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North Carolina is home to natural gas deposits, both onshore and offshore.   The state has 

debated whether or not to allow extraction of these resources on many occasions.  This study 

analyzes the newspaper and blog content published during two major policy debates: offshore 

drilling from 1987 through 1989, and hydraulic fracturing from 2010 through 2012.  A 

newspaper was selected from each region of the state, and articles were analyzed for stakeholder 

coverage and the use of thematic and episodic frames.  The results of the analysis show that 

coverage did vary across the state, with evidence of spatially driven demand for coverage of both 

debates.  Less apparent were time driven trends across the two debates.  The political landscape 

of NC, as well as the large changes in news media markets, made it hard to identify the effects of 

time on coverage of natural gas policies.  
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Research Questions 

How has newspaper coverage of North Carolina’s natural gas extraction policies changed 

over time?  Do local papers cover energy policies differently based upon whether readers will or 

will not be directly affected by the new policy?   Do newspapers cover topics differently in their 

print editions than in their online blogs?   

Natural Gas Policy Events in North Carolina 

This study will focus on two major policy events surrounding natural gas energy policies 

in North Carolina.  The two events had implications for state-wide energy policies, but policy 

outcomes would have varying levels of impact at the local level.  

Outer Banks Offshore Drilling Event (Drescher 2000) 

 In 1981, Mobil Oil Corporation purchased a ten year lease for four blocks (each 9 square 

miles in size) off the North Carolina coast from the federal government for $73 million, giving 

them production rights to possible natural gas deposits offshore.  The plot was known as the 

Manteo Exploration Unit.  The public remained largely ignorant of the purchase until September 

1988, when Mobil announced it planned to seek federal permits to drill exploratory wells in one 

of the four blocks, located approximately 45 miles northeast of Cape Hatteras.  The site was only 

four miles from the Gulf Stream—a major concern for many who feared an oil spill could 

devastate estuaries and the NC coastline within hours of an accident.  NC government officials 

immediately issued statements expressing concern about the possible risks.  The same day Mobil 

announced their intent to drill, NC Governor Jim Martin wrote a letter to Attorney General Lacy 

Thornburg to inquire what legal options the state had to block the permit request.  From 

September 1988 through August 1990, the public and Mobil exchanged arguments over the 

offshore drilling permits.  Governor Martin successfully campaigned for Mobil to complete an 

environmental impact study for their proposal, despite the fact that over 8,000 exploratory drills 

had previously been completed without one.   

Although the well would impact NC’s coast and economy most directly, the permit had 

been issued by the federal government.  As such, much of the policy debate and action took 

place at the federal level.  Governor Martin regularly exchanged statements with the federal 

agencies overseeing offshore drilling activities.  In August 1990, Congress passed the Outer 

Banks Protection Act, which barred the federal Department of Interior from issuing any new 

offshore drilling leases and blocked Mobil from drilling its first exploratory well (Henderson 

1990).  The debate fizzled out once the permits were blocked, though Mobil eventually won a 

lawsuit against the federal government for changing the rules of the permitting process in the 

middle of their request (Carelli 2000).    
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Historic Context 

 The NC offshore drilling debate took place in the wake of the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil 

tanker spill.  The spill was the largest in U.S. to date, releasing more than 11 million gallons of 

crude oil into the Prince William Sound off the coast of Alaska (EPA 2011).  The event revealed 

weaknesses in the emergency response plans of oil companies and the government.  National 

news programs highlighted the damage to the environment and economy. The event sparked a 

nationwide debate on the safety of offshore drilling.  A public opinion poll found just 49% of 

Americans supported “stronger regulations on where and how oil companies drill for offshore oil 

and gas” in 1988, which then jumped to 62% a month after the spill (April 1989), and climbed as 

high as 70% in March 1990 where it remained until 1994 (Langer 2010).  When asked about the 

need to secure oil in April of 1989, 53% of Americans disagreed that “the need for oil was so 

pressing that it was worth a major offshore spill every five years or so” (Langer 2010).  The 

American public did not trust in oil companies to operate offshore safely.   

When Mobil announced plans to drill off the coast of NC, people likely associated the 

proposal and its accompanying risks with the Exxon Valdez event, despite the fact that the Mobil 

well was intended to extract natural gas rather than crude oil.  Governor Martin was particularly 

interested in the possible economic impact the well could have on fisheries and tourism along the 

coast.  Environmental groups cited the risk of oil entering the Gulf Stream as a primary concern.  

Industry officials tried to clarify that natural gas would not “spill” in the same way that crude 

spills and emphasized that an exploratory well had never leaked in the history of their drilling 

operations.   

Political Climate 

 The NC legislature was controlled by Democrats throughout the offshore drilling debate.  

Governor Jim Martin, a Republican, made history in 1988, becoming the first Republican in the 

state’s history to be elected to serve two terms in the Governor’s office (Funk 1988).  Despite 

tension in other policy areas, NC put forth a fairly unified front against offshore drilling 

exploration.  Both the Governor and General Assembly favored a cautious approach to exploring 

the coast’s resources.   

 At the federal level, NC was represented by one Democratic senator and one Republican.  

Its eleven House members comprised of eight Democrats and three Republicans (100
th

 Congress 

Biographical Directory).  The 100
th

 Congress of the U.S., which ran from January 1987 to 

January 1989, saw Democrats in control of both chambers of Congress.  This trend continued 

into the 101
st
 Congress in 1990.  NC cast all of its electoral votes in the 1988 presidential 

elections in favor of Republican nominee, George H.W. Bush.  Republicans retained control of 

the White House in the 1988 elections, transferring power from President Reagan to President 

Bush.  
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 Following the Exxon Valdez spill, both parties adopted a cautious approach to energy 

exploration.  President Bush, a Republican, placed a moratorium on offshore drilling in sensitive 

areas in 1990.  NC was exempt from the moratorium, much to the dismay of Governor Martin 

and Democratic Congressmen.  The official Republican stance on the environment was to 

“progress in tandem with economic growth” (Environmental Law Reporter 1992).  The 

Democratic Party favored an even more conservative approach to energy exploration. 

Natural Gas Market 

 The Mobil proposal was put forth during a time of relatively stable natural gas prices (see 

Appendix A (page 27).  Because of the stable market, consumers lacked a sense of urgency to 

push their legislators to help secure a new stock of natural gas supply.        

Triassic Basin Shale Gas Event (Murawski 2010) 

 In April 2010, the N.C. Geological Survey presented new data about shale gas deposits in 

the Triassic Basin to state officials, environmental groups, and industry groups.  The gas deposits 

could only be extracted through horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing, both of which were 

illegal in NC.  In order to access the newly discovered deposits, the NC legislature would have to 

legalize these drilling techniques.   

Almost immediately after the Geological Survey report was released, all stakeholders 

moved into action to defend their positions for or against hydraulic fracturing to extract shale 

gas.  Energy companies began inquiring about purchasing rights and permits to drill.  

Environmental groups began campaigning against “fracking”, citing the risk of groundwater 

contamination and environmental uncertainty.  State officials were split down party lines, with 

most Republicans in favor of drilling and Democrats against.  The debate over whether or not to 

permit hydraulic fracturing eventually reached the legislature, and in June of 2012, the House 

and Senate passed a bill to permit drilling (Murawski 2012).  Democratic Governor Beverly 

Purdue then vetoed the bill.  The veto was overturned by a one vote margin, in a highly 

controversial late night legislative session.  The deciding vote was incorrectly cast by a 

Democrat who had previously voted against the legislation.   

Hydraulic fracturing, or “fracking” 

Hydraulic fracturing remains a controversial drilling technique.  “Fracking” has been 

blamed for contaminating household wells, for causing earthquakes, and for increased health 

risks.  The technique has been used commercially since 1946, and has been used on more than 

40,000 drilling sites across the U.S. (FracFocus 2013).   During the fracking process, a mixture 

of sand, water, and chemicals are pumped into the rock bed to fracture the shale formation and 

release trapped gases.  The chemicals used in the process have traditionally been considered 

proprietary information and kept secret.  Many states are now pushing for full disclosure of the 

chemical mixture, which is being blamed for water contamination and health effects.  Industry 
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officials insist that the chemicals do not leach out of the rock formation and that many of the 

contaminated wells were polluted long before they arrived.   

NC’s fracking debate centered around the balancing of possible risks and rewards.  NC is 

prone to drought and the Triassic Shale Basin is relatively shallow in relation to the water table, 

theoretically increasing the risk for groundwater contamination.  Fracking opponents cited the 

risk of contamination and the water intensity of fracturing in a drought prone region as their 

major points of contention.  Proponents argued that these risks were relatively small, but that the 

economic benefits would be great.  Opening up NC to fracking could bring in jobs, extraction 

rents, and tax revenue.  Both sides agreed that the industry would need to be regulated if drilling 

did occur.  North Carolinians remained largely divided on the issue, with just under 50% of 

citizens favoring fracking several months after the legislator legalized the technique (Elon 

University 2013).  According to pollsters, nearly 20% of respondents say they have never heard 

of fracking, and 41% had heard very little about the topic (Elon University 2013).     

Political Climate 

The political climate in NC was undergoing massive changes at the inception of the 

policy debate.  In November of 2010, Republicans took control of the NC General Assembly for 

the first time since 1898 (Bonner 2010).  The previous Assembly had consisted of a 68-52 

Democratic majority in the House and 30-20 majority in the Senate. The newly elected 

Assembly held a 68-52 Republican majority in the House and 31-19 majority in the Senate.  The 

Governor’s office remained Democratic, held by NC’s first female governor, Beverly Perdue.  

The large gains by Republicans in the 2010 election was a reflection of the discontent about the 

state’s high unemployment rate of 9% and growing budget shortfall, which exceeded $3 billion 

(Bonner 2010).  The winners of the 2010 election would also be responsible for drawing the new 

district lines for legislative and congressional seats, giving them an advantage for at least another 

decade. 

During the 2008 presidential campaign, the Republican Party adopted the slogan “Drill, 

baby, drill!” for their energy policy platform (Hughes 2008).  Although this slogan was largely 

dropped in the aftermath of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 2010, the Party remained 

supportive of increasing domestic drilling operations.  The national party platform called for 

“aggressively increasing our nation’s energy supply in an environmentally responsible way” 

(Snow 2008).  It came as no surprise when NC Republicans were eager to explore the idea of 

fracking.  Following party lines, they cited economic growth as the primary factor in opening the 

state to exploration.   

The Democratic Party became increasingly open to the idea of domestic drilling during 

the 2010 to 2012 period.  Domestic energy production was viewed as a means to boost the 

economy through job creation and cheaper energy inputs to the manufacturing industry.  By 

2010, Democrats were feeling pressure to fix the economy, and fix it fast.  President Obama had 
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been in office for two years and was gearing up for a re-election campaign in 2012.  Democrats 

therefore accepted drilling as a viable course of action, but emphasized regulation of the oil 

industry, still wary of past spills and sympathetic to its environmentally conscious voting base.  

Governor Purdue stayed on message, never outright saying no to fracking in NC but expressing 

concern about the risks and environmental impacts drilling could have in the state.   

Natural Gas Market 

Natural gas prices peaked in 2008, just two years before the debate began in NC (see 

Appendix A (page 27).  However, as more states legalized fracking and opened up lands for 

drilling, natural gas supplies surged and prices began to drop.  By the end of 2012, industry 

spokesmen were questioning the profitability of drilling in NC due to low gas prices.  The U.S. is 

now awash in natural gas and debating whether to begin exporting to foreign markets which 

could make drilling in NC more profitable in the future (Murawski 2013).   

Policy Relevance 

 Newspapers, as with most news media outlets, are one of the public’s links to 

policymakers and actors.  Newspapers are sources of information, and help shape the policy 

agenda by highlighting some issues and ignoring others.  The way in which newspapers covered 

the natural gas extraction policies in North Carolina therefore played a role in shaping North 

Carolina’s natural gas extraction policy agenda and steered the public’s attention toward, or at 

times away, from the debates.  The newspapers decided which stakeholders were given a voice, 

and which stakeholders were portrayed in positive or negative lights.  This may have shaped 

public opinion about the stakeholders and their views.  Because legislators may use public 

opinion as a guiding factor in policymaking, the newspaper played an indirect role in impacting 

the outcome of these policy debates.   

Frames 

 Every news article has an underlying theme or message, called a frame, which organize 

issues for journalists and readers in order to improve understanding. More formally, frames are 

“persistent patterns of cognition, interpretation, and presentation, of selection, emphasis, and 

exclusion, by which symbol-handlers routinely organize discourse” (Gitlin 1980).  Frames allow 

journalists to highlight or exclude pieces of a story at their own discretion, essentially guiding 

readers to pay attention to the pieces that are included, and ignore those that are not (Entman 

1993).  In this way, journalists have great influence over what readers perceive to be the reality 

of the issue, and play a role in shaping public opinion surrounding the issue.     

 Frames allow readers to not only receive hard messages about an issue, but also influence 

their perception about the issue at much more abstract levels, and in ways they may not even 

consciously acknowledge.  Framing is a form of metacommunication, or communicating about 

communication.  Metacommunication provides cues for interpreting content, substance, and the 
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relationship between communicators (Bateson 1972).  Frames are a set of messages that are 

shaped by loops or patterns in metacommunication.  In this way, frames are dynamic, reflexive, 

and intertwined with both implicit and explicit messages (Bateson 1972).   

 Frames can be both episodic, when a story focuses on an event, or thematic, focused 

more on the “big picture” of the debate.  Many stories will have both episodic and thematic 

frames; the story may open by covering the event details and then go on to expand upon thematic 

information.   

Studies have found that environmental stories are commonly framed as accidents or 

crimes (Ryan 1991, Rubin 1980), rather than stories of risk.  In one study of newspaper coverage 

of environmental risk, authors found that about two-thirds of paragraphs analyzed were framed 

as reporting a crime or sought to assign blame to an actor.  Only one-third of paragraphs 

discussed environmental risk, and only 17% of those articles sought to address the issue of how 

much risk (Sandman et. al 1987).  Environmental risk stories often enter the news via disasters or 

protests, so these framing patterns are not all that surprising (Miller and Reichart 2000).   

Stakeholders 

 Journalists have an effect on how readers perceive relevant stakeholders.  If journalists 

frequently highlight the same stakeholders’ messages, those stakeholders will have a much larger 

share of the public’s attention and more opportunities to sway public opinion in their favor.  For 

many readers, their primary outlet to learn about stakeholders’ opinions and role in the issue is 

by reading media reports (Kennamer 1994).  Stakeholders will discuss policy implications more 

salient to them and ignore other implications, thereby altering the frame of a story (Miller and 

Reichart 2000).  Journalists are limited to the scope and focus brought forth by the stakeholders 

they use as sources for a story.  News content is inherently tied to the comments and claims of 

competing stakeholders, who are external to the news organization but central to the issue debate 

(Shoemaker and Reese 1996).  Numerous studies have illustrated that stakeholders frame an 

environmental issue to persuade the public.  One study found that in press releases discussing 

wetland regulations, conservationists focused on preserving habitat while property owners 

discussed property rights and compensation (Riechart 1996).  While journalists’ norms stress 

fairness and objectivity, these norms do not prevent  journalists from accepting the ‘facts’ as 

presented by stakeholders, often with vested interest in an issue (Miller and Reichart 2000).  

Even by reporting assertions of stakeholders, whether factual or not, reporters expose the public 

to the stakeholder’s frame.   

 Journalists have traditionally relied heavily on government officials as sources of 

information in reporting environmental news (Miller and Reichart 2000).  Government sources 

are usually thought to be credible and are readily accessible to journalists.  Because government 

officials are such attractive sources, they are often given the opportunity to set the initial frame 

for a story.  These frames may be in direct contention with environmental groups or industry 
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frames.  First impressions are important; they remain in the forefront of people’s minds even 

after a story has been reframed.  Evidence of government sway over environmental news 

framing was clearly illustrated in a study which examined the framing of Associated Press 

produced news stories regarding wetland regulations over the course of three presidencies 

(Riechart and Miller 1997).  Reagan era stories were framed as habitat restoration, Bush era as 

economic issues, and under Clinton the stories took on the frame as a regulatory concern.   

Government officials often have control over access to the environment, which also 

makes them an attractive source for journalists.  For example, in the case of an environmental 

disaster like Three Mile Island, only government officials had access to the site.  Reporters could 

only get new information from speaking with these officials.  It is important to note that with the 

rise of “big data” sharing by government agencies, outside groups are now more capable of 

producing their own reports about environmental risk.  Numerous groups produced their own 

maps of the Triassic Basin and produced reports about the potential for job creation, water 

contamination, and other big concerns related to the hydraulic fracturing debate I will study.     

Local News Markets 

 News stories are economic goods with costs (time, effort, opportunity) and benefits 

(knowledge) associated with their consumption (Hamilton 2004).  Just as any economic good, 

the market will supply what consumers demand, and consumers will seek to maximize their 

private benefits, and through sharing the knowledge gained by, create positive externalities 

which are shared by news consumers and non-consumers. Which news stories are produced 

depends upon the shared preferences of readers.  Local news outlets have a greater ability to 

tailor news coverage and tone towards a specific audience than regional or national outlets 

(Hamilton 2004).  A study of political slant in local newspapers concluded that readers have an 

economically significant preference for like-minded news (Gentzkow 2010).  Local papers have 

the ability to tailor articles about politics to reflect the political party affiliation of its readers.  

Publications respond strongly to reader preferences, which accounted for about 20% of the 

variation in measured political slant in the study.   

    Because people will be eager to learn about news that most directly affects their own 

lives, it seems obvious that newspapers will devote more of their page space to stories which 

have local impacts.  Many studies have confirmed this theory (Moltoch and Lester 1975, Adams 

1986).  A second set of studies found that the likelihood of an event getting coverage depends 

more on the perceived newsworthiness of the event than the location (Walmsley 1980, Brooker-

Gross 1983, Gaddy and Tanjong 1986, Bendix and Liebler 1999).  Newspaper distance from the 

news story also plays a role in whether articles cover routine news events, rather than exceptional 

tidbits from a larger story (Martin 1988).  

  In the cases of offshore drilling and hydraulic fracturing, the policy decisions would 

apply to the whole state, while the direct environmental effects would be more localized.  Thus, 



8 

 

community location may have an effect on newspaper coverage of the policy debates.  The 

greater the likelihood that a policy is to impact a community should lead to a greater demand in 

media coverage.   However, in the case of offshore drilling, the risks associated with drilling 

activity impact the tourism and fishing industries in which many North Carolinians have a vested 

interest.  Demand for coverage may vary across the state, but should none the less be present 

across all newspapers.  In the case of fracking legislation, policymakers are sending a signal 

about the future direction of NC’s energy policies.  So while citizens living in the Triassic Shale 

region of the state will be most affected and therefore demand the highest level of media 

coverage, citizens across the state will have some demand for coverage of NC energy policies in 

general.  The varying thematic frames and stakeholders featured across communities provide 

insight as to the varying demand and interest of readers in that community.         

Blog Coverage  

 Blogs have become a mainstream news source for many news junkies.  Two of 

newspapers in this study employ bloggers who post to the newspaper’s website.  Blogs provide a 

platform for newspapers to interact with their readers, so the framing of the blogs may provide 

an understanding of public discussion of hydraulic fracturing.  The blogs may have been used to 

fill information and thematic gaps.   

Data 

Newspaper articles from the Charlotte Observer, Wilmington StarNews, Raleigh News 

and Observer, and Sanford Herald were collected for this study.  These papers cover markets in 

distinct regions of the state and represent the largest cities in each region of the state.  The 

Sanford Herald provides local coverage of the fracturing debate.  The News & Observer and 

Charlotte Observer blogs were also analyzed.   

Articles were collected by searching the Access World News Bank database for all four 

newspapers during the fracking debate.  The database was the source of the Charlotte Observer 

offshore articles, as well.  News & Observer and StarNews archive articles were available on 

microfiche for the offshore drilling debate period.    

The following key words were used to identify relevant articles: 

 

Offshore Drilling Event Hydraulic Fracturing Event 

Mobil Oil Corporation Hydraulic fracturing 

Offshore drilling Fracking 

Drilling permit Shale 

Natural Gas Natural Gas 
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Methods 

Article content was analyzed across communities, over time, by stakeholder emphasis, 

and framing.   

Communities 

Press coverage of events often varies by location.  Journalists may frame an issue 

differently, or give more/less coverage, if they are covering a local versus external issue.  

Because the impact of the two events would vary across the state, the articles’ frames, 

stakeholder emphasis, and quantity of articles covering the events should also vary across the 

three communities studied.   

Western North Carolina 

The Charlotte Observer (CO) is the largest newspaper in the state, serving the largest city 

in the state.  Neither of the events would have directly impacted the CO readers because of the 

geographic locations of the natural gas deposits relative to the city of Charlotte.  In 1994, the 

paper reached 232,000 daily in circulation and 298,000 on Sunday (Civic Renewal Movement).  

The paper currently has over 253,000 Sunday circulation and more than 196,000 daily 

circulation (The McClatchy Company 2013).  The paper is delivered in 35 counties in North and 

South Carolina, though over 50% of its readers reside in Mecklenburg County in the Charlotte 

metropolitan area.  CO readers are generally more educated, wealthier, and older than average 

newspaper subscribers (The McClatchy Company 2013).   

Central North Carolina 

News and Observer (N&O) readers, concentrated in Raleigh and Durham, may be 

impacted by the hydraulic fracturing event because the largest shale gas deposit in the state lies 

beneath this part of the state.  Offshore drilling would have little direct impact on most N&O 

readers, though the paper delivers to a number of subscribers throughout the eastern part of the 

state.  In 1995, the N&O had a daily circulation of 195,000 and Sunday circulation of 200,000 

(PR Newswire 1995). The paper currently has a circulation of 131,000 daily and 192,000 Sunday 

(The McClatchy Company 2013).   

The Sanford Herald was analyzed for the fracking debate in order to provide localized 

perspective.  The paper serves Lee County and Chatham County, which are considered the 

epicenter of the fracking potential.  The paper currently has a daily circulation just over 9,000, 

and is published Tuesdays through Sundays (AAM 2013).  

Eastern North Carolina 

StarNews primarily serves the Wilmington metropolitan area and the Lower Cape Fear 

area of NC.  These readers would have been affected by the offshore drilling proposal the most, 
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and least by the hydraulic fracturing event.  The newspaper has been markedly impacted by the 

decline in print media, and now only reaches 42,000 subscribers as a daily paper (AAM 2013).   

 

Time  

The timing of these two policy debates is an important variable in analyzing the media 

coverage.  Internet was not widely used in the home until 2000, almost a decade after the 

offshore drilling debate had subsided (Census 2005).  News consumers relied heavily on print 

media to stay informed about local news events during this time period.  By the time hydraulic 

fracturing was being debated, newspapers were experiencing a sharp decline in subscriptions and 

many news consumers had switched to internet news sources.  This study will determine how 

coverage of these events varied across these two very different news markets.   

The politics of NC, energy policies, and economic situation also varies greatly across the 

two time periods.  These contextual parameters, which vary across time, are also important to 

consider when analyzing the data.   

 

Framing  

After reading through the articles for each debate, a set of frames were identified to 

define and guide the debate.  The following is a list of the thematic frames identified and used in 

the analysis: 

Risk 

In both the offshore drilling and fracking debates, opponents of the drilling policies cited 

risk as their main argument.   Proponents either downplayed the risk of drilling activities, or 

stated that risk could be avoided if the drilling industry was properly regulated.   

Energy 

  The aim of both offshore and onshore drilling is to secure energy supplies.  In both 

debates, proponents and industry officials focused on securing future energy supplies as a matter 

of national security, freeing the U.S. from foreign supplies.     

Water 

In both debates, there was a focus on the water quality and supply impacts of drilling 

operations.  In the offshore drilling debate, the Gulf Stream had the potential to move any 

drilling byproducts quickly and efficiently along the coast of NC.  In the fracking debate, 

scientists and environmentalists questioned the impact of fracking activity on water supplies 
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during summer drought conditions, and focused in on the possibility of fractured wells to 

contaminate local drinking water supplies.   

 

Regulation 

Both policy debates were ultimately discussions of whether or not legislative action 

should be taken.  At stake was whether or not drilling should take place, and what regulatory 

measures could and should be taken to ensure safe operations in NC.  In the case of offshore 

drilling, Governor Martin sought to change current regulatory standards by requiring an 

environmental impact assessment for the Mobil project.  The fracking debate continued after the 

process was legalized, as the legislation called for the creation of a panel to create regulatory 

measures for the drilling industry operating in NC.   

Safety 

In both debates, industry officials asserted that there was little to no risk of damages, and 

the process was safe.  Industry spokesmen pointed to safety records of past ventures.  Other 

proponents argued that risk was speculative, but history had shown that drilling was safe. 

Economy 

Fracking legislation was framed as Republican legislators as a job creation bill.  The 

Triassic Basin runs through a somewhat depressed part of the state.  Opening up the state to 

fracking was seen as a way to bring economic activity and prosperity to the region.  Offshore 

drilling would have brought commercial activity to coastal NC, and provide work to residents in 

the tourist offseason.  The extent to which drilling operations would actually create jobs was 

debated by opponents of drilling in both the offshore and fracking events.   

Mineral Rights  

 During the fracking event, landowners in the Triassic Basin region were approached by 

the oil industry to lease their lands for mineral extraction rents.  In addition to discussing safety 

regulations for the drilling industry, a discussion of how lands could be leased and developed 

also took place.  Mineral rights leasing became a bigger issue in the debate when it was revealed 

that a Texas based home developer had been retaining the mineral rights to all homes it had sold 

since the Triassic Basin report was released in 2010.  Mineral rights were not a big issue in the 

offshore drilling case, since the land in question was leased offshore by the federal government 

and could not be extracted without huge capital investments.  For this reason, the mineral rights 

code was only used for articles related to fracking.  
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In addition to thematic codes, articles were placed into one of the three following categories: 

Event Coverage  

 The main purpose of the article is to present details of an event that took place related to 

the policy debate.  Events included protests, public comment meetings, and legislators voting on 

a bill. 

Informative Coverage 

 The main purpose of these articles was to share information about drilling and possible 

regulations.  The majority of articles fell into this category.  These articles shared stakeholder 

perspectives in an attempt to inform the audience. 

Opinion/Editorial Coverage 

 Because these debates evoked strong feelings from all stakeholders, many editorials, 

opinion pieces, and letters were published.  These articles were coded into three sub categories: 

pro-drilling, anti-drilling, and neutral sentiments.   

Election Coverage 

 In order to control for articles written to inform readers about candidate views on energy 

policies rather than to inform readers about energy policies in general, an additional control code 

was created.  These articles were coded as one of the three categories outlined above, and also 

assigned a code denoting election coverage.   

Both debates transpired over election season.  These articles either shared candidate 

positions on drilling, or reported election results and included content related to the drilling 

debates.  

 

Stakeholders 

Each article gives a set of stakeholders a voice by quoting them, or reporting from their 

perspective.  Each article was coded for expressing the statements of the following stakeholders: 

Government Officials 

 As previously discussed, government officials are often used as sources in environmental 

news cases because they are deemed the most credible source of information.  In these debates, 

the government played the role of scientist, protector of the environment, and industry regulator.  

Articles that directly quoted government officials or covered legislative sessions were coded 

“government”.  In the case of fracking, these were all state level officials.  In the offshore drilling 

debate, the coding structure was divided into federal government and state government officials.  
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For much of the offshore debate, the executive branches of the federal government and state 

government statements were in opposition.  The federal government was pushing for drilling off 

of NC, while the governor sought to delay drilling until an environmental impact statement could 

be conducted.  North Carolina’s representatives to Congress supported Governor Martin’s quest 

for an impact statement, and eventually succeeded in blocking Mobil from drilling altogether.   

Citizens  

 Citizens were interviewed at public hearings and protest events.  Their comments were 

coded “citizens”.  Large volumes of letters were received over the course of the fracking debate.  

These articles were excluded from the stakeholder and theme analysis below, but were included 

in the opinion/editorial analysis. 

Landowners 

 In the fracking debate, landowners in the Triassic Shale Basin region were interviewed 

about their mineral rights and private wells.  For the fracking debate, landowners who would be 

directly affected by drilling activity were coded separately from citizens speaking about drilling, 

in general. 

University Expert 

 University researchers and professors were often cited as experts on the environment, 

mineral rights, and economics during the debates.   

Nongovernmental Organizations 

 Many nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), particularly environmental groups, sought 

to spread their message through newspaper coverage during the debates.  Often these groups 

were calling for a moratorium on drilling, or hoping to influence legislators to heavily regulate 

the drilling operations. A full list of nongovernmental groups quoted over the course of the 

debates can be found in Appendix B (page 28).  

Political Affiliation of Government Official 

 In cases where the newspaper provided the political affiliation of the government official 

interviewed, the political affiliation was coded either “Democrat” or “Republican”.  If the party 

affiliation was not provided, the official did not receive an affiliation code.  While many readers 

may be cognizant of the party affiliation of notable elected officials, it is unreasonable to assume 

that readers would know the party affiliation of state level representatives outside of their 

district, or federal level officials in appointed positions.   

Environmental issues have traditionally been seen as Democratic issues, but in the case of 

drilling, Republicans took a clear stance.  Determining whether one political party received more 
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press coverage provides insight into whether or not the readers received a balance view of the 

issues. 

Industry Spokesman 

 In both cases, industry spokesmen were frequently interviewed about the process, safety, 

and potential for drilling in NC.   

Media 

 Through editorials, the media is able to provide prospective about their stance on an 

issue.  In both debates, several editorials provide information about which arguments the media 

found most convincing. 

 

Blogs 

 The blogs were coded according to the schemes outlined above.   

Results 

Data Summary 

Publication 
Time 

Period 

Number of 

Articles 

Staff 

Reports 

Externally 

Sourced Reports 

Letters and 

Editorials
+
 

StarNews 1987-1990 58 25 (43%) 30 (52%) 3 (5%) 

Charlotte Observer 1987-1990 65 29 (45%) 34 (52%) 2 (3%) 

News & Observer 1987-1990 99 69 (70%) 25 (25%) 5 (5%) 

StarNews 2010-2012 11
* 

7 (63%) 0 (0%) 4 (37%) 

Charlotte Observer
1
 2010-2012 97 15 (15%) 37

**
(38%) 45 (47%) 

News & Observer 2010-2012 234 99 (42%) 13 (6%) 122 (52%) 

Sanford Herald 2010-2012 93 52 (56%) 0 (0%) 41 (44%) 

Charlotte Observer Blogs 2010-2012 7 7 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

News & Observer Blogs 2010-2012 58 54 (93%) 0 (0%) 4 (7%) 
+Letters were not built into the search feature of the databases used for offshore drilling, and are therefore underrepresented. 
*StarNews was eliminated from the formal fracking analysis because of the low sample size. 
**34 of the 37 wire reports were provided by N&O reporters.  The Observers are now owned by the same parent company.  

 

 The News & Observer provided the most coverage of both debates in terms of quantity of 

articles, followed by the Charlotte Observer, and the StarNews or Sanford Herald.  StarNews 

and the Sanford Herald are smaller newspapers, with limited resources, so it is to be expected 

that the papers would publish less volume than the Observers.  However, it is important to note 

that percentage of stories written by staff reporters rather than pulled from outside sources is 

either comparable or exceeds that of the Observers.   

                                                 
1
 McClatchy Newspapers acquired the Charlotte Observer in 2006 and the News and Observer in 1995.  Thus, for 

the fracking articles, these publications were owned by the same parent company and shared many resources.  
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During the offshore drilling debate, the News & Observer wrote the largest volume and 

share of staff reports.  Because News & Observer readers live in the state capital, they are closer 

to the legislative process and may be more tuned in to the events in the General Assembly.  

Charlotte and Wilmington are equally removed from the process by distance; however their 

vested interest in the debate varies.  Charlotte is a business hub of NC and may have been 

interested in the economic impact of offshore drilling.  Wilmington is a coastal city and would be 

most impacted by any drilling activity off the coast.  These interests may explain why they each 

covered the story in the same quantity of articles.   

The summary of fracking articles reveals important trends.  The Sanford Herald did not 

outsource a single fracking article, which means that each article was tailored specifically to its 

target audience.  The Charlotte Observer, on the other hand, relied heavily on the News & 

Observer to cover fracking.  Charlotte readers therefore received less customized coverage of the 

debate.  The News & Observer again covered the story in the largest volume of articles.  This 

could again be associated with its proximity to the state capital and legislative body. 

The News & Observer blog featured the topic of fracking more than eight times as often 

as the Charlotte Observer blog.  This may be an indication of the public’s demand for 

information on fracking in the Charlotte versus Raleigh areas.  Raleigh is the state’s capital, 

home to the state legislature, making state governance a common topic in local news coverage. 

Offshore Drilling Analysis 

 

 

 The most featured theme in the offshore drilling debate coverage was regulation, 

followed by risk.  Since these two themes are closely related, as regulation is a tool to mitigate 

risk, this is an unsurprising trend.  StarNews featured the theme of energy almost twice as often 

as either of the other publications.  This may be because there was speculation about whether or 

not the natural gas extracted from the Mobil well would actually end up supplying eastern NC, 

which had limited access to the natural gas market in the late 1980s.  The News & Observer used 

the theme of economics in nearly twice as many articles as the other publications, but still only 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Regulation Risk Energy Safe Water Economy

P
er

ce
n

ta
g

e 
o

f 
A

rt
ic

le
s 

F
ea

tu
ri

n
g

 F
ra

m
e
 

Thematic Frame Analysis, Offshore Drilling 

StarNews

News & Observer

Charlotte Observer



16 

 

used the theme for 12% of the time.  The relatively scant use of the water theme by all 

publications is surprising, since most proponents of offshore drilling cited Gulf Stream 

contamination as their number one concern.   

 

 The federal government’s message was most featured in the offshore drilling debate, 

followed by the state government.  Industry officials and NGOs were featured in over one-third 

of articles in nearly every publication.  The similarities in coverage across these groups suggest 

that the newspapers did a fairly good job balancing competing messages.  From the stakeholder 

analysis, the coverage appears unbiased.   

The most glaring gap in coverage is of Republicans.  While it may appear that no 

Republicans were interviewed by the paper, a closer look at the coding scheme used in this study 

explains the omission.  Party affiliation was only included in the coding scheme if the newspaper 

explicitly stated the affiliation in the article.  Governor Jim Martin, a Republican, was frequently 

cited in articles but his party affiliation was rarely included.  However, a closer look at the 

coding revealed that Governor Martin was one of only two state-level Republicans cited in the 

study.  At the federal level, only the President and his cabinet members were cited.    None of the 

Republican congressmen or senators from NC were cited in these articles.  Senator Jesse Helms, 

a Republican, declined to comment on more than one occasion and refused to answer a question 

about offshore drilling in an election debate.  

 Democrats appear to have received quite a bit of coverage, relative to Republicans.  A 

closer look at the articles reveals that a handful of Democratic congressmen were cited 

throughout the debate because of their work towards adding NC to the president’s moratorium on 

offshore drilling, and their efforts to write and enact the Outer Banks Protection Act in 1990.  

Since Democrats were active in their pursuit of new regulation and policies, it would be 

reasonable to expect them to receive more coverage than their Republican counterparts who were 

inactive in regards to offshore drilling during this time.   
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 The majority of articles written about offshore drilling were informative pieces.  Event 

coverage varied greatly by location, with the greatest number of events occurring and being 

written about in the epicenter of the debate, Wilmington.  Charlotte’s newspaper covered only a 

handful of events regarding offshore drilling, most of which were related to legislative actions.  

The News & Observer carried a median level of each category of coverage.  Very few election 

coverage articles included content related to offshore drilling.  This was likely due to the fact that 

the federal government had a greater say in the outcome of the debate than state level officials, 

which would have been more heavily covered by these papers.  However, Senator Jesse Helms’ 

seat was in contest during the 1990 election.  The candidate debates for the senate race did 

feature offshore drilling, but candidates simply stated their position and did not have a discussion 

about the foundation for their beliefs.   

Fracking Analysis 

 

 Similar to offshore drilling coverage, regulation was the most used frame.  Since NC had 

to introduce legislation to legalize fracking, and then establish regulations for the industry, this 

frame was expected to be the most utilized in covering the debate.  The regulation frame appears 

to be the sole lens through which the Charlotte Observer covered the story, with over 85% of 
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articles utilizing this frame.  Articles were evenly distributed across the remaining frames for 

each newspaper.   

Across newspapers, it is interesting to look at the variation in the use of economics, 

minerals, and water frames.  These three frames are used to discuss impacts of fracking with the 

most localized effects.  The economic consequences of fracking, job creation and tax revenue 

increases, would really only occur in the Triassic Shale Basin region of the state.  As newspaper 

coverage moves further away from this epicenter, the use of the economic frame drops off.  

Citizens in the Charlotte area likely demand less coverage of this issue since it will not directly 

impact their lives.  Similarly, ground water contamination and shortages, or mineral rights 

legislation would have very little impact on Charlotte readers.  Many readers of the News & 

Observer live on the fringe of the basin area, so they may have some interest in these localized 

impacts.  However, the demand for this information will be much less than in the Sanford Herald 

circulation area which lies wholly within the basin area.   

 

 The government was the most featured stakeholder in the fracking debate.  Because NC 

was pursuing a legislative change, the government should have been the most knowledgeable 

source.  The ratio of Democratic to Republican legislators favors Republicans in this debate, a 

reversal from the offshore drilling debate.  The legislation put forth in this debate was labeled a 

“jobs” bill, and was written by Republicans.  In the offshore case, the legislation brought before 

Congress was written by a Democrat.  However, the overall balance between political party 

coverage increased in this debate.     

University officials and concerned citizens were given a much larger presence in 

coverage of fracking than in the offshore drilling debate.  University researchers were seen as 

experts on mineral rights and water issues in this debate.  In the offshore drilling case, the 

government and industry were the only stakeholders with access to the offshore drilling site due 

to its location and specialized technologies used to assess offshore geology.  In the case of 
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fracking, university officials had greater access to the natural gas deposit and were able to 

conduct their own research.   

The largest gap across newspapers occurred in the NGO coverage.  The Observers gave 

equal coverage to NGOs, exceeding coverage for all other nongovernment stakeholders.  The 

Sanford Herald featured nearly two-thirds less coverage of NGO positions in their reporting.  

This may be the result of a higher emphasis of mineral rights coverage, on which NGOs had little 

to contribute.  It may also indicate that the Sanford Herald relied on university and industry 

officials as their experts since they are generally perceived as being less biased because their 

motivations, education and profit, are much more translucent than NGO motives.   

The Charlotte Observer provided the least coverage of landowners.  This may be a 

reflection of reader demands.  Charlotte readers are the least likely to have ownership of land in 

the Triassic Basin region.  As such, they are least likely to be concerned with the issue 

surrounding mineral rights ownership.  The fact that the News & Observer exceeded the Sanford 

Herald’s coverage of landowners may be indicative of the fact that the News & Observers 

circulation area reaches into the Triassic Basin region, and also that legislators and university 

officials in Raleigh were concerned about landowner rights and hosted several education events 

on mineral rights.   

 

 Coverage of reader opinions appears much larger in the fracking debate, though this is 

likely due to the fact that letters were not included in the offshore drilling archives databases.  

None the less, coverage of opinions exceeded all other article types.  This may be due to the fact 

that it requires very little resource expenditure on the part of newspapers to publish the short 

letters received from readers.   

The Sanford Herald achieved the greatest balance across event, information, and opinion 

coverage.  This balance is driven in part by the large number of events that took place in Lee 

County and were covered closely by the local paper.  As the distance between the events in Lee 

County and the newspaper staff increases, the coverage of the events declined.  The Charlotte 

Observer relied on News & Observer reports to cover a few of the public interest hearing events.  

A large share of the Charlotte Observer event articles are actually coverage of legislative events.  
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 The readers who opposed fracking were most active in writing to their newspaper.  

Drilling advocates were fairly quiet throughout the debate.  The Sanford Herald readers 

expressed the most neutral positions in their letters.  Many of these letters were requests for 

information or increased coverage of fracking, rather than expressions of sentiment about 

fracking.  

Blog Analysis (graphs need to be reformatted) 

 

 The thematic trends of the blogs and newspapers show little variation between the two 

mediums. Mineral rights, concerns about water contamination or quantity, as well as the safety 

of fracking did not appear in the Charlotte Observer.  These are all issues that would have local 

impacts, so it is unsurprising that the blogs did not pick up this coverage.  Blogs are used to 

engage the audience in discussion, and Charlotte readers were unlikely to be talking about these 

themes since they had little impact on their own life.   
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 The blogs highlighted NGO and government officials to a larger extent than the print 

editions.  Landowners received considerably less coverage in the blogs.  These trends may 

indicate that the audience of the blogs differs from the print media, and have different demands.  

Republicans received very little coverage in the News & Observer blogs, while Democrats, 

university researchers, landowners, and citizens were missing from the Charlotte Observer 

blogs.  The gaps in the Charlotte Observer are most likely a reflection of the small number of 

blogs rather than a bias or oversight in coverage.  News & Observer’s lack of Republican 

stakeholders may reflect that their readers are younger, and more Democratic, than their print 

subscribers, and less likely to demand more coverage of Republican views on fracking or want to 

engage in discussions regarding Republican stakeholders.   

 

 The blogs served as a space to provide additional information.  Much less emphasis was 

placed on sharing opinions of readers and editors in the blogs.  Election coverage was weak on 

the blogs, and really only took the form of stating a candidates position on fracking rather than 

discussing the motivation for their position.  Event coverage was consistent across mediums. 
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Discussion  

Spatial Trends 

 The analysis suggests that coverage did vary across communities.  There is some 

evidence of spatially driven demand for coverage of the fracking debate.  Considering that the 

News & Observer and then Charlotte Observer are owned by the same parent company, and that 

over 30% of the Charlotte Observer articles were provided by the News & Observer wire 

service, the fact that there is variance in the thematic and stakeholder frames may indicate that 

the newspapers were tailoring coverage for their readers.  This trend continued, and was even 

more notable, in the blog analysis.  Fracking was written about only seven times in the Charlotte 

Observer blogs, compared to 58 times in the News & Observer, suggesting that people in the 

Charlotte metropolitan area had little interest in discussing the debate, while people in the capital 

city region were actively following and taking part in the debate.  

 Thematic coverage appears to vary by the proximity of impact of the new policy.  In the 

case of offshore drilling, StarNews featured more articles with the frames of risk and energy.  

Coastal residents would bear the risk of offshore drilling, and would be most likely to benefit 

from the energy produced from the drilling activity.  In the case of fracking, Sanford Herald 

highlighted mineral rights and water frames, both of which represent risks and impacts that 

would be felt only by residents living in the shale basin region.   

Time Trends 

 Time trends are much less clear across the two debates.  The news media market changed 

drastically between the two debates, as did the political context in NC.  The most notable 

difference in newspaper markets in NC, is that both of the Observers are owned by the same 

parent company for the fracking debate, but were not for the offshore debate.  The StarNews 

reported on national, state, and local news during the offshore debate drilling period, but has 

since become a much smaller, local newspaper.  These changes in the market had effects on the 

coverage of the events, though it is hard to pinpoint which changes can be attributed to the 

market.   

The political landscape of NC changed between the two time periods, which also played 

a role in shaping the coverage, though it is hard to determine the extent.  It appears as though the 

political changes, such as Republicans taking control of the General Assembly, certainly 

contributed to the increased use of Republicans as sources in the fracking debate compared to the 

offshore drilling debate.  However, during the offshore drilling debate there were few 

Republicans in office, even fewer who were willing to comment on the policy, and therefore it is 

hard to determine whether or not this change can be attributed to the political climate or if it is 

evidence of a more vocal group of legislators.   
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Stakeholder Trends 

The differences in stakeholder citations in both events appear to be a reflection of the 

relative influence of stakeholders on the outcome of the debate.  Government officials, with the 

highest level of influence on the outcome, received the most coverage in both debates and across 

all three publications.  University researchers received very little coverage, and also had very 

little influence on the outcome of the debates.  They received slightly more coverage in the 

fracking debate, primarily because they were seen as experts on the risks associated with the 

drilling techniques.   

Future Research 

 Several interesting trends emerged from this study.  Most notably, there appear to be real 

differences in coverage of state policy across different regions of the state.  Because the media 

plays a role in shaping public opinion about an event and policies, what impact do these 

differences have in shaping public opinion across localities for a statewide policy?  Did public 

opinion of fracking also vary by location?   

Both of the policy outcomes in this study would have localized impacts, but this is not the 

case for all policy decisions.  Does locally tailored news coverage exist in other areas of 

reporting, outside of environmental policy?  Given the expansive choices that media consumers 

are given on where and how to get their news, newspapers may be under greater pressure to 

provide locally tailored reporting than they previously were.  Although that is not a concrete 

trend in this study, it may be worth looking at other events in the news, over a longer period of 

time, to determine if this appears to be the case or not.   

In North Carolina, the offshore drilling debate has been revitalized by the push for energy 

independence on the national stage.  A study of the two offshore drilling debates, rather than of 

two different energy policies, would decrease variability of possible frames.  The same risks and 

stakeholders would exist in the debate, which would allow for a greater degree of control and 

allow for the identification of stronger trends in the data.  The study would provide greater 

insight in to the influence of the passage of time on shaping how the media covers energy 

policies. 
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Appendix A: U.S. Natural Gas Prices 
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Appendix B: Non-Governmental Organizations Cited by Newspapers 

Offshore Drilling Debate 

Environmental Defense Fund 

Sierra Club 

Greenpeace 

NC Coastal Federation 

LegaSea 

Natural Resources Defense Council 

Southern Environmental Law Center 

American Oceans Campaign 

Friends of the Roanoke River 

         

 

Fracking Debate 

Environmental Defense Fund 

Sierra Club 

Southern Environmental Law Center 

Clean Water NC 

Environment NC 

League of Conservation Voters 

River Keepers of North Carolina 


