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THE CHRONICLE OF PHILANTHROPY
OPINION

From the issue dated May 12, 2005

In a World of Bloggers, Foundations Can
Expect More Scrutiny

By William A. Schambra

The news media's treatment of foundation involvement in public
policy may have changed forever on March 17. That was the day the
New York Post published "Buying 'Reform': Media Missed
Millionaires' Scam," an account by one of its columnists, Ryan Sager,
of the massive spending by several mainstream foundations to secure
passage of the 2002 overhaul of campaign-finance laws and to keep
the issue alive.

Mr. Sager told his readers he had discovered "an immense scam
perpetrated on the American people by a cadre of left-wing
foundations and disguised as a ‘'mass movement."" Foundations like
Ford, Open Society, Carnegie, Joyce, and MacArthur, he noted, had
spent some $123-million from 1994 to 2004 to secure passage of the
campaign law.

More than $40-million of that money, Mr. Sager said, had come from
the Pew Charitable Trusts, where the program officer in charge had
been Sean Treglia. Mr. Sager quoted from a videotape of a lecture Mr.
Treglia had given at the University of Southern California in which he
explained just how Pew had built support for passage of the campaign
law.

Mr. Treglia said the foundation had made grants to "create an
impression that a mass movement was afoot -- that everywhere they
[members of Congress] looked, in academic institutions, in the
business community, in religious groups, in ethnic groups,
everywhere, people were talking about reform."

To maintain the illusion of a spontaneous upwelling of support for
changes in campaign financing, Mr. Treglia said he "always
encouraged the grantees never to mention Pew."

Mr. Sager's exposé ricocheted immediately throughout the burgeoning
network of conservative Weblogs, or "blogs.” It climbed quickly
through right-leaning newspapers, with articles and editorials in The
New York Sun, The Washington Times, and The Wall Street Journal,
and into the prominent conservative journals National Review and The
Weekly Standard. By late March, an audience of millions could catch
snippets of the Treglia tape on Fox News. The story even achieved
conservative "gatehood" status, often referred to as "Pewgate."

As Rebecca Rimel, president of the Pew Charitable Trusts, told
journalists and others, none of Pew's spending was even close to the
line of illegal lobbying. Mr. Treglia apologized for giving the
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impression that Pew or its grantees had engaged in manipulation.

But the substance of this story is less interesting than the fact that it
became a story at all. For this episode marks the coming of age of an
entirely new communications network, which will bring its own
special angle to reporting on philanthropy and public policy.

Traditional journalists tend to take at face value the research on public
policies generated by major foundations and nonprofit organizations.
Mr. Treglia tried at the University of Southern California meeting to
explain to an audience of journalists how this can prepare the ground
for political change, but they still saw nothing newsworthy in what he
said. Most reporters pass on study results unskeptically, seldom
inquiring into possible deeper political agendas.

That is because modern journalism and modern philanthropy are
ideological twins. Both are heirs of American progressivism, which
championed the displacement of parochial, partisan wrangling in
public life by the nonpartisanship, objectivity, and professionalism of
public-policy experts.

Ms. Rimel captured this perfectly in her response to "Pewgate" in a
letter she wrote to The Wall Street Journal: "In an era of personal
attacks and polarization, the Trusts strive to provide objective
information and to seek common-ground solutions to many of our
country's most vexing problems." Its approach has worked. As Martin
Morse Wooster observed in a column in the Journal, "on NPR and in
David Broder columns,” Pew and its grantees "are treated as benign
truth-tellers, so high-minded as to be beyond politics."

But Pewgate signaled a big change. It revealed a new and extensive
conservative communications network outside of and harboring deep
suspicions about the old, cozy fraternity of press and philanthropy.
Conservatives have long regarded the mainstream news media as
hopelessly skewed to the left. But their new network is now noticing
much the same thing about mainstream foundations.

It seems that no matter what the issue -- the environment, health care,
urban renewal, or electoral reform -- the philanthropic prescription is
invariably to get the government to do more taxing and spending so it
can pay for more trained experts who will assume responsibility for
more of our affairs. Foundations may insist such recommendations
spring from pure rationality and objectivity. But the new network has
another name for them: liberalism.

If this seems harsh, conservative grant makers can only say,
"Welcome to our world."

For mainstream journalism's uncritical acceptance of philanthropic
research abruptly ceases whenever conservatives finance a study.
Suddenly, reporters are acutely sensitive to and eager to unearth
devious, sinister ideological agendas. To show how far this goes, a
recent Washington Post article alertly included a list of a nonprofit
group's conservative backers -- in the obituary for the group's director.
That, of course, only reinforces the perception that the mainstream
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news media has a clear ideological agenda of its own. The new
conservative network will simply help establish a more level playing
field for journalistic treatment of foundations.

Any foundation interested in public-policy activism can now expect its
implicit political inclinations to be vetted far more thoroughly and
publicly than before. It will be much more difficult for donors to
operate beneath the radar, justifying their low profile by saying that
they are simply objective servants of the public interest. After all, the
new networks were born of a reaction against precisely that claim by
mainstream news media, and so are inclined to suspect hypocrisy
whenever it is made. All foundations -- not just those on the right --
that want to shape public policy will now be treated as political

actors.

Pew discovered what that means, when its response to the allegations
by Mr. Treglia came out this way on Fox News: Pew said "it did
nothing wrong and is proud of the $40-million it spent to get other
people’'s money out of politics.” Unfair? Of course. That's politics; be
sure to wear a helmet.

As for the conservative network, | hope it will pay more attention to
philanthropy, studying and reporting on its trends, fancies, procedures,
and technologies. | have high hopes in particular for conservative
bloggers.

Several of them -- Ryan Sager at Miscellaneous Objections, Winfield
Myers at Democracy Project, and Mark Tapscott at Tapscott's Copy
Desk -- did solid reporting on Pewgate, in spite of their relative
unfamiliarity with the field. None of them, for instance, charged Pew
with breaking the law -- though that did not stop Pew from acting as if
this were the only charge to which it needed to respond.

Bloggers are scrappy, radically individualistic insurgents. They like
nothing better than to take on tottering institutional empires, where
arrogant, insulated leaders have escaped accountability for their
lethargy and corruption by virtue of the fear they have instilled within
the respectable, established commentariat. So it is just a matter of time
before serious blogging comes to philanthropy. But we need bloggers
who are veterans of the field, and who know how to interpret the
opaque, impenetrable jargon and stylized, empty ceremonies of that
world. By mercilessly critiquing the foundation world's "official"
literature and rituals, actual transparency might be encouraged.

Bloggers should also do shoe-leather reporting and investigating.
Hollow, exaggerated claims for a foundation program's success could
quickly be deflated by behind-the-scenes reports on what is really
happening on the ground.

Blogs will also be available for back-channel contributions from
foundation staff members who wish to report squandered resources,
dishonest publicity, or overbearing leadership. As the conservative
commentator Hugh Hewitt notes in his insightful book Blog:
Understanding the Information Reformation That's Changing Your
World, real leadership changes came to The New York Times when its
staff members' disgust over the Jayson Blair scandal erupted onto the

http://www.philanthropy.com/premium/articles/v17/i15/15004601.htm 5/12/2008



The Chronicle, 5/12/2005: In a World of Bloggers, Foundations Can Expect More Scrutiny Page 4 of 4

Internet.

Some will quail before this new media world, complaining that now is
hardly the moment for heightened criticism of foundations, with
Congress poking around. But it is precisely this paranoia about
negative reporting -- this priggish reluctance to air differences and
difficulties before outsiders -- that prompts Congress and the public to
suspect foundations have something to hide. Awareness that they are
being scrutinized tends to keep large organizations nimble, alert, and
alive. Why should philanthropy be any different?

Foundations that want to become active in public policy should not be
discouraged from doing so. But it is important for board and staff
members alike to take a long, searching, honest look at the political
assumptions the foundation inevitably carries into the public fray.
Those assumptions will quickly be brought to light, by others who do
not share them. It will no longer be credible to profess innocence of
political intent in the name of objectivity. Foundations may find the
new world of press and public policy to be messier, louder, and less
genteel. But we will all find it to be more honest, more balanced, and
ultimately, more informative.

William A. Schambra is director of the Hudson Institute's Bradley
Center for Philanthropy and Civic Renewal, in Washington.
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