference Center of the Rockefeller Brothers Fund.  The meeting was the first time in recent memory that progressive independent media organizations came together to talk about how we could strengthen our collective political effectiveness. About two dozen representatives from the worlds of print, radio, television, and the Internet attended the two-day meeting
. Represented in the room were roughly ten million regular readers, visitors, viewers, and listeners - with a potential reach many times that number.

With an eye on the dramatic changes taking place in how information is produced, distributed and used, we invited Andrew Blau and the California-based Global Business Network to help organize and facilitate the meeting. We felt that Blau’s recent report for a consortium of independent film and video organizations, “The Future of Independent Media,” was directly relevant to our concerns. GBN’s scenario approach to strategic planning was also of great value during the meeting. In advance of the meeting, Blau also conducted interviews with authors Richard Rodriguez and Mike Davis, historian Alan Brinkley, and technology entrepreneur Mitch Kapor. 

Most of our organizations live from deadline to deadline; at Pocantico, we felt it important to look at the long term. The question on the table was this: Given several alternative scenarios that may play out over the next ten years, how can we best organize ourselves to have a dramatically greater impact on the critical political, social and cultural decisions that Americans will face in the near and mid-term future? 

Our intent was to generate concrete actions by the close of the gathering. As a result, we organized working groups to maintain the momentum developed at Pocantico, to refine the ideas generated at the meeting, and to prepare implementation ideas for a follow-up meeting. 

For the time being, Mother Jones is providing staff support. While much was accomplished in two days at Pocantico, even more remains to be done.

Most importantly, perhaps, a new spirit of cooperation emerged from the meeting, which we hope will provide a sturdy foundation for what is to be done next.   

Among the key points discussed at the meeting:

· It is time to develop an infrastructure – and strengthen the existing capacity - for cross-organizational and cross-platform collaboration. 

One of the most striking things about the Pocantico meeting was that many of us had never met one another before - in spite of the fact that most of us have worked in independent media for years. That’s indicative of how much remains to be done to create a strong, effective structure that will facilitate closer cooperation within the independent media network.  We can also build on existing organizational networks. The Independent Press Association and New California Media, for instance, both offer platforms for joint advertising and marketing efforts. 

· Strategic thinking and flexible planning are more important than ever.

In part because we do so little collaborative work, our capacity to conduct ongoing, in-depth, and effective strategic thinking about media and its sociopolitical context is limited. As we went through a day of scenario thinking at Pocantico, we saw that the next ten years could easily be a more turbulent time than the present. Precisely because the future can’t be predicted, and because common sense facts can be trumped by unexpected wild cards and “game changers,” we recognized the need to think about possible futures now. It is the only way to build up capacity to respond flexibly, quickly, and nimbly to history as it unfolds, and to shape a future that inspires us. 

· The independent media network is larger than that represented at Pocantico. 

It’s younger and far more culturally and ethnically diverse than the people in the room at Pocantico. It’s also more diverse in terms of the media platforms that are being put into play, from music and film and video to a whole panoply of emerging digital platforms. As the conversation continues, these voices and perspectives need to be in the room.

· It is time for a real discussion about how to build a progressive media system.
Since the 1960s, the Right has developed a complex media system in which different organizations serve different but related functions. Investment capital and philanthropic contributions have been deployed strategically, not simply to support individual organizations, but to build a self-reinforcing network of organizations that create, disseminate, and amplify core conservative messages. This system has a reach and impact with which we are all too familiar. 

As we discussed at Pocantico, we have no such system, but only fragments of one. This has had at least three consequences. First, the central role that a handful of organizations have performed over the years maintaining a tradition of free-spirited opinion, investigative journalism, and political and cultural inquiry has often been overlooked. Second, until recently the progressive community has not fostered development of mass media distribution channels that enable ideas, messages, and information to reach millions of Americans on a regular basis in a format that they recognize and enjoy. And third, progressives have had a hard time articulating their core values and messages in a compelling, consistent, and effective manner. 

We have seen the consequences of this short-sightedness. The time is ripe for an honest results-oriented discussion between existing independent media content producers, the larger progressive community, and the philanthropic and investment communities. Together, we can take important steps towards building a genuine, effective, and sustainable progressive media infrastructure. 

· Digital technology is transforming our work, and the intersection between media production and distribution, and political action. 

The traditional model for journalism has been the lecture: We (the journalists) tell you (the consumers) what the story of the day is. An entire media industry grew up around this model, a model that is now in trouble. Thanks to the rise of the digital world, people from all walks of life can reach deep into sources of information and produce news, stories, and opinion themselves. Some people call it “citizen journalism” or “grassroots journalism,” but whatever its name, one thing is certain: It’s a new way of doing things that our organizations need to be involved with. It’s not a lecture. It’s a conversation. 

· Is there a shared set of progressive values and outlook? 

We think there is.  We may debate specific policies and political tactics - indeed, that’s an essential part of our collective self-definition - but we also think that there are a set of core values that define us and our deepest aspirations. At Pocantico, we moved this fundamental question to the side so that we could focus on strategy and the future. It needs attention, but we felt there were other, better fora to get at it.
· The relationship between media organizations rooted in the tradition of independent journalism, the Democratic Party, and other political actors needs to be clarified.
The last thing we should expect is for independent media and political actors to fall into lockstep with one another. If there is anything that defines a progressive independent media community, it is as a home for smart, contentious, provocative debate about politics and organizing. How, then, should our organizations interface with centers of political power and action?

Among the ideas that we brainstormed were:

· Our readers/viewers/listeners are our most important asset. Take a page from the best of the blogs: build an online community around independent media based on a new relationship between journalist and reader. Create an online, audience-driven fund for investigative reporting based on community interest in issues, stories, and themes.

· Digitize and pool our combined archival material. Take a look at what’s happening in the world of online computer and technology book publishing, in which publishers bring their materials together and enable university faculty to create course readers with an easy-to-use and affordable interface. We can be the source for progressive curricula.

· Aggregate advertising opportunities. Market the indy media sector to advertisers, not just single platforms. The Independent Press Association and New California Media both have experience in this. Expand barter opportunities. 

· Think like a conglomerate: promote one another on different platforms through smart marketing, content exchanges, etc.

· Build a master list of our readers, subscribers, viewers and listeners. Use GPS technology to map their locations. Organize master marketing plans around this data. Invest for growth in areas where penetration is low.

· Build coordinating institutions. Create a media relations/press representative/booking agent/speakers bureau/media training capacity to serve the entire independent media sector, not just individual organizations. 

· Take advantage of all available media platforms, and think about multi-platform distribution at the content creation phase by collaborating from the beginning. Think: live web streaming, DVDs, digital video recorders, and video on demand plus print, radio, regular television, etc. 

· Create a “road show” that gives people the opportunity to “touch” our work, with events all over the nation, on college campuses and in a variety of communities, with music, fun, and information. 

Among the specific outcomes and actions were:

Projects 

· Coordinating center for media relations/booking/outreach: 

John Halpin (Center for American Progress) agreed to prepare a proposal describing this project.  Doug Kreeger (Air America Radio), Kim Spencer (Link TV), Jay Harris (Mother Jones) and Paul Glastris (Washington Monthly) volunteered to serve on an interim committee to make this happen.  Since the meeting, the Center for American Progress and Washington Monthly have begun work on a proposal for a “Progressive Media Center” – a free-standing, funded, staffed entity to deliver these communications services.   
· Advertising bartering program: 

Robin Hutson (The American Prospect) and Kim Spencer (Link TV) will develop a proposal on a joint advertising bartering program. The objective would be to collaborate with like-minded progressive media groups and leverage all of our combined properties to promote one another in barter arrangement. 
· Master list creation:

Teresa Stack (The Nation) and Becky Bond (Working Assets) will work on the master list project, with the objective of creating a single master file of subscribers, viewers, readers, etc, as a necessary first step towards a joint marketing effort - and to better understand who our audience is, and who it could and should be in the future. 

· Advertising collaborative:

Richard Landry (Independent Press Association) and Doug Kreeger (Air America Radio) are working on a combined advertising sales concept. Landry has suggested IPA and New California Media as two organizations with existing capacity, experience, and reach that could be further developed to function as institutional homes for projects such as these.

· “Bluebox”: 

John Schwartz (Free Speech TV), Jamie Daves (Vox Pop Media), and Michael Tomasky (The American Prospect) are working on the “Bluebox” idea: personal video recorders (PVRs) like TiVo make traditional television scheduling irrelevant.  With the rise of Internet-based high quality video and mass adoption of broadband capability, “untethered” PVRs (i.e., not linked to restrictive cable television sources) can search the whole Internet for content, sweeping traditional TV gatekeepers aside with this “open source” approach. A virtual progressive television network could be brought into being as a result.   
Financial commitments 

At the close of the Pocantico meeting, the Surdna Foundation offered to help support our post-meeting work with a second grant of $15,000.  

Nine organizations pledged $1,000 each to help support an interim communications coordination effort. These organizations include: Mother Jones, The Nation, The American Prospect, Link TV, Free Speech TV, Dragonfly Media, Air America Radio, Washington Monthly, and New California Media.

For the moment, the Foundation for National Progress (Mother Jones’ non-profit umbrella) is functioning as fiscal agent. 

Follow up meetings

· Council on Foundations, San Diego, CA, Tuesday, April 12th: 

The Surdna Foundation has extended an invitation to foundations attending the CoF meeting in San Diego to stay after the closing plenary for a briefing on the discussion at Pocantico and the direction in which we are headed. This briefing is not intended to present a funding pitch for fully developed proposals, but rather to be a sounding board for the organizations as we hone our plans for future collaboration.  
· (Tentative) Center for American Progress, Washington DC., Monday, April 25th: 

To continue the strategic discussion at Pocantico, the Center for American Progress is organizing a meeting of about 25 or so media content producers tentatively scheduled for April 25th in Washington, D.C., to be facilitated by John Podesta. The purpose of the meeting is to focus specifically on strategic direction and needs for this group.  
· Media Reform Conference, St. Louis MO, Friday and Saturday, May 13th and 14th: 

A follow-up meeting will be held in St. Louis during the Media Reform conference organized by Free Press May 13-14, 2005. The agenda for this session is still in discussion, but will likely focus on next steps for implementing ideas generated at Pocantico, updates on progress made since March, other participants who need to be brought into the process, organizational arrangements that need to be made, and opportunities for funding.  

Concluding observations:

It is much too soon to know whether the gathering at Pocantico Conference Center represents a real pivot point for progressive independent media. The work ahead is substantial, and the decisions on how we organize ourselves to reach our goals fundamental. As importantly, our success rests on how effective we are in the short term in engaging other partners in shaping this enterprise - which is nothing less that organizing ourselves to meet the challenges of the new century. Those partners include independent media content producers working in different platforms, or who engage with other communities of interest and identity. Those partners also include the donors, funders, and investors who, through their financial choices, play a significant role in fostering change and shaping its contours. 

This much we know is true: We are far better prepared to engage in this work with one another and with the larger progressive community for having met, talked, and worked together. It’s time to move.
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