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Previously, I relied on stories in the newspapers and random portions of meetings I came across while surfing channels for a feel of what was going on at city hall.  I thought this gave me the view most Petaluman’s had about city activities.  Recently, I’ve started looking at the city’s web page (welcome to the present) for further information and am overwhelmed by the amount available, especially the recordings of council and commission meetings.  This got me thinking about how the newspapers of tomorrow might be transformed.

What would happen if the Argus and Press Democrat suddenly stop printing? What might the alternative be? 

While my generation seeks newspapers as its source for most factual and complete information, today’s information seeker is more likely to get on the internet.  This is no doubt the root cause of the financial troubles newspapers are experiencing.  But how can they compete with free internet information?

There’s a vast difference between how newspapers present the news and how the internet does.  Newspapers cast a wide net hoping to have something of interest for everyone on each page, but often with little depth of information, analysis or follow-up.  E-based information providers can give narrow but deep information to people on a wide range of subjects.

For such E-based information to have any status other than as a typical blog however, it would be necessary for it to be processed through a reputable source with fact checking capability. Currently net sources such as Huffingtonpost.com provides an example. Locally the Argus’s Petaluma 360 feature could be such a starting point.     

With a population of almost 60,000, Petaluma must have a number of computer literate individuals who would be interested in following the goings on of specific portions of  city government.  A few people, loosely connected, could become the local experts in what was happening in the various commissions, committees and departments.

Separating the annual budget into departmental or functional pieces to be followed through the year could keep several E – groups busy.

I’m trying to imagine how the public might receive factual information if traditional printed news was no longer available.  

To start with, instead of individual reporters, there might be “topic specialists or editors” who would spot check, pull together and assemble information presented by several sources to establish a baseline of quality information.

Without the need to physically print and distribute hard copy as is now the case with paper, cost could be greatly reduced.

Revenue of course is the difficult part.  Local advertising as pop ups could be more finely targeted.  I’ve noticed that auto, tool and sports ads (apparently mostly read by men) are made part of the Sunday comics. This could be done in many areas.

Provisions for printout coupons for local stores is an easy addition.

Letters to the Editor could be interactive, inviting others in the community to contribute their thoughts as in a blog. 

As noted in the beginning of this column, I’m not exactly a state of the art computer user.  Imagine what might evolve if people from several interest groups could be brought together in some location for a brainstorming session.

The present method of printing a newspaper as the main information delivery method with an associated on-line version as an auxiliary or alternative option might have to be turned on its head.     

Cable channels are soliciting newsworthy digital photos for on the air use and the Press Democrat is asking its readers for interesting stories for publication. This concept may be the first step towards individuals “reporting” to the media and the media editing, assembling and distributing today’s news and other information electronically.

I will miss the traditional newspaper if it ever disappears.

