Press Forward Open Call on Infrastructure
Letter of Intent: Virginia Local News Project (VLNP)

1. Which of the four focus areas are you primarily addressing through your project? Even if your proposal addresses more than one, please select the one most applicable.
· ☒Audience
· Operations
· People
· Revenue

2. What is the common challenge that you plan to address – and how? (max 250 words) Describe the problem you are trying to solve. Include the following: data and evidence of the problem and its scale and data and evidence of the demand for your solution.
Local newsrooms in Virginia face a critical challenge: attracting, engaging, and retaining audiences in an evolving media landscape. Like much of the nation, Virginia’s newsrooms are grappling with declining traditional media consumption and the urgent need to transition to digital models. Many lack the tools, resources, and expertise to make this shift, jeopardizing their long-term viability. 
Recent reports underscore the stakes. The Virginia Press Association’s study, A Quantitative Look at Attitudes Towards Virginia’s Newspapers, found that while four in five Virginia readers trust local newspapers as their primary source of news, the majority now consume news digitally. This shift highlights the need for newsrooms to adapt or risk confining their reach to shrinking, traditional audiences. The OnPoynt Report: Media’s Next Move cautions newsrooms to pair compelling narratives with captivating audio/visual elements to shape news consumption and redefine journalism’s role in the digital age. Poynter emphasizes this requires expanding skill sets through training in digital production and adopting audience-centered strategies. 
Informed by this data, member/reader surveys, and many revealing conversations, the Virginia Local News Project (VLNP) tackled the issue head on by creating a new Digital Accelerator Program: 
· Phase I: Created new websites for six newsrooms, expanding digital coverage to 97% statewide. 
· Phase II: Conducted digital audits and provided training to identify and address gaps in infrastructure and audience engagement.
· Phase III (Upcoming): Revenue diversification, toolkits, mentorship, peer support, and analytics to drive audience engagement.
With additional resources, VLNP can expand these efforts even more effectively and efficiently, scaling proven strategies. 
3. Why are you the right organization to tackle this challenge? (max 250 words)
The Virginia Local News Project (VLNP), the 501(c)(3) arm of the Virginia Press Association (VPA), is uniquely positioned to address the challenges facing local newsrooms in Virginia. As the nonprofit extension of VPA, which represents 150 newspapers and a dozen online news sites statewide, VLNP draws on over 140 years of VPA’s trusted leadership, advocacy, and industry expertise.
VLNP leverages VPA’s robust infrastructure, including administrative support, technology systems, and staff to efficiently deliver scalable solutions. Its staff and board bring extensive experience in journalism, digital innovation, marketing, and organizational strategy, ensuring that programs are tailored to the needs of Virginia’s newsrooms. This foundation enables VLNP to implement transformative initiatives that build capacity and improve audience engagement.
Strong collaborations with academic institutions, technology vendors, marketing firms, and other strategic partners further enhance VLNP’s ability to guide newsrooms through digital transformation. For instance, working with a marketing firm, VLNP developed the Virginia News Reader (VNR), a platform that curates stories from newsrooms across the state, attracting 5,000 readers. This partnership continues to support efforts such as the Digital Accelerator program, resulting in the growth of audiences who value local news.
Programs such as the Digital Accelerator, referenced in Question 2, further demonstrate VLNP’s ability to strengthen infrastructure and audience strategies for local newsrooms. Building on these successes and leveraging its collaborative network, VLNP is well-positioned to expand its statewide impact. By combining deep community ties, robust infrastructure, and proven strategies, VLNP is advancing local journalism while providing a replicable model for others. 
4. Who are the specific partners you will work with and/or support to ensure success? (max 250 words)
The Virginia Local News Project (VLNP) is supported by a coalition of key partners who bring critical expertise and resources to this project:
· Virginia Press Association (VPA): Provides leadership, coordination, and access to a statewide network of 160+ newspapers and online sites. VPA offers its members advocacy, legal resources, training programs, advertising coordination, and marketing support to help newsrooms navigate challenges and strengthen their operations. VLNP leverages VPA’s infrastructure, including its technology, staff, and industry relationships, to drive this project’s success while ensuring statewide consistency and support for local journalism.
· James Madison University (JMU) and Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU): Represented on the VLNP board, these academic institutions contribute to the project by cultivating future journalists through robust journalism programs, student publications, and professional development opportunities. Their involvement helps integrate academic innovation into practical newsroom solutions.
· National Newspaper Associations and Peer Organizations: VLNP collaborates with groups such as the Newspaper Association Managers to access peer expertise, shared best practices, and strategic resources that enhance newsroom support and audience engagement.
· Consulting and Technology Partners: Partnerships with Blue Octopus Consulting, Foxglove Digital Marketing, and Our Hometown Inc. provide operational strategy, grant management, marketing expertise, and digital tools to optimize newsroom workflows and connect with evolving audiences.
Together, these partners amplify VLNP’s ability to strengthen local newsrooms, build capacity, and create a replicable framework to support local journalism in Virginia and beyond.
5. How will your organization, your partners, your local news ecosystem, your community and/or the field be stronger if you are successful? (250 words) Describe the impact you hope to see and/or the model you hope to create/demonstrate.
Success will mean realizing VLNP’s vision of a future where every community in Virginia has access to strong, sustainable local news that informs and connects. Central to this vision is full implementation of the Digital Accelerator Program, which bridges gaps in digital capacity by providing tailored tools, training, and ongoing mentorship to position newsrooms for long-term success. Critically, the program prioritizes strategies that ensure equitable access across all communities.
Phases I and II piloted this approach, enabling participating newsrooms to launch websites, complete digital audits, and identify challenges such as outdated systems, limited audience data, and insufficient resources. These pilots, supported by insights gathered through surveys and newsroom conversations, revealed a clear demand for scalable solutions and sustained support. 
Phase III will expand the Digital Accelerator Program statewide, introducing a centralized system for mentorship, advanced training, and shared resources. These tools and support structures will enable newsrooms to address current gaps while adopting proactive strategies for challenges in a digital-first landscape. This support is particularly important in underserved communities, where resources are even more limited. 
By providing continuous mentorship, technical expertise, and peer-learning opportunities, VLNP’s comprehensive approach ensures that newsrooms are not only equipped to meet current challenges but also prepared to thrive in the future. 
As the only organization in Virginia positioned to deliver a program of this scale, VLNP will create a centralized model that empowers newsrooms, strengthens audience connections, and provides a replicable framework to sustain local news ecosystems statewide and beyond.
6. Are you a single organization or a group of organizations working together on this application?
• ☒Single organization
• Group of organizations
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