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Introduction






The problem facing journalism

We have never had so much information and yet we have never been more ill-informed.

The processes of the modern world have delivered vast amounts of news, data and knowledge at the press of a button or a swipe of a screen. At the same time, the same technology that has allowed knowledge to spread rapidly around the world with fewer and fewer restrictions or costs has also allowed lies, misinformation, conspiracies and rumours to spread with the same speed, efficiency and impact. On top of that, it has undermined many of the financial models that have traditionally funded good journalism.

One thing hasn’t changed. People still want reliable information about what is happening in the world.

Are taxes or interest rates going up? Are services to the community being cut? Are social problems being solved or new ones being created? Who is doing something about climate change or air pollution or the road toll? Are we going to war? Is my job under threat? And why is the traffic getting worse in the part of town I live in? This is information we need: accurate, reliable news about the world we live in and the community we are part of.

For the most part, news reporters have traditionally delivered that.

They delivered it by doing the sorts of things most of us did not have the time, opportunity or inclination to do. They sat in the parliaments and council chambers and courtrooms and reported on what was being said and done. They questioned those in power about the decisions they were making or avoiding making. They went out in the streets when there were fires, floods and cyclones and reported on the damage. When people fled from disasters, reporters headed the other way, bearing witness to events that affected us all.

When information was easily available, it was the reporters who trawled through the lengthy reports, analysed the complex financial data or sat through the days and weeks of evidence from inquires and court cases to get to the truth.

When information was hidden or misrepresented by the powers that be, reporters were the ones who sought to uncover what was really happening.

They weren’t the only ones, of course, but they were the ones with access to the means of publication – the newspapers, radio news and television broadcasts we all turned to.

That’s changed, in both good ways and bad.

The good news is that, for many things, you don’t need to rely on the gatekeepers of journalism anymore. You can get your information straight from the source. Weather from the Bureau of Meteorology, sports results from your team’s website, Government policy announcements instantly provided on multiple platforms. If you know how to sort through the information from the disinformation, how to find reliable sources and how to see through the spin, partisanship and self-promotion that pollutes so much of the ‘news’ we receive, the internet has opened a new world of information to you.

The bad news is that few of us have the time or inclination to hunt down, assess and interpret all the information out there and sort the good from the bad. That’s why journalism remains a vital public service, but that public service is running low on money and resources.

Recently, journalism has begun to fail us because the methods we used as a community to pay for it are failing. The companies that used to provide good journalism because it delivered good profits can’t make as much money anymore, and so they are scaling back. Governments around the world are adding to the problem by freezing or cutting the funding they allocate to public broadcasting. It’s become a race to the bottom, with falling profits and falling public funding making it harder than ever to pay for proper, ‘boots on the ground’ reporting for a community that needs it as much as it ever has.

Because here’s another thing: the dirty little secret of the news business is that the journalism itself has never been particularly profitable.

On radio and television, people never really paid for the news of the day. They got it for free, often putting up with the interruption of advertisements for the privilege, but never investing a dollar of their own in it.

They bought newspapers, but primarily because that was how they found out what would be on television that night, what the weather would be that day, and whether their sporting team won. Most importantly, they bought them for the classifieds, so they could find jobs, buy cars and houses and trade other goods. Typically, they paid only a few cents for the privilege – the token cover price was underwritten by advertising profits, the real ‘rivers of gold’ for publishers.

People think the internet changed everything, but when it comes to the news it mostly changed one thing. People still wanted their news and they still got their news largely for free, but much of the money from the advertisements that used to pay for it all stopped going to the news publishers. It went instead to Google and Facebook and YouTube, the classifieds went to websites like eBay and Craigslist, or here in Australia to Domain, RealEstate, Carsales or Seek. Even though some of those sites are owned by news publishers, the revenue is no longer used to support journalism. As a result, the share of classified revenue going to Australian newspapers declined from 96% in 2002 to around 12% in 2018.

You no longer have to pay a token amount for a printed version of a small part of the news to land on your lawn every morning; you just log on and browse all of it on your computer, tablet or phone.

Because of that, the revenue to the big news companies dried up. Notwithstanding pay walls and subscriptions, a huge part of their profits disappeared. As a result, two things happened.

Firstly, on a national and international level, when it came to the big important issues of the day, news providers found a way to minimise expense and maximise audiences. They began to cut back on the expensive business of reporting – lots of boots on the ground attending events and gathering information, digging a little deeper when and where they had to in search of the information no one wanted you to know – and they focused instead on the much cheaper and easier business of opinion. The new model favours loud voices that only need column space or a microphone, unencumbered by research, attention to detail or the winkling out of facts. Pompous bombast and divisive spin will certainly grab attention and telling people what you reckon is so much easier than telling them what you know or what you have taken the time to find out.

Secondly, on a local level, news providers simply closed down or cut back until they were a shadow of their former selves. Small local and regional audiences could no longer justify the resources allocated to them, so the reporters in your neighbourhood that used to attend council meetings, highlight controversial land and property developments or cover local sport and significant community events began to disappear. In their place are emerging news deserts, where more and more communities aren’t properly served by civic journalism. If you still have a local newspaper, congratulations. There are still some out there that do a fine job in reporting on their community. But too many these days are 70% glossy real estate advertisements interspersed with syndicated content, ‘rip and read’ news that requires little effort to gather, and the occasional soft lifestyle feature. They are not engaged, responsive or particularly useful to anyone.

There is no simple, one-size-fits-all solution to the collapse of profitable journalism. And it’s not all disastrous – news organisations still exist around the world and still do a good job with shrinking resources where they can.

But it is at the local level where traditional journalism has been hardest hit, and it is at the local level where the most interesting and important solution is emerging. There is no hard and fast rule about what constitutes ‘local’ or ‘community’ reporting. The common elements, though, are clear. Local reporting is done in the community and for the community. It is owned locally, it is independent, and rather than covering broad issues that affect whole nations or the world, its focus is on local issues for local people. And when it comes to local, community-based journalism, a quiet revolution is under way.

All over the world, people on community and local websites, social media accounts and other platforms are stepping in to provide crucial information to their own communities.

We are claiming back journalism for the community.






A solution emerging for journalism

If you spend any time at all reading about the loss of journalism jobs and journalism funding around the world, you will notice one phrase coming up again and again – news deserts.

These are areas that are no longer served by local newspapers or other media outlets, or where those outlets no longer cover stories relevant to them. Recent estimates are that close to 2,000 newspapers have closed in the United States in the past 20 years and more than 250 in the United Kingdom. Here in Australia, there have been so many news outlets that have closed, merged, reduced services or ended their print editions that at least 30 regional areas across the country are now considered to be news deserts.

In short, people are losing their local news, and as a result they are losing touch with the day-to-day communities they are part of.

We are talking about news at the most basic and essential level – information about local developments, local roads, local crime, local schools and medical services.

But just as this is the space where the loss of professional news outlets has had the most impact, it is also the space where we see a solution emerging.

You might have a local Facebook page that shares information, a website that runs local stories filed by volunteers, or even a simple newsletter pushed into letterboxes. What those services represent is people-power taking over the role of informing the community.

Hundreds of news outlets, often known as ‘hyperlocals’ because they serve suburban or regional audiences, are sharing the kind of information that people used to rely on local newspapers for.

The people who run them or work for them attend local council meetings, pore over development applications, and report on the opening of new shops, schools, services and other local initiatives. Often equipped with little more than a phone, a laptop, time and community enthusiasm, they have become one of the most reliable and trusted sources of independent news and information about the communities we live in.

For growing numbers of Australians, if you are not running a local community news site, then you are posting to it from time to time or consulting it on a regular basis. What’s happening with the traffic lights up on the highway? Are there lots of car thefts in my neighbourhood? My power is off – is it happening to anyone else? What’s the best local school, or pizza place, or leash-free park for dogs? How do I find out more about the new development being planned near me?

This is the reality of local news today. Whether you are helping to deliver it or simply consuming it, you are part of a revolution.

In the United States, there has long been a tradition of alternative and independent media at a local level, but this has been growing strongly in recent years. The Local Independent Online News (LION) Publishers there has over 300 members across the US and Canada, most of them small, community-based news outlets covering their local areas.

Take the example of Tucson, a city of just over half-a-million people in Arizona. The city was left with just one daily newspaper after the Tucson Citizen, the oldest continuously published newspaper in the state, closed its doors in 2009. It was replaced by an online edition that also shut down in 2014.

In its place, a new non-profit independent newsroom called the Tucson Sentinel started up, partly run by former reporters from the closed newspaper and with a mission to deliver high-quality balanced journalism for the community. It describes itself as ‘a bootstrapped start-up, part of a nationwide movement that’s returning local news to its roots’. It also notes that ‘there are hundreds fewer reporters in this city than there were a decade ago’.

The Sentinel offers regular in-depth reporting of local issues on a free website with no pay wall. It runs as a non-profit, covering its costs through advertising. But it also encourages local readers to sponsor it by joining its ‘Watchdog Club’. Members get access to extra information via emails, they are invited to meet and share ideas with the site’s reporters and, as if to emphasise the collaborative nature of modern local community news, members (depending on their level of payment) are called ‘cub reporters’, ‘stringers’ or ‘correspondents’.

Given its location an hour’s drive from the US border with Mexico, the Sentinel has been responsible for leading local coverage on border and immigration issues. Several years ago, it won a national photojournalism award for its coverage of the controversial border wall. It also delivers in-depth examination of local politics and has been praised for its campaign to force public officials to release more information about what they do. In particular, its online reporting led to the disclosure of more information about political campaign spending, and successfully opposed efforts to exempt border protection issues from Freedom of Information requests.

In the United Kingdom, a similar quiet revolution is under way. A survey carried out in the UK several years ago found almost 200 hyperlocal news services, about half of which were run by people with journalism experience or training and the other half by newcomers to the world of journalism. A typical example is Eastleigh News, which began in 2009 in Eastleigh, Hampshire, an area with a population of over 100,000. The principal editorial team are all trained reporters, but the site invites anyone interested to submit stories and ideas that have a local angle and that are consistent with their editorial principles, which include a commitment to accuracy. They refer to the authors of these community-based stories as ‘volunteer community reporters’.

To support these grassroots news start-ups, the respected Bureau of Investigative Journalism launched an initiative in 2021 called The People’s Newsroom. Noting that ‘most UK communities no longer have a daily or regional newspaper to serve them’, the Bureau has committed itself to providing advice, support and cost-sharing to encourage the creation of local news initiatives in communities across the country.

Here in Australia, local news groups are springing up everywhere, using Facebook and Instagram as well as their own websites to create communities of people sharing important local stories. One example in my own neighbourhood in Sydney is In the Cove, an online news service that was started by a dedicated local with no background in journalism, and which focuses on coverage of council politics, developments, traffic and other key issues. The site asks locals to contact it about important community issues they want investigated or reported on.

Other local news groups, like The Terrier in Western Victoria, have been started by former journalists who dedicate their skills to the local community, asking for tips on important issues, uncovering new information and holding local councils and other powerful figures to account in ways that disappearing local papers no longer have the staff or resources to do.

Of course, it’s not just high-income nations where the need for independent local media is being met by the community. In many parts of Asia and Africa, government control and censorship of traditional media outlets means that independent local online news is an important way for people in the community to speak more freely and find out what they need to know.

One of the most famous examples is Rappler in the Philippines, started by the indefatigable Maria Ressa, who went on to win the Nobel Peace Prize for her work in defending a free press. Rappler was started in 2012 by Ressa and a group of other Filipino journalists as a way of delivering relevant public interest journalism via non-traditional platforms, to avoid censorship and control. It has been particularly active in combating fake news, often at great cost for the staff and owners, who have faced legal challenges, repression and attack.

In Indonesia, a similar desire to uphold the ideals of public interest journalism led to the founding of Project Multatuli, a collective of senior reporters who formerly worked for major mainstream publications. With the help of philanthropic funding, the project runs a website dedicated to ‘giving a voice to the voiceless, spotlighting the marginalised and reporting on the underreported’.

While these examples are more national than local, they have a strong commitment to independent news that is relevant to the community. More generally in Indonesia, the rise of social media platforms has also led to a dramatic growth of local news businesses, often set up for profit and run by small teams of locals. However, given the tight control the Government in Indonesia often exercises on the media, partly as a way of promoting and enforcing community and ethnic harmony, these new independent sites are vulnerable in several ways. Firstly, the lack of official recognition means they do not have any of the protections that official media outlets have in terms of their rights to free speech and free expression. Secondly, the pressures on them to survive and earn a basic income means they can be susceptible to disinformation and sensationalised clickbait. Finally, politicians and other powerful interests are all too ready to try to influence and control them, using them to deliver their own messages and act as fronts for their political campaigns. But despite all these pressures, the demand for reliable local information is strong and there are growing numbers of sites keen to meet that demand.

The better examples, like the Tangerang News in the province of Banten, focus on fact-based reporting that provides reliable information and avoids becoming too political. It describes its readers as ‘politicians, professionals, employees, entrepreneurs, students and housewives’ and maintains broad, fair and unbiased coverage of local issues designed to cater for everyone.

For the most part, the small, local, community-based nature of these news services is key to their survival. That’s clear when you consider the fate that befell OhmyNews, an online news service in Korea that was one of the pioneers of citizen journalism in Asia. It was founded in 2000 with the motto ‘every citizen is a reporter’ and relied on contributions from an army of citizen reporters across the country. It quickly became an influential source of public interest news, before becoming too unwieldy and expensive to survive. Within ten years, it had been forced to change its format and stop reporting news, since the process of verifying and checking the vast amount of content became too great. It now survives largely as a blog about citizen journalism rather than as a source of news itself.

Since then, the news sites that have performed best have been the ones that remain local and strongly connected to the community, with reporting that is relevant and fills a growing gap in the local market.

It would be a grave mistake, though, to think that local journalism covers only routine or mundane things – the ‘small stuff’ that doesn’t matter. Local stories are not insignificant stories.

In the small Californian city of Vallejo (population just over 120,000), the independent local news site Open Vallejo won a national journalism award for its exclusive coverage of corrupt conduct among the city’s police, some of whom were celebrating their fatal on-the-job shootings with backyard barbecues, beers and special markings on their police badges.

In Bristol in the United Kingdom, a local, volunteer-run, crowd-funded journalism site called The Bristol Cable ran a five-year investigation exposing the use of slave labour by one of the biggest and most popular operators of ice-cream vans in the city.

And here in Australia, The Terrier news site in Warrnambool spent several years consistently reporting on a range of allegations involving a major aged care provider in the region – everything from concerns over staff bullying, expansion of the business into expensive new areas and a failure to properly involve community representatives in what was meant to be a community-run business.

These are major stories on important issues being exposed by new community-based news outlets. In many cases, stories that were broken first by local outlets were subsequently picked up and followed by the bigger traditional news providers.

If these new local news providers are not run by trained reporters, they are run by others eager to step into that role, to take on the responsibility of providing reliable news to their neighbours and friends.

What this grassroots revolution in news has lacked until now has been recognition, support and advice. It’s time for that to change, and this book aims to be part of that change.

The role of a news reporter, whether at a local, national or international level, is to arm people with the information they need. With this new role come new responsibilities. If you want to be part of the solution rather than part of the problem, you have to ensure that the news is as good as it can be – that it informs people rather than misinforming them.

This book is a practical guide on how to deliver local news well.

It won’t tell you how to make money from news, or how to master the technology of content delivery. Advice on that can be found elsewhere.

It will tell you how to report, how to deliver information to the community. And the information contained here will help you regardless of whether you are a seasoned journalist who needs to remember why good reporting matters, or a newcomer trying to report for the first time.

If you have ever contributed to or run a community website, a local news outlet or an open space where people can share information, this book is for you.

If you have ever searched those places looking for reliable information, this book is for you too.

And if you are already an experienced reporter with months, years or even decades in the business, this book is for you as well. It will take you back to the fundamental principles, practices, and ideals that, hopefully, attracted you to the job in the first place.

In short, this book is for everyone who believes that accurate, reliable information is important. In simple, clear language, this book will tell you what good reporting is, how to do it, and how to recognise it when you see it.
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