Petrochemicals in Southern Louisiana
A Media Landscape & Narrative Analysis
By Karen Heredia, Research Director and Michael Braithwaite, Director of Narrative Strategy
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Introduction
In June and July 2020, New Media Advocacy Project (NMAP) conducted a media landscape
analysis for Louisiana Bucket Brigade, surveying an extensive media sample relating to the oil,
gas, and petrochemical industries in southern Louisiana. The purpose of this research was to
identify key messages, values and narratives being expressed in news media and by other key
groups, examine how those messages are framed, and outline potential opportunities for
improving coverage on the issue.
At NMAP, we conduct media landscaping because it has been generally acknowledged in
academic research over the last two decades that different ways of framing news stories
significantly impact how people perceive the causes and solutions to social issues. Not only does
this mean that examining how information is presented can lead to greater understanding of how
public discourse is shaped, but identifying the patterns of the values and narratives of this
information is also essential for communicating effectively about said issue.
For this landscape, we focused on four groups that are the most common voices and are most
relevant to LA Bucket Brigade’s work of protecting communities from petrochemical activity and
pollution: 1) news media; 2) politicians and government officials; 3) industry companies and
representatives; and 4) advocacy groups and activists. We looked mostly at sources from or
around southern Louisiana, and organized our collection and sampling to account for a possible
change in narratives and coverage due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
What follows is a report on our process and findings.

Media Landscape Methodology
For this project, we were fortunate to receive the counsel of wonderful partners: LA Bucket
Brigade, the Outreach Director from the Tulane Environmental Law Clinic, RISE St. James, a
freelance journalist, and representatives from the Coalition Against Death Alley (CADA).
With their guidance, we focused on the region of southern Louisiana, covering the area from Lake
Charles in the west to Baton Rouge and New Orleans in the east. In addition to the metropolitan
areas, our main focus were the parishes of St. John the Baptist and St. James. Because of the
COVID-19 pandemic, the majority of articles collected overlapped with the period of heightened
coronavirus reporting that started in March 2020. To compensate for this, a small sample of
pre-COVID media from January/February 2020 and the last half of 2019 was surveyed in order to
observe any possible differences.
We collected samples from digital, TV, and radio news outlets as well as samples from social
media pages and websites of industry companies, government officials, and advocacy groups. In
the next sections, we discuss in more detail our methodology for each of the groups.
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Digital, TV, and Radio News
Before collecting our media sample, we examined studies on how populations nationally and
within Louisiana consume their news. Data from Pew Research shows that “just over four-in-ten
U.S. adults (44%) prefer TV, compared with about a third (34%) who prefer the web” as their
preferred mode of news consumption, especially when it comes to local TV news.1,2 Bearing that
in mind, we tried to adjust our sample sizes accordingly across the media, although it was more
difficult to find the same amount of TV samples. This could be the result of a number of things,
including that TV clips are not as readily available online or that local TV stations simply don’t
publish as many pieces about the petrochemical industry.
NMAP’s narrative change work aims to tackle narratives that currently exist, rather than chart how
a particular narrative and its attendant stories change over time. While a longitudinal media trend
study over several years or even decades can provide insights as to the lifespan and timeline of
an evolving narrative, we aim to provide a status report on our best understanding of narratives as
they currently exist in the most recent present. In our survey, we therefore sampled all of the
relevant articles from March through July 2020. For our smaller pre-COVID sample, we collected
from August 2019 through February 2020. This three- to twelve-month time frame is standard for
our media landscapes (although there is always some variation depending on the issue, the kind
of groups we are sampling, and how much content is available.)
We used each of the following keywords in every search:
1. Formosa/Formosa Plastics
2. Chloroprene
3. Petrochemical
4. Oil and Gas
We used this search criteria on more than 50 publications and TV/radio stations and found
samples relating to most of the keywords. After surveying our collection, we found that the
outlets with the most relevant and highest number of results were the following:
● The New Orleans Advocate/The Times-Picayune
● Baton Rouge/Acadiana Advocate
● New Orleans CityBusiness
● L’Observateur St. John
● Louisiana Weekly
● WWL-TV CBS NOLA
● WBRZ News 2: Baton Rouge
● Fox 8 New Orleans
● WWNO New Orleans Public Radio
In the end, we collected a total of 128 news samples—31 from TV news networks, 72 digital news,
10 radio news, and 15 national samples (for cross-comparison). There is more of an emphasis in
the news coverage on southeastern Louisiana, since we found less relevant media coverage from
1
2

https://www.journalism.org/interactives/local-news-habits/29180/
https://www.journalism.org/2019/03/26/for-local-news-americans-embrace-digital-but-still-want-strong-community-connection/

3

outlets in southwestern Louisiana and the Lake Charles area. This was not surprising given that
the larger cities in the eastern part of the state have more news outlets and more news coverage.
To try to balance the geographic scope, we did look at local news outlets from the border with/in
Texas, but did not find much more in the way of relevant Louisiana-petrochemical-focused media.
People and Organizations
Our partner groups mentioned above were kind enough to provide us with a comprehensive list of
relevant people and organizations to look into for the industry, government, and advocacy
sectors. We supplemented this list with our own research (although did not find too many more
vital leads). For these three groups, we looked at websites, press releases, promotional materials,
social media pages and comments, and interviews. We collected 83 samples from these groups,
mostly from 2020, although in some cases, we had to collect a few samples from past years
(usually 2016-2019) because of a lack of recent material (particularly for industry and
government).
Final Sample
In total, we collected more than 200 samples from organizations, people, and news outlets. All
samples were in some way related to the petrochemical industry, its operations, or advocacy
against it, and we endeavored for the sample to be as illustrative and representative of the
coverage of the topic as possible.
An Additional Note
In our background research, we also used Media Cloud3, an open-source platform that can track
news cycles and trends in mainstream news media in the U.S. and other countries. With Media
Cloud, we were able to see the number of stories based on keywords over time. As per Media
Cloud, “spikes in attention can reveal key events [and] plateaus can reveal stable, "normal,"
attention levels.” We see this and expect it with events like the Juneteenth celebrations and
protests, and the arrest of two LA Bucket Brigade members (indicated by the two spikes on the
right corresponding to stories in Louisiana news outlets on June 19 and 26 on the chart below).

The other two largest spikes (March 11 and 19) correspond to stories about reporting on the
Coastal Environments Inc. investigation that detailed Formosa had missed a cemetery in their
3

mediacloud.org
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survey of the site where their complex will be built, and R
 ISE St. James and other groups asking
4
for the rescindment of Formosa's land use permit.
We also looked at the same keyword across national news coverage:

It was interesting to see that the June 19 and 29 spikes were smaller in comparison to earlier
spikes in January 2020 when there was more reporting featuring the keyword “Formosa” because
of stories about environmental groups suing the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to challenge a
permit issued to Formosa5 and stories about the first sightings of nurdles in Ohio.6
Information yielded from Media Cloud can be used to both note when certain events are receiving
a lot of attention (as with Juneteenth and the LA Bucket Brigade arrests) as well as finding related
events (like the Ohio petrochemical build-out) that might align with a project topic and provide
more opportunities for cross-collaboration.

Media Findings
News outlets tended to present either neutral or negative portrayals of the petrochemical industry,
with many of our samples highlighting the detrimental impact of the industry on the community.
As might be expected, government officials and industry leaders were very positive about the
industry’s place in the state and community, and focused on partnerships between the two.
Advocacy groups and activists were unequivocally against the industry and presented a lot more
heart and community-focused values in their work.
Below, we organize our findings by: news, industry, government, and advocacy. For each group,
we list and summarize the main narratives and values that emerged in each sample.

News (Print, TV, & Radio)
The local news outlets, both TV, radio and print/digital, tended to feature more negative portrayals
of the petrochemical industry. Much of the coverage focused on the tremendous impact the
4

https://www.theadvocate.com/baton_rouge/news/business/article_79fe376a-63a0-11ea-bb30-8b2aecdd807b.html
https://www.chron.com/business/energy/article/Environmentalists-sue-federal-government-to-14977570.php
6
https://www.cincinnati.com/story/news/2020/01/12/good-river-nurdle-pollution-ohio-river/4424070002/
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industry has had on people’s health and lives in the region, ongoing conflict between advocacy
groups and industry, and the various ways that conflict manifests. It should be noted that both
print and TV/radio coverage tended to feature the same narratives so the following summary
applies to both kinds of news.
The articles and clips that were more positive generally focused on the industry’s role in
Louisiana’s economic development, and how the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the industry's
growth in the state. The only observable difference between the pre- and post-COVID samples is
that the latter had more positive reporting on the petrochemical industry because of its
importance to Louisiana’s economy during the recession. We also studied the period of time after
the arrest of two LA Bucket Brigade members. The only perceptible difference in this sample was
an increase in national news stories on the topic.
For the local news samples that reported more critically on the petrochemical industry, the
following narratives were observed:
Industry is affecting the health of communities and taking Black lives
The media often offers explanations of how industries take advantage of the communities
they are in and how they cause health and environmental issues. These stories lay plain
the enormous effect on people’s health and the lack of action on the part of the
government.7 The takeaway is very clear: people are dying and industry is to blame. There
are often very strong and moving statements from people witnessing first-hand the
consequences of petrochemical pollution and “watching their neighborhood die.”8

Communities are against this and everyone knows how bad it is
For the most part, community members in articles are shown to be against Formosa and
other petrochemical activity in the region. (There are a few exceptions to this, with
community members writing “letters to the editor” in favor of the petrochemical industry,
but for the most part, these were few and far in between.) RISE St. James and Coalition
against Death Alley are well represented. Individual reporters, when referenced in articles,
are described as having extensively reported on the pollution and damaged lives along the
Mississippi River, reinforcing the idea that this is a legitimate reality that reporters,
environmentalists, and communities all know.
7
8

h
 ttps://www.fox8live.com/2020/04/09/air-uncertainty-high-cancer-rates-pollution-blamed-high-st-john-coronavirus-deaths/
https://www.nola.com/news/environment/article_9fae55f8-4d4d-11ea-87a2-37e9a0fc119c.html
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Government and elected officials have a responsibility to hold industry accountable...
Appeals to government officials for change are common in the news, as is highlighting
injustices related to the petrochemical industry. Examples of failures of government are
common. Before and during COVID, most stories feature statements about the
government not being tough enough on companies or doing nothing. W
 hat tends to be
unspoken though is w
 hy the government does not hold companies accountable, and
most stories leave the government’s lack of action as a foregone conclusion.
...but advocacy groups and communities take on a large share of the accountability burden
Much of the news coverage is focused on the conflict between advocacy groups and
petrochemical companies: from protests organized by community leaders to the arrests
of LA Bucket Brigade members to controversy over air quality monitoring. There is
certainly recognition that advocacy groups work harder to hold industry accountable (and
accomplish more through their means) than the government does, but also that they are
facing this formidable giant opponent alone. It is also shown that the groups need to be
incredibly persistent to accomplish their goals.
A more equal balance between economic growth and community health is needed
There were frequent conversations in the media about the lack of balance between
economic growth and community health and lives. There were opinion pieces that argued
for this explicitly9, as well as articles where the narrative was more implicit.10 The message
here is that industry takes a higher priority than communities’ health in southern Louisiana
and communities' needs must be taken more seriously because of the toll it is taking.
Even when industry is “held accountable,” they find workarounds to not comply
Reports of the extremely harmful impact that companies have on the communities are
coupled with examples of the industry not cooperating or complying with the bare
minimum even when they are held accountable in some way. Similar to the government's
lack of action narrative above, the industry not responding to community calls is rarely
explained and is presented as an inevitability.
The m
 ain values presented in this neutral/negative news coverage o
 f the issue were:
community, health, good governance, resilience, sustainability, justice, and environmental
stewardship.
In the smaller sample that reported more positively on the industry, we observed the following
narratives:
The petrochemical industry cares about environmental restoration
Articles that were more favorable to the industry were based on the messaging that the
petrochemical industry has done a lot to fund and lead in the restoration of natural

9

https://thelensnola.org/2019/12/16/corporate-wealth-or-the-truth/
https://www.nola.com/news/coronavirus/article_773badc2-7a6c-11ea-bb14-d325aeecfb71.html
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environments. Actually protecting the environment is rarely mentioned though, and
community health less so.
The petrochemical industry acts in good faith to promote workplace safety
Some articles highlighted how petrochemical companies acted to protect employees and
complied with workplace safety regulations, ostensibly acting as the responsible steward
there to protect staff and develop the community as if they were a “good neighbor.”
During the COVID-19 pandemic, these companies are doing good
Examples are companies producing isopropyl alcohol for the fight against COVID-19 and
complying with an agreement to lower emissions.11,12 These stories present the
companies as doing the right thing as they donate supplies to medical teams and “meet
community needs.”
The petrochemical industry is vitally important to Louisiana’s economy
In other articles where the industry was mentioned positively, it was because of
expansions of plants, new jobs, or record-breaking business.13 During COVID, there were
also articles or clips about the importance of the industry rebounding during a recession.
These articles underscore how important the industry is to Louisiana and its economy and
are quick to emphasize increasing revenue and other data that reinforces their economic
value for the state.
The m
 ain values presented in this more positive news coverage o
 f the issue were: prosperity,
stewardship, safety, altruism, and devotion.
In essence, the news coverage is overwhelmingly clear how terrible the industry is for the region
and for people’s health. RISE St. James and other groups were quoted often, and had a
discernible face, personality, and presence. The petrochemical industry is usually referred to as
just that: the petrochemical industry, or by specific company names, the most common being
Denka and Formosa, but no individual names of company representatives appeared consistently.
For government, the EPA, Governor John Bel Edwards, and Secretary Chuck Carr Brown appear
fairly often in reporting, and other individuals are named, but overall, activists and environmental
groups were the ones who were quoted and featured most often.
We collected a small sample of 15 stories from national news sources, based on Media Cloud’s
Explorer tool that assembles the top stories based on keywords and a predetermined source (in
this case, Media Cloud’s “Top U.S. newspapers and digital native sources” collection.) For national
news, we saw mostly coverage of the arrests of LABB members, with a few longer explanatory
stories about the state of affairs with the petrochemical industry and advocacy groups in
Louisiana and other states. The narratives in these stories tended to align with those listed above.
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https://www.houmatimes.com/news/exxonmobil-baton-rouge-donating-isopropyl-alcohol-to-gohsep/
https://www.lobservateur.com/2020/06/10/ldeq-certifies-denkas-chloroprene-reductions-federal-judge-dismisses-class-action
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https://neworleanscitybusiness.com/blog/2020/01/17/port-of-new-orleans-sets-container-record-amid-expansion-plans/
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Industry
Petrochemical industry leaders and lobbying groups have carefully curated narratives about their
industry and its impacts. Their priorities are clear from the language and framing of their
messaging: they pitch themselves as an economic driver, a good neighbor, and an environmental
protector. Their tone is consistently positive, and they spend minimal time criticizing advocacy
groups. Furthermore, they are often in conversation with government officials, and tend to
highlight their partnerships with government and with community groups. Advocacy groups,
when mentioned, are dismissed as detracting from the industry’s important contributions to the
community and the environment, rather than working together to solve problems.
When it comes to legislation, industry is very careful to frame bills to benefit their cause. Any bill
that would require more accountability in the form of financial compensation on the part of the
industry is framed as money being taken away from coastal restoration efforts.
The petrochemical industry and its supporters are very consistent in how they frame their
messaging. The major narratives we found in industry analysis were:
Petrochemical industry players are economic
drivers
The petrochemical industry refers to itself
constantly in terms of its benefit to Louisiana’s
economy. This narrative makes an appearance in
announcements of new plants, COVID response,
and legislation attempting to change regulations
applying to the industry. Petrochemical companies
see themselves as foundational to Louisiana’s
economy, and they use this as an absolute fact in
messaging.
Petrochemical industry players are environmental protectors
Much of the lobbying for legislation that would restrict who is able to file lawsuits against
companies focuses on how the money spent fighting lawsuits could instead be used for
coastal restoration—positioning advocacy groups as the “bad guy” preventing the “good
guy” companies from contributing to environmental repair.
Petrochemical industry players are responsible community members
In addition to promoting their economic contributions, the industry also pitches itself as a
good neighbor and a contributor to community development. (This may be in response to
advocacy groups’ focus on community as a value.) The industry shares its community
development efforts on websites, social media, and through the press, most recently
highlighting how it’s supporting the fight against COVID-19 by manufacturing PPE and
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other equipment to fight the pandemic.14 The industry frequently shows itself as a noble,
considerate, and straightforward presence responsive and supportive to the community.
Sustainable development is an important part of the industry’s job
Petrochemical companies bill themselves as providing a variety of benefits to the
community, even going so far as to say that they are the “largest private investor in our
coast.”15 Their messaging conveys the idea that their environmental protection work relies
on their revenue stream, and any regulation constraining their ability to gain revenue
constrains the environmental work as well. This is a “if we win, everyone wins” mentality.
Sustainable development was a common theme for this reason—a need to balance efforts
to achieve economic growth and environmental protection. (Of course, the sub-message
here is not actually balanced at all—more economic growth is needed for more
environmental protection and the reverse scenario is more threatening: without economic
growth, there is no environmental protection.)
The m
 ost common values present in industry narratives were: prosperity, community success,
good stewardship, partnership, investment, goodwill, improvement, and innovation.

Politicians & Government Officials
Government agencies and elected officials have similar narratives to the petrochemical industry
when it comes to the industry’s effect on people and the environment. However, the government
tries to present a more balanced picture—an equal partnership between industry and government,
where the government is an independent player leading the way. This partnership supposedly
aims to drive economic growth, serve their community, and protect the environment. Government
invokes values of sustainable development and good governance often, focusing on stories that
promote their wins (in economic growth or environmental protection.)
For this group we looked at people, such as Louisiana Governor John Bel Edwards, Secretary
Chuck Carr Brown, Louisiana State Representatives, St. James Parish Council members, St.
James Parish President Pete Dufresne, St. John Parish President Jaclyn Hotard, among others.
We also looked at departments, such as the Environmental Protection Agency in Louisiana, the
Louisiana Department of Environmental Quality, the Department of Natural Resources, and the
Coastal Protection & Restoration Authority.
The main narratives from government media were:
Sustainable development is an important part of Louisiana’s economy
This narrative closely aligns with the industry narrative, and the same logic underlies both
narratives. The government, especially considering the partisan breakdown of Louisiana,
needs to strike a balance between care for the environment and care for economic
growth. Emphasis is put on Louisiana’s unique environment and a need to care for it, as
well as Louisiana’s social problems and the revenue and jobs that petrochemical
14
15

https://www.facebook.com/LAChemicals/posts/3153912957980933
https://growlouisianacoalition.com/the-energy-industry-is-the-largest-private-investor-in-our-coast/
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companies can supply. (It should be noted that industry does not always use the full
“sustainable development” term, rather it describes its business as building “sustainable
habits” or developing a “sustainable balance”.)
Government, industry, and the community are all partners in sustainable development
Government promotes the opening of new plants as well as consequences for when
companies do not comply with regulations. Officials advertise their partnerships with
industry and make sure to note specifically how the partnership will benefit the
community—through jobs and revenue. At the same time, officials like Governor Edwards
announce task forces to combat climate change and promote their efforts to increase
coastal restoration.16 They also respond to community action and take pride in new
environmental protections.17 According to their published media, the government knows
they are accountable to community members, and recognize the importance of balancing
economic growth and environmental protection to please constituents.
Government plus industry equals both economic
growth and environmental protection
Similar to the previous narrative, when government
officials announce a new plant or partnership with
industry, they include information about the
benefits to economic growth and environmental
protection. This usually takes the form of revenue,
jobs, and more funding for coastal restoration or
other environmental projects, as well as resources
for what the public can do to protect themselves.
Little regulation ensures the industry will have funds
for environmental protection
This narrative is also closely related to the one put
forward by industry, as well as with conservative
thought in general. Less regulation will lead to more revenue from companies that can be
used for coastal restoration. Elected officials are in a position to increase or decrease
regulation, and much of the sampled media for this group called for reduced regulation.18
The m
 ost common values present in government narratives were: assertive governance,
environmental protection, economic/business growth, partnership and sustainable development.
These narratives, of both industry and government, reinforce the structural power of government
and industry in Louisiana, but also promote the government’s supposedly autonomous role in this
partnership. T
 he idea that this balance between economic growth and environmental
protection is working perfectly prevails throughout the samples and there is little or no
16

https://gov.louisiana.gov/index.cfm/newsroom/detail/2380
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https://www.deq.louisiana.gov/news/ldeq-and-denka-sign-aoc-designed-to-reduce-chloroprene-emissions-at-laplace-facility
https://garretgraves.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/graves-dems-offshore-oil-moratorium-bills
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acknowledgement of the negative externalities of industrial expansion. When there is
acknowledgment, it comes in the form of environmental restoration, but omits why the
environment needs to be restored in the first place. And of course, the proposed solution is to
increase industry to increase revenue and send more money into the community or environment.
It was also noted that there was a lack of presence from the more local government officials, like
parish council members and presidents. Many did not have much of a social media or internet
presence and were mostly mentioned in news articles (although nowhere near the same rates as
state officials). When they were quoted however, local officials tended to speak in the same
pro-industry frames as above, stressing the importance of attracting “a variety of businesses to
support the industry we already have.”19

Advocacy Groups
Advocacy groups naturally take a much more negative tone than industry or government. The
stories from this sample focus on the detrimental impact of petrochemical companies on the
community. The media that came out after the arrest of the two members of LABB featured
strong and clearly worded quotes from advocates and allies and was consistent in messaging
across news coverage and social media.
The main narratives forwarded by advocacy groups were:
Industry poses a threat to communities, especially Black communities
Much of the sample is dedicated to explaining how petrochemical companies harm
communities, and why Black communities are disproportionately impacted by problems
like pollution and plastics production. This narrative relies on scientific data and personal,
historical, lived experiences that are used to advocate against the industry. Community
members are rarely transient, and can speak to a long history of mistreatment and health
issues caused by the plants.20
It is the community’s responsibility to hold the
government accountable
Much of the language and many of the social media
posts by advocacy groups involve calls for people to
reach out to governmental authorities to ask them to
take action in some way. Advocacy groups
encourage involvement by providing information
about direct and indirect ways to contribute to the
cause. Advocacy groups also provide examples of
how this action can accomplish meaningful change
through celebratory posts and motivational posts
updating on progress.21
19

https://www.bizneworleans.com/qa-with-st-james-parish-president-peter-dufresne/
https://www.facebook.com/risestjames/posts/649091772342407
21
https://www.facebook.com/CADALouisiana/posts/1981454978651163
20
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Government partners with industry against the wishes of the community
Much of the underlying policy decisions that create the conditions advocacy groups are
fighting against are due to government-industry partnerships. The community sees those
partnerships as not serving their interests, because their health and environment are so
damaged. This is made clear in posts and videos, more explicitly in some than others.22
The community is united and strong
There is a lot of respect and solidarity coming through advocacy groups messaging. It
creates the feeling of a united, tight-knit community that often calls on the power of group
prayer, worship, and a shared history and legacy. Similarly to the news narrative analysis
above, advocacy groups and community leaders have more personality and genuineness
in the media they are creating.

Racial justice is intertwined with environmental justice
In the sample, both pre- and post-COVID, when environmental or health issues are
mentioned as a result of the petrochemical industry’s presence, there is usually a mention
of race as well. The conflict over Formosa’s refusal to allow community members to visit
the gravesites of their ancestors is a good example—most of those community members
are Black, and blocking their access is both an environmental and racial justice issue.23
Another example is the increase in coronavirus deaths caused by pre-existing conditions
that are more common in Black communities around existing petrochemical plants.24,25
The m
 ain values present among the advocacy media sample were: community, life, health,
history, ancestral power, faith, unity, perseverance, strength, conviction, watchfulness and justice.
On the whole, because groups tend to re-share news articles, protests and other events, etc., the
media is very informative. I t is clear what the mission is and what groups are fighting for,
although it is not always as clear what will actually bring about lasting change.
22

https://www.facebook.com/togetherbr/videos/1957382461022300/
https://www.facebook.com/risestjames/posts/654308465154071
24
https://www.facebook.com/labucketbrigade/posts/10157216671123963
25
https://www.facebook.com/healthygulf/posts/10157118292892204
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Summary Findings
Cultural Values
Media landscaping is only one part of the research NMAP conducts and considers crucial for
successful narrative change work. While we aim to understand the current media narratives
people are already being exposed to (via a media landscape analysis), we also work to obtain
insights into people’s own values and motivations independent of the issue (via audience listening
such as one-on-one interviews, focus groups, etc.). All of this research then allows for a narrative
and creative strategy produced in tandem with our partners and all stakeholders that will produce
stories and media that resonate with the lived experience and worldview of the target audience. It
also opens up opportunities for new tactics for persuasion: building a deeper understanding of a
target audience can prompt new ideas for exciting strategies.
While the scope of this project did not include the kind of in-depth audience research referenced
above, NMAP did conduct initial baseline desk research about the broadbase history and values
at play in southeastern Louisiana with regard to what beliefs and mythologies communities hold
dear.
Sources included historical accounts, sociological studies, socio-linguistic studies, faith-based
histories, revolutionary norms embedded within both Acadian and Afro-Creole protest traditions,
as well as an hour-long phone interview with a community member. Namely, we researched
Acadian, Cajun, Creole, and African American histories and cultural frameworks. Initially identified
values included:
● Perseverance
● Survival
● Adaptability
● Humor
● Family and Social Cohesion (including community, neighborhood/neighbors, and
extended family networks)
● Land as Extension of Family History and Continuity (with the exception of
indigenous peoples, where land is embedded into spiritual and cultural
frameworks)
● Historical Memory
● Independence
● Faith/religious tradition
● Ancestral Connections
● Life Enjoyment
● Language and Linguistic Heritage/Traditions
● Culture
It is worth noting that the above broad values are shared by communities, across race. In
particular, ancestral connection, language, faith, and family/community are all dominant values
that contribute to a culture and philosophy around being able to enjoy one’s life. Among African
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American communities, neighbors and neighborhoods stand out as both important concepts and
values. Among all communities, however, place—land, landmarks, etc.—and placemaking is
intrinsically bound up with historical, community, and family memory and belonging. During the
previously mentioned one-on-one phone conversation, the individual we spoke with—who
self-identifies as an Acadian, Cajun, and Creole person—noted:
[Ancestral connection and community] gets into an attitude towards life itself. That life is to
be enjoyed; and with your family and your friends, you enjoy it most. Life is not a duty, duty
keeps it harmonious, but life is to be enjoyed. We follow rules as a way to better enjoy life,
not for the sake of following rules.
It perhaps goes without saying that the cultural landscape and dynamics in Southeastern
Louisiana are extremely complex and nuanced, and so this report—created over a six-week period
of time—cannot possibly serve as a deep examination of all the ways in which regional culture
plays out. Although not expansive or in-depth, this research can still help to illuminate which, if
any, regional cultural values were being invoked in the stories and larger narratives identified
through the media analysis. It can also help identify new ways to communicate about relevant key
issues, including industry regulation, government corruption, and environmentally (and
community) friendly economies.
Below, we have mapped the common frames, values, overarching core narratives, and what we
call “deep narratives”—existential concepts and worldviews that form the roots of beliefs and
cultures—we observed.

Mapping Values, Frames, & Narrative
Source

Frames

Values

Core Narrative

Deep Narrative

News
Reports

Conflict

Compassion

Economic
Growth

Fairness

Although petrochemicals
consistently harm
communities, the industry
is a necessary evil for the
state of Louisiana.
Government officials must
hold the industry to
account in order to
achieve a balance
between economic
prosperity and public and
environmental health.

Striking a middle
way that balances
the individual and
the collective will
bring peace and
prosperity for the
common good.

Justice
Racial Inequality
Prosperity
Injustice
Stewardship
Public Health
Community
Environmental
Health
Government
Failure

PERSONA:
Wise Judge

Altruism
(pro-petro)
Loyalty
(pro-petro)

Scientific Rigor
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Industry-asGood-Citizen
(pro-petro)

Industry
Messaging

Economic
Growth

Collective
Prosperity

Industry-asGood-Neighbor

Stewardship
Community

Environmental
Health
Trickle Down
Economics &
Environmental
Health

Goodwill
Altruism
Loyalty

The petrochemical
industry is a responsible
community member that
is using its considerable
resources and power to
better Louisiana—
economically and
environmentally. Without
the solid foundation of
jobs and environmental
stewardship provided by
the industry, Louisiana
couldn’t succeed.

Neighbors

1. The powerful
have a duty to
protect the
weak.
2. It is futile to
fight the
inevitable,
instead make
the best of
your
circumstances.
PERSONA:
Benevolent King

Build for Future
Innovation
Investment in
Future
Sustainable
Development
Advocate
Messaging

Public Health

Community
Solidarity

Racial Injustice
Unity
Environmental
Justice
Conflict/Battle

Justice

Community
Rights

Ancestral
Power
Life
Health

Systemic
Change

Historical
Memory

Gov’t
Accountability

Faith

The industry and
government partnerships
are catastrophic for
communities—Black
communities especially.
The industry has a clear
history of destroying
community health and
wellbeing, but we can
prevail. It is up to citizens
to call on their
representatives to hold
the industry to account.
Together, we can build
on hard-won past
successes and achieve
justice.

Those in power will
always choose to
maintain their own
power and wealth,
ignoring those on
whom they tread.
Together we can
rise up and defeat
them.
PERSONA:
Defiant Warrior

Perseverance
Gov’t
Corruption

Strength

Results-Driven

Conviction

Direct Action
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Stop Industry

Narrative Analysis
It is clear from both the media and values analysis that advocates are most effectively weaving
the shared values of the region throughout their core narrative, and clearly invoking those values
in their stories and messages. It is also striking that advocacy narratives and messages have
been successful with regard to steering the angles used in the majority of the press articles.
Even so, the petrochemical industry remains an omnipresent given across all stakeholder
narratives—either as a savior or altruistic neighbor, a diabolical villain to be constantly fought, or
something in between, like a necessary evil. The overall impression is one of industry inevitability,
which in turn reinforces the industry’s own core narrative.
A primary challenge moving forward will therefore be to break that sense of inevitability, both by
illuminating why government won’t hold the industry to account, and by clearly and compellingly
illuminating realistic paths to a different future.

Opportunities
While NMAP did not conduct the depth of research necessary to strongly recommend next steps,
we have identified some potential opportunities for advocates in Louisiana, particularly as they
relate to press and media strategies and community engagement. These are based on initial
observations from our media landscape and baseline values research and are meant to act as
jumping off points for further exploration and research.

Opportunity: Good Governance
Given the relative media success that advocates have had, it is especially striking that the industry
rarely takes the opportunity to counter-attack in the press. This potentially indicates that the
petrochemical industry does not see advocates or communities as sincere threats because it is
so deeply embedded into the political and economic landscape of the state. This notion is further
reinforced by the fact that media stories leave out the “why” o
 f the government not holding
companies accountable; this unspoken detail has the effect of framing government inaction as a
foregone conclusion.
As such, NMAP believes that conducting a network map of political and industry players in the
state could present a sizable strategic advocacy opportunity for LA Bucket Brigade and
community activists. We would suggest using findings to publicly build a positive case and vision
for a better Louisiana government, rather than leaning in hard on a name and shame approach in
the press. With that in mind, NMAP recommends treading carefully should advocates in the
region move forward with exposing government corruption in the press.
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Extensive research conducted by FrameWorks Institute on messaging about government found
that people default to an understanding of government that is conflated with politics. This “default
frame” equates government with elected officials, suffering “from parallel associations with
corruption, partisanship, and elitism.”
Within this frame people see government to be about short-term solutions that exclude them,
rather than about inclusive, long-term systemic change. Stories that highlight extensive corruption
have been found to reinforce this exclusionary perception, depressing public action rather than
spurring it. Rather than reporting on corruption for the sake of exposing corruption—and risking
sparking a sense of hopelessness or futility—advocates could instead leverage the regional values
at play to weave in a picture of the kind of government you want to see. Some possibilities are:
●

Emphasize the mission of state and local government as distinct from, but not antithetical
to, business; create a vision for the future grounded in green/healthy business.

●

Reinforce the notion of shared fate, in the form of the common good or life enjoyment,
that provides the foundation for good government.

●

Offer a persona for state and/or local government that is in keeping with regional ideals,
values, and qualities: loving parent or grandparent, a mischievous protector, a wise and
future ancestor, a voice of community celebration, a cultural guardian, etc.

●

Connect the role of government to values that the region embraces such as historical
memory, legacy, stewardship, and the building and preservation of community and
culture.

●

Tie the concept of government regulation to rules that allow for life enjoyment. Business
regulation is like pruning—it removes the unhealthy pieces allowing the whole to thrive and
bear fruit.

Because the “why” of the government not holding the industry accountable is left unsaid, there is
also potential for creating a causal chain to fill in gaps in understanding with regard to corruption
and the petrochemical industry in Louisiana. A causal chain would essentially lead audiences
through a cognitive process that creates understanding. The chain would map out the initial
factor that caused the problem, followed by the mediating factors that exacerbate the problem, all
resulting in the final consequence, but would end with a potential solution. It is important to note
that the solution does not need to be easy or quick to enact, it just has to be named as existing in
order to undermine the impression that the problem is too large or abstract to go away.
While NMAP has not conducted the depth of research necessary to provide an example of a
causal chain on petrochemicals in Louisiana, we have included samples of both a short and a
long causal chain that NMAP created for a year-long campaign about the housing crisis—also a
systemic problem that suffers from episodic media coverage and that the public struggles to fully
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comprehend. The length of the chain is flexible—it can be a sentence, a paragraph, or several
paragraphs—depending on how in-depth advocates want to go with their explanation.

SAMPLE SHORT CHAIN
After the housing market crash 12 years ago, homes were purchased by international investment
companies like Blackstone Group and converted into market assets (initial factor). This led to
hundreds of thousands of rental units being treated as investment assets by Wall St. landlords,
who used federal tax breaks and exemptions to expand their control of the real estate market
(mediating factor). As a result, most renters and mom and pop landlords are crowded out of the
market, which has in turn torn neighborhoods apart and undermined the cultural fabric of cities
around the country (final consequence). By regulating private equity firms, real estate asset
management firms, and other financial actors to comply with human rights, which include the
right to housing, and ending tax breaks for real estate investment trusts (REITs), the federal
government could help restore balance to the housing sector (solution).

SAMPLE LONG CHAIN
Twelve years ago the housing market crashed, launching the world into an ongoing global
housing crisis that saw more than nine million people lose their homes, and hitting cities like New
York City especially hard. After the crash, Wall Street private equity groups swooped in to buy up
foreclosures at bargain basement prices, and in 2013, the first single-family homes were turned
into market assets owned by international investment companies like Blackstone Group and
Colony Capital. (initial factor)
This led to hundreds of thousands of rental properties concentrated in urban areas having Wall
Street landlords instead of local midsize or mom and pop landlords. With urban housing now an
investment asset, the housing market in New York City and beyond was turned into a global gold
rush (mediating factor)—a massive and unprecedented power shift in housing.
Since 2008, Wall Street private equity firms, with the explicit support of the U.S. federal
government’s tax breaks and federal tax exemptions, have created a housing market that harms
everyone—from renters to property owners—and corrodes communities. When housing is sold to
investors for conversion into rentals, or for de-regulating rent-stabilized units, prospective
homeowners, most renters, and “mom and pop” landlords are all crowded out of the market, and
communities and the cultural fabric of cities break apart (final consequence).
This crisis is a new one, and fortunately New York has started to address it and protect its vibrant
cultural legacy. In July 2019, Albany passed a suite of rent laws designed to put tenants, not
investors, first. These laws stopped Wall Street’s decade-long erosion of rent-stabilized and
rent-controlled units in its tracks, and Blackstone Group stopped renovations at its biggest NY
property—an 11,000 rent-regulated complex that it was turning into a market-rate complex. But
we can do even better. First and foremost, the federal government could regulate private equity
firms, real estate asset management firms, and other financial actors to comply with human

19

rights, which include the right to housing, and end tax breaks for real estate investment trusts.
(solution)
A causal chain can be an especially effective PR strategy in the context of largely episodic media
coverage (e.g. a story about “this community” fighting “that plant,” a story about this particular
government official, etc.) because it embeds a holistic story complete with an alternate “ending”
into each episodic story. It amplifies causes and solutions rather than episodic interventions.
While it can be difficult to ensure the longer chain narrative is included in press coverage, causal
chains can be routinely incorporated into all standard messaging, from website to social media to
press releases. Further, advocates can work with a skillful PR company to use the chain to create
compelling talking points or “press bites”—a sentence or two that all advocates and community
members employ whenever interviewed by the press.
An example of a press bite from the above chains could be, “What we’re seeing with housing in
cities isn’t part of some inherent urban cycle; it’s what happened when Wall St. landlords took
advantage of the 2008 housing crash and turned people’s homes into a gold rush. The federal
government needs to regulate private equity and end tax breaks for real estate investment
trusts—homes should be for people, not profits.” This kind of press bite—derived from a longer
chain—is an ideal way to include causal chains in episodic media coverage.

Opportunity: Future Forward
As noted, there were no stories that explored a wholly different paradigm for the future of
Louisiana’s economy in the context of fighting petrochemicals. As representatives from LA
Bucket Brigade have noted in calls, construction is the largest sector benefiting from the
petrochemical industry in Louisiana. According to an August 2019 piece by KATC 3 that covered
Formosa’s proposed expansion, a mere 15 direct and 66 indirect jobs will be created should the
company expand its operations. However, the project will create 500 construction jobs for the
Pelican Chapter of Associated Builders and Contractors.
Advocacy messaging unsurprisingly revolves around stopping the industry and therefore focuses
on highlighting the damage and destruction caused by petrochemicals. However, it stops short of
suggesting a full, viable path forward for the state or for communities with regard to job growth or
economic sustainability. In this void of solutions-based economic narratives, a core narrative that
promotes the false need for a “balance” between environmental protection and a thriving
petrochemical sector has largely taken root.
This “balance” narrative builds on 2013 statewide polling that showed broad bipartisan voter
support for a balance between economic and environmental sustainability, with survey
respondents noting that the two were too often pitted against one another.26 Although polling
was, in part, conducted for the oil industry’s America’s Wetland Foundation, the overall
conclusions bear out findings from recent national research that has implicitly and explicitly
26

Polling included those conducted by Dr. Silas Lee & Associates and by the Kitchens Group for the Southeast Louisiana Flood
Protection Authority and America’s Wetland Foundation, respectively. Both were provided to NMAP by LA Bucket Brigade. The polling
results and summary findings can be found here: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1JseTPrEGQ1FKXFGtS64D9RGdPwZkXean/view?
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found broad bipartisan support among Americans with regard to balancing environmental
protection and the economy — job growth, in particular. For example, a Reuters/Ipsos poll
conducted in June 2019 found:
●

69% of Americans —including 56% of Republicans and 71% of independents — believe the
United States needs to take “aggressive” action to fight climate change.

●

78% believe the government should invest more money to develop clean energy sources
such as solar, wind and geothermal, including 69% of Republicans and 79% of
independents.

●

More than half of Americans either strongly or somewhat support the idea of weening the
United States off of fossil fuels entirely within 10 years – the central tenet of the Green
New Deal - including a third of Republicans and 57% of independents.

●

Most Americans believe such a transition to clean energy could be good for the economy.
Some 58% think it would generate jobs and growth, while just 14% believe that fighting
climate change would kill jobs and hurt the economy.

●

Among those who believe that clean energy can be good for jobs and the economy are
43% of Republicans and 62% of independents, the poll showed.27

Given the success advocates have had of getting media coverage, and given the perception that
advocates have been more successful at leading the state re: accountability than government
has, NMAP believes that there’s an opportunity to use that respected position to b
 egin
advocating for industry alternatives that could fill the jobs void left by petrochemicals should
advocacy efforts succeed in stopping the industry in its tracks.
This approach would be less about countering the balance frame and more about co-opting it,
using balance as the frame for a new narrative and messages that don’t mention the
petrochemical industry at all, but instead highlight how healthy economic models (green jobs,
etc.) truly promote a balance between economic growth and a healthy
coastline/environment/communities. B
 alance is a frame that aligns with the regional values and
that clearly resonates, based on polling and the success the petrochemical industry and
government has had with it.
By co-opting the balance frame, there’s potential to continue pressing for the regulatory “harm
reduction” model while also seeding a concrete and achievable vision for green construction,
manufacturing, and infrastructure jobs that would surpass what Formosa can offer. Initial
possibilities include:
●

27

Side-by-side job growth projections, including average salaries

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-election-climatechange/americans-demand-climate-action-reuters-poll-idUSKCN1TR15W
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●

Comparisons of industry lifespans (petrochemicals is already a dinosaur industry
with a rapidly approaching expiration date vs. massive global investments in green
manufacturing and construction)

●

Tying racial and environmental justice to economic justice

This approach would have the added benefit of timeliness. In a global, May 2020 poll, Ipsos found
that even in the United States, a majority of people (65%) believe the government should make
environmental protection a priority post-COVID, while nearly 80% of Americans agreed that
environmental issues pose a serious threat to their health.28 This indicates that a majority of
Americans are looking for systemic solutions, creating a substantial opening for advocates to
advocate f or a
 nd t owards using balance as a frame. Rather than a one-size-fits-all approach,
advocates could develop different balance-focused messages for Republicans, Democrats, and
Independents in their region.

Conclusion
It is clear from our media landscape that advocates in the region are doing an impressive job both
in aligning their messages and in receiving sympathetic media coverage. It is also clear that the
petrochemical industry and its government allies are unconcerned by that success. NMAP
therefore believes that focusing on increasing media attention with the goal of building public
awareness of violations, increasing public knowledge around harm, or calling on the public to
engage their representatives is unlikely to yield substantively different results than advocates
have already achieved. However, there is a substantial opportunity to leverage the moral and legal
authority advocates enjoy from their media standing to move public discourse around “balance”
away from petrochemicals and fossil fuels and towards healthy models, reconfiguring the public
association with the concept of economic and environmental balance.
Both the government and the petrochemical industry have essentially engaged the “balance”
frame in a way that holds the public discourse around the issue hostage—creating a false sense
that people must choose their coastline and petrochemicals or choose coastal destruction. As
previously recommended, we do not believe it is necessary to counter the balance frame, but
rather believe that LA Bucket Brigade, communities, and regional advocates could neutralize the
hostage situation by co-opting the frame altogether—reframing balance. It is no small thing that
advocates in the region have such a strong media presence, and this is perhaps their most
powerful tool for publicly advocating in new ways. While attacks on the industry’s dangers to
human, constitutional, and environmental rights are important (e.g. cancer, lung disease, and
other serious public health harms; environmentally catastrophic accidents; legal challenges to
freedom of speech and protest rights, etc.) advocating for a different way forward is equally
important when it comes to getting past the industry’s balance narrative. Petrochemicals, oil, and
gas must be proactively removed from public discourse around Louisiana’s economic future.
28

https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/majority-people-expect-government-make-environment-priority-post-covid-19-recovery
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With that in mind, NMAP believes that advocates’ formidable press standing could be best used
to attack the industry by painting it in the “past tense”—aligning messages around the achievable
and sustainable (economic and environmental) future that advocates want, rather than drilling
down on what they don’t want. Currently, the industry has activated the balance frame in a lazy
way that connotes little more than holding the line between a dichotomous “either/or” choice.
“Balance” when activated by advocates as a frame has the potential for powerful positive visuals
and is much more in line with a future grounded in environmental and public health (a healthy
natural environment is the perfect embodiment of balance). By leveraging their strong media
presence to advocate for something positive, using a positive frame and positive messaging,
regional groups will also neutralize the public’s association with advocacy as neverending
conflict.
Should advocates move to reframe balance, we recommend engaging in more in-depth
community research through interviews, focus groups, or polling to determine the kind of “future
vision” frame (environmental, economic, employment sector/jobs, etc.) that resonates with
people in the region, particularly influential professional demographics like contractors and
construction. This could even include a regional communications or press strategy akin to The
Gothamist’s new “What Do You Want NYC To Look Like?”, where they ask New Yorkers to imagine
a post-pandemic city by asking, “If you had no idea what or who you might be, what talents you
might have or lack, then what sort of New York would you devise?” 29 By doing something similar
for southern Louisiana, advocates could begin to build and promote a new vision of the future
that reflects and represents the diverse communities in the region without the presence of
harmful industries.
As mentioned, NMAP believes that, given the lack of concern about public awareness or outrage
on the part of the petrochemical industry and its allies in government, mapping invisible networks
to find points of weakness or possible leverage is a promising path forward. Influence, power, or
network mapping, as it’s interchangeably called, can be a useful tool in activating the shadow
influences in complex policy situations, while also helping advocates to expand their sphere of
influence by exploring the boundary beyond their known networks. Influence mapping essentially
enables you to see who the players really are, how they are linked, how influential they are, and
what those players' goals might be. By looking at entire networks, advocates can identify and
consider new allies and partners, while the links of influence can spark new ways in which
advocates can strategize and best direct their energies. For example, once the true power
stakeholders are identified, advocates can focus on gathering detailed information on those
stakeholders with the goal of creating a tailored advocacy or persuasion strategy.
Additionally, investment chain mapping (a form of influence mapping that focuses on following
the money) has been found to be especially effective for harmful development projects that
threaten housing, land, and environmental rights. This is because complaints to local and regional
authorities largely fall on deaf ears due to any number of factors, from corruption to a belief that

29

https://gothamist.com/arts-entertainment/the-future-of-new-york-city
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the project’s economic benefits outweigh the community harm. According to Inclusive
Development International30,
Knowing who is financing a project, who is buying the product or raw material, and who
else is making the project possible and profitable – in other words, following the money –
opens up a range of opportunities for improved accountability. We call the web of actors
involved in a project an investment chain. Within this chain there are pressure points. If
affected communities can identify the strongest pressure points and take actions directed
at effectively influencing key actors in the investment chain, they are more likely to
achieve their goals.
Although Inclusive Development International primarily focuses on harmful investment projects in
the Global South, they include extensive information on how to conduct investment chain
mapping on their website and could prove useful collaborators for LA Bucket Brigade.
Finally, we recognize that advocates in Southern Louisiana have long been using in-depth and
sophisticated legal and social resistance strategies, many of which have been successful. We
believe that there is now an opportunity for advocates to create a strategy that taps their media
presence to publicly advocate f or (future they want) and uses influence and/or investment chain
mapping to privately advocate against (harmful development projects). Our hope is that this
report can act as a baseline from which to determine some compass points that build on past
success and leverage it to move in new strategic directions.

30

https://www.followingthemoney.org/chapters/#how-to-map-an-investment-chain
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