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FOREWORD

How does one begin a book about Community Journalism for a
nation whose definition of the word “community” is so different from the
American meaning? And for whom even the word “journalism”, has vastly
different connotations?

To Americans, the word “Community” is a positive, inclusive,
accessible term describing a physical, ethnic or ideological place
(geographic or on the Web) where people agree to gather in peace and
harmony for their mutual betterment. And where, when conflict, problems
or issues arise within that community, that the members realize that
compromise is the soul of diplomacy, the way forward.

To Americans, the word “Journalism” is a word enshrined in our
founding Constitution. Just imagine: a start-up that happens to be a new
nation! And that the creators of that start-up nation sit down together and
decide that “the press” (newspapers) is so important to the functioning and
maintenance of that new republic that they write an irrevocable law that
says that government must henceforth never tamper with newspapers!

Thus, the term “community journalism” is used in the U.S. to describe
an important and distinct form of journalism, whose purpose is not just
to tell the news but also to serve. And this is very important: To serve the
community.

In fact, if here was a commonly agreed upon Vision Statement for U.S.
community newspapers, it would be this: “Great community media help

build, nurture and sustain great communities.”
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PREFACE

Dear Esteemed Chinese Reader,

In my country, fledgling journalists are taught that for every story
they write, they must answer five basic questions.

Who? What? Where? When? Why? And sometimes How?

Those “Five W’s” may not translate very well into Chinese, but let us

try!
WHO:

You first; then me.

This book has been created for you — the Chinese journalism
students and scholars, the Chinese professional journalists seeking to better
understand community journalism in the American context and for those
who may be interested in borrowing our “best practices.”

I met “you” at workshops in Beijing, Shanghai, Chongqing, Hefei,
and Zhengzhou; I met you when I visited the start-up weekly community
newspaper, the Deng Feng Golden Edition. So I know for whom I am
writing.

And the thing I heard you saying was: you all wanted to know how to
make a success out of community journalism. Maybe I can be of use.

If you are reading this, then you must care about journalism as I do.
Perhaps you’ve heard about community journalism and are excited about
the notion/concept of “thinking globally, reporting locally”. Me too. I've

done this all my working life.
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I am an American scholar who has taught community journalism for over 20 years,
owned and run by own community newspapers for 15 years, and wrote the community
journalism textbook, now in its third edition, which has served as the American classic
text on the subject for almost 20 years.

But all that in no way makes me an expert on China. That would be presumptuous.
For as American scholar John King Fairbank writes in China: a New History.

“Our libraries are littered with the pronouncements of writers who knew all about
China but could not see how much they did not know. The expansion of our knowledge

has expanded the circumference of our ignorance.”

WHAT:

For this book to be useful, it should be like a dear trusted elder friend, someone
who you can turn to in times of need, when you seek inspiration, and when you are
ready to learn something new from another’s experience-someone who has gone before
you, a benevolent mentor who offers help without judgment.

So I intend for this book to serve, much as community newspapers should serve,
to make life better, to elevate your understanding of and appreciation for the inherent
values of intensely local reporting, and to keep your spirits from failing over the course
of your long march.

As Lao Tzu said, “A journey of a thousand miles begins under one’s feet.”

So let us take that first step, fearlessly.

WHERE:

In the U.S., we have an expression: “Connect the dots.” It means making a significant
correlation between seemingly distant but related facts. We scholars have formed a
partnership, a working group with the bond of mutual professional purpose that “connect
the dots” between Beijing and Chapel Hill. The more we conduct research on community
journalism in our respective physical areas, the more we find that we are connected.
Community journalism, which is well established historically and professionally, might

serve as an example for China, where community journalism is not so mature.
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WHEN:

With a new president signaling China’s readiness for forward thinking, and
with the Chinese media industry awakening to the social and market possibilities of
community journalism, think that now is the right time for local media to blossom, to
seize this moment in history. In the words of the American president: “Yes, we can!”
For in the U.S., where big city metro dailies suffered mightily at the hands of the 2008
Great Recession, smaller papers — particularly all-local weeklies — weathered the
Great Recession far better than their big-city cousins. And in spite of these tough times,
community papers aren’t just surviving-in many cases they’re thriving. Their ability
to survive the economic tempest, along with their nimble adaptation to the new social
media scene, has gained community newspapers new national respect and attention.

Here is the bottom line: Community newspapers provide a service and content
local readers can find no where else: relentlessly local reporting on matters immediately
relevant to their lives — coming from a tried and true and trusted community institution

that is accessible, accurate and accountable.
WHY:

Why China? Why China indeed! With 1.3 billion people and nearly 20 percent of
the world’s population, China needs community media. At least in our humble opinion.

[ draw inspiration from the wisdom of former U.S. Secretaries of State Henry
Kissinger and Madeleine Albright, both of whom studied China extensively.

“China is in its own category,” Albright says, ““...too big to ignore, too repressive
to embrace, difficult to influence, and very very proud.”

Dr. Kissinger, whose 2011 book, On China should be required reading for every
China scholar, concludes, “The U.S. and China... need each other... because both are too
large to be dominated, too special to be transformed, and too necessary to each other to
afford isolation...Beyond that, are common purposes attainable...? And to what end? ”

Here’s a “common purpose” I propose we all agree upon. That we all seek a

harmonious society...and that reaching that goal is dependent upon ordinary people
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becoming educated, and then embracing their role of constructive engagement. For
that to occur, people must become “citizens”. That is, people must awaken to their own
responsibility to give back to a healthy society, to “pay it forward”. As the Chinese
people embrace their role as citizens, we propose that it is crucial that ordinary people
realize their own impact and importance in society. To be informed is to be effective.
We believe that a strong local media is central to this task of “community building”
through consensus building. An informed society can make wise and compassionate
choices without disturbance or upset. When people “buy in” to their roles as active
participants in the maintenance of their places (villages, towns, cities, apartment towers)
then they feel of worth, and thus gain social capital, not unlike being rich with money.
An engaged local citizen is rich with relationships outside his or her family and place of
work. Such “social capital” requires an informed society. That’s where the local media,
and community journalism comes in. And the more harmonious China’s society is, the

more harmonious the world is. How’s that for the big picture?

HOW:

So this book aims to serve as a guide along the road you will travel, a source along
the way, one friend reaching out to help another. Perhaps a more useful metaphor is
that of the circular Chinese banquet table, upon which multiple dishes arrive, one after
another, over time, rotating past you on the round dinner table. You, the diner, pick what
you like, and ignore what you do not prefer. The cook does not make you eat it all; and
neither do we propose that everything between these pages will delight you. Yet it is our
fervent hope that our intellectual feast will give you sustenance and satisfy your soul.

For “dessert” we have the following “dish”, prepared by an independent owner-
editor-publisher from the U.S..

When I asked my dear friend Ken Ripley to write something special to help
introduce this book, this is what he “served up”.

Enjoy!

140
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ALETTER TO THE CHINESE
JOURNALIST

Dear Chinese friends — for that is how I view all fellow journalists,
no matter what country — I am excited that you are reading this book by
Jock Lauterer on community journalism. As one of his many friends for
years, and as a weekly newspaper editor and publisher for 38 years in a
small rural town, I know that what you will read in these pages has the
power to transform and enrich your journalism career. Even more exciting,
good community journalism has the awesome power to transform and
enrich the people you serve.

Journalism can be a good way to make a living, and of course we
want our businesses to be financially successful. But most journalists I
have known, worldwide, have become journalists for at least two other
reasons. One is a tremendous curiosity and interest in the people and
events around them, and pride in sharing their stories. The second is
an inner and sometimes passionate desire to make a difference in the
communities we serve through what we do. Community journalism
satisfies both.

A good breaking news story is always exciting, sure. Every writer is
thrilled to see his or her byline on a major story that thousands of people
read. Press awards are nice. But what I remember most now is the proud
father who shyly approached me after church to ask that I put a report
about his son’s sports accomplishment in the paper. The happy bride who

came in with her wedding announcements and picture. The letter to the

13
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editor that reunited a long-lost brother with his family. Many readers who came into
the office with a huge fish, a giant tomato, or a freshly killed deer so I could take their
pictures “for the paper”. | own the Spring Hope Enterprise, but my newspaper really
belongs to my community.

The big city daily newspaper and the little rural weekly newspaper are essentially
doing the same thing — reporting on, writing about, advocating for, taking active roles
in their chosen communities. But over the years many large newspapers spent so much
time looking at “the big picture” that they found little room for everyday life. And yet
the everyday things that happen are often more important to readers than some stories
we consider big news. A change in days their garbage is collected; the new teacher
their child is going to have; why their town water tastes bad; a new town law regulating
chickens — life happens, good times and bad, and this is what good community
newspapers of all sizes try to cover. And because most of us live within the communities
we cover, we laugh or cry, feel pride or embarrassment, suffer or celebrate along with
our readers. We are, as Jock says, relentlessly local.

In my country, a newspaper is also a community institution that helps bring people
together as well as offering important leadership. Through news and editorials, we shape
opinions and influence actions. My newspaper has been a vital force behind building our
town library and park, promoting good government practices and exposing bad ones,
supporting the schools and the children, encouraging business growth and industry,
and protecting the local environment. My community newspaper, | believe, has made
a positive difference in Spring Hope. Good community journalism helps foster good
communities.

As you know, so much has changed in recent years. The technology. The business
model. The expanded means of communication made possible through the Internet. Even
my small newspaper in a small town has a website and Facebook page.

But one big thing has not changed and I hope never changes — our mission is to
help our community, whatever size it may be, to see itself as it is and as it can be; to
be a positive force for good on behalf of all its people; and to be a channel of honest
information and open discussion through which caring people can determine their own

affairs and the civic life of their community no matter what kind of government they have.
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