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This report focuses on the following issues and trends in Community Media:

· How other stations stay in touch with their viewers.

· Trends in local news coverage by other stations.

· Fundraising/ Earned Income strategies that have been successful

· New technology and the web

My report is based on information gathered at the ACM International Conference in Washington DC, the ACM West Conference in Denver, and a survey done through the ACM e-mail listserve.

How other stations stay in touch with their viewers
Not surprisingly, staying in touch with viewers is a challenge for Community Media organizations.  The most common approach seems to be to do a periodic survey, which can be expensive and time consuming.  There are, however, a few noteworthy trends.

Denver Open Media is staying in touch with viewers by allowing them to influence the programming of channels through a voting process.  Viewers can cast votes for their favorite programs and the most  popular programs get more airtime.  They are in the very early stages of the project so at this point it’s too early to say whether they’ve been successful or not.

Another method that seems worthy of exploration is the use of e-mail and e-mail newsletters.  I’m not sure how widespread it is, but I know of some stations that use e-mail to send out programming highlights and encourage feedback.  I think the success of this really depends on the ability to gather viewer e-mails.  One station I talked to sends the program highlights to their member e-mail list and also solicits feedback that way.  This is a strategy that business and other types of non-profits use so it seems worthy of exploration.

Trends in Local News Coverage
My research into local news coverage indicates that production of news programming by community media stations is more the exception than the rule.  An undertaking like this is resource intensive, both in terms of money and person hours (paid and volunteer).  That said, a number of stations have done it successfully, and it can be done.

The stations that have done this successfully have done so by combining the efforts of volunteers and staff.  I haven’t been able to find one station that produces a news program that is completely produced by a paid staff.  Typically what happens is that local residents (members) will receive training from staff members and then volunteers do the bulk of the work with staff guidance.  Sometimes programs are done in partnership with a local college journalism program.  Journalism students become the on-air staff.  When programs are done this way, the organization maintains editorial and production control.  Even though volunteers are used, it is a production of the station, not a public access production.

Doing a “news magazine” program that includes numerous pre-edited video packages is by far the most resource intensive program to produce.  Far more common is a newscast type of program where local news is read by an anchor.

The use of volunteers makes a program like this financially possible but in some cases stations have also sought out and found underwriters to help cover the cost of production.  This would certainly be a possibility for us.

One definite trend nationwide is toward the promotion of what people are calling “citizen journalism”.  “Citizen journalism” promotes the idea that ordinary people, who are not professional journalists, can participate in the act of collecting and disseminating the news.  I have identified at least two community media organizations in the US that are pursuing this model.  Cambridge Community Television has launched a program called NeighborMedia, now its second year, that provides training and resources to enable local residents to cover their neighborhoods. Participants receive training in using web-based forms of media to cover their neighborhoods. The resulting end product can take many forms (ex. blog entry) and is not necessarily a television show.    Grand Rapids Community Media is looking to start a program to establish neighborhood news bureaus.  The idea is that people will use audio, video, and blogging to file news reports to neighborhood news websites.  A central site will aggregate content city-wide and then GRCM will combine video stories for cablecast on their channels.

The biggest challenge I see to launching a  regular news program at Community Television is content creation.   News gathering can be a very time-intensive enterprise and this is a significant barrier.  Cambridge Community Television’s NeighborMedia offers a possible model for us.

NeighborMedia is a program that utilizes the skills of local residents to tell the stories of Cambridge, Massachusetts.  Each year, a group of local residents is recruited to act as “citizen journalists” to cover the news.  This year they have a group of 12 individuals.  About half are professional journalists and half are non-professional.  All participants receive training in video production, blogging, vlogging, etc.  They commit to a year of participation during which they files stories on their blog on the CCTV website and create their own programs for cablecast on CCTV’s cable channels.  This year each participant received a loaner Flip Camera (see www.theflip.com for more info) for use during the program.  The group meets once a month to access progress.  The program is funded by a grant from J-Lab (The Institute for Interactive Journalism).  For more information on NeighborMedia, visit www.cctvcambridge.org/neighbormedia. 

Fundraising/Earned Income Strategies
Not surprisingly, many stations across the country are facing new challenges when it comes to funding.  Many have been forced to be far more aggressive about pursuing funds than they have been in the past.  For the moment, Community Television is in a far better position than the majority of stations in the country.

At the conference I heard a quote about fundraising that resonated with me:

“Fundraising is the strategic pursuit of low hanging fruit.”

My recommendation would be to follow this as our fundraising/ income generation mantra.

Grantwriting
In the world of Community Media, when it comes to grantwriting, partnerships are what it’s all about.  Many stations have found that the most effective way of getting grant funding for projects is to partner with other local non-profits.  For example, very few funders directly fund production but they might fund projects in conjunction with other non-profits that address a particular need (healthcare, literacy etc.).   This is the primary approach that many stations are taking and is one that I would recommend for Community Television.

Another approach that I think is worthy of exploration is to ask local funders (Community Foundation, etc.) to fund our services to non-profits.  Local foundations exist to serve non-profits in the community and since we do so much for non-profits, it’s a natural match for us.

Other important things to note about grant funding:

· The vast majority of grants given in the non-profit world are to fund the start up of programs rather than ongoing operational funding.

· Foundation funding represents about 1.5% of total funding for non-profits.

· What funders look for:

· High-quality programs that meet a need in the community

· A track record of effective program delivery

· Capable leadership

· Strong organizational and financial infrastructure

Over the last year or so, some within the organization have advanced the opinion that grant funding should be our highest priority when it comes to bringing in new funds.  While grant funding can be an important source of funding when approached in the right way,  it should be considered as just one piece of the puzzle as we look to diversify our funding.

Earned Income
At the Denver conference I heard another statement  that I think should be a guiding principle for us when we think about how to fund our activities:

“The best money to have is the money you earn.”   C. Davis Fischer, Foundation Center

C. Davis Fischer, who led one of the workshops I attended at the conference in Denver, advised conference attendees to think first about how you can earn money.  Increasing earned income as a strategy makes absolute sense because it doesn’t come with strings attached the way grant funding does.  You can use it for whatever you want, depending on organizational need.

When it comes to fundraising and earned income, the clear trend is the same in the world of Community Media as it is in the non-profit world--  look at what you do well and try to generate income from it.  For community television stations, this means things like:

· Offering increased production services as a source of new income

· Offering consulting services to other organizations (ex. advising and installing switching system for local city councils, etc.)

· Summer Youth Media Camps

· Expanded class offerings

· DVD duplication services

· Reselling broadband

· Renting facility out

· Providing IT/Web services to non-profits

· Custom trainings in media/technology for local organizations

One successful example of income generation is the Summer Youth Media Camp offered by the People’s Channel in Chapel Hill, North Carolina.  Now in its 3rd year, the camp offers 4 two-week sessions in the following areas:  Narrative Production, Studio Concepts & Production, Documentary Production, and Animation Production.  They charge $500-$600 for each two-week course.  They have been able to attract $8,000-$12,000/ year in funding for scholarships from a local foundation and private donors.   People’s Channel Executive Director Chad Johnston says that the camp works well as a money maker because many Chapel Hill parents are well heeled enough to send their children to a camp like this.

If we’re going to be successful at increasing earned income at Community Television, I think it’s going to take a cultural shift within the organization.  Many think that because we’re a non-profit we can’t make money at anything.  As our PEG fees decrease, we can’t afford to be shy about making money where we can.

Fundraising

Before I came to Community Television, I successfully raised funds for Santa Cruz Actors’ Theatre.  I was successful because I followed what is perhaps the most important lesson in fundraising:

“The number one reason people give is because they are asked.”

This principle is in operation across the country at other community media organizations who are are not as well funded as we have been.  Ways that community media organizations successfully ask include:

· Underwriting

· Membership Drives

· Annual Campaigns

· On-air pitch during popular programs like “Democracy Now”

Based on my research, underwriting in the world of Community Television can be successful, but it takes a longterm investment.   It is a labor-intensive effort that doesn’t necessarily result in immediate returns.   Access Sacramento Executive Director Ron Cooper told a story at the Denver conference about his experience.  He said that in order to be successful with underwriting you need to have the mentality of a salesman, which is not something that is very common in the non-profit world.  He said that one year Access Sacramento spent $18,000 to bring in $6,000.  Access Sacramento does not pursue underwriting for this reason.  Others, like Grassroots TV in Aspen, Colorado, have been much more successful.  I’m not sure that underwriting is the lowest hanging fruit, but it definitely hangs low enough to be worth considering.  It can be done and I think it needs to be part of our strategy.

In terms of fundraising strategy, it seems that the first place to start is with those who know and love us already.  This includes board members, members of the organization, members of the community who know about us but aren’t members, and viewers who highly value our programming (Democracy Now, Government meetings, etc.).  Many stations have been successful with this approach and it’s one that’s proven.  One of the chief benefits of the approach, besides the fact that it results in income for the organization, is that it shows the community and other potential funders that we are supported by the community.  Right now it is difficult to demonstrate that kind of support even though we are highly valued by many in our community.

New Technology and the Web
The message here is clear.  We are living in a new media world and television is old media that is quickly being transformed by the new.  Here are the trends and principles that I have collected from attending the last two conferences and following the ACM listserve:

· Even though funding comes to us through agreements with cable companies, the consensus is that it’s okay to delve into other areas (offering video on the web) as long as the primary beneficiary is the cable subscriber.

· The web is seen as a way to expand audience and serve wider community (those who don’t have cable).

· We are quickly moving toward the convergence of television and the web. Watching TV is going to be like going  to a webpage.

· We should be teaching members and staff to create using new media techniques (blogging, vlogging) in addition to television production.

· Trend is toward using social networking (MySpace, Facebook, Ning, Twitter, etc.) to promote organization, reach new audiences, and build a group of followers.

· Younger people embrace new technologies and ways of communicating very quickly, we must learn to do so as well.

· In competing with YouTube, etc. focus on your strength--  the fact that you are local.  If you stay local, you give them something they can’t get anywhere else.

· Develop  excellent training programs that help to improve quality of local producers work, whether that work ends up on the local community media channels or YouTube.

· Strive to be a “trusted aggregator”, a collection site for news and views on your local area.

· Start thinking of bandwith instead of channels.  The digital age has enabled the expansion of usable bandwith.
