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Learning what it means to be a journalist

“Every journalist operates on some
theory of democracy,” Bill Kovach and
Tom Rosenstiel said. Mine is this: Knowledge without action is useless.
My senior project was about exploring the contours of the mediascape to
prepare myself for the profession I may
one day enter.
It seems that every year I am in school,
I learn something new about journalism I
had not known before.
During my first year, journalism was
the promise of a never-ending education,
where reporters will not plateau because
they are always challenged to understand
more.
Sophomore year was hoping against
all odds that journalism comprises more
than being society’s secretary—that there
was some amount of creativity and action involved.
The turning point came during junior
year, when I finally reconciled two of my
greatest values: knowledge and action. I
realized that journalism could be a form
of leadership because it informed people
of the politics of their cause, and awareness is always the first step. It was during
this year that I had my first internship experience at the town weekly, The Oxford
Press. By exploring the Oxford community through my articles, I learned two
things:
1. Objectivity does not exist
2. Journalists are weavers of
information
My journalism education was also
beginning to parallel my practical revela-

tions. I found confirmation of something
I always suspected must exist: a broader
mediascape than that presented in the
typical J-school classroom. Miami Journalism Professor James Tobin was the first
from whom I heard the term “advocacy
journalism.”
I spent the summer working at In
These Times, a monthly magazine focusing on labor issues. I went in to learn
about the advocacy mediascape but left
with Associate Editor Phoebe Connelly’s
question echoing in my mind: Why advocacy? Why not simply think of it all as
journalism?
At the same time, a newfangled movement known as participatory journalism
came to my attention. It became instantly
clear that this would become the focus of
my senior project.
A publisher at ITT encouraged me
toward another topic. It’s not new, she
told me. You’re not going to be doing any
original research. But being original was
not what mattered. It was new to me, and
I needed to know what it meant for my
future while I still felt charged from my
fresh take on journalism.
While the analytical portion of the
senior project examined Internet participatory journalism, the creative portion
sought to explore the vast participatory
mediascape, which has existed long before the advent of the World Wide Web.
There were complications though,
and many story ideas fell through, a risk
generally amplified in a self-directed
embarkment. Ultimately, I was left with
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clumps of interviews, random to any narrative but a personal one.
Although they could not be synthesized into a coherent, third-person story,
the interviews and research I collected
sharpened my understanding of the field
and its issues.
I was newly enthralled when the threat
of participatory journalism sprung forth.
What did it mean for me as someone who
wanted to enter the field? Are they even
credible? As my research deepened, the
questions became whether there would
be a place for journalists, especially the
type I aspire to be.
The first story I had hoped to write
was about the effect participatory journalism would have on college journalism
education. For that, I sought out Miami
Journalism Professor Bettina Fabos, who
keeps up with online journalism trends.
I confessed my insecurities about
being behind the conversation, and she
encouraged me to pursue it. I told her
my story idea, and she warned of sparse
answers, mostly that journalism students
must familiarize themselves with Internet
sociology.
More importantly, she pointed out
that my terminology of traditional journalism to describe Big Media was inaccurate because the style of journalism
predominating the scene has only been
around for the last half of the 20th century. That was news to me. Advocacy and
other forms of alternative journalism have
always been part of journalism but were
somehow edged out as the current style
of mainstream media began to petrify.
“Participatory journalism is a response,” Bettina said. She paralleled
many media studies scholars who view
journalism as a conversation.
Days later, Reporter Nick Clooney
would arrive on campus as part of his

Newsman in Darfur tour to shed light on
the modern Sudanese tragedy, but to this
journalism student, it was a confirmation
of what felt like the dynasty of Big Media.
“I did what every journalist knows
not to do,” Clooney said. “I became an
advocate.”
It was jarring. Why would anyone be
anything but an advocate if they were
well informed on what was happening?
Why are journalists precluded? If journalism is about putting out information on
which to form sound premises, the fear
of using “advocacy” and “journalist” in
the same sentence did not feel like sound
logic to me.
Nick’s comment was an insight into
the binary opposition between traditional journalism and many other genres, in
which traditional journalism has somehow elbowed its way to the top and all
others become secondary.
At least with participatory journalism, this becomes hazier. David Kurpius
of the Kettering Foundation described a
journalism course in which the first day
was devoted to answering a single question:
“Does television journalism, as practiced today, deserve First Amendment
protections? … None [of the students]
expect to begin by talking about democracy and their responsibility to citizens in
the democracy.”
Kurpius’ example highlights how
blurred the definition of journalism is,
which is actually nonexistent in the
United States. It was Dean of Columbia’s
Journalism School Nicholas Lemann who
said that participatory journalists offer no
new and dazzling insights; they simply
link to mainstream sources in place of
original reporting.
Meanwhile, many journalists I have
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paying much, but it’s bad for you and will
eventually make you very sick.”
To be certain, there are plenty of
problems within this microcosm of participatory media such as propaganda and
misinformation. However, the beauty of
participatory media is how participants
take ownership for the information they
disseminate, and that intimate connection can cultivate civic-hood.
“Individually, these contributions may
be crude, untrustworthy, unnoteworthy,”
said Salon.com Managing Editor Scott
Rosenberg. “Collectively, they represent
the largest and most widely accessible
pool of information and entertainment in
human history. And it’s still growing.”
Despite dissuasions, many people
continue to plop down in front of their
computer screens, snacks on-hand and
YouTube set in the address bar. Wikipedia is one of the most popular Apple widgets and the blogosphere is still growing
exponentially.
Users and viewers are engaging
with the storm of information in a way
that overshadows the flurries traditional
journalism has been able to catch since
mainstream media went corporate in the
last half century.
Objectivity had become a filler word
for the amorphous ideology of Big Media.
I had become a firm believer that due to
the scope of our experiences, objectivity
is attainable only in comprehensiveness.
Perhaps the reason traditional journalism has had such a difficult time accepting participatory media
is because it
is an indictment on
how
insufficiently traditional journalism has fulfilled
the purpose of
journalism.
Informa0

spoken to grasp at a definition—it is the
intention that is different. Perhaps it is Kovach and Rosenstiel’s amalgamation that
rings truest: The purpose of journalism is
to equip a citizenry with the information
needed to be free and self-governing.
However, if infotainment is the regular
broadcast, then participatory journalists
are no different than mainstream journalists in much of the content they deliver.
There are times, said New York University Professor Jay Rosen, when participatory media is journalism.
Miami Journalism Professor Ed Arnone
challenged me to think about it not as an
ultimatum, but as a bouquet of alternatives. He explained that academics tend
to make everything into a science, and
terms such as “participatory journalism”
are a manifestation of that approach. It is
not an “us” versus “them” situation. Like
Phoebe, he encouraged me to think of it
all simply as journalism.
Regardless whether it is an academic
manufacture, traditional journalism perceives participatory media as a threat.
Although I was not a practicing journalist, I began to embrace and see myself
as a journalist rather than just a journalism student. For me, journalism would
not begin with my first post-baccalaureate byline. I adopted the context of the
field as my own, its shortcomings and
successes even though I had little to do
with them. This transcendence granted
fuller insights into the intricacies of journalism.
As I was plugging away on my senior
project, an e-brawl broke out over the
Western College Program Alumni listserv, to which I subscribe. The topic of
contention? Wikipedia.
“Wikipedia is the McDonald’s of information,” one listserv subscriber wrote
in. “You can get a lot, real fast, without

tion? Check.
Engagement? The box remains relatively empty.
There is little conversion from information to knowledge. Participatory media is way ahead in fulfilling the purpose
of journalism.
The problem is that traditional journalists continue to think in binary oppositions. Participatory media—a more
accurate term—is not a threat, but a
supplement. The two share a symbiotic
relationship to the benefit of all, and
traditional journalism must incorporate
participatory aspects to stay on the same
wavelength as the public.
Internet participatory media may one
day cede to an even more ubiquitous medium. In the opposite extreme, the public
could experience information overload.
However, it comes full circle that journalism is a conversation and a reflection
of the times. The purpose of journalism is
two-fold: to disseminate information and
to engage the public with that information. Even if objectivity should make its
way beyond the traditional genre pipe
dream, journalism must first meet the
public where it is.
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Digital Storytelling:
Empowerment & Awareness

The first time I met Theeba Soundararajan was in November 2006 at the
School of the Americas Protest in Columbus, Ga. As the media and technology coordinator to Third World Majority,
she was introducing the COINTEL Now
curriculum that her group had assembled
about media justice in the context of increasing surveillance. Digital storytelling
was their bent, and a couple of months
later, I was meeting her for a lunch interview in Berkeley, Calif.
“Aren’t you cold?” she exclaimed. We
had just turned the corner up to Taqueria
Cancún. Theeba was wearing a thick red
turtleneck undetr her white puffer coat.
I was wearing a cotton t-shirt under my
cardigan.
“Oh, I guess not really,” I stuttered. I
had not thought about it before, and it
had just come to my attention that the
shawl of my sweater was flapping beseechingly in the wind. “I mean, I go to
school in Ohio.”
Hoards of people scramble for a
chance at life in Sunny California, and
TWM is a digital storytelling center situated in temperate Oakland, Calif. It is
based out of a one-room office, and there
are hints everywhere that it is a women’s
collective: a jar of Trader Joe’s chocolate
sauce is stashed in the corner and a box
of community-owned O.B. tampons sit
on the shelf. There are six women spread
out over the United States with expertise
in various pockets of technology, connections to diverse social justice and
empowerment groups, and ethnic back-

grounds spanning African-American to
Filipina.
“We all realize that being in these
spaces of technology as women, we
weren’t being listened to. Particularly as
women of color, we were really being silenced,” explained Theeba, who is Tamil
Indian. “We realized that there’s a completely different way of interacting with
technology as a woman, and as a woman
of color. We really wanted to rebuild and
recreate what a technology space led by
women of color would look like.”
TWM’s constituency consists of ethnically based and other marginalized
groups whose stories have either been
overlooked by the media or have been
told for them in stereotyped narratives.
Media production is a political action,
and TWM acquaints those who have
been traumatized by media with the very
production tools that can help them retell their stories.
“It’s not really about representation.
It’s about really rethinking what it means
to be behind the camera, being deliberate,” Theeba said. “If we produce our
own media, are we recreating the same
symbols of oppression or are we rethinking or creating different paradigms?”
Much of the work that TWM does is
deconstructing the storytelling process.
Although digital storytelling provides a
bridge for organizations and communities to the general public, a big part is in
the collaboration behind the feature.
“People come with their stories written in a very detached and distant way,”
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Theeba said. “The way that we’re taught
to tell our own stories and the way that we
are taught to talk about our own experiences, we’re taught to talk about them in
a way that is very sterile and antiseptic.”
Theeba’s time is divided among presentations at conferences, workshops,
curriculum writing, development and
administrative duties.
In a memorable workshop with the
Youth Media Institute in Seattle, Wash.,
Theeba worked with first-generation
youth of immigrant families. One Kumai
teenager was aloof throughout the weeklong workshop, and Theeba and other organizers made an effort to
tease out his personality.
By the end of the workshop, he had produced a
great story and TWM was
enlightened of his learning disability.
“His [digital] story was great, but the
story behind that was a lot more profound,” Theeba explained. “If you have a
learning disability and you can’t name it,
you think differently and people are really harsh on you.”
Farther up the bay, the Center for Digital Storytelling is also a firm believer in
context. CDS, a Berkeley nonprofit, takes
it to a more personal level.
As an Americorps Vista to CDS, Jessica McCoy spends much time in workshops. In one instance, she worked with
a woman who wanted to script out the
childhood fishing trips she took with
her father. Jessica probed: Where is the
dramatic question? Why is it significant
enough for a three-minute digital story?
At first reluctant to explain its significance, the workshop participant finally
broke down and told Jessica that her father was ill.
“A lot of times people are like, well
why will anybody care about my story?

It’s really only important to me,” Jessica
said. “They’re trying to think about some
general universal experience they can
write about, but we’re like, nobody really
cares about that. What the audience really wants to hear is about your personal
life, people are curious about the details
of your own story.”
Everybody has a compelling voice,
Jessica told me. But people should only
go as far as they feel comfortable. CDS
empowers people to tell their own stories
and make editing decisions.
“Creativity is definitely there [for the
workshop leaders] especially because a
lot of people who come to
our workshops have never
done anything like this;
most people don’t sit down
and write about their own
lives,” explained Jessica, who is a 2006
journalism graduate of Ithaca College. “A
lot of people do writing for their jobs, but
not personal writing, so it’s really hard
for them to find a personal voice that’s
not academic, that’s not business-legalese language. It’s really rewarding to help
people find that for themselves.”
***
Although Jessica was only slightly
older than me, I could already see some
of our differences. While she had pledged
two years of service with CDS, I was still
grappling with a single question: What
does participatory media mean about the
principles and future of journalism?
Jessica and I were coming at the picture from different angles. I was more
concerned about awareness that information can catalyze. She was concerned
about the empowerment factor.
“If it’s about awareness and it’s about
having a cinematographer come in and
then creating something beautiful, fabulous, winning all these awards, it may
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cause more of a stir in terms of getting
it out there,” I said. “What if, in terms of
documentaries, what if someone else can
tell the other person’s story better than
that person can tell it herself? Is there
ever a point where it is appropriate for a
journalist or a documenter to tell someone else’s story?”
I felt guilty about my question, exposed as a scavenger in training.
Yet Jessica explained that empowerment also has a resounding effect: It motivates people to go out and help themselves or their community.
In addition, the dramatic question
that Jessica had pushed is not nearly as
weighted in a first-person account as it
is in a journalistic production. Writing is
supposed to mimic and record real life,
but does there have to be conflict in order
for someone to really become engaged?
In the case of blogs and other community sites, narratives that are synonymous
with the people who produce them have
the freedom to be fragmented.
“[It’s about] learning to consume
media in a critical way,” Jessica emphasized.
Perhaps the future of journalism will
be as reinforcement to public life. Blogs
and community sites provide primary accounts of intricate subjects. The Baghdad
Blogger gave Americans a more profound
depiction of life during U.S. invasion
than journalists could. Hurricane Katrina
victims documented the fearful silence
in New Orleans when journalists had no
access.
As institutions, professional journalism outlets have a standing with governments and other bigger entities than
singular participants have within or without the system. Journalism outlets shined
the light on China’s human rights abuses when the country made a bid for the

2008 Summer Olympics. They impressed
its urgency to the global public in a way
that even the Dalai Lama could not command.
In addition to editorial work, the job
of the future journalist may be to put
pressure on those organizations and
groups in which even participants carry
little weight.
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Low Power FM Stations:
Airwaves to the People?

In prefacing This American Life’s radio
episode entitled “What I learned from
TV,” Ira Glass relayed his touring experience:
“When I would mention to the crowds
that we ourselves had just finished shooting a television version of our radio show,
I have to say that it sometimes got very,
very chilly,” Glass said. “In Minneapolis,
a guy yelled ‘Judas,’ like we were Dylan
going electric.”
Nowadays, few radio programs would
elicit such a reaction because radio is an
undervalued medium in American society. Alternative radio programming is
nearly synonymous with National Public
Radio or NewsTalk while Clear Channel and other media conglomerates have
cookie-cut the radio spectrum. People
have given up on radio as a lost cause.
Enchantment has drowned in a space
where music is simply an adornment to
the constant commercial buzz, and disc
jockeys no longer make or break bands.
In a media that produces so little power,
low-power FM stations give programmers a starting point from which to move
forward.
LPFMs are stations that program on
the principal of low power and low cost.
In the positive, it is a place for the public to reclaim the airwaves. In the negative, the legislative process to expand its
reach is so clogged that LPFM stations
have hardly advanced in coverage since
the pirate station days.
This piece focuses on three low-power FM stations in particular: Oroville’s

Radio Bird Street, Urbana Champaign’s
Radio Free Urbana and Nashville’s Radio Free Nashville. All three collaborated
with Prometheus Radio Project to hold
barnraisings in which volunteers all over
the world took a hands-on approach toward media empowerment. They are but
a sampling of the different aspects of
lPFM and the potentials and dangers it
faces.
KRBS 107.1: Radio Bird Street
Downtown Oroville, Calif. is desolate
and hardly reminiscent of its name. The
small city is better known for the nearby
dam, one of the world’s 20 largest, and
California’s oldest orange tree than even
the faded wisps of the gold rush. On every corner are antique stores, and Radio
Bird Street is sandwiched between two of
their breed.
Bird Street Media Project began as a
commitment to promoting community
interaction with the fine arts, especially
theatre. In 1999, the antenna went up
in collaboration with Prometheus Radio
Project, and BSMP’s most prominent medium came into being.
When Prometheus first approached
them, BSMP was not adequately outfitted
to host a barnraising. As encouragement,
Prometheus offered a transmitter, the
equipment that generates radio waves to
a certain radius.
“The barnraiser happens in about
three days, and we put up the antenna,”
said Station Manager Erv Knorzer. “Although I had the antenna up already, we
took it down so everybody could watch,
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everybody could learn. It was fine, in fact,
it turns out we fine-tuned the antenna a
little bit better than I had.”
Volunteers arrived from all over the
country to build the radio station and attend workshops on media law and media
equipment literacy.
“We took care of the food. We asked
the Native Americans, the Indians. The
Hmong about killed us. They eat some
pretty spicy foods,” Erv reminisced. “I
took hot sauce and put it on the food,
and my friend Pao told me, ‘nah-ah.’”
The station continues to be volunteerrun, although Erv and daughter Marianne
Knorzer are the ones who tend most often to the office. Erv, 74, plans to retire
from his volunteer position at the end of
2007.
However, the radio station seems to
have a centripetal effect on him. The retired firefighter from Long Beach plays
station manager, DJ and administrator in
realizing BSMP’s commitment to cultural
diversity and the arts.
“[Mainstream media have] censored
themselves so much that they’re not
worth a pail of beans,” Erv griped. “All of
them talk about the same three topics.”
Radio Bird Street’s philosophy is that
the airwaves belong to the people. However, the distinction is made apart from
community radio and, instead, stressed
as an independent, alternative radio station serving the community.
While it is licensed to cover a 15-mile
radius, commercial radio and other encroachments have reduced Radio Bird
Street’s coverage to a 3.5-mile radius.
In a town where the median income in
2005 was $25,100, the radio station reflects the community’s financial straits.
“Everyday you dip into your own
pocket,” Erv explained.
Maintaining the station costs only

$10,000-$15,000 per year, yet there have
been numerous times that the Board of
Directors have drawn on their personal
finances.
Although Oroville has enough ethnic diversity that it cannot be ignored,
programming is volatile. The former vice
president, a Hmong man and veteran of
the U.S. army, had to give up his show,
Lao Veterans, for the daily job commute
to Sacramento.
The most common programmers for
the station tend to be retirees and youth
from ages 12-23. Radio Bird Street had a
partnership with the high school till the
school’s funding was cut.
“It’s tough as a young kid. You’re not
going to make it. You’re enthusiastic at
first, but then it wanes. Content starts going to hell. The fifth week is where we
get into all those problems, but I like the
revolving door. It mixes things up.”
All the odds seem stacked, yet despite
the difficulties of providing alternative
radio programming on such little wave
span for a population of 13,000, Radio
Bird Street sticks firmly to its guns. “Every
LPFM operates differently,” Knorzer said.
“The original intent was to give a voice to
those who don’t have a voice.”
WRFU 104.5: Radio Free Urbana
Imagine working in a environment
gilded with art: colored tissue doves
fly single-file across every window, interlocking like vertebrae. A giant shoe
hangs off the wall; giant chairs, flowers
and scrabble pieces—REFLECT for 10
points—made from cardboard speckle
this former post office building.
A ‘zine library frames the first floor,
north window. Cushy sofas open up to
the rest of the room, where a black panther pumps his fist at the sound stage from
one of many posters on the walls.
The space segues from the sound
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stage to the kids’ art space at the southeast corner of the building.
“Not intended as a drop-off daycare,”
warns one of the signs. “All children must
be supervised.”
The art space leads to the empty
southeast quadrant, where a disco ball
hangs from the ceiling and dance classes
are held three nights a week.
The second floor swivels around the
transmitter room, in which post managers used to
spy on workers through
slits overlooking the first
floor. Marble
tiles
pave
the hallway
of OJC Technologies, where the
judges’
chambers
once were. Another
community
room
brims with sunlight
and CUWIN, Habari Connection and the
Youth Outzone Center line the last hallway.
The basement has been converted
into several artist studios, Books to Prisoners and the Bike Project workspace.
The common room leads to a cubby that
the Wobblies share with one of Urbana’s
many peace and justice groups.
A red Mario mushroom sits at the bottom of the north stairwell, and the public costume collection is nestled at the
bottom of the south stairwell. Styrofoam
doves bedeck the south entrance, where
the clinking of beer bottles, freshly recycled, still lingers in the hallway.
Welcome to 202 S. Broadway, where
couches sprout out of every nook, space
is a foreign concept and community happens.

***
To the left of the ‘zine library is an
office encased in glass. Adorning the
rickety door are random cutouts of marine life that welcome visitors to the Urbana-Champaign Independent Media
Center in Urbana, Ill. Within the midst of
cables, radio equipment, broken chairs
and a computer is Mike Lehman, station
manager and history graduate student at
the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign.
“I would
acknowledge
as sort of a
progressive,
leftist, democratic, socialist—whatever
you want—
we’re probably a minority in terms of
public opinion,
but I also think that we have ideas that
would gain wide public acceptance if
people knew more about them and realized there are alternatives,” said Mike,
who has crinkly eyes, thick glasses and
a wild beard. He is the walking definition of hearty. “It has made the rest of the
press, at least locally, more honest.”
UC Indymedia purchased the former
post office for $247,000. The cost of the
building was relatively low, but electricity runs at $3,000 per month, so it began
to lease out the rooms, an act that paved
the way to a unique community.
Radio Free Urbana has only been at
104.5 FM since 2005, but within the time
it has set up residence in the massive and
former post office, it has expanded to mirror many IMCs across the United States.
UC Indymedia hosts an online forum and
publishes the Public i, a monthly that fea-
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tures local Urbana issues and Indymedia
wires from Latin America. In under two
years, it has been able to fill most of its
programming schedule while remaining
flexible.
One of UC Indymedia’s programmers
is Ann Sibley, age “somewhat mature,”
who started her own cleaning business
15 years ago with one can of Ajax. She recently finished penning Strong Christian
Woman, a book that references her walk
with God. Ann disc jockeys a religious
program and entrepreneurship program
on Mondays and Fridays respectively.
Ann got her start from a congregation
member at her church. “He said, Ann,
I heard you do the announcements at
your church, and I’m getting ready to go
to California, and I want you to take my
place.” Ann’s ease in front of the church
mic transferred seamlessly to radio, and
she stayed with WEFT, Urbana’s fullpower independent community station,
for 11 years.
“Then life got hard for me, I had different challenges. I gave it up—I had to,
I had a daughter who passed away from
leukemia,” Ann said. “Having been on
the other community radio station for
such a long time, people just knew me.”
Several community radio enthusiasts
approached Ann with a spot at WRFU.
“Because we are community, you
can be who you are. You can connect
with the DJs and programmers because
they’re natural. There’s not a pretend setting,” Ann explained. “People care about
this station—you can tell whether or not
they care about it—and that’s what really
made me come on here; the variety of
people.”
WRFU has brought together an eclectic group. The second floor is a smattering of technology, wireless networks and
youth outreach. Champaign-Urbana

Community Wireless Network sets up
wireless nodes and covers a square-mile
originating from Downtown “Chambana.” Through local experiments with
mesh networks, CUWIN hopes to apply
the technology in third-world countries,
where phone lines are expensive, but a
node would easily amplify Internet access for an entire community.
OJC Technologies is a business collective at the opposite end of the floor that
offers services in graphic design and programming. Youth Outzone is a safe space
for adolescents discerning their sexual
orientation. Habari Connection, Swahili
for “what’s up,” publishes a magazine
promoting healthy family and community living in urban settings.
As the only 501(c)3 nonprofit corporation in the IMC network, UC Indymedia is often criticized by other IMCs for
its status as a corporation.
“Automatically, the fact that corporation is in there, and ignoring the nonprofit
part, bothers some people,” Mike said.
It is exactly that status which allows
UC Indymedia to be the fiscal sponsor of
the Global Indymedia Network.
Among more than 40 sponsorships,
UC Indymedia also houses UC Books to
Prisoners, initiated after one activist realized how painful incarceration is for families on the other side, and a way of undermining the incarceration system. UC
Books to Prisoners is housed in the basement between the Bike Project’s shop
and the Industrial Workers of the World.
Its walls are spackled with books that
volunteers thumb through to make sure
no additional materials—gospel tracks,
propaganda—make it through the bars.
“We always work basically on consensus. Sometimes it’s a little hard to get
across to people, no we’re not having
elections, we’re not voting here. We’re
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going to keep talking about things till we
all sort of agree on things,” Mike said.
“It can be a little painful at times, and
sometimes the process can take way too
long for people’s tastes. Once you come
to a decision though, things can be pretty
strong.”
The most peculiar thing about UC Indymedia is the vibrant atmosphere in the
building, and all resulting from a station
that broadcasts on 100 watts—the power
of a single light bulb. “These were just my
kind of people from the beginning,” said
Habari founder Tanya Parker. “I’ve never
came into a place where there were so
many people that had a common interest
in helping the community and are very
much active in making it a reality.”
WRFN 98.9: Radio Free Nashville
WRFN has the misfortune of being
somewhat of a misnomer. Although the
“N” refers to Nashville, the station actually broadcasts from Pasquo, Tenn. because
of Federal Communications Commission
restrictions prohibiting broadcast from
Nashville proper. I-100 South is a winding road flanked with greenery and little
else. It stretches for miles and a couple of
detours away is a house with a radio station strapped onto the rear. Greg Welsch
and Beau Hunter, two of the three cofounders of WRFN, are roommates with
the radio antenna out back.
Greg, 42, is the human equivalent of
the Energizer Bunny—always ready to
go, always moving forward. His sentences hang in midair, clear that with each
word, he’s thinking of a thousand more
ways to express what he is saying. Beau,
60, has his own program called “Strange
Days” on which he plays San Francisco
psychedelic. Whenever Beau wants to
emphasize something, he leans forward,
and his laugh ricochets off the roof of his
mouth.

Their involvement with LPFM began
in late 1997, although Beau has long
been impressed with radio. As a high
school student, he’d spend his nights listening to blues from an independent station and relegating sleep to school time.
On the other hand, Greg has worked in
the entertainment business and juggles
his daytime hours between his roles as
movie director, actor and flower deliverer. The turning point came when both
were watching a late-night broadcast that
described how the 1996 Telecommunications Act had allowed Clear Channel,
a San Antonio group, to proliferate from
40 stations to 900 and growing.
“If we don’t know about this, basically 95% of the country doesn’t know
about this!” Greg exclaimed.
The media field was melting down into
only a handful of corporations, and he
already felt distrustful of Clear Channel.
With his history in the entertainment sector, Greg has toured with various bands,
including Brooks & Dunn and The Neon
Circus. One of the opening acts owed its
success to an independent station that
broke them regionally, nourished a fan
base and eventually led to a record deal.
Clear Channel did their publicity.
“They went back to this little station to
thank their fans and to thank the station
for giving them that break because the
DJs played them, knew them and liked
them,” Greg said. “Well they come back
to the tour that night and Clear Channel
… almost had them thrown off the tour
because they had done an interview at
a non-Clear Channel station. If Brooks
and Dunn hadn’t stepped in and said,
‘no you’re not going to fucking do that,’
they could have been kicked off the tour
… But it was the station that broke them,
like WHBQ broke Elvis! But that’s what
it’s getting to now, that kind of control!
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LPFM became a way to fight back. In to call Bob Clement’s office to tell him to
addition to the outrage that both felt to- oppose it and he backed off but all the
ward the FCC, Beau was also inspired by other eight representatives in Tennessee
distinct actions during the Kosovo War.
voted for the Oxley Bill,” Beau recounted
“I was reading about this radio station of the small victory. “It made me feel that
there, it was really kind of a pirate sta- even though it appeared to ourselves to
tion and that they would inform where be somewhat small and disorganized, we
the police were, where the road blocks were bigger and better organized than
were, where the demonstrations were…” anybody else in the state because we
Beau
explained.
were able to stop
“And I’m sitting
our representative
there in Nashville
from doing that
and I’m thinking,
and no one else
well okay. This guy
was able to.”
Milosevic is this tyIf asked, Greg
rant and yet there’s
will shoot off that
this underground
WRFN signed on
radio station right
“7 p.m. April 3,
there in his face
Sunday in 2005.”
opposing him, so if
In the two years
that could happen
since, independent
in Belgrade how
music in Nashville
Ginny and Greg Welsch delivering the ID for sign-on
is it possible this day. Photo by Eric England of The Nashville Scene.
has found a new outcould not happen
let, retired university
in Nashville?”
professors have found a new hobby and
As a peace offering to enraged radio local high schools have found one more
enthusiasts, the FCC decided to grant li- technical advantage in radio production
censes to LPFM stations. Years dragged to offer students. WRFN has been so sucand rights granted to LPFMs were whit- cessful that financial support has come
tled down.
in from Japan, Australia and other foreign
“We’re redheaded stepchildren in that countries. Beau reminds that in order to
we can’t fight,” Greg put it. “We have a be any sort of activist who wants to be
station 40 miles from here that bumps heard, people must first be media activinto us all the time and we can’t say any- ists.
thing—they’re to powerful, they need to
Ginny Welsch, Greg’s sister and cocut back—because we have no recourse. founder, had worked in commercial raIt’s interesting [the FCC] wanted to birth dio for many years and was enthralled by
the baby but then they were going to let the Prometheus barn raising. She wanted
it starve.”
to be the first voice on Radio Free NashYears were set aside for public com- ville. To this day, the station ID (a jingle
ment, and when that period finally ex- or clip that identifies the station) serves
pired, Ohio Representative Tim Oxley as a reminder of the value of free media.
introduced legislation to make LPFM reg- Ginny sobs uncontrollably into the miistration even more difficult.
crophone, barely choking out “This is Ra“We just got a whole bunch of people dio Free Nashville.” A split second later,
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a charged Greg screams out, “Low power
to the people!”
Prometheus Radio Project
In Greek mythology, Prometheus was
a clever and deviant Titan who defied
authority. When Zeus decided to punish
all of humanity, Prometheus snuck them
fire. This empathic god has inspired more
than a couple well-known figures, from
Beethoven to the engineers of Star Trek.
Also among the converted is a nonprofit
once in the form of a pirate
station. In an epic homage
to the Titan, Prometheus
Radio Project’s symbol is a
flaming microphone passed
from one hand to another.
Its predecessor, Radio
Mutiny, was a collective
of 70-80 programmers in
Philadelphia who viewed
the pirate station as a stepping-stone to individual
broadcast success. Radio
Mutiny’s participants little
realized the self-fulfilling prophecy they
bore.
“It was a funny thing for us all. The first
time the [Federal Communications Commission] came, it was in the back of my
house. It was seven people in the house,
FCC agents—federal agents—threatening to kick it down unless we gave them
our transmitter,” said Prometheus Technical Director Pete Tridish. “Once they
knew who we were, we decided to be
very public and confrontational. For the
first six hours, we just yelled at each other and were very scared, did the circular firing squad. But then we developed
this plan where we called all the press
and told them that at high noon on Monday, we would dare the chairman of the
FCC to come down and arrest us, and
we were going to do that in front of Ben

Franklin’s printing set. If he thought what
we were doing was so wrong, he could
come down and cuff us himself.”
From such humble beginnings came
Prometheus Radio Project in 1998. Since
the bygone days of Radio Mutiny, Pete,
one of two original Radio Mutiny members on staff, has worked for Prometheus
full-time, showering transmitters on communities as the Robin Hood of the airwaves—be it Woodburn, Ore. or Guatemala.
“There’s going to be
an audio form of entertaining and that’s going to be
around for a while,” Pete
said. “I think commercial radio listenerships are declining, but that doesn’t mean
noncommercial would go
out at the same time.
Most low-power FM stations tend to be volunteerrun. Although low-power
FM is dependent on their
audience, donations are directly funneled toward station operations rather
than salaries.
“Non-commercial could probably
very easily outlast commercial radio.”
However, the greatest obstacle to
noncommercial radio is access to airwaves. Prometheus believes the airwaves
belong to the people and collaborates
with fledgling stations to organize barnraisings every year. With all the red tape
surrounding low-power FM licensing, organizations find themselves in competition with one another, forced to merge
into a single effort rather than a sea of
failed attempts at respective licenses.
The day that Radio Mutiny sat out in
front of Franklin’s printing press, there
was little else left but guts. They bluffed
that for every pirate the FCC closed, Ra-
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dio Mutiny would raise 10 more.
“Somewhere along the way, the thing
that really surprised us was that we were
in a very confrontational role with the
FCC, but the FCC turned it around and
said that the pirates are kind of right in
that it wasn’t fair,” Tridish said.
In 2000, the FCC was teetering on the
cusp of legalizing pirate stations when
the National Association of Broadcasters
bombarded Congress with media that argued an FCC blunder. Congress passed a
law that stripped the FCC of its authority
over low-power FMs. Broadcasters complained of a crowded market, and Congress fenced off the top 50 urban markets
from low-power access. NAB suggested
radio wave interference, and Congress
chipped away at the wattage, which determines coverage.
There was little that low-power FM
stations could do. Although Internetbased stations provided an alternative
to shoddy coverage, these had their own
copyright battles to duke out. Prometheus
became the essential link to many groups
as the FCC watchdog. In 2002, Congress
commissioned the Mider Corporation
to examine whether NAB’s claims were
sound, and after expending $2.2 million,
it was settled that there would be no significant interference for commercial stations should independent stations be allowed to proliferate.
“I’m just a bill, I’m only a bill, sitting
on Capitol Hill,” Pete sang. “We think if
it gets passed in the commerce committee, it’ll get passed in the Senate. We’re
working to make sure it goes to the full
vote. I don’t know what the president will
do with it, but in some ways, I think the
president has bigger problems than lowpower FM.”
As for this former carpenter, his experiences with barnraisings abroad have

only strengthened his convictions.
“I had never really been outside the
U.S. before a few years ago, but we do
get a lot of requests that are outside of the
U.S. that want us to help them build radio stations … We can’t afford to go, but
every once in a while, it works out.”
In addition to Guatemala, Pete has
traveled to Tanzania, Colombia, Jordan,
Venezuela and Kenya.
“In the U.S., when you talk radio to
people, they think music, shock jock,
Howard Stern, maybe NPR; it’s important
[to them], but maybe not the important
thing. But for people who live in very rural villages like in Tanzania or Guatemala, they don’t watch TV, don’t buy newspapers on a daily basis. Radio is the only
thing that’s free and everyone has.”
Radio tends to be the most powerful
medium in developing countries whereas
the Internet is ubiquitous in Western societies. However, Pete pointed out, radio
is a companion medium. Unlike many
other givens often rendered passé in scifi films, audio-nonvisual communication
will not disappear with technological advancement. After all, a good friend never
goes out of style.
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