Panel Discussion 
Thursday, May 21 at 4pm.  
I have attached a conference brochure so you may get a clearer sense of the event.  I'm not sure yet of our room number but I will pass along those details as soon as I have
them.  
Joyce 201

There will be a smart in podium in the room with a computer, projector and web access.  I'll also bring a laptop as back up just in case.  

It would be great to chat with you all before the panel begins (3:30 or 3:45) to firm up our discussion plans.
 
Our workshop is part of the conference track called 
Collaborations with Local Nonprofits, Old and New Media.  
Here is the description:

*Government Access, Citizen Media & E-Democracy*

Now, more than ever, the public is looking for transparent and responsive government, and the opportunity to participate in decisions that affect them. Many local government access channels are at the forefront of engaging citizens through live meetings, new partnerships and innovative web access projects.


I would like to ask you a series of questions about your work that will generate discussion with our audience regarding how community channels might collaborate with folks like you to open up government.   
Questions may include 
*what is your philosophy of open government, 
*how do you mobilize people power, 
*how to you use technology to leverage your efforts, 
*what difference does it make in the democratic process?  
I would also like to share some examples of collaborative work Channel 17 has done in this area.  
Please think of some best practices you might like to highlight.  
Hopefully this is enough direction to get everyone thinking.  

My philosophy of open government.  The metrics I would use to define how “open” government is, are Transparency and Accessibility.  
*Transparency in open government means for example that minutes of a meeting are written in a detailed and understandable way…whereas Accessibility in open government means getting those meeting minutes posted up on the internet for all to see.

*Control over Transparency largely belongs to institutions and public officials-  what information is released or classified, whether a vote is taken by voice or roll call,  the standards of quality meeting minutes are held to… These are levers of transparency exercised from within government.
*Control over Accessibility, which used to mainly belong to traditional media outlets,  now is shared by public at large, people like you and me. Government watchdogs and community media types are finding more and more ways bring the actions of government to the attention to the people, as well as connect people to opportunities for participation in government.
*Many of the efforts I’ve made at my blog BurlingonPol.com can be classified under a relatively new term called “citizen journalism.”  Because of the internet, now anybody can be their own news outlet.  In my case I deal in a very focused way on the local politics of Burlington, Vermont.
*Of course one of the main issues surrounding citizen journalism and the use of a personal blog as a public news source is source credibility.  The model of traditional media carried by established news brands has a built-in aura of credibility.  The public has a certain trust that the journalist passing information through an established news brand is professionally trained and telling the truth.   That assumption is not always afforded to citizen journalists and bloggers.  And in fact- perhaps it should not be granted to the so-called professionals either.   Information online is infinitely more plastic mutable than it ever was on the printed page.   
*I started BurlingtonPol.com just a couple of weeks before the incident in which vice-president Cheney shot a man in the face.  Many of you might remember there was some controversy when major media outlets like ABC News and MSNBC, altered or scrubbed parts of their online stories about this event.  While this was happening I was in the midst of writing a disclaimer establishing the ground rules for my site, and it occurred to me, that promises of veracity and responsibility that any outlet might make on its website, are essentially meaningless.  If information can change or disappear from a story by ABC news, then clearly a brand name does not necessarily translate into credibility in media.  A promise to be credible does not make an outlet’s stories credible.  So what does?
*If you look at the disclaimer I came up with, you’ll see that it purposely makes no promises to tell the truth at all.  I do not promise to be non-biased either.  My philosophy is that people should not believe something because they are told to believe it.  My disclaimer expressly challenges people to check the facts on their own.  And with an endeavor focusing on local events, covering people that I see face to face, my blog’s credibility is directly tied to my own personal credibility, not that of a brand name or large organization.  I want people to trust what I write because they know me personally, or know someone I know personally, or because they have primary knowledge of the events I discuss.  In other words, I’m building my model of journalistic credibility in new media, based on a very old model of local, organically earned knowledge that existed before the internet.  My disclaimer is a tongue-in-cheek commentary on media credibility in the brave new world of the internet, infused with the philosophy of “buyers beware.”

*So what have been able to accomplish with disclaimer and my blog about local politics in three years?  How have I been able to mobilize “people power?”    Well to start with, I’m proud to say my blog has attracted over 79,000 visitors, of whom at least a strong plurality is from the local area.  This may not sound like a lot when compared to some other blogs, but it is a much larger audience than I ever imagined I could reach.  I have been privileged to provide primary reporting on a number of political events.  Including party caucuses, a court case and a campaign house party.  
*Earlier this year it was my honor to interview all of the candidates appearing on the March ballot for mayor.  In fact  I think it’s fair to say that the four meticulously transcribed interviews I presented with the major mayoral candidates were the most comprehensive available to the public in the recent election.  And the fact that all of the candidates agreed to sit down with me is in itself a tribute to the growing influence of new media and citizen journalism.  And by virtue of being present at the CCTV studios and watching the live feed of the vote count at city hall, my blog was able to report that mayor Bob Kiss had won re-election before any other news outlet.  I have also been able to actually break news on a number of other stories on Burlington politics 
http://www.burlingtonpol.com/Disclaimer.htm
http://www.burlingtonpol.com/labels/Breaking%20News.html
http://www.burlingtonpol.com/labels/Interviews.html
Now the question is- how are my efforts as a citizen journalist and pundit at my little blog about Burlington politics making a difference in the democratic process?  It’s difficult to find metrics for what might have been absent a person an action or a blog.  That’s why there are imaginative movies like It’s a Wonderful Life, which explores the what the destiny of a town would have been absent its hero George Bailey.  Working to improve accessibility of government to people and to bring people to government is an act of faith on some level.  You can publish notice of a meeting, but that does not mean people will see the notice, or go to the meeting.  But you can be sure that if you don’t spread the word about a meeting then nobody will attend as a result of hearing about it through you.  I get anecdotal feedback and encouragement, and in at least one case I know that my blog helped inspire another local political activist to start her own.  When I learn that I’ve had even a small impact like that, it renews my faith that my blog, as well as the efforts I’ve made to promote it on community radio and television, are helping open up the government to more people, which I believes ultimately improves the quality of government.
