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ProPublica Report to Stakeholders, January-April 2011
The latest in a series of periodic reports to our stakeholders about progress at ProPublica.
Earlier reports, including our annual report for 2010, are available at ProPublica.org.
ProPublica is an independent, non-profit newsroom that produces investigative
journalism in the public interest. Our mission is to expose abuses of power and
betrayals of the public trust by government, business, and other institutions, using
the moral force of investigative journalism to spur reform through the sustained
spotlighting of wrongdoing.
This April ProPublica won its second Pulitzer Prize in as many years. Last year, ProPublica reporter Sheri Fink won a Pulitzer for Investigative Reporting for her article
“The Deadly Choices at Memorial,” on euthanasia at a New Orleans hospital in the
wake of Hurricane Katrina, published in partnership with The New York Times
Magazine. That was the first Pulitzer Prize ever awarded to an online news organization. This year’s Prize, for National Reporting, went to reporters Jesse Eisinger
and Jake Bernstein for their stories on how some Wall Street bankers, seeking to enrich themselves at the expense of their clients and sometimes even their own firms,
at first delayed but then worsened the financial crisis. It was the first in the history
of the Pulitzers for a group of stories not published in print. This year, we’re also
proud to note that no other news organization in history has ever won two Pulitzers
in its first three years of eligibility.
The first period of 2011 for ProPublica was marked by impact from our stories on a
wide range of fronts, recognition for the best work we did the previous year, again
across a number of areas, and continued progress in building ProPublica’s publishing platform, especially in social media, which is an increasingly important vehicle
for news distribution. At the same time, we also broadened our relationships with
traditional media, adding six new publishing partners—including The New Yorker,
the UK’s Guardian, Fortune magazine, the Chronicle of Higher Education and
Amazon.com—while also publishing articles with existing partners the New York
Times, Washington Post, NPR, Frontline and a number of others. The number of
ProPublica publishing partners now stands at 78.
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Stories

The important stories published by ProPublica in the first months of 2011 included:
• “Post Mortem,” an investigation with Frontline and NPR of the state of death
investigation in America, with particular focus on the weakness of a system
that, in many places, depends on elected coroners with little or no expertise
in forensic medicine—and in other places calls repeatedly on doctors with
dubious professional records.
• Some of the earliest and most probing original reporting on nuclear safety
in the wake of the partial meltdowns in Japan. ProPublica was the first major
outlet to point out the risks from spent fuel rods at the Japanese plants, and
has followed up on the accident with reports on deficiencies in U.S. preparedness for an emergency at a nuclear plant here.
• Continuing coverage (begun in 2008, when no one else in the media was paying any attention) of the risks of unregulated and sometimes sloppy practices
in drilling for natural gas, and the threat posed to water supplies across the
country.
• Relentless reporting, in partnership with NPR, on the lack of adequate care
for American troops suffering traumatic brain injuries in combat, the consequences for their lives, as well as the lack of respect shown the injured when
they were systematically denied Purple Hearts for their wounds.
• A riveting account of what really happened in the toppling of the statue of
Saddam Hussein on the day U.S. troops entered Baghdad in 2003—with
important implications for the role of the news media in such situations, and
why things in that iconic moment were not what they seemed.
• A report on profiteering in the wake of the BP spill.

2

The most important test of ProPublica and its work is—and will remain—whether

Impact our work is having impact. By this, we mean not publicity or prizes, but real world
change. In the first period of 2011, ProPublica stories produced such change in a
number of important areas:

• An SEC investigation of the collateralized debt obligations market that did so
much to fuel the financial crisis was spurred by ProPublica reporting on the
hedge firm Magnetar, Merrill Lynch and others. At least two bankers have
received formal warnings of possible SEC action, while the staff report of the
Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations issued April 14 repeatedly
cited, and developed additional evidence to support, our reporting.
• In response to our “Brain Wars” series with NPR, the Army on March 16
announced new guidelines that will result in the awarding of Purple Hearts
to many soldiers injured by explosive devices who had been denied them.
This result, the Green Bay Press Gazette wrote in an editorial, “shows that in
this ever-evolving media landscape, there’s still no replacement for thorough,
quality reporting that can make a true difference.”
• ProPublica, in partnership with the Chronicle of Higher Education and the
Center for Public Integrity, published a story on February 13 about inefficiencies and injustice in the federal Department of Education’s system for dealing
with people who received student loans and have since become disabled. The
department responded within 10 days with important reforms, and the promise of more in forthcoming regulations. The upshot will be quicker decisions on
loan forgiveness requests for disabled borrowers and lower costs for taxpayers.
• The Special Inspector General for the federal government’s TARP program,
in his final personal report to Congress on March 17, based his sharp criticisms of the troubled Home Affordable Modification Program on what he
called the “extensive research conducted by ProPublica,” citing our reporting
three times in six page of testimony.
• The Justice Department on March 17 found “systemic violations of civil
rights” by the New Orleans Police Department, and the city agreed to a
consent decree governing the department’s future conduct, marking another
milestone in the inquiries triggered by reporting we began publishing in 2008
and have continued to this day.
• The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services moved to release, on requests
from the general public, and on a continuing basis, the data on the quality of
dialysis facilities ProPublica first published in its Dialysis Facility Tracker.
3

Honors
We were especially pleased that no fewer than eight separate reporting projects
undertaken by ProPublica in 2010 received important recognition during the 2011
awards season:
As noted above, ProPublica reporters Jesse Eisinger and Jake Bernstein were awarded the Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting. In addition to the Pulitzer Prize,
their work, in partnership with NPR’s Planet Money and This American Life, was
a finalist for the Goldsmith Prize for investigative reporting from the Kennedy
School of Government and a finalist for the Investigative Reporters and Editors
Award for Partnership/Collaboration.
Reporter T. Christian Miller’s series “Brain Wars” on traumatic brain injuries to
U.S. troops, reported and published in partnership with NPR, was honored with
the George Polk Award for radio reporting and the Dart Award for Excellence in
Coverage of Trauma from Columbia University’s Dart Center, and was a finalist for
the Investigative Reporters and Editors Partnership/Collaboration Award.
Reporter AC Thompson’s coverage of “Law and Disorder” in New Orleans, in
partnership with PBS Frontline and the New Orleans Times-Picayune, received the
George Polk Award for television reporting, and Thompson personally received
the American Society of News Editors Batten Medal for sustained reporting over a
three-year period.
Robin Fields’ reporting on dialysis care won the Investigative Reporters and
Editors Online Award, is a finalist for the National Magazine Award for Public
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Interest and was a finalist for the Investigative Reporters and Editors Freedom of
Information Award. Our broader work in this area, including our Dialysis Facility
Tracker, with news application development by Al Shaw, received the multimedia
Award for Excellence in Health Care Journalism and the Society for News Design
Award of Excellence for Information Graphics.
Reporters Charles Ornstein and Tracy Weber’s “Dollars for Docs” articles and the
related database by news application developer Dan Nguyen won the Investigative
Reporters and Editors Award for Innovation in Watchdog Journalism and was a
finalist for the Investigative Reporters and Editors Online Award. The judges for
the Innovation Award said, “ProPublica’s extraordinary efforts to obtain previously
obfuscated data and then transform it into a dataset the public can use represents an
outstanding investigation and public service. Each drug company had its own way of
making it difficult to track doctor payments. ProPublica cracked each and carefully
melded the mix so that patients anywhere in the country can see whether their doctor
is collecting money from a pharmaceutical company, and for which drug. ProPublica
went the extra step to teach journalists around the country how to use the embeddable
searchable interface to do their own stories. Truly innovative, the work represents the
best media can do for the public good.”
ProPublica’s “Detention Dilemma” coverage of Guantanamo, led by reporters Dafna
Linzer and Chisun Lee and news applications developer Krista Kjellman-Schmidt,
was honored with the Overseas Press Club Award for Online General Excellence.
The judges said, “ProPublica vividly illustrates the power of new media by exposing
online their original source material and databases for all to see. Particularly impressive are the online tools that allow readers to compare the public and secret versions of
the same legal documents and to view material deleted and added from official papers
— allowing readers to do their own research and draw their own conclusions.”
Reporter Sebastian Rotella’s work on the Mumbai attacks of 2008, published in
partnership with the Washington Post, received the Overseas Press Club Award for
Best Online Coverage of an International Issue or Event.
Coverage of defective Chinese drywall by reporter Joaquin Sapien, in partnership
with the Sarasota Herald-Tribune, won three Best in Business Awards from the
Society of American Business Editors and Writers.
More generally, ProPublica’s news applications received a Judges’ Special Recognition in the Society for News Design’s Best of Digital Design competition. The
judges noted that “ProPublica has established a consistent set of expectations for a
new breed of storytelling. Granular, permalinkable data, clear hierarchies, simple but
effective visualization and transparent engagement with its readers and partner organizations underlie all these projects and set the standard.”
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Debt-reduction target is
$4 trillion over 12 years
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Thomas Gonzales catches an alligator near Delacroix Island, La. After the oil spill, he received $22,000 for a claim, far less than others.

In Gulf Coast, streams of ‘spillionaires’
Firms with ties to insiders got lucrative BP contracts after oil spill, but some say cash didn’t flow evenly

Fortune*

Slate

Frontline

Stars and Stripes

Guardian (UK)*

Washington Post

BY

K IM B ARKER

mostly on damage claims and
cleanup — created new divisions
and even new wrongs.
Some of the inequities arose
from the chaos that followed the
April 20 spill. But in at least one
corner of Louisiana, the dramatic differences can be traced in
part to local power brokers.
To show how the money
flowed, ProPublica interviewed
people who worked on the spill
and examined records for St.
Bernard Parish, a coastal community about five miles southeast of downtown New Orleans.
Those documents show that

ProPublica

The oil spill that was once
expected to bring economic ruin
to the Gulf Coast appears to have
delivered something entirely different: a gusher of money.
So many people cashed in that
they earned nicknames: “spillionaires” or “BP rich.” Others
hurt by the spill wound up getting comparatively little. Many
people who got money deserved
it. But in the end, BP’s attempt to
make things right — spending
more than $16 billion so far,

Questions for Mubarak,
new hope for Egyptians
Deposed leader, family
detained, interrogated
about origins of wealth
BY

New Yorker*
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cairo — Egypt awoke Wednesday
to something unthinkable only a
few months ago: Hosni Mubarak,
the former president who had held
the world’s most populous Arab
country in his hand for more than
three decades, being called to account for the questionable wealth
and unchallenged power he had
amassed in that time.
Also undergoing interrogation,
according to a report in the government-owned al-Ahram newspaper, were Mubarak’s wife, Suzanne, his older son, Alaa, and his
younger son, Gamal, the jet-setting investor whom Mubarak had
been grooming as his possible successor.
Egypt’s top prosecutor said in a
decree issued by the government’s
press office that Mubarak, 82, and
his sons had been detained for 15
days for questioning about the
origins of their family’s riches. The
former president would also face
questioning about the use of violence to suppress 18 days of protests that drove him from power,
the prosecutor said.

companies with ties to parish
insiders got lucrative contracts
and then charged BP for every
possible expense. The prime
cleanup company submitted
bills with little or no documentation. A subcontractor billed BP
$15,400 per month to rent a
generator that usually cost
$1,500 a month. Another company charged BP more than $1 million a month for land it had been
renting for less than $1,700 a
month. Assignments for individual fishermen also fell under the
control of political leaders.
“This parish raped BP,” said

Wayne Landry, chairman of the
St. Bernard Parish Council, referring to the conduct of its political
leadership. “At the end of the day,
it really just frustrates me. I’m an
elected official. I have guilt by
association.”
The economic benefits rippled throughout the gulf. In the
six months after the spill, sales
tax receipts, a key measure of
economic activity, rose significantly in eight of the 24 most
affected communities from Louisiana to Florida. In only one
spill continued on A16

Caps win playoff opener

TURMOIL IN
THE MIDDLE EAST

Wednesday’s developments
LIBYA: As NATO forces step up
efforts to protect civilians in the city
of Misurata, alliance leaders
struggle for new ways to pressure
the government of Moammar
Gaddafi. A10
SYRIA: Women and children block
a main coastal highway,
demanding the release of people
detained during a crackdown on
critics of President Bashar alAssad. A12
YEMEN: Military forces loyal to
President Ali Abdullah Saleh clash
with rebel troops in the capital of
Sanaa. It is the first significant
outbreak of fighting between rival
military factions. A12

Mubarak’s wife, meanwhile,
was under investigation for alleged financial improprieties involving the Library of Alexandria
and a reading festival, al-Ahram
reported.
News of Mubarak’s detention
was greeted with a mixture of joy
and relief in some quarters here,
caution in others. The Egyptian
stock exchange rose, and the Coalition of Youth Revolution called
off plans for yet another protest
march on Cairo’s Tahrir Square
egypt continued on A12

President Obama entered the
debate about the national debt
on Wednesday after months on
the sidelines, offering a plan to
trim borrowing by $4 trillion
over the next 12 years by combining deep cuts in military and
domestic spending with higher
taxes on the wealthy.
In a stinging rebuke to Republican budget-cutters, Obama acknowledged that the debt must
be tackled faster than he has
previously proposed, but he rejected GOP calls to make fundamental changes to Medicare and
Medicaid and to scale back his
initiative to expand health-care
coverage to the uninsured.
“We don’t have to choose between a future of spiraling debt
and one where we forfeit investments in our people and our
country,” he said. “To meet our
fiscal challenge, we will need to
make reforms. We will all need to
make sacrifices. But we do not
have to sacrifice the America we
believe in. And as long as I’m
president, we won’t.”
Obama announced his framework for deficit reduction in a
speech that at times employed the
highly partisan words he used on
the campaign trail. But it included only a few notable, and largely
incremental, policy proposals.
And even as he joined the
battle, Obama immediately volleyed the substantive work of debt
reduction back to Capitol Hill,
calling on lawmakers to reach “a
final agreement on a plan to
reduce the deficit” before the
Treasury breaches the $14.3 trillion legal limit on borrowing in
early July. The country could face
devastating economic consequences if it were to stop borrowing and default on its obligations.
Obama said the talks, to be led
by Vice President Biden, would
obama continued on A6
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“We do not have to sacrifice the
America we believe in,” the
president said in his speech.

ANALYSIS

An attempt
to retake
the offensive
BY

D AN B ALZ

Under pressure from Republicans, President Obama offered a
broad vision for solving the nation’s long-term fiscal problems
Wednesday. This was not a speech
about dollars and cents as much as
it was an appeal for Americans to
think about what kind of country
they want and how they define
shared sacrifice.
Obama’s address left many
questions unanswered, but there
was no doubt that the president
and his White House advisers regarded it as one of the most important political speeches he will
make in his second two years in
office. It was an effort to regain the
offensive in a debate that will dominate budget negotiations for the
rest of this year and will probably
shape the choices voters will face in
the 2012 presidential election.
Obama appeared to have two
goals in mind. First, he sought to
demonstrate that he is serious
about solving the debt and deficit
problems that threaten the country’s fiscal future. Second, he needed to prove to Democrats that he is
analysis continued on A5

MORE BUDGET COVERAGE INSIDE

JONATHAN NEWTON/THE WASHINGTON POST

Alexander Semin, front right, scores in overtime to carry Alex
Ovechkin and Washington past the New York Rangers, 2-1. Story, D1

Congress: The House votes today

Entitlements: The president’s

on deal that averted shutdown; the
2012 budget fight starts Friday. A4

proposal would preserve Medicare
and Medicaid but seek to rein in
spending on the programs. A6

Economy: Obama and the GOP’s

Sketch: Progressives offer a liberal

Ryan shift focus of debate from
small-bore issues to big ideas. A4

interpretation of budget cutting. A6

SIDNEY HARMAN, 1918-2011

Industrialist, arts patron left indelible mark on Washington
BY

T . R EES S HAPIRO

Industrialist Sidney Harman,
who co-invented the high-fidelity
stereo in the 1950s and became a
dominant arts patron in Washington, died April 12 at George
Washington Hospital. He was 92
and had complications from
acute myeloid leukemia.
In a career that spanned seven
decades and moved among business, education and politics, Dr.

Harman was widely regarded as a
polymath and a man of boundless
vigor. In August, Dr. Harman became a media mogul with his
purchase of Newsweek magazine
from The Washington Post Co.
He had served as a ranking
Commerce Department official
under President Jimmy Carter
and bankrolled the campaigns of
his second wife, former congresswoman Jane Harman (D-Calif.).
In Washington, Dr. Harman —

who had a fortune estimated at
$500 million — shaped the city’s
cultural landscape. He donated
$20 million to build the 775-seat
Sidney Harman Hall, which houses productions by the Shakespeare
Theatre Company and the Washington Ballet. He also started the
Harman Family Foundation, a
charitable organization that gives
money to benefit the arts, and was
a major benefactor to the Phillips
Collection in Dupont Circle.

Often described as a Renaissance man, Dr. Harman was a
fitness maven — he walked 18
holes of golf into his 90s — and
harbored diverse academic interests. He was chairman of the
Academy for Polymathic Study at
the University of Southern California, where he lectured on architecture, economics and law.
Referring to his advanced age, he
harman continued on A15
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Another sleeping
air traffic controller
The latest such incident, as a
flight carrying a sick patient
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40 partner stories, with 15 partners
Web site page views up 10% over year-earlier
Daily email subscribers 47,000, up 17% since January 1
Twitter followers 31,000, up 63% since January 1
Twitter was a priority, and a focus for us during this period. ProPublica now has
more followers than all but 10 U.S. newspapers
Facebook fans nearly 17,000, up 36% since January 1
ProPublica Reporting Network 7000 members, up 11% since January 1
700+ donors
In the month of April alone, we received donations from 37 states, the District of
Columbia and four foreign countries
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Longform storytelling in a short attention span world
ProPublica mounted its first live event, a panel discussion on the subject of “Longform storytelling in a short attention span world,” in partnership with New York’s New
School on March 16.
Panelists included ProPublica managing editor Stephen Engelberg, editor David Remnick of the New Yorker, host Ira Glass of This American Life and senior producer
Raney Aronson-Rath of Frontline; Alison Stewart, anchor of PBS’s Need to Know, was
the moderator. More than 500 people filled the New School auditorium, with scores of
others in an overflow room. The event was also webcast (where 1800+ people viewed
it live). The New York Times Magazine’s 6th Floor blog called the event “worth watching. It rose above the median value of the combined speakers, which panels rarely do.”
More than 6000 people have since taken this advice and watched a video of the event;
you can join them by going here.
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What people are saying
“Many media organizations now turn to readers for their experiences and for
reporting help, but few do so as consistently and productively as ProPublica”.
—Tina Rosenberg, New York Times Opinionator, March 29
“the best way to get more high-quality investigative journalism might be to
donate money to ProPublica”
—Reihan Salam, National Review Online Agenda blog, March 21
“thank you for the work you and your colleagues did on the Henry Glover
case and the other questionable activities which occurred in the wake of
Hurricane Katrina. Trust me when I tell you, those of us who lived and/or
worked through the chaos caused by the storm will be forever grateful for
your tenacity, energy and revelations.”
—Ronnie Jones, Confidential Assistant to the Superintendent Louisiana State
Police, March 30
“Your investigation of dialysis companies arrived in my mailbox on the day
I was scheduled for surgery... I visited local dialysis centers, studied your
reports, and changed the one I had originally been sent to. All is going well.
Thanks!!”
—Yvonne Parker, April 8
“The quality of ProPublica’s work, on [the Wall Street] project and others,
should lay to rest any lingering suspicion that digital reporting is inherently
less reliable, less responsible or less thorough than its print counterpart. In
fact, the digital world offers unlimited space and multiple tools that can
make the work both deeper and more accessible.”
—Margaret Wolf Frievogel, St. Louis Beacon, April 20
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