The Statehouse Hub
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In recent years, public radio’s presence in the nation’s statehouses has become more important than ever.  With commercial television almost totally absent from legislative coverage and newspapers slashing costs and closing capitol bureaus, public radio has become a primary means by which citizens keep tabs on their state government.

There are approximately 42 NPR statehouse reporters in 33 states (see attached chart.) Yet these reporters are poorly supported, and their skills underutilized.  Many go days without an edit.  Their work is often thought of as a way to “fill the bin” and not as material that could be featured and could distinguish public radio.  Even the NPR system itself sometimes overlooks capitol journalists, who are now among the most experienced in the network.

NPR’s Local News Initiative (and surveys of both reporters and editors) has shown that lack of editorial oversight was the single most important obstacle to improving the quality of reporting in public radio.
· While conditions vary from state to state, many capitol reporters are not sponsored by a single station and therefore have no single news director to whom they answer.  Most work by themselves, in newsrooms full of print reporters, and therefore are practically alone among public radio journalists in being unable to make use of peer editing.

· Statehouse reporters have a lot to learn from each other, but they are not communicating with each other.  California’s governor has proposed near-universal health care.  Which other states have done the same?  New York’s reporter may not know much about California’s plan.  S/he may not even know whether a reporter in California has been assigned to cover it!  

· Despite the high occupancy rate, high expectations and relatively high profile of the statehouse beat across the network, little training is provided.  Many capitol reporters, as the system’s free agents of sorts, don’t have sponsors to the PRNDI, RTNDA or Capitolbeat conferences and, in fact, are not members of these important groups.  Someone needs to advocate for them.

· The talent and experience of the nation’s public radio state government reporters often goes unmentioned, which is surprising given the sometimes sizeable investments made by stations in maintaining a bureau.  

Local News Initiative (LNI) Hubs are tools by which certain focused local journalism can be lifted from isolation; coordinated across state lines; improved; and, eventually, promoted as a powerful asset of the public radio system.  A Statehouse Hub could address many of the problems described above by providing editorial and research support and guidance to capitol reporters and the stations that carry their work.  The Hub could also facilitate communication across the state capitals; identify training opportunities; and assist state government journalists in interacting with programmers, finding out what stations need and want, and promoting individual and collective output.  Service to multiple stations would be an important component of the Hub.  Most capitol reporters feed their work to several stations in markets across a given state.  This Hub could make an immediate difference, affecting the quality of journalism aired on many stations in many states – having a national impact while retaining a local, regional, and state focus.

With this in mind, WITF requests a planning grant from NPR’s Local News Initiative to assess quantitatively and qualitatively the need for such a Hub.  The project will explore what can be done to support and strengthen the work of public radio statehouse reporters around the country.  Public stations devote considerable airtime and resources to the coverage of state legislatures and governments because of the impact this level of government has on citizens' lives.  Improvements in this area would have the potential for high listener service impact.

We will reach out to those who cover this important beat by designing and conducting a national assessment survey of capitol reporters and budget decision-makers followed by up to two meetings to discuss the survey results to determine what, if any, next steps should be taken.  The survey results will be used to shape meetings of statehouse reporters to further discuss what they need most in tools and strategies to strengthen their editorial capacity, research support and connectivity.  If warranted by the planning phase, an operational phase to implement a statehouse Hub will be considered.
Both reporters and station decision-makers will be surveyed to determine the needs of different groups of reporters in training and interaction.  There are several different types of statehouse reporters: full-time reporting on full-time legislatures; part-time reporting on full-time legislatures; and part-time reporting on part-time legislatures.  We agree with NPR that it is essential to engage both those who are full-time reporters and get regular edits as well as those working with little or no editorial support.  Our survey might show that this is a logical grouping for the two meetings, or that those involved might more clearly be divided by geography or other type.  The planning phase allows us to respond to such information as perceived need and willingness to participate.  

Planning activities would include:

1. Assessment Survey: The survey would be sent to all of the statehouse reporters we have identified on the attached chart as well as budget decision-makers.  We anticipate developing a questionnaire with approximately 25 questions in four categories: reporters; their bureaus; their coverage portfolios; and their networks.  Sample questions include:

· Do you get an edit?

· Do you work remotely?

· Are you doing reports that feed other stations?

· Are you doing reports for NPR or any other national networks?

· Do you have any connections to others doing this work inside or outside your own legislatures?

· What, if any, training or conferences do you attend?

Ideally, NPR Bureau Chiefs would review the survey before it is sent out.

An incentive in the form of a drawing (e.g. for a pair of Bose headphones) would be provided to potential survey respondents.  We would aim for at least a 75% response rate and follow up with phone conversations with at least 50% of those prior to the meetings.

2. Meetings:  WITF would arrange up to two meetings, most likely held at WITF, but based on the geographical location of respondents, possibly holding one elsewhere in the country to discuss needs and aspirations for best practices, training and connectivity.  Our preference is to hold the meetings at WITF’s new Public Media Center as the essence of the Hub is peer-to-peer interaction and therefore the PMC, where much of the editorial and reporting “action” takes place, would be a logical and appropriate location.  In addition, holding the meetings at WITF would incur no rental costs and Harrisburg has very reasonable hotel rates.

As per the attached timeline, we plan to complete this project by the end of 2007.  The convening meetings will most likely be held in mid November or early December (before or in between the holidays); before election coverage begins; and taking into account other conflicting industry conferences.
Under the direction of WITF President and CEO, Kathleen Pavelko, Scott Gilbert (FM News Director) will be responsible for the development and analysis of the survey, as well as organizing the convening meetings.  Scott came to WITF in 2003 from Associated Press Radio, where he held jobs including desk supervisor, wire editor and network anchor. Under his leadership, WITF-FM has been awarded with three Edward R. Murrow Awards over the past two years.  We will be hiring a new statehouse reporter in the next two to three months and that person will work closely with Scott on this project.

With its easy access to Washington, NPR, the Northeast, the Midwest and the South, its expertise in state capitol reporting, and its new Public Media Center, WITF is exceptionally well-positioned to develop the survey and conduct the planning meetings, as well as follow-up with the development of the Hub should that be warranted.
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Six Month Proposed Timeline

July 2007:

--Survey developed and submitted to NPR Bureau Chiefs for review

August 2007:

--Survey sent to statehouse reporters and budget decision-




makers

September 2007:
--Survey responses gathered and analyzed




--Meeting agenda developed




--Invitations to meeting sent out

October 2007:

--Meeting agenda and arrangements finalized

November 2007:
--Meeting I

December 2007:
--Meeting II

