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Covering local elections via an easy-to-use Web site is the best way to give voters the information they need to vote. The amount of information you can offer is extraordinary. The organization of that information is better. And the collection of information can grow over time, giving your readers a full view of the people they are considering as public servants. 

National election sites might be hot right now, but local elections need and deserve the same level of online attention – and local journalists are the ones who need to do it. Your readers will thank you.
Best, creating a truly awesome local election site doesn’t require a giant staff of producers! Particularly if you work for a media outlet that already plans to cover a local election, one passionate newsroom advocate and help from others may be all the staff needed to develop an excellent Web presentation.
The Philadelphia Daily News, public broadcaster WHYY and the Committee of Seventy, a government reform group, pulled this off with minimal staffing (and fledgling Web skills) thanks to an early start and a devotion to the product. In 2005, the two media operations created The Next Mayor, a multimedia effort to cover the 2007 race for Philadelphia mayor. The project reached its peak in May, during the Democratic primary. Because Philadelphia is a heavily Democratic town, that election likely has decided who the next mayor of the city would be. (That would be Michael Nutter, pictured below.)
We had one full-time staffer, producer Dan Pohlig, at WHYY; borrowed time from reporters, Web and design staff at the Daily News; and me, a Daily News editor who gave nights and weekends and stolen time from my “real” job to get the project going. And we succeeded. This spring, we believe we were Philadelphia’s most popular and most trusted source of election information.
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Our site includes:

· In-depth candidate profiles
· Reported guides (including video segments) to the top issues in the race
· An election calendar
· Comparisons of candidates’ position papers

· Exhaustive archives of press releases and news stories (from all media outlets) about the race, and 

· A popular blog. 
Your site might include these features – or others may be more suitable for your community. Feel free to steal ideas from the national election sites (online debates are cheaper than you think).

Regardless of the content you choose, there are a few tips that can make this easier:
· Start early. You already know when the next major elections will be in your community and even who’s planning to run in them. Begin planning several years – yes, years – in advance; this will give you time to build content and a useful interface. You’ll also have time to consider questions such as: Should this coverage be part of an existing Web site or a separate product? Should we bring in another media partner? Should we allow advertising on the site?
The Next Mayor had identified as many as seven likely candidates for mayor in the May Democratic primary. Eventually, one candidate dropped out and one never ran at all. But we never regretted our early reporting on these guys. In fact, we broke the news that one of them had decided not to run, in part because we had already established ourselves as a source of news on the race. (And we didn’t have advertising.)
· Enter into the project with passion. We believed our Web site should not just cover the race, but care deeply about its every minute detail. That’s possible only if one or two key people are willing to pour their heart and soul into making the project great. Passion is far more important than slick design (though there’s nothing wrong with that).
· If you are part of a larger media outlet, get buy-in from the rest of your staff early. Make contributing to the project as simple as calling in a blog post to an editor or posting a story destined for the print edition early. 
Even though we had only two “real” staffers, each with other responsibilities, we always allowed reporters to call in blog posts, and took care to credit them for their scoops. The result was more scoops.

· Archive, archive, archive. Become the electronic record of everything that happens in the race, even before official candidates make their announcements. This information will be difficult to gather after the race has started and useful for the entire life of the campaign. Obviously, archive video and audio too, and reader-submitted content. (Give thought to database structure before you start to archive, however, or you’ll get snowed under.)

Archives are also a great way to get picked up in search engines, because people love to link to archived materials. We discovered we were accidentally improving our SEO this way.
· Chart a course so that you can set the agenda for the race. Plan when you want to launch online or in-person debates, reverse-published voters’ guides, polls or weeks of soliciting voter comment by video. 
We used a simple Google calendar to keep track of the polls and stunts the two media outlets had planned. We also held regular conference calls.
· Reader content is good, but doesn’t replace professional journalism. Make sure that you have fully reported candidate profiles, comparisons and briefings on the top issues available on the site. Watch out for political gamesmanship and fake posts. 

We asked our users to rat out any campaign staffer commenting under an alias. And rat they did. But we also had readers submit excellent maps of voter turnout and other useful content.
· Make sure campaign staffers know about the project. Take field trips to campaign staffs early to get to know the publicists and campaign managers. If your content is good, they will be your earliest and most frequent readers. And they’ll tip you off to important stories.
· Publicize your wares. If you remember nothing else, remember this. Promotion is the most important effort you can give your project. Use whatever you’ve got: in-paper and online promos, blast e-mails, yes, even blatant pleas for links on other blogs. Consider visiting community events with a “trade-show” type booth. You are selling something of community value, after all – and you need readers to help you make it great.
For a long time, we felt like shameless hucksters – I stood on a street corner at one point, handing out voters’ guides and buttons. But that feeling faded as our readership grew.
· Finally, let it build. Local elections become of intense interest very close to the election. We watched our number of page views skyrocket in the five days before and after the election. That’s when your readers are making their decisions.  
On election eve, we were leading election coverage. Our newspapers’ Web site, philly.com, turned over the top of the site to an RSS of our breaking-news blog. We were linked worldwide. And yes, we were briefly too popular for our own good – our blog crashed for a few minutes – but were back up without missing a report on the vote count. In the end, we had more unique viewers to our project than voted in the 2005 Philadelphia primary. We felt we had succeeded.
