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A Question of Environmental Racism: 
The Skull Valley Goshutes and Storage of the Nation’s Nuclear Waste 

 
 
ABSTRACT  
 

What happens when a minority group, long oppressed by the majority, act in good 

conscious after much research to bring what others perceive to be high risk to their own 

community?  An analysis of media coverage of a proposal to temporarily store the 

nation’s nuclear waste on the Skull Valley, Utah Indian reservation raises questions about 

environmental racism. This study indicates government sources dominate reporting over 

a ten-year period, with state and local governments in opposition to the federal 

government, industry, and Utah’s Skull Valley Goshute Tribe. Risk is prominent in the 

study’s articles (n = 245), and presented more often as alarming; whereas, benefits to the 

Native Americans appear less frequently. Experts are rarely evident in reporting either 

risk or benefits. Although the Goshutes actively sought the utilities consortium project, as 

the siting process developed conflict arose among tribal members, and the state’s 

governor was accused of racism.  
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A Question of Environmental Racism: 
The Skull Valley Goshutes and Storage of the Nation’s Nuclear Waste 

 
What to do with the nation’s high-level nuclear waste, radioactive spent fuel rods 

stored in dry-storage casks above ground, is inherently a risk story, possibly the ultimate 

risk story. How this risk story is being told is the focus of this research, a study of 

media’s coverage of the Skull Valley Goshutes in Utah and a consortium of nuclear 

utilities in search of a place to put the nation’s growing burden of radioactive nuclear 

waste. 

When an environmental conflict involves hazardous waste, Tichenor, Donohue 

and Olien (1980) say that a community will divide into two groups: those who applaud 

the windfall of new employment opportunities and those who point ominously at the 

potential health and safety risks. Such is the case involving Skull Valley, a desert 

reservation some 70 miles from downtown Salt Lake City. Much like the proposed 

permanent site for spent fuel in Yucca Mountain, Nevada there has been opposition from 

local citizens and politicians within the state. “We don’t want to be known as the nation’s 

dumping ground” (Verdoia, 2001, June 12) reflects the sentiments expressed by Utah 

Governor Michael Leavitt and other opponents of storing spent nuclear waste in this 

western state. But with 20 percent of our nation’s energy generated from nuclear power, 

and California suffering from brownouts, proponents of nuclear energy have grown 

louder in spite of the unresolved solution of where to store about 20 metric tons of spent 

fuel rods generated each year (Office of Civilian & Radioactive Waste Management, 

2001a; 2001b).  

In the 70’s, when the government declared itself responsible for permanent 

disposal of nuclear waste, it was assumed a solution would be found before nuclear 
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power plants no longer had room to store their spent fuel. The 1982 Nuclear Waste Policy 

Act (Office of Civilian & Radioactive Waste Management, 2001b) required the U.S. 

Department of Energy to begin studying sites for permanent repositories and to start 

taking utilities’ spent fuel by Jan. 31, 1998. When the Act was amended in 1987, the 

DOE was instructed to study Yucca Mountain, Nevada for a permanent repository and to 

create a federal Nuclear Waste Negotiator who could find a volunteer host to serve as an 

interim storage facility until a permanent repository could be approved. Using two federal 

grants to study the Monitored Retrievable Storage program, the Goshute Indians located 

in Skull Valley, Utah were among the 16 Indian tribes and three counties who began 

exploring the MRS program.  

With 124 Skull Valley Goshutes still in existence, a lack of economic 

development opportunities has only some two dozen tribal members still on the 18,000-

acre reservation (Skull Valley Band of Goshute Indians, 2001). Previous attempts to 

bring economic support to the Indians, such as moving gambling to the reservation, have 

failed (Semerad, 1992). The proposed $125 million dollar storage facility for spent 

nuclear fuel promised the Skull Valley Band of Goshute Indians the long-awaited 

economic support needed if they are to survive (Private Fuel Storage, 2001, February). 

Reacting to broken promises from the federal government, a consortium of eight 

nuclear power utilities signed a lease in 1997 with Utah’s Goshutes. The lease permits 

PFS to use 820 acres of the Skull Valley reservation for 20 years (with a 20 year pending 

extension). The Goshutes and Private Fuel Storage now wait for approval from the 

Nuclear Regulatory Commission to approve plans for this temporary facility (Private 

Fuel Storage, 2001, February). While many of the Goshutes are ready to welcome nuclear 
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waste to their reservation, along with the economic benefits of jobs and a new health care 

facility, Utah’s Governor declared that high-level nuclear waste would be stored in the 

state “over [his] dead body” (Woolf, 1997, p. D1). No matter how vocal his desire to 

keep nuclear waste out of the state, the Governor’s opposition doesn’t hold much weight 

in issues regarding a sovereign nation. Sovereignty along with economic survival are key 

issues in this case that appears to bring an unexpected twist to environmental racism. 

What happens when a minority group, long oppressed by the majority, act in good 

conscious after much research to bring what others perceive to be high risk to their own 

community?  

The Risks 

Generally, when it comes to the disposal of low-level nuclear waste currently 

being destroyed in Utah’s west desert at the private facility Envirocare, the Utah governor 

sees no threat. Also surrounding the proposed PFS/Goshute facility are Dugway Proving 

Grounds, where the U.S. military routinely develops and tests chemical and biological 

weapons, and operates a nerve gas incinerator; and a magnesium plant regularly listed as 

among the top polluters in the nation by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 

While political officials seem willing to tolerate low-level radioactive waste and the 

toxins that exist in Utah’s west desert, they loudly oppose the potential risks involved in 

housing or transporting high-level nuclear waste to the Goshute site. When it comes to 

something nuclear, people have a sense of “dread” (Slovic, 1987; Slovic, Layman, Kraus, 

Flynn, Chalmers, & Gessel, 1991). Not only is the potential of a catastrophic event 

disproportionately related to its probability, but as researchers have found, people tend to 

overestimate the possibility and even frequency of rare events occurring, while 
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underestimating the frequency of common events (Kahneman, Slovic & Tversky, 1982; 

Flynn, Slovic, & Kunreuther, 2001). Recently, the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission 

rejected an emergency plea by the Utah state government to study the terrorism threat 

posed by a Skull Valley storage site (Fahys, 2002, August). The Atomic Safety and 

Licensing board does however intend to release findings about the likelihood of 

earthquakes and fither-jet crashes at the proposed facility in early 2003 (Fahys, 2002, 

December).  

According to Weart (1988), nuclear fears are deeply ingrained in the American 

cultural consciousness. Studies of the public’s reaction to placing a permanent nuclear 

repository at Yucca Mountain, Nevada and findings on the psychological effects of the 

accident at Three Mile Island (Prince-Embury & Rooney, 1995) exemplify the fear of 

radioactive contamination and the affiliated distrust of expert advice on the subject. 

While experts believe the disposal of nuclear wastes can be managed safely and 

effectively, Slovic, Layman and Flynn (1991) report a discrepancy between the experts’ 

view and the images in people’s minds. When asked to state whatever images or 

associations came to mind when they heard the words “underground nuclear-waste 

storage facility,” a representative sample population from Southern California, Nevada 

and Phoenix, Arizona were more likely to mention negative consequences such as 

dangerous/toxic, death/sickness, environmental damage, bad/negative and scary. 

Similarly, when technical experts perceived nuclear power/nuclear waste as having a 

moderate and acceptable risk, the public considered it to have an extreme and 

unacceptable risk level, which they refused to tolerate (Slovic, 2000).  
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The perceptions of risk associated with nuclear waste are even more negative than 

perceptions of nuclear power (Kunreuther, Desvousges, & Slovic, 1988; Slovic, 2000; 

Slovic, Layman, Kraus, et. al., 1991). The negative imagery of nuclear power and 

radiation stems from what Weart (1988) calls transmutation or the passage from 

destruction to rebirth. At the beginning of the 20th century Weart claims transmutation 

images spotlighted radioactivity and became associated with “uncanny rays that brought 

hideous death or miraculous new life; with mad scientists and their ambiguous monsters; 

with cosmic secrets of life and death . . . and with weapons great enough to destroy the 

world” (p. 421).  

The Benefits 

As the Nuclear Regulatory Commission decides whether or not to approve a 

temporary facility for spent fuel, policy makers engage in an analysis of weighing the 

benefits against the risks. For many hazards, the greater the perceived benefit, the lower 

the perceived risk and vice versa (Finucane, Alhakami, Slovic, & Johnson, 2000; 

McDaniels, Axelrod, Cavanagh and Slovic, 1997). Benefits for the impoverished Skull 

Valley Goshutes include the number of jobs created, the amount of money produced 

directly or indirectly, and the contribution made to healthcare and welfare. As the 

Goshutes weighed the benefits, and the state of Utah weighed the risks associated with 

the proposed facility, the debate heightened to associations with the potential magnitude 

of risks such as terrorism and long-term storage. Slovic, Baruch, and Lichtenstein (2000) 

write,  

Some experts argue nuclear power is extraordinarily safe; others 
vigorously dissent and have mobilized numerous public interest groups in 
opposition to the nuclear menace. In some cases, people’s strong fears and 
resistance to experts’ reassurances can be traced to their sensitivity to the 
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potential for catastrophic accidents, to their perception of expert 
disagreement about the probability and magnitude of such accidents, to 
their knowledge of serious mistakes made by experts in the past (p. 34) 

 
Without the approval of a temporary PFS facility in Skull Valley, nuclear utility 

companies argue they will have to renew their efforts once again and find a “temporary” 

storage site until the federal government can offer them another option. 

 
The Media’s Role 

As news media enter a conflict, they can determine how an issue evolves or even 

if it emerges at all. In 1987 when radioactive material obtained at a junkyard 

contaminated areas of Goiania, Brazil the accident initially received little media attention. 

But after a Sao Paulo, Brazil broadcast station gave the incident extensive coverage, 

global media outlets began covering the incident. Newspaper headlines read “deadly 

glitter,” “a carnival of glittering poison,” and “playing with radiation,” frightening many 

who were not in proximity to the incident (Roberts, 1987). Media coverage of the 

potential risk of a radioactive accident heightened the fears of those even thousands of 

miles away from the site. Media publicity eventually led to stigmatization of the region 

and its resident (Peterson, 1988).  

  The media play a crucial role in how risks and benefits are perceived. By 

framing risk, media interpretations can contextualize risks and benefits and offer insight 

as to how the issue is defined (Reese, 2001). Through the facilitation and restriction of 

information, media have the ability to facilitate or restrict the flow of information a 

community receives and influence the outcome of a conflict (Lewis, 2000; Taylor, Lee & 

Davie, 2000; Tichenor, et al., 1980). Essentially, “The power of the frame can be as great 

as that of language itself” (Entman, 1993, p. 55). As frames are used to select, emphasize, 
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and present information about what exists, they can also refer to the way events and 

issues are organized and made sense of, particularly by the media, media professionals 

and their audiences (Gitlin, 1980). As Kahneman and Tversky’s (1984) research 

concluded, frames select and call attention to particular aspects of the reality while 

simultaneously directing attention away from other aspects.  

Gamson and Modigliani (1987) assert that a frame can be a “central organizing 

idea or story line that provides meaning” (p. 143) to events related to an issue. The story 

frame is the core of a larger unit of public discourse, called a “package,” that also 

contains various policy positions that may be derived from the frame as well as a set of 

“symbolic devices” (p. 143) that signify the presence of frames and policy positions. The 

discourse provided by the media is part of a process by which meaning is constructed and 

public opinion is part of the process by which journalists crystallize meaning in public 

discourse (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). “Nuclear power, like every policy issue, has a 

culture.  There is an ongoing discourse that evolves and changes over time, providing 

interpretations and meanings for relevant events” (p.1). Gamson and Modigliani also 

believe that if one is interested in public opinion, then “media discourse dominates the 

larger issue culture, both reflecting it and contributing to its creation” (p.3). Because the 

media are part of the process by which issue cultures are produced, their role is key to 

framing issues for an attentive public.  

 Not only do frames organize issues for journalists who report on the events, but 

according to Gitlin (1980), the “media frame largely unspoken and unacknowledged, 

organize the world both for journalists who report it and, in some important degree, for us 

who rely on their reports” (p.7).  Framing typically implies a range of positions, rather 
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than any single one, allowing for a degree of controversy among those who share a 

common frame.  However, frames are not meant to be positions for or against some 

policy measure. 

Pan & Kosicki (1993) suggest that framing is found in a series of structures within 

a message. These structures include “syntactical structures” often evidenced by the 

inverted pyramid style of news writing (headline, lead, episodes, background and 

closure), which offer stable patterns of arranging words and phrases in a text; “script 

structures” entail the orderly sequencing of events in a text which occur in a predictable 

or expected pattern; “thematic structures” consist of the presence of propositions or 

hypotheses that explain the relations between elements within a text—including the 

presence of words such as “because,” “since,” and “so”; and “rhetorical structures” that 

subtly suggest how a text should be interpreted. Some of these rhetorical devices include 

metaphors and similes, familiar exemplars and illustrations, provocative language and 

descriptors, catchphrases and visual imagery (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989).  Kasperson, 

Jhaveri, and Kasperson (2001) found the Las Vegas Review-Journal used what they 

called risk signals that helped interpret and frame the proposed Yucca Mountain storage 

site. Some of these risk signals include phrases or words such as “radioactive grave,” 

“gunk,” “atomic garbage” and “that big R.I.P. already scrawled on the crags of Yucca 

Mountain” (p. 22).   

Journalists’ interpretations and word choices do have consequences (Scheufele, 

1999). As the media use signal values to frame a story, they have the potential to 

influence whether or not individuals notice, understand or even remember a problem, as 

well as how they choose to act upon it (Entman, 1993). And, because journalists rely on 
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news sources to supply them with story topics and content, the selection and portrayal of 

news sources impacts reporting (Berkowitz & Beach, 1993). The dominance of any one 

type of source may then affect how the media frame an environmental issue. In an 

analysis of the 1969 Santa Barbara oil spill, Molotch and Lester (1974) argued that the 

news was framed by those sources who had the most access to journalists. Studies show 

that government representatives typically dominate environmental sources (Gans, 1979; 

Greenberg, Sandman, Sachsman & Salomone, 1989; Smith, 1993; Valenti 2000, 1998). 

And, as Valenti, Ackland and Steel (1998) suggest, “Local interests—proximity of a 

news event to readers or viewers—predictably dominate the media agenda” (p. 189)   

 
Research Questions 
 

By content analyzing the local and national daily newspaper coverage of the 

proposed temporary storage facility in Skull Valley, this study looks at how the risk and 

benefits of this facility have been framed over a ten-year period, from Jan 1, 1992 to Dec. 

31, 2001. While Wilkins and Patterson (1987) found the media to be “highly selective, 

often sensationalized, and sometimes inaccurate” (p. 19) when reporting environmental 

risks and recommended actions, the researchers hypothesize an association among the 

prominence of where risk is presented in the story, the type of risk, the risk time frame 

and the presence of risk signals.  

 
H1a: Risk presented prominently in the first half or throughout the story 

will likely be alarming.  
     b: Risk presented prominently in the first half or throughout the story 

will correlate with a long-term time frame and include risk signals.  
 
H2:   Benefits presented prominently in the first-half or throughout the 

story will more likely lead to reassuring or balanced presentation of 
risk and will also include benefit signals.  
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In studying media coverage of Superfund sites among communities, Dunwoody 

and Griffin (1992) found that journalists “simply adopt the frames of reference of the 

bureaucracies that they cover; a dimension of an issue will be deemed newsworthy 

because officials have defined that piece of the process as important” (p. 46). They also 

found that sources of all kinds have the ability to drive story themes, but the prevailing 

power structures that are more than likely to build environmental coverage frames. From 

the mass media, societal and personal risk judgments and personal risk judgments are 

then framed by the media (Coleman, 1993). Denigration, avoidance, or other stigma 

associated with environmental injustice most often occurs as a result of the sources relied 

on in the reporting of the story (Valenti, 1998). While government sources tend to 

dominate environmental stories this paper also examines the impact sources have on 

where and how risk is presented. 

  
H3a: Reliance on state government or activist risk sources will lead to risk 

prominence and an alarming tone.   
    b: Reliance on industry or federal government benefit sources will lead 

to balanced coverage of risk and the inclusion of benefit signals.  
 
H4a: Government sources will dominate coverage. 
    b:  Scientists or experts will be less frequent sources than government or 

industry. 
 
Based on the framing and risk literature, the researchers expect a correlation between 

prominence of risk, type of risk and the risk time frame. When risk is presented 

prominently, alarming, long-term or “both” (long-term and short-term storage in Skull 

Valley), state government and activist sources will dominate. Reassuring or balanced risk 

information presented less prominently (second-half/body of story or no mention) and 
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within a short time frame will correlate with industry and federal government source 

dominance. 

 
Methodology 
 

This study begins with media coverage in 1992 when the Goshutes initially 

became involved in the controversy and received their first grant to study the federal 

government’s Monitored Retrievable Storage facility. Articles for the study were 

retrieved from one local daily newspaper. The Salt Lake Tribune was chosen because of 

its prominence as the state of Utah’s leading newspaper and because of its proximity to 

the conflict. An on-line archival search of The Salt Lake Tribune provided 245 news 

articles from Jan. 1, 1992 to Dec. 31, 2001 that contained any variation of the words 

“nuclear” and “Goshute.” Editorials, commentary and letters to the editor were excluded 

from the study. Two national newspapers, The New York Times, chosen for its overall 

national prominence and The Los Angeles Times, chosen because of its regional 

prominence in the western United States were also analyzed. However, a Lexis-Nexis 

search using the same key words resulted in only two articles in only one of the elite 

national newspapers. When the word “Utah” was interjected, four more news stories 

appeared, resulting in an unusually small national sampling frame (n = 6). 

To pretest coding categories, ten news articles from the local newspaper were 

randomly selected (one from each year of coverage). A graduate student in mass 

communication and a graduate professor served as independent coders for the pretest and 

for the study. An intercoder reliability (Riffe, Lacy & Fico, 1998) of 84 percent was 

reached for the risk/benefit categories. The news articles were then chronologically 

organized, numbered and divided between the two coders.  
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Kasperson, Jhaveri and Kasperson (2001) define risk signals as “messages about 

risk or risk events that affect people’s perceptions about the seriousness and or 

manageability of the risk” (p. 22).  Similar to their study of the Las Vegas Review-

Journal’s newspaper coverage of the proposed Yucca mountain nuclear waste disposal 

facility, risk signals or phrases and words such as “radioactive grave,” “gunk,” “atomic 

garbage” and “that big R.I.P. already scrawled on the crags of Yucca Mountain” were 

identified in news stories. Much like risk signals, benefit signals were identified in news 

articles. Benefit signals were considered to be favorable or helpful factors and 

circumstances such as a profit, an advantage, a gain, assistance or aid (Abate, 1997).  

After all risk and benefit signals were identified in each story, the researchers then 

grouped the signals into similar risk/benefit categories and labeled them.  

Risk was coded using various coding categories. The prominence of both risk and 

benefits were first coded as being in the story throughout, first half/lead, second 

half/body or no mention. If risk was presented in the story, then the type of risk was 

accounted for: Alarming risk reflected the potentially catastrophic, dread and the 

involuntary nature of the risk, which had a tendency to elicit strong concerns and 

reactions; reassuring risk was coded as those risk factors that minimized or reassured the 

audience that risk impact was not so alarming. If both alarming and reassuring 

information were presented in the story it was considered a balanced story. Next, risk 

mentioned in the story was coded and categorized as either being about safety (eg. 

storage, transport, terrorism target), economics or health. A risk category indicating 

“other” was left blank allowing the coders to categorize any other risk not accounted for. 

Risk time frame was then coded. Short-term risk reflected a view of the risk or placement 



Question of Environmental Racism, p.14  

of the storage casks in Utah being temporary, whereas the long-term risks reflected the 

view that spent fuel would be permanently placed in Utah. If each view was echoed in the 

story, then “both” was marked.  

Source and type of source presenting risk or benefit information within the news 

story were then coded. Sources appearing in the story were coded as representing (1) 

industry, (2) activists, (3) government, (4) Indians/Goshute, (5) citizens, (6) experts (7) 

other media and (8) other.  “Industry” sources referred to anyone speaking on behalf of 

the industry, in this case, typically, Private Fuel Storage.  Industry also included excerpts 

from documents or industry reports.  “Activists” refer to anyone speaking on behalf of, or 

as a representative of, any organized, official activist, advocacy or protest group.  

Activists opposed to the proposal included members of NO! The Coalition Opposed to 

High-Level Nuclear Waste, Citizens Against Radioactive Waste in Utah, Families 

Against Incinerator Risk, Utah Realtors Association, Utah Defense Alliance, Southern 

Utah Wilderness Alliance, Downwinders, Sierra Club and the Environmental Justice 

Foundation.  

“Government” sources were coded to distinguish between state/local and federal 

government elected officials and related documents. Government (a) referred to the 

various state and locally elected officials or spokespersons.  Government (b) referred to 

any federal government officials or spokespersons, including the federal agencies.  The 

four main agencies involved in approving the PFS lease are the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory 

Commission, the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs, the U.S. Bureau of Land Management 

and the U.S. Surface Transportation Board. Government (c) refers to any state/local 

government report or document quoted as supporting or opposing the PFS proposal. 
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Government (d) refers to any federal government report or document quoted as 

supporting or opposing the PFS proposal.  

“Indian/Goshute” refers to anyone speaking on behalf of the Goshutes, including 

the General Council (all adult members of the tribe) of the Skull Valley Band of Goshute 

Indians, the band’s Executive Committee, the 450-member confederate band of Goshutes 

(a separate band from the Skull Valley Goshutes) and a group of Indians opposed to the 

proposal who formally call themselves Ohngo Gaudadeh Devia. “Citizens” refer to any 

citizen(s) not speaking on behalf of any organized, official activist, advocacy or protest 

group. “Experts” refer to any person(s) not employed by or speaking on behalf of the 

government or industry offering professional or scientific comment.  “Media” refer to 

other media outlets that may have been quoted in an article. Any source that did not fit 

into one of the aforementioned groups was placed in an “other” category.    

 
Findings 

The unusually small national sample (n=6) in this study did not indicate that risk 

is presented more prominently in news stories than benefits or vice versa. In another 

study of media coverage in this case, Brubaker (2002) also found that national media 

were more likely to reflect the position of the federal government and use more federal 

government sources, where as the local media reflected the community position.  

Through the use of negative framing the Utah media legitimized the position of local 

community leaders opposed to the Skull Valley project. Similarly, in this study, findings 

from local newspaper coverage of the conflict give a more in-depth analysis of the Skull 

Valley Goshutes and the proposal of where to store the nation’s nuclear waste.   
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The frequent use of risk signals in this controversy was common, with 80 percent 

of the studied stories containing at least one risk signal. Risk signals went as far as 

referring to the conflict as “David vs. Goliath” and associating the storage of spent fuel 

with the risk of an atomic bomb. Most of the risk signals that appeared in news stories 

were used to describe the spent fuel’s “highly radioactive” and “deadly” nature. Another 

common association made when describing the risk of radioactive material located in 

Utah’s west desert was a “dump”.  Fear of becoming the “nation’s dumping ground” 

describes what some opponents claim to be “beer cans [stored] on a soil and concrete 

tabletop.” Another association made with this project was “Chernobyl” and the “Cold 

War”. The least used risk signal used in news stories, but perhaps not the least impactful, 

was the risk of “terrorism”. Throughout the project’s development, opponents to the 

proposal  suggested the possibility of a plane containing 20,000 gallons of fuel crashing 

into “pop cans” located on the Skull Valley reservation. Not until September 11, 2001 

were these accusations taken seriously (see Table 1).   

Benefit signals were mentioned in half as many stories as risk signals, with 43 

percent of the studied stories containing at least one benefit signal. Over the ten-year 

period studied, benefit signals appeared in one of four categories. The most frequently 

used image was the “economic Savior” this project would be for the Goshutes. 

Sarcastically, some claimed profits made by the Indians in this agreement with PFS 

would necessitate the impoverished tribe to change their name to the “Beverly Hill 

Goshutes”. Not only was the gain of profits frequently mentioned, but the use of funds to 

develop desperately needed roads and schools was common.  
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Table 1. 

Risk Signals 
 

 
 1. Highly Radioactive Waste High-level radioactive waste, intensely radioactive spent fuel, 

highly radioactive spent, fuel, extremely radioactive,  
             magnitude unprecedented, glow, Glowshute, hot-button  
             issues, high-level vs. low-level radioactive material 

 
   

 
2. Long-term Danger/Fatal Deadly, “over my dead body”, radiation can kill in short time, 

fatal flaws, fatal price, dangerous waste, dangerously 
radioactive for thousands of years, hazardous radioactive 
waste, toxic, recipe for disaster, waste so dangerous it can kill 
a person in 10 seconds, nuclear devastation, dangerous for 
10,000 years, nuclear poison, most hazardous poisonous 
substance known to mankind, life of 10,000 years, largest 
toxic dumping ground, surrounded by toxicity, less than one 
in a million, lethal nuclear shell game 

  
3. Dump                                    Nuclear dumping ground, nation’s dumping ground, 

radioactive garbage, wastebasket, industrial waste zone, 
nuclear dump, reactor rubbish, enormous trashmaster, 
radioactive waste dumping zone, “don’t cook native lands 
with waste dumps”, “don’t waste Utah”, nuclear trash, pop 
cans on the reservation, parking spent fuel, stacking rods in 
west desert, pop cans, raw disposal game, low-rise industrial 
park, growing mountain of nuclear waste, parking lot, beer 
cans on a soil and concrete tabletop    
 

4. Chernobyl Mobile Chernobyl, catastrophic accident, 
leaking/contamination, radioactive leak, failure of casks, not 
some green ooze leaking out of a drum, earthquakes, no 
experience/no expertise, gross deficiencies and 
incompleteness, requires special handling, experiment 
 

5. Cold War Downwinders, David vs. Goliath, atomic tests in 40s and 
50s, federal atomic testing during Cold War, 1950s style 
government, nuclear tests of the 60s and 70s, growing up in 
grim shadow of arms testing, open-air nuclear testing in the 
50s, atom bomb—Japan, atomic waste, atomic weapon, 
fallout from atomic bomb, warfare testing, nuclear bomb, 
fallout from nuclear weapons testing, MX missile 
 

6. Terrorism   Sabotage, September 11, 2001, ground zero  
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The Goshutes, however, were not the only ones who were mentioned as beneficiaries of 

the PFS/Goshute facility. The project was often referred to as the “Savior of the nuclear 

industry.” The “self-sufficiency” the project would create for the tribe and also for 

nuclear power plants was also among the benefit signals mentioned (see Table 2).  

 
Table 2. 

 
Benefit Signals 

 

 
 

The first research question (H1a, H1b) looked at the associations risk presented 

prominently in the first half or throughout the story had with alarming risk as well as risk 

with a long-term time frame and those stories that included risk signals. The data suggest 

risk prominently presented in the news stories had a slight positive relationship with 

prominent presentation of alarming risk (r = .369, p = .000). Risk presented prominently 

in the first half or throughout the story was more likely to be alarming. In testing for part 

two of hypothesis one, a weak positive correlation (r = .145, p = .024) between risk 

presented prominently in the story and a long-term time frame of risk was found. 

However, a strong positive relationship (r = .604, p = .000) between the prominence of 

 
1. Economic Savior Economics, profits, money, economic development, 

financial payoff, jobs, taxes, economic Savior 
 
2. New Beginnings                   Development: roads, schools, education; research and 

development, new beginnings, lands, cultural center, 
diversify business interests, business development 
 

3. Savior of Nuclear Industry   Solution of nuclear industry, cleaner, safer, non-polluting 
power source, politically easier than building more storage 
capacity at nuclear power plants, Savior of nuclear industry 
 

4. Sovereignty                           Self-sufficiency, Private enterprise, sovereignty 
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risk and risk images indicated a spurious relationship between prominence and risk time 

frame when controlling for risk signals.  

Our second research question (H2) suggests the prominence of benefits in a story 

will more than likely lead to risk being more reassuring or balanced and include benefit 

signals. The prominence of benefits in a story and the type of risk a story included had 

only a spurious relationship (r = .125, p = .05). The data show a strong positive 

correlation between benefit prominence and the inclusion of benefit signals (r = .787, p = 

.000). Benefit signals were found to moderate the relationship between benefit 

prominence and type of risk. Findings suggest a relationship between benefit prominence 

in the first half or throughout a news story and the inclusion of benefit signals, but not 

with the type of risk presented.   

As the third hypothesis suggests (H3a), state government and activist sources did 

lead to risk prominence, but it did not lead to an alarming tone. Except for an a slightly 

greater percentage of state government sources who presented more alarming risk, more 

sources were used in stories that did not have an alarming tone as opposed to those that 

had an alarming tone. This finding may be a reflection of the spurious relationship found 

between prominence and type of risk in the first hypothesis. However, state government 

and activist sources were used in more risk stories that presented risk in the first half or 

throughout the story. When the alarming variable is ignored, state government and 

activist sources are still used for risk information more than any other source.  

The second part of hypothesis three (H3b) suggests reliance on industry or federal 

government sources will lead to balanced coverage of risk. However, in stories including 

benefit information, industry and federal government sources were not the most used 
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sources. Stories that included both alarming and reassuring risk information and provided 

balanced coverage of risk used more Indian and industry sources to present the 

information. Federal government sources were included less often in stories than state 

government or expert sources. 

Of the 245 articles in the study, 80 percent (80.1%) included risk reporting. While 

almost half of the stories where risk appeared used alarming risk (48.6%) as opposed to 

reassuring risk (4.5%) or balanced coverage (27.8%), safety risks such as transportation, 

storage and terrorism were found in over 60 percent of these articles, followed by health 

risks (24.5%), economic risks (17.6%) and environmental risks (13%).  

Overall, state government was the predominant source in the studied articles. Of 

the 516 total sources reporting risk or benefit throughout the 245 coded news articles, 

benefit sources represented only a quarter (130 benefit sources or 25.2%) of the total. 

While it was hypothesized that government sources would dominate news coverage, the 

federal government did not have as much presence in presenting risk and benefit 

information as did, in this case, the opposition state and local government. State/local 

government sources were used twice as often as any other source in presenting risk 

information. Activist and Indian sources were the second most frequently relied upon 

source of risk information. Even though government reports/documents are reported in 

the overall results of government sources, only three percent of the state/local 

government sources used were documents or reports.  

Overall, the federal government did not present much risk or benefit information. 

Benefit sources were dominated by Indian, state/local government and industry sources.  
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Experts were used less frequently than all government, industry or activist sources in 

presenting risk. Experts were not relied on for benefit information (see Table 3).  

 
Table 3. 
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Conclusions 

 This is a study, and a story, of government sources dominating environmental 

coverage, but in an unusual activist role aligned with anti-nuclear groups. In the West, 

state governments battling “the feds” is not atypical, and in parts of the region where 

much land is owned by the federal government, battles are often fierce. The struggles of 

American Indians are also embedded in the history of the western states. Often the 

victims of poverty, unemployment, culturally oppressive education and health systems, 

Indian nations have struggled to retain their sovereignty and control their assigned, 

remaining lands. In the case of Utah’s Skull Valley Goshutes, a direly diminishing nation 
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faces difficult choices from a reservation with no history to their people, and situated in a 

desolate area surrounded by dangerous military test grounds and toxic commercial 

operations. It is no wonder they came to consider yet another risky venture for Utah’s 

west desert. 

 In this battle pitting sovereignty, environmental justice and economic survival 

against a state government posturing as anti-nuclear advocates, the federal government 

and experts have become the unheard voices. And, in defiance of the traditional 

definition of environmental discrimination, the minority Goshutes have become the 

Goliath aligned with the nation’s industrial consortium seeking a site for nuclear waste, 

and with the federal government, against the self-proclaimed David, Utah’s Republican 

governor. The assessment of environmental racism in this case charges the state’s 

governor with racism in his willingness to support existing high-risk military and private 

industry ventures in an area, yet denial in the same area for an economic pursuit by the 

non-tax paying, once nearly invisible, but now controversial Skull Valley Goshutes. 

Environmental racism charges typically consider physical and economic measures, 

pollution exposures or costs, distribution of risks and benefits, aesthetic and health values 

(Gelobter, 1992; 1994). In this case study, elected tribal leaders competed against others, 

both Indian nations and state counties, in a call for proposals, won, then used initial 

monies to educate themselves about the perceived and real risks involved in the proposed  

Project. Goshute leaders visited facilities worldwide and hired experts to help in their 

assessment of safety and health issues. Their decision that the obvious economic benefits 

outweighed the supposed risks of temporarily storing nuclear wastes, fell in accord with 

research by nuclear physicists and other experts, who assert that public perceptions have 
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been mistaken, evoked irrational fears, and led to unwarranted anxiety over proven, 

although untested, technology (Dupont, 1981; Cohen, 1983; Jenkins-Smith, 1994; 

Jenkins-Smith et. al., 1991; and Slovic et. al. 1991). Their decision caused dissension 

within their own community and among other Indian organizations who accuse the Skull 

Valley Goshutes of betraying the Principles of Environmental Justice (Bryant & Mohai, 

1992), and failing to protect Mother Earth. The state and local governments of Utah, 

although several were among the initial applicants for the project, now stand united in an 

effort to stop the federally endorsed contract with the Indian nation. It would seem the 

Indians have the upper hand at last, in perhaps the ultimate high risk environmental 

battle.  

 The state’s leading daily newspaper, sampled for this study, published a formal 

editorial position against the project in June, 2001 arguing that “if the dry-cask storage 

method is safe, as the nuclear industry claims, why move the stuff to Utah? Leave it 

where it is, and don’t risk accidents during transport” (Salt Lake Tribune, 2001, p.A14). 

Reporters at the Tribune, primarily three different environmental journalists during the 

length of this study, have kept the story on the agenda, relying predominantly on state 

and local government sources, but also sourcing Indian activists on both sides of the 

controversy. Only experts appear to be left out of the reporting on this highly complex, 

uncertain science story.  

 Glassner (1999) argues in “The Culture of Fear: Why Americans are Afraid of the 

Wrong Things,” that money is wasted on nonexistent dangers but real social problems 

fail to get addressed. It is impossible for the authors of this research to consider the 

storage of nuclear waste not a danger, nor do we take the position that Utah should accept 
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this national risk burden. However, we do disclose our amazement at the state’s failure to 

assist this minority population in finding alternatives to very real economic and survival 

issues, and their willingness to again attack an already oppressed group, historically 

victimized, when it appears the same state has opened its arms, and economic coffers, to 

other high risk enterprises in virtually the same geographic area. 

 Certainly, in this case study, the nuclear opposition has not been marginalized in 

press coverage as has been the claim in earlier reports from the anti-nuclear movement 

(Rojecki, 1999). And, risk, often missing in environment coverage (Sachsman, Simon & 

Valenti, 2002), dominates the lead and persists throughout stories. In the reporting of the 

nation’s ongoing nuclear power, nuclear weapons and nuclear waste stories, it would 

appear from this research, as is found in the literature, government sources will dominate, 

and the images of risk will persist more alarmingly, and without benefit of expert input. 

Media appear to reinforce the existing stigmas and imagery apparent in public discourse, 

and perhaps through framing, impact a negative perception of all things nuclear. A major 

limitation of this study is the missing evidence of what, if any, impact media’s reporting 

has had on the various stakeholders involved. As this case continues through the courts 

and on tribal lands, researchers should continue to monitor media sensitivity to cultural 

history, sourcing, and design studies to measure effects on both decision makers and 

general readers. 
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