Remarks of Mo Mehlsak, editor, The Forecaster, Falmouth, Me., on winning the 2010 Golden Quill award for editorial writing from the International Society of Weekly Newspaper Editors


Thank you Jim and Chad, thank you to our conference hosts from UK and EKU, to Al, Liz, Deb, Lindsay and LuAnn, and congratulations, too, to all the Golden Dozen Award winners.

If bits and pieces of what I’ve prepared sound familiar, it’s probably because you’ve heard similar comments throughout the past few days and at previous conferences. As I’ve learned this week, whether you call it Ice-Wine or Is-Whinny, ISWNE is really all about one thing: community.

I had my first taste of community journalism from a summer job while I was in college. It gave me a solid introduction to the most fundamental kind of newspapering. The editor was married to the publisher, who sold all the ads, I was one of two reporters, everyone did paste-up and the rotary telephone and an IBM Selectric were our most technologically advanced tools.

I covered everything, from town council meetings to stories about native sons home on leave from the military. It was newspapering at its most basic, and when that summer was over, I never imagined I'd ever again work at a weekly newspaper, at the bottom of the newspaper food chain.

Flash forward 30 years. I'd worked for a trade mag covering the auto industry, a 200,000-circulation major metro daily, a 60,000 mid-size daily and a 15,000 six-day paper.

And I was ready to get out of the business altogether six years ago when the new, out-of-state owners of that small daily started demolishing the foundation on which I'd built my career.

When the publisher tells you with a straight face that your reporters must write advertorial copy or you lose one of them so he can add a job in advertising -- that's when it's time to go. So I did.

The same morning I left that paper for the last time I opened my local, free weekly, and found a help-wanted ad for a managing editor. A month later I was back at work, at the weekly. Or as we say at The Forecaster, the daily weekly.

We publish four different editions, with deadlines three days a week, covering three cities and 11 towns in southern Maine, including the state’s largest city, Portland. We compete with four other weeklies and two dailies, plus three TV news outfits and a handful of websites and content aggregators. We have a news staff of 6.5 reporters, a sports editor and me. Our largest competitor sells nearly as many papers a day as we distribute every week. But there isn't a week that goes by when the daily doesn’t follow The Forecaster on something.

That's because we understand our mission. For 25 years The Forecaster has been doing local news and commentary, and high school sports. And when we're done with that, we do more local news and commentary and high school sports. We don’t have wire services or syndicated copy; we do have motivated reporters who cover every town council meeting, and every school board meeting. And everyone, including the president and the publisher, is committed to the mission.

It's very old-school, but it's not all old-school.

Besides those four weekly print editions, we have a website where we post most stories at least a day before they're in print. All of us, myself included, are on Twitter. We're on Facebook. We send daily and weekly e-mail alerts. Our reporters do a weekly Q&A on one of the local TV newscasts. We've embraced the 24/7 news cycle and social media.

Because of the "daily weekly" nature of The Forecaster, and because of our commitment to not only competing with but also beating the dailies, the transition to a weekly wasn't that hard for me. And it was eased when I discovered ISWNE.

One of the things I appreciate most about the society is the Hot Line e-mail list. I posed a question last year that received dozens of responses: whether The Forecaster should use a sitting town councilor as a regular columnist. The overwhelming majority of you – including my new friend Tim Waltner – said no. We did it anyway, but the feedback encouraged us to even more carefully consider what we were doing and what the implications could be.

By the way, the column was so well received that when we put it on hiatus this spring because the councilor became a candidate for re-election, our daily competitor in Portland hired him away – without regard for his candidacy.

I look forward to each month's newsletter, with its examples of editorial excellence, problem solving, advice and encouragement – particularly the frequent reminders that no group is better positioned to be a watchdog on local government than we are.

And these days, with daily newspapers struggling to survive because they have forgotten how to do local news, and because their reliance on wire services and news that's available everywhere on the Web makes them increasingly less vital, our readers are depending on us more than ever to be that watchdog.

Mark Twain once put it this way:

"We are told that our newspapers are irreverent, coarse, vulgar and ribald. I hope that this irreverence will last forever, that we shall always show irreverence for royalties and titled creatures born into privilege, and all that class which take their title from anything but merit."

Chad asked me to prepare remarks that would only take about five minutes to deliver, and I think I’m pushing that. So again, thank you for the Golden Quill, thanks for welcoming me to what I hope will not be my last conference, and thanks for creating a community that proves there’s more fun, opportunity, reward and freedom to do good in community journalism – at the bottom of the newspaper food chain – than there is at the top.

