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Archival Prospects at the CU-IMC 

The Urbana-Champaign Independent Media Center (CU-IMC or IMC) is a not-for-profit, 

grassroots, independent media and arts organization based in Urbana. The organization, founded 

in 2000, has a current annual budget of $300,000. Its mission is to support education and media 

and arts production and distribution as a way to empower both individuals and the community 

(who have been underrepresented in mainstream media) and to foster creativity as well as media 

literacy. The IMC has a rich history which has lead to the creation of large amounts of 

documentation in a variety of formats.  

The UC-IMC is a local chapter of Indymedia, a global independent media organization 

whose more than 300 local chapters can be found on every continent but Antarctica. Indymedia 

was launched in November 1999 in Seattle, Washington as an impromptu, grassroots web-based 

news organization in the midst of massive, city-wide protests with participants from across the 

country, aimed against the World Trade Organization (WTO), which was meeting in Seattle at 

the time. The protesters were met with police brutality, including severe beatings and gassing, 

but a media block of the events kept this information from spreading. The small web station that 

was set up to relay news through the internet about the events became the first Indymedia center. 

Within a year, web-based independent media centers were forming across the country, and they 

soon became an international phenomenon. 

The Urbana-Champaign IMC was founded on September 24, 2000 by a group of twelve 

artists and community activists with the goal of creating a local grassroots media and arts center 

run by local residents and focused on social justice. Two of the founding members participated in 

the 1999 Seattle protests, where they witnessed the formation of the first Indymedia center. The 

founders pooled and collectivized their personal computer equipment and began broadcasting. 
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For the first three to four months, they operated from the home where the organization was 

formed, but they had plans for an independent space for their operations. The space was to be 

financed from pledges, the necessary amount being $50 per month for a year by at least ten of 

the founding members. Far exceeding their expectations, they found 50 funding members and in 

January 2001 they opened a downtown storefront center in the historic Stephens building at 218 

West Main Street. The center housed production studios, meeting space, and a library of books, 

videos, and music CDs by independent musicians. In this regard, the Urbana-Champaign IMC is 

unique, as the majority of Indymedia centers function as websites without physical gathering 

places. The UC-IMC obtained 501c3 not-for-profit status in the summer of 2001 and began 

operating a public access and media production training facility. 

Soon after its establishment, the Urbana-Champaign IMC became a Midwest nexus for 

independent media and arts projects, and also began to actively reach out beyond local 

boundaries, establishing ties with a variety of independent media organizations in the country. 

Their global outreach began with the establishment of independent media centers in Nigeria and 

Kenya. In its second year, the center opened an all-ages venue, the only such organization in 

town, and teamed up with 40 North/88 West, the Champaign County Arts Alliance, to initiate a 

roundtable discussion with local indy musicians to hear and respond to local needs. It also 

opened an exhibition space called the Middle Room Gallery, started a video production group, 

and hosted an Indy Film series. 

The organization quickly outgrew the Main Street center, and in May 2005, the IMC 

purchased the historic Post Office building in downtown Urbana, allowing the Post Office to 

continue operating in part of the building for ten years, free of charge. IMC members renovated 

and reconfigured the building’s interior to suit the center’s needs, which included plumbing, 
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painting, building walls, constructing a stage, hanging lights, and rewiring for ethernet. The new 

30,000 square foot center operates Radio Free Urbana (WRFU 104.5 FM, a community radio 

station), a media production and training facility offering media equipment for checkout, an art 

gallery, numerous artist studios and teaching spaces, and performance space. Currently, the IMC 

has over 630 members, ten Americorps staff, three support staff, and 1200 volunteers logging 

61,250 hours in 2008. The center’s activities are supported by 21 corporate entities and 18 

foundations. Since its establishment, the IMC has been involved in a great variety of activities on 

the local, national, and international levels, including broadcasting, arts venues, arts and media 

education, community wireless network development, community web hosting, political 

activism, and the publication of the Public I, a monthly independent newspaper. The 

organization oversees the very successful Books for Prisoners project, shipping over 30,000 free 

books to prisoners based on their requests, establishing two libraries in the local jails, hosting an 

annual prisoner arts festival, and producing two zines of prisoner poetry and art per year. The 

Bike Project, located in the building’s basement, takes donated bicycles, repairs them, and sells 

them for a nominal price to the public. 

IMC members manage an all-ages performance venue; audio, video and print production 

workspaces; an art space tailored for children; and a library of books and magazines by 

independent presses. Artists-in-residence operate a dozen subsidized studio spaces for artists, 

gallery space, teaching space, a wood shop, and a silkscreening workshop. The IMC tech group 

maintains public access computer terminals and low-cost community web hosting and listservs 

used by a number of local artists and organizations. They also built a free wireless network 

servicing downtown Urbana. It provides after-school arts programming for youth, and it is a 

second home for the Prompting Theater, a group of adults with developmental disabilities who 
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rehearse at the IMC weekly. The IMC serves the region through the empowerment of 

underrepresented populations engaging with the arts. 

In 2008-09, the IMC provided free services to 59 organizations and 284,002 members of 

the public, which included designing a computer training facility for the Boys and Girls Club, a 

training program at Ready School, and hosting an Indy Media and Arts Lab for Youth. To date 

the IMC has provided free community webhosting and listservs to 204 organizations, serving 

210,000 subscribers. With support from private foundations, the IMC developed CU-WiN, an 

internationally recognized leader in open source mesh network software. IMC members 

deployed the first wifi network not only in Champaign-Urbana, but also in the tribal lands of the 

Mesa Grande Reservation and in townships in South Africa. During Hurricane Katrina, the CU-

IMC helped establish an emergency wifi communications infrastructure, allowing victims over 

60,000 hours of call time to coordinate with loved ones.  

As is the case at many non-profit organizations, the IMC has historically been focused on 

doing, rather than recording what they are doing. As a result, their holdings are quite 

disorganized, making it difficult to say exactly how much they hold of certain materials. 

Although the IMC library has a periodicals archiving policy, it applies only to serials to which 

the IMC has subscribed and not to their own publications or records. According to Chris, the 

record-keeping strategy of the IMC is best described as “throw it in a box.” Only some of these 

boxes of materials are housed at the IMC. When the IMC was located at Main Street, members 

had to keep most records at home due to space constraints. Many of these materials have not 

made the move to the current, more spacious IMC facility. Although Chris only knows of one 

person that has records at home, he suspects that many current and founding members have 

similar stashes, and plans to request the return of these materials. The IMC’s holdings therefore 
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have the potential to grow substantially. However, like with most of the holdings identified here, 

the exact amount that exists outside of the IMC is unknown, as is the specific information they 

hold. 

The holdings that are housed at the IMC are only slightly more easily located than those 

scattered throughout members’ homes. Chris told us of a filing cabinet containing older IMC 

records that fell apart in a remote part of the basement. The existence of these records seemed to 

be unknown to any current members, especially Chris. Thankfully, the person who discovered 

the poor shape of the filing cabinet and its contents knew about Chris’ archival plans, and alerted 

him to the situation. Based on our tour of the IMC, it is very likely that there are other containers 

of forgotten records stashed throughout the building. 

The IMC’s holdings are primarily paper-based and tend to favor locally-produced 

materials, though they are not limited to this. IMC is interested in documenting the history of 

independent media worldwide, so items on this topic are important to them. Currently, their 

boxed holdings of newspapers and miscellaneous articles from over the years cover Champaign-

Urbana and beyond, though the exact contents of these boxes need to be examined. Similarly, 

file folders (generally enough to fill a packing crate) hold articles clipped from newspapers and 

magazines, donated by people who thought they might be of interest to the IMC. These clips also 

come from various sources and are not necessarily native to the Champaign-Urbana area. 

The largest part of the IMC’s print collection is their zines (independent alternative 

publications); they also hold current and back issues of several commercial magazines, such as 

Ms., but do not plan to keep them indefinitely. Print archives of the monthly newspaper, the 

Public I, are maintained by the publishers (located in the basement of the IMC), with only a few 

issues missing. The IMC has a number of Public I issues as well. They do not know exactly how 
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far back their own holdings go, but there is a high probability that some of the issues they have 

are duplicates.  Public I issues from 2003 forward also appear online. Additionally, the IMC 

maintains an informal library in their facility, consisting of books that generally support liberal 

or radical viewpoints, divided by subject on several bookshelves. 

The audiovisual media currently held by the IMC includes videocassettes (VHS), 

audiocassettes, DVDs, compact discs (audio and possibly data discs), digital videotapes, and 

mini-discs; they also hold floppy discs as well. Only some media are labeled, but to the best of 

the organization’s knowledge, the contents include radio news and video footage from local 

events. From what we saw on our tour, we can safely say that there are at least several boxes of 

these kinds of media (often mixed together rather than organized separately by type) onsite. 

In terms of electronic records-keeping, we were told that the IMC’s website is archived 

monthly. The site includes local news and global postings that users can comment on; these 

comments are retained along with the news stories. Again, our contact was unsure how far back 

this monthly archive goes. The site has changed servers since it first began, so it is possible that 

items from the original site are archived somewhere else (exactly where is unknown). The 

minutes for the organization’s monthly steering meeting are kept electronically and posted on the 

IMC’s listserv. Our contact did not know exactly how long the minutes have been stored online, 

only that it is “a lot better” than it used to be. It is also possible that members are taking notes by 

hand for personal use, but the IMC does not have copies. The mailing list is also currently 

archived, but not easily searchable. 

The materials that Chris has located and corralled into the space of the IMC library are 

partially controlled. Some audio-visual cases are labeled, some folders of flyers and clippings are 

organized by date or subject, and some boxes even contain a finding aid developed during a 
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previous archival initiative. However, in most of these cases the labels are extremely minimal 

and the finding aids are illogical. Due to the lack of useful labeling, most of the IMC’s material 

will have to be thoroughly reviewed in order to determine its content. Although Chris knows of 

no one who has recently approached the IMC looking for old footage from a story or an old 

recording from one of the radio shows, he feels certain that people would be interested if the 

community, and the IMC itself, knew about and could easily access the treasure trove of 

information hidden in the building. 

Chris sees the archives project in general, in particular determining the scope and content 

of the current holdings, as being of secondary or tertiary importance. Although the IMC archives 

fits in with Chris’s larger goal of getting the IMC library into a usable state in which materials 

can be accessed and usage can be tracked, his first priority is to organize and catalog the book 

and zine collections. As for the archives, Chris’s stated vision is to create a sort of institutional 

repository, including both digital and print materials, of the past and ongoing productions of the 

IMC. His intended appraisal guidelines, however, indicate an archive of much broader scope, 

including materials that correspond directly to the IMC mission, relate to the global independent 

media movement, or are published by the local community. What Chris had not thought about 

including in the archives, until our interview, was administrative and financial records, the 

founding documents of the IMC, and the documents of the various working groups associated 

with the IMC. Although it is reasonable to start small, some of these important materials may no 

longer exist once the IMC archives finally decides to collect them. 

The task of corralling the important documents and publications of the IMC and fully 

processing them is immense, especially when done with only volunteer labor. This process is 

complicated by a lack of staff capable of providing assistance in accessing the collections and a 
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lack of appropriate space. The IMC library is currently on one wall of the main space, in between 

the staff offices and the performance stage, with no walls or doors enclosing the space. How a 

safe space can be created, with appropriate shelving and containers, is yet to be determined. 

The IMC, with its passionate staff and dedication to social justice and the arts on both 

local and international levels, is an admirable organization that does great work for the 

Champaign-Urbana area and beyond. However, in order to function more efficiently, the IMC's 

records, books and zines, audiovisual materials, and electronic holdings contents need to be 

identified, weeded, and organized in a way that makes it accessible to both the organization and 

the community at large. They are taking steps towards this, such as the current attempt to catalog 

the contents of their library, but they still have a long way to go. The IMC needs to concretely 

identify their current and future goals for the organization, create appropriate collection and 

retention policies, and then work in a linear fashion from highest-priority on down. As an 

organization that, in part, gives the little people a way to speak against government neglect and 

opacity, the IMC needs an archives in order to demonstrate their own transparency and showcase 

local talent and thought for posterity.  


