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I. Introduction: Learning from Recent History

What should a public-interest communications policy agenda look like and how do we get there?

To build the answers to this question, researchers, advocates, political organizers and funders concerned with media and communication rights have been forming meetings, coalitions and networks. One such initiative is the current Social Science Research Council (SSRC) "Necessary Knowledge" project bringing together advocates and academics to advance cross-sector collaborations for a "democratic public sphere".
 

Several of us in this SSRC project have been involved over the past five years with other formations that have differing priorities yet similar goals of knowledge-sharing, strategic alliances and collective action for transforming the media system:

· Action Coalition for Media Education (ACME): 300+ members, US-based - founded 2002
· Communication Rights in the Information Society (CRIS) Campaign: 300+ members, global) - founded 2001
· OURMedia/NuestrosMedios: 250+ members, global - founded 2000
· The Media and Democracy Coalition: a new alliance of 30 US-based nonprofit organizations, coordinated by Common Cause and other national public-interest groups - initiated 2005
 
Other network formations include Indymedia (Independent Media Centers, IMC), founded in 1999/2000 with now over 150 centers around the world and the Media Justice Network, currently in development, founded in 2003 by 13 US-based grassroots organizing groups focused on issues of race, class and marginalized communities.
This paper seeks to contribute to the development of these groups by providing perspectives, insights and oral history reflections from advocates and academics who were involved with earlier large-scale coalition and network projects of the past decade.

Throughout the 1990s, as the wealth of potential for new communications technologies burst into our lives, the neo-liberalist agenda was on the rise and global culture was becoming increasingly dominated by multinational corporations. It was during this time that media activists and public-interest advocates in the US and worldwide launched several new networks and coalitions with many of the same goals as our current endeavors: to build alliances, advocacy strength and collective knowledge for media and communications systems that serve authentic democracy, social justice and human rights.  Highly energized, these initiatives had the endorsement and participation of a large number of international and national (US) groups, scholars and leaders concerned with media and communications. 

But by 2001, three of the major efforts -- the Telecommunications Policy Roundtable, the Cultural Environment Movement, and Videazimut -- had essentially disappeared, collapsed or fizzled out. Two others -- the APC Women's Networking Support Programme and the Free Expression Network -- have remained strong, but with almost no remaining ties to the US for one and little connection to media policy reform for the latter.

What happened? Where are the lessons? What can we learn about coalition-building, networking, academic-advocacy alliances and unifying frameworks? Where are the "best practices," "red flags," wisdoms and insights that these efforts can provide us through hindsight on their success and failures?

Based primarily on in-depth phone interviews conducted in February-March 2005, this paper is an attempt to recall some of that recent history. It seeks to extract lessons, suggestions and inspirations from case studies and the experiences of the leaders and members who were involved. The focus here is on big themes of structure and leadership, the issues of power and participation that emerged over and over as interviewees talked about what worked and what didn't in their networks and coalitions.

The interviews were used together with a number of written reflections from network and coalition members. Interview preparation and subsequent follow-up research included a review of documentation and archival material from the networks and coalitions. This paper draws from the personal perspectives, experiences and wisdom of organizers and activist-scholars to provide an initial exploration of some key considerations that might be taken up by today's coalition- and network-builders. It was revised with the input of several reviewers as well as comments from the advocates and activists who participated in the April 2005 workshop held by the Social Science Research Council: "Necessary Knowledge for a Democratic Public Sphere." 

The research for this paper focuses on five coalition and network organizations that emerged in the 1990s, three US-based and two international.
 First there is a brief overview of the lifespan, membership and activities of each group profiled and then an in-depth discussion of the themes that emerged from the stories told by interviewees. 

Coalitions and Networks Born in the 1990s

The Cultural Environment Movement (CEM) began in 1991 with the work of media content analyst and noted scholar George Gerbner and was officially launched at a founding summit in 1996. Coalition membership at peak included more than 250 organizations and more than 6300 individual supporters from every state in the U.S. and 57 other countries on six continents. The coalition produced two large conferences in the U.S. (1996, 1999), a summit at UNESCO in Paris in 1999, a website (now offline), two issues of a newsletter and email discussion list. CEM also helped promote and popularize the internationally developed "People's Communication Charter."

STATUS: Essentially inactive by 2001. 

The Telecommunications Policy Roundtable organized in 1993 as a regular monthly meeting in Washington, D.C. to address public-interest telecommunications policy issues.  It developed a statement of principles and a set of working committees on topics such as outreach, legislative updates and model legislation. Email discussion list added in 1994 broadened membership to public interest advocates and academics outside D.C. Founded by advocates at the Center for Media Education, TPR had attendance of 50 to 75 people at meetings and more than 100 organizations were identified as members. 

STATUS: Meetings ended at some point in 1999-2000 and activity on the email list petered out in 2001. The host of the email list (and archives) recently announced plans to close down the list unless an alternate home emerges.

Videazimut, a global coalition founded in 1990 by eight scholars and practitioners of alternative, democratic and participatory video and television from Canada, Brazil, Italy, Mozambique, Hong Kong, Peru, South Africa and India. By 1998 the voting membership of Videazimut included 91 members in nearly forty countries, representing more than 12,000 grassroots video producers, media activists and researchers. The coalition organized a number of regional international gatherings around the world as well as online "virtual conferences", issued declarations and action plans on the right to communicate and democratic media/ICT policy, published books and a multilingual newsletter and conducted research and training programs in video and television production and advocacy. 

STATUS: The Secretariat disbanded in 2000 and moved to a temporary home. Activities ceased in 2001. 

Free Expression Network (FEN), founded in the US in 1991. Sixty-five organizational members, including arts, library, church, civil liberties and industry groups with a shared commitment to the First Amendment right of free expression. Designed for information-sharing, strategy-building and alliance opportunities although FEN does not take policy positions or seek consensus on issues. Housed and supported by the National Coalition Against Censorship; no independent funding at this time. Four in-person meetings per year with 25-50 attendees, plus an email discussion list of 60-80 people, both are private, for members only and all communications are "off the record." Has also produced a "newswire" of alerts and press releases from members. 

STATUS: Still active. 

APC Women's Networking Support Programme (APC WNSP), founded in 1993, part of the Association for Progressive Communications. Membership is more than 100 women from 35 countries, all working in the fields of information and communication technologies (ICTs) and gender issues. Activities and planning primarily take place online, via email, discussion lists and real-time text and voice "chat," supplemented by occasional in-person meetings at relevant events. Independent funding, which has not always been available, supports the work of a small staff that also operates virtually while the majority of the network activities, including policy advocacy, evaluation, research, training, information-sharing and member support, are carried out through the national and regional networks that are part of the overall structure.

STATUS: Still active.

This is by no means a comprehensive list of coalitions and networks focused on media democracy and communications rights. Other, older and more longstanding networks which have had significant influence and could provide insights for current organizers include the Association for Progressive Communications (APC), the International Women’s Information and Communication Service (ISIS), the Latin American Women Communicators network and the World Association of Community Radio Broadcasters (AMARC). (Thanks to Dorothy Kidd of University of San Francisco for these suggestions.)
II. KEY THEMES: POWER, PARTICIPATION AND PROCESS

This report emerges from nearly fifteen hours of interviews with advocates and academics who participated and led networks/coalitions throughout the 1990s, plus seven additional first-person assessments written by members of those groups. Consistently, their reflections highlighted concerns as well as successes in the areas of governance, inclusion, democratic process and member engagement. The stories and perspectives shared by interviewees are grouped together here around these main themes, with the intention of giving contemporary coalitions and networks some case studies and insights to help think through and work through these issues. 

1. KEY THEME: Success from working together

When asked about the successes of the networks and coalitions, all participants reported that the experiences were fundamental in shaping their own work, vital for information-sharing and effective at strengthening essential relationships in the field. The primary areas of accomplishment did reflect the general goals of the groups overall, even if some groups fell short in particular aspects: 

1.1 Articulated a Unifying Frame

One of the objectives of past coalitions -- and of current efforts, including the SSRC project -- has been to generate an overarching framework to link different types of media work and communications values together across diverse issue areas and change strategies. Every group reviewed here developed a set of principles and theories that were used, in part, to define the membership. Some participants in the Cultural Environment Movement reported that the group gave them a very effective way to evangelize others about media issues and move certain critical concepts into public discourse. Interviewees who worked with the Telecommunications Policy Roundtable credit the group with giving a visible identity and reality to the notion of a public-interest constituency on telecom issues within the federal policy arena. For Videazimut and APCWNSP, the regular re-articulation of values and concerns became tools for advocacy. CEM was also a major launching space for the People's Communication Charter, a global document that some have praised as a useful articulation of core public interest values around media and communications, though others have warned may be too detached from action.

1.2 Created Connections

The cross-cultural connections established through Videazimut were reported by veteran grassroots video activists as key factors in the development of community television and media activism in South Korea, Brazil, the US and around the world. The personal connections developed between peers from different countries and across North-South divides were described as profoundly successful outcomes of both Videazimut and APCWNSP. Participants from TPR and the Freedom of Expression Network both report that their coalitions directly led to new alliances and joint efforts as groups working on one issue recognized their stake in other debates. Former members of the Cultural Environment Movement say that group had a profound impact on their own media-system analysis and created an informal network of activist-scholars that exists to this day. 

1.3 Supported and Educated Members

For the individuals involved, the support provided by peers through the global networks of Videazimut and APCWNSP has been acknowledged as essential for the perseverance of individual members through the political challenges and isolation they regularly faced in their own environments. Several members of the Cultural Environment Movement spoke of their experiences with that group as transformative for both career and personal development; they met people who would become deeply influential in their thinking about media and politics. Similarly, the Telecommunications Policy Roundtable was particularly valuable for members who were young or new to advocacy; interviewees reported that the TPR experience directly shaped their current understanding of the complexities of alliance and advocacy. Another former TPR member noted that the Roundtable enabled academics to introduce some new ideas around civic networking into the D.C. public interest community.

1.4 Made an Impact on Policy 

Texts and declarations developed through Videazimut and the models shared from one country to another became effective tools used by members in local policy contexts around the world, said former interviewees. The leaders of the Telecommunications Policy Roundtable in the US believe that their work as a coalition helped create the e-rate telecommunications discount for libraries and schools and the federal Technology Information Infrastructure Assistance Program (TIIAP) which became the Technology Opportunity Program (TOP). APCWNSP has been directly involved in promoting gender-based analysis at national and global policy levels and worked with other women's groups to make sure that information and communications technologies (ICTs) were included in the action agenda for the UN Forth World Conference on Women. However, the Cultural Environment Movement was one group that seemed unable to take on any collective advocacy or activist projects, despite a long action agenda that emerged from the general meeting. Interviewees explained this as a factor of the organizational development challenges that held the group back, expressing some concern that the lack of any viable campaigns contributed to the disintegration of the group.

1.5 Helped Build the Movement

Despite the invisibility of all these networks and coalitions in contemporary discussions about building media and communication alliances, when asked about the outcomes of these groups, participants consistently credited them as the forerunners of today's initiatives. Several participants remarked that the Cultural Environment Movement was a direct precursor to the Free Press advocacy organization founded in late 2002 and the national conferences run by that group. The Telecommunications Policy Roundtable, participants note, has a legacy in the development of current DC-based alliances, such as the Public Interest Public Airwaves Coalition and the new national Media and Democracy Coalition. Others see the work of Videazimut as a vital part of the history that gave birth to the international Indymedia (IMC) network and identify both Videazimut and the APC networks as major forces behind the global communications advocacy movement now visible in OurMedia/Nuestros Medios and the CRIS Campaign.

2. KEY THEME: Concentration and Distribution of Power

Perhaps ironically -- or not --  for a movement centered on advancing democratic communication and dismantling media concentration, the centralization and hierarchy of power has been a recurrent theme in participants' analysis of the survival of their networks. The efforts and successes at collective decision-making and rotating leadership within these organizations were highly praised, and it is specifically at the limits of that horizontal distribution of power that critics locate the failings.

Most collective groups, even those with ostensibly horizontal structures, often have a core of primary organizers who by dedication, assertiveness or simply time-availability, emerge as leaders and catalysts for the rest. In writing about the regional Telecommunications Policy Roundtable-Northeast, Hans Klein (1995) notes that core organizers had to make efforts to ensure that the structure of that core was fluid enough to evolve over time and not lock out potential new members.  As one veteran of social movement groups and media-activist groups put the challenge: "Leadership needs to understand that its function is to make others feel their own leadership, while also allowing that at the end of the day leaders will have to make decisions and take actions."

The paradox of the charismatic, visionary and dedicated founder works through the same phenomenon: while it is the strength of their inspiration, hard work and personal networks that can give birth to a new collective formation, frequent references to the concentration-of-power problem known as "founder's syndrome" tell us that these are the very things a group must grow beyond if it is to thrive.

Although the vision, principles and action plans for a network maybe set through a collective and democratic process, if these are too general, too broad or too numerous, the actual priority-setting may fall back to a few leaders who must make decisions over allocation of budgets, staff time and other resources. Where this is structured into the organization through a rotating committee, or through clear lines of transparency and accountability, shared leadership can be preserved. But as some coalition-builders noted, if the structures are not established in advance, the best intentions of democracy can be undermined. This becomes a particular problem, it was noted, when a group's funders expect hierarchical structures or have a direct relationship with the founder or main staff. When core staff or leaders must develop programs and plans for fundraising purposes, the proposal-writing or negotiating process can become the de facto strategic planning for the organization.

While hierarchical structure can stifle an organization, the lack of formalized structure is also warned against: Less than a year after the creation of TPR, Jamie Love (1994) wrote that "the weaknesses of the group are related to the largely unstructured governance of the group (no one can say who if anyone speaks for the Roundtable), and the reluctance of the group to define either its mission or its membership criteria." Another participant referred to the leadership of the TPR as "mysterious."

Based on the experiences of the networks and coalitions reviewed here, the dynamics of concentrated versus shared power appear to have three core facets which have clear parallels in the impact of concentrated power in the media system: agenda-setting, sustainability and diversity of people and ideas:

2.1 CONCENTRATION OF POWER: Who Sets The Agenda?

A critical point for distributed power-sharing in coalitions appears to be the power to set the agenda: to determine the content of meetings, the nature of group activities, and the frames that are used for advocacy positions. Where these took place through a collective process, participants spoke very positively of the experience; where the control of the agenda was explicitly or implicitly dominated by a small group or individual, it was identified as a major failing.

It was consistently reported that the most effective spaces for shared power and voice for many of these networks was in physical meetings. Participants spoke highly of the productive and energizing "working sessions" that were the bulk of the CEM conferences, with members tasked to produce action plans and a broad openness to new ideas and equal voices. They report that through these gatherings, academics discovered a connection between their scholarship and a potential movement for social change, and that by sharing their research they helped build the knowledge base of the activists. The participatory General Assemblies and conferences of Videazimut were similarly remembered as highly successful and deeply valuable experiences for participants.

In contrast, in his critique and reflection of the 1997 "Media and Democracy Congress" in New York City, another vibrant and galvanizing event that shaped today's activism, Stefan Wray (1997) warns of the embedded patriarchy in events structured around panels and speakers, "very hierarchical designs with severe divisions between expert and audience … a disempowering scenario." A model for gathering, writes Wray, that is all too common in progressive/left spaces claiming a democratizing agenda.

The success and vitality of the Freedom of Expression Network has been credited to a small dedicated group of 4-6 people who actively work to keep the network going. But it is also clear that the role of this core, and particularly of the staff member who coordinates the network from the host organization, has been to catalyze, encourage and at some points directly request leadership and participation from others. There is a volunteer steering committee, open to all members, with regular meetings to set the general priorities and topics of interest for the group. On the specific decisions, rather than move ahead and develop the program for a network meeting when no others are forthcoming, it is the strategy of the coordinator to actually call upon others in the network and urge them to take up the task. This was recommended by FEN participants as a successful model to drive the momentum without steering the direction. 

While the Telecommunication Policy Roundtable had a similar structure of an administrative coordinator at the host organization, a rotating meeting facilitator and an open discussion agenda that all members could contribute to, the power and problem of agenda-setting emerged in another way.  To some observers, the TPR was led by a core of public-interest advocates in D.C. who had already formed their analysis, point of view and advocacy platform and were seeking coalitions in order to move that forward with greater strength. Recognizing that one of TPR's top priorities was to bring in the same sorts of new constituencies and allies that are the targets of today's broad coalition-building efforts, and noting the TPR's failure at creating sustained engagement from those groups, this predetermined agenda may be to blame. 

As one interviewee described:

"There are limited times and circumstances to get people to sign on to your agenda if they didn't help craft it, if, at the end of the day, it's your story and not theirs."

Concentration of funding may also compromise intentions of collective agenda-setting. For example, because the only money for CEM came through George Gerbner's work at the Cultural Indicators Project (CIP), the applied research produced by the CIP became a primary activity of the Cultural Environment Movement, regardless of the broader agenda set collectively by members. Similarly, this structure, centering all the funding through the projects of the host organization, may have been the reason that travel funds to send representatives to conferences and on speaking engagements went almost exclusively to Gerbner, further concentrating his role as sole network representative.

Another concern around agenda-setting was the suspicion that the direction may be influenced more by the interests of funding or political alignment than the positions of the members. When some groups involved in leading the DC public interest community chose a tactical approach to working with the Clinton administration in the mid-1990s, others complained that this "defanged" the public interest agenda and shifted priorities from public organizing to inside-the-Beltway research. The dissention created rifts and suspicions that carry through to today.

Particularly in the context of a broad, perhaps fragile coalition with diverse interests, as one participant put it, "[the organizers] will need to have a light touch and work more to articulate concerns/suggestions from within than to set agendas from above" (see Stakeholder section below). It was suggested that an advocate-academic alliance could be a particularly good structure for this sort of coordinating/facilitating leadership.

The nature of academics as agenda-setters was also raised by several activist-academics in the interviews. It was noted that academics tend to be a filtering mechanism for foundations and policymakers, framing the debate and the perceived needs. And that therefore they must be particularly adept at listening and learning to the frames that emerge from the coalition, rather than imposing their own analysis. 

2.2. CONCENTRATION OF POWER: Sustainability Challenges

Another potential outcome and danger of concentrated power is its affect on the sustainability of the network or coalition. In the case of Videazimut, the biggest problem with concentration of power seems to have been the reliance on one primary funder through most of the organization's life. When that funder (a government development agency in Canada) stopped their support, the organization never recovered. The remembered history of this event was that not only was there only one funding agency, but there was only one person at this agency who was the key point of funding for Videazimut and that this person left, started their own project, and subsequently received support from their former employing agency while Videazimut was cut off.
 

There had been other concerns about centralization of power at Videazimut, regarding the secretariat based in Canada and staffed by one of the founders. The group had planned to move the headquarters to South Africa, recognizing the importance of a base in the Global South for a network committed to global equity, when the funding ran out. In 2000 the executive committee announced a new temporary base in New York and a continued effort to raise the needed funds, "Videazimut has changed, fundamentally, from a well- resourced, over-centralised structure with its head office in Canada, to a decentralised, under- resourced network which is run by and for members." But the leaders who had taken it on were all faced with running (and fundraising for) their own projects around the world and within the next year all Videazimut activities essentially ended.

In the Telecommunications Policy Roundtable, overdependence on a core leadership may have lead to eroding commitment from that those leaders, leaving the network unsustainable. The TPR functioned primarily as a place for policy insiders to brief others on the latest developments, strategies and activities, it may have been that the concentrated core of experts began to feel that they were giving more than they were getting, as one participant recalled feeling. This participant concluded that as those public-interest leaders who had provided the primary source of knowledge to the group began to reduce their involvement, sending junior staffers and participating less frequently, this began sort of a snowball effect to the point where the wealth of information that the group had provided to the rest of the membership was significantly diminished.  

In projects run through a host organization, sustainability challenges can come from the competition for financial and staff resources between the host organization and the network project. The Telecommunications Policy Roundtable never had independent funding and was run out of one organization that eventually stopped putting much attention to it when they had other organizational priorities. Eventually that host organization disbanded and reformed and the TPR no longer had a home. The Freedom of Expression Network, based at the National Coalition Against Censorship, has also had to rely on the donated resources of the host organization since independent funding dried up a couple of years ago. The host organization has not continued independent fundraising for FEN – which has limited the network's activities – because it would conflict with the host's own fundraising needs. But beyond coordinating staff time, the needs of the network such as meeting space and email-list hosting are donated by member groups.

This model of having member groups provide fundamental resources to the network, such as physical space, copying/printing services and administrative support, has been used with great success by APCWSNP, by their account (Banks, Karen. 2000). This decentralization of resources is seen as both a key sustainability strategy and also a means to engage and provide ownership to the members.

For CEM the crisis of sustainability was directly related to concentration of power. Established in part as the legacy project of a leading scholar of advanced age, it was clear from the beginning that leadership needed to get beyond the founder. While the conferences were highly participatory and a large Board of Directors was established as the leadership, a power struggle emerged over internal organizational, financial and management issues. The board was divided but even when the founder agreed to step down and remove himself from the leadership role, the board found themselves unable to obtain a replacement. Some attributed this to an unwillingness to abandon the founder who had personally brought them into the group and was such a central leader. Others suggested that the problem was that the executive position required someone of a particular stature and experience and yet no-one who had the appropriate qualifications would take it on because on the one hand the dominance of the founder didn't allow the role to have enough independent prestige to suit their ego needs. On the other hand the people who were willing to accept the low pay and constant fundraiser role didn't have the public profile the group felt it needed. The failure of the organization to enable a shared leadership from the beginning and create any sort of real deputy role that could be a stepping stone to leadership meant that once the founder moved away from a central role, due also to age and other personal reasons, there was a vacuum of power at that central leadership that was never filled. 

One model for financial sustainability that none of these networks used was that of member fees, although one suggested it might have been helpful for CEM. Another suggestion was that the "give or get" practice of some nonprofit boards, where board members are required to personally donate or fundraise a minimum amount, can be a very effective means of ensuring commitment and a sense of duty and ownership from board members.

2.3. CONCENTRATION OF POWER: Diversity of People and Ideas

For all of these networks and coalitions, the diversity of the membership has been seen as its strength. Concentration of power, authority and voice can be a direct barrier to building a healthy diversity.

Organizers have noted the careful balance required between finding a common frame, enemy or policy project to unite groups and the importance of allowing space for diverse perspectives and positions. For FEN, the absolutely key provision is that members "leave their institutional egos at the door" and avoid self-promotion when talking about issues. For APCWNSP, the fact that there is "no grandstanding" by anyone in staff or membership has been essential, according to people with long experience in the group.

The concentration of vision and ideas, of perceived expertise and answers from a core leadership was also seen as a downfall of previous efforts and a pitfall for current initiatives to avoid. The "MoveOn model" of soliciting both direction and creative ideas from members was praised as a means to not only elicit some of the best thinking, but to "give people a buy-in that gives them a sense of the wealth they contribute, how many thoughtful people are out there who are having conversations that are important." It was suggested that a network should feel like a "learning community," where all members are given space to provide value to each other and to the group as a whole. The APCWNSP functions in this way and is built around the diversity of wisdom and voices within the membership.

A similar expressed concern was the focus on "celebrity" leaders and a lack of openness to the ideas and voices to younger and new members of the group. One activist-scholar warned about the atrophy of vision that occurs with top-down leadership that fails to make space for new ideas. In specific reference to CEM, one former board member noted the lack of diversity in the leadership may have contributed to "blind spots" in organizing so that some alliances and people who could have been helpful were never brought into the mix. Another made the case that a network must have a diverse board that goes beyond token representation, and that this board needs to have real authority to ensure that the organizational culture enables diverse participation. As part of the solution, groups can incorporate anti-racist, anti-oppression, feminist and multi-cultural organizing training for their leadership and members; meetings and conferences can be spaces for skills-building and workshops to develop the capacity of the network and the members to grow beyond dominant white and male cultures in organizations. (This has been a model for the membership group Alternate ROOTS.
)

The public face of the "movement" may limit how that movement can grow if the visible leadership is too homogenous, noted a former CEM board member. The centrality of white, mostly male, middle-age lawyers, lobbyists, academics and media critics as spokespeople and public leaders in both past and current media reform work makes it less likely that people of color, youth and a diversity of people will relate to the activism, said this scholar and political organizer. "The public thinks there's just a handful of people working on [media reform], who care about these issues deeply … if there are only a few of the same guys shown over and over."

3. KEY THEME: Participation of Stakeholders

Several critics of past and current coalition efforts have emphasized the importance of involving vested stakeholders in shaping a collective media activist agenda. Because of the direct experience of each individual with mass media and communication technology, and the fundamental role that these systems play in culture and society, any person might reasonably be thought of as a stakeholder in the issues. However, say organizers and scholars of media activism, there are specific vital constituencies who are seen as most likely to wage the strategic and sustained effort needed to change the current system: the workers and artists who are shut out by the system, the marginalized constituencies who are personally threatened by it and the community leaders who identify their own local media problems and needs. 

The experiences of past and existing coalitions suggest that the more diverse the stakeholder interests participating, the more the group may keep a narrow focus, avoiding contentious issues, and the less likely the group is to take collective action or positions. The Free Expression Network, which includes a wide range of groups, has been seen as a very successful space for sharing information and building strategy on specific First Amendment issues, but it was also noted that the group has great divisions over copyright issues and even may avoid topics such as media ownership concentration that might divide the industry and public-interest members. FEN functions primarily as an information-sharing space and while many members form a variety of alliances with each other, the full membership as such does not take unified stances or official network positions.  On the other side of the scale are practitioner- and identity-based groups like Videazimut and APCWNSP, where the common orientations of the participants may be similar enough that the group as a whole is regularly producing declarations or advocacy positions.

At a time when political organizers and media reformers talk often about "big tent" strategies, it's critical for any collective initiative to consider which stakeholders to include, and how. As one interviewee who worked in Washington, DC in the 1990's described it:

" …The media reform position in the 1990s was mostly argued by organizations that didn't have any constituencies, doing classic public interest work: high energy, entrepreneurial organizations run by active, engaged advocates… but with no feedback loop, no members or constituencies to learn from. … Self-appointed advocates for the public interest responsible to no-one but their conscience, which can be of value – people standing up for what is right is important, but it is not the core of a long-term movement, which needs more than good ideas earnestly expressed."
3.1 Industry: Tactical Ally or Enemy?

Media corporations and industry groups are obvious commercial stakeholders in media and communications regulation. But though the right of citizens to be considered also valid stakeholders in media regulation was established back in 1966,
 due to factors such as the influence of corporate money in politics, the immense lobbying efforts by media and communications industries and the unique public power of mass media, the media and telecom industries remain the most overwhelmingly powerful forces in shaping media and communications policy.

For this reason, some advocates seek to leverage divisions within industry and seek strategic alliances on points of agreement where they can ride with the force of industry influence. Some groups have chosen to receive funding from industry groups where they can find points of commonality, while others are committed as a defining principle to stay independent of industry or corporate support. Both ACME and TPR were launched in direct opposition to similar coalitions that accepted industry funding.
 

The relationship, often fiscal, between academic research and media/communications industries has also raised trust issues for some noncommercial advocates; by the same token, some scholars have warned that an aggressive advocacy agenda can restrict both access to data and academic credibility. The structure of academic-advocacy collaborations needs to be considered in this context.

As several advocates noted in interviews, there are those who believe alliance with industry can be a strategic opportunity and those to whom it is a dangerous capitulation. 

3.2 Workers and Producers

When the Cultural Environment Movement organized against an entertainment industry that ignores diverse bodies, stories and representations, marginalizing and stereotyping people of color, women, older people and the disabled, there was a natural constituency in the actors, writers and producers who are unable to find work due to this same bias. A CEM leader who tried to build that constituency relationship warns that the general "progressive intellectual" approach to media activism that continues today tends to focus too much on news to the exclusion of the mass culture content that most people experience. It was recommended that a focus on entertainment programming would not only address the media most people relate to, but also enables a potentially powerful alliance in support of those marginalized actors and creative workers who generally don't have the solidarity backing of their full trade unions. 

Again, the mixing of stakeholders in coalition opens divisive issues, such as the debates within the CEM board between the perspectives of workers and creators from Hollywood and those media critics wanting to regulate TV violence. This tension has emerged in other efforts where media worker unions have been together with activists who support regulation of content or where journalists associations clash with independent media advocates who seek to de-professionalize and democratize the legal protections for journalists.
 

Reflecting on the vitality, energy and potential of Videazimut, several people have attributed it to the fact that the membership and the leadership was based in practitioners of alternative and community video. Similarly, the nature of the APCWNSP as a network of ICT workers has been seen as a key to its success. Several veteran advocates make the case that campaigns for more participatory and diverse media must have the central participation of media producers whose creative expression and livelihood is at stake.

As current technologies and outlets such as low-cost production equipment, blogging, low-power radio, public access TV and internet distribution of text, music and video enable any person to be a mass media creator, the individual becomes part of a constituency for media change not just as a media consumer, but as a producer. Potential allies therefore include groups of media artists, such as NAMAC, the National Alliance for Media Arts and Culture as well as groups supporting cultural workers and the practice known as "digital storytelling."

3.3 Educators

Academics are not only researchers but educators, and in this capacity they have a vested interest in issues of copyright and access to information. This constituency also includes elementary and high school teachers as well as community educators who work on media literacy and see to explore, analyze and create media with their students. While many of the previous coalitions included university academics in their membership, the Action Coalition for Media Education (ACME) focuses specifically on that constituency and bringing them in to advocacy work around media. Teachers can be valuable allies for building political power as they have both national associations with members in every locality.

3.4 Local Communities

Localism and serving community needs has been a rallying frame for US public-interest advocacy since the earliest days of broadcast regulation. How can national and even international coalitions and networks respond to and engage local stakeholder needs? 

Many groups way want local activists to participate in campaigns, but often don't set up mechanisms for local input. For FEN, while individual local events maybe taken up as free speech causes due to the legal precedence or political alert they generate, local librarians and bookstores are only represented through their national associations and do not participate directly. When the TPR developed an email discussion list as an addition to the monthly in-person meetings held in D.C., one intention was that it would both broaden participation and also make the group more democratic, to the point of enabling grassroots citizens "to influence the views and goals of many of the national organizations" as Jaime Love wrote. But as several participants noted in reflection, while the information disseminated through the list was "invaluable," the list generally functioned as a DC-outward service, with the same core of policy experts and advocates in Washington informing others around the country of issues, news and analysis and little knowledge flow in the other direction. (Local TPRs briefly emerged in Boston and California in the mid-1990s, but subsequently disappeared.)
 

One critique that emerged in interviews was that university academics and programs too rarely engage with the local community in their area. Scholars travel around the world for field study but don't set up enough collaborative programs with the people in the place where their school is based. In recent years the annual conference of the OurMedia/NuestrosMedios network has prioritized attention to and collaboration with community groups in the conference location area, unlike some international academic events that pay little attention to the local issues and groups in the place where they are gathered.

While taking part in a new national coalition on media policy forming in the US, a number of community-based advocacy groups are articulating and distinguishing their orientation to a localism as one that prioritizes grassroots knowledge and community self-determination. Similar to the models that both APCWNSP and Videazimut used, these groups are now strengthening their informal horizontal network to encourage peer-to-peer knowledge building and support among local activist groups who can articulate their own needs.

Many organizers have emphasized the distinction that engaging local stakeholders does not mean creating an outpost to push forward a national (or international) agenda. Building a movement, noted one long-time civil rights, antiwar and media activist, "can't come from getting people to wait until being told to take a specific campaign action." In our interview, this political organizer urged media reform organizations to support autonomous grassroots enterprise, supporting local leadership to improve the local conditions they are facing by influencing their school boards, municipal and county governments, community media centers and media outlets.

3.5 Marginalized Groups

Some advocates have utilized the frame of "media justice" to talk about media as "life-or-death" issue for people whose political power, personal experience and social treatment is shaped by the inequity, exclusion and dehumanization that plays out through the mainstream media.
 The stereotyped representation or invisibility of people of color, including indigenous peoples, ethnic, religious and linguistic groups, seniors, the disabled, the poor, rural families, gays, lesbians and transgendered people, untraditional families and women in general in many cases reflects not only the larger power dynamics in society, it also advances those dynamics. 

For communities that regularly experience infrastructure redlining (such as Native American lands as well as poor urban and rural areas) or a lack of culturally or community relevant content due to marketplace decisions, telecommunications policy is not about abstract notions of democracy, but fundamental to ensuring their right to communicate and be informed. 

Another stakeholder category of marginalized groups are those formed around particular issues or causes who experience exclusion and even attack from dominant news and cultural messages and who may also struggle with the government secrecy and surveillance aspects of communications policy. Bob Hackett and William Carroll refer to such marginalized groups as the second layer of constituency for a media democratization movement, after media producers (2004). These issue groups may include a range of political-advocacy groups that are marginalized in current media discourse, such as peace or environmental activists, and can overlap with identity-based marginalized groups in the case of immigrant rights groups, anti-poverty organizers or women and youth groups working on public sexuality education and rights.

For two of the US based networks considered here, the Cultural Environment Movement and the Telecommunications Policy Roundtable, participation of these stakeholders seems to have been generally been framed as an "outreach" goal. While a few of the groups participating in the Free Expression Network, such as the Online Policy Group, National Gay and Lesbian Task Force and the Youth Free Expression Network represent and focus on identity-based justice issues, there appears to be little specific attention on the part of FEN as a network to engage and prioritize marginalized constituencies as key stakeholders in fighting censorship. 

It has been called typical of much of the "media and democracy" advocacy in the US that the visible leadership is overwhelmingly white, middle to upper-middle class, and predominantly male. Some advocates with these groups and other large-scale media advocacy projects have associated the absence of marginalized groups with the pattern of progressive/liberal white activism in general, saying "we needed to do more." But what more should be done -- or is it about doing things differently? 

National organizations representing civil rights, women, seniors or disabled constituencies were and remain priority partners and endorsers sought by public-interest media advocates, but it is unclear how much that is driven by the media advocates' desire to engage the political "clout" of such groups, rather than an interest in enabling them, as stakeholder representatives, to shape policy priorities and public-interest agendas. 

The Cultural Environment Movement did begin to emphasize gender and women's participation as a key strategy, creating a women's caucus and amending the group's mission statement to explicitly mention gender (race, class and other concerns were not identified in the mission statement directly, although leaders say this was understood to be part of the focus). Similarly, Videazimut identified a gender focus at its 1998 General Assembly and began to incorporate gender issues as an official and distinct stream of activities and analysis.

Due to their nature as global networks of community-based media and ICT practitioners, APC WNSP and Videazimut worked in a different context around issues of identity and representation than US-based public-interest advocacy coalitions. For these networks, there was a clear importance in amplifying and prioritizing the participation and leadership of members from the Global South, the marginalized constituency on a global scale. For APCWNSP this played out directly in their work to raise funds to subsidize the participation of women from the Global South. For Videazimut, although interrupted by the loss of funding, the next step was to actually move their entire secretariat, the operational base of the network to South Africa. Even the original location in Canada was understood as serving the goals of inclusion as it enabled the organization to simultaneously operate in French and thus allow the full participation of members from Francophone Africa and the French-speaking Caribbean. Participants in both networks spoke of this prioritization of Global South participation and leadership as a key success of the organizing efforts and an important model for contemporary and new global coalitions, such as the CRIS Campaign and the OurMedia/NuestrosMedios network.

4. KEY THEME: Membership and Community Structure

One of the fundamental questions for any membership group is: Who should be included and how can they best communicate? Where trust is needed to come to collective decisions, express concerns and develop common strategies, allowing membership to grow from the current members seems to be a useful model. In groups such at the Cultural Environment Movement and OURMedia/Nuestros Medios where new members joined frequently through personal contact with the founder, a lack of clarity around the expectations of members may have lead to reduced participation. Email discussion lists and websites can greatly increase the possibilities for communications to and among members. Yet these forms can also make it difficult to retain the human relationships that are at the core of successful networks.
4.1 Open vs. Closed Networks

All of the networks discussed here have required members to agree to a general set of principles that forms the core of the alliance. But restrictions beyond that have varied. 

For the first four years of Videazimut, membership in the coalition of community video practitioners was closed and new people could not join. According to Hye-Jung Park (1997), "The organizers decided it should grow slowly in order to give themselves time to learn how to work across language, geographic and cultural distances, while defining their goals, priorities and methods of working." In 1994 when Videazimut opened the doors to new participants, they were required to have the endorsement of at least one current Board Member.

The APC Women's Networking Support Programme is open exclusively to women, though on occasion and out of necessity, men have participated as allies and networkers in national and regional contexts. New members are generally introduced and nominated by current members. 

At FEN, applicants or nominations for new organizations are submitted to the Steering Committee, a rotating body of current members, to consider if the mission of the organization under consideration is consistent with the network's goal.

As a formalized social networking process, this system of requiring new members to be brought in by current members can help protect the trust established within the group. In networks built around a charismatic leader, this process may be implicit, as in CEM where several interviewees described the membership as "people that George met." But this implicit social network may have similarly contributed to a sense of trust and community. As one activist-scholar noted, "Many social movement organizations that become much more participatory and open start this way, as affinity groups." 

However, the requirements for inclusion are not always clear, or even agreed upon. While the meetings of the Telecommunication Policy Roundtable and the TPR email list were officially open to anyone who agreed to the group's general principles, some group leaders noted that this could potentially include corporations while others recalled that they formed the group explicitly to exclude not only corporate groups but also nonprofits accepting industry funds. Recollections differ as to the degree industry-funded organizations were welcome at all, with some histories recounting their involvement as both an asset and a tension, while another version states that industry-backed nonprofits were intentionally and directly discouraged from attending any TPR meetings. 
4.2 Online vs. In-Person

The powerful communications capacity of the internet was recognized across the board as critical to the operation of these networks. For Videazimut, the international communication of the early years was marked by high expense and time constraints that fell away dramatically as more and more members gained access to email and eventually websites. As Hans Klein (1995) wrote about the Boston-area Telecommunications Policy Roundtable-Northeast, through email lists and the internet "a grassroots group had access to much of the same information as professional lobbyists in the nation's capital." 

But in every case, participants reported that it was the face-to-face meetings, the physical gathering in place and time where the bulk of the work and relationships took place. Dorothy Kidd (2000) reports that while much of the mobilization for the historic 1999 protests against the World Trade Organization in Seattle took place online, the primary organizing and decisions were by a small core group who met face to face, around the world, over years.  Members of the CEM board who were all across the US, reported that the lack of face-to-face meetings meant that their deliberations over conference calls and emails were particularly difficult to resolve.

Hans Klein (1995) reports that when the core of committed organizers for TPR-NE created a separate email list for organizational administration and development discussions, in order to reduce traffic on the main list, one outcome was the formalization of the "insiders" group that made boundaries around leadership more impermeable than when a fluid, core group emerges through face-to-face meetings. The use of the insider email list was subsequently reduced and changed in attempts to reverse this pattern.

APCWNSP, a network that operates almost entirely online, identifies the "human" aspect of the network as the most important and unique: "the mentoring, the support, the solidarity and the fact that the Programme tries to be relevant and therefore a part of women's lives." This network uses the opportunity of other events and meetings as spaces for members to meet, gather and do work together.

III. CONCLUSION

This exploration of our recent movement history sets out questions for current and future knowledge-building and collective action formations: Where is power located? Who sets the agenda? Who are the participants? What is the role of policy stakeholders? and How does communication happen? Another clearly essential consideration is the funding and sustainability of the network and its relationship to the host organization. As SSRC moves forward to bring advocates and academics together in dialogue, and as these other national and international coalitions and networks develop, we may need to return to these questions again and again, learning from our own experiences as well as those of our peers and forerunners. 

For those coalitions that have not survived, perhaps it is the rawness of the disappointments and frustrations that has led to their obscurity in current conversations, until the interviews conducted for this paper. Many people involved in today's new efforts had been actively involved in creating, shaping and in some cases abandoning the past projects. But we need them to reflect on that previous work: as we seek to create and shape our new movement-building efforts, those stories and experiences are more important than ever. 

It is important to note that the fact that a group is no longer active does not imply that it was a failure or flawed. Networks and coalitions maybe appropriate formations at particular political moments and not others. Some groups have ceased to exist as such but their connections and visions live on through new groupings and informal networking relationships. The reflections on structural and organizing challenges presented here are not a diagnosis to explain the life-span or end of the particular networks and coalitions, but rather as lessons from experience.

This paper is an initial exploration and a contribution to ongoing discussions. As it is based on the subjective reporting of a few individuals from each group, additional perspectives are welcome and invited. Responses, feedback and critiques will be very valuable in the continuation of our collective work to build a movement; public discussion space will be made available on www.mediaactioncenter.org. A follow-up component to this research will be CIMA's publication of a review of cautions and recommendations emerging from this research and from the hindsight and reflection of the participants in these networks and coalitions. 
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ENDNOTES


�  The SSRC has used the breakdown of "activist, advocate, researcher" in describing the participants in the "Necessary Knowledge" project. In the context of this paper, the set "advocates and academics" is used instead to refer to the two core groups of participants: those who are explicitly working to make change on behalf of others and a social/political mission  (advocates) and those who are working primarily in university-based scholarship (academics). Essentially this identification is based in the person's main institutional affiliation, noting of course that many people are associated with more than one institution, that affiliations can shift over time, and that both academics and advocates also participate in overlapping community groups, campaigns, alliances and other collective non-institutional formations. (In other words, acknowledging that the label of "academic" does not fully define a person's relationship to the issues that concern them.) The use of "advocates and academics" here reflects CIMA's framework that both activism and research as well as organizing and other forms of seeking change are all activities that people carry out in different ways in both advocacy and academia.


�  In addition, grantmakers and university-based programs concerned with media have been regularly convening meetings and symposia to similarly explore opportunities and challenges for cross-sector advocacy-academic collaborations on media. I have attended a few of these events, hosted by the New York State Council on the Arts, the Ford Foundation, the McGannon Center at Fordham University and the Brennan Center for Justice at New York University. Free Press, perhaps the most well-funded and prominent media-policy advocacy group to appear on the scene in the past few years, brings together advocates and academics both in its leadership and through its National Conference and is expected to increase this effort with a new "brain trust" program for scholars and researchers.


�  The frame of "coalitions and networks" is used to specifically reference collective formations that seek to create ongoing communication and alliance among a number of difference organizational entities. The set of groups profiled here is not intended to represent a full scan of the media and telecommunications coalitions of the 1990s, and the reflections and histories represented here are intentionally subjective, based in personal reflections of the participants. CEM, TPR and Videazimut were selected for study as large-scale coalitions with many participants that had a number of goals and frames in common with current network efforts and whose demise, prior to this research, seemed mysterious to anyone who had not been involved. FEN and APCWNSP were included in order to learn from networks that have survived. The selection of APCWNSP from among other possible international networks was intentional in order to include a specifically women-led network. The themes and findings that emerged through this research are not, therefore, a conclusive analysis, but rather an anecdotal collection of historical wisdom through the insights of hindsight and reflective practitioners.


�  For information on the archives of the TPR list or the pending shut-down, see https://mail2.cni.org/Lists/ROUNDTABLE/Message/544596.html.


� For text of the People's Communication Charter, discussion about it and links to many other public declarations about media and ICT rights, see http://www.mediachannel.org/manifesto.





�  For two classic texts on this topic, see Jo Freeman's Tyranny of Structurelessness (http://bopsecrets.org/CF/structurelessness.htm) and Cathy Levine's response, The Tyranny of Tyranny (http://www.pgaconference.org/_postconference_/fo_tyrannyoftyranny.htm)


�  The Media and Democracy Congresses, in San Francisco in 1996 and New York in 1997 were organized by the nonprofit Institute for Alternative Journalism, with many partners. Although the 1997 event in particular received criticism for a focus on "expert" and celebrity voices, hierarchical structures and a lack of attention to real-life issues facing the poor, working people and people of color, both events have been cited as key networking and learning moments in the history of the emerging progressive movement concerned with media policies and systems. It was through networking and meeting at the 1996 Media and Democracy Congress that a group of publishers formed the Independent Press Association, now a strong national network for social justice magazines and community newspapers providing advocacy, technical assistance, distribution and other services to members. (http://www.indypress.org)





�  A similar story is told about the Benton Foundation and the tensions that emerged inside the DC public interest community when they shifted from being a grantmaking foundation to being an operating foundation which produced projects and also raised its own funds, while retaining close peer relationships within the funding community.


�  See "ROOTS and Race: Walking Our Talk" for the story of how one membership organization is working to incorporate anti-racist priorities and trainings for their organization. By Lisa Mount (2004) http://www.communityarts.net/readingroom/archivefiles/2004/03/roots_race_walk.php





�  Until 1966 when a Federal Court ruled in the history civil rights case brought by the United Church of Christ against a Jackson, Mississippi TV station, citizens were not considered to be valid stakeholders against commercial interests and did not have standing to petition and demand action at Federal agencies. For details, see Robert Horwitz (1997), "Broadcast Reform Revisited: Reverend Everett C. Parker and the "Standing" Case". http://communication.ucsd.edu/people/f_horwitz_brr.html


�  See "Channeling Influence: The Broadcast Lobby and the $70 Billion Free Ride," Common Cause (1997) http://web.archive.org/web/20040214224542/www.commoncause.org/publications/040297_rpt.htmand "Networks of Influence: The Political Power of the Communications Industry," Center for Public Integrity (2004) http://www.public-i.org/telecom/report.aspx?aid=405


�  The Action Coalition for Media Education was formed in 2002 in part to respond to the new Alliance for a Media Literate America and that group's choice to accept funds from corporate media. A key motivation the founding of Telecommunications Policy Roundtable was an effort by the Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF), which had industry support, to create a public-interest coalition on telecom issues, according to several sources. An unspoken goal of TPR was to undermine the corporate role in public interest telecom advocacy. By the end of the next year (1994), EFF itself had split, with the Policy Director leaving to start the new Center for Democracy and Technology with the backing many of the corporate funders and EFF moving out to San Francisco where it revamped its agenda and significantly reduced, though didn't eliminate corporate funding. 


�  Mainstream media workers and creators who have participated in dialogue and collaboration with media-change activists often express a frustration at a lack of understanding in the advocacy community of how the industry works. On the other hand, in efforts to mobilize a constituency of independent film-makers around policy issues that will affect production, distribution and even financing of independent film, some advocates claim that filmmakers are more interested to work the system than to change the system, as long as they can get their film made. Other potential conflicts arise between activists who use community accountability, monitoring and pressure strategies to influence mainstream media content and free expression groups who oppose such tactics. Particular policy solutions often will generate internal dispute within an alliance, such as the debate between an (industry-supported) telecom group seeking universal service for low-income people a consumer group that opposes increase fees for the financing of such infrastructure. Another real-life example is the difference between a rural advocacy group concerned with the sustainability of local telecom providers and a national consumer group seeking increased services for mainly urban telecom customers.     


�  For examples of digital storytelling and cultural work associations, see the Center for Digital Storytelling: http://www.storycenter.org/, Third World Majority: http://www.cultureisaweapon.org and Alternate ROOTS: http://www.alternateroots.org.





�  The Telecommunications Policy Roundtable- Northeast, based in Boston, emerged in 1994, with the participation of local technology, media, education and citizen activist groups but was apparently disbanded by 1997 when a similar initiative was created on the West Coast. Both groups apparently incorporated in-person meetings, announcement and discussion email discussion lists and working committees. According to one online report, the California Telecommunications Policy Roundtable (Cal-TPR) was formed by an alliance of Bay Area progressive internet, technology, library, journalist, alternative media and social justice groups, including groups currently still active in media and telecom policy such as Media Alliance, the National Writers Guild and the Latino Issues Forum. This one report is the only information available about the Cal-TPR via web search, and it is unclear if the grouping intentionally disbanded, transformed and renamed into a new formation or simply disappeared through attrition or eroded participation. 


�  For more information about the emerging peer-based horizontal network of local and regional media policy activists, contact Jeff Perlstein at Media Alliance <jeff@media-alliance.org>. For information about the Media Justice Network, also founded on principles of grassroots organizing and local self-determination, see www.mediatank.org.


�  For articles, groups and other references about "media justice," see Martha Wallner's Media Justice Resource list at ReclaimTheMedia: http://www.reclaimthemedia.org/pages.php?node=04/08/05/3717831  


Also see the Media Justice Fund of the Funding Exchange: http://www.fex.org/mjf.shtml


Additional readings on media justice can be found and discussed at the MediaActionCenter:  http://www.mediaactioncenter.org/?q=mediajustice.
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