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Introduction 

In May 2013, a black mountain of petroleum coke – a black, viscous byproduct of the refining 
process of oil from the Canadian oil sands – the size of a city block sprang up beside Detroit’s 
waterfront. 
 
Almost immediately, media attention exploded around this pile of unsightly black waste. 
Reaching four stories tall at one point, the mountain of pet coke fueled an intense debate in 
the media. Opponents, including U.S. Rep. Gary Peters and former U.S. Vice-President Al Gore,  
accused the companies involved, including Koch Industries and Detroit Bulk Storage, of 
irresponsible and potentially illegal storage practices. 
 
The situation and media backlash eventually led to public protests in Detroit over the issue 
(which coincided with the end of the study period for this report).  
 
By July of 2013, however, the companies involved decided to stop trucking in pet coke to the 
controversial storage site.  
 
As of this writing, a permit application by Detroit Bulk Storage was being considered that 
would allow the pet coke storage to proceed. 
 
 

Photo courtesy of Wikipedia Commons user: romanm under Creative Commons licensing 
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Executive Summary 

• The issue was very negative for the Canadian oil sands industry overall and the three main 
companies involved – Koch Industries, Detroit Bulk Storage and Marathon Oil  – as well as 
local governments at the city and state level.  
 

• More than 50 per cent of coverage, much of it U.S.-based, noted the petroleum coke was 
from the Canadian oil sands. 
 

• The top mentioned key messages throughout coverage was that a) The pet coke piles were 
a direct result of the Canadian oil sands industry; and b) Koch Industries was the company 
responsible for how and where the pet coke was stored. Another top-mentioned key 
message was that the companies involved lacked the necessary permits. 

• More than one-third of coverage was negative towards local governments. Negative 
coverage was highest between May 20 and 22 with stories about Koch Industries being 
connected to the petroleum coke pile. 

• Coverage toward local governments turned positive when representatives were seen as 
proactively trying to solve the problem. Indeed, one-quarter of coverage ended up being 
positive toward local governments, with the largest spike between May 26 and 28. This was 
largely due to Rep. Peters pushing for a health study on petroleum coke. 

• Of private companies or entities mentioned in coverage, Koch Industries led the way with a 
38 per  cent share of voice  followed by Imperial Petroleum Corp. (27%), Detroit Bulk 
Storage (23%) and the Moroun family (12%). Almost all mentions of these companies or 
groups were negative. 

• Rep. Gary Peters was the most quoted individual within the coverage. His was quoted 
criticizing the handling of the petroleum coke piles and proposing a study of their health 
effects. Windsor MP Brian Masse was the second-most quoted individual.  

• Tweets about the situation were slightly more positive than traditional media stories – 27 
per cent of tweets were positive while 25 per cent of media stories were positive. Tweets 
were also slightly less negative. 

• Negative tweets primarily focused on health effects, community outrage and the lack of 
oversight by government. 

• Positive tweets primarily focused on legislation to clean up the petroleum coke piles, Rep. 
Peters calling for a health study and stories about the petroleum coke being shipped back to 
Canada. 
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Articles Circulation 
Pet coke story hits 
major publications; 
congressman Gary 
Peters’ public 
criticism. 

The Guardian covers 
pet coke story; Al Gore 
comments. 

Environment 
groups protest in 
Detroit over pet 
coke issue. 

• Coverage began in early May with sporadic mentions in the Windsor Star (“Petcoke site in Detroit lacks 
proper zoning, permits,” May 2). 

• Audience reach spiked between May 17 and 19, as the story was picked up by several major publications 
(“Mountain of Petroleum Coke From Oil Sands Rises in Detroit” in The New York Times (Online), May 17). 

• Total articles and audience reach hit their highest points between May 20 and 22 as the story trickled 
down to smaller publications and Rep. Gary Peters made public statements about the issue 
(“Congressmen seek answers on safety of pet coke piles along Detroit’s waterfront” in the Detroit Free 
Press (Online), May 22). 

• Articles and circulation both peaked again after a story in The Guardian (“Detroit's mountains of 
petroleum coke are 'dirtier than the dirtiest fuel‘” in The Guardian (Online), June 7). Coverage during 
June 10-12 was also driven by comments from former Vice President Al Gore (“Gore to Obama: Get 
'serious‘” in Politico (Online), June 11). 

• Coverage spiked a final time at the end of the month with a series of pet coke protests (“Dozens  
block traffic during protest over pet coke piles” in the Detroit News, June 25). 

Coverage over time 

Total articles: 145 Total Circulation: 84,265,414 
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Key message Share of Voice 
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Overall Tone 

• More than one third of coverage was negative towards 
local governments. Negative coverage was highest  
between May 20 and 22 with stories about Koch Industries 
being connected to the petroleum coke piles (“Koch 
brothers + Moroun = a growing pile of pet coke on the 
Detroit riverfront” in the Detroit Free Press (Online),  
May 21). 

• Another spike in negative coverage came between June 10 
and 12, as photos of the petroleum coke piles were 
published by several news websites (“LOOK: Stunning 
Photos Show Pet Coke's Human Toll” in the Huffington Post 
(Online), June 11). 

• One quarter of coverage was positive, with the largest spike 
between May 26 and 28. This was largely due to Rep. 
Peters pushing for a health study on petroleum coke 
(“Joined by local business leaders, Congressman Peters calls 
for study into petroleum coke piles on Detroit's riverfront” 
in MLive (Online), May 28). 

• In terms of key message share of voice, over 50 per cent 
noted the petroleum coke was from the Canadian oil sands. 
The second most-mentioned key message was the 
involvement of Koch Industries. 

• Of private companies or entities mentioned in coverage, 
Koch Industries led the way with a 38 per  cent share of 
voice  followed by Imperial Petroleum Corp. (27%), Detroit 
Bulk Storage (23%) and the Moroun family (12%). Almost all 
mentions of these companies or groups were negative. 
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Dave Battagello - Windsor Star 

David Muller - Mlive 
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David Sands - Huffington Post 
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Brad Friedman - Huffington Post 

Articles Circulation 

Top Journalists 

• Rep. Gary Peters was the most quoted individual within the 
coverage. His was quoted criticizing the handling of the 
petroleum coke piles and proposing a study of their health 
effects. 

• Windsor MP Brian Masse was the second-most quoted 
individual. He was primarily quoted in Canadian sources and 
negative articles. 

• Only two of the top publications were not from the Detroit-
Windsor area – CBC News (Online) and the Huffington Post. 
Seven of the top ten publications were American and three 
were Canadian. 

• Dave Battagello from the Windsor Star was the top journalist. 
He broke the issue of pet coke piles lacking permits (“Permits 
lacking at petcoke site; Systemic lapses evident” in the Windsor 
Star, May 3) and covered petroleum coke developments 
throughout May. 

• David Mueller was the journalist with the second-most 
coverage.  His coverage primarily focused on Rep. Peters and 
developments in Congress (“Congressman Peters to again urge 
investigation into impact of petroleum coke as it piles up along 
Detroit’s waterfront” in MLive (Online), May 22). 

Top quoted spokespeople Highlights 
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Gary Peters - Rep. Michigan 14th District 

Brian Masse - MP, Windsor West 

Rashida Tlaib - Rep. Michigan 6th District 

Al Gore - Former Vice President 

Lorne Stockman - Journalist, Price of Oil 

Mark Routt - Energy Consultant 

Andy Hartz - District Co-ordinator, Michigan 
Department of Environmental Quality 

Daniel Cherrin - Spokesperson, Detroit Bulk 
Storage 

Jeff Gearhart - Research Director, Ecology 
Center 

Kerry Satterthwaite - Analyst, Roskill 
Information Services 

# articles 
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Total Tweets: 947 Total Impressions: 4,980,979 
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The Guardian 
runs its story 
on pet coke in 
Detroit. 

Environment 
groups protest 
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pet coke pile. 
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statements 
on pet coke. 

Al Gore 
comments on 
the issue. 

• There were four key Twitter spikes: one after Rep. Peters made his 
comments about petroleum coke in Detroit in late May, after The 
Guardian ran its story on the pet coke issue in early June, after former 
Vice President Al Gore made comments about petroleum coke in mid-
June, and then after the protests in Detroit at the end of June. 

• Tweets about the situation were slightly more positive than traditional 
media stories – 27 per cent of tweets were positive while 25 per cent of 
media stories were positive. Tweets were also slightly less negative. 

• Negative tweets primarily focused on health effects, community 
outrage and the lack of oversight by government. 

• Positive tweets primarily focused on legislation to clean up the 
petroleum coke piles, Rep. Peters calling for a health study and stories 
about the petroleum coke being shipped back to Canada. 

Highlights 
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Handle Retweet Ratio 

@YourAnonNews 23 
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@insideclimate 5 
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Top handles by followers 

Top influencers 

Top handles by tweets 

• The popular handle from the group Anonymous 
(@YourAnonNews) was the top influencer, with a tweet 
about the Detroit protests retweeted 23 times. 
Anonymous was also the handle with the most followers. 

• NYT Science (@nytimesscience) was the second-highest 
influencer, with a tweet about petroleum coke being 
shipped back to Canada which was reweeted 13 times. 
NYT Science was also the handle with the second most 
followers. 

• The top handles by followers included several news 
organizations such as CBC News, The New York Times 
and The Detroit News and the Detroit Free Press. Activist 
organizations such as Truth Out, LOLGOP and 
Anonymous were among the top users. 

• Detroit activist Stephen Boyle (@fuzzytek) was the top 
user by number of tweets. His tweets included 
information about the Detroit protests and links to 
videos about the petroleum coke issue. 
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© 2013 MediaMiser Ltd. 11 

About MediaMiser


MediaMiser is a leading provider of media monitoring and analysis 
software and professional services for organizations of all sizes. 
Through innovative web-based and mobile solutions, MediaMiser 
reduces the time and effort it takes to gather, analyze and distribute 
valuable business intelligence extracted from traditional and social 
media sources. For organizations that prefer to outsource, 
MediaMiser also provides detailed analysis reports and daily media 
briefings through an expert client services team. 


Contact information:

Email: arlene.hall@mediamiser.com "
Phone: 613-232-7797 x 128	
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