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Big Green And Careful:

How Major California Newspapers
Covered Two Ballot Initiatives In The
1990 General Election

Gary A. Beall
James H. Hayes

Intraduethsn

The powser of Lhe press manifests
{1sellin & number of diferent ways in
the public debate of issues alfecting
agricullure, Newspapers, for ex-
ample, Inflluence the political
knowledge and activity of thelr
readers (Smith, 1936), They also are
a maln ssuree of environmenial In.
farmation, which editers believe is

Newspapers sel the campaign agenda for two environ-
mental initiatives appearing on California’s November 1990
gencral election ballot. In doing %0, they relied heavily upon
unnamed sources [proponents, experts, emvironmentalists,
cie) and poorty identilled advocacy groups.

Although the agricultural communily percebved both bal-
lot measures to be agricultural issucs, the media defined
them in a much broader, environmental context. The agricul-
tural industry-sponsored Initiative wastreated as a non-issue
by the newspapers. It received only live percent of the news
and editorial space devoled to the two Indtiatives, However,
pro and con coverage ol each initlative was generally balanced,
refllecting an overall attempt at falmess and willingness to
present both sldes of the Issue.

worthy of prominent news treatment
[Atasaler, 1988).

This study bullds on previous
gatekeeper (White, 1950; Snider,
1987, agenda-seiting (McCombs and
Shaw 1972 Willlams, Shaplro and
Cutkirth 1983) and news source
studies [Culbertson and Somerick
1977 Wulfmeyer 1983; Lasorsa and
Heese 19490, I analyzes newspaper
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Hesourees, Undeersity ol Calfomis, Dends, and James H. Hayes is director, Brock
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trealment of two major Inliiathves
appearing on the 18950 general elee-
tion ballot In Califarmia.

Oneof the infliatives was s com-
plex, sweeplng environmenial reform
issue that addressed global warme-
ing, pesticides used In agriculture,
cld growih redwoods, oll production
and o vardely of olher environmental
izsues. Sponsors Ineluded the MNatu-
ral Resources Defense Council, Si-
erra Club, the stateattomey general,
and two stnte assemblymen. It ap-
peared ns Proposilien 128 on the
ballot and was labeled “Big Green™
by supporters, a label used exten-
shely in media reporis,

The second Initlatlve was an ag-
ricullural indusine-supporied mea-
sure designed lo counter Bl Green.
il proposed expanston of Califernia’s
pesticide resbdue monloring program
for produce and processed foods,
and relaled programs. Il appeared as
Proposition 1353 on the ballet, [is
sponsors called It CAREFUL (“Call-
formians for Responaible Food Laws™).
Bome oppanenis refermed (o it as “Big
Brown.”

Malhadology

This siudy invebred a conlent
anaklysis ol news stores and editorials
about Proposition 128 and 135 that
appearcd In Callfornla newspapers

dally circulations greater than
150,000 during Oclober, 19650, the
month preceding the 1990 general
electlan,

The newspapers were selected
based on dally cireulation Ogures
reported in the 1980 edition of Metno
Caltfornia Media, A ene-month madl
subscription was obialned for each
of the seven newspapera that met the
clreulation lmitatlon dictated by
cosls and Unee, Editorials and news
aleries that pertained to Propositien
128 and 135 were clipped and ana-

https yrewpreitidpressigrofidc ol TEAgLIR place-
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ment, auther, use of graphics and
informaltion sources,

Tolnsure coding consistenty and
minimbze error, each clipping was
analyzed independently by two cod-
ers, The two sels of coding forma
were reviewed by the authors o
reconcile any differences,

Rosults

Seven newspapers, having a
combined clreulation greater than
three milllon, met the 150,000
mdnimum elreulalbon criterfon Lm-
poscd on the study, They are The
Sacramente Bee, 250.500: San
Franclsco Chrondole, 580.600; San
Joge Mercun) News, 274.500; Las
Angeles Times, 1,108,000: Las An-
geiles Dabty News, 185,700 The Or-
ange Cotenilyy Reglster, 343,900; and
The San Diege Union, 268 500,

In Oeteber, these papers pub-
Hshed 83 articles about the two kni-
tialives, develing a tolal of 2,660
column Inches of space to the sub-
Ject. [For purposes of the study, a
calumn Inch was defllned s fwa
Inches (12 pleas) wide x one inch
deep (6 plcas)].

Covernge of Proposition 128, Big
Green, lotalled 2,522 column inches,
far evershadowing thal for Proposi-
tion 135, CAREFUL, with 138 column
inches, The arlicles rnged in lemgth
fram fve inches to 180 Inches, with
an average length of 32 Inches, Filly-
four of the arlicles were news slories
for @ tetal of 1737 inches; 28 were
editorials or opinion pleces foratotal
of 823 Inches.

Editorial and op-ed page com-
meniary, proand com, for Proposition
128 totalled S00 Inches, compared
to only 23 column Inches for Propo-
sition 135, All editorials that ex-
pressed the newspapers” posllons
opposcd the propositions, Twenty-
two specifically opposed Propesition
: bwo specilically opposed
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Proposiflon 135,

Five guest commeéentary pleces
favored Propositien 128, The favor-

nble aplnions usually were balanced
with oppesing views sccupylng ap-
proximately ecqual space, No guest
commeniaries were published fa-
woring Propositlon 135,

The newapapers carried 54 news
stories en the ballof Inftlattves, They
occupled 1,737 column inches. Forty
were played on page one or else-
where In the A sections of the news-
papers, iIndicating the peroctecd news
value of the Indtathres, The comples-
ity of the subject was indlcated by
the 32-column inch average length
of Lthe slorkes.

News covernge also focused on
Proposition 128, Forty-seven stories
[(874%) deall predominantly with
Propoasilion 128, and scven stories
[13%6) deall predominantly with
Preposilion 135,

Authorsused avariety of sources
for thelr information about Propast-
tons 128 and 135, More than one-
third of the articles - 31 of the 83
news sbories and editorials studied -
included alirdbullens fo unnoamed
Balfces a8 "opponenis,” "supporl-
ers,” “experts,” “analysts.” “crilics®
and “environmeniallsts.”

Tweniy-three advocacy groups,
bath for and agalnst the proposilions,
were ciled as seurces In 3T of the B3
articles, The Natlonal Resources
Defense Council and the Sterra Club
each had atiributions in 13 stories.
The "Moo on 1287 campalgn was
mentioned in 11 stories; the "Yea on
128" campaign was mentloned In
asven slories,

Other advecacy groups used as
sources in more than one story. in-
cluded the Cllizens for a Belter En-
vironment [3), Calilfernia Common
Caouae (2], and the California League
af Conservatlon Vaters (2], Groups
with one attribution each nclsded

the Canadian Environmental Law
Associalion, Resovmoes of the Fulure,
Planning and Conservation League,
Natlonal Tesdes Campalgn, the En-
virsamenial Medin Assscintion of
Cubver Clity, California Public Inter-
esl Rescarch Group, Alllance for
Survival, Envirenmenial Health
Coalitien, Lyndon LaRouche Com-
mittee, California Fural Legal As-
sistance Foundatlon, Western
Growers Assoclation, Commiltes on
Sustalnable Agriculiure, Callformia
Councll for Environment and Eco-
nomic Balanece, National Wildlife
Federallon, Natlonal Public Inferest
Research Group, and the Callfornia
Chamber of Commerce.

Siate government olflcials, were
used as sources In 25 storles. Leg-
islators, Including various begislative
abdes, vere sources of Information in
10 storkes, Other stale government-
related sources ciled in mere than
one story Included the Legislathve
Analyat's Office (4], gubernatorial
candidates Pete Wilson and Dinnne
Felnstein [(4). the Waler Quality
Control Board (2) and the Scnate
Oifice of Research (2], Covernor's
spokesperson Susan Trowbridge, the
California Energy Commisalon, and
the Callformia Department of Food
and Agricaliure each served ns
SOUINCCs ONnee,

University sources ranked onby
slightly below stale government as
sources of information with 29 at-
tributions im 23 arlicles, Fifleen
stories altribuled Information to the
University ol Califernia; 14 attAbuated
Information to other unbrersities,
boih inslde and outside Californla A
Comell Unbreraity study dealing with
alternatives to chemical pesticikles
wias mentioned in fve stordes. The
Massachuselis Institute of Technol-

was used as a source in three
slorles, Codord, Unbsersily of Texns,
Purdue, and Stanfond wers each used

PUBYEHRA N WIS St hntcations, Vol. 76, No. 1, 109278



Journal of Applied Communications, Vol. 76, Iss. 1 [1992], Art. 3

as sources in (wo stories, Arizona
State Unbversity, Yale, Harvard, and
the Unbversity of Virginia were used
ane lime each.

Federal government sources
were used 14 Umes in 13 stories,
wilth the Environmental Protection
Agency appearing In six stories as
the most used source. The Food and
Drug Administrmtion was used asa
source in three storfes. Information
was atltributed o U5, trade repre-
senlathve Corle Hills and the Con-
gresaional Budget Ofice In two sto-
riea each. The Natlonal Acronautics
and Space Adminlstration was cited
as a source In one slory.

Agriculture-related sources were
used 14 times in 10 storles. Infor-
mallon was altributed to ag-related
businesses in five slordes. Famers
and the Callfornia Farm Bureau
Federatbon were used four imea each,
A commodity ergantmation had one
atiribulion.

Other sources of information for
articles on the Inlikatives and the
number of articlea in which they
were used Included polls [11). local
government fagencles (9). consult-
ants [9), Indusinyhusiness (6), scl-
entiflc secieties (). other publications
(4}, banks [3), utllity compankes (2),
and vadous Indbiduals, Instilutes
and assoclailons (18).

Ten arlickes. mast of them edilo-
rials, contained no atirbutions.

Discusslon

Propositions 128 and 135 re-
cehved major play Instale newspapers
during the October study perfod. In
the month preceding the election.
the seven newspapers sledled de-
voled 2,660 column inches Lo news
storfes and editorials dealing with
the ballst initlathves. That was a
auhatantial commiiment in 5 month
when news budgets were loppedwith

https: AgwprsHePYas srmh s dspanatorial
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campalgns of Democralle aspirant
Dianne Feinsleln and now RBepubli-
can Gov, Pete Wilson, Thirly of the
news stores, editorials and opinlon
pleces were ustrated with line ani
or pholographs.,

Desplie overwhelming editorial
appoailion o the tao lnilatbees, moat
of the news slories appeared (o be
balanced. In most cases In which
proponents of a measure were
quoted, approsdmately equal space
was gfiven to the views ol opponents,
However, because of the nature of
souree dentifieathon and altribution,
readers may have fownd it diffeudt to
welgh the arguments of either slde,

Altributions o unnamed sources
are unsettling. Anonymity can be a
reporlers device for protecting a
valuakle conlldential source, Inother
Instanees, anosnymous allribullon
may be a kind of “journalistic
shorthand™ employed by reporters
with extenslve knowledge of the
subject o summarize conflieting
poinis of view. Bulanonymily simply
may mask sloppy reporiing. Mosi
readers hove no way (o judge the
experlise af the reporters or the
credibllity ol thelr unnamed sources.

Such ansmymeus attribulionsas
“opponents,” “suppoerters” and “pro-
ponents” may be defensible when
they are generalizations made specific
later in the same storkes - or becauss
they clearly sum up points of view.
Bul of quesiionable value nre un-
numed "experts,” “anabysis, " “crilics”
and “environmentallsis.” Some
writers even attributed Information
to "adherenta of global warming
theory.” “reclaimed water users,”
“political veterans and professional,”
and “credible people who know what
they are talking abowt.”

Also of concern are named
sources with loose entifleatbons.
Among these fownd In the study were
“Focky Mountain Instiiute,” “pro-
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dueer Hilary Larson,” “rocker Don
Henley,” and "Dave Johnson, a
sandblaster from Stinton.,”

Identification problems alas were
found when afvecacy groups were
naumed ns sources, These ranged from
the famillar Sterra Club through the
leaser-known Nallonal Resources
Defense Councll (o the obscure En-
vironmenial Media Assoclatlon of
Culver City. Since advocacy group
Hentifications rarely convey & sefise
of the organimtions” membership
numbers, Ananclal support orofllcil
poaliions, readers can'l asseas the
eredibilityof the organisiions named
or the Imporance of Uhe poinis of
view allributed to them.

Surprisingly, state government
sources were infrequently uaed In
news Slories and editorals dealing
wilh the iwo propositions. Although
agriculiuml chemicals were Hsled as
the first major concern of Proposition
128, the slate agency reaponsible for
enforcing pestickle regulations, the
Callfornia Depariment of Food and
Agriculiure, was clicd as a source
only once,

Twenty-lhree of the B3 articles
inehsded attributions to sources al
the University ef California and other
untversities. However, these numbers
chacume the facl thatl mosl writers
zeroed in on a single siudy. That
research suggested that safer aller-
natives were avallable for the pestl-
cides which would have been banned
by Propoaition 128,

Federnl governmeni sources
were used 14 Umes In the articles,
the Environmental Protection Agency
most frequenthy. Bul some renders
kgt have percehed former Surgeon
Ceneral C, Everell Koop, clied in
four atorfes, as a federal allctal. In
reality. he was asscciated with the
“No on 1287 campalgn,

Most surprisingly, In view of the
thrust of both propositions, was the

infrequency with which agricultoral
sources were clled, While Propcsition
128 was pereelved as broadhy emvl-
ranmental In scope, the kssue of
peslickle use In agriculiure freguently
was ralsed by propenents and op-
ponents, Propositbon 135 was spon-
sored primarily by agrcultural in-
terests. Yel fummer opinbon was ghven
short shrill,

The largest farm organization in
the state, the Califormla Parm Bureau
Federation, was clied onby four times,
Individuals identified as farmers also
were cited only four times,

Summary

Callfornin newspapers gave cx-
tenstve news and editorial coverage
la Proposition 128 In the general
ehection of 19590, 1L was primarily
defined as an environmental issue
and was In some detafl.
Proposillon 135, the “indusiry-
backed” inlilative, was essentlially
itnared. In this reapect, the mews-
papers sl the agenda and (mamed
the Issucs for thelr readers.

Although the votera rejection of
bath nitlathees cannot be attrbuted
e he unanimous editarial opposition
aof the newspapers sludied. Rystrom
[1988] suggesis thal volers are more
susceplible to editordal Influence
when urged Lo oppose lssues which
woukl cost them money, Much of the
editorial oppositicn was based on
the expeciation thai increased
regulation would ralse taxes or In-
crease the coat of dolng business In
thie state,

The newspapers’ page 1 and
other A section play of slories on
Proposition 128 supports Alwater's
[1968) view that newspaper editors
regard major environmenial storics
to be worthy of prominent news
treatment. Atwaler found that the
average environmential news story
was 13 inches long: stories In this
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wiucly averaged 32 eolumn inches.
The sources wsed In news slorles
abaul Proposilion 128 and 135 misc
some disturbing questions: Does
the frequency with whichwriters rely
on anenymous sowurces and leose
Kentificallon sugpgest reporiing In-
adequncles? Does heavy rellanes on
the siatementa of ndvocncy groups
open the press tomandpulation? Does
the failure o seck research-based
Information alfecl objectivily? These
gueations merl further atudy,
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