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A NEW KIND OF
SUPER-LOCAL NEIGHBORHOOD NEWS
Julia Moulden, The Huffington Post, July 2010 

We’re deeply attached to our neighborhoods. Yet the things that happen in our backyards are seldom reported in the news (and we tend to yawn at 
the coverage that does exist). A new news organization intends to change that. It’s called OpenFile, and I recently had a conversation with found-
ing editor and CEO, Wilf Dinnick. (Wilf is a New Radical — that is, people who put skills acquired in their careers to work on the world’s greatest 
challenges. For more, please see archived New Radicals articles.)

This is an edited version of that interview.

What’s the big idea behind OpenFile?
I’ve had a great career as a journalist for ABC News, CNN and the three major Canadian networks. Like many journalists, I saw that big, traditional 
media companies didn’t know how to harness the power of the web. My wife (Sonia Verma, founding editor) and I wanted to create an online news 
model that hadn’t been done. We wanted it to be run by journalists, based on the most important journalistic principles, such as transparency and 
accountability. We wanted it to be collaborative — that is, stories are suggested by readers and readers contribute to them. And we wanted it to 
be about local news.

How local is local?
Very. We’re based in Toronto. This week, the big story was the expropriation of several houses to make way for a new subway exit. We also covered 
the G20 demonstrations. If you think about it, every story that you see on national and international newscasts began in someone’s home, or on a 
street in someone’s neighborhood.
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OK, so how does OpenFile work?
A reader will pitch an idea — it often begins with a question like, “What’s that building going up across the street from my kid’s school?” This 
reader opens a file and submits the story idea, along with any supporting material, like photos and videos. Next, the story gets editorial and peer 
approval. If it’s approved, a reporter gets assigned (we have a team of paid journalists). The reporter stands on the shoulders of all the information 
we’ve received, does some research, and provides a balanced, thoughtful piece. Once the story is filed, it goes public. Readers can respond, and 
continue to contribute to it, because the stories live on on the site — they don’t disappear after a day. It’s an ongoing dialogue. (Check out Open 
File to see how the G20 story is evolving.)

What’s the business model?
We told potential investors, we’re an Internet start-up and we’re going to be ad revenue based, which shut a lot of doors! But we persevered and 
found someone who believed in OpenFile. We raised three years of funding. And we’re beginning to sign up advertisers who are looking for alter-
natives to the diminishing returns of the big media buy and who want access to a specific neighborhood. We’re talking exclusive deals with a big 
bank, a soft drink company, and a major department store.

And where do you go from here?
It took us a couple of years to develop the idea and six months to raise the capital to do it (OpenFile founders worked with MaRS, a business 
incubator and innovation hub in the heart of Toronto). We’ve created what we see as a turnkey model — something that others can run in their 
communities. Major cities, of course, but small towns, too. The framework and value proposition are there, and the metrics are growing. We think 
that lots of people want to have a vibrant conversation about what’s going on in their community.



CROWDSOURCING THE NEWS
Christopher Frey, Monocle, June 2010 

As traditional news media outlets fret over their business models, there’s no shortage of upstarts hot-housing the future of journalism online. Some, 
like Toronto’s recently launched OpenFile.ca, are betting on the hyper-local, a revival of the old community newspaper re-engineered for the age 
of social media.

“From a business perspective, the web is offering new ways to scale down, get smaller, reach niche users for less costs,” OpenFile’s founder Wilf 
Dinnick tells Monocle. “While there isn’t a dearth of traditional local news, we envision ‘local’ to be way more local than what a city newspaper 
might — down to a neighbourhood, even a street in a city. Many of the stories we’ll be covering will likely be of no interest to a big city paper.”

What’s more, OpenFile embraces new media maxims of transparency and collaboration, flipping the usual model of news gathering on its head. 
Here it’s “users,” not journalists, who pitch the stories. A professional journalist is dispatched if the editors decide the pitch merits coverage. Once 
the report is published, users are encouraged to contribute comments, analysis, images and video, the journalist curating the file as it evolves 
wiki-like over time.

For Dinnick, going local represents a dramatic career turn. The Toronto native had spent the past decade logging miles as an international cor-
respondent for CBC, ABC and CNN, much of in the Middle East. But the writing was on the wall: as foreign bureaux were downsized around him, 
money was being ploughed into the web. If Dinnick was going stay in journalism, he thought, he would have to play a part in reinventing it.

After a year of incubation and securing the venture capital it needed, OpenFile is now online in beta format. Dinnick says the seed money should 
last into year three; by then it will be dependent on advertising revenues. If it flies, Dinnick plans to roll the concept out to other cities in Canada 
and the US, forging an online chain of community newspapers.
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While OpenFile’s model of newsgathering may be novel, its decision to go local, and stake its sustainability on participatory journalism, is not. In 
March, media giant AOL launched Patch.org, a network of regional news sites devoted to communities in the US now largely under-serviced by 
print media. The San Francisco-based non-profit news platform Spot.Us, which has pioneered the practice of readers making micro-donations 
toward stories they’d like to see investigated, recently tweaked its site to allow users to more actively assist journalists in the reporting process.

Few sites go so far as OpenFile, however, in letting users invade the newsroom and shape how stories are reported. But it’s not exactly unbridled 
citizen journalism either. Dinnick understands the credibility risks of simply crowdsourcing the news — the potential for bias, inaccuracy and abu-
sive language, for example. That’s where the professionals come in. But Dinnick also believes that keeping the story process as transparent as 
possible will ensure civility and fairness, and ultimately make OpenFile more useful to the community.

So what sorts of headlines have users been generating? “Improving Pedestrian Safety at Busy Intersections,”. “Can Toronto Afford an International 
Art Biennale”, and “Sharia Banking – Is Your Credit Card Halal?” The strongest items have reported on Toronto’s security preparations as host of 
the upcoming G20 summit from 26 to 27 June. It’s not quite the sort of sharp-edged reporting that will shake up city hall but as media launches 
go, OpenFile’s was purposefully underwhelming. “Building anything of value takes time,” Dinnick says.

Dinnick thinks in time OpenFile will connect fully with the diverse, engaged constituency he believes is out there. “We agree with some of the lead-
ing thinkers in journalism – reporting is not so much a product, as it once was. It used to be The Newspaper. It used to be The Six O’Clock News. 
Now it’s much more of a service and public good. We want to provide that service for local news.”



A GLOBETROTTING CANUCK JOURNO AIMS TO 
REVOLUTIONIZE ONLINE NEWS
Leah McLaren, The Globe and Mail, May 2010 

It’s a whole new media world out there and Wilf Dinnick is planning to take it over — one local story at a time.

The Toronto-bred newsman, who you might remember from his days on CBC television and later at Global, ABC and CNN, is about to launch a new 
Toronto-based website that, he says, “inverts the traditional model of reporting” and reinvents journalism as we know it. Now, I’m not sure whether 
to react to this news with gratitude or narrow-eyed skepticism, so instead I’ll do what any good reporter does: simply try to understand. Thinking 
about the future of journalism these days makes my mouth go dry and my left eye twitch — but not Dinnick.

Here’s a guy who, as Middle East correspondent for CNN, would find himself on the road for a month at a stretch covering stories in China, Africa, 
Iraq and Afghanistan. It was a stressful job, but did he spend his evenings at the bar swilling scotch like a character out of a Graham Greene novel? 
Nope. Instead, the war correspondent and teetotaller holed himself up in his hotel room and tried to think of a way to secure the future of journalism 
in a digital world, which is a fancy way of saying he was hoping to save his job.

“When I started at ABC, there were 15 people in the bureau and now there are only three and how often do they even get on air?” he said in a 
phone interview this week. “I just saw the writing on the wall – they weren’t putting the money there. They were putting all the money on the Web.”

Dinnick’s response to this development — OpenFile, which goes live on Monday — is a news source that lets journalists look to users for story 
ideas and commentary rather than the other way around. While the typical online news model allows users to simply log on to a given site, check 
out the stories of the day and perhaps leave a comment, visitors to OpenFile are invited to open a file to “start” a local story of their own. Other com-
munity users can then share and add to the file and, if the site editors decide it’s a worthy endeavour, OpenFile will dispatch a real live professional 
to follow up with a properly researched and reported story. The official report will then be published on the site as a kind of document of record.
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Dinnick was so taken with the notion that he decided to get out of traditional journalism altogether. Just over a year ago, he quit his job in TV and 
moved with his family back to Toronto from Dubai. (His wife, Sonia Verma, now works as a reporter for this paper.) After doing some research, he 
sketched out a model that reflected his “ultimate journalistic wish list,” which included “total transparency, a story that never dies and crowd sourc-
ing.” In essence, he says, “the idea was to match social media with professional journalism.”

With this concept in hand, Dinnick enlisted the help of two other journalists (former Toronto Star editor Kathy Vey and technology and media writer 
Craig Silverman), hired a chief financial officer and went out hat in hand. After pitching the idea around Bay Street, he received several million dol-
lars of angel investment from an anonymous Canadian corporate backer. Unafraid to boast, Dinnick describes the site as “one of the biggest media 
ventures in Canada since the launch of the National Post.”

But don’t mistake OpenFile for an online newspaper. In fact, the project has more in common with Wikipedia or Craigslist than it does with The 
New York Times. It is also part of a larger online trend that includes sites like Spot.Us, where users raise money for investigative reports into issues 
they care about.Over all, the OpenFile model is more community bulletin board than national broadsheet, which is why it lends itself so well to local 
stories — and, by extension, targeted niche advertising. To cite a favourite catchphrase of the current new-media universe, Dinnick’s idea depends 
on the prominence of “user-generated content,” but there’s a big difference between selling your bike on Craigslist and breaking a serious news 
story in a balanced, responsible way.

Dinnick insists that his site is not about citizen journalism so much as the marriage of user participation with professional editorial standards. And 
that, of course, brings us to the nagging question of credibility. How, for instance, will an operation like OpenFile navigate the torrent of paranoia, 
misinformation, abuse and blather that often exists online in order to find the real stories? The answer is not entirely clear. Dinnick says he plans to 
“set the tone” early by completing user identity checks and blocking racists, sexists and general haters from using the site for good.

But one wonders how, with a total staff of seven, he can possibly tame the beast if it grows exponentially, as he hopes it will. Ultimately, the cred-
ibility and viability of a venture like OpenFile will be up to users themselves — and by that I mean the public. Of course, it’s easy to imagine such a 
site degenerating into a stultifying maze of message boards dominated by local cranks once the floodgates are opened.

At the same time, though, it is undeniably compelling in its optimism. Why not let local people decide what matters most in their communities? 
Who says only journalists should decide the stories of the day? In essence, Dinnick is suggesting a new kind of social contract between the third 
and fourth estate, one in which both sides communicate with honesty, integrity and respect.

“Journalists are no longer the voices of God and traditional media are no longer the gatekeepers of news,” he says, making my mouth dry and my 
left eye twitch. But what else is new?



REQUIRED READING:	
OPENFILE OPEN FOR BUSINESS
Kate Carraway, Eye Weekly, July 2010 

Since “crowd-sourcing” (I’m officially holding a contest for a better word than this) had so much to do with dispensing news about #G20, especially 
the minute-by-minute on-the-ground stuff, it seems timely to introduce you to this neat thing: OpenFile. (Or re-introduce, as I believe I mentioned 
the site when it was in the inception stage.)

Still in beta, but working, OpenFile is a “collaborative local news site. Stories are suggested by readers, selected by editors, and investigated by 
professional journalists.” Good, right? (And a little more sophisticated than me crowd-sourcing my friends over text message about whether a 
particular column idea would interest them.)

It’s a pretty elegant solution to the problems — and they are problems — of bad, even unintentionally bad, citizen reporting. Though journalism 
has no official degree requirements (in fact, the degree that you get to become a journalist at “J-school” seems to be a disadvantage sometimes, 
especially in the New World of the industry), there are rules, serious rules, and a lot of internal criticism and unofficial checks and balances that 
work together in this majick way to keep reporters honest. Well, mostly. Also, OpenFile pays actual, real money, which separates them from one 
zillion exploitative blogging operations which I will pointedly not mention. 

Anyway: this could be the direction things go, a middle road between unintelligent SEO-bait and the death of print. Let’s give it a shot, yeah?

EYE WEEKLY
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“ALWAYS COLLABORATE”: SAY HELLO TO OPENFILE, THE LOCAL NEWS SITE
PUTTING THOSE NEW MEDIA MAXIMS TO THE TEST
Megan Garber, Nieman Journalism Lab, May 2010 

The thing about new media maxims is that, all too often, they remain just that — maxims. Smart ideas that guide our thinking, yes, but that don’t 
get much tangible testing in the hectic, messy space where journalism lives.

Enter OpenFile, the Toronto-based local news site launching this morning in beta form. The outlet, under the leadership of Wilf Dinnick (founding 
editor and CEO), Kathy Vey (editor-in-chief), and Craig Silverman (digital journalism director), combines some of the core maxims of new media — 
community engagement, emphasis on locality, bottom-up approaches to news — with another core principle: experimentation.
Structurally and editorially, the site is centered, as its name suggests, around files: topic pages-meet-news articles, focused on a particular problem 
or issue, that combine text, photos, video, and links — “sort of a multimedia package,” Silverman says. (Some of the files featured on the site at the 
moment: a look at energy-efficient street lights, a call for questions and opinions about Toronto’s bike lanes, a report on sharia-compliant financial 
products.) “We’re calling it a ‘file,’” Silverman told me, “because a story isn’t just a single, static text document anymore. It has to be something 
that lives.” That approach — journalism as a process, not a product — is embodied in the site’s core principles, which it laid out to its users in its 
pre-launch blog:

1. Local first: Readers should determine what “local” means to them. Local could mean a street, a block, a neighbourhood, the 
whole city, or any combination of these.  	  
2. Always collaborate: The line between journalist and reader should be fluid. Apart from gatekeeping and quality control, we 
must be responsive to our readers. Our technology choices should be democratic, collaborative and pragmatic. 
3. Keep tools handy: Journalists and contributing members should have easy access to a variety of easy-to-use tools with which 
to report, record and submit ideas.  	              	
4. Stay open: The news loop must stay open to new input. Stories evolve forever.
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5. Be useful: News-gathering is a public good. We must listen to our community’s needs rather than setting its needs. 
6. Curate the conversation: Shift the role of the journalist from fact-gatherer to news producer. We will shape and direct stories 
in concert with our readers.

None of those concepts are new; what is new is the fact that so many of them — collaboration! curation! community! — are living together, and 
interacting together, in a single news outlet. Hypotheses, being put to the test. When Dinnick discussed the OpenFile idea with fellow journalists 
and potential venture funders, he told me, “it was both exciting and humiliating. Because I thought I had something really special, and then they 
were like, ‘Yeah, duh, that’s what everyone should be doing.’ So we don’t have the answer — but we actually have the opportunity.”

“A REALLY GOOD LABOR FORCE”

One of the more interesting aspects of the OpenFile infrastructure — one connected to the “directed by its users” mandate — is that the site’s files 
are community-initiated. “OpenFile was designed to let the public decide what local news stories should be covered,” the site says. “You suggest, 
we report. You comment, we respond. You create, we publish.” Reporters can pitch ideas, but, in general, they’re brought into the OpenFile pro-
cess fairly late in the life of a file. And that life cycle, the site makes clear, begins and ends with its community: The reporter assigned to the story 
becomes “the conductor of the conversation that’s taking place in the file — the people who are already there, who already have a sense of owner-
ship over it,” Silverman says. Reporters are meant to steward and respond to community comments about the file, to add links and context, and 
generally “to add a layer of reporting to what’s already there.” They’re also meant to produce a story (a short one: 500 words or so) that captures 
the main points and the significance of the file — like a classic news article, with the wiki-like caveat that the story is meant to grow and evolve as 
new information becomes available.

And for doing that work, the reporters will be paid. “What we made clear at the beginning,” Dinnick says, “is that there are aggregators, and then 
there are online properties that create content. And that costs money. You have to pay journalists. No two ways about it.”

Indeed, “what we’ve done, like any good business, is figure out: How can we attract a really good labor force?” Dinnick says. And OpenFile’s solu-
tion to that problem is both to serve and make use of a situation that’s as common in Canada as it is in the U.S.: a freelance marketplace made 
bigger by recent layoffs and buyouts at large newspapers. There are many skilled journalists, in Toronto and elsewhere, looking for work — and 
OpenFile wants to attract them and then treat them well once they’ve signed on. “We understand the pressures that freelancers are under — and 
we’re trying to make ourselves very appealing to them, trying to make OpenFile a place they want to contribute to,” Vey says.

One way of doing that, she points out, comes through the instant feedback that the file model provides. Rather than the send-a-pitch-then-wait-
and-wait model that characterizes most freelancer-outlet relationships, the OpenFile approach systematizes quick responses to pitches from the 
site’s editors. And rather than the publish-a-piece-then-wait-and-wait model of payment, “we pay you in forty-eight hours,” Dinnick says.



The openness and collaboration that are editorial principles of OpenFile are also business principles. The outlet doesn’t buy rights to its reporters’ 
stories; after a piece has been live on OpenFile for twenty-four hours, Dinnick says, “you’re welcome to sell the story anywhere else. In fact, we’d 
encourage you to go and spin it off into a magazine article, or another online property.”

Yep, you read that right. Linking out is a big concept for OpenFile — not just literally (though there’s definitely that, too: “We’re not trying to keep 
people on the website,” Vey says; “we want them to go away and come back”), but also rhetorically. The outlet, per its editors and its design, is not 
interested in owning local news so much as facilitating it — and, to that end, in providing a community not just for Torontonians, but for journalists, 
as well. For journalists accredited with the site — those with records of journalistic production or degrees from j-schools — OpenFile has a Virtual 
Newsroom featuring resources and message boards and, soon, analytics (“so you can see what stories are hot and what’s trending right now,” 
Dinnick says). “In the true sense of being an outfit that supports journalism first,” Dinnick puts it, “we really hope that other journalists will come 
and just be a member of the virtual newsroom.”

“THE RIGHT PEOPLE TO DO IT, AND A BIT OF MONEY”

So where is the outlet getting the money to attract — and pay — its journalists? OpenFile currently operates with venture funding; for the first three 
years of its existence, Dinnick says, it will look for revenue through ads. “Because all our stories are geotagged, and we’re still focusing on local 
news, we will be able to deliver the major brands the opportunity to deliver advertising to very local levels,” he notes. And the price is right: While 
there are “increasingly diminishing returns for a big media buy,” OpenFile can offer advertisers “branding on every single page for a year.” It’s not a 
hard sell.
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“Frankly, our tough time is going to be in year three, when we say, ‘Okay, here are the metrics, and this is what we’d like to charge,’” Dinnick says. 
“So we realize it’s a long road, and it’s going to be tough. But we have a great CFO who’s got lots of experience, and we have money that we think 
can last us, and we think we’re building a good brand that will attract the people that can pay off in the end.”

The executive team is planning an expansion of the Toronto-based site to other cities across Canada, with the potential to expand into U.S. cities, 
as well — creating a kind of digital version of a newspaper chain. One that could leverage the power of the network to engage users and solve 
problems. “You can be connected with someone else in a similar file in another city and say, ‘Wow, I see the solutions there,’” Dinnick says. “And 
that’s where we start getting engaged users all connected — and surrounded around the same issue.”

That engagement is part of OpenFile’s broader goal, the one implied in all the other discrete ones it’s outlined today: simply, to be useful. “We 
want to have a strong utility aspect to the site,” Silverman says — to provide “tools that people can actually use, whether it’s to coalesce around 
an issue or to report something that’s going on. We really want to try and offer things that will get results for people.” Dinnick echoes that sense of 
pragmatism. “I didn’t really have a revolutionary idea,” he says of the outlet. “It was just a matter of executing it — just a matter of finding the right 
people to do it, and a bit of money, and of having the drive and the will. So here we are.”



WORD ON THE STREET
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These are all ingredients to creating successful networked journalism and OpenFile is
definitely another project worth watching as it grows in the coming months.

Stuart Tiffen,  Deutsche Welle - Networked Journalism,  May 2010

One of the most interesting developments in the Canadian media market we’ve seen in a while has just launched…
their willingness to create something dramatically new instead of sitting back while their industry struggles is impressive.

While still in its early days, we just might see another major transformation in the local news industry happening right outside our window.
Krista Jones,  MaRS Blog,  May 2010

What might really set OpenFile apart from others, realistically, is the sheer people power behind the operation and the resources
at their disposal to pay journalists market rates for quality work.

Kelli Korducki,  Torontoist,  May 2010

While some observers are predicting the “slow, sad death” of journalism, one new kid on the block is trying to revolutionize the way 
news is created and consumed online.

Althea Manasan,  National Post,  May 2010

This week, a highly-anticipated new journalism project titled OpenFile launched. OpenFile’s website aims to bring about a higher level of 
interaction between the citizens and the reporters…, its presentation is notably different when it comes to how

truly open every step of the process is.
Kristen Jones,  Techvibes.com,  May 2010

What OpenFile is for sure, is a really good idea.
Thomas Smith,  Mediathresher.com,  May 2010

Even as industry analysts and media observers bemoan the “death of journalism,”
new strategies for its long-term survival are emerging online.  OpenFile is one such approach, a Toronto-based

online news site that’s recently launched with a new model for acquiring, delivering and compensating for online content.
Mediacaster Magazine,  May 2010





23

http://OpenFile.ca has huge potential. see Niemanlab for good preview 
Http://is.Gd/c62AG congrats

Tweet from Dan Gillmor, 
Director of the Knight Center for Digital Media Entrepreneurship 
Arizona State University’s Walter Cronkite School of Journalism and Mass Communication
10, 056 Followers

Got a report on http://openfile.ca directly from @craigsilverman today. Impressed. There are several brillantly-
conceived things about it.  

Tweet from Jay Rosen,
Professor of Journalism,
NYU Arthur L. Carter Journalism Institute
36, 313 Followers

Here is a very cool start up:  
www.openfile.ca

Tweet from John Paton,
CEO of Journal Register Company
Member, Board of Advisors, CUNY Graduate School of Journalism
916 Followers



OpenFile.ca
www.facebook.com/openfile
@open_file
contact@openfile.ca

Wilf Dinnick
Founding Editor & CEO, wilf@openfile.ca, Office: 416 583-2118 x3001, Mobile: 416 837-1765

Cindy Fan
Media & Sponsor Enquiries, cindy@openfile.ca, Office: 416 583-2118 x3005
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