Networks & financing?

Saleable project
Search a project that you can sell and, if possible, that you can sell internationally. That is a pity for all those great ideas where nobody, except you, is crazy about.

International news
As most media specialize in ‘local news’, it is better not to go on this market. You rather go for investigative stories straightaway. Investigative journalism on its own is “added value”. It does not belong to the core business of the mainstream media.

This counts also for international news. It is taken from international press agencies or bought at a low price. When you choose for investigative journalism, you are in no man’s land. Only a fistful of journalists is busy with it. However, this no man’s land is becoming more and more important. In a globalizing world the power shift to international organizations as the UN, WHO, WTO, EU, multinationals etc. can no longer be ignored.

The importance of press agencies increases steadily.  News media broadcast a lot of this type of reporting. As it originates from a press agency, there is no more need to check the primary source. PR-agencies and NGO’s fill in the gap by delivering content to agencies. Their investigative stories have been made professionally (not in a journalistic way, but with a lot of spin), and of course very cheap. To learn more about this, read “Flat Earth News” by Nick Davies. The author-journalist comes to the European Investigative Journalism Conference in Brussels on the 21st and 22nd of November this year. It is up to the journalists to fill up this gap too. 

European Union
At the same time, to do investigative journalism on an international level is indeed much more difficult. That is why there are still a lot of opportunities. The European Union is a good example. Investigative journalists do not cover the EU. That is particular concerning, as the EU regulates more and more national and regional legislation from more and more countries. Once in a while a story pops up. Such as the undercover story last week (September 7, 2008) in The Sunday Times: ‘How Eurocrat leaked trade secrets about lavish dinners”. (See also: http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/politics/article4692906.ece)

Teamwork
As I said before, these themes are more difficult to cover because they need an international approach. It costs more money for diverse reasons and every country has its complexities. For an individual journalist this is an extra difficulty. The legislation on its own, such as freedom of information legislation, of different countries and regions is impossible to be known. That is why I want to plead for cross border cooperation. Create your own network or join an existing one. This Global Investigative Journalism Conference inspired already a lot of people.

A successful international network – an experimental business model
In the first phase the network should not be big. Three people of three different countries seams perfect to start. Inspired by the Consortium of Investigative Journalists (http://www.icij.org) by the Public Integrity, a smaller but good example was created in Europe. This experimental model is called IRENE (Investigative Reporters Network, http://www.irene-reporters.org ). Three journalists from three different countries (Denmark, Netherlands and Belgium) started an investigation on drinking water three years ago. IRENE was born during the second Global Investigative Journalism Conference, its spiritual mother. The Danish journalist Kaare Gotfredsen gave a lecture about this topic. The two other journalists investigated the topic in their countries. The result was presented on the third global conference in Amsterdam.

The idea to make content outside general news media exists already for a longer time. Documentary makers were faster to realize to realize this. They chose for international themes and made it outside news media. As a result, they could sell to several news media in different countries. A small network, let’s say “production house” for in-depth storie can measure itself at this.

Specialization
A network needs to focus on certain topics (environment, farming, science, transport, health, … ). The projects can be sold to a common price as they can be offered to several markets at the same time. I admit that the interest will defer for every country. However, I think this experimental model could be viable with some entrepreneurship. 

By the way, not only the network of journalists is beneficial, but also the bigger network of potential ‘publishers’ is even more favourable. The ultimate aim is to publish the investigation at the same time in the different countries. This increases the impact op the story.

Within the international network everyone publishes in his country. Competition does not play a role here.

Budget and business model
Making the budget or thinking about business models is not really the most fun for many journalists. However, it plays a major role for the success and the long-term existence. Anyway, it is always useful to evaluate as most as possible resources. An investigative journalism project can be approached multi-medial when enough know-how, people and means are gathered.

Alternative financing
Allow me to propose some unchecked ideas. Maybe some of you would like to test them of have already experienced them.  Any way, the aim is to think them through and to do some suggestions.

Micro-financing
 Before you start your project, you could search money among the public. There are some limitations, although. You reveal your subject and others could run away with it. At the same time you wake up sleeping dogs. So, you need to take this in consideration before you start your investigation.
Several players in the movie industry have tested this system. You ask the public for support by donating 1 euro for instance. You can make use of a website for this. The public helps you to realize your idea. You can propose an amount of money that should be achieved. As long as this is not realized, no project. In return, you can give small things like DVD’s or books.
Some examples of the entertainment industry:
http://www.stealthisfilm.com/Part2/support.php en http://www.reikithemovie.com/producers.html
You can approach your public through different channels. A possible strategy could be to make use of social networks as Facebook or LinkedIn.

Tax-shelter
An other, untested, idea of me is the so-called tax-shelter. The Tax Shelter law is a fiscal incentive system initiated by the Government to promote corporate investments in the film industry. Of course, this does not exist in every country. And in many cases, it is only in the cultural sector. In this way they bring private capital in the film industry. You have it in the US, but also in some EU countries. This fiscal incentive exists in the Netherlands and Belgium. It could be checked out in countries where it does not yet exist.  It has not been used for investigative journalism documentaries, but it could be thought through and proposed to the government.
Go-betweens in Belgium organize this tax-sheltersystem. Hereby some examples:
Marmont (http://marmont.seesite.be/Homepage.12.0.html)
MIG (Motion Investment Group of http://www.migroup.be/EN/index.htm
Next to this, you can your network be supported by a public or group of people who are committed to the aim (and not to the topic). As a result, you can ask for a membership fee. NGO’s have been testing this a lot. The fundraising toolbox covers a whole array of ways to get money. People could be convinced to donate their heritage, for instance.

Funding
The ‘easiest’ way, of course, is to search for a Fund that wants to give risk capital without that they claim it back. Believe it or not, there exist many organizations like this. The Pascal Decroos Fund where I work for is such an organization. This fund gets a majority of its money from the Flemish government (a member state of Belgium).

What you have to check, however, with these kinds of funds is that there mission fits with the one of your own network or project. There exist many of these kind of organizations who are specialized in the funding of investigative journalism projects. A list can be found on my Delicious (http://delicious.com/ides) (click ‘funding’)

It seams more and more that without project funding investigative journalism is less and less possible. This is a worldwide phenomenon since media are subjected to the rules of the free market wherein the cost price is the ruling factor.

European Foundation of Investigative Journalism
In the array of funding I have also some news. Since a while we are from the Pascal Decroos Fund, based in Brussels, searching for money for a European Fund. During this conference, we got the joyful news that one foundation is so good to give us seedfunding. It is a rather small amount of 50.000 euro, but it is at least a start that wan be used. IT comes from the Norwegan organization, the Fritt Ord foundation. A second foundation knows by the end of this month how much money they can put aside.

The aim is to build with this money a European Fund that finances international projects. On the long run, we want to get money from the European parliament. They have put the proposal into their budget already, but the national representatives kicked it out. An MEP has handed in a new proposal to put into the budget. If you want to know more about this European project, you can talk to Brigitte Alfter or me.

