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Context

When Abraham Zapruder took his Bell & Howell movie camera to Dealey Plaza in Dallas, Texas on November 22 1963 he had no idea he would capture one of the most famous examples of citizen journalism. Balancing on a concrete pedestal, steadied by his secretary to get a shot over the crowds, he captured less than thirty seconds of film – the assassination of President Kennedy. Three copies of the film were made that day. Two were handed over to the investigating authorities. The original was sold by Zapruder to Life Magazine for $150,000 three days later.  He had no doubt about the importance and value of what he had filmed.

Eyewitnesses to momentous events have always sought to share their experience. 

Edward Grim, a clerk from Cambridge, was visiting Canterbury Cathedral in December 1170 and witnessed the murder of the Archbishop, Thomas Becket. His first hand account -- 1500 words long - remains the most authoritative version of what happened. 

And, at the other end of the scale, when I started as a reporter on a small weekly newspaper in South Wales, many of the reports of sporting and community events were sent in by the readers – the achievements of the local rugby team or the details of a school fete or charity evening. 

There is nothing new about members of the public reporting what they’ve seen to their fellow citizens either through established channels or, when possible, more directly. Nor is there anything new about citizens expressing their views about events outside of whatever passes at the time for “mainstream media”. It’s often said that if Thomas Paine were alive today he would be a blogger, rather than a pamphleteer, arguing for the independence of America from the United Kingdom.  Certainly the invention of the printing press and movable type facilitated an explosion of views and debate – similar to today’s blogs - which fed the Age of Enlightenment of the 18th century. 

The parallel is clear from this passage by George Orwell, an introduction to “British Pamphleteers” (1948)
:

“The pamphlet is a one-man show. One has complete freedom of expression, including, if one chooses, the freedom to be scurrilous, abusive, and seditious; or, on the other hand, to be more detailed, serious and ‘high-brow’ than is ever possible in a newspaper or I most kinds of periodicals. At the same time, since the pamphlet is always short and unbound, it can be produced much more quickly than a book, and in principle, at any rate, can reach a bigger public. Above all, the pamphlet does not have to follow any prescribed pattern. It can be in prose or in verse, it can consist largely of maps or statistics or quotations, it can take the form of a story, a fable, a letter, an essay, a dialogue, or a piece of ‘reportage.’ All that is required of it is that it shall be topical, polemical, and short.” 

It could be a guide to modern blogging. 
The spirit of today’s blogs can, more recently, be seen in independent journalists like I.F.Stone whose polemical writing was based on close scrutiny of public documents which would otherwise go ignored. Or Private Eye magazine which publishes what other news organisations won’t, based often on tips and information sent in to them. It’s a small step from them to Matt Drudge, one of the first of the bloggers to have an impact on the news agenda with his revelation of President Clinton’s affair with an intern, and from him to the plethora of blogs and social networks we now enjoy.

So why is there so much discussion of Citizen Journalism today? Simply, it’s the impact of the internet and the opportunities it offers for widespread forms of communication unimaginable just a decade ago. Those opportunities are producing social changes as profound as the invention of the printing press three hundred years ago. 

For 75 years the BBC World Service has broadcast radio programmes around the globe with highly technical studios, lines, transmitters and radio towers worth millions of pounds. Today anyone with a laptop computer and an internet connection can effectively broadcast just as widely. 

For more than a hundred years, news – journalism – has been based on a model of restricted access. Only a few organisations could afford to send reporters to places where important events were happening or find information of interest to others. Even fewer had the resources to distribute that information – either through newsprint or by access to limited, usually regulated, radio or TV bandwidth.  The model was one of central control, top-down, one-to-many.

Today those limitations have gone. Information is increasingly commoditised and widely available on the internet. Distribution of that information can be achieved at almost zero cost with a blog or podcast. The internet model is bottom-up (or edges-in), networked, peer-to-peer with everything from one-to-one to many-to-many.

Information has become democratised. 

When Tim Berners-Lee invented the hypertext technology, which became the World Wide Web in 1991 it was to be able to share and edit information. In other words, the social functionality of the web was at its heart when it was invented. It’s that functionality, social networking as it’s now called, which is driving the huge changes in communication we are currently seeing, including citizen journalism. 

As the authors of The Cluetrain Manifesto 
wrote in 1999:

“ A powerful global conversation has begun. Through the internet, people are discovering and inventing new ways to share relevant knowledge with blinding speed. As a direct result, markets are getting smarter – and getting smarter faster than most companies.”

This has certainly been true in the media and in journalism in particular. But although the impact of the internet has been profoundly disruptive and challenging for news organisations it has also, I believe, been a force for good: improving standards and quality, enforcing transparency and accountability, enabling the wide dissemination of free information, and re-connecting the public with the importance of free expression and debate. Citizen Journalism can improve the media and strengthen democracy. 

Dan Gillmor in his seminal book “We the Media”
 suggests the rise of citizen journalism can spark a renaissance of the notion of a truly informed citizenry. “Self government demands no less, and we’ll all benefit if we do it right.”

He traces the moment when blogging took hold in the USA in the hours after September 11th. 

“Journalists did some of their finest work and made me proud to be one of them,” he writes. “But something else, something profound, was happening this time around: news was being produced by regular people who had something to say and show, and not solely by the “official” news organisations that had traditionally decided how the first draft of history would look…Another kind of reporting emerged during those appalling hours and days. Via emails, mailing lists, chat groups, personal web journals – all non-standard news sources –we received valuable context that the major American media couldn’t, or wouldn’t, provide. We were witnessing – and in many cases were part of – the future of news.” 

So there is no question that “citizen journalism”, or the opportunity provided by the internet and technology to allow the public to express their views and share their experiences, is having a profound effect on journalism. It is undermining business models, throwing into stark relief a traditional lack of openness and transparency in parts of the news media, and forcing up quality and standards as the army of bloggers “fact-check your ass” as it was described after they identified a series of mainstream media failings in the USA in 2003-2005.

It is also providing enormous opportunities to develop a “new journalism” through sharing information across networks, tagging, commenting, open source research and more. 

As Rebecca Mackinnon, a former CNN producer and now blogger who describes herself as a “recovering journalist” has said: “What matters is that journalism survives, not the platform or media on which it exists.” 

However, when we speak about citizen journalism, we are really talking about a range of different activities – which have different motivations, different purposes and different effects.  

Four kinds of Sharing

Citizen journalism can broadly be grouped into four different kinds of activity – or sharing. 

Firstly, there’s eyewitness reporting – the sharing of experience. This includes the mobile phone pictures sent to news organisations, email descriptions of what people have seen and, increasingly, video. News organisations have always interviewed witnesses and used their pictures when available. Now witnesses to an event can send their material directly to the newsdesk – and do so in their thousands. 

Secondly, there’s the sharing of opinion, usually through blogs. For decades, radio broadcasters have used radio phone-ins to reflect the views of their audience and to encourage debate. Today, on the internet, the same thing can be achieved with blogs linked from a news site or news pages linked from blogs. Citizen Journalism sites like Digg.com or Netscape.com, which include recommendation and voting for best items as well, reflect the views of the readers as well as conveying the core story.  

Thirdly, there is original, investigative reporting on the web – the sharing of discovery. This is sometimes achieved through conventional means of investigative reporting where an individual uncovers something newsworthy, or occasionally it happens as a group activity – sometimes called a swarm – where a number of bloggers descend on an issue and pick it apart until the bones are revealed. 

Finally, there is what some call Networked Journalism – the sharing of knowledge. This is founded on the idea that, whatever you write or broadcast about, someone out there will know more about it than you. How can you find that expertise and use it to improve the quality, accuracy, insight of your journalism? How can you tap into the collective wisdom, knowledge and experience of the public to report what would otherwise have been unreportable?

Let’s take each in turn.

The Sharing of Experience

2005 was the year a number of major news events occurred just as mobile technology had become widespread. Cameraphones, and small digital video recorders, captured the January Tsunami, the July 7t h London bombings, the Buncefield fuel depot explosion in the UK and the Asian earthquake to an extent few news events had been filmed before. 

Take these two examples from the 7/7 bombings.

“Adam Stacey was caught up in the Piccadilly Line blast between King's Cross and Russell Square, but was not in the bombed carriage.

After being trapped for about 40 minutes in a smoky carriage and amid increasing alarm, he and his fellow commuters were let off the train and told to walk back down the track.

Seeing others taking out mobile phone cameras, and not knowing there had been a bomb attack, he asked his friend Elliot to take a picture to show his colleagues at work.

Before he knew it the image was being used all over the world and he was being asked to do interviews for all kinds of media, including Japanese TV and American radio. 

Having heard that some news sites were using pictures taken by members of the public, Adam first sent his image to the Sun newspaper.

It was picked up by a weblog site, Moblog UK, and once on there the image attracted scores of postings from around the world.

The comments later led to Moblog's Alfie Dennen establishing the website We're Not Afraid, which received images and messages of support from across the globe after the bombings.

Mr Dennen contacted Mr Stacey on 7 July to ask if he would agreed to a Creative Commons Licence on the image, which is a way to distribute information free.

"I said that was fine. I didn't think of the image as my property. It would have seemed so mercenary to make money from it."

The resulting media attention was "exciting" for a time admits Mr Stacey, whose image was selected as one of the best of 2005 by Time Magazine.” (BBC News Interactive)
Rachel North was in the bombed carriage of the train travelling from Kings Cross to Russell Square. In the days the followed she wrote a diary for the BBC which subsequently became her own blog
.

“I was in the first carriage, behind the driver's carriage, standing by the doors - it was absolutely packed.

Even more people got on at Kings Cross. It felt like the most crowded train ever. Then, as we left Kings Cross, at about 8.55am, there was an almighty bang.

Everything went totally black and clouds of choking smoke filled the Tube carriage and I thought I had been blinded.

It was so dark that nobody could see anything.

I thought I was about to die, or was dead. I was choking from the smoke and felt like I was drowning.

Air started to flood in through the smashed glass and the emergency lighting helped us see a bit. We were OK.

A terrible screaming followed the initial silence.”

The motivation for sharing these kinds of direct experience varies – but few currently see themselves as journalists. They are simply individuals caught up in extraordinary events who wish to share what they have seen or heard. Some agencies have grown up with the intention of representing members of the public who wish to sell their material to news organizations. As yet, however, they have had only marginal impact due to the volume of material available and the primary motivation on the part of these “citizen journalists” being sharing or participation rather than money. That’s not to say, of course, that anyone capturing a moment of history or an exclusive image in the way Zapruder did would not be entitled or able to profit substantially from it.  But the usual market forces apply and thanks to mobile technology, the supply of images of most events is plentiful. 

There are risks. At the Buncefield Oil explosion and fire in 2005, the BBC was approached by a number of people, including children, who offered to return to the scene and capture “better pictures” – putting themselves potentially at risk. There are issues of liability here for news organizations that need to advise the public to behave responsibly and safely in capturing their experiences and must avoid appearing to commission anything which might involve a risk of injury or worse. 

Sharing experience in this way has taken place for as long as mass media has existed. Technology has transformed the volume of material now available and that, in turn, has had a major impact on news organizations. As the BBC’s News Editor, Jon Williams, said on the BBC Editors Blog:

I was the home news editor on July 7th last year. We received 20,000 emails, more than 1,000 mobile phone pictures and dozens of bits of video; it was your phone-calls that alerted us to what was going on when the authorities weren't quite sure what to make of the "power-outage" on the underground. It transformed our coverage - and our view of the role you can play in our output.

Now, whenever there's a story, our readers, viewers and listeners send in pictures from the scene - whether it's the explosion at the Buncefield oil terminal, or the attacks on trains in Mumbai in India. For news - as news editor - it's a magnificent resource to draw on. It's not often we're on the scene when something is happening - our cameras usually get there after the event; we film the aftermath. Very often, you are in the thick of it.   It's been called citizen journalism - I prefer to think of it as citizen newsgathering.”

The Sharing of Opinion
For decades now, the combination of radio and the telephone has allowed members of the public to share their opinions through mass media. Phone-in shows have become a staple format for talk radio and many of them have developed into communities with regular callers, extended discussions and themes – in much the way that bulletin boards and some blog communities work. 

For the media, the ability to tap into their audience for views and opinion has enabled them to produce content, relatively cheaply, which is by definition of interest to, and closely aligned with, their audience. And, although there are good and bad examples as ever, phone in shows are a popular format for that reason.

The broadcaster acts as host and the audience is clear what is a callers opinion and how it may be differentiated form the broadcasters views or position. 

Now, with blogs in particular but also podcasts and videoblogs, the ability of the public to express opinion in public has exploded. They no longer need to be “hosted” by broadcaster. This explosion of opinion in the public space has had a number of effects. It has put pressure on the traditional framework of impartiality and objectivity for some news organisations. There is clearly a great appetite for opinion. It has undermined the value of the columnist or op-ed writer – there is excellent commentary available for free on the web. But it has also provided a challenge (and therefore an opportunity) for news organisations to integrate the opinions of their readers, listeners and viewers in new ways. The quantity of views, and the means by which they are expressed, have grown hugely. So too have the benefits of being seen to embrace and support public discussion. 

Where many traditional media organisations have been slow, or struggled to integrate this new explosion in public opinion, some start-ups have been quick to see the opportunity.

In 2004, Calvin Tang and Mike Davidson (working for Disney, ESPN) were discussing a number of ideas about what was happening on the web at the time. 

“With the rise of personal publishing and the emergence of the blogosphere on the media landscape, our thoughts circled around a model that blended together the best elements of traditional media with those we identified as the hallmarks of new media. In specific, the traditional media companies provided quality content with integrity and accuracy. Yet, bloggers and casual web surfers were increasingly able to offer valuable accounts of and opinions on important events in a manner that was representative of large swathes of society (unfiltered perspectives if you will). In aggregate, these consumers-turned-producers of content were becoming more and more influential and leaders were emerging from the pack.” Says Tang.

In their view many traditional media companies had been slow to adapt to a rapidly changing technical and social environment and most did little to truly tap into the resource of their readers. 

“What the big media companies lacked in agility and efficiency, we saw bloggers as a whole lacked in focus purpose and organisation.”

So they decided to develop a site which collected, organised and syndicated the huge growing pool of content on the web in as automated a way as possible.  They wanted to leverage those who had a story to tell but who lacked the means to produce and publish content and to give people ways to interact meaningfully on topics of shared interest and – as a result – discover new material and authors. 

Newsvine.Com was launched as a discussion site, but built around a conventional news feed from the Associated Press. It allows users to comment on news reports, chat live to each other about them, generate their own content, recommend content, build their own network of users and authors and “seed” the site with items of interest from elsewhere on the web. As such it combines blogging, tagging, recommendation, social bookmarking, chat  and news. 

At its heart is comment on the news and the building of a community around user opinion. 

“We encourage our users to turn anything and everything into a conversation. The most important aspect of Newsvine is the composition of our users. They are generally thoughtful, articulate and passionate about being a part of the Newsvine community.”

The site has developed significantly since launch. They originally imagined that the wire (AP) feed would be the bulk of content initially with an increasing amount of user content taking its place over time. In fact, however, they have an even 50-50 distribution of content from both sources in terms of quantity, traffic and distribution of discussion. The wire content serves as an anchor keeping users focused on topics related to the news. 

They have since introduced groups – or private discussion threads – rather than have all discussion taking place in a common area. This allows smaller communities to seed themselves within the original community. And they discovered that “good-bad” percentage-based reputation systems, as used in other social sites like eBay, didn’t work for their users so they introduced “vineacity” a multi dimensional measure of a users productivity and trustworthiness. This allows a transparency about the quality and trustworthiness of contributions as determined by the users.

What is striking about Newsvine is the way it combines traditional news output with user comment and opinion and the multiple social functions it encourages. You can find out what has happened, but also read or engage in a wide range of opinion and discussion about the news you are particularly interested in.

Like a phone-in, it combines traditional media with public views but with the weight very much on the other foot. The users are in charge. 

To share opinion and views, of course, doesn’t require the functionality of a site like Newsvine. The simplest blogging platforms, some available for free like Blogger.Com, enable people to share their views and experiences widely. 

One of the earliest and perhaps best known example was that of Salam Pax during the 2003 Iraq War. Blogging at dear_raed.blogspot.com, he wrote of life in Baghdad in the run-up to war and during the bombing. He had contempt for the regime, but strikingly appeared to have much in common with his young readers in the west. He wrote in perfect English, quoted David Bowie lyrics and talked of his latest CD purchases. And he was funny. When a BBC reporter spoke of Iraqis maintaining an air of normality, he wrote: “What are we supposed to do? Run around the streets wailing?” Once the bombs started to fall he wrote tersely about what it was like to sit in your room, door locked, and hoping one didn’t fall on you. 

His posts were picked up by The Guardian, The New York Times and by the BBC.  Crucially he conveyed, more authentically than any western reporter could do, what it was like to live in the city under attack and in the final days of the Baathist regime. 

No surprise then, that he subsequently made the move from blogger.com to a regular newspaper column – albeit with some reluctance: “I sold my soul to the devil”, he wrote.  

His first column began:

“My name is Salam Pax and I am addicted to blogs. Some people watch daytime soaps, I follow blogs. I follow the hyperlinks on the blogs I read. I travel through the web guided by bloggers. I get wrapped up in the plots narrated by them. I was reading so many blogs I had to assign weekdays for each bunch, plus the ones I was reading daily. It is slightly voyeuristic, especially those really personal blogs: day-to-day, mundane stuff which is actually fascinating; glimpses of lives so different, and so much amazing writing. No politics, just people's lives. How they deal with pain or grief, how they share their happy moments with anybody who cares to read.”

This is what blogs can bring to the public sphere – the real lives and concerns of ordinary people. That’s what Salam’s blog reflected during the Iraq war – in a way traditional journalists could not. 

However, the sharing of experience and opinion is not all that blogs can achieve. 
The Sharing of Discovery

Mark Kraft is a Californian blogger who got his start

in blogging by helping run LiveJournal.com – a site which offers discussion forums and communities as well as supporting blogs.

After the invasion of Iraq he created a community for NGO workers, overseas contractors and others working in Iraq – including some US soldiers, with whom he built up an online relationship.  They would tell him what they were doing – including, sometimes, things which weren’t being reported. 

On November 12th 2004 he posted about phosphorous shells being used on Iraqis:

Fallujah: Many, many Iraqis dead, phosphorus shells being used on Iraqis, anonymous corpses with horrible burns, possible use of cluster bombs. Over 18 US soldiers killed so far, hundreds wounded, over 227 severely -- evac'ed to Germany. Nominal control of the roads, but no real control of the city. Elections more distant than ever. House-to-house searches still to come, possible enemies and boobytraps behind every door, a starving city as big as Pittsburgh. Angry Iraqis. Hopeless Iraqis. Iraqis with nothing left to lose. The wholescale slaughter of Iraqi police departments. Massive defections in both Iraqi police and military. Uprisings in major Iraqi cities. Months of progress in some regions destroyed overnight. Bombed mosques. The widescale stench of death. Iraqi men not allowed to leave. Boats, packed and fleeing, sunk by gunfire. Bodies floating down the Euphrates.  Winning the battle and losing the war.

He went on to report the personal stories of soldiers, sharing their posts and other news from inside Iraq ignored by the traditional press. “Some of the stories from inside Fallujah were just awful” he says. “It was a horrible bloodbath for all sides concerned.” He also released pictures leaked to him by soldiers.  Eventually, news media in the UK and the US picked up on the use of White Phosphorous shells in Fallujah. However, without his use of an online community and contacts it might never have been reported.  

“It’s not enough for journalists to create a weblog and hope people will come to them with the big story,” he says. “ They need to do more to seek out the weblogs of those involved firsthand and to interact with them, and build up a discussion amongst equals. It’s not enough to occasionally monitor a flood of RSS feeds with a newsreader because that does nothing to build either communication or trust. 

“What I’ve built up may not be official sources, but I would argue that as sources go they are far better, far closer to firsthand, and generally more detailed and nuanced providing a more meaningful perspective on what is happening.”

In this, he sounds remarkably like a traditional investigative reporter, building trust and working sources. However, in Mark Kraft’s case, it’s built around the internet, online search, blogs and online communities rather than the neighbourhood bar. 

The internet can provide a powerful platform for investigative journalism. Swedish blogger Magnus Ljungkvist ended the short career of Sweden’s trade minister, Maria Borelius, after only eight days in office. Using the Freedom of Information Act to examine her tax returns and business affairs, he revealed tax evasion by the minister including not paying the payroll tax on a cleaning woman she hired in the 1990s.

Ljungkvist, press spokesman for Sweden’s Social Democrat party,  pitched the story to Aftonbladet which declined to run it. So he blogged. Another paper,  Expressen, reported the story, without credit to Ljungkvist,  a day after his post and Borelius quickly resigned.
This case led the Poynter Institute to reach five conclusions:

– That partisanship is not always bad. Good citizen journalism often relies on some sort of partisanship as a motivator to continue researching a story. 

– That everyone needs access to information. A well-oiled democratic process requires open access to information -- even for people with an axe to grind, whether they are journalists, political activists, or citizens.

– That Journalists aren't always objective. The fact that the mainstream media were not looking where Ljungkvist looked could be a symptom of a lack of personal interest from journalists, or a lack of available resources to investigate. Or it could be related to admissions published in a 2000 book that several journalists were paying their houseworkers under the table. This seems to be a widespread problem in Sweden.

- That Bloggers can provide constructive nudging. It sometimes takes a committed blogger to force journalists to address issues they'd rather ignore.

- Finally, Giving credit. Only later did some news organizations give Ljungkvist credit for his investigation. This reluctance to give credit indicates an unnecessary degree of embarrassment on the part of the traditional media -- perhaps stemming from us-vs-them paranoia perpetuated by both citizen and traditional journalists.

Perhaps the best known example of “discovery” on the net is what’s become known as “Rather-gate”: the discovery of major inaccuracies in a report on CBS 60 minutes presented by Dan Rather. IN September 2004, the programme reported on criticisms of George W Bush record in the US National Guard allegedly made in documents belonging to his commanding officer Jerry B Killian. 

The authenticity of the documents was challenged within hours on Internet forums and blogs. They pointed to anachronisms in the documents' typography which suggested they were fake. CBS initially defended the story, but a two-week period of analysis by bloggers and then rival news organizations forced a retraction from them.  Rather said, "if I knew then what I know now – I would not have gone ahead with the story as it was aired, and I certainly would not have used the documents in question”. CBS News President Andrew Heyward said, "Based on what we now know, CBS News cannot prove that the documents are authentic, which is the only acceptable journalistic standard to justify using them in the report. We should not have used them. That was a mistake, which we deeply regret." 

The item producer Mary Mapes was sacked and Rather was forced to announce his retirement early.

Part of the interest of this incident is in the bloggers holding a major news organization to account, and proving to be more thorough and accurate than the professional journalists. However, it also illustrates the power of combined wisdom. The anachronisms came to light by a number of different (right wing) bloggers pooling their observations and expertise to undermine the accuracy and authority of the report. It was, in some sense, an early example of what’s now called Networked Journalism.
The Sharing of expertise

Dan Gillmor describes in “We the Media’ how he recognised, when he began his IT column for the San Jose Mercury, that many of his readers working in Silicon Valley would know more about his subject than he would.  Clearly, this would make it hard for him to write with authority. However he then had the insight to recognise that if he could harness the expertise in his readership his could be the best informed and most expert IT column in the country. And so through his blog and by inviting comments he allowed his readers to steer his journalism. Using the expertise of the public in this way has now been called “Networked Journalism”. 

Jeff Jarvis, blogger and Professor at the City University of New York coined the phrase:

“Journalism must become collaborative at many levels. News organizations should come to rely on citizens to help report stories on a large-scale level, at an individual level (citizens contributing reports to news organizations’ efforts), and as a network (news organizations supporting citizens’ own efforts with content, promotion, education, and revenue).

Journalism will become collaborative not only on this pro-am level but also pro-to-pro. We need not and cannot afford to send our own reporters to some stories just for the sake of byline ego but we can link to and bring our readers — and help support — the best reporting from other outlets.”

Jarvis foresees a number of consequences from this approach. He believes the role of journalists, and their relationship with the public will change from “owner” of the story to moderators, editors and enablers. He sees a broadening of the scope of journalism and news. And, a raising of the quality of journalism, as, with the help of the public, there are more ways to get stories and to ensure they are right. 

These were some of the principles behind the launch of NewAssignment.Net – a project run by his colleague at New York University, Prof Jay Rosen. It’s a  non-profit site that is attempting to pioneer “Open Source” reporting.

“At New Assignment, pros and amateurs cooperate to produce work that neither could manage alone. The site uses open source methods to develop good assignments and helps bring them to completion. It pays professional journalists to carry the project home and set high standards; they work closely with users who have something to contribute. The betting is that (some) people will donate to stories they can see are going to be great because the open methods allow for that glimpse ahead.”

As yet unproven, it builds on the idea of tapping into the experience and expertise of the public and using it as a form of widely distributed research. Rosen then sees that raw information being pulled together and developed by professional journalists before “the story” is disseminated again. 
“I just think journalism without the media is at this point a practical idea, worth testing. NewAssignment.Net makes it possible for the people formerly known as the audience to originate outstanding work. The design assumes no antagonism at all between “citizen” users and “professional” journalists. The assumption is we need both, and ways for them to work in tandem. A journalist who can’t work with people and tell them the truth isn’t right for New Assignment”.

The idea of using the expertise of the public is not limited to journalism on the internet. Minnesota Public Radio has launched what it calls Public Insight Journalism – with a database of expert contributors to help give reporters a more informed view of issues. 

The network allows their producers and reporters to learn from people with first hand experience of the subjects they are covering. The Public Insight web page invites people to join their network saying:

“Your work, education and life experience – even your hobbies – give you knowledge and insights that can inform our newsroom.

When a story breaks about identity theft, we want to learn from those affected or those looking for ways to avoid it. When we report that nearly half of American older workers have saved less than $25,000 toward retirement, we want to know how they are coping. With foreign adoption on the rise, we want to understand what that trend means for the parents and children involved.”

Michael Skoler, the Managing Director of News, explained the motivation behind the project:

“If "establishment" media organizations can plug into the energy and wisdom of the collective brain of the public, we'll bring the strength of traditional journalism -- editorial judgment, fact-checking, truth-seeking -- into a new age of better, more trusted news coverage. If we don't do this, I think the unfiltered, weblog-type model of journalism will overtake traditional media with its sheer energy and we will lose a powerful way of informing the public about critical issues in our democracy.”

It’s another way of saying that what’s important is the survival of good journalism – not the media or platform on which it rests.

 In this first part of the 21st century, as traditional news operations are disrupted by the internet, there is much concern about viable business models for news. With so much information apparently available for free on the internet are the public losing the habit of paying for news and information? What might that mean for some of the long established great media organizations of the last century? 

The media, and journalism, are going through a radical transformation and not all the answers are yet clear. However there is no question that citizen journalism, the ability of the public to contribute to and steer public news and information, will be one of the defining characteristics of journalism in the future.  In years to come I suspect people will look back at the debate about citizen journalism, and whether it is real journalism, whether it is in opposition to mainstream media, with some bewilderment.  The fundamental purposes, principles and values of good journalism are unchanged by the internet. But the opportunities for sharing experience, opinion, discovery, and expertise are greatly increased and will enrich and improve journalism in the years ahead. 
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