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The Franklin Center for Government and Public Integrity was founded to exploit the gap in local news
reporting that resulted from the consolidations, mergers and cut-backs in traditional newspapers around

the country. The idea was that state capital-based reporters would cover the local government news that

no one else could cover, and would consequently build a new and vital unbiased news source that could

be picked up by smaller news outlets around the state and around the country.

In Wisconsin, that model worked. Wisconsin Watchdog {formerly Wisconsin Reporter) has become an

important part of the conservative information infrastructure in the state. Its editor and primary reporter,

Matt Kittle, has made a name for himself for his aggressive investigative reporting—notably on the John

Doe investigations and the Tomah Veterans' Administration scandal—and for his willingness to work with

other conservative resources. Mr. Kittle appears regularly as a guest on radio and television news shows,

and occasionally hosts as well. Wisconsin Watchdog has earned grudging respect from traditional news
sources, and is now accepted as a member of the press corps in Madison. Wisconsin Watchdog's stories

are regularly picked up nationally by major news sources including the AP, National Review
,
Real Clear

Politics, and The Huffingion Post.

Somewhat ironically, given its origins, the national organization has not had as much success. In what

must be a textbook case of imprudent funding, the Franklin Center has been decimated by a series of bad

decisions. Unable to resist the offer of $1 OM annually from one source, the organization grew beyond its

capacity to manage itself, and became too dependent on one funder, making it able to shrug off criticism

from elsewhere (including Bradley). Last year, when that funder shifted priorities and the fecklessness of

the administration became evident, the organization began to collapse. From more than twenty state

offices, Franklin Center is down to five, among them Wisconsin. New management and a newly

constituted board have made the strategically imperative decisions to cut back and focus on the

remaining effective offices. This winter, a new CEO was appointed to pick up the pieces and build anew.

A grant of $1 00,000 is requested to support the work of Wisconsin Watchdog.

STAFF RECOMMENDATION:

CEO Nicolle Niely appears to be a well-intentioned person of integrity, but she has a massive clean-up

and rebuilding project ahead, and it is not clear whether she is getting good advice. In the process of the

transition, Franklin Center lost most of its top people, who, in an act of admirable disinterest, eliminated

their own positions to save the organization. These included some outstanding editorial talent.

It is not clear whether Ms. Niely is up to the job, but because Wisconsin Watchdog is so effective, and

such a valuable partner in the state's conservative infrastructure, staff believes it is worthwhile to support

the local office, even as it watches the national office closely, and with some skepticism. With luck,

Wisconsin might be a model for the organization’s future.

A grant of $90,000, solely for the work in Wisconsin, is recommended



Project Title Grant Amount Approved Fund

To support Wisconsin Watchdog $90,000 11/10/2015 Regular

To support the Thomas L. Rhodes Journalism

Fellowship at National Review

$50,000 8/18/2015 Regular

To support the Thomas L. Rhodes Journalism

Fellowship at National Review

$50,000 8/19/2014 Regular

To support the Wisconsin Reporter $75,000 8/19/2014 Regular

To support the Thomas L, Rhodes Journalism

Fellowship

$50,000 8/20/2013 Regular

To support the Thomas L. Rhodes Journalism

Fellowship

$50,000 6/6/2012 Regular

To support the Wisconsin Reporter $190,000 2/28/2012 Regular

To support the Thomas L. Rhodes Journalism

Fellowship

$50,000 5/10/2011 Regular

To support stale-based reporting efforts in Wisconsin $190,500 8/17/2010 Regular

Grand Totals (9 items) $795,500
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