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In the first decade of the Internet explosion, most community newspapers were insulated from online competition, because they offer readers something they can get nowhere else – nitty-gritty local news that is essential, entertaining and evocative of their communities. But that local news franchise is being eroded because readers are spending more time online and have less time to spend with a printed newspaper – or even an online edition. And rural areas, where readers have been slower to use the Internet and broadband service has been less available, are catching up with those in the cities and suburbs. For weekly papers, the challenge of the 24/7 world is the biggest they have faced since losing national advertising to television in the 1950s. How should weeklies handle breaking news? And how closely should community papers embrace the concept of citizen media? Al Cross, a former weekly editor and manager who has returned to his roots after a metro newspaper career and the presidency of the Society of Professional Journalists, will discuss how to protect and expand the local news franchise, use digital technology to do broader, deeper and better journalism, and strengthen connections between your newspaper and the communities you serve.

There’s an old Chinese curse: may you live in interesting times
I was invited to speak here, I think, because of a program I have presented in several places, called Editorial Leadership in Community Newspapers. These interesting times we live in have redefined what editorial leadership is, or can be, but the fundamentals of editorial leadership are the same, and they are HERE.

(discuss)
Notice that two of the top three fundamentals have a strong relationship to digital journalism, which provides new opportunities to have conversations with readers and provide a forum for discussion of public issues.

Today, editorial leadership means using digital technology to do deeper, broader, richer, better JOURNALISM. There is no shortage of seminars and workshops on how to help newspapers make money from the Internet.  But we see and hear little about how community media can use the Web to do better journalism. I believe the digital revolution can bring new breadth and depth to community journalism, and greater connections between a news outlet and its community.

So, I’m not here to tell you how to make money – not directly. But what I do believe is that using digital technology to broaden and deepen your journalism WILL be good for your business. And you shouldn’t be afraid to experiment; after all, as online news guru Dan Gillmor has said, SHOW SLIDE, “The cost of experimenting is approaching zero.”
The digital revolution has had less impact on community news media than on those in metro areas, because most community journalists have a strong grip on their local news franchise; only in a few places have others tried to invade it. In rural places, because Internet and high-speed broadband access is less common, the impact of the Internet has been even less.

But the impact is everywhere, and for weekly newspapers the big hit is still to come. We don’t know how big it will be, but I feel certain we are about to see the greatest change in weekly newspapering since TV took away our national advertising in the 1950s. SHOW SLIDE So we need to start experimenting and changing our ways before the current challenges get closer and new ones come along.
Here are the fundamental reasons I think the impact will be huge: For decades now, Americans have grown more accustomed to getting their news for free: First from radio, then TV, then from the Internet. (I say people get news free from the Internet, because while they pay for Internet access, there are plenty of free news sites on the Internet.) Now, on top of the phenomenon of news for free, is the phenomenon that is already changing weekly newspapering: Americans are increasingly expecting to get their news IMMEDIATELY. SHOW SLIDE
Increasingly, your readers simply will not understand why they have to wait several days to read in your newspaper the local news that they heard about at the grocery, the post office, the bar or the coffee shop. There will be a demand for immediate local news, in the form of text, and someone will fill it. A few radio stations are already doing that, and competing against small daily newspapers. In Seguin, Texas, for several years a radio station has published a colorful mini-tabloid daily newspaper, and now has a newsy Web site. GO TO SITE
What made KWED Radio decide to get into the newspaper business? The owner says the daily left too many things uncovered and seemed to have too many political agendas and too much biased reporting. That’s a warning for every community editor and publisher. Your monopoly status is more in jeopardy than ever. And it’s not just about breaking news, but about community conversations. Topix.net is just the beginning. Anyone can start a discussion forum or blog and start eating into the time that your readers devote to consuming the news and advertising you have to offer.
Here’s an example: the Deerfield Forum serves MORE THAN 7,000 households in southern New Hampshire and has hundreds of contributors. It has probably increased the number of candidates in local elections, as well as voter turnout. Deerfield is between Concord and Manchester; the dailies in those towns saw there was a market, a community, and started zone editions. Now the Forum has a quarterly print edition.
At Placeblogger.com you can find thousands of blogs focused on communities, 143 in New York state alone. GO TO SITE

Lisa Williams, who runs Placeblogger and her own placeblog, on Watertown, Mass., has a lesson for us: She asks, “Why do people read a newspaper? To be connected to other people, to discuss things they have in common, or at least gather information they have in common.” Going digital helps share that information.

Some or most of you know that GateHouse Media has started a Web-only news outlet in Batavia, N.Y., where The Daily News site offers only subscription information and sales of archived news stories. GO TO RURAL BLOG
LET’S LOOK AT THE LANDSCAPE

About 90 percent of weekly newspapers have Web sites, but what’s on those sites varies widely. Some papers still view their sites as a necessary evil; a survey by a professor at Auburn University two years ago founds that only 74 percent of newspapers saw online as complementary and not cannibalizing their subscription base; that means that more than fourth thought it was NOT complementary. I expect those opinions have changed somewhat in the last two years, but I still see too much reluctance to embrace the Web. SHOW SLIDE
And by embracing the Web I don’t mean putting everything in your newspaper online. What I do mean is putting online things that are not in your printed newspaper. We’ll talk about that in a few minutes.
Most weekly newspapers take a selective approach; about two-thirds told the Auburn researcher, Jennifer Wood Adams, that they put about half of their printed stories online.
But what most of them are NOT doing is putting online stuff that is not in the printed paper, such as videos, extra photos, databases, blogs, discussion boards and so on. In the Auburn survey, only 40 percent said they had any exclusive online content, and of the 40 percent that do have such content, the average percentage of original content is less than 10 percent. Only two newspapers reported having at least 50 percent of original content in their online editions. Forty percent of the weeklies were still not putting breaking news online. Sixty percent were still updating their site only weekly, under normal conditions. Only 3 percent were updating five days a week.
SHOW SLIDE We like to tell ourselves that weeklies are fat and happy compared to the sad and shrinking metros, but the latest survey by the Pew Center for the People & the Press found that weekly readership is down to 33 percent this year, from 35 percent in 2006 and 36 percent in 2004. And just as with dailies, the readership is old. Among people 50 and older, 40 percent say they regularly read a community weekly; among those under 25, the figure is only 19 percent.
There’s only so much time

You must think of yourself as competing for the TIME of readers and potential readers.

The expansion of broadband, which delivers streaming video, makes this all the more important.
Arbitron 2003: When average Internet users go from dial-up to broadband, the time they spend reading newspapers falls from 24 minutes a day to 6.6 minutes a day.

For three years in a row, the time Americans spend with media has declined, and it is forecast to do so again this year. It’s only one-tenth of one percent a year, but what’s important is the underlying cause: As more people use digital media, their media usage is more efficient. Fewer people are reading or at least scanning an entire newspaper, and more people are surfing the Web to find things that interest them.
There’s still time, but maybe not much SHOW SLIDE
Broadband expansion remains relatively slow; 55 percent nationwide, about 40 percent in rural areas

Total daily newspaper readership is growing in the top 100 markets because of Internet readership, but five out of eight daily newspaper readers have NEVER visited the newspaper’s Web site

But those people are likely older than average, and they won’t be your customers forever
WHAT YOU CAN DO (NEW SLIDE WITH EACH BOLDFACE)
Daily updates: We live in a 24/7 world. As I said at the outset, more and more people are expecting to get today’s news today. About two-thirds of newspaper readers say they check the Web daily for breaking news. They need to be coming to your site too.
Breaking news: This is often advocated as a traffic builder, which it is, but I advocate it as a way to better serve your readers. Now you can compete with local radio and TV. It’s how small newspapers can be the information hub for their communities. use RSS, e-mail and cell phone alerts to drive traffic to your site.
Events calendars, searchable; in database form, sortable 
Long-form presentations

Canyon Courier in Evergreen, Colo., did “Memories of War” for Veterans Day

(can also do stills with music audio: Midway Messenger

Photo galleries

Upload small versions of high-school sports photos and sell the large versions

This also helps connect you with younger readers

Don’t stop with basketball and football, and don’t stop with sports: concerts, plays, spelling bees, award ceremonies, even classroom projects

This also applies to video

If this poses a staffing problem, look for student photographers who’ll work free or cheap

Look for a student reporter in every high school and every middle school; even some elementary school kids can be good reporters and writers

If you community is like the ones I grew up in, much of community life revolves around school activities, and that makes schools the best place to start citizen journalism

Engaging with students can develop employees of the future

Host the high school student newspaper on your Web site, or provide links to it

Having lots of school stuff on your site is the first step in being “the indispensable place for all things community,” in the words of John Robinson of the Greensboro News and Record in North Carolina.

Don’t limit your site to your own material; share with other papers; this is easy if you’re in a group, and not hard if you’re not. The more information you offer, the more traffic you will have. (We’ll talk about citizen contributions later.)
Source materials

Documents


They’re not always on paper: Brunswick Beacon in South Carolina posted recordings of the county sheriff, indicted on corruption charges, talking to investigators:

http://www.lcni5.com/cgi-bin/storyviewnew.cgi?048+UpdateUpdate.001-200841-11-048-5.Full+UpdateUpdate

pulls back the curtain
Public records: Not enough room in the paper? Put them online and make them searchable
Databases

With interpretive reporting, some of the broadest, deepest and richest journalism anyone can do

Naples Daily News went after data on FEMA recipients (GO TO SLIDE)


No Child Left Behind and other school testing data (Page 97 of NewspaperNext)


Government payrolls, budgets, spending reports, contracts (projects, employment, etc.)
meeting minutes (if the government posts them, use a link; if not, create a niche; allowing citizens to compare the minutes with your stories makes your reporters and city officials both more accountable)
Campaign finance: Use only the data your readers need, for races in which they vote

property valuation records (Des Moines Register’s million-dollar homes, p. 43 of NewspaperNext)

Other Register databases (GO TO SITE)

Asbury Park Press Data Universe (GO TO SITE)

Databases can drive Google Maps


Home prices, crime statistics, sex offenders (BIG traffic numbers)


Gas prices, available from AAA http://www.jacksonville.com/gasprices/index.shtml 


Where the surface waters are cleanest and dirtiest

where you’re most likely to get a parking ticket
Crowdsourcing: reader-driven investigative journalism, or distributed reporting


Also in southwest Florida, (GO TO SITE) the Fort Myers News-Press got into this kind of journalism when it heard from readers that residents of a new housing development were being charged up to $45,000 to connect to the water and sewer systems. Instead of first assigning a reporter to the story, the paper asked readers for information on their personal circumstances.


Within 12 hours, 68 people responded. Within 24 hours, a reader in another country offered up a key confidential document that helped the paper figure out what was going on. It arranged a public meeting on the controversy but let local residents run it. The paper liveblogged the event before publishing a story. In all, more than 6,000 citizens contributed in some way to the project through e-mails, phone calls, and interaction on a specially-created forum site. Retired engineers analyzed blueprints, accountants examined balance sheets, and an inside whistle-blower leaked evidence of possible bid-rigging. The city wound up cutting utility charges by more than 30 percent, an official resigned, and the fees became the driving issue in an upcoming special election of the city council. Gannett quickly exported the model to its other papers.

As Carla Savalli of the Spokesman-Review in Spokane, Wash., wrote, “By working with the community, the newspaper was able to improve its journalism. And perhaps more importantly, the newspaper was able to increase its goodwill by using its power to convene a town hall meeting that citizens on their own may not have been able to arrange.” 


CITIZEN-GENERATED CONTENT

Discussion boards, specialized sites: Parents and moms the most popular; pets in some markets


Maggie Klein has a good idea to start a parenting discussion
Marching bands? (API clinic project)

Some papers have a separate site for discussions, citizen contributions


MyCape.com is site of Cape Cod Tines, capecodonline.com, to which it links back

Examples of citizen content from www.YourHub.com in Denver suburbs (GO TO CD in Adobe) 

Engaging with citizens can be energizing, getting you out of the circle of officials and businesses, and improving your citizenship and social skills; after all, our first obligation is to citizens

Experimentation (remember, the cost is approaching zero)

Dan Gillmor’s fundamentals: openness, collaboration, risk-taking, existing tools


Key to success: the combination of popularity and trust (including reliability: not just accuracy, fairness and independence, but dedication to the experiment, such as frequent updating, and transparency to enhance credibility)

Some early principles, from Northwestern University Readership Center


Different people have different appetites for interaction. To get maximum participation, a site should offer a range of options – from simple activities such as rating content to more challenging ones such as writing a blog


Online community builds audience engagement. Users of newspaper Web sites don’t visit often or long enough for online usage to entirely overcome declines in the print business. Community features can help address this problem. Community conversations are consistent with the mission of newspaper journalism. David Paul Nord, a journalism historian, argues that “journalism as forum” is every bit as important as “journalism as fact.”

Successful online community initiatives require a plan. The plan starts with identifying a target audience and understanding its needs for online commu​nity capabilities. Only then should specific technologies be considered. Social network sites such as MySpace and Facebook have built huge audi​ences, but their lessons for newspaper sites may be modest. They are attract​ing large audiences and considerably more loyalty than newspaper Web sites, but this appears largely to be due to their core audiences of teenagers and college students, who are at a point in their lives when relationships with friends are central to individual identity.

Set the tone: While online conversations can get unpleasant, they can also be successfully moderated and kept on track. Choosing the right technology model, requir​ing some degree of registration and devoting staff resources to online communities are among the key steps to success.

Online journalism requires different headlines: This isn’t a fundamental principle, but an important online technique, from Al Tompkins of the Poynter Institute. Make a front-page promise: Show the reader how they will benefit if they click a link; try to appeal to their core concerns: money, family, health, safety and community

More at www.naa.org/digitaledge/cookbook and Al Tompkins’ site at www.Poynter.org  
Remember the old principles

WHAT NOT TO DO

Unscientific polls: These are by far the most popular interactive feature of weeklies, because it’s cheap to do them and the software is a standard part of most packages. But they give some readers the wrong idea about public opinion, and newspapers should not be in the business of encouraging mistaken impressions. If you feel like you must run these polls, put with them a disclaimer saying that such surveys should not be considered accurate reflections of public opinion.

Go to video

You MUST compete with television and video on the Web, the great time suck that is taking your readers’ time from your product

Can be as simple as posting interviews; every reporter needs one of these SHOW CAMERA

For longer interviews, post audio so it doesn’t take up so much bandwidth and server space

Construction projects

Gary Sosniecki and the asphalt: “When our customers viewed our videos, the perception of our overall product changed.” If you want a one-hour workshop or a half-day seminar on how to go digital, Gary will do it just like I’m doing this one, for expenses.

Don’t worry too much about quality; viewer demand trumps it, and there is now an acceptably lower standard for video from news sites

Cape Cod Times has gone to video in a big way: 5-minute daily Webcast that blends local and national news with offbeat stories and sketches GO TO VIDEO ON SITE

Citizen journalism: going beyond story comments and discussion boards
The Web is not just a way to publish news, it’s a way to gather it

All Americans have a First Amendment right to publish, and now the technology is available to help them do so; and in your community you already have the forum and the technology to let them fulfill this promise

There are some readers who want to participate in the process of gathering news, and many more who will be interested once they see their fellow citizens doing it

Starts with comments on stories, to introduce your readers to interaction: Can give a more complete picture, additional perspectives; there IS such a thing as “collective wisdom.” This may not reveal it, but it will get your community closer to it, perhaps reducing the influence of elites and making community conversations more democratic.

But as has been mentioned already at this conference, not all stories should be open to comment; some just invite trouble, like those dealing with deaths or accidents

Batavia example shows how to build stories online: “Exploring the complexity of community issues as a community” by Howard Owens on The Batavian, paraphrased and tweaked somewhat:

John Dewey discerned that facts only have meaning within perception, and perception is always subjective. That’s why reporters should try to be objective, but also why the news-gathering process should be opened up. Dewey argued that conversations around differing perceptions could help communities make better decisions. About 50 years after John Dewey died, that began to happen, because of the World Wide Web.

As Howard Owens wrote, “Digital communication allows all members of the public -- the press, the politicians, the government agents and the citizens -- to discuss choices, consequences and conditions as equals.  Reporters need no longer be bound by the limitations of print and present just the so-called objective report, but rather explore, examine, raise and answer questions, and start conversations.”

Howard was prompted to write this because of an episode in Batavia, which began when The Batavian’s reporter interviewed a city councilman. (GO TO WEB SITE)

Owens also has some good ideas, I think, for managing online discussions on traditional newspaper sites.

As online discussions grow and management becomes a challenge, consider using “list deputies” who have limited administrative privileges and can take down objectionable comments; GateHouse does this; not such a new thing, really; sort of like rural correspondents who act as filters for their communities; these still exist; they are representatives of the paper but not employees of the paper; the concept should be revived and updated. 

A new way of thinking: the News Diamond (conceived for dailies but applicable to all news outlets)
Paul Bradshaw: “The strengths of the online medium are essentially twofold, and contradictory: speed, and depth. New media technologies are able to publish news faster than the previous kings of speed: TV and radio. At the same time, the unlimited space and time of the web, and its hypertextual and ‘pull’ properties, make it potentially deeper and broader than the previous kings of context and analysis: newspapers and magazines.

(SHOW PROCESS MODEL)

The process model proposes how a large news story might pass through a converged newsroom, from speed to depth, in the following steps:

1. Alert: as soon as the journalist or editor is aware that a story is breaking, an alert is sent out. This might be from their mobile phone, Blackberry, or wifi laptop. Subscribers to text or email updates, a Twitter or Facebook feed, would be notified instantly. This shows you ‘own’ the story; it reinforces your reputation for being first with the big stories; and for the smaller stories, it can provide an opportunity to add personality to your coverage (the ‘what I’m doing now’ approach of Twitter). And it drives readers to your website, newspaper or broadcast. 

2. Draft: too rough for print or broadcast, but perfect for blogs. Backing up the alert, the draft report - like a wire report - gives initial names, places and details - and sources. It is updated as fresh details come in. The draft performs the important role of keeping the ‘Alert’ readers on your site, but it also serves to spread word through the blogosphere, bringing in more readers and helping your search engine ranking. Ideally it will also attract commenters and pingbacks which can add or correct details, or even provide new leads. Frequent updates - for instance linking to other coverage - help to prevent it getting knocked off the top of Google News (which looks for the most recently updated, not the first posted). 

3. Article/Package: in between the two extremes of speed and depth where online excels, traditional print and broadcast media have these strengths: their documentary nature, and the very limitations of their time and space. Their ability to document a ’snapshot’ - an interim definitive account: the 300-word article or 3-minute package - is key to traditional news media’s appeal. The editorial decision that this story was worth a spot is important when compared to the internet’s infinity. At this stage, the draft turns into a package with higher production values, and which could be online, in print, broadcast, or all of those. The timing may be dictated by print or broadcast processes. 

4. Context: back online, that infinite space has an important role to play in providing instant and extensive context: how many times has this happened? Where can I access previous reports? What does that concept mean? How does this scientific principle work? Where can I find more information about this person or organisation? Where can I go to for support or help? Hypertext is central here - the ability to link to a range of documents, organisations, and explanations - both from your own archive and from external providers - in a portal that provides an essential resource. The print or broadcast report may also draw on some of this context, but it should refer to the online resource for more. 

5. Analysis/Reflection: after the report, comes the analysis. For online this may mean gathering the almost instant reaction taking place in the blogosphere in general, on your own blogs and forums, and proactively from the informed and the affected. The person covering the story may reflect on the whole experience on their blog, while podcasts are great for staging discussion and debate. At some point print and broadcast will take one or more snapshots for their production cycles. 

6. Interactivity: interactivity requires investment and preparation, but can engage and inform the user in a way other media cannot, as well as providing a ‘long tail’ resource that generates repeat visits over a long timescale: a Flash interactive may take days to produce but can provide a compelling combination of hypertext, video, audio, animation and databases (they can also be dynamically updated); a forum can provide a place for people to gather and post experiences and information; a wiki can do the same but more effectively. Live chats can allow users direct access to newsmakers, journalists and experts. 

7. Customisation: the final stage should be automatic: the ability for users to customise information to their own needs. At its most basic this might be to subscribe to email, text or RSS updates of that particular story. More advanced services might include social recommendation (’Other people who read this story also read…‘) or database-driven journalism that allows users to drill down into the information: ‘What happened to that street?’; ‘How many cases were there in my postcode?’; ‘What does this tax mean for someone on my wage?’. This means production processes that integrate things like metatagging, and interfaces that can run off a database, and last but not least, a culture that thinks in terms of these possibilities. 

(SHOW DIAMOND)

Just as the inverted pyramid was partly a result of the telegraph, the news diamond tries to illustrate the change from a 19th century product (the news story) to a 21st century process: the story that is forever unfinished. And in the spirit of the ‘unfinished’, Bradshaw says none of these models are final, and invites us to make our own contributions. But his concept has gained wide acceptance.

Let’s look at how the News Diamond applies to a typical mid-range news story, which we will generically name “Public figure makes controversial statement”:

1. Alert: ‘Senator Smith: “stop ‘Mickey Mouse’ degrees”‘ - link to … 

2. Quick draft: gives more detail, and is open to comments and discussion, eventually linking to other blogs. One commenter points out that Senator Smith studied English Literature. Journalist seeks ‘official’ comment to put in the… 

3. Article: Traditional news story, perhaps with blog post comments, that goes in the printed newspaper. 

4. Context: best links taken from blog post comments, as well as full transcript of speech, audio and some mobile phone video taken by one attendee. Tags (’SenatorSmith’) used to link to ongoing coverage and provide an instant ‘portal’. 

5. Analysis: one particularly well informed blogger who linked to the Draft post is paid to write a longer piece for the paper. A commenter - an academic - is invited to a podcast discussion with Senator Smith. 

6. Interactivity: website visitors are invited to ‘attempt an essay question’ from a ‘Mickey Mouse’ degree, giving a real first-hand understanding of what is involved in the subject. 

7. Customisation: an RSS feed or email alert is available for any stories tagged ‘SenatorSmith’ 

A total resources operation

· Help readers live better lives

· Set or at least help define the public agenda

· Have a conversation with readers, provide a forum

· Give voice to the voiceless, speak truth to power

· Always have a cause

