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Abstract 

Shale gas extraction via hydraulic fracturing is a controversial issue in North America. In 

British Columbia (BC), the provincial government and its industry partners have made 

relentless efforts since late 2011 to develop an export-oriented liquefied natural gas (LNG) 

industry targeting Asia. However, the aggressive pursuit of extractivism underlying this 

policy initiative has stimulated continuous public debates. Drawing upon the growing body 

of scholarship addressing environmental communication and the energy humanities, this 

dissertation explores the intricate economic, political, and ideological struggles underlying 

BC LNG. It focuses on how the BC Liberal government and domestic fossil fuel advocates 

developed a ‘progressive extractivism’ storyline, which depicts LNG exports as an unprec-

edented and ethical economic opportunity deserving the political support of environ-

mentally minded British Columbians. By contrast, the anti-LNG coalition formed by pro-

gressive civil organisations, Indigenous groups, and concerned citizens challenges the 

dominance of progressive extractivism by engaging in fierce discursive resistance. My 

analysis highlights two distinctive discursive strategies adopted by the anti-LNG coalition, 

namely (1) their recognition of the fragile economic basis of BC LNG and deployment of 

mainstream economic knowledge to highlight this vulnerability, as well as (2) their expan-

sion of public debates beyond the ‘jobs versus the environment’ dichotomy by incor-

porating potent political issues such as democratic governance and many indigenous 

communities’ refusal to grant consent for LNG development. This dissertation further as-

sesses the public circulation of pro- and anti-LNG storylines by examining their impacts 

on the news coverage of Pacific NorthWest (PNW) LNG, which was once considered BC 

LNG’s flagship proposal. In view of these empirical findings, this study ends by reflecting 

upon the internal contradictions of the Canadian political economy and capitalist social 

reproduction’s threatening push for extreme carbon.  

Keywords: natural gas, shale gas, fracking, discourse coalition, extractivism, 

British Columbia 
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Introduction 

This dissertation originates from my curiosity about resource extraction’s persis-

tent dominance in Canada’s political economy. In 2015, I first learned of the public 

disputes surrounding British Columbia’s reckless pursuit of an export-oriented liquefied 

natural gas (LNG) sector targeting Asian markets. Back then, the provincial Liberal gov-

ernment aggressively promoted LNG as a clean alternative to coal and framed the export 

of it as a meaningful contribution to mitigating climate change. In line with this ‘bridge fuel’ 

rhetoric, domestic fossil fuel advocates claimed that LNG would reduce greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions and improve the air quality of many developing Asian countries, notably 

China and India. I was curious about the contradiction embedded in such claims: to ad-

dress problems like air pollution and greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, why not formulate 

policies that facilitated a direct transition to renewable energy sources? How could the 

establishment of a new fossil fuel sector be labelled as environmentally friendly? 

My knowledge of environmental communication convinced me that there must be 

something worth further investigation underneath the BC Liberal Party’s LNG boosterism. 

This eventually led me to analyse ‘LNG in British Columbia’, the official website showcas-

ing British Columbia’s LNG blueprint. My analysis (Chen & Gunster, 2016) suggests that 

the website’s discourse concerning LNG’s environmental benefits relies heavily on accen-

tuating the ethereal characteristics of natural gas in contrast to the material density and 

toxicity of other fossil fuels like coal and bitumen. Constructing this conceptual binary en-

ables the BC Liberal Party to brand its LNG blueprint as an ethical choice deserving the 

support of environmentally minded British Columbians. 

Inspired by this research, my exploration into Canadian energy politics continued. 

The BC Liberal government is not alone in pursuing resource-based prosperity. Since the 

2000s, other Canadian provinces have implemented similar policy initiatives with the hope 

of expanding their resource sectors. Whilst Alberta has actively defended its bitumen in-

dustry against public doubts brought by growing environmental concerns and global 

market volitivity, Atlantic provinces (New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland and 

Labrador) have explored various ways to further develop their offshore drilling and shale 

gas production. When reading news reports about these energy initiatives, I repeatedly 

wondered what factors make resource extraction such an intuitive option for Canadian 
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policymakers. What kept appearing in their public discussions was a taken-for-granted 

attitude towards maintaining Canada as a resource hinterland. As someone born in Main-

land China, I still remembered how my high school political courses kept emphasising the 

necessity of shielding national economy and politics from foreign interference, yet what I 

witnessed in Canadian policymaking and public discourse was in sharp contrast to this 

Chinese belief. 

The BC Liberal government’s push for LNG exports turned out to be short-lived 

hype which rose and fell within a mere six years, from late 2011 to mid-2017. Was this 

failure caused by changing Asian energy market conditions, by strong political resistance 

on the ground, or by other factors? Moreover, what is the relationship between the busi-

ness risks of LNG exports and the environmental concerns about fracking? Compared 

with the existing communication scholarship on Alberta’s bitumen industry, BC LNG pre-

sents a less studied yet equally important public controversy for empirical research. As 

mentioned earlier, the BC Liberal Party framed LNG exports as part of its environmental 

leadership. This promotional strategy has become increasingly notable in Canadian en-

ergy politics. In this regard, the not-so-distant past of BC LNG presents an excellent case 

for examining the ongoing political contests over extractivism in Canada. 

Why Study Public Debates over LNG in British Columbia 

In the inaugural issue of Environmental Communication, Robert Cox (2007) argues 

that ‘the field of environmental communication arises at a moment of conjunctural crisis, 

defined in not insignificant ways by human-caused threats to both biological systems and 

human communities, and also by the continuing failure of societal institutions to sufficiently 

engage these pressures’ (p. 7). Inspired by Cox’s definition of environmental communica-

tion as a crisis-driven discipline, this dissertation asserts itself not as a purely academic 

work but as a critical intervention in Canada’s intensifying political contests over extractive 

industries. It aims to offer both analysis and critique of how stakeholders and news media 

communicate about BC LNG from the ethical postulate that climate change mitigation is 

in dire need of radical policy measures addressing contemporary society’s addiction to 

fossil fuels. Such an attempt will make explicit the vital role of communication in the global 

pursuit of a sustainable future. 
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The heated public debates triggered by the BC Liberal government’s pro-LNG pol-

icies reveal the complexity of Canadian energy politics. Between September 2011 and 

August 2017, relevant stakeholders employed multiple discursive frames to contest the 

meaning of LNG and knowledge about it in the BC public sphere. Emerging from these 

contests were two conflicting ‘storylines’ (Hajer, 1995; Dryzek, 2013) which strive to influ-

ence the provincial public’s understanding of LNG policies. As a contested policy issue, 

BC LNG is located at the intersection of economic, social, political, and environmental 

concerns, and its shifting meaning ‘enables cooperation and contestation between differ-

ent social worlds, such as science, policy, and society’ (Metze, 2017, p. 37). Indeed, a 

comprehensive analysis of BC LNG’s associated public discourses bears important theo-

retical implications for understanding how discursive dynamics amongst contending 

stakeholders drive the development of a policy controversy. 

From the perspective of political economy, the BC Liberal government and their 

industry allies’ aggressive push to expand domestic shale gas extraction and establish 

LNG exports to Asia is reflective of the rise of transnational capitalism and global power 

shifts. As the 21st century unfolds, the rapid expansion of unconventional fossil fuel pro-

duction has reshaped Canadian capitalism and society in profound ways (Pineault, 2018). 

As Canada’s gateway to Asian energy markets, BC has been a central battleground be-

tween extractive capital and its opponents. Over the past decade, the province has 

witnessed intense political struggles over several mega energy projects, notably the 

Enbridge Northern Gateway Pipeline Project, the Trans Mountain Pipeline Expansion, and 

the PNW LNG Megaproject, one of the major projects proposed for the BC LNG sector. 

All these projects are designed to improve Canada’s fossil fuel industry’s export capacity 

to Asia. To Canadian energy corporations, Asia’s fast-growing energy consumption is an 

irresistible destination for a treasure hunt (Chen & Gunster, 2016).  

Spurred by this image, mainstream narratives in the Canadian public sphere have 

demonstrated a laissez-faire attitude towards extractivism and neoliberal globalisation. In 

my analysis of the ‘LNG in British Columbia’ website, I criticize its rhetorical simplification 

of the political economy of Asian energy markets. In hindsight, the mythification of Asia is 

symptomatic of the Canadian economy’s continuous dependence on staple extraction. As 

Canada remains primarily a hinterland of other industrial economies, the dependency 

mindset is maintained and reproduced by a complex discursive framework (Neubauer, 

2017; Veltmeyer & Bowles, 2014). Although sociology and political economy have offered 
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extensive discussions on this mindset, communication research on it remains in short sup-

ply, which makes BC LNG a worthwhile case for empirical analysis (Gunster, Szeman, 

Greaves, & Neubauer, 2018). 

The controversial LNG policies in British Columbia are also closely tied to the re-

cent surge of ‘extreme’ fossil fuel production in North America and globally (Davidson & 

Gismondi, 2011; Fast, 2014; Pineault, 2018). British Columbia has abundant natural gas 

reserves (the Horn River Basin, the Montney, the Liard Basin, and the Cordova Embay-

ment) located in its northeast interior, which is home to many small towns and First Nations 

communities (BC Ministry of Natural Gas Development, 2013). For decades, the produc-

tion and trade of BC gas were relatively stable since it was extracted primarily for domestic 

consumption and exported merely to Alberta and adjacent US states. Since the mid-2000s, 

however, structural changes have fundamentally altered the BC gas industry’s decades-

long business model (Gomes, 2015). Following the US shale gas boom, innovations in 

extraction technologies (especially horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing) have dra-

matically boosted the estimation of British Columbia’s technically recoverable natural gas 

reserves (BC Ministry of Natural Gas Development, 2013). As a result of booming domes-

tic production, the North American market has been experiencing a long-term price decline 

since 2008 (the Henry Hub prices in Figure 0.1). Meanwhile, rapid economic growth in 

Asia (especially China) has increased demand for fossil fuels, which has elevated China’s 

regional natural gas prices (the Asian LNG prices in Figure 0.1). In this context, LNG ex-

ports from North America to Asia have become an attractive proposition for policymakers 

as well as domestic and international energy corporations. In British Columbia, the state-

industry alliance’s pursuit of LNG wealth constellated into pro-LNG policies, LNG project 

proposals, and promotional discourses during the 2011–2017 period.  

Developing an export-oriented LNG industry in British Columbia requires three key 

components (Gomes, 2015). To begin, the scale of natural gas extraction in the province 

must be dramatically enlarged to supply the large volumes of gas needed to justify building 

mega LNG facilities. This inevitably involves an increase in fracking, the colloquial term 

describing the combination of horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing. This unconven-

tional fossil fuel extraction method has proven controversial during the US shale gas boom, 

drawing growing scholarly attention (e.g. Matthews & Hansen, 2018; Wylie, 2018) to its 

social and ecological impacts. In their assessment of regional effects of proposed shale 

gas development in Fort Nelson (a community in northeast BC), Garvie, Lowe, and Shaw 
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(2014) have found that if the development proceeded as planned, it would threaten local 

wildlife habitats, significantly increase water use and the risk of underground water con-

tamination, and have negative impacts on local air quality and global GHG emissions. 

Given fracking’s central role in many environmental controversies across the world, this 

dissertation is intended to contribute to the research on its communication aspect. 

 

Figure 1.1. Global Natural Gas Prices 2004–2014 (Source: International Energy Agency) 

Compared with fracking controversies elsewhere, the BC case includes two addi-

tional components that demand scholarly attention. First, to transport large volumes of gas 

to coastal LNG facilities for liquefaction and export, the province must upgrade its current 

gas pipeline network. Although this task may not be as challenging as persuading the BC 

public to accept bitumen pipelines, it would still involve extensive negotiations with differ-

ent stakeholders, and disagreement could escalate into heightened political tension. For 

instance, since 2015, activists from the Wet’suwet’en First Nation have taken a series of 

actions, including setting up roadblocks and check points, to oppose a gas pipeline being 

built across their traditional territory (Jeong, 8 January 2019).  

Secondly, LNG facilities must be constructed near coastal BC communities for gas 

liquefication and marine transport, which would threaten the ecology and living environ-

ment of these communities. Not only are these facilities highly capital intensive, but the 
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process of liquefaction requires large quantities of electricity, which is often produced 

through gas-powered plants that generate considerable GHG emissions. In anticipation of 

this challenge, The BC Liberal government revived the Site C dam project in 2010 so they 

could claim to use this renewable energy source to fulfil the anticipated electricity con-

sumption from liquefaction. However, the adverse environmental impacts of Site C soon 

turned it into a public controversy of its own (Eagle, 23 March 2017). 

Besides the multiple components required for establishing the LNG industry, the 

strong environmental sentiment in the BC public sphere presents a political barrier for the 

legitimisation of extractive projects. The province has a long tradition of environmental 

activism. In the 1980s, Clayoquot Sound on Vancouver Island witnessed the War in the 

Woods, a series of protests that included the largest number of arrests for civil disobedi-

ence in Canadian history (Wilson, 1999). Public mobilisation for environmental causes has 

recently re-emerged during the BC public’s strong opposition to the Northern Gateway 

Pipeline Project and the Trans Mountain Pipeline Expansion (Hackett & Adams, 2018; 

Neubauer, 2017). BC First Nations are highly politically active: few treaties were signed 

during colonisation, which means that most of the province is subject to aboriginal title, 

giving First Nations legal and political leverage to resist development initiatives imposed 

by government and industry. Finally, in 2007–08, the province became the first jurisdiction 

in North America to implement a comprehensive carbon tax and subsequently committed 

to significant GHG emissions reduction. As such, the BC Liberal government’s promotion 

of LNG stands in stark contrast to its oft-proclaimed aggressive approach to tackling cli-

mate change. 

Another unique trend found in BC opponents’ discourses is that they have offered 

a series of economic arguments to counter those seeking to promote LNG exports. This 

trend counters the traditional ‘jobs versus the environment’ dichotomy often found in en-

vironmental politics (Hackett & Adams, 2008). As noted in Matthews and Hansen’s (2018) 

review of research on fracking controversies in the US and Europe, this dichotomy has 

emerged as a prevalent pattern denoting polarized contests between stakeholders regard-

ing resource extraction as an economic good and those regarding it as an environmental 

threat. In British Columbia, however, the uncertainty of the business case for LNG exports 

has sparked criticism of their economic rationale. Each LNG plant will be a multi-billion 

investment requiring both a steady supply of gas from the BC interior and long-term con-

tracts with Asian buyers. As Lee (2014) has stated, securing these long-term contracts will 
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be difficult due to the volatility of the global gas commodity landscape. After all, countries 

like China, South Korea, and Japan have little reason to lock themselves into using BC 

gas when they could get similar supplies from the expanding Eurasian natural gas system 

and growing shipments from other LNG exporters like Qatar, Australia, Malaysia, and In-

donesia. Accordingly, some have suggested that the economic case for LNG exports 

depends upon the province offering significant concessions and subsidies, which weakens 

the economic good rhetoric. Graham (2017) has examined political donations and corpo-

rate lobbying accompanying BC LNG’s policy planning process and argued that the fossil 

fuel industry was exercising undue influence upon the formation of BC energy policies, 

including favourable treatment with respect to land access, corporate taxation, and royalty 

rates from shale gas extraction, amongst other issues. 

In summary, BC LNG presents an extractivist endeavour suffering from a multitude 

of challenges. Despite these obstacles, the BC Liberal government still chose to bet the 

province’s economic future on LNG exports. Between late 2011 and mid-2017, it devoted 

considerable effort into promoting the business case for LNG exports to the public and 

potential investors. The questions then remain: what factors have made it so addictive to 

resource-based development, and how have environmental organisations and their allies 

fought back? To answer these, this dissertation examines the discursive sphere of en-

gagement created by contests between LNG proponents and opponents. 

Case Study: British Columbia’s Pursuit of LNG Exports from 
Late 2011 to Mid-2017 

To contextualize the following chapters’ analysis of BC LNG discourses, this sec-

tion briefly reviews the major milestones which have informed debates over LNG in the 

BC public sphere since late 2011. The BC Liberal government’s ambition of LNG devel-

opment first entered public view with the release of Canada Starts Here: The BC Jobs 

Plan (BC Office of the Premier, 26 October 2011). The document envisioned the creation 

of a prosperous LNG export sector as a key strategy for the province’s future job growth. 

In February 2012, the BC Liberal government’s pro-LNG efforts consolidated into 

a development blueprint (BC Ministry of Energy and Mines, 03a February 2012) in which 

LNG was branded as ‘the cleanest fossil fuel in the world’, which would simultaneously 

deliver economic prosperity and strengthen British Columbia’s environmental leadership. 
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In many ways, the blueprint resembled former Alberta Premier Ralph Klein’s approach to 

bitumen development in the 1990s: it focussed on fostering investment in LNG infrastruc-

ture by the private sector by removing policy hurdles and lowering taxation instead of 

stimulating sectoral development through publicly funded projects. Shortly after releasing 

the blueprint, the BC Liberal government launched the ‘LNG in British Columbia’ website 

(https://lnginbc.gov.bc.ca/), which functioned as the primary promotional platform for Brit-

ish Columbia’s LNG policies in subsequent years. 

By the end of 2012, it became evident that the business interests in LNG exports, 

with help from the governing BC Liberal Party’ tirelessly promotional efforts, had grown 

from several individual project proposals into a comprehensive economic blueprint which 

would dominate the provincial public agenda. In preparation for the upcoming provincial 

election, the BC Liberal Party made continuous marketing efforts to maintain the LNG 

momentum. Around this period, there were three major proposals maintaining the public’s 

image of ‘LNG prosperity’: the PNW LNG project proposed by a Petronas-led consortium, 

the LNG Canada project by a Shell-led consortium, and the Kitimat LNG project by Chev-

ron and Woodside Petroleum. 

The 40th general election took place in May 2013, and the BC Liberal Party made 

LNG the central topic of this election as a means of salvaging their electoral fortunes with 

a public which had grown tired of the Liberal Party’ governance. Three months before the 

election, the governing Christy Clark cabinet announced the BC Prosperity Fund, a sav-

ings fund to be supported by LNG revenues. Given the timing of this announcement, it 

was widely considered a campaign message to swing voters that the BC Liberal Party had 

chosen LNG as their primary economic platform. In follow-up statements concerning the 

provincial election, Christy Clark even touted the idea that once LNG exports to Asia rose, 

BC would be debt-free over the next decade. The BC Liberal Party won the provincial 

election with majority status and consequently had economic promises to fulfil. 

Along with the advancement of the BC Liberal Party’ LNG agenda, the PNW LNG 

project emerged as the flagship proposal due to its enormous amount of investment. In 

June 2013, the project’s primary industry stakeholder, Petronas, announced that it would 

spend up to $16 billion on PNW (‘Petronas to spend up to $16B on BC LNG project’, 11 

June 2013), which the provincial government framed as a strong indicator of the LNG 
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boom. Six months later, the National Energy Board approved PNW, along with three other 

LNG proposals. 

In February 2014, the BC Liberal government introduced two-tiered LNG royalty 

rates in its annual budget: 1.5% at the start of an LNG facility’s production and a later 

increase to 7% after all the capital costs of construction have been recouped through sales. 

Following this announcement, industry stakeholders deemed both rates as unacceptable. 

Later in September, for instance, Petronas’s CEO, Shamsul Abbas, threatened to cancel 

PNW, arguing that ‘rather than ensuring the development of the LNG industry through 

appropriate incentives and assurance of legal and fiscal stability, the Canadian landscape 

of LNG development is now one of uncertainty, delay and short vision’ (‘Petronas may pull 

out of BC LNG project’, 25 September 2014, para. 3). 

The pushback from Petronas and other industry stakeholders emerged along with 

a plunge in Asian natural gas prices. After fluctuating around $15 per MBtu between mid-

2011 and mid-2014, Asian LNG prices fell sharply. As of the beginning of 2015, the price 

gap between North America’s benchmark and Asia’s benchmark was as little as eight 

dollars per MBtu, which drastically reduced the profit margin of trans-Pacific LNG trade. 

Feeling the pressure of corporate capital threatening to abandon LNG development, the 

BC Liberal government conceded and offered tax breaks to the PNW project, which con-

vinced Petronas to offer a preliminary investment decision in June 2015. In the decision, 

Petronas stated that the project would proceed if it satisfied two conditions: approval of a 

project development agreement by the BC legislature and clearing of the federal environ-

mental assessment review process. 

The year 2016 began with two blows to BC LNG. In early February, Shell an-

nounced that it would delay the final investment decision on the LNG Canada project until 

the end of 2016 since it was hit by a 44% slump in earnings due to low oil prices (Hussain, 

5 February 2016). Merely two weeks after Shell’s announcement, AltaGas shelved its 

Douglas Channel project, attributing the decision to poor economic conditions and wors-

ening global energy prices (‘BC LNG: AltaGas shelves Douglas Channel project near 

Kitimat’, 25 February 2016). Notwithstanding these negative developments, the newly 

elected federal government still approved PNW in September 2016, with 190 conditions 

covering issues from human health concerns to GHG emissions (Tasker, 27 September 
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2016). Nevertheless, after the approval, Petronas was ambiguous about when it would 

make its final decision. 

Global natural gas prices rebounded only slightly at the beginning of 2017, which 

further clouded the economic prospect of BC LNG proposals. In March 2017, Shell can-

celled the Prince Rupert LNG project, which it inherited from its 2016 acquisition of British 

natural gas giant BG Group. With another provincial election coming in May, the BC Lib-

eral Party downplayed the economic promises they had made four years earlier. In a fact-

check published one month before the election, CBC journalists Rankin and McElroy (11 

April 2017) reviewed the progress of BC LNG from 2012 to 2017 and concluded that this 

mega-promise was not an achievable plan. 

During the 41st BC general election, the three major provincial parties showed very 

different attitudes towards LNG. The Liberal Party remained optimistic about the prospect 

of development, though they carefully avoided questions about when LNG exports would 

actually begin. The New Democratic Party (NDP) criticised the Liberals’ handling of nego-

tiations with industry stakeholders but also insisted that it would support LNG projects 

considering job creation in rural communities. The Greens strongly opposed LNG and 

called for a total ban on fracking. The election resulted in the NDP forming a minority 

government with the support of the Greens.  

Shortly after the new government took office, Petronas officially cancelled PNW in 

July 2017. Although Petronas attributed the cancellation to changes in market conditions 

and maintained that provincial politics did not influence its decision (Ghoussou, 25 July 

2017), BC Liberal politicians and other LNG proponents quickly linked it to the likelihood 

that the new provincial government would introduce development-killing environmental 

regulations and high taxes. The death of PNW was a significant drawback for LNG devel-

opment in the province. Nonetheless, the NDP minority government reaffirmed its support 

for the LNG sector, and in 2018, it secured a favourable investment decision for the LNG 

Canada project. I will further discuss the NDP government’s handling of LNG politics in 

the Conclusion. 
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Outline of Chapters 

The chapters of this dissertation are organised as follows. Chapter 1 explicates the 

intricate connections amongst fossil fuels, capitalism, and communication. The goal is to 

illustrate the unique role energy transitions play in the evolution of capitalism as well as 

communication’s growing mediation of energy-society relations. I argue that the arrival of 

extreme carbon (in part, the shale gas boom in North America) is driven by declining con-

ventional oil and gas production’s looming threat to capitalist reproduction. The chapter 

also reviews previous research on media coverage of extractivism, which serves as an 

important theoretical background for later chapters’ empirical analysis of the BC LNG con-

troversy. 

Chapter 2 continues the theoretical review by surveying the recent history of nat-

ural gas extraction and the rapidly growing international LNG trade. It explicates the 

profound changes fracking has introduced to fossil fuel production, scientific facts con-

cerning this new extraction method’s devastating environmental impacts, and previous 

research on fracking-related controversies in the United States and Europe. The chapter 

then provides a brief historical review of British Columbia’s natural gas industry, with a 

focus on the industry’s structural constraints as revealed by its previous failed attempts to 

connect with Asian markets. Through the extended literature review in chapters 1 and 2, I 

highlight the importance of shale gas to the future of global capitalism and the urgency to 

study its related public communications. 

Chapters 3 and 4 describe the analytical framework and research design. Chapter 

3 introduces argumentative discourse analysis, which inherits social constructivism’s con-

cerns over discourse, ideology, and power and puts analytical emphasis on how storylines 

form and change through negotiations and contestations between discourse coalitions. 

The chapter also emphasises agenda-building and media sociology, which inform the con-

tent analysis of BC LNG coverage in chapter 7. Chapter 4 then outlines the research 

questions, data collection, and analysis methods. It describes major stakeholders involved 

in BC LNG debates as well as the media outlets surveyed for chapter 7’s news analysis.  

The next three chapters report on empirical findings with respect to BC LNG dis-

courses. These chapters follow a top-down analytical process, starting by establishing a 

set of arguments and then validating them by analysing empirical evidence. Chapters 5 



 

12 

and 6 examine the pro- and anti-LNG storylines, respectively. The major findings concern 

how the discursive contestations between LNG proponents and opponents complicate the 

traditional ‘jobs versus the environment’ dichotomy: (1) insisting on LNG’s ‘bridge fuel’ 

designation, the pro-LNG coalition made concerted efforts to articulate a progressive ver-

sion of extractivism to legitimise LNG projects, and (2) in contrast, the anti-LNG coalition 

moved beyond conventional environmental critiques and constructed a series of argu-

ments attacking BC LNG’s economic absurdity. Chapter 7 further links both storylines to 

the Canadian media landscape by analysing news coverage on the PNW LNG project. It 

also assesses the extent to which the Canadian media adopted both storylines. Overall, 

the comparative media analysis suggests that whilst mainstream media were insensitive 

to the internal contradictions of transnational energy trade and scapegoated environmen-

talists and activists for the eventual cancellation of PNW, alternative media made a vital 

contribution to broader public debates about extreme carbon’s inherent economic risks 

and the urgency of energy transition. 

Finally, the conclusion summarises the key findings of the previous chapters and 

reflects on Canada’s current progressive extractivism paradigm. It also reflects on the 

conditions necessary to truly transform the country’s energy politics. Today, the plan of 

BC LNG exports remains alive under the NDP minority government. Drawing on the re-

search findings, I offer my thoughts on its follow-up developments and elaborate on the 

dissertation’s implications for future research on energy communication. 
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Chapter 1.  
Fossil Fuels, Capitalism, and Communication 

Capitalism’s ever-growing need for consumption of fossil fuels has brought a series 

of environmental challenges which pose significant threats to the very existence of hu-

manity: air pollution, water contamination, arable land scarcity, biodiversity loss, and, most 

urgently, climate change (Forster & Clark, 1 December 2012). These challenges mark the 

coming of the Anthropocene, a new geological epoch characterised by humanity’s pro-

found impacts on nature (Crutzen & Steffen 2003). With the escalating planetary 

emergency, it has already become evident that the challenge of timely decarbonising of 

the global economy will fundamentally shape humanity’s future (Klein, 2014). 

This critical situation has given rise to a growing stream of critical scholarship on 

energy-society relations. Known as the energy humanities, this interdisciplinary mode of 

inquiry is built on the ecocriticism tradition pioneered by the environmental humanities. 

According to Szeman (2013), energy is an exemplary issue showing how the complexity 

of contemporary society exceed traditional disciplinary divisions in academia. Whilst fossil 

fuel dependency is traditionally addressed by disciplines such as economics and resource 

management, the energy humanities invite further consideration of energy problems as 

challenges concerning ethics, beliefs, habits, institutions, and power. 

Guided by the question of how to think about intensifying socio-political conflicts 

around energy infrastructure, this chapter places the BC LNG controversy against the 

backdrop of recent critical research on energy-society relations, especially the energy hu-

manities’ inquiries into the symbiosis between capitalism’s perpetual energy demand and 

the escalating climate crisis. I argue that the worldwide intensification of political contests 

over unconventional fossil fuels—with BC LNG as an exemplary case—is an inevitable 

backlash against capitalism’s unceasing expansion under ‘petro-market civilisation’. In line 

with Di Muzio (2015), this chapter defines petro-market civilisation as ‘an historical and 

contradictory pattern of civilizational order whose social production is founded upon non-

renewable fossil fuels, mediated by the price mechanism of the market and dominated by 

the logic of differential accumulation’ (p. 5). By highlighting the interconnections amongst 

capitalism, energy, and social reproduction, this concept considers the growing exploita-

tion of fossil fuels as a precondition of capitalism’s global expansion.  
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Below, I begin with a brief overview of the socio-political and ideological impacts 

of society’s fossil fuel dependency. The next section discusses how the resurgence of 

extractivism since the beginning of the 21st century has intertwined with the ‘staples trap’ 

in Canada’s political economy. This is followed by a review of recent communication re-

search on extractivism. The final section recaps the key theoretical underpinnings of the 

dissertation and situate BC LNG in the context of an emerging paradigm shift in the global 

political economy, in which capitalist reproduction and accumulation increasingly hinge on 

unconventional fossil fuels.  

1.1. Petro-Market Civilisation and Energy Transitions 

From a sociological perspective, energy can be broadly conceived of as the ca-

pacity to do work. According to Smil (2017), there are three essential components of an 

energy system: ‘natural energy sources, their conversions, and specific uses of energy 

flows’ (p. 1). Energy systems structure the organisation of society and life by generating 

varied and often highly unequal economic, political, and social patterns (Di Muzio, 2015; 

Urry, 2013). In consideration of energy’s essential role in maintaining and improving the 

quality of life of human beings, the systems of energy production, distribution, and con-

sumption determine the basic contour of a given historical period. For example, the West’s 

adoption of coal-based steam power during the 19th century granted it considerable en-

ergy surplus and set it onto a different developmental path from the East (Urry, 2014). 

Meanwhile, the omnipresence of oil during the 20th century laid the material foundation 

for late modernity’s vision of socio-political changes, notably mobility, urbanisation, and 

globalisation (Szeman, 2013; Wilson, Szeman, & Carlson, 2017). 

With climate change dramatically enhancing the visibility of fossil fuels, however, 

there has been growing public outcry for immediate actions to substantially reduce GHG 

emissions. It is this sense of urgency which gives rise to the interdisciplinary field of energy 

humanities, which considers energy problems as challenges concerning ethics, beliefs, 

habits, institutions, and power. In the words of Wilson et al. (2017), the field ‘positions oil 

and energy as the fulcrum around which many of today's most pressing social, economic, 

and political issues must be analysed and understood’ (p. 4). 

Following the tradition of ecocriticism, the energy humanities call for reconceptu-

alising energy as a vital factor in human history with both material and ideological impacts. 
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These effects tend to be hidden in social reproduction, but their significance has mani-

fested in important periods of historical transition. For instance, by analysing how the 

extraction and distribution of coal gave rise to modern forms of organised labour, Mitchell 

(2009) has demonstrated the significant influence which labour resistance in coal mining 

had on the emergence of early democratic power under industrial capitalism. Commenting 

on oil’s omnipresence in contemporary life and its significance for capitalism, Szeman 

(2013) has asked: 

What if oil is fundamental to the societies we have now? What if it shapes 
them in every possible way and at every possible level, from the scale of 
our populations to the nature of our built infrastructure, from the objects we 
have ready to hand to our agricultural and food systems, and from the pos-
sibility of movement and travel to expectations of the capacity to move and 
interact, not to mention the plastics used to encase our smartphones and 
other high-tech devices? (p. 147) 

Szeman’s questions point to the centrality of energy in the formation and operation 

of (late) modernity. Likewise, Huber (2013) proposes that the pillars of ‘American life’—

mobility, entrepreneurship, and suburban living—derive from the prevalence of private car 

ownership and the perception of oil as a cheap and seemingly inexhaustible energy source. 

In short, the modernity and capitalism known today should be properly named ‘oil moder-

nity’ and ‘oil capitalism’, respectively. 

There are two areas of inquiry within the energy humanities which are especially 

relevant for understanding the profound impacts of fossil fuels in extractive economies like 

Canada. The first is the ‘petro-state’ thesis and its related ‘staple resource bias’ (Kennedy, 

2014; Matthews, 2014). The second is ‘petro-culture’ (Barrett & Worden, 2014; Szeman, 

2013) and its underlying anthropocentric values. Originally elaborated by Karl (1997), the 

original petro-state thesis addresses the question of why oil-exporting states, especially 

developing economies in the Middle East, seemed unable to draw on their substantial oil 

revenues to build self-sustaining and stable developmental paths. Karl’s explanation is 

that as many capital-deficient oil-exporting states employ the model of state ownership of 

oil resources, the state becomes the primary rent-seeking subject, which in turn produces 

institutional settings with blurred economic and political rationales. 

The recent proliferation of petro-state research from economic geography to con-

tingent fields has expanded the term’s original definition. Now the concept is also used to 

describe the oil-driven economic development model in new energy giants such as Russia 
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and Canada. In these countries, oil ought to be understood as a political resource which 

enables the energy sector to dominate public policymaking (Kennedy, 2014). As Bridge 

and Le Billon (2012) have shown, oil is an essential part of contemporary petro-states’ 

territorial frameworks and it has embedded itself in everyday life in these states physically, 

legally, and culturally. When applying the petro-state thesis to Canada, where most energy 

corporations are privately owned, the primary analytical focus is how state policies and 

actions have constantly prioritised the interests of the ‘petrobloc’—a constellation formed 

by institutions, social groups, and ideas dedicated to the expansion of bitumen production 

(Neubauer, 2017, 2018)—over those of other social segments. 

If the petro-state thesis sheds light on the political transformations of the Canadian 

state over recent decades, then the idea of petro-culture directs attention to how fossil fuel 

dependency functions as an epistemological force structuring sociocultural imagination. 

Research on petro-culture explores how fossil fuels structure neoliberal ‘social reality’ and 

contemporary social thoughts (Bridge & Le Billon, 2012; Huber, 2013; Szeman, 2013). 

Szeman (2013) has suggested that there are three basic epistemological stances within 

contemporary oil politics and related public contestations: (1) strategic realism, which fo-

cusses primarily on how governments secure ongoing access to volatile supplies of 

petrocarbons, (2) techno-utopianism, which imagines technological solutions as the sav-

iour, maintaining and even improving the current economic and social status, and (3) eco-

apocalypse, which recognises the enormous risks of carbon dependency and insists on 

the need to fundamentally change contemporary societies. Petro-culture engages mainly 

with the first two: it defines oil as the foundation of social prosperity and defends both the 

feasibility and necessity of maintaining the carbon-intensive status quo. 

Canada presents a unique case to examine the ‘resource dependency’ mentality 

pervading everyday life as well as the ongoing public resistance to it on a variety of fronts. 

This mentality has been a defining factor of the country’s political economy. In his pioneer-

ing work on this topic, Innis (1956) has discussed how Canada’s reliance on exporting 

staples to Europe has powerfully shaped its economic, political, and social evolutions. 

Likewise, the ‘dependency road’ thesis by Smythe (1981) highlights the vital role of Can-

ada’s ‘consciousness industry’ in legitimising its subordinate role to the United States. 

More recently, the political contests over Alberta bitumen vividly illustrate the continuing 

centrality of extractivism in Canadian social organisation, politics, and culture. Driven by 

rapidly growing bitumen production, the country’s petrobloc is searching eagerly for new 



 

17 

trading partners outside of North America. Under current circumstances, it seems that 

Canada is well on its way to ‘dependency road 2.0’ (Matthews, 2014; Tindall, 2014). No-

tably, what distinguishes Canada from other rising extractivist states (e.g. Russia and 

Venezuela) is its heavy reliance on concealed ideological work to suppress public oppo-

sition to energy infrastructure projects, especially outside Alberta.  

Thus, by examining the public debates over BC LNG, this dissertation aims to ex-

plicate the inherent contradictions in Canada’s fossil fuel discourses and the urgency of 

taking it off the extreme carbon track. Natural gas presents a meaningful topic since not 

much research has been conducted on it in energy humanities. In the current literature, 

the most closely related studies are those addressing fracking. These studies are mainly 

concerned with the US and European contexts, focussing on either public representation 

or environmental decision-making. 

Considering that the BC LNG case is part of capitalism’s systematic push for ‘ex-

treme carbon’ (i.e. unconventional fossil fuels trapped in geological formations with poor 

permeability and porosity), it is necessary to conduct a brief historical review of the rise of 

fossil fuels under capitalism and reflect on the energy-society relations during this histori-

cal process. Famously, Harvey (2011) claims that the exponential growth of capitalism 

hinges on endless accumulation by dispossession. According to the energy humanities, 

fossil fuels have played a key role in such a process since capitalism’s infancy. The tran-

sition to steam power marked not only the beginning of humanity’s large-scale exploitation 

of highly concentrated stores of buried solar energy but also the birth of a fossil fuel econ-

omy—‘an economy characterized by self-sustaining growth predicated on growing 

consumption of fossil fuels’ (Malm, 2013, p. 17). This economic mode is governed by the 

aforementioned petro-market civilisation. 

An understanding of the interconnection between fossil fuels and capitalist social 

reproduction must start with what gave rise to steam power. Conventional explanations 

for this question (e.g. Wilkinson, 1973; Wrigley, 2010) tend to emphasise an energy short-

age which gradually pervaded Britain and, later, other countries. Known as the Ricardian-

Malthusian paradigm, its central thesis can be summarised as follows: In the 18th century, 

Britain gradually ran out of streams suitable for running water mills, the dominant industrial 

power before steam. When the country’s exponential economic growth demanded more 

industrial power, coal-based steam power stood out for its independence from water 
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sources. The economic growth also led to a population explosion, which intensified the 

energy shortage and eventually forced the country to switch its energy base to coal. In 

short, the Ricardian-Malthusian paradigm emphasises the interactions between the prop-

erties of different energy sources and socio-technical conditions, arguing that an energy 

transition moves beyond the niche phase more or less naturally when the advantages of 

an energy source become potent under certain social contexts. As for the case of steam 

engine versus water mill, the former won because of its wide availability. 

In comparison, Malm (2013) has provided a different explanation for the above 

energy transition process from the perspective of power over labour. His analysis of the 

swift expansion of steam engines during the first half of the 19th century emphasises two 

parallel processes brought by steam power’s appearance in the British cotton industry: the 

emergence of the factory system and the increasing mechanisation of the production flow 

within it. Steam engines outpaced water wheels—despite the latter being abundant, 

equally powerful, and generally cheaper—because the former created conditions for the 

stronger exploitation of labour. Back then, many streams were in remote areas which 

lacked skilled and disciplined labour, whereas steam engines could be used in populous 

towns or cities where large concentrations of workers enabled the possibility of lower 

wages due to competition for employment. Not constrained by the flow of water, capitalism 

became mobile, with ‘the freedom to seek out the populous towns, where labourers are 

easily procured’ (Malm, 2013, p. 40). Despite being an expensive energy source through-

out the 19th century, steam engines enabled capitalists to more effectively discipline and 

exploit the labour force. Steam engines thus replaced water wheels by offering more effi-

cient exploitation of surplus value. 

Whilst the growing coal sector in Northern Europe gave capitalists greater power 

over labour, it also enabled new forms of mass politics, which political theorist Timothy 

Mitchell (2009) has defined as ‘carbon democracy’. The energy networks transporting coal 

assembled large numbers of workers at their main junctions such as coal mines and rail-

way stations. These junctions were so pivotal to capitalism that they became notable 

choke points within it, providing energy workers with a new kind of political power to make 

collective demands. Around the dawn of the 20th century, coal miners led labour activism 

and political mobilisation across major industrial countries (Podobnik, 2006). If democracy 

is considered as striving for a more just world via collective actions, then coal miners’ 

sabotage of capitalism’s energy flow created political possibilities. In the words of Mitchell 
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(2009), the political agency of energy workers ‘derived not just from the organizations they 

formed, the ideas they began to share or the political alliances they built, but from the 

extraordinary concentrations of carbon energy whose flow they could now slow, disrupt, 

or cut off’ (p. 403). 

The vulnerability experienced by capitalism forced it to look for means with which 

to constrain the political power of coal miners. In this context, oil presented an attractive 

alternative. The fluidity of oil makes it more energy-dense and transportable than coal, but 

these advantages were not the only factors which led to the swift development of oil pro-

duction, which started first in the United States and Russia during the second half of the 

19th century and then accelerated in the Middle East after World War II. According to 

Mitchell (2009), a key factor driving North America and Europe to convert their primary 

energy source from coal to oil was the latter’s ability to considerably lower the threat of 

working-class labour mobilisation to carbon energy networks. Such reformulation of the 

capital-labour relationship was enabled by the notable differences between oil and coal in 

terms of production, distribution, and consumption. Firstly, oil requires a smaller workforce 

than coal because it is brought to the ground either by water or natural gas. Secondly, 

workers in the oil industry are under constant direct supervision by managers, as opposed 

to the relative autonomy of coal workers when they work underground. Thirdly, although 

pump stations and pipelines are still vulnerable to strike actions, incapacitating these en-

ergy infrastructures is not as easy as with railways. Fourthly, oil combustion produces 

much less residue than coal burning, which eliminated the need for stokers in the oil sector. 

Lastly but most importantly, the fluidity and relative lightness of oil allow it to be shipped 

across oceans in vast quantities. Taken together, these differences undermined the labour 

force’s power to negotiate social contracts with capitalists. Consequently, labour unions in 

the fossil fuel industry worldwide achieved far less success than their coal-sector prede-

cessors. 

During the post-WWII era (1948–1973), the Keynesian-Fordist system further 

strengthened the centrality of oil to capitalism, which led to the increased refinement of a 

petro-market civilisation. The unprecedented recovery and expansion of capitalism during 

this era hinged on abundant, accessible, and affordable oil. As energy humanities scholars 

have argued (e.g. Huber, 2013; Mitchell, 2009; Urry, 2013), oil contributed to the new 

conception of unlimited economic growth in two ways. First, oil prices remained excep-

tionally low between 1948 and 1973. Second, oil was treated as an inexhaustible resource 
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because of the Middle East’s expanding capacities in oil production and transportation. 

The central role of oil in the post-WWII global economy was well reflected in the post-war 

global financial order, which was built on oil flows instead of gold reserves. Although the 

Bretton Woods system defined the US dollar as the global currency by pegging its value 

to gold, in practise, the value of US currency was maintained by its convertibility to oil 

since ‘in both value and volume, oil was the largest commodity in world trade’ (Mitchell, 

2009, p. 414).  

The post-war economic boom also stimulated private car ownership, which gradu-

ally provided the ideological foundation of the ‘American way of life’. In North America, 

driving is often considered not a free choice but a necessity. As Huber (2013) has argued, 

the prevalence of car-based living allows the mass dispersal of the urban population 

throughout a sprawling metropolis, with suburban communities being built far from city 

centres. Associated with the process of suburbanisation is a less cohesive, fragmentary 

social structure symbolised by single-family houses. To a large extent, such houses nat-

uralise high energy consumption since they are equipped with household goods (e.g. 

television, refrigerator, and oven) whose manufacture and usage are energy intensive. 

Further needs in suburbs are often met by town centres where chain stores, supermarkets, 

and leisure sites operate. The maintenance of these facilities involves the long-distance 

movement of many commodities, which requires the burning of oil. In sum, the process of 

suburbanisation consists of energised practises which actively shape the public’s percep-

tions and feelings about life, politics, and culture.  

Driving constantly mediates the fragmentary nature of suburban life by acting as a 

solution to everyday challenges. Overcoming these challenges offers deeply felt visions 

of satisfaction, freedom, and individualism which make the public increasingly view both 

physical and social spaces as vast, open territories to be conquered by individual choices. 

Private car ownership expands machinery into everyday life and helps to subsume life into 

capitalism. By fuelling the unprecedented expansion of individualised mobility, oil has con-

structed the ‘American way of life’ around automobility, single-family housing, and 

privatised social production. Ideologically, this lifestyle encourages an entrepreneurial at-

titude, key to which is the idea that ‘life is structured by a social field wherein wealth and 

material goods justifiably flow into privatized hands that work hard to achieve a particular 

material standard of life’ (Huber, 2013, p. xiv). 



 

21 

From this perspective, the rise of neoliberalism was closely related to the petro-

based ‘American way of life’. Radical political economy (e.g. Harvey, 2007; McNally, 2011) 

tends to claim that neoliberalism, as an economic-political-ideological complex, gained 

popularity following the collapse of the Keynesian-Fordist system during the 1970s. How-

ever, considering how the rise of neo-conservatism and the privatisation of social space 

went hand in hand, then oil’s saturation of suburban life and the populist hatred of govern-

ment interventions thus mobilised the rise of the neoliberal hegemony. Accordingly, the 

post-war period (1948–1973) must be viewed as neoliberalism’s incubation period wherein 

a popular resentment of government, taxes, and Keynesianism accumulated. This resent-

ment eventually erupted when the political moment of opportunity emerged in the 1970s. 

Despite sustaining a quarter-century-long post-war boom in major capitalist coun-

tries, the Keynesian-Fordist system was hit by a series of structural crises during the 1970s. 

McNally (2011) deems the 1971–1982 economic stagnation as a ‘global slump’ period 

characterised by reduced economic activity, job loss, and an inflationary wave. In his view, 

declining profitability caused by overaccumulation was ultimately responsible for the re-

cession. It should be noted that the global slump period was accompanied by fundamental 

changes in the global energy landscape. Before the decade-long economic recession 

came the 1967–1974 oil crisis, which unravelled the Bretton Woods system (Mitchell, 

2009). This crisis coincided with notable power shifts in trans-Atlantic oil trade. The dom-

inant role of Gulf states in the Organization for Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) 

was decisive in the launch of the 1973–1974 oil embargo, and the significant impacts of 

this action revealed the potential of oil as a political weapon. Rising environmental con-

cerns also drove the global energy landscape’s restructuring process (Mitchell, 2009; Urry, 

2013). Influential publications such as Silent Spring (Carson, 1962), The Limits to Growth 

(Meadows et al., 1972), and Small Is Beautiful (Schumacher, 1973) successfully drew 

public attention to the adverse impacts of unbridled economic growth. In collaboration with 

anti-war and civil rights activists, environmentalists developed the image of the ‘vulnerable 

Earth’ and framed the environment as a new object of politics for which the fossil fuel 

industry must be held responsible. The first Earth Day was celebrated in 1970. 

Thus, if the Keynesian-Fordist system was sustained by abundant, accessible, and 

affordable oil, it became clear in the early 1980s that the system had been sabotaged by 

the persistent threat of ‘peak oil’ (Di Muzio, 2015). Although capitalism managed to restore 

profitability through neoliberalism and its associated ‘flexible accumulation’ regime—as 



 

22 

marked by a series of reconfigurations in labour relationships, the role of the government, 

and the global organisation of production (Harvey, 2007; McNally, 2011), it was unable to 

address the contradiction of a pro-market civilisation built ultimately on non-renewable 

hydrocarbon reserves. 

Global energy demand continued to grow rapidly after neoliberalism eventually 

brought the rest of the world into market relations during the 1990s. Today, as Urry (2013) 

points out, we have entered a peak moment of petro-market civilisation. The paradox lies 

in the fact that many countries are still on the way to achieving their modernisation and 

prosperity at a time when climate change’s looming threat highlights the environmentally 

ruinous nature of the petro-market civilisation. Meanwhile, given the increasing difficulty 

and cost of conventional oil and gas extraction, capitalist social reproduction is subject to 

an imminent, permanent decline in energy supply. It is in this circumstance that global 

capitalism begins to aggressively pursue the exploitation of extreme carbon via new ex-

traction technologies such as fracking and offshore drilling. British Columbia’s aggressive 

pursuit of LNG exports can be viewed as a direct outcome of this trend. The access to 

previously inaccessible deposits has drastically altered the global energy landscape and 

amplified the social visibility of extractivism. The era of extreme carbon effectively sustains 

the world’s dependence on accessible, cheap, and abundant energy. The harsh climate 

reality, however, requires that most extreme carbon be left underground (Coffin & Grant, 

2019). In this context, the complex interplays between power and energy constitute the 

central theoretical concern of the energy humanities (Wilson et al., 2017). 

1.2. Extractivism and the ‘Staples Trap’ in Canadian Policy-
making 

The worldwide boom of extreme carbon production also highlights the develop-

mental, societal, political, and ecological contradictions surrounding extractivism, which is 

understood as a capital accumulation model organised primarily around the extraction and 

export of natural resources (Acosta, 2013; Brand, Dietz & Lang, 2016; Burchardt & Dietz, 

2014). According to critical political economy, extractivism presents ‘a mechanism of co-

lonial and neo-colonial plunder and appropriation’ (Acosta, 2013, p. 63), which sustains 

the industrial development and prosperity of capitalism’s metropolitan centres by trapping 

certain countries and regions in the ‘resource curse’. In many developing countries, trans-

national corporations play a leading role in the exploitation of natural resources and the 
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appropriation of profits whilst governments maintain the perverse state of dependency 

through economic, political, and ideological structures (Burchardt & Dietz, 2014). Extrac-

tivism is often advanced through neoliberal policies such as privatisation, deregulation, 

and transnationalisation. It demonstrates an inherent aspect of the creative destruction 

process under capitalism: through the dispossession and accumulation of land and natural 

resources, capitalism tirelessly expands into previously ‘non-productive’ territories (Har-

vey, 2011). 

Recent scholarly discussions on national development strategies in Latin America 

have raised questions regarding whether the reorientation toward extractive sectors by 

left-wing governments such as Bolivia, Ecuador, and Venezuela indicate a regime shift 

toward ‘neo-extractivism’. Neo-extractivism differs from conventional extractivism in its 

partial rejection of neoliberalism, as manifested by policies including stronger government 

oversight of resource extraction, the nationalisation of key resource sectors, and the im-

proved use of surplus revenue to enhance the material well-being of ordinary citizens 

(Brand et al., 2016; Burchardt & Dietz, 2014; Svampa, 2015). Conventional extractivism 

tends to be justified by corporate social responsibility or market fundamentalism, whereas 

neo-extractivism achieves its legitimacy through national-populist and anti-colonialist sen-

timents. Venezuela under Hugo Chávez, for instance, explicitly emphasised that its oil and 

gas industry was of the people and for the people. Neo-extractivism is, according to Brand 

et al. (2016), ‘the justification for the exploitation of nature as a project that aims to promote 

national development, sovereignty, and social redistribution’ (p. 130). 

Despite the above differences, neo-extractivism shares many similarities with con-

ventional extractivism with respect to social and ecological contradictions. Although neo-

extractivism seeks to resist neoliberalism’s adverse impacts on Latin America, it still relies 

on developed capitalist countries’ perpetual demand for primary commodities. Despite the 

oversight of left-wing governments, resource extraction is anthropocentric and involves 

the enclosure and commodification of the natural commons, which reconfigures spatial, 

social, and labour relations (Burchardt & Dietz, 2014). In the wake of such contradictions, 

new forms of citizen participation, in collaboration with strengthening Indigenous move-

ments, are mobilising more concerned citizens to defend the commons, biodiversity, and 

the environment (Svampa, 2015). 
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In Canada, there has been a resurgence of extractive sectors since the early 2000s, 

which has resulted in a substantial rise in national exports of raw and near-raw materials, 

a gradual decline of the manufacturing sector, and a continuous wave of foreign direct-

investment inflows (Fast, 2014). These economic trends have drawn increasing public 

attention to the revival of the staples trap, an issue with a long academic tradition in polit-

ical economy research. Considering the supply-demand-price approach of mainstream 

economics as incapable of revealing the socio-political impacts of staples on Canadian 

society, Innis (1956) has argued for an analytical focus on the failure of Canadian public 

policies to foster the growth of domestic value-added industries. For him, a perpetual prob-

lem underlying Canada’s resource-led development was its extractivist orientation, which 

has hampered independent industrialisation and made the country primarily a hinterland 

for other industrial economies. 

The distinction between central and peripheral sites of the global capitalist system 

is at the heart of Innis’s economic history insights (Cameron, 2014; MacNeil, 2014; Wat-

kins, 2007). Whilst the former drive capitalist production and innovation, the latter are 

reduced to serving as resource bases. Along with the continuous expansion of its staple 

sectors throughout the first half of the 20th century, Canada’s domestic innovation, man-

ufacturing, and technological capability gave way to the development of resource 

extraction and transportation infrastructure. External demands for Canada’s natural re-

sources thus constrained its economic development. Such structural imbalances exposed 

particularly the domestic economy and resource-dependent communities to the volatile 

boom-and-bust business cycles of global capitalism. 

Following Innis, many political economists have explored Canada’s dependency 

on staples. Most notable amongst them is Mel Watkins, who updated Innis’s historical 

insights into a theory of economic growth in his classic essay ‘A Staple Theory of Eco-

nomic Growth’ (1963). The intriguing question Watkins poses in the essay is: how could a 

resource-dependent country proceed to launch new secondary industries? Using Canada 

as an example, Watkins argues that economic growth could come from the secondary 

processing of core staples. For instance, instead of merely exporting lumber, Canada 

could develop a pulp and paper industry based on its abundant forestry resources. 

Watkins identified three industrial linkages within the production of staples: the 

‘backward linkage’ for the staple-producing machinery, the ‘forward linkage’ for the staple-
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processing machinery, and the ‘final demand linkage’ for staple consumption. Thus, one 

means of escaping the staples trap is through public and private investments which im-

prove industrial linkages. Watkins’s analysis is infused with Keynesian assumptions. He 

considers the formation of Canada’s industrial base (especially in Ontario and Quebec) 

during the post-WWII era as the outcome of effective tariff policies, which kept domestic 

businesses from being swamped by the adjacent US economy. By facilitating domestic 

job creation, the tariff wall also stimulated the expansion of demand for consumer goods 

and associated industries. Accordingly, state interventions against laissez-faire capitalism 

played a pivotal role in breaking the pattern of resource-led development. 

For Watkins, the staples trap experienced by Canada is both an economic devel-

opment model as well as a policymaking mindset. In line with this view, Smythe (1981) 

has addressed the ideological dimension of staple dependency through his political and 

economic analysis of Canada’s communication sector. As the country’s telecommunica-

tion, television, radio, cinema, and book publishing developed and became increasingly 

dependent on US enterprises, they served as ‘distributors’ of US cultural products as well 

as a ‘consciousness industry’ through which the Canadian public were immersed in Amer-

ican consumer values and habits. 

The staples approach, as elaborated by Innis, Watkins, Smythe, and other political 

economists, remains a productive field within critical socio-political research scholarship 

in Canada today, especially with respect to the dynamics surrounding the fossil fuel indus-

try. In the context of a primary commodities boom led by global economic shifts (notably 

the rise of new industrial countries like China and India), Canada has returned to its his-

torical pattern of staple-driven economic growth (Cameron, 2014; Fast, 2014; Veltmeyer 

& Bowles 2014; Watkins, 2007).  

The resurgence of the ‘staples bias’ in Canada demonstrates both similarities and 

differences to Latin America’s neo-extractivism. Like Latin America, the developmental 

trajectory of Canada has generated an ‘export mentality’ (Gunton, 2014), which serves as 

a double-edged sword for domestic economic development: whilst it brings wealth to Can-

ada and generates high returns on investment, it also puts the country in a structurally 

weak position in the global economy. Unlike Latin America, Canada has a dual role in 

global extractive chains. On the one hand, Canadian capital is becoming increasingly out-

wardly oriented: many Canadian corporations play leading roles in driving natural resource 
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industries in the global South. On the other hand, transnational ownership has a strong 

presence in Canada’s domestic oil and gas sector. In BC, for instance, transnational en-

ergy corporations such as Kinder Morgan, Petronas, and Sinopec have been important 

yet barely visible stakeholders behind political contests concerning energy infrastructure. 

The bitumen industry in Alberta is currently the largest staple-based economic ex-

pansion in Canada, which is emblematic of how extractivist forces have reshaped 

Canada’s political economy (Davidson & Gismondi, 2011, Pineault, 2018). Located pri-

marily in three deposits (Athabasca, Cold Lake, and Peace River), Alberta’s reserves of 

bitumen are estimated at 1.7 to 2.5 trillion barrels of crude oil, making the province the 

largest single deposit of crude in the world (Clark, Gibson, Haley, & Stanford, 2013). Alt-

hough the commercial extraction of bitumen was initiated back in the early 1960s, it was 

not until the 2000s that the industry began to experience unparalleled growth.  

Two major factors initiated this boom. First, high oil prices during the first decade 

of the 21st century made the bitumen industry extremely profitable. A 2011 report (Honar-

var et al., 2011) by the Canadian Energy Research Institute predicted that the growth of 

the bitumen sector between 2010 and 2035 would generate 830,000 new jobs, $2.1 trillion 

GDP, and $311 billion in tax revenue for Canada (including $105 billion for Alberta). Sec-

ond, Canadian bitumen presents a viable avenue by which countries like the United States 

and China can meet their energy needs and reduce their reliance on Middle Eastern 

sources. In recent years, bitumen has surpassed forestry, agriculture, and fishery to be 

the primary product supporting Canada’s trade account. As Gunton (2014) has stated, 

bitumen has become a ‘super staple’ deeply embedded in Canadian capitalism and soci-

ety.  

The bitumen sector’s ongoing expansion shows several typical characteristics of a 

staple-led development. The acceleration of this expansion derives from spikes in global 

oil prices, over which Canada has little control. Pipelines aimed at enhancing bitumen’s 

access to ‘tidewater’—notably the Northern Gateway pipeline project, the Energy East 

pipeline project, the Keystone XL project, and the Trans Mountain pipeline expansion—

were all proposed and planned based on the optimistic assumption that the global price 

for crude oil would stay above $100 per barrel (Neubauer, 2017). Nevertheless, the un-

predictability of global prices, coupled with an unexpected over-supply, has driven prices 
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down, which vividly illustrates the inevitable risk of initiating mega-projects during the up-

side of the boom-and-bust cycle. 

Canada plays the role of resource base in the bitumen business, with almost all 

extracted bitumen exported in an unprocessed state to refineries in foreign markets. Many 

bitumen producers in Alberta are controlled by transnational energy conglomerates which 

rely on foreign-located forwards and backwards linkages rather than developing domestic 

infrastructure. The industry argues that raw bitumen is not upgraded into crude in Alberta 

because it is not capital efficient to build refineries there when such facilities already exist 

in other places, but such an argument also reinforces the profitability of foreign ownership. 

Ideally, maximising the economic benefit of a staple requires distributing the collected rent 

(relatively) equally amongst the owners of the staple (Watkins, 2007), but in the case of 

bitumen, available evidence indicates that not only is the revenue retained in one region 

(i.e. Alberta), but extractive capital also exploits a large proportion of it (Clark et al, 2013; 

Davidson, & Gismondi, 2011). 

As Canada becomes increasingly dependent on bitumen and other resource sec-

tors to earn foreign exchange, its economy has demonstrated symptoms of the ‘Dutch 

disease’. The term was coined in a 1977 article in the Economist which discussed the 

economic implications on the Dutch economy of the discovery of the Groningen gas field 

in the 1960s. The vast amounts of foreign capital drawn into the Netherlands significantly 

inflated its national currency, and, consequently, Dutch manufactures were priced out of 

domestic and international markets.  

A similar process has occurred in the context of Alberta bitumen. Prior to the global 

oil price collapse in 2014, the rising exchange rate of the Canadian dollar had considerably 

undermined the competitiveness of Canadian manufacturing. In 2012, then-federal NDP 

leader Thomas Mulcair attributed Canada’s manufacturing job loss to the Dutch disease 

caused by Alberta bitumen. Mulcair’s comments sparked a public controversy, making 

‘Dutch disease’ an ideologically charged and unfavourable term in Canadian public dis-

course (Gollom, 18 May 2012). In retrospect, Mulcair’s comment was ‘poor politics, but 

sound economics’ (Fitz-Morris, 14 April 2015): his claims about the hollowing out of Ca-

nadian manufacturing were supported by a 2014 analysis from the Bank of Canada which 

suggested that ‘the sector has lost 75% of their output since 2000’ (para. 10). 
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Ideologically, the bitumen boom has stimulated a ‘dependency mindset’ extolling 

resource extraction and export in economic policymaking. High-profile articulations of this 

mindset include the ‘Canada as an energy superpower’ comment from former Conserva-

tive Prime Minister Stephen Harper (Clark et al, 2013), the public outreach campaign 

‘Canada’s Energy Citizens’ (Wood, 2018) by the Canadian Association of Petroleum Pro-

ducers (CAPP), and the promotion of pipeline projects as a ‘nation-building’ mechanism 

by CAPP and other fossil fuel proponents (Barney, 2017). Such pro-bitumen discourses 

collectively legitimise the further expansion of bitumen extraction by celebrating oil’s ubiq-

uity in modern life and referring to it as part of Canada’s national identity. As Neubauer 

(2017, 2018) has suggested in his analysis of the Northern Gateway Pipeline controversy, 

the emerging petro-public in the Canadian public sphere, backed by industry-supporting 

political and economic elites, has significant potential to redefine Canadian nationalism in 

relation to the country’s status as a petro-state. 

Besides reviving the staples model of development, the bitumen boom has also 

led to devastating social and environmental impacts. As an unconventional petroleum de-

posit, bitumen exists in a natural mixture of sand, clay, and rock. During a typical bitumen 

mining process, this synthetic crude is surface-mined, and crude oil is extracted through 

an energy-intensive process using either water or steam. The extraction and refinement 

process of bitumen entails much higher environmental costs than conventional crude oil. 

As Nikiforuk (2010) has summarised, the bitumen industry is closely tied to high energy 

consumption, air pollution, groundwater contamination, the destruction of wildlife habitats 

and virgin boreal forest, and significant GHG emissions. According to the estimation of the 

Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (Clark et al, 2013), GHG emissions resulting from 

projected bitumen expansion have increased twofold, from 45 Mt/year in 2009 to 92 

Mt/year by 2020.  

In terms of social impacts, communities adjacent to bitumen infrastructure are con-

fronted with mounting social problems such as public health issues, housing shortages, 

substance abuse, and food insecurity. Notably, many of such communities are occupied 

by First Nations, whose traditions and Indigenous rights are under direct threat as well. 

Although Canada’s current regulatory regime requires the bitumen industry to engage in 

meaningful consultation and seek accommodation of Indigenous interests in resource de-

velopment, Impact and Benefit Agreements (IBAs)—the primary mechanism via which 

First Nations negotiate with corporations—are ‘functioning as tools for the privatization of 
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the federal duty to consult Indigenous peoples about resource development on their lands, 

naturalizing market-based solutions to social suffering, and limiting access to important 

political and legal channels’ (Cameron & Levitan, 2014). Perhaps more disturbing is the 

politics of dispossession characterising the bitumen expansion. With the appropriation of 

Indigenous lands and the exploitation of both settler and Indigenous labour forces, the 

bitumen sector reinforces Canadian settler colonialism with policies and legislations which 

‘revolve around land theft and Indigenous erasure to facilitate the permanent settlement 

of non-Indigenous exalted subjects’ (Preston, 2017, p. 354). 

Overall, the bitumen boom occurs in the context of an ongoing global restructuring 

of capitalism. In addition to its established trade partnerships with the United States and 

European countries, Canada now actively seeks to sell its natural resources to emerging 

industrial powers such as China and India. The local, national, and international resistance 

against bitumen reveals the negative consequences this ‘super staple’ has brought to 

Canada’s economic, social, and environmental sustainability. As Pineault (18 May 2016) 

has summarised, the extraction of bitumen has initiated the age of ‘extreme oil’, a time of 

struggle between the imperatives of decarbonising the global economy and protecting the 

asset value of unconventional fossil fuel reserves. 

Despite escalating social tension, the economic and political appeals of bitumen 

still inspire many Canadian provincial governments. Over the past decade, there has been 

a broad range of proposals across Canada to increase the extraction and export of fossil 

fuels, with BC LNG being the most notable ‘follower’ due to its ambitious scale. Lee (2014) 

has considered LNG as British Columbia’s quest for a new staple industry, which borrows 

many strategies from Alberta’s bitumen policies and clearly fits the classic pattern of re-

source-led development: ‘seek foreign investment to tap our resources for export markets, 

secure jobs and income for Canadian workers, and use royalty and corporate tax revenue 

to help pay for public services, in lieu of personal taxation’ (p. 81). 

Recently, however, there have been three major changes in Canada’s energy pol-

itics. First, Canada is now bound by the Paris Agreement’s carbon reduction goal, which 

introduces growing regulatory pressure on the bitumen industry. Second, with oil continu-

ing to fluctuate around relatively low-price points, the industry’s economic performance 

has been disappointing to investors as well as the Canadian public. Third, the growing 

political pressures of decolonisation have strengthened public resistance to the industry’s 
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appropriation of Indigenous lands. Collectively, these changes have created additional 

obstacles for bitumen proponents to continue their aggressive promotion of a staple-based 

prosperity.  

According to sociologist Éric Pineault (18 May 2016), this context has given rise to 

an emerging policy paradigm known as ‘progressive extractivism’, which borrows ele-

ments from Latin America’s neo-extractivism and proposes that Canada may ‘pursue both 

bitumen expansion and transition our energy base […] by using royalties from expansion 

to finance the transition’ (para. 13). Progressive extractivism needs to be understood as a 

set of policies as well as their associated rhetoric. Central to it is the promise of using 

royalties from fossil fuel extraction to finance public goods and services, support liberal 

social policies, and, most importantly, facilitate decarbonization. Yet, progressive extrac-

tivism is deliberately ambiguous about the timeline it sets for decarbonisation. Another 

fundamental fallacy of it is whether a compromise which leaves ample room for the bitu-

men industry’s future growth would actually unhook Canada’s economic development 

from resource dependency.  

Many critics have suggested that, to the contrary, the prevalence of progressive 

extractivism is likely to further grow the fossil fuel industry’s economic and political power. 

In their assessment of the Trudeau government’s energy policies, MacNeil and Paterson 

(2018) are highly critical of its middle position on the antagonism between climate change 

mitigation and bitumen’s further expansion, which has resulted in the federal approval of 

the Trans Mountain Pipeline expansion in trade for Alberta’s support of a nationwide car-

bon price. They argue that such a position reflects a prevailing political fudge that yields 

to the structuring effect of the (resource) dependency mindset in Canadian nationalism. 

Thus, progressive extraction is by no means a strong rebuttal to the dominance of neolib-

eralism in Canadian energy policymaking.  

In short, progressive extractivism presents a renewed manifestation of the staples 

bias in the age of extreme carbon. As Pineault (18 May 2016) has suggested, it ‘implies 

that the imperative of transition is co-opted by the capitalist pressure to extract, and that 

our obligation to the planet is trumped by our economic alliance with those corporations 

that hold extractive rights on buried sunshine’ (para. 20). In a follow-up scholarly publica-

tion, Pineault (2018) has further developed his analysis of Canada’s political economy in 

the age of extreme oil by emphasising the capitalist pressure to extract. Such pressure is 
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tied to both bitumen’s related industries and Canada’s financial sector, which has deep 

linkages with energy corporations. Bitumen’s penetration into other economic sectors give 

birth to a ‘petrobloc’ (Neubauer, 2018), which enthusiastically promote extractivism as a 

desired economic future. During the BC LNG controversy, government and industry stake-

holders employed similar discursive strategies. Thus, it would be insightful to explore the 

public debates over BC LNG when the political tension over extractivism keeps growing 

and the sense of transition prevails. 

1.3. Communication Research on Extractivism 

Prevailing public controversies over fossil fuel infrastructure raise important theo-

retical questions concerning the complex relationship between politicisation and mediation. 

Politicisation can be understood as a general process whereby sets of stakeholders add 

issues to the political agenda via interaction and claim making (Matthews & Hansen, 2018). 

The politicisation of climate change, for instance, emphasises political motivations behind 

climate science and environmental advocacy. In North America and Europe, this process 

generates severe polarisation which aligns attitudes towards climate change along exist-

ing ideological and political divisions (Pepermans & Maeseele, 2016). The politicisation of 

climate change is so pronounced in the United States that, similar to abortion and gun 

control, the issue has become a key indicator of one’s political outlook. Meanwhile, dis-

cussions of climate solutions encounter a very different paradox. The constant promotion 

of mainstream approaches to climate adaptation and carbon reduction leads to a process 

of depoliticisation, which excludes radical proposals that problematise neoliberal market 

economy and advocate for fundamental changes in the current global order. Depending 

on national and local contexts, public discussions on climate change could suffer from 

either politicisation or depoliticisation. 

Media are a major force driving both processes. Political discussions’ increasing 

dependence on mass media and other mediated practises has profoundly changed how 

politics works: today, mediated attention-seeking is deeply integrated with conventional 

representational politics and policymaking (Hjarvard, 2008; Krzyżanowski, Triandafyllidou, 

& Wodak, 2018; Strömbäck, 2008). This implies the media’s growing power over wider 

society as well as parties’ and political leaders’ growing dependency on news and social 

media as the main channel of political communication. As Strömbäck (2008) has argued, 

in contemporary political communication, ‘mediated reality matters more than any kind of 
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actual or objective reality’ (p. 239). To better understand political contests over an emerg-

ing staple like BC LNG, both information subsidies offered by multiple stakeholders and 

the communication environment that the BC public has been exposed to must be consid-

ered. As discussed in later chapters, the BC LNG case offers an intriguing framing conflict 

on shale gas, in which its extraction via fracking is widely perceived as environmentally 

detrimental, whereas the final product, LNG, is branded as an environmental solution for 

coal-dependent Asian countries. 

In environmental communication, the particular subfield studying the role of energy 

in society is energy communication. Similar to environmental communication, energy com-

munication scholarship is dominated by a crisis frame (Cox, 2007), which attends not only 

to the discursive dynamics of energy controversies but also the increasing societal crises 

brought by capitalism’s refusal to decarbonise. According to Endres et al. (2016), energy 

communication research consists of three noteworthy themes: ‘(1) the role of media in 

covering energy crises; (2) analyses of corporate communication surrounding crises; and 

(3) discourses of decision-making about energy in the context of crises’ (p. 424). The em-

pirical analysis of BC LNG in later chapters mainly engages with themes (1) and (3). 

Meanwhile, Endres and her colleagues have also noted that the crisis frame could be both 

productive and limiting: the scholarly attention paid to crises tends to neglect the role of 

energy in everyday life, notably the ideological impacts of its perceived availability, relia-

bility, and affordability. Accordingly, this dissertation incorporates theoretical insights of 

the energy humanities to ameliorate this gap. It considers public controversies over fossil 

fuel infrastructure as a dynamic discursive process in which competing coalitions strive to 

influence public opinion via interactive framing. As chapter 3 discusses, this process plays 

a key role in transforming public concerns over extreme carbon from mere technological 

and economic issues into political contests that encourage a broader debate about fossil 

fuel dependency and sustainability. 

Extreme carbon—be it bitumen or shale gas—is a subject of controversy and de-

bate in many countries (Bomberg, 2017; Davidson & Gismondi, 2011; Metze, 2017; Olive 

& Delshad, 2017). As proponents and opponents of this issue deploy various mobilising 

frames to legitimise their opinions, conflicting interpretations co-exist in the public sphere. 

Media report on the expanding extreme carbon sector as a new revenue resource which 

will bring economic benefits and employment, a temporary solution which will provide 

countries with energy security and facilitate the transition to a carbon-free society, or an 
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environmental threat with significant impacts on local environment and climate change. 

There is no established consensus. As Dodge and Metze (2017) have commented on 

fracking controversies across the US and Europe, ‘even though the central discursive ten-

sions are the same in each case, fracking has very different meanings across countries, 

which has led to different governance responses’ (p. 2). 

Shifting debates and different government opinions on the increasingly polarised 

public perceptions of extreme carbon make the subject difficult to understand. Besides 

structural factors such as energy and environmental policies, geographies, and political 

economy, the relationship between media and extractivism has been an area drawing 

growing scholarly attention. In Canada, recent studies in this area have primarily focussed 

on major crises induced by bitumen production and transportation, which offers valuable 

theoretical insights for the current dissertation. 

The intensifying public contestations over Alberta bitumen present ‘an emerging, 

international flashpoint in the rising tension between economic development on the current, 

global model and its ecological costs’ (Takach, 2013, p. 212). Following the development 

of major bitumen crises, researchers have routinely analysed how various media—news-

papers, websites, social media, and so forth—communicate about these crises. For 

example, studies like those by Remillard (2011) and Takach (2013) have examined visual 

representations of bitumen and concluded that images concerning bitumen, depending on 

how they address the tension between nature-as-sublime and nature-as-resource, could 

mobilise conflicting public perceptions of resource management and environmental deg-

radation. The promotional narratives from Alberta government and energy corporations 

tend to reproduce extractivism’s anthropocentric stance on nature. Likewise, Friedel’s 

(2008) analysis of industrial advertising has revealed how First Nations’ bodies and land-

scapes are used as semiotic tropes for promoting transnational energy companies’ 

neoliberal agendas. As for media coverage, there is an uptick in research examining how 

news influences public opinion about bitumen infrastructure. Kojola (2017), for instance, 

has explored the representations of labour and the environment in media coverage of 

Keystone XL Pipeline. His framing analysis has revealed a persistent ‘jobs versus the 

environment’ dichotomy polarizing bitumen proponents and opponents, which constructed 

the pipeline as a political controversy. Papineau and Deacon (2017) have found a similar 

pattern in local and national coverage of Fort McMurray, the city at the centre of the bitu-

men boom.  
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In addition to studies explicating the media representations of bitumen, energy 

communication researchers also address the relationship between media agenda and pol-

icymaking. Studies such as those by Gunster and Saurette (2014), Neubauer (2017), 

Raso and Neubauer (2016), and Way (2011) have identified the key stakeholders orches-

trating pro-bitumen narratives, notably politicians, energy corporations, pro-industry think 

tanks, and conservative ideologues. Drawing on a diversity of approaches to media effects, 

these studies have shown how bitumen advocates employ political and ideological manip-

ulations to suppress public imaginations about alternative energy futures by effectively 

turning the ‘addiction to oil’ into a ‘common sense of daily life’ (Huber, 2013). For example, 

by framing anti-bitumen efforts as propaganda from foreign-funded radicals (Gunster & 

Saurette, 2014), the Alberta government incite the conflict between workers and environ-

mentalists, thereby silencing alternatives. In another example, studies on media coverage 

of the Northern Gateway Pipeline (Dusyk, Axsen, & Dullemond, 2018; Neubauer, 2017) 

offer insight into how media’s framing of the project as a trade-off between economic 

benefits and environment risks led to heightened public concerns over local impacts and 

regional distribution of risks and benefits, which subsequently paralysed the inter-provin-

cial negotiation process. 

As elaborated in the previous section, the central idea of progressive extractivism 

is to manage the decarbonization of the global economy in concordance with fossil capi-

tal’s economic interests. It aims to establish an impasse supressing grassroots political 

demands for radical energy transition or at least slow down the inevitably phase out of 

fossil fuels. The success of this policy paradigm lies in the extent to which it can sustain 

the illusion that resource-dependent countries like Canada can continue to achieve both 

fossil fuel development and climate change mitigation. This brings one’s attention to Can-

ada’s evolving mediascape.  

Thus, beyond examining the role of media in public opinion and policymaking out-

comes, communication scholarship on bitumen also takes a normative stance criticising 

structural biases in the Canadian media system which favours extractivist voices. This 

media environment sets up a disproportionately structured discursive space which ne-

glects the voices of scientists, environmental groups, and concerned citizens. Instead, it 

amplifies fossil fuel advocates who have framed bitumen as ethical and necessary for the 

Canadian economy (e.g. Levant, 2010). Conservative newspapers like the National Post 

and the Calgary Herald have been involved in building a convincing storyline depicting the 
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bitumen industry as a victim under constant and aggressive attacks from environmental 

groups, which effectively undermines environmental critiques of the industry (Gunster & 

Saurette, 2014). Industry proponents and conservative think tanks facilitate this storyline 

by functioning as the primary voices in media texts, relegating bitumen oppositions to sec-

ondary positions (Raso & Neubauer, 2017). 

Such studies on conventional media’s advocacy for extractivism reveal important 

structural factors concerning the Canadian media system. Conventional mass media and 

their online extensions remain one of the most important storytellers in contemporary so-

ciety despite the growing prevalence of independent media promoting participatory and 

solution-oriented journalism. For policymakers, conventional media content remains more 

authoritative and reliable references than social media posts (Callison & Tindall, 2017; 

Newman, 2011). Meanwhile, although opinion pieces tend to be less bounded by journal-

istic norms, they play a central role in discursive struggles between political camps given 

their provision of mediated interpretative frames for public debates. 

One trend across the Canadian media system since the 2000s has been an in-

creasingly concentrated media ownership in the newspaper sector (Beaty, 2011; Winseck, 

2019), which is of particular relevance to this dissertation as it further reinforces Canadian 

mass media’s crucial role in setting the public agenda on energy issues. As summarised 

in the 2019 report from the Canadian Media Concentration Research Project (Winseck, 

2019), the level of concentration across Canada’s network media economy has risen sig-

nificantly since 2000 as a result of several media acquisitions which dramatically increased 

the consolidation and vertical integration of Canadian media.  

Along with the concentration process and the decline of serious journalism, con-

ventional media have become more vulnerable to corporate interests, which forms the 

basis of their editorial leaning towards the fossil fuel industry. Postmedia Network can be 

taken as an example. A recent review (Edge, 2016) of this media conglomerate has found 

that ‘it now publishes 37.6% of Canadian paid daily newspaper circulation and owns fifteen 

of the twenty-two largest English language dailies, including 75.4% in the three western-

most provinces, where Postmedia owns eight of the nine largest dailies’ (p. 53). 

Considering that the political contests over bitumen and shale gas mainly concern the 

provinces of BC and Alberta, the 75.4% figure is particularly concerning. Postmedia is an 

ideological ally and friendly voice of the fossil fuel industry. As described in a leaked 
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presentation given to the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP), Postme-

dia has stated it is eager to ‘work with the Canadian oil and gas industry to bring energy 

to the forefront of our national conversation and engage executives, the business commu-

nity and the Canadian public to underscore the ways in which the energy sector powers 

Canada’ (cited in Gunster & Saurette, 2014, p. 335). Moreover, Postmedia is not alone in 

offering uncritical coverage of oil and gas.  

In contrast, despite relatively high media visibility, the political efficacy of environ-

mental organisations in Canada has been quite limited. In their comprehensive analysis 

of mediated policy networks within Canadian national news, Stoddart et al. (2017) have 

attributed such lack of political efficacy to the concerted efforts by the petrobloc, notably 

politicians and think tanks who circulated claims concerning bitumen’s economic signifi-

cance on behalf of the fossil fuel industry. Likewise, in a recent commentary published by 

the Narwhal (an online news magazine born out of DeSmog Canada), activist David Gray-

Donald (13 August 2018) has examined how major Canadian media reported on CAPP’s 

2018 Oil Outlook and found that, amongst the three news sources covering it, none 

pointed to the fact that CAPP’s projections overtly broke the climate limits set in the Paris 

Agreement. 

That said, energy discourses in Canadian media remain a worthwhile topic for fur-

ther research. A better understanding of extractivist rhetoric in relation to media agenda 

sheds light on new opportunities for criticism and resistance. For example, I (Chen, 2019) 

have recently investigated the discursive tactics employed by the Calgary Herald in its 

coverage of the bitumen industry in 2015, when volatile oil prices and political changes 

challenged the industry’s prospects and historic legitimacy. The central argument this ar-

ticle advanced was that the newspaper’s inclination towards the bitumen industry hinges 

upon the abuse of symbolic power, which achieved an ideological enclosure on alterna-

tives to bitumen. The process of ideological enclosure presents a key entry point for 

analysing the impasse that many Canadians feel when they think about the energy-society 

relationship. Meanwhile, the pro-industry stance of conventional media does not make 

them invincible against environmental voices. As found in Stoddart et al. (2017), environ-

mental organisations have a high level of media visibility. The crucial challenge, then, is 

whether certain discursive strategies would transform such communicative power into po-

litical power. 
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In the wake of conventional media’s declining resources and refusal to critically 

report upon the fossil fuel industry, activists also use alternative means to get their voices 

heard by the broader public. In BC, fast-growing independent media have actively con-

fronted concentrated media ownership since the early 2000s. By amplifying progressive 

views on issues such as sustainability, democracy, and Indigenous justice, these emerg-

ing public voices have established an ‘alternative public sphere’ (Chen & Gunster, 2018). 

Hackett, Forde, Gunster, and Foxwell-Norton (2017) have proposed, in their critical anal-

ysis of journalism and the climate crisis, that ‘hegemonic media’s focus on disaster, threat, 

and elite political squabbling generates a “hope gap” that leaves audiences, even those 

most alarmed by climate change, with a sense of disengagement and powerlessness, 

rather than efficacy’ (p. 3). Thus, another goal which researching energy discourses may 

achieve is to show the potential of independent media to resolve this ‘hope gap’. 

Echoing the insightful observation of Hackett and his colleagues, the empirical 

analysis in later chapters underscores the idea that fossil fuel discourses, advanced by 

governments and corporations via mass media, are a key contributor to the public legiti-

mation of extreme carbon. By boosting doubt, fear, and even cynicism about a future 

global economy beyond fossil fuels, these discourses depict extreme carbon like bitumen 

and shale gas as the only viable choice for humanity. To develop ‘effective and empow-

ering environmental communication’ (Hackett et al., 2017), it is necessary to confront the 

legitimacy of extreme carbon with innovative discursive strategies, which this dissertation 

hypothesises finding in LNG opponents’ discourses. 

1.4. Conclusion: The Coming of Extreme Carbon  

This chapter has explicated the intricate connections amongst fossil fuels, capital-

ism, and communication. As the discussion reveals, the evolvement of capitalism hinges 

upon energy-intensive forms of social production. From this perspective, capitalist mod-

ernisation began with the burning of coal and then flourished with the help of oil. Moreover, 

this chapter has explained how the evolvement and global expansion of capitalism is 

driven by ever-growing energy-intensive forms of social reproduction.  

Currently, the anxiety concerning a global energy shortage has been alleviated by 

the expansion of extreme carbon production, which mainly includes the offshore drilling of 

oil and gas, the production of shale oil and gas, and the extraction of bitumen in Canada. 
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It is difficult to predict the extent to which these fossil fuel dregs can fulfil future energy 

demand since their exploitation comes with high economic, technical, and environmental 

costs (Urry, 2013). Nonetheless, the extreme carbon boom in North America has captured 

the imagination of industry analysts and policymakers. 

Although the rise of extreme carbon may delay the peak moment of petro-based 

capitalist expansion, it would expose humanity to the threat of climate change and its as-

sociated planetary crises. As Forster and Clark (1 December 2012) have noted, ‘we have 

a generation at most in which to carry out a radical transformation in our economic rela-

tions, and our relations with the earth, if we want to avoid a major tipping point or “point of 

no return,” after which vast changes in the earth’s climate will likely be beyond our ability 

to prevent and will be irreversible’ (para. 3). The rise of extreme carbon, however, is di-

verting society further away from an ultimate post-carbon transition. 

Grounding its analysis in capitalism’s past and ongoing effects of securing its en-

ergy demand, this chapter has argued that the rise of extreme carbon in BC and other 

parts of North America is the outcome of petro-market civilisation’s response to the loom-

ing threat of peak oil. The next chapter reviews the past, present, and future of natural gas 

extraction and discusses how Canadian corporations and policymakers consider extreme 

carbon as the nation’s economic growth engine of the 21st century. Situating Canada as 

a frontier of neoliberal extractivist development, it demonstrates how the BC Liberal gov-

ernment’s LNG blueprint was inspired by the huge success of Alberta’s bitumen sector 

and Stephen Harper’s ‘energy superpower’ ambition.  
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Chapter 2.  
Shale Gas and Emerging Global LNG Trade  

The previous chapter has explored how the nexus between energy and capitalist 

social reproduction governs contemporary society, with the perpetual pursuit of accumu-

lation resulting in ever-growing consumption of fossil fuels. For environmentally minded 

citizens, however, the urgency of climate change mitigation calls for a rapid expansion of 

renewable energy sources such as solar radiation and wind. Nonetheless, given how 

seamlessly fossil fuels have been integrated into modern life, many energy policy scholars 

(e.g. Smil, 2015, 2017) hold that the pace of an energy transition to renewables will be 

slow and that a more likely transition in the coming decades will involve the gradual dis-

placement of coal, and perhaps crude oil, by natural gas.  

Compared with coal and crude oil, natural gas has been long neglected in both 

academic and public discussions of energy issues (Smil, 2015). Simply put, the fuel occu-

pies a very low profile for most people: it produces no smell or taste from burning and is 

delivered to households via underground pipelines. The sheer abundance of natural gas 

also contributes to society’s taken-for-granted attitude towards it. Whilst there are occa-

sional global market fluctuations in price and availability, the world has yet to be hit by a 

disastrous natural gas crisis comparable to the 1970s oil shocks. Unlike crude oil, interna-

tional gas transactions are less likely to intertwine with geopolitical factors given the 

discrete nature of the two major regional markets (Eurasia and North America). The only 

exception to this pattern amongst major gas exporters is Russia, which has repeatedly 

utilised its gas supply to Europe as political leverage in recent decades. 

That being said, society’s dependency on natural gas is arguably as bad as it’s 

addition to oil (Darley, 2004; Smil, 2015). Natural gas is already the second most important 

energy source after crude oil in many countries. As a cleaner and (often) cheaper alterna-

tive to coal, it has become increasingly prevalent in electricity generation. It is also widely 

used in industrial fertiliser production and household heating and cooking. Transnational 

energy conglomerates such as British Petroleum (19 October 2017), ExxonMobil (2013), 

and Shell (2017) have projected a 35% increase in global natural gas consumption be-

tween 2010 and 2040. Meanwhile, the increased publicity of natural gas has been driven 
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by the promotional efforts of governments, energy corporations, and even some environ-

mental organisations, which have branded it as a ‘bridge fuel’ facilitating the world’s switch 

to renewable energy sources (Klein, 2014). Such is the context in which the BC Liberal 

government announced its ambitious plan for LNG exports in late 2011. 

This chapter analyses the growing importance of shale gas in global energy struc-

tures. It examines how the US shale gas boom, in combination with Asian countries’ strong 

gas demands, inspired BC to aggressively pursue LNG exports. Despite the strong re-

gional sentiments embedded in many promotional narratives, BC LNG has an important 

transnational dimension. Moreover, the enduring potency of LNG in BC political economy 

becomes apparent when examined from a historical perspective. Christy Clark’s promo-

tion of LNG was actually the third attempt by BC to kick-start an LNG sector. A longitudinal 

analysis of shifting LNG discourses thus leads to a better understanding of why BC LNG 

resurged in late 2011 and then escalated into a high-profile controversy in later years. 

By focussing on the current status and prospect of shale gas in carbon-dependent 

civilisation, this chapter argues that the hype about BC LNG exports to Asia since late 

2011 must be understood as a continuation of previous failed attempts to secure additional 

trade partners for Canadian staples. It is also driven by carbon capitalism’s push for sus-

taining the established global political economic order. The following sections first describe 

the characteristics of natural gas as an energy source and outline some key features of 

its existence as an increasingly global commodity. They then assess the recent shale gas 

boom in North America and Europe, followed by an overview of its related media coverage. 

The next section discusses the implications of the rapidly growing global LNG trade. The 

final three sections reconstruct the timeline of BC LNG, tracing its origin back to the failed 

West Coast LNG proposal during the early 1980s. 

2.1. Natural Gas before Fracking 

Before human civilisation began to exploit natural gas as an energy source, the 

existence of ‘inflammable gas’ from wetlands or lake bottoms was already a well-docu-

mented phenomenon (Smil, 2015). In 1779, Italian physicist Alessandro Volta successfully 

isolated and identified methane (CH4)—the simplest and lightest hydrocarbon—from the 

inflammable gas. The fossil fuel described as ‘natural gas’ in daily language consists al-

most entirely of methane, plus small amounts of other chemical compounds in the alkane 
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series, notably ethane (C2H6), propane (C3H8), butane (C4H10), and pentane (C5H12). Dur-

ing industrial processing, these hydrocarbons are further separated into three categories: 

methane as the ‘natural gas’ used in cooking and household heating, C2-C5 compounds 

as natural gas liquids, and propane and butane as liquefied petroleum gas. As conven-

tional natural gas reserves often appear in the form of gas fields adjacent to oil deposits, 

most natural gas produced by the fossil fuel industry comes from reserves located during 

the search for oil. Although non-associated gas reserves have also been discovered, their 

large-scale exploitation (e.g. Qatar’s North Dome gas field) only began in recent decades 

as global reserves of cheap conventional crude oil have declined. 

The exploitation of gas is closely related to oil production since a considerable 

amount of it must be injected back into nearby oil deposits to maintain the minimum pres-

sure for oil extraction. Given this close connection, the supply of gas has been influenced 

by peak oil predictions. According to early estimates (e.g. Campbell, 2005; Darley, 2004) 

based on the ‘peak oil’ model, global supplies of natural gas would continue to rise until 

2025 and then decline sharply after 2045. Nevertheless, this timeline has been overhauled 

in recent years due to the worldwide proliferation of gas extraction from shale formations; 

updated estimates suggest that the world may not reach the peak of gas production 

around 2050 or even 2070 (Smil, 2015). As the world is running out of easy-to-exploit 

fossil fuels, the abundance of remaining shale gas reserves makes it an ideal candidate 

to be the next dominant fuel of human civilisation. 

Besides its abundance, natural gas has several other advantages when compared 

with other fossil fuels. First, the burning of pure methane only generates water and CO2, 

making it the cleanest fossil fuel in terms of combustion. Second, its gas format offers high 

combustion efficiency. In the electricity industry, the combination of gas and steam tur-

bines is the most efficient solution of energy conversion currently available. Third, after 

high initial investment in pipeline construction, the transportation of natural gas is compar-

atively cost-effective. 

Natural gas does have two notable drawbacks. The first is potential methane leak-

age during extraction and transportation. The density of methane is roughly half of air, 

which means that it rises and disperses once released into the atmosphere. Methane is a 

potent greenhouse gas (GHG), which, according to the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-

mate Change’s (2013) estimate, is 34 times greater than CO2 over a 100-year period. 
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Moreover, a recent study (Hmiel et al., 2020) published by Nature reveals that methane 

emissions from fossil fuel extraction have been underestimated up to 40%, which means 

the natural gas industry has a much bigger carbon footprint than previous estimates. The 

second is the fact that natural gas has a lower energy density than petroleum products. 

The higher heating value (HHV) of natural gas ranges between 33.3 MJ/m3 and 42 MJ/m3 

depending on its source of production, whereas the average HHV of liquid fuels is three 

orders of magnitude higher than natural gas (Smil, 2015). A common method to improve 

the energy density of natural gas is liquefaction: at -160 °C, natural gas turns into a liquid 

with a significantly improved HHV (roughly 600 times the value for typical natural gas). 

With proper equipment, LNG can be directly used in transportation and electricity gener-

ation, though this is not as convenient as crude oil. Liquefied natural gas shipment via 

tankers is also the only cost-effective way to transport natural gas across oceans due to 

the technical difficulty of constructing pipelines in deep water. 

The international gas trade is less diversified and much smaller in scale than for 

crude oil. There are fewer than 20 countries as major natural gas exporters, in contrast to 

more than 30 countries which sell over 100,000 barrels of crude oil per day (Smil, 2015). 

By 2012, only 31% of all marketed natural gas (21% via pipelines and 10% via LNG tank-

ers) was traded internationally, whereas the comparable figure for crude oil was 64%. 

Despite long-term forecasts for strong growth in global natural gas consumption, the in-

ternational gas trade will likely continue to be dwarfed by crude oil markets until at least 

2050 (Smil, 2017).  

Prior to the technical maturity of LNG tankers, international gas trade mainly oc-

curred in two separate continental markets: the North American natural gas system and 

the Eurasian natural gas system. The North American natural gas system includes the 

long-established Canadian exports to the United States, plus small-scale trading between 

Mexico and the United States. With just over 1% of the world’s proven conventional natural 

gas reserves, Canada has been the world’s third largest natural gas producer for decades 

and was only bumped to the fourth place by Iran in 2012. Smil (2015) has attributed such 

huge disparity between Canada’s modest natural gas reserves and its large annual gas 

production to three factors: (1) domestic demand for heating during long, cold winters, (2) 

energy-intensive industries (especially bitumen production, synthetic fertilisers, and met-

allurgy), and, most importantly, (3) the ever-growing demand from the United States. The 
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National Energy Board of Canada (2018) has reported that in 2017, the country’s net pipe-

line export to the United States was 60.3 billion m3, with a net value of $6.7 billion (CAD). 

Although Canadian natural gas accounted for 16% of the US total consumption back in 

2007, exports have been in steady decline since the 2010s due to rapidly growing US 

shale gas production (Smil, 2015; Wood, 2012). The weakening US demand and ex-

tremely low prices caused by shale gas are major external factors driving the BC gas 

industry’s search for additional natural gas customers. 

The Eurasian natural gas system accounts for approximately 75% of global natural 

gas pipeline transactions and continues to expand with new pipeline networks linking gas 

fields in Asia and North Africa to importers in Europe and East Asia (Smil, 2015). This 

complex energy transportation infrastructure first emerged in Western Europe during the 

late 1960s, following the discovery of giant gas fields in Groningen of the Netherlands and 

the North Sea. However, even the combined production of both gas fields cannot fulfil 

Europe’s rising consumption. Unlike North America, where high rates of energy consump-

tion per capita lead to the increase of gas imports, the situation in Europe is an inevitable 

outcome of population growth and economic development. Most European countries are 

devoid of hydrocarbon resources. Consequently, the region has developed a dependence 

upon external gas suppliers, especially Russia’s Western Siberia gas field. Accordingly, 

in contrast to the North American natural gas system in which trading is stabilised under 

NAFTA, the European natural gas market is more sensitive to geopolitical conflicts. During 

the initial outbreak of the Crimea crisis in 2014, for instance, Russia utilised its gas exports 

to force the European Union (EU) to take a softer stance on its takeover of Crimea. Rec-

ognising its overall limited bargaining power with the Kremlin, the EU has been keen on 

diversifying its natural gas sources by increasing imports from North Africa and the Middle 

East. Political instability in both regions make LNG shipment the only reliable delivery so-

lution.  

Over the past decade, the internal dynamics of the Eurasian natural gas system 

have been shifted by strong demands from Asian countries, especially China. China be-

gan to import Turkmen natural gas from Central Asia in 2009, and later this partnership 

was integrated into the Belt and Road Initiatives. In 2014, China signed a massive 30-year 

agreement with Russia on importing East Siberia gas, which weakened BC LNG’s appeal 

to potential Chinese investors and buyers (Vanderklippe & Jang, 21 May 2014). 
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2.2. The Shale Gas Boom and Its Related Media Coverage 

The expanding discovery and extraction of shale gas have propelled the worldwide 

boom of natural gas production since the late 2000s. Shale gas refers to methane deposits 

within shale rock formations. This unconventional type of gas reserves was not economi-

cally obtainable until the early 2000s, when the low permeability of shale was solved by 

innovations in drilling technologies, namely the combination of hydraulic fracturing and 

horizontal drilling (hereafter referred to as ‘fracking’). Unlike conventional extraction meth-

ods that remove oil from pools embedded in impermeable rock layers, fracking allows the 

separation of both oil and natural gas from deep rock formations themselves (Montgomery 

& Smith, 2010). A typical fracking operation begins with a well drilled from the surface to 

a subsurface location above the target shale layer. Precise drilling is implemented hori-

zontally along the shale layer’s contour. Finally, a highly pressured mixture of water, sand, 

and chemicals is injected into the shale layer to crack it, which forces natural gas to mi-

grate to the well.  

Fracking has significantly increased the world’s estimated recoverable gas. Take 

North America as an example. The United States has approximately 7.7 trillion m3 of con-

ventional natural gas reserves, but the application of fracking has boosted its technically 

recoverable gas reserves to a total of 24.4 trillion m3 (Howarth, Ingraffea, & Engelder, 

2011). For Canada, the numbers are 1.8 and 11 trillion m3, respectively. 

Despite the enormous economic potential of fracking, it has been strongly opposed 

by environmentalists as well as residents living in fracking zones. Specifically, fracking 

operations come with the following environmental impacts. First and foremost, fracking is 

an extremely hydro-intensive process and a serious threat to drinking water safety. Whilst 

conventional oil wells require approximately 60 thousand gallons of water, a fracking well 

requires between two and nine million gallons of water (Harden-Donahue, 2011; Wylie, 

2018). Furthermore, the opening of shale formation is achieved with the use of chemicals 

and proppant. FracFocus (n.d.), a corporative website maintained by US state water offi-

cials and the Interstate Oil and Gas Compact Commission, lists 59 chemicals commonly 

used in fracking, but many ‘patented’ chemicals are hidden from public awareness and 

pose significant threat to underground water and people living near to fracking wells. In-

creasing seismic risk is another focal point of fracking-related public discussions. Central 

Oklahoma is a representative case, where scientific investigations have directly linked a 
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sharp increase of earthquakes to massive fracking activities (e.g. Keranen, Weingarten, 

Abers, Bekins, & Ge, 2014). 

Most crucially, when compared with conventional natural gas production, fracking 

dramatically increases the severity of methane leakage. According to Howarth, Santoro, 

and Ingraffea’s (2011) estimate, “methane emissions [from fracking] are at least 30% more 

than and perhaps more than twice as great as those from conventional gas” (p. 679). 

Considering that there are nearly 2.5 million fracked wells worldwide, with the United 

States having 1.1 million of them (Montgomery & Smith, 2010), the amount of methane 

leaking from these wells completely offsets the moderate environmental benefits of burn-

ing natural gas instead of coal. Thus, critics of fracking (e.g. Howarth, 2014; Nikiforuk, 

2015) have deemed shale gas as a serious threat to climate change mitigation. In addition, 

the continual growth of natural gas usage would weaken the desire to develop renewables, 

further delaying the progress of transforming the world’s economy into a post-carbon one 

(Healey & Jaccard, 2016). 

Despite environmental criticism, the fossil fuel industry still advocates shale gas as 

a revolutionary opportunity too valuable to lose and urges further deregulation for drilling 

practises. After all, it follows extractivism’s doctrine that profitable resources should not be 

left underground. In her investigation into the impact of fracking in the United States, Wylie 

(2018) found that corporate lobbying for fracking’s regulatory exemptions is primarily re-

sponsible for the reckless shale gas boom. From a rhetorical perspective, two claims are 

at the centre of shale gas propaganda. First, energy conglomerates and some government 

regulators make the case that fracking is a mature drilling technique with decades of 

proven safety records. Nevertheless, an inquiry into this proposition reveals its inaccuracy. 

Although the US Department of Energy had demonstrated the viability of massive-scale 

fracking during the 1970s, it was not widely recognised by producers until 1998, when 

George Mitchell, a Texas oilman, found means to significantly lower the average cost of a 

fracking operation (Wylie, 2018). Thus, it is only in the last decade or two that fracking has 

become widespread as a means of facilitating the extraction of natural gas. 

Another claim pervading concerted government and industry propaganda promot-

ing the shale gas boom is the proposal of natural gas as a bridge fuel in the transition to 

low-carbon and eventually renewable energy systems. In British Columbia, for instance, 

government and industry stakeholders have aggressively branded shale gas exports as a 
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‘climate solution’ compatible with Canada’s climate change mitigation goals. Similar nar-

ratives also appear during fracking controversies in other countries (see Bomberg, 2017; 

Dodge & Lee, 2017; Metze, 2017).  

Despite its prevalence in public discourse, the ‘bridge fuel’ label applied to shale 

gas has received strong criticism within scholarly discussions. Focussing on the case of 

BC LNG, Stephenson, Doukas, and Shaw (2012) reviewed best available empirical find-

ings on the climate impacts of shale gas and concluded that it is highly problematic to 

consider shale gas as clean energy since factors impacting its lifecycle emissions are 

‘poorly characterized and remain contested in the academic literature’ (p. 452). A recent 

report by Oil Change International (Stockman, Trout, & Blumenthal, 2019) made a similar 

argument that ‘the myth of gas as a “bridge” to a stable climate does not stand up to 

scrutiny’ (p. 18). Taking these arguments together, although shale gas is promoted as a 

better alternative to coal and oil, it is by no means a bridge fuel that facilitates the decar-

bonisation of the global economy. 

With respect to media coverage, before 2010, discussions on fracking had been 

largely confined to the fossil fuel industry’s trade publications and mainstream media’s 

business sections, without much controversy. As found in several chronological accounts 

(e.g. Matthews & Hansen, 2018; Mazur, 2016, 2018), the controversy over fracking grew 

rapidly between 2010 and 2011, first in the United States and then internationally. Accord-

ing to Mazur (2016), two high-profile events played crucial roles in drawing public attention 

to fracking’s environmental impacts. The first was the acclaimed anti-fracking documen-

tary Gasland (Fox, 2010), which grabbed public attention with horrifying images of tainted 

aquifers and ignitable drinking water. The second was the offshore Deepwater Horizon 

disaster in April 2010, which spurred prolific media coverage on the potential risks under-

lying rapidly growing US oil and gas production. According to Mazur’s (2018) analysis of 

fracking’s presence in US, British, and German news coverage, media attention to anti-

fracking activism peaked during 2012–2014, with the New York Times being “the most 

potent agenda-setting news organization in the US and also important internationally” (p. 

538). US media attention to fracking dropped after 2014, partly because the New York 

state banned fracking in 2014, and the New York Times reduced its corresponding cover-

age. Yet, the public contests on fracking was far from over due to the spread of fracking 

activities into other countries like Canada.  
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As fracking turned into a complicated and controversial issue for policymakers and 

other relevant stakeholders, the growing public awareness of it encountered conflicting 

stakeholder opinions, expert claims, and news reports. Similar to other environmental con-

troversies, public contests over fracking are value-driven conflicts wherein a wide range 

of stakeholders seek to negotiate the public meanings of fracking through the framing of 

facts and counter-facts. Consequently, the public interpret uncertainties about fracking in 

conflicting ways. As found in public surveys conducted in the US (Evensen & Stedman, 

2017) and the UK (Howell, 2018), respondents held polarized views on fracking, and more 

importantly, their general values and beliefs—such as those about environmental protec-

tion, local community, and political identification—precede the formation of their specific 

attitudes toward fracking. In other words, increasing the public’s knowledge about fracking 

has little impacts on their beliefs about shale gas developments.  

Thus, fracking is not purely a technological problem which can be resolved with 

more scientific analysis; it is also a communicative problem which consists of definitional 

and interpretive struggles (Matthews & Hansen, 2018; Metze & Dodge, 2016) and chal-

lenges the “information deficit” model (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002) following by many 

policymakers. Political ideology and party affiliation are becoming notable factors in public 

perceptions of the relationship between fracking and climate change. For instance, A US 

national survey conducted by Boudet et al. (2014) has found that people who hold egali-

tarian worldviews and associate fracking primarily with environmental impacts tend to 

oppose the process. By contrast, people who are politically conservative and associate 

fracking primarily with the economy and energy security tend to support it.  

The politicisation of fracking points to the social acceptance literature’s concern 

about the socio-political acceptance of energy policies (Wüstenhagen, Wolsink & Bürer, 

2007; Gaede & Rowlands, 2018; Wolsink, 2018). The concept of social acceptance ad-

dresses factors influencing the implementation of energy policies, especially those related 

to the development of energy infrastructure. In the words of Wolsink (2018), one of the 

leading experts in this field, “social acceptance should be understood as a bundle of pro-

cesses of decision-making on issues concerning the promotion of ‒ or counteraction 

against ‒ new phenomena and new elements in the transformation of current energy sys-

tems” (p. 287). According to the typology by Wüstenhagen et al. (2007), there are three 

dimensions of the concept (1) socio-political acceptance, (2) community acceptance, and 

(3) market acceptance. In the case of fracking, community acceptance, which refers to the 
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consent of local stakeholders near energy projects, has been recognized as the most piv-

otal dimension. For instance, drawing upon survey and interview results, Darrick Evensen 

and his colleagues (Evensen & Brown-Steiner, 2018; Evensen & Stedman, 2017, 2018) 

found that public opinion about fracking is affected more by fracking-related benefits and 

risks to community “good life” than shale gas development’s association with climate 

change. Another survey (Yu, Huang, Qin & Chen, 2018) conducted in China also found 

similar tendencies. Taken together, the social acceptance of fracking depends less on 

knowledge about impacts. The issue’s contentious nature often compromises the trust-

worthiness of expert information. Accordingly, what become pivotal for public deliberation 

are communications “focusing on the shared historical and cultural experiences that shape 

values and general beliefs” (Evensen & Stedman, 2017, p. 18).  

In communication and media studies, recent research on fracking communications 

has focussed on how their intensifying politicisation is shaped by each country’s political 

and economic context and respective discursive dynamics. For instance, Metze’s (2017) 

analysis of shale gas debates in the Netherlands has demonstrated how the transfor-

mation of public understanding of fracking from an acceptable drilling practise to an 

alarming environmental threat hinged on the discursive strategies adopted by opponents, 

which emphasised the many uncertainties underlying fracking’s economic benefits and 

environmental impacts. Driven by such a shift in public understanding, the Dutch govern-

ment took a cautious approach and issued policies which frame fracking as a planning 

issue. Like the Netherlands case, by expanding the scope of fracking conversations, en-

vironmental organisations and concerned citizens in New York and the UK effectively 

challenged the ‘economic opportunity’ storyline used by fracking advocates (Bomberg, 

2017; Dodge & Lee, 2017). 

Notably, opponents’ interpretation of fracking in relation to public health and local 

democracy issues opened alternative discursive spaces to accommodate citizens’ own 

experiences and voices. Admittedly, not all struggles against fracking have enjoyed the 

same level of success. In Poland and Germany, fracking initiatives were supported by 

regulatory relief and tax incentives, and the public momentum of such policy support was 

primarily maintained by government actors’ promotion of ‘scientific dialogues’ on fracking 

(Bigl, 2017; Bornemann, 2017; Lis & Stankiewicz, 2017). Most of these dialogues were 

sponsored by the private sector and disproportionally highlighted expert opinions favour-

able to the pro-fracking side. By branding such expert opinions as ‘objective claims’, 
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political and business elites managed to frame fracking as crucial to securing a future 

energy supply, thereby closing down other viable interpretations by citizens’ voices.  

Overall, the reviewed cases collectively demonstrate that fracking presents an in-

terpretive problem interweaving economic, energy, and environmental factors at national 

and transnational levels. It could be viewed as an emblematic problem consisting of two 

central tensions: the classic tension between economic growth and environmental protec-

tion as well as the escalating tension between the urgency of post-carbon transition and 

the pertinacity of fossil fuel consumption (Dodge & Metze, 2017). 

Despite the presence of both tensions across countries, media framing and the 

political responses they receive can be quite different from case to case since stakeholder 

interventions can either open up or close down certain ways of understanding fracking. 

Amongst the various discursive spaces where stakeholders intervene, the media sphere, 

consisting of both legacy outlets and social media platforms, is a crucial one. Studies on 

fracking coverage suggest that relevant media coverage is informed by a sense of contest 

which corresponds to the contrasting opinions of different interested stakeholder groups 

(Matthews & Hansen, 2018). For news stories depicting fracking as an ‘economic good’, 

popular topics tend to address job creation, regional investment, and, for European coun-

tries particularly, less dependence on unethical energy from Russia and the Middle East. 

In some cases, geopolitical concerns are more effective than economic factors in mobilis-

ing public support for fracking. Bigl’s (2017) analysis of fracking stories in the German 

press has found that the potential challenge of securing Germany’s energy supply against 

the backdrop of the Crimean crisis plays a central role in the construction of unbalanced 

reporting, with the risks associated with fracking being mostly ignored.  

Meanwhile, news stories depicting fracking as an ‘environmental concern’ tend to 

discuss topics such as underground water contamination and its subsequent threat to 

public health. Led by the wide circulation of strong anti-fracking sentiment in Gasland (Fox, 

2010), water quality has become the most publicised environmental risk of fracking in both 

North America and Europe (Jaspal & Nerlich, 2014; Olive & Delshad, 2017). It should be 

noted that many news reports on fracking have presented its economic and environmental 

perspectives as a dichotomy. Readers may learn about fracking as either an economic 

issue or an environmental issue, but it is rare to see opinion pieces discussing both per-

spectives comprehensively. 



 

50 

Concerning factors underlying the media’s framing of fracking, previous research 

has addressed variations found in the reporting of fracking’s benefits and risks in relation 

to the ideological stances and socio-political contexts of journalists’ news organisations. 

Focusing on UK coverage, Jaspal and Nerlich (2014) have identified an unfolding debate 

between left-leaning and right-leaning outlets, with the former side’s sceptical stance hav-

ing the upper hand at the time of the study. One insightful observation from their analysis 

is the important role played by ‘threat positioning’ in the mediated process of fracking de-

liberation. Whilst left-leaning outlets addressed fracking mainly as a multi-faceted threat 

to human beings and the environment, right-leaning outlets also used the notion of ‘threat’ 

but in relation to a different target: the UK’s economic future. They appealed to the scarcity 

of energy sources and criticised the high cost of renewable energy to portray anti-fracking 

activities as threatening. Thus, inherently vague notions such as people’s desire for secu-

rity and prosperity could be used as mobilising factors on both sides of the fracking 

controversy. 

Amongst these competing notions, the most contested one is arguably transition, 

which is closely related to the ‘bridge fuel’ designation of shale gas. Depending on one’s 

perception of fossil fuels, shale gas could be considered either a facilitator of or a barrier 

to reduction in GHG emissions. Unlike traditional risk management models which evaluate 

the environment from the perspective of cost-benefit analysis, debating shale gas in the 

broad picture of post-carbon transition opens the realm of normative and ideological con-

flicts (Dodge & Metze, 2017; Fischer, 2003). 

Socio-political contexts which underpin domestic media discussions on fracking 

often create certain focal points for media attention. In North America, for example, alt-

hough both Canadian and US newspapers have prioritised the issue of water quality in 

their coverage of fracking, beyond this common concern, there are noticeable differences 

in media focusses (Olive & Delshad, 2017). Compared to their US counterparts, the Ca-

nadian media tend to focus more on fracking’s benefits to a local economy but less on its 

potential harm to wildlife. Such national variations are even more prominent in Europe due 

to the region’s complex energy supply and consumption dynamics.  

In terms of the information subsidies offered by both pro-fracking and anti-fracking 

actors, one question frequently appears in previous research: which side is more effective 

at influencing media messages? Although fracking opponents have been successful in 
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several places such as New York, the UK, and the Netherlands, there is emerging evi-

dence pointing to a reciprocal relationship between the business sector and news outlets. 

Because news production is constrained by general journalistic routines and practises, 

fracking reporting tends to proportionally favour business and political elites as authorita-

tive and credible sources of news (Matthews & Hansen, 2018). Consequently, the agenda-

building efforts of fracking opponents are repeatedly met with discrimination and exclusion. 

Even in cases wherein anti-fracking actors’ arguments prevail and eventually contribute 

to moratoria on fracking, this is often caused by high-profile environmental accidents, 

which trigger the crisis frame of news production and temporarily drive media attention 

towards environmental concerns. For instance, in Jaspal and Nerlich’s (2014) analysis of 

the UK press, an important background story on which fracking opponents constructed 

their narratives was seismic activity in Lancashire.  

Nevertheless, not all risks associated with fracking are easily visible for public scru-

tiny. Thus, the ‘jobs versus environment’ dichotomy, around which many anti-fracking 

activists in the United States and Europe have built their arguments (Matthews & Hansen, 

2018), has inherent limits. Accordingly, a key issue this dissertation explores is how to 

transcend that dichotomy and develop better arguments to counter the celebration of the 

omnipresence of fossil fuels, which has been used as a central discursive strategy by 

fracking proponents. 

In sum, the industrial production and transportation of fossil fuels always pose a 

threat to public health and safety and damage the environment. However, before the rise 

of extreme carbon, these drawbacks tended to evoke a relatively low level of public oppo-

sition so long as the daily operations of energy production proceeded normally. 

Occasionally, serious accidents could draw public scrutiny to the energy sector and ex-

pose the flaws in its regulations, but for the most part, such accidents are often addressed 

as anomalies, with blame attributed only to the responsible persons or companies instead 

of being linked to environmental concerns such as sustainable development, energy tran-

sition, and climate change (Hansen & Matthew, 2018). Consequently, public anger over 

the energy sector’s misconduct often calms down as time passes by, which reflects the 

event-led character of the 24-hour news cycle and the constraints such a cycle imposes 

on environmental reporting.  
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Thus, environmental concerns alone could not explain the notable LNG opposition 

in the BC public sphere from 2011 to 2017, when the sector remained a ‘castle in the air’. 

One theory could be the worldwide proliferation of anti-fracking movements accounting for 

such sustained public attention. However, in his analysis of the evolvement of the fracking 

controversy in the United States from 2010 to 2012, Mazur (2016) has identified three 

interrelated trends contributing to the issue’s prevalence: (1) the success of the anti-frack-

ing documentary Gasland and its introduction of fracking to public awareness, (2) the 

steady growth of media coverage on the potential risks underlying rapidly expanding shale 

gas production in the United States (especially the 10-part series report “Drilling Down” by 

the New York Times), which stemmed from growing public concern as well as the after-

math of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill, and (3) consistent local opposition against fracking 

when shale gas producers attempted to expand their operations into Pennsylvania and 

New York State. Mazur (2016) has also argued that given the US media’s leading role in 

international reportage, their continuing attention to fracking further spread to other nations 

where fracking is potentially applicable. If one accepts this argument, then the case of BC 

LNG is a successor of the momentum built in the United States. 

Nevertheless, as later chapters reveal, the BC LNG case should not be simply 

interpreted as a copycat merely following the playbook written by US fracking opponents. 

Specifically, although both proponents and opponents of BC LNG have made frequent 

references to the ongoing ‘US shale gas revolution’, the most direct cause of the case’s 

sudden elevation in Canadian mainstream media was the BC Liberal Party’ framing of it 

as the party’s central economic platform during the months leading to the 2013 BC pro-

vincial election. Whilst the public contestations over fracking across several US states 

could be viewed as a gradual politicisation process brought by increasing media coverage, 

BC LNG was born with strong political sentiment. As discussed in the introduction, British 

Columbia’s unique contextual factors further complicate the discursive dynamics sur-

rounding shale gas production and LNG exports. 

2.3. Rapidly Growing Global LNG Trade 

Along with the controversial expansion of fracking for shale gas, international gas 

exports have been increasingly facilitated through LNG tankers. In 2016, a total of 258 

million tonnes (MT) of LNG was traded (International Gas Union, 2017), more than twice 

the volume of shipments in 2000. Despite such rapid growth, LNG remains a peripheral 
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sector in the global energy landscape (Smil, 2015, 2017; Wood, 2012), with its further 

expansion being constrained by its cost relative to other fossil fuels as well as very high 

initial infrastructure costs (e.g. the construction of liquefaction plants, special tankers, re-

gasification terminals, adjacent pipelines, etc.). According to the International Gas Union’s 

statistics, the 258 MT LNG traded in 2016 accounted for only approximately 10% of global 

gas supply. There were only 18 LNG-exporting countries, 10 re-exporting countries, and 

34 importing countries. The top five LNG-exporting countries were Qatar (29.9% of global 

market share), Australia (17.2%), Malaysia (9.7%), Nigeria (7.2%), and Indonesia (6.4%). 

On the demand side, the top five LNG-importing countries were Japan (32.3%), South 

Korea (13.1%), Mainland China (10.4%), India (7.4%), and Taiwan (5.8%). 

Historically, the first demonstration of a commercial shipment of LNG took place in 

1959, with 5,000 m3 of gas shipped from Lake Charles, Louisiana, to Canvey Island in the 

UK (Smil, 2015). Commercial global LNG trading started in 1961 when the British Gas 

Board signed a long-term import agreement with the Camel (Sonatrach) Plant in Algeria. 

France, Spain, and Italy also made LNG purchases from North Africa during the 1960s. 

Yet, the prospect of LNG imports to Europe dimmed during the 1970s due to the discovery 

of giant gas fields in the Netherlands and the North Sea. A similar process occurred across 

the Atlantic. The United States began to import LNG in 1978 but only in small volumes to 

complement high domestic consumption during peak seasons. The situation changed little 

over the next two decades. During this period, Japan was the only major LNG importer in 

the world, with annual imports of up to 75% of traded LNG. Japan’s strong demand for 

LNG could be attributed to its lack of domestic hydrocarbon resources and its desire to 

reduce air pollution from electricity generation. The LNG industry finally took off during the 

1990s when Qatar started to export its North Dome gas in the form of LNG. Facing energy 

challenges similar to Japan’s, South Korea and Taiwan became major LNG importers. 

Then, over the first decade of the 21st century, an expanding market base and technical 

improvements advanced global LNG beyond the emerging stage. Today, LNG supplies 

significant portions of primary energy in Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan, but elsewhere 

it remains marginal, with market shares dwarfed by crude oil and coal. 

Recently, the global LNG trade has been influenced by two notable trends. First, 

growing energy consumption driven by Asian economic development is expected to be 

the primary driver of future LNG production growth (International Gas Union, 2017). Main-

land China began to import LNG only in 2006, but in just a few years, it surpassed South 
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Korea to become the world’s third largest LNG importer. India currently imports 19.2 MT 

(ranked fourth in the world). Both countries have plenty of room for LNG to displace coal 

for household heating and electricity generation. Second, the shale gas boom has turned 

the United States into a net LNG exporter. With an average of 35,000 new fracking wells 

appearing in the United States every year, the country’s shale gas production grew from 

virtually nothing to more than 0.85 billion m3 per day between 2000 and 2013 (Medlock, 

Jaffe, & O’Sullivan, 2014).  

The sudden expansion of shale gas production has fundamentally changed the 

established supply-demand order of the North American natural gas system. As North 

America was flooded by excessive shale gas, the region’s natural gas prices collapsed. 

Between 2010 and 2015, Henry Hub spot natural gas prices (North America’s benchmark 

prices) rarely rose beyond $5 per million Btu. In contrast, during the same period, natural 

gas prices in Asia stayed above $10 per million Btu. This notable price gap prompted 

increasing interests amongst investors and policymakers in exporting North America’s 

over-supplied shale gas to Asian markets. It was in this context that the provincial govern-

ment of BC joined the global LNG race in late 2011. 

2.4. 1980–2000: British Columbia’s Early Attempts to Estab-
lish LNG Exports  

On 28 October 1980, the Globe and Mail (French, 28 October 1980) reported a 

preliminary agreement reached between a Calgary-based energy corporation (hereafter 

referred to as Dome) and a consortium of five Japanese utilities. The agreement focussed 

on establishing LNG exports from Western Canada to Japan. Regarding the agreement’s 

significance, Dome’s president, William Richards, asserted that Japan’s thriving natural 

gas market would offer great potential for the future growth of the Canadian natural gas 

sector, thereby addressing the challenge of overproduction experienced by many domes-

tic producers. He also stated that the agreement would benefit Canada’s shipbuilding 

industry since some of the LNG carriers included in the agreement’s transportation section 

would be open to Canadian bidders. The story briefly mentioned that the project’s progress 

might be delayed by federal-provincial coordination over taxation or resistance from envi-

ronmental activists, yet such hurdles, the story insisted, would be overcome since the 

agreement, especially Canadian interests in it, had ensured government support from both 

provincial and federal levels.  
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This news item was the first mention of exporting BC natural gas to Asia contained 

in the ProQuest Canadian Newsstream database. At that time, long-distance LNG ship-

ment was a fledging sector. However, Dome’s attempt did not come as a surprise to fellow 

Canadian gas producers, for whom reaching out to Asian customers had become a high 

priority since the stagnating North American gas market was unable to absorb excessive 

natural gas produced by expanding drilling activities in Western Canada. Japan seemed 

to be an ideal candidate with a booming economy sustaining its domination in global LNG 

imports. 

Following Dome’s announcement, Petro-Canada (in those years, a crown corpo-

ration) and Carter Energy (a Vancouver-based independent energy producer) also joined 

the competition with their own LNG terminal proposals targeting Japan. The momentum 

of BC natural gas kept growing and peaked in March 1982, when ten major gas-use pro-

posals—in the categories of natural gas liquefaction, ethylene-based petrochemicals, and 

methanol and fertilizers—competed for the BC government’s approval (Sigurdson, 8 

March 1982). Although an earlier estimate by George Govier had increased estimates of 

British Columbia’s explorable natural gas to 25 trillion cubic feet (Sigurdson, 4 March 

1982), it was determined that the province’s supply and demand could only accommodate 

the production capacity of a single LNG plant. The BC government eventually picked 

Dome’s West Coast LNG proposal since it promised to provide the highest royalty return 

and was backed by the preliminary agreement. 

Shortly after receiving governmental support, however, the project was hit by a 

series of unfavourable developments. During the project’s public hearings at the National 

Energy Board (NEB), evidence emerged that, within the Japanese consortium spearhead-

ing the project, only NIC Resources was firmly committed to Dome’s plan (‘LNG accord 

with Japanese felt uncertain’, 26 August 1982). The extent to which the project would 

prioritise national interest also became a matter of debate as Dome explained that its 

Canadian content, such as construction contracts and operating labour, might only reach 

a threshold of 60% (‘Canadian content of LNG plan by Dome Pete may be only 60%’, 2 

November 1982). In 1983, falling LNG prices on the Japanese side further challenged the 

project’s business viability and strengthened the Japanese consortium’s unwillingness to 

guarantee financing (Sigurdson, 26 April 1983). 
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Under these circumstances, Dome was forced to postpone public hearings at the 

NEB and renegotiate with the Japanese consortium. Consequently, the planned construc-

tion of West Coast LNG entered a year-long delay, which significantly damaged 

stakeholder confidence (Taylor, 28 February 1984). In November 1984, the project was 

taken over by Canada LNG Corporation, founded as a joint venture representing a con-

sortium of eight Canadian energy companies led by Petro-Canada and Mobil Oil of 

Canada (Kevin, 19 March 1985; Lush, 31 October 1984). Dome ended up as a minor 

stakeholder within the consortium. Seeking to salvage the project, the Canadian consor-

tium attempted several rounds of negotiation with its Japanese counterpart throughout 

1985. Such efforts ultimately failed, and the project was cancelled in January 1986. 

The West Coast LNG case revealed several factors constraining the overseas ex-

pansion of BC natural gas exports, and, to a large extent, these factors remained when 

the BC Liberal Party revived the LNG dream in late 2011. First, as shown in the negotia-

tions between the Canadian and Japanese consortiums, the business prospect of 

exporting BC LNG to Asia is highly sensitive to international market conditions. The high 

initial costs of establishing LNG infrastructure in BC, as well as fluctuations in natural gas 

prices in Asian markets, impose significant economic challenges. When the Canadian and 

Japanese consortiums entered their final negotiation, the Globe and Mail reported that the 

two sides were divided by three major issues: ‘what [LNG] price the potential buyers would 

pay; how much gas would be exported; and who would finance the $2.3-billion British 

Columbia pipeline and the liquefaction plant needed to complete the project’ (Walkom, 12 

October 1985, para. 2). 

Second, the high infrastructure costs make it difficult for Canadian energy compa-

nies to launch the LNG sector alone; foreign capital’s support is vital for the success of 

particular projects. This is a longstanding issue in all Canadian energy developments, es-

pecially the Alberta bitumen industry. Additionally, such support often involves the 

compromise of Canadian interests (e.g. adopting a minimal royalty strategy to attract for-

eign capital), which is unacceptable for many domestic stakeholders. This was a 

prominent issue during the public hearings for West Coast LNG. In November 1983, the 

NEB ruled that Canadian content was relevant to its final decision on the project (French, 

21 November 1983). This decision was primarily in response to Canadian shipbuilders, 

vessel operators, and marine suppliers, who strongly opposed Dome’s cost-saving meas-

ure of using the labour of Japanese contractors in LNG carriers.  
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Third, environmental concerns are at odds with extractivism, but their impact upon 

decision-making and public engagement around various projects differs substantively. In 

the news coverage about West Coast LNG, environmental complaints such as air pollution, 

marine ecosystem damage, and tanker safety were mentioned only peripherally. This sug-

gests that in the 1980s, fossil fuel projects were predominantly framed as business matters 

when represented in the public sphere. 

The cancellation of West Coast LNG forced Western Canadian gas producers to 

maintain their sole dependence on North American markets. In December 1996, the pro-

spect of shipping LNG to Asia briefly resurfaced when a consortium of Canadian, South 

Korean, and US companies proposed Pac-Rim LNG, a $1.4-billion LNG plant near Kitimat 

in northwest BC (Boras, 12 December 1996). Targeting South Korea’s growing LNG con-

sumption, the proposal was endorsed by then-BC Premier Glen Clark, who expressed 

optimism following private talks with South Korean stakeholders (Authier, 12 January 

1997). However, the project was short-lived: although an initial deal was reached in April 

1997 (‘Big LNG deal signed’, 17 April 1997), it thereafter quickly collapsed as the 1997 

Asian financial crisis spread to South Korea. Once again, an international market downturn 

woke BC from its LNG dream. 

2.5. 2001–2010: The Frenzy over LNG Imports 

A strong boom in primary commodity prices characterised the global economy dur-

ing the first decade of the 21st century (Le Billon & Good, 2016; Veltmeyer & Bowles 2014). 

Driven by strong industrial growth in China and other ascending economic powers, this 

boom led to record high prices for many primary commodities, starting with crude oil in 

2001 and expanding to minerals and metals by 2003. This trend revived extractivism as a 

developmental path for many resource-based economies. In Latin America, it brought ‘re-

primarisation’ and led a number of national governments to embrace the wave of resource-

seeking foreign investment. This included Canada, where Stephen Harper and his federal 

Conservative Party, in collaboration with provincial conservatives in Alberta, sought to 

drastically expand the country’s bitumen sector. Shortly after securing his first minority 

government in July 2006, Harper announced his party’s vision to exploit ‘Canada’s vast 

and seemingly limitless energy resources’ (Taber, 15 July 2006, para. 3) and transform 

the country into a global ‘energy superpower’. 
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As the Canadian economy embarked upon a renewed path of extractivism, reviv-

ing previously failed LNG exports returned to the domestic gas industry’s business agenda. 

In the early 2000s, however, major gas companies sought to make the case for importing 

LNG to North America in response to perceived shortages in domestic supplies. Before 

2008 breakthroughs in shale gas extraction, the growth in gas production capacity stag-

nated in North America. Meanwhile, demand was increasing significantly, including the 

needs of bitumen production in Alberta and a surge in electricity and heating consumption 

during cold winter days, thereby pushing regional gas prices to new plateaus. Once eyeing 

Asian markets for selling their surplus stocks, Canadian fossil fuel advocates switched to 

the rhetoric of scarcity, predicting that ordinary consumers would be hit by a supply crisis 

if the region’s tight gas inventories were not replenished by external sources. 

In a 2003 report analysing volatile gas prices, for example, Canada’s NEB chair-

man, Ken Vollman, warned that ‘consumers should expect no relief from whipsawing 

natural gas prices for at least three years’ (Scott, 6 May 2003, para. 1) since Canadian 

producers no longer had spare reserves to meet growing consumption. Declaring the gas 

shortage a ‘brewing crisis’, a Globe and Mail editorial (Den Tandt, 10 June 2003) went 

further by proposing that record-high gas prices ‘could stop the nascent U.S. economic 

recovery in its tracks’ and even cause ‘Canadian consumers to reconsider the very notion 

of unlimited gas exports to the United States’ (para. 3). 

Driven by the panic over securing additional gas supplies, LNG resurfaced in Ca-

nadian energy discussions. Unlike its debut in the 1980s, discussions at this time centred 

on Canada’s integration into the emerging global LNG market as an importer to serve both 

Canadian and US consumers. The key economic rationale was a noticeable price gap 

between imported LNG and gas from the Arctic. The cost of the former was expected to 

range between US $3 and $3.5 per MMBtu, whereas the latter would cost at least US $4 

per MMBtu due to additional expenses from constructing the Alaska Pipeline project and 

the Mackenzie Valley project (Cattaneo, 27 October 2003). This difference convinced the 

gas industry that LNG imports would be a profitable business, fundamentally changing the 

dynamics of North America’s gas markets, much like importing oil from the Middle East in 

the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

With more companies joining the LNG frenzy, the number of LNG receiving-termi-

nal proposals mushroomed in the United States and Canada. As of September 2004, there 
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were 40 proposals under consideration or already announced, including two in BC (Morris, 

4 September 2004). In May 2004, Calgary-based Galveston LNG announced that it would 

build an LNG receiving terminal near Kitimat, BC. One month later, another Calgary-based 

energy company, WestPac Terminals, proposed a similar project to be built at Prince Ru-

pert, Kitimat’s northwest neighbour. Given the similarity of the proposals, they entered a 

tight competition to attract investors, suppliers, and consumers (McCullough, 26 July 

2004). Scheduled to begin operation in late 2008 and early 2009, both proposals came 

with an estimated cost around $300 million and a daily processing capacity of 300 million 

cubic feet. 

Galveston and WestPac pushed their applications through government reviews 

over the next three years (2005–2007). In June 2006, Galveston became the front runner, 

receiving preliminary environmental approval from the province. Following this green light, 

it further confirmed potential buyers and pipeline construction details. Desperate to com-

pete for investment, WestPac subsequently replaced the Prince Rupert proposal with a 

much larger project to be based at Texada Island, located in the Georgia Strait midway 

between Vancouver Island and the Lower Mainland (Mertl, 31 July 2007). With a price tag 

of $2 billion, the project included an import terminal and an associated gas-fired power 

plant. Cost increases also threatened the Kitimat LNG project (Hoekstra, 7 August 2009), 

including the construction of a $1.2 billion pipeline, Pacific Trail, to connect the terminal to 

the existing BC pipeline system.  

As Galveston and WestPac promoted their proposals to residents at Kitimat and 

Prince Rupert, two narratives emerged in news coverage. The first one, which I call ‘vul-

nerable North’, centred on the necessity of energy projects for job-starved rural BC 

communities. Echoing Harper’s ‘energy superpower’ rhetoric and the hype around Alberta 

bitumen, this narrative emphasised the employment opportunities associated with upcom-

ing construction. It also implicitly legitimised resource extraction as the only viable 

developmental path for rural BC. The sense of ‘no choice but resource-based economy’ 

was captured well by the Prince Rupert Daily News after Galveston’s project received its 

preliminary environmental approval. The newspaper celebrated the approval as a turning 

point in the Northern BC economy and predicted that ‘rising investment in natural gas, 

mining and related manufacturing, and transportation as well as housing and non-residen-

tial buildings are all leading to higher growth’ (Vassallo, 2006, para. 2). Such boosterism 
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for infrastructure investment was in part a function of business journalism reporting prac-

tises, but it also signified the enthusiasm for resource-driven development of many rural 

BC residents, a persistent trend that underscore current urban-rural divides on issues such 

as fracking and shale gas exports. 

The second narrative, which I call ‘public fears over potential explosion’, centred 

on the environmental risks of LNG tanker traffic. Immediately following WestPac’s an-

nouncement that it would relocate its project to Texada island with an additional gas-fired 

power plant, Gulf Island residents voiced concerns about the project’s freshwater con-

sumption, GHG emissions, and, most importantly, tanker traffic safety (Mertl, 31 July 2007; 

Vanderklippe, 1 August 2007). ‘The Sunshine Coast and all of the Gulf Islands still have 

appeal for their ecological value, and to jeopardize that with the threat of tankers is not 

something that folks in British Columbia are going to accept very easily, if at all,’ said Karen 

Campbell on behalf of the Pembina Institute (cited in Vanderklippe, 1 August 2007, para. 

9). Environmental organisations, notably the David Suzuki Foundation and the Georgia 

Strait Alliance, expressed similar opinions. In 2008, the grassroots struggle against West-

Pac LNG consolidated into a social movement led by the Alliance to Stop LNG and Texada 

Action Now. By winning the majority support of Texada residents, the alliance forced the 

Powell River Regional District, Texada’s governing body, to formally oppose WestPac’s 

proposal (Webb, 27 May 2008). 

The Texada controversy was similar to many other cases across North America 

during the same period. In St. Andrews, New Brunswick, local residents joined their Maine 

neighbours to fight plans for an LNG facility on the shores of Passamaquoddy Bay (Morris, 

22 August 2005). In Quebec, communities around historic Quebec City rallied together in 

a strong push back against the Rabaska LNG project on the St. Lawrence River (Steven-

son & Perreaux, 24 October 2004). Public safety was the primary concern mobilising such 

anti-LNG momentum. A few years later, this momentum was inherited by activists oppos-

ing the Christy Clark government’s push for LNG exports. 

However, the frenzy over LNG imports quickly died down after 2008 due to the 

global economic downturn and, more importantly, the shale gas boom. As North American 

gas prices plummeted due to the explosive growth of fracked shale gas, industry was 

troubled by the fact that an excess of gas had turned it into a ‘wasted by-product’ worth 
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almost nothing (Prett, 4 July 2009). Desperate for potential buyers, Canadian gas produc-

ers once again turned their eyes to Asia. The Kitimat LNG project, for example, was 

transformed into an export project in September 2008 (Ebner, 20 September 2008). The 

Texada island proposal, on the other hand, quietly slipped into oblivion. The new cost of 

Kitimat LNG, including an LNG export terminal and the 463-kilometre Pacific Trail Pipeline, 

grew to more than $4 billion. Such an increase was far beyond Galveston’s financial ca-

pacity. Eventually, in 2010, the project was sold to the Canadian subsidiaries of Apache 

Corporation and EOG Resources, two major fossil fuel corporations in North America. 

2.6. The Revival of British Columbia’s Ambition for LNG Ex-
ports 

The Canadian fossil fuel industry’s push to revive LNG exports to Asia continued 

to make progress in 2011. In March of that year, Encana, another major corporation in the 

North American gas sector, joined the Kitimat proposal when it purchased a 30% stake in 

it from Apache and EOG (Healing, 19 March 2011). The shale gas boom in BC also at-

tracted attention from transnational energy conglomerates. Shell announced in May 2011 

that it would review the viability of building an LNG export terminal along the BC coast 

(Hamilton, 19 March 2011). One month later, Malaysia’s state-owned Petronas, one of the 

world's largest LNG exporters, signed a $1.1 billion deal with Calgary-based Progress 

Energy Resources to collaborate on shale gas development in the BC interior (Cattaneo, 

3 June 2011). As the world’s largest LNG importer, Japan also joined the push for LNG 

exports in November 2011, when its largest fossil fuel corporation, Inpex, spent $700 mil-

lion to form a partnership with Calgary-based Nexen. 

Perhaps the most notable player amongst these transnational energy conglomer-

ates was PetroChina, which expressed a strong willingness to invest in both gas extraction 

and potential LNG facilities. In February 2011, it captured the attention of many Canadian 

energy analysts by striking a $5.4 billion deal with Encana to form a joint venture, which, 

as argued by these analysts, demonstrated China’s appetite for Canadian energy assets 

and strengthened investors’ confidence in entering Asia’s LNG markets (Jones, 11 Feb-

ruary 2011; Vanderklippe, Tait, & Hoffman, 11 February 2011; Yedlin, 15 February 2011). 

Although the Encana-PetroChina deal was later cancelled because the two sides could 

not reach a joint operating agreement, China’s strong interest in BC LNG persisted. Pet-

roChina, Korean Gas, and Mitsubishi (Japan) became the Asian partners of Shell’s project. 
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In October, Sinopec, another state-owned energy giant in China, made a $2.2 billion bid 

to acquire Calgary-based Daylight Energy (Vanderklippe, 11 October 2011). The acquisi-

tion was approved two months later, increasing China’s access to energy resources in 

western Canada. As foreign investment flooded into the prolific gas basins in the BC inte-

rior, the governing BC Liberal Party began to position LNG exports to Asia as a 

generational opportunity pivotal to the future of the provincial economy.  

To summarise, this chapter has presented an overview of fracking’s profound im-

pacts on the global LNG trade and British Columbia’s natural gas sector. The historical 

review in sections 2.4 and 2.5 focusses on the pre-2012 period since it was largely absent 

from later news coverage on the BC Liberal government’s LNG policies. Important con-

textual factors which shifted Canadian gas producers’ perceptions of LNG since the 1980s 

have particularly been identified. The extended period of oversupply during the 1980s and 

1990s led to early attempts at LNG exports. The failure of these attempts, however, did 

not prevent market dynamics from inspiring business interests in LNG imports during the 

early 2000s. A few years later, the shale gas boom brought energy investors’ attention 

back to them. 

Notwithstanding such directional changes, over the years, the North American gas 

sector has consistently promoted LNG projects using economic prosperity, employment 

growth, financial gain, and other individualistic discourses which echo the pioneer and 

frontier rhetoric embedded in Canada’s staples economy (see chapter 1). Occasionally, 

such an extractivist mindset is confronted by public criticism, as shown in the opposition 

movement participated in by Texada Island residents. Overall, though, LNG was not highly 

controversial in BC until the Christy Clark cabinet’s aggressive promotion of it in late 2011. 

(Later chapters more extensively engage with the ‘jobs versus the environment’ dichot-

omy.) For now, this chapter concludes with three broad claims about the essential political 

economy contentions underlying British Columbia’s quest for extractivist development. 

First, BC LNG should not be defined as simply a ‘Canadian business’; it is funda-

mentally transnational, and its success hinges on favourable international market 

conditions and foreign investment. The collapse of the West Coast LNG proposal in the 

1980s suggests that even with the joint efforts of several Canadian gas producers, building 

an expensive LNG terminal on the BC coast carries a high financial risk. Thus, in 2011, 

when the shale gas revolution revived the idea of exporting LNG to Asia, only transnational 
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fossil fuel corporations joined the race. Nonetheless, even these energy conglomerates 

cannot fully bear the risks tied to volatile fluctuations in trans-Pacific LNG prices. Mean-

while, Canadian policymakers hold a shifting attitude towards foreign capital. Back in the 

1980s, the provincial and federal governments acted mainly in a regulatory role. In recent 

years, however, they have increasingly acted as boosters for foreign capital’s participation 

in Canadian extractivist projects. 

Second, there is a persistent urban-rural divide in British Columbia influencing pub-

lic perceptions of resource-based development. Rural communities have long suffered 

from a chronological economic decline due to the decrease in traditional resource indus-

tries such as forestry, fishing, and mining. Consequently, the fossil fuel industry has been 

left as the economic pillar of rural BC. Such a political and economic context has cultivated 

local residents’ strong desire for infrastructure investment, which mobilised grassroots 

support for the BC Liberal Party’ political campaign for LNG exports between late 2011 

and mid-2017. 

Finally, in terms of the environment, BC LNG carries risks associated with fracking 

as well as those associated with LNG terminals. The latter are unique to the BC coast’s 

challenging navigation environment and have not been adequately explored in recent 

studies on the public opposition to shale gas extraction. As mentioned in chapter 1, the 

protection of British Columbia’s marine ecosystem became a common goal uniting anti-

fracking activists and those fighting against bitumen pipeline expansion across BC. Mov-

ing forwards, the next chapter addresses the rationales behind this dissertation’s focus on 

the discursive struggles between LNG proponents and opponents during the 2011–2017 

period. 

  



 

64 

Chapter 3.  
Discourse Coalition, Framing, and Agenda-Building 

This chapter reviews the intersection between media and public discourse through 

the lenses of critical discourse analysis, agenda-setting theory, and media sociology. 

Drawing upon recent methodological developments in critical policy studies, it elaborates 

the argumentative discourse analysis (ADA) approach (Dryzek, 2013; Hajer, 1995, 2005), 

which provides useful guidance for identifying and tracking the key discursive frames and 

storylines embedded in the public debates over BC LNG. In the view of ADA, the discur-

sive contestations between BC LNG proponents and opponents present an interpretive 

policy problem. An in-depth examination of these contestations calls research attention to 

the agenda-building efforts of notable stakeholders. 

Below, the chapter begins with a brief review of discourse, ideology, and power 

and elaborates on their theoretical underpinnings in relation to critical policy studies. It 

then addresses discourse coalition and its methodological implications for studying policy 

controversies like BC LNG. The next section explains how the scholarship on agenda-

building and media sociology inform this paper’s interpretative approach to public dis-

course. The final section concludes by summarising the rationales behind the analytical 

focus on the discursive dimension of BC LNG.  

3.1. Defining Discourse, Ideology, and Power 

The complexity of environmental controversies becomes especially apparent when 

considering the abundance of theories available for explicating their discursive dimensions. 

Many relevant studies have clustered around three pivotal questions (Boykoff, 2009; Han-

sen, 2018):  

1. Which factors influence deliberative practises during environmental policymaking? 

2. How are environmental concerns communicated between stakeholders? 

3. Why do certain representations gain prominence in public perception? 

At first glance, these questions seem to draw scholarly attention in multiple direc-

tions. Yet in the case of energy-society relationship, these directions eventually converge 

into an emblematic challenge concerning the future of humanity: the escalating tension 
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between a ‘business-as-usual’ model, characterised by continuing fossil fuel dependency, 

and a radical transition towards a carbon-free, sustainable energy system. There is no 

obvious resolution to this tension, and public debates are constantly shaped by definitional 

activities from multiple stakeholders. Hence, it is important to consider relevant theoretical 

discussions in critical social sciences before providing a detailed explanation of this em-

pirical study on the conflicting LNG arguments in the BC public sphere. 

Scholars in the humanities and social sciences have used the term ‘discourse’ to 

describe a variety of phenomena and practises. Discourse analysis initially emerged as a 

subfield of language studies with an analytical focus on linguistic rules governing written 

and spoken communications. Gee’s (2014) seminal textbook on this subject makes a dis-

tinction between ‘big-D Discourse’ and ‘little-d discourse’. Whilst the former refers to the 

linguistic rules adopted by different social groups to enact specific identities and activities, 

the latter refers to everyday meaning-making practises. From a structuralist perspective, 

the primary goal of discourse analysis is to reveal the linguistic and sociocultural conven-

tions underlying daily interactions. Accordingly, the term ‘discourse’ denotes ‘language-in-

use’, which is often in the forms of extended speech or writing.  

Critical social sciences depart from the above structuralist interpretation by em-

phasising the interplay between language use and its relevant context. Fairclough (2013) 

considers social process as the interplay amongst three levels of social reality (from macro 

to micro): social structures, practises, and events. As the semiotic dimension of social 

practises, discourse is dialectically related to the other two levels. A discursive construct 

is shaped by its related situation(s), social institution(s), and social structure(s), but it also 

exerts influence over them. This theorisation echoes social constructivism’s view that dis-

course is ‘both socially constitutive and socially conditioned’ (Wodak & Meyer, 2016, p. 6). 

According to social constructivism, the term ‘discourse’ has three general meanings: ‘(1) 

the abstract and general sense of meaning-making, (2) the language associated with a 

particular social field or practice (e.g. “political discourse”), and (3) a way of construing 

aspects of the world associated with a particular social perspective (e.g. a “neoliberal dis-

course of globalization”)’ (Fairclough 2013, p. 179). 

The meanings (2) and (3) are closely related to the BC LNG controversy. In this 

case, multiple stakeholders seek to garner support and influence public opinion by offering 

particular meanings, relationships, and knowledge claims concerning LNG’s economic 
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and environmental impacts. Considering the co-existence of distinctive ways of under-

standing this controversy, the empirical analysis in later chapters will explore how different 

stakeholder claims competed for legitimacy and why, at a certain point, a particular under-

standing of LNG gained prominence in the public sphere. 

The emphasis on the discursive aspect of politics reflects Western Marxism’s de-

parture from classical Marxism’s view of ideology as ‘an illusion created by the dominant 

class to conceal the truth of class dominance’ (Eagleton, 1991). Western Marxism argues 

that classical Marxism’s view neglects the processes through which emerging social clas-

ses during a specific historical moment fight for the commanding height in economic, 

political, and cultural fields. By contrast, it considers ideology as both interpretative con-

struction of reality and semiotic structure governing everyday life, which contributes to the 

(re)production of power relations. As Gramsci (2000) has pointed out, ideology originates 

from a historical formation built by daily practises and the dominant class’s constant efforts 

to manufacture hegemony. Likewise, Bourdieu’s (1991) work on symbolic power chal-

lenges the marginalization of questions concerning representation and symbolic culture in 

analysing politics and inequality. Language, social position, and symbolic value, he has 

noted, are crucial to the dynamics of power relations: through defining situations and fram-

ing reality, they shape institutions and social practises. 

Western Marxism’s focus on ‘ideological performance in daily life’ also resembles 

Foucault’s (1972, 1980) post-structural approach to discourse and power, which merges 

concerns about ideology with critical language studies (Olssen, 2004). For Foucault, dis-

courses are codified knowledge systems of the human sciences (economics, medicine, 

linguistics, etc.), which influence the creation of new institutions and their social and gov-

ernmental ‘technologies’. He thus proposes textual understandings of both power and 

knowledge. For example, public understandings of crime and madness and other histori-

cal reconfigurations of knowledge were intertwined with new forms of discipline and 

punishment. Power and knowledge are inextricably related and interact in a mutually re-

inforcing manner: knowledge is always an exercise of power and vice versa.  

As the power-knowledge nexus tends to manifest in the discursive domain, power 

struggles in contemporary society often involve wider subject constitutions, with the dom-

inant discourses defining social reality and the people, ideas, and things inhabiting it. 

Echoing the theoretical insights of Western Marxism and Foucault, a key problem which 
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critical discourse analysis scholars (e.g. Fairclough, 1989, 2013; van Dijk, 2008; Wodak & 

Meyer, 2016) have grappled with is the ‘naturalisation of ideology’: how semiotic means, 

through transforming ideology into ‘common sense’, sustain the power and interests of 

certain social groups. 

Given the omnipresence of power in our lives and the extensive literature address-

ing its bases and principles, the term requires further conceptual clarification. Following 

Fairclough (1989) and van Dijk (2008), this dissertation views power in terms of domina-

tion and control. A social group has power if it can control the actions and minds of other 

groups. The ability to control derives primarily from privileged or even exclusive access to 

scarce social resources such as money, force, fame, and knowledge. Although power may 

manifest in coercive ways such as violence and oppression, discursive power tends to be 

expressed and exercised through covert mechanisms which condition and discipline dis-

course and its (re)production. Fairclough (1989) makes a useful distinction between 

‘power in discourse’ and ‘power behind discourse’. Power in discourse is concerned with 

how power relations are enacted and exercised through controlling discourse (re)produc-

tion. Mass media’s power over their audiences, for instance, is shown in their agenda-

setting function during public deliberation. In comparison, power behind discourse focus-

ses on how power relations hold the hidden orders of discourse together, thereby shaping 

the content of public representations. An example would be the discourses promoting and 

naturalising privatisation and marketisation, which are linked to the prevalence of neolib-

eral doctrine. 

3.2. Argumentative Discourse Analysis and Discourse  
Coalition 

The intersection of discourse, ideology, and power highlights the fact that truths in 

public representations are somewhat relative, given their contingence on the mediation of 

established discursive orders. Amongst the various manifestations of discursive power, of 

primary interest to this dissertation is discourse’s ability to project the future. In the words 

of Dunmire (2011), ‘as the site of the possible and potential, the future represents a con-

tested rhetorical domain through which partisans attempt to wield ideological and political 

power’ (p. 1). Projecting the future can be understood as a rhetorical device deployed by 

institutions to legitimise their policies and actions. Indeed, the future is a site saturated 
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with ideologies and power relations. By substituting ‘future potentiality’ with ‘future inevi-

tability’, dominant political discourses undermine even our desire and capacity to imagine 

radical changes, let alone challenge them. With respect to BC LNG, this study is particu-

larly interested in how conflicting stakeholders strove to frame their visions of the provincial 

economy as indisputable and universal. Whilst fossil fuel advocates considered LNG a 

‘generational opportunity’, critics perceived it as a ‘deadly trap’. 

Likewise, scholars who emphasise the growing importance of semiosis in the re-

production of capitalist social formations (e.g. Jessop, 2004, 2012; Jessop & Sum, 2010) 

have argued that ‘imaginaries’—selective mental maps guiding and recommending new 

political actions—constantly mediate citizens’ anticipation of the future. Through the con-

flation of discursive representations of the actual world and those of a possible, non-actual 

world, imaginaries transform visions of the future into political motives (Fairclough & Fair-

clough, 2012). From the perspective of practical argumentation, imaginaries generate 

powerful and persuasive claims by invoking the mutual reinforcement between the circum-

stantial premise and the goal premise.  

The articulation of an imaginary is typically achieved through a range of intercon-

nected discursive formations since it is an analytical concept above individual texts. These 

discursive formations weave an intertextual network in which the imaginary’s core mean-

ings are repeated and reinforced. As such, intertextuality plays a crucial role in integrating 

the imaginary’s language, values, beliefs, interactions, and actions into a coherent sym-

bolic system. Originally coined by Kristeva (1980) in her theoretical reflection on Bakhtin’s 

dialogism, intertextuality describes the sequential relationships between texts: ‘any text is 

constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of 

another’ (p. 66).  

When intertextuality is used in discourse analysis, it points to a series of chains 

and transformations whereby certain discursive formations ‘travel’ across multiple discur-

sive encounters (Fairclough, 1992; Hodge, 2015). These chains and transformations 

involve two parallel processes of decontextualisation and recontextualisation: lifting given 

discursive constructs from their original contexts and using them as the building blocks of 

new discursive constructs. Such productivity, however, remains socially conditional on 

power relations. Foucault’s theoretical insights are thus helpful in examining repetition and 
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reinforcement across discourses. Intertextual relations present an opportunity to study ex-

changes between different discursive fields. For instance, how quotations from think-thank 

reports are incorporated into mainstream media coverage reveals the informational and 

ideological preferences of media producers and audiences. 

Institutions are one means by which dominant voices produce and disseminate 

messages to the public. In line with Lammers (2009), ‘institutions’ in this dissertation refers 

to both socially constructed conventions and their host organisations, such as governmen-

tal departments, business associations, mass media, and think tanks. Institutions and their 

communications during public policy deliberation have significant impacts on policymaking. 

Lying at the intersection of discourse, ideology, and power, they guide the formation of 

particular forms of knowledge and impose specific rules that prescribe behaviour, cogni-

tion, and communication (Fairclough, 1989; Foucault, 1972, 1980). Fischer (2003) offers 

valuable insights into the differences between the advocacy coalition framework (ACF) 

and the discourse coalition framework (DCF), two analytical frameworks attending to 

stakeholders’ different roles in policy change and learning. Below, the key characteristics 

of each framework are briefly summarised. 

Initially developed by Paul Sabatier and his colleagues (e.g. Jenkins-Smith & Sa-

batier, 1994; Sabatier, 1998) to offer causal explanations of policy decision-making, the 

ACF is primarily concerned with relationships within policy sectors. Within this framework, 

an advocacy coalition represents an alliance of political groups sharing similar interests 

and ideas, and actors within it include decision makers from various government levels as 

well as members of relevant interest groups such as lobbyists, researchers, and journalists, 

amongst others. Within a particular policy sector, debates around policy issues are argu-

mentative interactions amongst different advocacy coalitions who seek to promote their 

respective policy belief systems by competing for dominance. Knowledge plays a key role 

in forming these policy belief systems. It is often difficult to change the core beliefs held 

by an advocacy coalition since its members tend to interpret new issues in the context of 

their existing knowledge. In other words, the ACF proposes that, given how policy beliefs 

glue an advocacy coalition together, interests alone cannot adequately account for policy 

change. To this end, it advances policy analysis in the direction of public debate and ar-

gumentation. The ACF prefers quantitative methods to examine policy formulation and 

implementation. It puts emphasis on systematic data collection and analysis of the beliefs 
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and actions of members within various advocacy coalitions, especially using survey and 

systematic coding of discourses during legislation sessions (Sabatier, 1998). 

In comparison, Maarten Hajer (1995, 2005) offers a discursive-analytic alternative 

to the ACF’s neo-positivist approach to policy formation. As he has suggested, the ACF 

undermines the significance of social and historical contexts in the formulation of policy 

beliefs. It tends to leave symbolic and normative concerns within policy coalitions unex-

amined as a result of ‘Sabatier’s desire to develop empirical hypothesis that are universally 

applicable to the widest range of social contexts’ (Fischer, 2003, p. 101). Hajer’s DCF 

considers argumentative interaction as a relatively independent layer of power practises. 

According to this constructivist approach, members of a policy coalition are held together 

by similar interpretations of policy issues instead of relatively clear-cut cognitive beliefs. 

Scholars following the DCF define such policy interpretations as ‘storylines’ which inte-

grate facts and normative orientations into persuasive narrative structures, which 

constantly influence policy debates through symbolic means (Dryzek, 2013; Metze & 

Dodge 2016). The denial of climate change, for instance, is often delivered through con-

spiratorial stories which attack scientists, green activists, and environmental groups. 

Storylines tend to be metaphorical to offer ‘cognitive shortcuts’ for public discus-

sions. In Hajer’s (1995, 2005) analysis of the acid rain controversy in Northern Europe 

during the 1980s, for instance, the term ‘acid rain’ itself is a metaphor that connects the 

meteorological phenomenon of ‘acid precipitation’ to the public’s general fear of acid cor-

rosion. Acid precipitation affects ecosystems in complex ways, not as simply as pouring 

acid on trees, yet the powerful symbolic connotations of ‘acid rain’ make it an attention-

grabbing issue for policymakers and ordinary citizens. 

Thus, stakeholder coalitions during policy deliberation are in fact discourse coali-

tions. Members belonging to the same discourse coalition may not meet each other in 

person, but their activities collectively perpetuate and reinforce a set of storylines concern-

ing a particular policy domain. The power of storylines lies in their ability to ‘offer social 

orientation, reassurance, or guidance’, and ‘what people in an environmental discourse 

coalition support is an interpretation of threat or crisis, not a core set of facts and values 

that can be teased out through content or factor analysis’ (Fischer, 2003, p. 103). 



 

71 

The empirical study in the following chapters employs argumentative discourse 

analysis (ADA)—a DCF-based approach—to examine the argumentative interactions 

amongst BC LNG’s major stakeholders. It focusses on how they used various communi-

cation materials (e.g. press releases, research reports, blog posts, op-eds, etc.) to drive 

the formation of two competing discourse coalitions (pro-LNG versus anti-LNG) and their 

respective storylines. The exploration of each storyline includes the novel arguments it 

has offered to resource-based conflicts. Pioneered by Maarten Hajer (1995, 2005), ADA 

developed as an alternative to the realist analysis in environmental politics. Central to ADA 

is the determining of ‘how the definition of a political problem relates to the particular nar-

rative in which it is discussed’ (Hajer, 2005, p. 299). During Northern Europe’s acid rain 

controversy studied by Hajer, the deaths of large numbers of trees were, of course, not a 

social construct, but the meaning and affect through which people made sense of this 

phenomenon were socially defined. Some saw it as the outcome of ‘natural stress’, 

whereas others understood it as an indicator of severe air pollution. According to Hajer’s 

analysis, as the air pollution argument gradually gained the upper hand in the debate, it 

led to increasing public awareness of ‘ecological modernization’. As both an environmen-

tal discourse and a policy framework, ecological modernisation generated significant 

political and social impacts on Northern Europe and ultimately pushed the region’s na-

tional governments into collaborating on the acid rain problem. 

Another telling case concerning the discursive dimension of environmental politics 

is how different interest groups have proposed conflicting storylines concerning climate 

change (Dryzek, 2013). Originally elaborated as a scientific issue, climate change has 

been politicised through domestic and international debates. Climate change’s validity and 

severity have been questioned by climate deniers (e.g. conservative US politicians), who 

seek to define it as a hoax perpetrated by green radicals. On the other end of the spectrum, 

some radical thinkers (e.g. activists pushing the notion of deep ecology) deem the current 

socioeconomic system fundamentally incompatible with the earth’s ecosystem and pro-

pose a complete overhaul. Meanwhile, for those who believe in climate change but prefer 

solving the problem in a gradual manner (e.g. environmental policymakers in many devel-

oped countries), the problem-solving discourses they adhere to vary. Some propose the 

market as the best mechanism to promote carbon reduction and green consumption; 

some propose strong top-down administration as the key to constrain irrational and un-

sustainable economic growth; some propose ‘leaving it to the people’, arguing that the 
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lack of deliberative democracy and ecological citizenship brought us to the edge of total 

environmental collapse. As Dryzek (2013) has summarised, “the more complex a situation, 

the larger the number of plausible perspectives upon it—because the harder it is to prove 

any one of them wrong” (p. 9). In this regard, when an environmental dispute emerges, it 

often leads to competing narratives in the public sphere. Mass media, given their important 

role in mediating public discussions, often become the primary site for such discursive 

struggles. 

Overall, ADA explores primarily how a storyline, with its recurring discursive pat-

terns, is constructed through multiple texts. As Hajer (2005) has stressed, ‘the essence of 

a story is that it has a beginning, a middle, and an end’ (p. 302). Storytelling is a linear 

process. A storyline concerning a specific environmental dispute tells us what causes the 

dispute, the nature of the dispute, who participates in the dispute, and how to solve the 

dispute. In other words, ADA aims to reveal how an environmental issue is defined by 

different stakeholders, how these different definitions evolve within constellations of social 

and political forces, and how these forces can be unified and directed through the for-

mation of discursive coalitions. 

3.3. From Agenda-Building to Media Sociology 

The conceptualisation of storyline by DCF shares many similarities with communi-

cation scholars’ theorisation of the intersection between mass media and public opinion. 

Like policy scholars who are drawn to the power of language in policymaking, communi-

cation scholars have created a vast number of theories with which to explain mass media’s 

various effects on their readers and audiences. In Potter and Riddle’s (2007) survey of 

over 300 communication articles, the authors have identified dozens of media effect-re-

lated theories, including 12 influential ones. Indeed, news media are one of the major 

fields where different discourse coalitions engage in negotiations and contestations, and 

the study of their psychological and sociocultural impacts presents a complex intellectual 

map dating back to the beginning of modern communication research. Whether news me-

dia have significant effects on public life has been a crucial question many communication 

studies seek to address (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). This theoretical focus emerges 

from a century-long scholarly debate, within which there have been significant paradigm 

shifts over time. 
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As McQuail (2010) has commented, the history of research into media effects can 

be divided into four stages. The first stage, from the turn of the 20th century to the 1930s, 

was dominated by propaganda research which popularised hypotheses such as the hy-

podermic needle and magic-bullet models. The prevalence of these hypotheses credited 

the emerging media such as film, radio, and press with having considerable power.  

The next stage, from the 1930s until the late 1960s, put the early conceptualisa-

tions of media power to the empirical test. An important theoretical consensus emerging 

from research during this era is that media effects are more complex than the previously 

assumed linear process in which media messages directly control and manipulate their 

recipients. As many people develop their opinions through homogenous personal net-

works, the primary effect of many media campaigns is to reinforce existing attitudes 

among the public instead of directly changing them (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955).  

The third stage, from the 1970s to the early 1980s, was marked by a return to the 

powerful media paradigm, with concepts such as the spiral of silence (Noelle-Neumann, 

1974), agenda-setting (McCombs & Shaw, 1972), and cultivation theory (Gerbner & Gross, 

1976) collectively advocating for the recognition of media as a crucial institution for exe-

cuting social and political power. Whilst news media do not directly manipulate the public’s 

minds, their cumulative effects are successful in transferring salience from the mass me-

dia’s depictions of the world to those in our heads. Such a perspective is well encapsulated 

in Cohen’s (1963) famous observation that ‘the press may not be successful much of the 

time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what 

to think about’ (p. 120).  

The fourth and current stage, starting in the early 1980s, is a ‘negotiated paradigm’ 

(McQuail, 2010) which considers media effects as the outcome of interactions between 

news producers and news recipients. Prevalent theoretical models (e.g. priming and fram-

ing) in the negotiated paradigm suggest that the potentially strong attitudinal effects of 

mass media tend to be constrained by contextual factors such as political predispositions, 

cognitive schema, and cultural backgrounds, which constantly shape the public’s percep-

tion of media messages. Accordingly, there has been a shift of scholarly attention from 

observable attitude changes to less-observable cognitive effects. Although the negotiated 

paradigm has benefitted from the upsurge of social constructivism in critical social analysis, 
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to a large extent its primary contributors are scholars following the ‘administrative para-

digm’ initiated by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues, whose research into the above contextual 

factors tends to make particular reference to social psychology. 

Amongst various media effect theories, the media’s agenda-setting role in public 

debates is arguably the best-known one. Briefly speaking, agenda-setting refers to the 

idea that ‘issues emphasized in the news come to be regarded by the public as being 

important over time’ (McCombs, 2014, p. 4). This diagnosis regards new media as playing 

a central role in initiating public conversations, which proposes a strong causal relationship 

between the media agenda and the public agenda—that is, the transfer of salience from 

the former to the latter (Kim, Kim & Zhou, 2017; McCombs, 2014; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 

2007). Although agenda-setting was originally developed to explore public opinion shifts 

during elections, it has been applied to a wide range of communication situations in recent 

years, including environmental controversies. Along with the accumulation of empirical 

evidence, the theory has also evolved from a conceptualisation of how the media portray 

trendy issues amongst the public to an elaboration on a hierarchy of communication ef-

fects (Guo, Vu, & McCombs, 2012). Not only do the media highlight certain issues on the 

public agenda, they also influence public opinion through priming particular attributes as 

well as constructing integrated and networked images in public minds. Such a transfer of 

salience at affective and cognitive levels has been defined as the second and third levels 

of agenda-setting by McCombs and his followers (Guo, Vu, & McCombs, 2012; McCombs, 

2014). 

Viewing agenda-setting from affective and cognitive perspectives introduces an 

interesting border dispute between agenda-setting and other theories of media effects, 

especially framing. Indeed, following Entman’s (1993) landmark definition that ‘to frame is 

to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communi-

cating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal 

interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described’ 

(p. 51–52), the question can be posed to what extent agenda-setting and framing can be 

combined into one paradigm. For many agenda-setting scholars (e.g. Kim et al, 2017; 

McCombs, 2014; McCombs & Ghanem, 2001), it is appropriate to consider framing as a 

conceptual framework addressing media activities within the second level of agenda-set-

ting, considering both theories’ common emphasis on information selection and salience. 
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However, such advocacy for theoretical convergence has been challenged by some fram-

ing scholars (e.g. D’Angelo, 2002; Reese, 2007; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007) who insist 

on three distinctions between framing and agenda-setting. First, agenda-setting rests on 

the psychological phenomenon of information accessibility, the idea that individuals tend 

to pay selective attention to information which they are exposed to. In comparison, the 

theoretical premise of framing is more sociological, which considers the formation of cog-

nitive schemas in our minds as the outcomes of our constant and active classification and 

interpretation of life experiences. Second, whilst causal relationships identified by agenda-

setting imply a somewhat linear process and echo the earlier ‘sender-receiver’ model, 

frames’ abilities to construct categories and organise related ideas into active networks 

emphasise a sense of ‘systemic storytelling’. Third, given the importance of context in 

framing analysis and how different disciplines approach this topic, framing is embedded 

with a rich theoretical diversity which brings together constructivist, cognitive, and critical 

perspectives (Reese, 2007). This would be lost if framing were reduced simply to an ex-

tension of agenda-setting. 

There is little doubt that regardless of how the public influence of media is defined, 

they can generate persistent patterns of selection, emphasis, and exclusion through a 

variety of symbolic means (e.g. metaphors, exemplars, catchphrases, depictions, visual 

images, etc.). For a high-profile controversy like BC LNG, the media can direct public 

attention to certain aspects of it by providing information, mediation, and public engage-

ment, yet the question is which factors contribute to the formation of the media agenda. 

To answer this question, some scholars (e.g. Denham, 2010; Lee, 2016; Kiousis et al., 

2015) have proposed a further distinction between agenda-setting and agenda-building.  

The primary concern of the agenda-building theory is the relationship between in-

formation sources and the media agenda. In comparison to the agenda-setting theory’s 

search for causality, the agenda-building theory is more concerned with the correlations 

between multiple stakeholder groups in the process of generating information subsidies 

for journalists. As the daily routines of journalists are constrained by time and resource, 

they heavily rely on information subsidies when producing news stories. Usually offered 

by established and powerful external sources such as government departments, think 

tanks, and business organisations, information subsidies function as a subtle form of so-

cial control, and how they are adopted into news storytelling reveals the media’s 

gatekeeping role in political communication. For instance, based on an empirical analysis 
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of the reciprocity between political campaign information subsidies and elite national news 

media coverage during the 2012 US presidential election’s pre-convention period, Kiousis 

et al. (2015) has found that the public relations materials released by both Democrat and 

Republican Parties played a meaningful role in shaping news coverage. For each side, 

coordinated discursive efforts from its communication network effectively moved its issue 

platforms from its candidate’s policy agenda to the media agenda. 

Research in media sociology also pays particular attention to information subsidies’ 

influence over media content. Media sociology attends to issues such as media operation, 

control, and bias with reference to a multitude of societal, institutional, organisational, and 

normative factors (Reese, 2015; Reese & Shoemaker, 2016). According to Reese’s (2015) 

definition, this field of research ‘has treated the media map of the world itself as problem-

atic, something to be understood and predicted through an awareness of underlying forces; 

these forces provide the context of media production, which is examined for its systematic 

ties to content’ (p.1).  

Similar to the agenda-building scholarship, media sociology explores the forces 

which drive the dynamics between media production and content. In an early model as-

sessing how media police the public perception of sociocultural boundaries, Hall and his 

colleagues (Hall et al., 1978) have argued that mainstream media tend to reproduce con-

sensus due to their routine collaboration with ‘primary definers’, members of the elite class. 

The central concern of Hall et al. is how journalists’ established norms characterise news 

production and end up reproducing repressive power structures. Likewise, Gitlin (1978) 

has focussed on the fallacies of early mass communication research to suggest that me-

dia’s short-run, market-oriented, and sensational features condition journalists’ daily 

routines, thereby exerting profound influence over what gets defined as legitimate. A main 

consensus shared amongst early media sociology studies concerns the inadequacy of 

attributing the blame for media bias to individual journalists. The contending interests be-

hind media organisations routinise and (covertly) control professionals to yield predictable 

content.  

The version of media power proposed by Hall and Gitlin, which lodges its basis 

with the structural dimension of the news industry, has been inherited by critical media 

theories such as the indexing theory by Bennett (2016) and the propaganda model by 
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Herman and Chomsky (2002). The propaganda model, for instance, considers media con-

tent as the outcome of numerous filters, notably ownership, advertising, and sourcing. The 

presence of these filers alone ensures that Western press systems resolve on routine 

solutions as to what issues to report and how to report them.  

More recently, Reese and Shoemaker (2016) have updated their hierarchy of in-

fluences model to further specify the multiple levels of influences shaping media content 

in the era of new media. According to the updated model, there are five levels of influences 

(from macro to micro): social system, social institutions, organisational, routines, and indi-

vidual. The levels of social system and social institutions are closely related to the current 

research. In view of media institutions’ structured dependency relationships with other ma-

jor systemic players in BC and the rest of Canada, it is not a surprise to find pro-extractivist 

voices in mainstream media outlets, yet even in such a favourable context, BC LNG failed 

to win public consensus, which calls for research attention to the resistance strategies of 

LNG opponents. 

In sum, the analytical focusses of agenda-building and media sociology make them 

better conceptual frameworks than agenda-setting when combined with the aforemen-

tioned ADA approach. Given framing and storyline’s mutual concern about how semiotic 

devices meaningfully structure public perceptions of the social world, this analysis of the 

public debates over BC LNG focusses primarily on how notable stakeholders deployed 

discursive strategies to justify their stances on proposed BC LNG projects. It also explores 

the extent to which the contestations between the pro-LNG and the anti-LNG coalitions 

transferred to the Canadian media sphere.  

3.4. Summary of Chapter 3 

This chapter has served as an overview of public discourse in relation to critical 

policy studies and media sociology. It has elaborated the key theoretical concepts guiding 

this dissertation, namely discourse, ideology, discourse coalition, and agenda-building. 

Further, it has introduced ADA as a versatile methodological framework to integrate in-

sights offered by previous research on discourse coalition and media effects. Central to 

ADA is the notion of storyline, an overarching discursive construct born of negotiations 

between stakeholders who share similar policy standpoints.  
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Concerns driving this dissertation’s analytical focus on public discourse revolve 

around powerful stakeholders’ ability to produce knowledge because of their dominance 

in public communication channels. With respect to the BC LNG controversy, the provincial 

government, joined by Canada’s domestic fossil fuel advocates, made a relentless push 

for extractivist development. Backed by institutional power and mass media’s bias towards 

elite opinions, the discursive constructs emerging from their concerted efforts were un-

doubtedly compelling. Nevertheless, the anti-LNG coalition produced equally noteworthy 

counter discourses, which played a crucial role in the significant delay of LNG projects. 

Investigating this policy outcome requires analytical attention to both the pros and cons of 

LNG-related policy measures, as well as knowledge production underlying policy debates.  

It is thus necessary to address issues such as which policy recommendations re-

garding LNG are offered to British Columbians, what types of knowledge are produced in 

stakeholder communications, how certain knowledge is perceived as true in news cover-

age, and whose voices are amplified or suppressed in the public sphere. On account of 

these issues, this dissertation settles on a discursive approach. The next chapter de-

scribes methodological considerations in executing an empirical analysis of BC LNG 

discourses. 
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Chapter 4.  
Data and Methodology 

As chapters 1 and 2 demonstrate, the BC Liberal government’s LNG strategy and 

the heated public debates it has triggered present an excellent opportunity to explore the 

discursive dynamics surrounding the growing importance of shale gas in the global energy 

landscape. Drawing on the theoretical insights offered by discourse coalition, framing, and 

agenda-building, this dissertation considers BC LNG as a policy controversy involving a 

wide range of stakeholders. Focussing on the intersection of public discourse, knowledge 

construction, and power, the empirical analysis of this controversy employs a qualitative 

approach combining argumentative discourse analysis and content analysis. 

This chapter provides an explanation and critical evaluation of the specific methods 

used for data collection and analysis. Section 4.1 presents the research questions guiding 

the empirical analysis. Section 4.2 then introduces major stakeholders who actively par-

ticipated in BC LNG debates and describes the data collection procedure. Next, section 

4.3 explains the employment of ADA and content analysis to analyse the collected data. 

Finally, Section 4.4 concludes the chapter with a critical reflection on the scope of the 

empirical analysis. 

4.1. Research Questions 

Compared with similar policy controversies in the United States and Europe (see 

Bomberg, 2017; Dodge & Lee, 2017; Dodge & Metze, 2017; Mazur, 2016; Metze, 2017), 

British Columbia’s aggressive pursuit of LNG development requires not only the significant 

increase of fracking activities in its interior region but also the construction of multiple gas 

liquefaction plants and export terminals along the provincial coastline. This ambitious plan 

immediately encountered two challenges following its initial announcement in late 2011. 

First, both the provincial government and Canada’s domestic fossil fuel industry lack the 

required capital to build mega LNG terminals. Second, the province has a long tradition of 

environmentalism and Indigenous activism, which increases the difficulty of enlisting pub-

lic support. 

From a research perspective, there are additional reasons that make the BC LNG 

controversy an interesting case for in-depth inquiry. Considering the amount of scholarly 
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and public discussions of Alberta bitumen and its associated pipeline politics, to date, 

shale gas has drawn comparatively little attention in Canadian communication scholarship. 

There has also been a substantial increase of economic arguments advanced by LNG 

opponents since late 2014, which manifests a noteworthy trend gaining traction amongst 

Canadian environmentalists. Recently, the public debates over Trans Mountain Pipeline 

expansion have illustrated similar discursive patterns. 

Most importantly, the (relatively) pro-environment public consensus in BC makes 

it an ideal context for exploring the contradictions within Canadian energy policymaking’s 

recent turn to progressive extractivism. Along with the escalation of political tension over 

BC LNG from 2011 to 2017, government and industry stakeholders made concerted ef-

forts to represent themselves as key actors in energy transition and climate action. This 

approach—exploiting environmental arguments to promote a fundamentally extractivist 

policy agenda—departs from traditional conservative ideologues’ outright denial of climate 

change. It brings about, according to Klein and Daub (22 September 2016), a ‘new climate 

denialism’ in which ‘the fossil fuel industry and our political leaders assure us that they 

understand and accept the scientific warnings about climate change—but they are in de-

nial about what this scientific reality means for policy and/or continue to block progress in 

less visible ways’ (para. 6). As mentioned in chapter 1, the BC LNG controversy is an 

exemplary case demonstrating such a shift in Canadian energy politics, and thus the anal-

ysis of it holds particular significance for future climate change communications in the 

Canadian public sphere.  

In consideration of these unique factors underlying BC LNG, the empirical analysis 

seeks to examine how the social meanings associated with it shifted in public debates 

during the tenure of the Christy Clark government. Another goal of this analysis is to reveal 

how contested public narratives, in combination with political economic factors, put the 

controversy in a gridlock as time passed by. Consequently, despite LNG proponents’ re-

lentless efforts, they were unable to supress dissenting voices and take a decisive lead in 

public opinion. As of 2019, BC LNG was not dead, but most project proposals remained 

unconfirmed, and public confidence in its economic potential had dropped significantly. 

For these purposes, the empirical analysis is guided by the following research questions: 

1. Between September 2011 and August 2017, how did notable stakeholders frame 

BC LNG in public discourse, as shown in their primary communication materials 
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such as government documents, research reports, and blog posts? From the per-

spective of storytelling, what were the major points of contention between LNG 

proponents and opponents? 

2. Concerning the impacts of both pro- and anti-LNG storylines, to what extend did 

they influence relevant Canadian media coverage and public debates? 

3. The economic prospect of proposed BC LNG projects was a focal point in public 

debates. What constituted the constellation of interests in BC and Canada which 

were pushing for LNG? In contrast, how did LNG opponents cast doubt on the 

viability of BC LNG exports to Asia?  

4. Reflecting on the rise and fall of the BC LNG controversy, what lessons can be 

learned about Canada’s progressive extractivism and dependency mentality in the 

era of extreme carbon?  

5. How shall we understand the tensions underlying the production of economic 

knowledge/discourse within a capitalist global order which is simultaneously both 

blind to environmental pressures and also increasingly attentive to them? 

4.2. Data Collection from Major BC LNG Stakeholders 

To address the research questions empirically, I began by identifying the contro-

versy’s major stakeholders. After trying various methods, I decided to accomplish this step 

by browsing two websites to collect articles mentioning the terms ‘liquefied natural gas’ or 

‘LNG’: CBC News (https://www.cbc.ca/news)—the digital news site of Canada’s public 

broadcaster—and BC Government News (https://news.gov.bc.ca/). The time period of my 

focus was set between September 2011 and August 2017, which covered major develop-

ments in the BC LNG controversy. As Table 4.1 summarizes, these developments include: 

(1) the BC Liberal government’s initial announcement of its intention to create a ‘prosper-

ous LNG sector’ in the provincial employment growth plan (BC Office of the Premier, 26 

October 2011), (2) the follow-up publication of the BC LNG blueprint (BC Ministry of En-

ergy and Mines, 03b February 2012), (3) the negotiations between government and 

industry stakeholders regarding policy incentives for LNG investment, (4) the retreat of 

industry stakeholders following the cancellation or stagnation of several project proposals, 
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(5) the change in governance following the 2017 provincial general election, and (6) the 

eventual cancellation of PNW LNG, which was considered BC LNG’s flagship project. 

Table 4.1. Major developments of the BC LNG Controversy: 2011/09–2017/08 

October 2011  The publication of Canada Starts Here: The BC Jobs Plan, which recog-
nizes the job creation potential of LNG exports. 

February 2012 The publication of British Columbia's Natural Gas Strategy: Fueling BC's 
Economy for the Next Decade and Beyond and Liquified Natural Gas: A 
Strategy for British Columbia’s Newest Industry 

May 2013 The 40th BC general election, in which the BC Liberal Party secured its 
majority status with the help of its LNG policies. 

February 2014 The BC Liberal government released the draft of its LNG tax scheme. 

September 2014 Natural gas prices in Asia began to decline sharply.  

June 2015 The BC Liberal government revised its LNG taxation policies in ex-
change of a preliminary investment decision on PNW LNG from the 
Petronas-led consortium. 

October 2015 The provincial environmental approval of Woodfibre LNG 

January 2016 The Shell-led consortium postponed its decision on LNG Canada, and 
AltaGas cancelled the Douglas Channel LNG project  

May 2016 Woodfibre LNG received its federal environmental approval. 

September 2016 The federal Liberal government granted environmental approval to PNW 
LNG with 190 legally binding conditions. 

November 2016 Woodfibre LNG received its Final Investment Decision. 

March 2017 Shell cancelled the Prince Rupert LNG project, after acquiring its devel-
oper BG Group 

May 2017 The 41st BC general election, in which the BC Liberal Party lost its ma-
jority status and later toppled by BC NDP and the BC Green Party. 

July 2017 The Petronas-led consortium cancelled PNW LNG, and later  

 
Through the initial overview, I identified a total of 26 stakeholders who acted as 

notable voices during public debates on BC LNG. The BC NDP and Greens were excluded 

from the list of stakeholders since their voices were largely marginalized by the BC Liberal 

Party’s majority status in the provincial legislative assembly during the target time period. 

As listed in Table 4.2, the 26 stakeholders could be categorised as belonging to either pro- 

or anti-LNG coalitions according to their stances on proposed LNG projects. The pro-LNG 

coalition is led by the BC Liberal government and its politicians. For industry stakeholders, 

I focus on the energy corporations behind three LNG proposals: Pacific Northwest LNG, 

LNG Canada, and Woodfibre LNG. These corporations’ interests are advanced by do-

mestic and international fossil fuel advocates. Although some of these advocates come 
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from industry associations (e.g. the BC LNG Alliance) and pro-industry policy institutes 

(e.g. the Fraser Institute), there are also settler and Indigenous civil groups supporting the 

LNG agenda. I originally considered including two Canadian trade presses (BOE Report 

and JWN Energy News) to exemplify industry voices but eventually dropped both since 

their content turned out to be virtually identical to the business sections of the Globe and 

Mail and the National Post. Notably, I did not include commercial media in the pro-LNG 

coalition since despite their structurally favourable coverage of BC LNG, they are bounded 

by the journalistic norm of objectivity, which prevents them to act as advocates of the fossil 

fuel industry, at least in news reporting (see Chapter 7). 

By comparison, the anti-LNG coalition is a spontaneous formation without clearly 

identifiable leadership. It mainly consists of environmental organisations, progressive pol-

icy institutes, concerned citizens, some Indigenous communities, and independent media. 

Amongst them, the three most prominent members are the Canadian Centre for Policy 

Alternatives, the Tyee, and the Common Sense Canadian. Independent media are treated 

as part of the coalition since they not only frequently published anti-LNG articles, but also 

functioned as communication channels amongst LNG opponents. Moreover, unlike main-

stream media, their different approach to journalistic objectivity (which emphasis more on 

funding transparency than balanced reporting) allowed them to overtly advocating cri-

tiques against LNG. 

Following the identification of these stakeholders, I checked their homepages to 

collect publicly available communication materials (press releases, public statements, re-

search reports, blog posts, etc.) and understand each one’s basic standpoint on BC LNG. 

The keywords used in this manual search process were ‘LNG’, ‘natural gas’, ‘shale gas’, 

‘hydraulic fracturing’, and ‘fracking’. Over 4,000 items were collected. Considering the 

enormous quantity and the heterogeneous formats of these items, they were analysed 

following ADA’s procedural guideline (see section 4.3), with particular focus on recurring 

macro-argumentative features.  
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Table 4.2. Notable Members of Pro- and Anti-LNG Coalitions 

Discourse  
Coalitions 

Member Types Notable Members 

Pro-LNG BC Liberal government and its 
politicians 

§ BC Liberal government and its key ‘LNG 
champions’, notably Christy Clarke, Rich 
Coleman, and Mike de Jong 

Industry associations  § International Gas Union 
§ Canadian Association of Petroleum Pro-

ducers 
§ BC LNG Alliance 

Oil & gas corporations  
(as represented by major LNG  
project proposals) 

§ Pacific Northwest LNG (joint venture led by 
Petronas, with Sinopec, JAPEX, Indian Oil 
Corporation, and Petroleum BRUNEI as 
minority stakeholders) 

§ LNG Canada (joint venture by Shell, Petro-
China, Mitsubishi, and Korea Gas; 
Petronas joined in 2018) 

§ Woodfibre LNG (Royal Golden Eagle as 
major investor) 

Pro-business policy institutes § Fraser Institute 
§ Canadian Energy Research Institute 
§ Asia Pacific Foundation Canada 
§ Resource Works 

Grassroots supporters, including 
some Indigenous communities  

§ First Nations LNG Alliance 
§ Fort St. John for LNG 

Anti-LNG Environmental NGOs § The Council of Canadians 
§ David Suzuki Foundation 
§ Sierra Club BC 

Progressive policy institutes § Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives 
§ Pembina Institute 

Grassroots opponents, including  
local residences and (some)  
Indigenous communities 

§ Dogwood Initiative 
§ Union of BC Indian Chiefs 
§ Friends of Wild Salmon (led by the Lax 

Kw’alaams First Nation) 
§ My Sea to Sky 

 Independent media § Tyee 
§ National Observer 
§ DeSmog Canada 
§ Common Sense Canadian 

Following the analysis of stakeholder communications, I further analysed news 

coverage on the PNW LNG proposal. The purpose of this news analysis was to examine 

how stakeholders’ opinions transferred from their own communication materials to the me-

dia agenda. I collected related news items appearing in six Canadian media outlets: CBC 

News, the Globe and Mail, the National Post, the Vancouver Sun, the Tyee, and Canada’s 

National Observer. Below, I briefly introduce the profile of each media outlet. 

CBC News is the web portal of Canada’s national public broadcaster. Besides ar-

chiving and providing online access to CBC’s television and radio programmes, the 

website also publishes original news stories, which are the focus of the current analysis. 
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As a public broadcaster, CBC gives high priority to accurate, objective, and impartial re-

porting. Accordingly, its content emphasises providing factual information rather than 

siding with a particular camp during political controversies. This stance makes it the most 

neutral one amongst the sample media. 

The National Post and the Globe and Mail are the only two national English dailies 

in Canada. As Postmedia’s flagship title, the National Post has a clear extractivist-friendly 

orientation. By comparison, the Globe and Mail provides more balanced reporting on the 

conflicts between the fossil fuel industry and environmentalists, according to Olive’s (2016) 

analysis of Canadian media coverage on fracking. Meanwhile, the Vancouver Sun, as the 

most circulated daily in Metro Vancouver, offers a glimpse into British Columbia’s regional 

opinions. It has kept in step with Postmedia’s conservative stance since being acquired 

by the media conglomerate in 2015. 

With respect to independent media, I focus upon the Tyee and Canada’s National 

Observer, which share the mandate of challenging corporate media’s business-friendly 

coverage by providing critical and independent news and commentaries. Founded in 2003, 

the Tyee is a progressive online news magazine covering both local and national public 

affairs. It is amongst the most well-established of Canadian independent media, supported 

by more than 32,000 digital subscribers, 47,000 Twitter followers, and 17,000 Facebook 

fans (The Tyee, n.d.). Unlike conventional commercial media’s business model, the Tyee 

rejects advertising revenue from big corporations and commits explicitly to participatory 

and democratic forms of journalism. Similarly, the digital news site Canada’s National Ob-

server takes a negative stance on advertising revenue and is funded almost entirely by 

subscriptions. As described in a feature story by Nieman Lab (Owen, 2018), the site ‘co-

vers issues like government, the environment, health, climate change, and human rights, 

all with a progressive bent’ (para. 3). Founded in 2015, the site is a young contender in 

the Canadian media landscape, but several prestigious journalistic awards have helped it 

become a notable voice in public conversations about Canadian environmental and en-

ergy politics. 

In short, the sample media encompass some of the most influential sources of 

news in BC. They are not impartial institutions which merely inform the public about stake-

holders’ claims. The different biases held by different media organisations make them, 

structurally, more sympathetic to certain stakeholder arguments. 
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I used the key words ‘Petronas’ and ‘Pacific NorthWest LNG’ in Factiva to collect 

relevant news items published by the target media outlets. Because the web publications 

of CBC News, the Tyee, and Canada’s National Observer were not indexed in Factiva at 

the time of writing, I manually searched their websites to collect the relevant news items. 

The target publication period was September 2014 to August 2017, when a series of up-

dates kept public attention on PNW, including Petronas’s multiple threats of cancellation, 

the negotiations over British Columbia’s LNG fiscal framework, the grassroots resistance 

led by environmental groups and affected Indigenous communities, the federal environ-

mental review and approval of the project, and Petronas’s eventual cancellation of it. The 

Factiva search found nearly 30% of identical items shared by the National Post and the 

Vancouver Sun, which was unsurprising considering both titles are owned by Postmedia. 

To avoid repetition, their news items were put collectively under the ‘Postmedia’ label. I 

collected a total of 618 news items, including 67 from CBC News, 196 from the Globe and 

Mail, 284 from Postmedia, 44 from the Tyee, and 27 from Canada’s National Observer. 

4.3. A Qualitative Approach to BC LNG Discourses 

To make sense of how stakeholder communications shaped public debates over 

the BC LNG controversy and its policymaking process, I adopted Maarten Hajer’s (1995, 

2005) ADA as the principal analytical framework to guide the data analysis. As discussed 

in chapter 3, ADA integrates the notions of discourse, storyline, metaphor, and discourse 

coalition. Unlike conventional CDA methods which emphasise keywords or other micro-

linguistic features, the analytical focus of ADA is on uncovering macro-argumentative fea-

tures across multiple texts and the ways in which these features subsequently influence 

the contours of discursive coalitions and their respective storylines. 

Chapter 3 introduced several interrelated concepts concerning public discourse. 

The analysis in later chapters will employ these concepts according to the following dis-

tinctions: (1) both narrative and discourse (I use them interchangeably) refer to specific 

social semiosis emerging from a set of public texts; (2) discursive frames are principal 

strategies guiding the formation of specific narratives and discourses; (3) the intertextuality 

of related discursive frames creates a storyline—an overarching discursive construct in-

forming policy interpretations; (4) policy actions recommended by a storyline constitute an 

imaginary, which expands a storyline’s ideological impacts from public policymaking to 

other social domains. 
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In the case of BC LNG, multiple stakeholders’ standpoints and arguments divided 

them into pro-LNG and anti-LNG coalitions. The construction of each coalition’s dominant 

storyline was based on a qualitative analysis of its members’ public communications, such 

as public statements, research reports, blog posts, and web pages. The actual analysis 

was a three-step procedure. First, I scrutinised the data to identify major points of conten-

tion between LNG proponents and opponents. The interpretative nature of this step 

required comprehensive tracing of key ideas through multiple texts, which involved both 

wide and deep reading. For each stakeholder, I spent considerable time immersing myself 

in the details of its arguments, searching for clues to assess their tenor and nuance. Each 

collected item was interpreted in terms of its definition of LNG, its depiction of principal 

stakeholders and issues in LNG development, and proposed policy actions. 

After considerable trial and error, themes began to emerge. In consultation with 

previous studies’ (especially Bomberg, 2017; Dodge & Lee, 2017; Neubauer, 2017; Olive 

& Delshad, 2017) analytical frameworks, my examination centred around eight key dis-

cursive frames, as listed in Table 4.3. The most distinctive feature of both storylines is the 

complication of the traditional ‘jobs versus the environment’ dichotomy. Within the data, 

LNG proponents expended extensive efforts to brand BC LNG as a clean energy which 

would make unique contributions to climate change mitigation. Meanwhile, LNG oppo-

nents drew on business risk analysis to deem BC LNG an economic sham born of an 

extractivist state’s collusion with fossil fuel lobbyists. 

Table 4.3. List of Key Discursive Frames  

Storylines Discursive Frames 
Pro-LNG:  
Prosperity, environmental stew-
ardship, and global 
competitiveness 

§ Economic opportunities 
§ Bridge fuel and environmental stewardship 
§ The dilemma of competitiveness 
§ Reviving rural BC and reconciling with First Nations via 

resource-driven development 

Anti-LNG:  
Environmental threat, economic 
sham, and political corruption 

§ Environmental and health risks 
§ Questionable economic prospects and fossil fuel ‘lock-

in’  
§ The formation of ‘extractivist state’ and bad governance 
§ Indigenous-led resistance to LNG 

Following the construction of both storylines, I then assessed their strengths and 

weaknesses according to the criteria of plausibility, relevance, and trustworthiness (Table 

4.4). As summarised by Bomberg (2017), a compelling storyline must be backed up with 

plausible evidence, resonate with recipients’ daily lives, and come from trustworthy 
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sources. The three criteria could be a storyline’s potential strength as well as vulnerability. 

As seen in following chapters, the pro-LNG storyline was undermined not only by coun-

terarguments but also by the gradual decline of public confidence in the scandalous BC 

Liberal Party. 

Table 4.4. Storyline Assessment Criteria  

§ Plausibility: Whether a storyline is backed up by compelling scientific, moral, or affective rea-
sons 

§ Relevance: Whether a storyline’s claims appear applicable to recipients’ everyday experi-
ences 

§ Trustworthiness: Whether a storyline’s sources are seen by recipients as reliable 

Adapted from Bomberg (2017) and Hajer (1995) 

To further assess each storyline’s relative discursive success and the extent to 

which it influenced the Canadian media sphere, a qualitative approach was applied to the 

analysis of PNW-related content published by the sample media. Beginning with a content 

analysis, I carefully read and coded each news item for its manifest theme(s), as deter-

mined by its title and beginning paragraphs. As Table 4.5 shows, the themes identified by 

the content analysis fall into three thematic categories: economics, environment, and pol-

itics. These categories provide a snapshot of the perspectives from which the issues 

surrounding PNW were introduced to the public. The economic category includes items 

addressing how (1) the Petronas-led consortium negotiated LNG taxation and other policy 

incentives with federal and provincial governments, (2) politicians and grassroots support-

ers defended LNG’s significance to regional economy, and (3) changing Asian market 

conditions and other factors threatened the project’s viability.  

Table 4.5. Coding Scheme of News Sample 

Economics 
1.1. Negotiation: Business negotiations over LNG taxation and other policy incentives  
1.2. Economic development: PNW’s economic benefits to the province 
1.3. Project uncertainty: Challenges to the project’s viability   
Politics 
2.1. Public opinion: Settler and Indigenous groups’ responses to PNW news 
2.2. Disputes from opposition parties: BC NDP and Green’s views on PNW 
2.3. Extractivist policy failure: Progressive critiques of extractivism  
2.4. Conservative attacks: Conservative critiques of regulation and environmentalism  
Environment 
3.1. Review and regulation: Government agencies’ management of PNW-related environmental 
risks 
3.2. Alarming impacts: Warmings about PNW’s unacceptable environmental impacts 
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In the political category, the public opinion theme includes items depicting BC com-

munities’ various responses to PNW. Comments regarding PNW from provincial NDP and 

Green politicians were coded under the ‘disputes from opposition parties’ theme. When 

the Petronas-led consortium engaged in intensive negotiations with the BC Liberal gov-

ernment between 2014 and 2015, both opposition parties (NDP and Green) were only 

able to play peripheral roles because the BC Liberal Party held a majority in the provincial 

legislature. Nonetheless, their stances on LNG remained noteworthy, especially after the 

BC NDP’s minority government—which hinges upon Green’s support—inherited unre-

solved LNG policy challenges in July 2017. Finally, progressive commentators’ views on 

extractivism were coded under the ‘extractivist policy failure’ theme, whereas fossil fuel 

advocates’ aggressive denunciation of environmentalism and government interference 

was coded under the ‘conservative attacks’ theme. 

The environmental category focusses on stakeholders’ conflicting attitudes to-

wards PNW’s environmental impacts. On the one hand, both provincial and federal 

governments acknowledged the multiple threats of PNW LNG to the local environment 

and to Canada’s progress in GHG emissions reduction but deemed the threats manage-

able and outweighed by the project’s economic value. On the other hand, scientists and 

environmental organisations made repeated calls to reject the project due to its unac-

ceptable environmental harm. 

After the initial coding, a second coder was invited to conduct an inter-coder relia-

bility analysis by coding a random subsample of articles (10% of each media outlet, 64 

articles in total). Whilst rather subjective, inter-coder reliability was high (89.1%). The sec-

ond coder and I discussed and resolved coding differences. I then conducted an additional 

round of coding, which led to a high intra-coder reliability outcome (95.1%). 

Finally, I supplemented the content analysis by undertaking a qualitative discourse 

analysis on the news sample. By explicating the ways in which specific arguments in the 

news sample adopted or echoed the pro- or anti-LNG storylines, this qualitative step 

sought to reveal implicit ideological propositions underlying the target media. I attended to 

three issues which received recurring attention: (1) the competitiveness (or lack thereof) 

of starting an LNG export sector in BC from scratch, (2) the political implications of divided 

grassroots responses to PNW LNG, and (3) the mediation of the contradiction between 
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extractivism and environmental regulation. The discursive elements examined during this 

step were similar to the analytical framework applied to stakeholder communications.  

4.4. Summary of Chapter 4 

This chapter began by pointing out the uniqueness of the BC LNG case in its 

broader implications for exploring extreme carbon’s growing importance in global energy 

politics. The chapter has then reviewed methodological considerations in the execution of 

the empirical analysis. It particularly made the case that apprehending stakeholder com-

munication via ADA allows key concepts such as discourse, power, and knowledge 

production to be simultaneously addressed without privileging one concept over another. 

The decision to explore discursive dynamics between LNG proponents and opponents by 

condensing large amounts of data into two conflicting storylines risks analytical reduction-

ism: it forces me to set clear analytical boundaries for more detailed assessments. 

Nevertheless, such an approach is also necessary considering the large amount of stake-

holder communication I have collected. During data analysis, I made extensive use of the 

qualitative data management software NVIVO, which allowed me to locate macro patterns. 

Nonetheless, I still frequently encountered situations where I had to reduce complex ideas 

into somewhat simplified arguments. In anticipation of such analytical limitation, I inten-

tionally chose content analysis for the news sample. 

The forthcoming chapters present the empirical analysis findings. Chapter 5 in-

cludes results relating to the pro-LNG coalition, especially its members’ concerted 

advocacy for progressive extractivism. Chapter 6 addresses the anti-LNG coalition and its 

warnings about LNG’s multiple threats to BC. Finally, chapter 7 situates the discursive 

struggles between LNG proponents and opponents in PNW-related news coverage and 

broadly considers what citizens ‘know’ about BC LNG from the surveyed media. 
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Chapter 5.  
Branding BC LNG: Prosperity, Environmental Stew-
ardship, and Global Competitiveness 

Between late 2011 and early 2012, the BC Liberal government published a series 

of government policy documents and press releases (notably BC Ministry of Energy and 

Mines, 03a February 2012, 03b February 2012; BC Office of the Premier, 26 October 2011) 

to proclaim its ambitious plan to establish by 2020 an LNG sector targeting Asian markets. 

Since then, the plan has developed into a prominent controversy drawing attention from 

industry stakeholders, news media, and the general public. The fossil fuel industry and its 

proponents have applauded this move, chiming in with the BC Liberal government’s 

branding of LNG as a ‘generational opportunity which would bring substantial economic 

benefits to all British Columbians. To the contrary, progressive civil organisations, Indige-

nous groups, and like-minded citizens have expressed serious concerns over LNG’s 

economic and environmental risks. As in many resource-related controversies elsewhere 

in Canada, key political leaders within the BC Liberal government has been on the front 

line promoting the merits of extractivist development, with then-Premier Christy Clark serv-

ing as the chief ‘sales representative’ of the LNG blueprint. Often appearing with a smile 

under a yellow hardhat, the premier’s frequent visits to proposed LNG industrial sites were 

arguably her most memorable media images. 

This chapter examines the various public messages deployed by the pro-LNG co-

alition from late 2011 to mid-2017, when the Clark cabinet oversaw the LNG development 

agenda. The empirical data in question consists of primary communication materials re-

leased by public and private stakeholders, such as press releases, research reports, blog 

posts, and op-eds. This chapter illustrates how the arguments and discursive frames em-

bedded in these materials have advanced a storyline about ‘progressive extractivism’, 

which, as discussed in chapter 1, exploits progressive values to disguise policy inclination 

towards fossil fuels and delays the world’s transition to a post-carbon economy (Pineault, 

18 May 2016). In short, the storyline defines LNG as a bridge fuel with both economic and 

environmental benefits by underlining the sense of opportunity: the extraction and export 

of shale gas promise employment growth for struggling rural BC communities, a pathway 

towards reconciliation with First Nations, and an unobstructed shift to a low-carbon society. 
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From late 2011 to mid-2014, the storyline anchored on an emerging coalition of 

the BC Liberal government, the fossil fuel industry, and their supporters. During this period, 

the BC Liberal government’s extractivist policies and rhetoric attracted as many as 20 LNG 

project proposals and helped the BC Liberal Party win a majority in the 2013 provincial 

election. As Asian LNG prices began to decline sharply after mid-2014, however, doubts 

and disputes emerged to divide the state-industry alliance, with some industry stakehold-

ers openly expressing their dissatisfaction with the Clark cabinet’s hesitance to offer 

additional policy incentives for proposed LNG projects. 

The remaining sections present a detailed account of the progressive extractivism 

storyline’s major components, explicating how the internal dynamics of pro-LNG coalition 

brought both strengths and vulnerabilities to the storyline. Although the current chapter 

focusses exclusively on LNG proponents, their arguments were outcomes of consistent 

symbolic exchanges with opponents. The framing of LNG, by either proponents or oppo-

nents, thus involves not only discourses addressing issues, actors, and institutions but 

also responses to others’ framing strategies (Dodge & Lee, 2017). These responses led 

to collaboration, polarisation, and other interactions amongst LNG stakeholders.  

The remaining sections proceed as follows. Section 5.1 reviews prominent eco-

nomically themed texts and demonstrates their framing of resource-based economic 

growth as the right choice for BC communities. What repeatedly appeared in these texts 

was the analogy comparing shale gas as a forthcoming gold rush. Section 5.2 then exam-

ines the regulatory measures proposed for managing LNG-related environmental impacts. 

Building on consistent self-branding as a strong environmental steward, the BC Liberal 

government argued that the LNG sector under its administration would produce the ‘clean-

est fossil fuel on earth’ and generate ‘green jobs’. Section 5.3 discusses how falling Asian 

LNG prices from late 2014 to mid-2017 prompted potential investors to withhold their sup-

port for BC LNG projects. Such ambivalent attitudes forced the BC Liberal government to 

make concessions and scale back its economic promises. Section 5.4 analyses the ‘LNG 

or bust’ mindset pervading resource-dependent communities across rural BC. It reviews 

major arguments made by LNG’s grassroots supporters, as exemplified by civil organisa-

tions such as Fort St. John for LNG and the First Nations LNG Alliance. Based on the 

above findings, the final section concludes the pro-LNG storyline with a critical assess-

ment of its framing of LNG development as a necessity for British Columbia’s future 
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economic growth and the provincial government as an extractivist state with obligations to 

facilitate, coordinate, and subsidise such development. 

5.1. The Economic Opportunities of LNG 

The BC Liberal government initiated the formation of the pro-LNG coalition by 

framing the establishment of an export-oriented LNG sector as a generational opportunity 

which would revive many rural communities and bring much-needed employment growth 

to them. References to potential investment, job growth, and tax revenues were common 

amongst the government’s promotional messages. ‘Over $20 billion in direct new invest-

ment, as many as 9,000 new construction jobs, about 800 long-term jobs, thousands of 

potential spin-off jobs, and over $1 billion a year in additional revenues to government’ 

(BC Ministry of Energy and Mines, 03a February 2012, p. 4)—these were the excessively 

optimistic figures the Clark government quoted in February 2012 when it announced the 

plan to have three LNG facilities in operation by 2020. Such bold estimates encouraged 

citizens, especially those living near potential LNG industrial sites, to image a major trans-

formation of their economic prospects.  

From the perspective of storytelling, extractivist economic development was the 

central appeal constructed by the BC Liberal government for legitimising its policy prefer-

ence for LNG. This appeal was deployed by defining economic struggles in rural BC as a 

policy problem and then LNG development as the ideal solution. Repeatedly highlighted 

in economically themed texts were topics such as investment, gas reserves, and personal 

enrichment. The mania over LNG’s economic potential continued to grow between late 

2012 and early 2014. For example, the 2011 and 2013 throne speeches can be compared. 

The 2011 speech (the Legislative Assembly of British Columbia, 3 October 2011) had only 

two sentences referring to LNG and its demand for an electricity-supply increase. In con-

trast, the 2013 speech (the Legislative Assembly of British Columbia, 12 February 2013) 

dedicated an entire section to addressing the economic potential of LNG exports, aggres-

sively campaigning over the projection that a ‘prosperity fund’ supported by LNG revenues 

would reach a minimum of $100 billion over 30 years, making the province debt-free by 

2028 and even eliminating the provincial sales tax (Fowlie, 13 February, 2013). Consider-

ing the timing of this significant elevation in publicity—only three months before the 40th 

provincial election—this sent a clear signal to voters that the BC Liberal Party were deter-

mined to adopt LNG as a major pillar of their election platform. The section’s depiction of 
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British Columbia’s abundant natural gas was classically neoliberal in its call for extractivist 

development: 

In BC, we are blessed with an abundance of natural gas […] that can meet 
the real and pressing needs of other economies, especially those on our 
Pacific doorstep. […] Seizing this opportunity requires that we add new 
value to this resource, converting it for transport to markets outside our 
continent for the first time. This can trigger a possible $1 trillion in cumula-
tive GDP benefit to our province over the next 30 years. An estimated 
39,000 new full-time jobs, on average, will be created during a 9-year con-
struction period. Once all facilities reach full production, there could be over 
75,000 new annual full-time jobs. (The Legislative Assembly of British Co-
lumbia, 12 February 2013, p. 8) 

The section then noted that the economic benefits should not be taken for granted 

and urged BC citizens to rally behind the government to seize this ‘generational oppor-

tunity’: ‘Fellow British Columbians, this is the opportunity before us, but only if we seize it. 

It is not years away. It is now. Our province faces fierce competition from Australia and 

other natural gas producers. If we do not win the opportunity now, there may be no oppor-

tunity to win tomorrow’ (pp. 10–11). 

The above hyperbolic speculations promised collective benefits to be paid by ex-

tractivism, yet their sources were rarely revealed for public scrutiny. Rich Coleman, who 

led the Ministry of Natural Gas Development, zealously defended LNG’s economic poten-

tial in the media by stating that the cited facts and statistics were from credible sources 

including Ernst and Young and KPMG (e.g. ‘British Columbia’s LNG job claims disputed 

in new report’, 28 July 2015). Further investigation into the reports from these sources, 

however, indicates flawed assumptions underlying LNG’s proclaimed economic benefits. 

My search for LNG-related documents in the BC Legislative Library located the EY and 

KPMG reports Coleman referred to (Ernst & Young, 2014; Work BC, 10 October 2014). 

Their findings relied largely on government-given information as well as a highly idealised 

scenario in which Asian LNG prices did not fall below their 2012 average. Moreover, such 

reports were commissioned by the BC Liberal government after it had already declared 

LNG a robust job-creation sector in the BC Jobs Plan (BC Office of the Premier, 26 Octo-

ber 2011). Before this declaration, there was no LNG-related economic analysis in the BC 

Legislative Library. In other words, it is highly likely that the oft-cited economic projections 

were based largely on internal government research. The lack of supporting evidence pre-

sented a critical vulnerability of the economic benefits frame. Later in 2014, the full 
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exposure of it by weak Asian LNG prices enabled critics to make compelling counternar-

ratives deeming BC LNG a reckless policy move filled with economic falsehoods (see 

chapter 6). 

Despite this vulnerability, intertextual references to LNG’s economic potential still 

dominated the BC Liberal Party’ campaign messages during the 2013 provincial election. 

As previously mentioned, Christy Clark was the most vocal advocate for the LNG ‘gold 

rush’, and her LNG rhetoric integrated both government and party perspectives, a discur-

sive construct commonly found in petro-states. ‘The safe recovery and export of our 

abundant supply of natural gas presents an opportunity for prosperity unlike anything we 

have ever seen before’, claimed the premier immediately after the 2013 throne speech 

(BC Office of the Premier, 12 February 2013). ‘British Columbians can secure tens of 

thousands of new jobs for decades to come by developing this clean energy resource and 

protect this new wealth for the benefit of all of us today, as well as our children and their 

families, tomorrow’. 

Besides promotional narratives from the Premier, the promotion of LNG received 

intertextual reinforcement from a variety of government ministries. Numerous elected offi-

cials cited the prediction of substantial economic benefits to justify the policy incentives 

offered to foreign LNG investors. In 2014, the Clark government introduced an LNG in-

come tax framework addressing future LNG export revenues, and then-Minister of Finance 

Michael de Jong suggested that the framework would ensure revenues would be shared 

with British Columbians since it ‘strikes the right balance between a competitive economic 

environment and a fair return to British Columbians’ (BC Ministry of Finance, 21 October 

2014, para. 13).  

Likewise, Shirley Bond, who led the Ministry of Jobs, Tourism and Skills Training, 

wrote in her 2014 year-end review that ‘British Columbia has an unprecedented oppor-

tunity to create jobs and economic growth through the development of a liquefied natural 

gas export industry; LNG will create jobs all over the province, thousands of new long-

term professions for British Columbians’ (BC Ministry of Jobs, Tourism and Skills Training, 

30 December 2014, para. 5). Her ministry later organised a year-long, province-wide ‘Find 

Your Fit’ tour showcasing tomorrow’s in-demand occupations, which consistently pre-

sented LNG as an imminent sector which would drive future job growth (e.g. Ministry of 

Jobs, Tourism and Skills Training, 13 October 2015). Besides promoting the economic 



 

96 

benefits frame, the tour also served as a coalition-building effort which sought to recruit 

grassroot LNG supporters.  

Foreign energy investors presented another important group of stakeholders tar-

geted by the BC Liberal government’s coalition-building efforts. Due to the high initial costs 

of LNG terminals, the Clark government strived to brand its LNG blueprint a lucrative in-

vestment opportunity to international trade partners, especially those in Asia. Such 

peddling activities were exemplified by frequent trade missions led by the premier or her 

key cabinet members. Amongst the 24 trade missions undertaken between 2014 and 2015, 

15 of them prioritised business talks with potential LNG investors. During these LNG-fo-

cussed trips, a minorly revised gold rush narrative framed BC as an ideal destination for 

capital investment. For example, after completing the May 2014 trade mission to Malaysia, 

Singapore, and Hong Kong, both Christy Clark and Rich Coleman spoke highly of British 

Columbia’s ‘stable economy, business friendly climate, short shipping times to Asia com-

pared to its North American competitors, and its multicultural, highly skilled workforce’ as 

well as the provincial government’s willingness to ‘reinforce these competitive advantages 

to new investors and existing partners’ (BC Office of the Premier, Ministry of Natural Gas 

Development & Ministry of International Trade, 10 May 2014, para. 4–5). 

As means to strengthen the emerging pro-LNG coalition, the BC Liberal govern-

ment began to host an annual international LNG convention in 2013. The 2015 convention, 

for instance, attracted about 3,000 participants and more than 300 exhibitors, which, ac-

cording to the government press release (BC Office of the Premier & Ministry of Natural 

Gas Development, 16 October 2015), showed promising interests in LNG from a wide 

range of stakeholders, including industry proponents and experts, investors, First Nations, 

market analysts, and prospective workers.  

Yet, the BC Liberal government’s sales pitches only received lukewarm reactions 

from industry stakeholders. Although these stakeholders acknowledged the economic po-

tential of LNG exports from BC to Asia and drew on the LNG prosperity rhetoric when they 

sought community consent, they were not convinced by BC LNG’s alleged profits. The 

successful launch of the LNG sector, they argued, hinged on whether the Clark cabinet 

could offer satisfactory policy incentives to offset potential business risks. This stance was 

clearly stated in the communications from the BC LNG Alliance, the industry association 

representing major energy companies behind proposed BC LNG projects. For instance, 
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during the association’s launch event in October 2014, its founding president David Keane 

reminded attendees (many of whom are members of the Vancouver Board of Trade) that: 

The new LNG industry in British Columbia is not a foregone conclusion. […] 
If LNG is to be viable in this province, our industry, along with each level of 
government, will have to make some difficult decisions in order to cross the 
finish line. […] We need to find the right balance that enables British Co-
lumbians to get fair value for their resource, while ensuring our industry can 
compete in world markets over the long term. […] It’s urgent we get this 
right as the window of opportunity to sell BC LNG into the global market is 
closing quickly. (‘President of BC LNG Alliance says LNG not a foregone 
conclusion’, 2014, para. 2–6) 

In support of the industry stakeholders’ requests for incentives, Canada’s domestic 

fossil fuel boosters addressed BC LNG from two perspectives. First, pro-industry and right-

leaning think tanks embraced the fossil fuel industry’s concern over profitability and pro-

posed that BC needed to lower the LNG sector’s infrastructure and operation costs by 

offering more tax and royalty incentives. The Vancouver-based Fraser Institute, in partic-

ular, stood on the media frontline and repeatedly warned the BC public about the necessity 

of launching the LNG sector quickly, with claims such as ‘Canada’s window on LNG ex-

ports won’t remain open forever’ (Green, 12 July 2014) and ‘the annual [LNG] export 

revenues lost due to [regulatory] delay would be equal to between 2% and 9.5% of British 

Columbia’s GDP in 2014’ (Zycher & Green, 17 November 2015). The strategic exploitation 

of public anxiety underlying such claims vividly illustrates the collective push by fossil fuel 

boosters for further government concessions to extractivism (see section 5.3 for details). 

The precarity of resource workers was also used to reinforce such anxiety. Referring to 

the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers’ influential ‘Canada’s energy citizens’ 

campaign (McCurdy, 2018), the Canadian Energy Research Institute (Simons, 11 March 

2016) claimed that the prevalence of an anti-resource bias in BC public discourse had hurt 

families depending on resource jobs, and embracing the LNG opportunity was a recogni-

tion of Canada’s hardworking resource workers. 

Second, advocates of Canada-Asia trading partnership enriched LNG exports’ 

economic implications by branding them as an opportunity to diversify Canada’s interna-

tional trade structure. In their view, British Columbia’s growing ties with Asia would offset 

Canada’s heavy reliance on the US market. Amongst such advocates, the most notable 

was the Asian Pacific Foundation of Canada, which had argued for years that British Co-

lumbia should serve as Canada’s Asia-Pacific gateway by embracing LNG and other trade 
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opportunities. For instance, the foundation’s former president Yuen Pau Woo (18 Septem-

ber 2013) argued that: 

The discovery of shale gas, and the subsequent race to develop viable 
projects, is the closest thing to a gold rush since the 1800s. It is also a 
game changer for North American energy trade and industrial development. 
[…] There can be no doubt about the enormous opportunity today to pro-
vide a relatively clean source of energy to buyers in Northeast Asia who 
are eagerly seeking secure long-term supplies. (para. 3–4) 

Overall, discourses celebrating BC LNG’s economic potential demonstrated many 

similarities with public controversies over shale gas in the United States and Europe, ex-

cept for a twist: it was a reversed scenario, with the BC Liberal government begging the 

fossil fuel industry’s participation in realizing the economic potential of BC-Asia LNG trade. 

This primed domestic LNG boosters framed government concessions to capital as a nec-

essary policy move to make LNG projects happen. Take Resource Works as an example. 

This pro-industry advocacy group was funded by the Business Council of British Columbia. 

In a 2014 blog post, it listed ten advantages BC would enjoy by selling LNG to Asia (Sev-

erinson, 19 June 2014). Whilst these advantages consisted of common references to 

economic opportunities such as growing natural gas consumption in Asia, the top one was 

particularly noteworthy: it was meant to emphasise private capital’s leadership in LNG 

development, which implicitly legitimized government subsidies to extractivism:  

It would be one thing if the BC government were spending billions of dollars 
out of current budgets to subsidize the LNG sector, or spending huge 
amounts today assuming that the LNG sector will provide revenues tomor-
row. […] But that’s not what’s happening. Certainly the BC government is 
spending something to facilitate the development of the sector, […] but it 
falls on industry to make the truly big, risky investments. As the Business 
Council of BC points out: “Ultimately, it will be private capital, not taxpayer 
funds that are exposed to the investment risks associated with major LNG 
projects”. (Severinson, 19 June 2014, para. 11–12) 

Thus, the private sector only granted conditional support for BC LNG’s economic 

benefits frame. As seen in section 5.3, concerns over business risks eventually led to a 

major dispute dividing the BC Liberal government and industry stakeholders.  

5.2. The Cleanest Fossil Fuel on Earth 

As discussed in my previous analysis of ‘LNG in British Columbia’, the official in-

formation portal of BC LNG (Chen & Gunster, 2016), a prominent discursive strategy was 
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the consistent branding of BC as possessing the ‘cleanest fossil fuel on earth’, which 

sought to legitimise shale gas development through environmental appeals. This discur-

sive strategy was achieved primarily by symbolically juxtaposing natural gas’s clean 

appearance with the toxic and dirty bitumen from Alberta. Drawing on shale gas’s lack of 

material properties and visible environmental impacts, the BC Liberal government strove 

to define it as a ‘clean and sustainable’ energy source categorically different from coal and 

crude oil.  

In the collected data, the BC Liberal government further implemented this discur-

sive strategy with two parallel arguments. It defined environmental disturbance caused by 

fracking and liquefaction as manageable ‘headaches’ only requiring minor regulatory ad-

justments. More innovatively, it framed ‘clean LNG’ as an ideal solution to climate change. 

Government stakeholders responsible for environmental regulation and resource devel-

opment were the leading voices delivering this environmental frame. When addressing the 

impacts of shale gas on climate change mitigation, they insisted that BC would ‘maintain 

its place as a climate-action leader while moving forward to develop new economic oppor-

tunities’ (BC Ministry of Energy and Mines, 03a February 2012, p.7) since not only is LNG 

a better alternative than other fossil fuels in transportation and electricity generation, nut 

its production in the province would also be powered by clean hydroelectricity. They also 

sought to downplay investors’ concern over the regulatory burden by emphasising that the 

‘clean LNG’ brand gave BC a competitive edge over other shale-gas-producing regions 

(see section 5.3). This emphasis on branding resembles established greenwashing mar-

keting strategies. 

The ‘clean LNG’ designation also reflects collective efforts by both state and in-

dustry actors to define shale gas as a ‘bridge fuel’ for the next generation and thereafter. 

Although natural gas has long been regarded as a better alternative to coal and petroleum 

(Smil, 2015), this feature becomes a prominent selling point only after the US shale gas 

revolution triggered widespread public attention to fracking (Mazur, 2016). As early as 

2009, the American Petroleum Institute, the largest US trade association for the oil and 

natural gas industry, touted the idea that America’s abundant natural gas would improve 

the nation’s energy security and function as a bridge fuel to its energy future (van Ryan, 9 

November 2009).  



 

100 

In comparison to the US context, the promotion of clean natural gas had a slightly 

different start in British Columbia. Under Christy Clark’s predecessor, Gordon Campbell, 

the province became the first jurisdiction in North America to implement a comprehensive 

carbon tax back in 2008. This was undoubtedly a progressive move, but it was also based 

on political calculus in response to provincial voters’ general consensus on environmental 

values. In this context, natural gas was presented as part of the provincial government’s 

actions to reduce GHG emissions. For example, the 2010 document Plug into our Green 

Economy (BC Ministry of Small Business, Technology and Economic Development, Jan-

uary 2010) stated that British Columbia’s abundant supply of natural gas—the ‘cleanest 

fossil fuel’ (original wording in the document)—could be further adopted by transportation 

applications to offset the use of more carbon-intensive energy.  

Given Gordon Campbell’s political legacy, the continuing evolvement of the ‘clean 

LNG’ narrative during the Clark era was driven more by political motives than economic 

ones. Amongst the Clark cabinet’s press releases, texts referring to the ‘bridge fuel’ des-

ignation typically included lines boasting about the BC Liberal Party’ strong environmental 

record. In 2014, the updated British Columbia’s Green Economy document categorised 

jobs offered by the LNG sector as ‘green jobs’ in a section titled ‘cleanest LNG’: 

Our [LNG] strategy is also founded on a commitment to maintain our lead-
ership on climate action and clean energy. […] LNG is changing global 
energy systems, and as a transition fuel it represents a real step towards a 
low-carbon economy. […] China’s decision to increase its use of natural 
gas from four per cent to eight per cent could eliminate 93 million tonnes of 
emissions each year—more than BC’s total provincial emissions. It only 
makes sense for BC to want to be part of this positive global story, and we 
will do so in a way that maintains our environmental responsibilities. (BC 
Ministry of Environment, 18 March 2014, p. 12) 

Likewise, Clark’s Minister of Environment Mary Polak offered intertextual support 

for the bridge fuel rhetoric by presenting BC LNG as a unique environmental contribution 

to the world: 

LNG will play a significant role in the global climate solution as countries 
look for a cleaner, transition fuel to replace dirty fossil fuels like coal and 
gradually move towards 100% renewables. When nations choose LNG 
from British Columbia, they will do so knowing ours is produced in the most 
environmentally conscious way. No other LNG-producing jurisdiction on 
the planet meets our high standards. The export of BC LNG is truly both an 
economic and an environmental opportunity for the province. (BC Ministry 
of Environment, 18 December 2015, para. 8) 
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The above quotes were also indicative of an appeal to administrative rationalism, 

which attributes the capacity to address environmental concerns to experts and elite bu-

reaucrats, not to individual citizens (Dryzek, 2013). This theme played out consistently 

throughout the Clark cabinet’s discourses on environmental risks, in which communities 

to be affected by fracking or the construction of LNG pipelines and export terminals were 

portrayed primarily as recipients of expert risk information. When outlining its efforts on 

public engagement and consultation, the Clark cabinet tended to frame growing public 

concern over fracking as arising largely from a lack of information and knowledge, which 

reinforced a technical-regulatory approach to risk management. 

As for industry stakeholders and domestic fossil fuel advocates, they adopted the 

bridge fuel rhetoric from the BC Liberal government and major transnational energy con-

glomerates such as British Petroleum and Shell. Their basic argument is that a low-carbon 

economy is more realistic than a post-carbon economy. Natural gas, with its smaller car-

bon footprint than oil, presents a feasible low-carbon solution for the foreseeable future. 

In an information brochure titled Natural Gas: Providing More and Cleaner Energy, Shell 

(2018) claimed that:  

Energy powers progress. Meeting increasing global demand while minimiz-
ing negative impacts on the planet and the air we breathe is one of the 
greatest challenges of the 21st century. A transformation of the global en-
ergy system is needed. […] Natural gas will be a critical component of this 
energy transition—to generate electricity, provide heat for essential indus-
trial processes, heat or cool homes, and transport people and goods over 
long distances. (p. 69) 

For citizens looking for non-radical, gradual solutions to climate change, such a 

‘pragmatic’ approach to extractivism is undoubtedly appealing. Accordingly, BC LNG’s civil 

supporters actively reproduced the BC Liberal government’s talking points to undermine 

public concern over LNG’s environmental impacts. Karen Ogen-Toews and David Keane 

(8 May 2017), who frequently appeared in BC LNG news as opinion leaders representing 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous supporters, wrote in the Vancouver Sun: 

British Columbia’s LNG industry is being developed under some of the 
most-stringent environmental and regulatory oversight in the world. […] Hy-
draulic fracturing has been used to access natural gas in BC safely and 
responsibly for more than 50 years. Every aspect of the process is regu-
lated by the BC Oil and Gas Commission, including air quality and water 
use and disposal. The result is safe, responsibly developed natural gas that 
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is delivered 24/7 to homes and businesses in more than 130 BC commu-
nities. (para. 7) 

That said, the alleged high environmental standards were meant to facilitate, rather 

than restrict, the extractivist agenda of LNG development. Later, when the Clark govern-

ment released a follow-up Climate Leadership Plan in August 2016, the premier (BC Office 

of the Premier & BC Ministry of Environment, 2016) assured LNG proponents that ‘we are 

continuing to lead the way in reducing emissions and creating jobs […] with an approach 

that balances environmental responsibility with economic opportunity’ (para. 2). The re-

mark echoed some bitumen proponents’ conceptualisation of regulation under a petro-

state (Gunster & Saurette, 2014), with priority being given to resource-based economic 

development instead of environmental protection. Although environmentally themed texts 

produced by the pro-LNG discourse coalition acknowledged the need to address climate 

change, their fundamental goal was to manage the process of decarbonisation, thereby 

preventing radical disrupts to the global energy landscape. Thus, the gas-powered future 

society envisioned by the pro-LNG coalition was largely compatible with the fossil fuel 

industry’s economic interests. 

5.3. The Ambivalence of Industry Stakeholders 

Harvey (2007) argues that ‘competition—between individuals, between firms, be-

tween territorial entities (cities, regions, nations, regional groups)—is held to be a primary 

virtue’ (p. 65) under neoliberalism. Guided by this doctrine, a state should engage in a 

perpetual quest for competitiveness via policies such as eliminating regulatory hurdles 

and reducing business operation costs. Such neoliberal policies are often discussed in 

terms of deregulation. However, considering how active a state is supposed to be in ne-

gotiating with private sectors, they are in fact ‘re-regulatory’ practises helping private third 

parties to profit from carrying out state functions (Garland & Harper, 2012). 

As discussed in section 5.1, the competitiveness of BC LNG was a common con-

cern expressed by industry stakeholders, but messages addressing it underwent a notable 

shift. The original LNG blueprint released in February 2012 prioritised winning public sup-

port over attracting private investment. Accordingly, project proposals were expected to 

meet high environmental standards, to which industry stakeholders and their proponents 

responded with a collaborative stance. Thus, at the pro-LNG coalition’s emerging stage, 
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the conversations between government and industry stakeholders suggested a consen-

sus about the desirability of development.  

With the hope that the ‘clean LNG’ concept would simultaneously attract private 

investment and garner public support, the BC Liberal government foregrounded respon-

sible environmental stewardship and political stability when addressing its competitive 

edge in the global LNG race. The BC LNG blueprint (BC Ministry of Energy and Mines, 

03a February 2012) listed the province’s key LNG advantages as: ‘(1) lower shipping costs, 

thanks to our proximity to Asia, (2) secure, stable government, (3) vast natural gas re-

serves, (4) high environmental standards, (5) potential to access clean electricity, (6) 

positive relationships with First Nations peoples, (7) a well-established service sector, and 

(8) strong, updated regulations’ (p. 6). A subsequent section of the blueprint further elab-

orated advantages (4), (5), and (8) in relation to the BC Liberal Party’ leadership in climate 

change mitigation. It claimed that, powered by clean hydroelectric power, BC LNG projects 

would fundamentally differ from competing projects elsewhere. Claims like this articulated 

a clear normative stance implying BC LNG’s moral appeal in contrast to dirty fossil fuels.  

Later, at the dawn of the 40th provincial election campaign, the BC Liberal Party 

published a one-year update of its LNG accomplishments (BC Ministry of Energy, Mines 

and Natural Gas, 08 February 2013). The party insisted that much progress had been 

made towards the goal of having three LNG facilities by 2020, which demonstrated indus-

try stakeholders’ confidence in its progressive approach to resource extraction. 

Considering these official claims, the insistent framing of LNG as compatible with climate 

mitigation indicates the party’ concern that an aggressive pursuit of extractive policies 

could severely damage its progressive image amongst voters. 

Skills training was another subject frequently featured in competitiveness-related 

official discussions. The BC Liberal government promised to reengineer provincial educa-

tion and training programs in preparation for the LNG sector’s upcoming labour demand. 

As stated in British Columbia’s Skills for Jobs Blueprint (Work BC, 29 April 2014), the 

planning for and training of British Columbians would begin immediately to take full ad-

vantage of the LNG opportunity. The document listed a total of 15 recommendations; the 

most notable ones were recommendations #9 and #15, which promised government-

funded apprentices to support LNG-related infrastructure projects and even permitted 

LNG developers to use temporary foreign workers if required by workforce needs. 
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The emphasis on a skilled workforce expressed the BC Liberal government’s intent 

to create an investment-friendly environment by turning all its arms into promotional agen-

cies for LNG. By associating the LNG opportunity with skills training, the BC Liberal 

government also employed a ‘coalition confirmation’ strategy (Metze & Dodge, 2016) to 

bridge the different economic interests of two different audiences: a business/corporate 

audience, to whom it tried to promote the LNG business case, and a public audience, to 

whom it boasted about LNG prosperity. Taken together, the BC Liberal Party prioritised 

two issues in setting up its ‘progressive’ LNG blueprint: (1) downplaying shale gas extrac-

tion’s contradiction with its established environmental record and (2) aligning stakeholder 

efforts to provide qualified employees for LNG facility construction and operation. Christy 

Clark and her cabinet members then communicated both priorities to potential investors 

during international trade missions.  

Although, on the surface, the BC Liberal Party recognised the importance of com-

petitiveness, they were hesitant to cater to the industry’s demands at all (political) costs. 

Consequently, the party’s LNG policies were later trapped in the dilemma between neolib-

eral deregulation and political legitimacy, as shown throughout the creation of the BC LNG 

tax scheme. The tax scheme which would be applied to LNG projects was a crucial ele-

ment missing in the BC LNG blueprint and the subsequent one-year update. In October 

2014, the BC Ministry of Finance (21 October 2014) formally released the province’s LNG 

Income Tax scheme, setting the regular tax rate on LNG net income as 3.5%, effective 

from 1 January 2017. The scheme included a special clause that during the period when 

an LNG facility was initially constructed and operated at a loss, a reduced rate of 1.5% 

would apply until the payoff of all construction costs. Both rates would be locked for 30 

years, and the LNG Income Tax rate would increase to 5% in 2037. To encourage invest-

ment, the tax scheme also included a new BC Corporate Income Tax Credit, which would 

reduce the provincial corporate income tax rate from 11% to as low as 8% for an LNG 

income taxpayer.  

The BC Liberal government sought to use the scheme’s release to maintain the 

momentum within the pro-LNG coalition. In the official announcement, the BC Ministry of 

Finance (21 October 2014) emphasised that the proposed scheme ‘is competitive with 

competing jurisdictions, including the United States and Australia’, and the province’s ‘ad-

vantage is more than just a competitive tax rate—proponents will benefit from British 
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Columbia’s skilled workforce, geographical proximity to markets and large natural gas re-

serves, as well as the cool, northern climate’ (para. 8).  

The scheme, however, exposed a vulnerability of the government’s economic op-

portunity framing: the rates it proposed were considerably lower than initially promised. 

When the Clark government announced the draft version of LNG Income Tax in February 

2014, the regular rate was set at 7%. According to the BC Ministry of Finance, ‘the com-

bination of declining LNG selling prices and increased construction costs’ (para. 9) forced 

the government to settle on a lower rate to attract investors. Nonetheless, industry stake-

holders had little reaction to the tax discounts offered at the expense of BC Liberal’s 

political credibility.  

As falling Asian LNG prices in late 2014 and subsequent years cast doubt on the 

economic viability of trans-Pacific LNG trade, disputes gradually crippled the pro-LNG co-

alition. Industry stakeholders and their advocates began to openly confront the BC Liberal 

government about its hesitance to offer additional policy incentives to LNG investors. They 

dismissed the official standpoint that the existing incentives would be enough to offset 

market uncertainties. They also threatened to disintegrate the pro-LNG coalition by refus-

ing to give their final consent to proposed LNG projects.  

For example, one month before the release of the LNG Income Tax scheme, 

Petronas claimed that it may pull out of its PNW LNG proposal due to lack of appropriate 

incentives. According to Petronas’s CEO, Shamsul Abbas, ‘rather than ensuring the de-

velopment of the LNG industry through appropriate incentives and assurance of legal and 

fiscal stability, the Canadian landscape of LNG development is now one of uncertainty, 

delay and short vision’ (‘Petronas may pull out of BC LNG project’, 2014, para. 3). Then 

in December 2014, despite receiving the province’s preliminary environmental green light, 

Petronas decided to put its proposed LNG terminal on hold, citing as the main reasons 

behind the decision as high costs and unfavourable market conditions (‘Petronas puts BC 

LNG plant on hold’, 2014). 

Petronas was not the only company worried about BC LNG’s declining competi-

tiveness. Around the same time, BG Group delayed its planned LNG terminal (‘BG Group 

to delay planned BC LNG terminal’, 2014), and Apache, which ignited British Columbia’s 

LNG ambition with the Kitimat LNG proposal, withdrew from the project and sold its stake 
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to Woodside Petroleum, an Australian company (‘Apache sells stake in Kitimat LNG pro-

ject to Woodside Petroleum’, 2014). 

With an increasing number of LNG projects in jeopardy, the pro-LNG coalition con-

fronted an unexpected group of critics: energy analysts and economists. This group began 

to question whether the formidable barriers created by British Columbia’s declining com-

petitiveness, due to market changes and existing policies, would ultimately compromise 

the viability of the entire LNG blueprint. Speaking at the Canadian Energy Research Insti-

tute’s 2015 annual conference on natural gas, US energy economist Kenneth Medlock 

suggested that ‘we don’t see any LNG exports from Canada until almost 2040’ (cited in 

Johnson, 03 March 2015, para. 5), since (1) market changes made it barely profitable to 

ship LNG from North America to Asia, and (2) the high costs of building LNG plants from 

scratch put BC far behind the United States and Australia in the race to Asia (both coun-

tries have LNG import facilities which could be transformed for export at relatively low 

cost).  

Whilst activists opposing the very idea of shale gas extraction and export may in-

terpret Medlock’s prediction as proof that BC LNG had lost its economic ground, industry 

advocates reframed it as leverage to pressure both provincial and federal governments. 

Pro-industry policy institutes such as the Conference Board of Canada (Robins, Owusu, 

Munro, & Coad, 2016), the Canadian Energy Research Institute (Murillo, 2014), and the 

Fraser Institute (Green & Jackson, 2016) published reports warning that British Columbia 

could miss out on supplying LNG to Asia without immediate policy interventions. The pol-

icy recommendations they proposed focussed on the neoliberal demand for deregulation. 

More crucially, these recommendations suggested industry stakeholders’ intent to lead 

the pro-LNG coalition by taking control of competitiveness-related discussions. Opinion 

pieces published in Canadian commercial media played a crucial role in amplifying fossil 

fuel advocates’ voices (see chapter 7). For example, the Fraser Institute argued that: 

In January (2016), the federal government announced that it will require 
LNG terminal environmental reviews to consider both the direct and up-
stream greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions of these projects. […] These new 
climate tests will only add to the regulatory barriers and compliance costs 
Canadian energy companies already face, compounding the effects that 
low energy prices already have on the industry. And non-development will 
also come with substantial economic costs. A recent Fraser Institute study 
found that the cost of delay imposed upon LNG investments in BC, defined 
as export revenues forgone, is substantial at C$22.5 billion per year in 2020, 
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rising to C$24.8 billion per year in 2025. (Green & Jackson, 2016, para. 4–
6) 

According to the above excerpt, ‘regulatory barriers and compliance costs’ were to 

blame for delaying LNG development. The emphasis on high economic stakes here 

served as a blackmail strategy which pushed for more government concession. The diag-

nosis on regulatory burden, however, contradicted additional policy incentives which 

federal and provincial governments subsequently added to the initial draft of the BC LNG 

Income Tax scheme. In February 2015, the federal Conservative government provided 

tax breaks which would ‘save the (LNG) industry about $50 million over the first five years’ 

(Lang, 2015, para. 4). The Clark government also allowed LNG investors to receive addi-

tional tax relief through its Infrastructure Royalty Credit Program (BC Ministry of Natural 

Gas Development, 26 February 2015). In response to Petronas’s threat of cancellation, it 

further compromised by negotiating a long-term royalty agreement with the company, 

guaranteeing Petronas no tax or royalty increases for more than 20 years (BC Ministry of 

Natural Gas Development, 20 May 2015; Lee, 2015). 

In sum, as the prospect of BC LNG suffered tough headwinds, discussions on 

competitiveness led to growing division within the pro-LNG coalition. These discussions 

revealed how corporations’ pursuit of profitability could conflict with governments’ pursuit 

of popular support, especially when changing market conditions exposed the fragile eco-

nomic basis of extreme carbon projects. 

5.4. LNG or Bust 

Although the recurrent framing of BC as an energy ‘promised land’ did not convince 

industry stakeholders, it was heartily embraced by many rural BC communities for whom 

the promise of LNG investment signified a path to economic recovery and low unemploy-

ment. Many residents in these communities formed the pro-LNG storyline’s popular base. 

Such populist demands for a quick launch of the LNG sector, as exemplified by petitions 

calling for the reaching of final investment decisions (FIDs), coalesced around two themes. 

The first drew on economic downfalls pervading rural BC to urge both provincial and fed-

eral governments to support the fossil fuel industry. The second disputed the notion that 

BC Indigenous communities opposed resource-based development. Instead, some of 

them, with the Haisla First Nation near Kitimat being the primary example, threw their 
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support behind the extractivist narrative that a partnership with corporations in pursuing 

resource-driven development could lead to hope and reconciliation. 

Within the collected data, direct calls for government-industry collaboration came 

mostly from communities where the local economy and employment relied on resource 

extraction and the dependency mindset was held as a social norm. Fort St. John, for ex-

ample, is an industrial city located directly above the Montney Basin in Northeast BC; the 

fossil fuel industry was its economic pillar for decades. Expecting a significant increase in 

hydraulic fracturing activities if LNG projects were to go forwards, the city took a strong 

pro-industry stance at the beginning of the LNG controversy. This stance had its historical 

precedents. Back in the 2000s, when drilling activities dropped across the city’s gas fields 

due to high operational costs, it even pondered joining Alberta for more pro-industry poli-

cies (Harding & Cattaneo, 5 July 2007). When expectations for LNG exports stayed high 

in 2013 and 2014, Fort St. John experienced a mini boom, which was taken by the pro-

LNG coalition as evidence supporting the economic benefits frame. As the Globe and Mail 

reported, local residents were in an upbeat mood and forgot the doom and gloom they 

had experienced a decade before: 

While the BC government has been highlighting a flurry of proposals for 
LNG export terminals in the northwestern part of the province, the northeast 
is where the tale of the energy promised land begins. Signs of a mini boom 
are everywhere across the Fort St. John area. […] Instead of doom and 
gloom, civic leaders are decidedly upbeat. […] The region’s airport is burst-
ing at the seams; the local Walmart is starting a major expansion and the 
Winner’s department store is preparing for a spring opening. (Jang, 25 Jan-
uary 2014, para. 14–17) 

The story continued with a personal account from Richelle Cooper, a young college 

graduate who was on track to a fulfilling career in the natural gas sector. For Cooper, LNG 

offered the opportunity for a well-paid career, and her narrative was filled with optimism: 

Richelle Cooper […] sees the energy industry as the economic catalyst for 
the region. A decade ago, there weren’t nearly as many job opportunities 
for youth as there are today, […] she said after finishing a 12-hour shift as 
an administrator and labourer for Infinity Oilfield Services. ‘Natural gas de-
velopment is creating jobs, and people are realizing that now’, she says. 
[…] She already makes $22.50 an hour, but with some more training and 
experience, she is optimistic about landing a field job that pays $35 an hour 
and developing a fulfilling career. (para. 29–32) 
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Cooper’s experience spoke for many youths in rural communities who probably 

shared similar expectations for personal enrichment. The upbeat forecast for LNG devel-

opment thus incorporated grassroots political agency into a future-oriented extractivist 

discourse, yet as the LNG sector’s quick launch gradually vanished over subsequent 

months, frustration and anger replaced the sense of optimism. On 23 February 2016, a 

public rally was held in Fort St. John, from which ‘Fort St. John for LNG’, a pro-LNG citizen 

group, emerged onto the public stage. In an opinion piece written for the local newspaper, 

Alaska Highway News, the group’s founder and president, Alan Yu, himself laid off from 

the gas fields a month earlier, addressed natural gas extraction as the foundation of ordi-

nary Fort St. John families’ livelihoods: 

Let’s face it: Fort St. John’s economy is based on natural gas. We get food 
to our table directly or indirectly from natural gas operations. When there is 
little activity in the natural gas industry, our economy takes a dive, and boy 
are we in a downturn these days. […] What Fort St. John needs is a more 
stable and steady demand for our region’s natural gas if we want to see 
sustainable economic prosperity. […] This is why we need to support de-
velopment of these LNG plants. (Yu, 25 February 2016, para. 1–2) 

His narrative then shifted to a blunt critique of vocal and ‘well-financed’ environ-

mentalists and a call for the ‘silent majority’ in Fort St. John to stand up and grant social 

licence to an LNG industry in BC.  

The LNG ‘Forces of No’ are very vocal about their opposition. They are well 
financed and well organized, and prey on the majority who are not well 
informed about the facts. This is why I started a positive social licence 
group here in Fort St. John called FSJ for LNG. The silent majority in Fort 
St. John must have their voices heard above these ‘Forces of No’. (para. 
8) 

‘LNG or bust’: this was the central message that Yu and his citizen group sought 

to deliver. This binary rhetoric employed a polarisation strategy (Dodge & Lee, 2017) 

which emphasised resource-dependent communities’ economic desperation and political 

disenfranchisement. On the group’s web page, the sense of desperation was amplified in 

a series of posts concerning the indispensable role of natural gas in job security in the 

region. It started with a captioned image of a struggling family holding the sign ‘NEED 

WORK’ (figure 6.1).  

Another notable effort by Fort St. John for LNG was a road trip called ‘LNG or Bust’. 

On 25 May 2016, several members of the group drove from For St. John to Ottawa to 
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lobby the federal government to get BC LNG plants off the ground. The trip was crowd-

funded, and on its GoFundMe page, Yu (5 May 2016) further laid out his belief that ‘the 

only way to lift our sagging economy is to increase the demand or market for our natural 

gas, […] and our advocacy for an LNG industry is getting resistance from foreign funded 

‘environmentalists’ even if economic needs and science is on our side’ (para. 3–5). Yu’s 

articulation of the ‘foreign funded environmentalist’ rhetoric echoed conservative narra-

tives found in the public contestations over Alberta’s bitumen industry (Gunster & Saurette, 

2014). At the heart of such discursive delegitimisation was the conservative perception 

that environmental regulations and citizens who support them inhibit fossil fuel production. 

As a public communication event, the ‘LNG or Bust’ road trip only received modest 

attention from regional media (e.g. Fedigan, 23 May 2016; Scott, 29 June 2016), yet on 

its way to Ottawa, the team was joined by bitumen advocates (from the citizen group Oil 

Respect) and participated in several pro-fossil fuel rallies (Yu, 26 May 2016). The trip also 

ended on a triumphant note with nine boxes of petition letters delivered to Bob Zimmer, 

the Conservative MP representing Northeast BC. In this regard, the road trip’s communi-

cative power manifested at the grassroots level, and the genuine wish it carried for LNG 

jobs should not be overlooked. 

The ‘LNG or Bust’ rhetoric also resonated with some BC First Nations. Compared 

with Fort St. John for LNG, pro-LNG arguments from these Indigenous communities were 

formed around the idea of ‘resource extraction as a path toward reconciliation’, which de-

politicised Indigenous activism and reframed it in terms of further incorporation of First 

Nations into resource sectors. The primary voice amplifying this idea was the First Nations 

LNG Alliance, a collective formed in May 2015 by First Nations who had signed benefits 

agreements with the BC Liberal government and industry stakeholders (Hunter, 26 May 

2015). As stated on the group’s website (First Nations LNG Alliance, n.d.), its main pur-

pose has been to ‘provide education and information to nations around our province [BC] 

as they consider economic and resource development opportunities when it concerns 

LNG projects in their territories’ (para. 2). Since its establishment, the collective has been 

a vocal actor in the BC public sphere, frequently releasing statements, opinions, and re-

ports which sought to bridge the ‘gap’ between First Nations and the fossil fuel industry. 

From the perspective of storytelling, it played a crucial role of rearticulating the pro-LNG 

coalition’s interests in reconciliation jargons. In the aforementioned Vancouver Sun op-ed 

co-authored by the collective’s CEO, Karen Ogen-Toews, and BC LNG Alliance’s CEO, 
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David Keane, LNG was framed as a certain future for the BC economy, and ‘working to-

gether, First Nations and LNG companies are forging a new way of doing business in BC’ 

(Ogen-Toews & Keane, 08 May 2017, para. 6).  

 

 
Figure 5.1. Fort St. John for LNG Homepage Poster  

(Source: www.FSJforLNG.ca) 

Ogen-Toews further explicated the ‘new way of doing business in BC’ in a series 

of blog posts focussing on ‘economic reconciliation in Canada’, in which she championed 

the idea that economic development would deliver reconciliation goals such as individual 

and community sustainability; for Indigenous communities across British Columbia, col-

laborating with the state-industry alliance to launch the LNG sector presented the best 

option for achieving prosperity:  

There are very many views of what reconciliation means. […] In fact, I think 
reconciliation goals such as individual and community sustainability and 
wellness are linked to economic development and governance. […] We see 
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several setbacks every day to lofty goals of reconciliation—but, in my opin-
ion—the LNG Canada Final Investment Decision is a key indicator of 
progress on reconciliation. (Ogen-Toews, 20 October 2018, para. 1–3) 

The call for ‘Indigenous partnership’ by Ogen-Toews was not spontaneous and 

organic. Before the BC LNG controversy, it had been amplified and intensified by govern-

ment, industry, and think tanks to weaken Indigenous resistance (Neubauer, 2017). The 

very idea of ‘economic reconciliation’ covertly conveyed the assumption that further incor-

poration of Indigenous lands into the capitalist system was the only solution for First 

Nations’ sufferings. The conservative think tank McDonald Laurier Institute has particularly 

been on the forefront of media coverage advocating the business case for reconciliation. 

Its managing director, Brian Lee Crowley (28 October 2016), for instance, wrote in the 

Globe and Mail: 

The news seems full of stories of what appears to be intractable Aboriginal 
opposition to such resource-based development. That may be, however, 
because the business community has not yet caught up to what the Indig-
enous world is trying to tell them. Look, for example, at the testimony of the 
First Nations Major Project Coalition with the support of the First Nations 
Financial Management Board (FNFMB) before a Senate committee this 
week. In the eloquent and elegant case laid out there by a Coalition repre-
senting 23 First Nations you can see first-hand what they are looking for to 
be willing and indeed enthusiastic partners in development. (para. 3–4) 

It should also be noted that Indigenous LNG proponents like the BC LNG Alliance 

only represented the views of a few BC First Nations. As Hunter (26 May 2015) noted in 

his Globe and Mail report, the majority of the 198 First Nations in BC chose to lean towards 

the anti-LNG coalition. For instance, the Lax Kw'alaams First Nation near Prince Rupert 

rejected a $1.1-billion offer from Petronas, which forced the energy conglomerate to revise 

its PNW LNG project (see chapters 6 and 7). Grand Chief Stewart Phillip, president of the 

Union of BC Indian Chiefs, also publicly raised concerns about LNG impacts on commu-

nity health and living environments. Even within prominent examples of pro-LNG First 

Nations, the supportive stance of elected leaders has received continuous internal chal-

lenges. For example, Karen Ogen-Toews, the elected Chief of the Wetʼsuwetʼen First 

Nation, clashed with the band’s hereditary chiefs and eventually lost her position. 

All that said, the arguments laid out by the First Nations LNG Alliance remain pow-

erful, especially their call for prioritising economic considerations in the reconciliation 

process. The most worrisome aspect of such an industry-friendly stance is its ambiguous 
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relationship with settler/colonial discourses from LNG’s civil allies such as the Fraser In-

stitute and the McDonald Laurier Institute. The ideas that ‘First Nations cared more about 

job security than political rights’ and that ‘they were internally divided’ symbolically under-

mine the political significance of Indigenous resistance. Moreover, as shown in the history 

of Alberta, ‘improved relations’ amongst First Nations, the state, and the industry tend to 

end up as social legitimisation of further extractivist activities on Indigenous lands. 

5.5. Storyline Assessment: Progressive Extractivism in 
Jeopardy 

This chapter has explored how the pro-LNG coalition developed a versatile story-

line to legitimise large-scale LNG development in BC. The storyline frames shale gas as 

a morally acceptable fossil fuel, primarily by emphasising its bridge fuel designation and 

connecting it to British Columbia’s strong environmental record. The branding of shale gas 

as a clean energy source sought to divert public attention away from LNG opponents and 

downgrade the urgency of decarbonisation. The gold rush mentality was the foundation of 

the pro-LNG storyline’s plausibility, which facilitated the recruitment of grassroots support-

ers. The political agency of these supporters, however, was largely limited to partaking in 

an entrepreneurial framework set by the state-industry alliance. 

The pro-LNG messages produced by state, industry, and civic proponents came 

with two notable shortcomings: first, considering the negative social and environmental 

impacts of fracking (especially methane leakage), the clean energy label applied to LNG 

is especially problematic and misleading. Second, compared with conventional natural 

gas, the higher production cost of shale gas makes its economic basis fragile. As revealed 

by the pro-LNG coalition’s internal division over LNG taxation, it is difficult for extreme 

carbon to survive without various government subsidies. Taken together, employment op-

portunities to be created by the LNG sector are likely to be unsustainable from both 

economic and environmental perspectives. As the next chapter will discuss, both short-

comings were captured by LNG opponents for constructing the anti-LNG storyline. Below, 

this chapter concludes with three broad claims about the role of communication in the BC 

Liberal government’s ‘progressive’ approach to extractivist development. 
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First, the diversified discursive frames embedded in the pro-LNG storyline point to 

the growing sophistication and intertextuality of extractivist rhetoric, through which ex-

treme carbon proponents coordinate symbolic resources to advocate particular economic 

and industrial practises. In the current case, the pervasive branding of shale gas as a 

bridge fuel builds on long-standing efforts by a variety of stakeholders, whose promotional 

strategies acquire much of their rhetorical force, ironically, from environmental discourses. 

The branding of shale gas as a bridge fuel hinges upon its contrast to the pervasive public 

perception of crude oil as dense, heavy, toxic, and dirty. In other words, the clean appear-

ance of shale gas enables industry stakeholders to position it as a categorically different 

type of energy than oil. The urgency and magnitude of the climate crisis also create dis-

cursive space for promoting shale gas as an ideal alternative to other fossil fuels. Despite 

many environmentalists’ (e.g. Klein, 2014; Suzuki, 12 October 2016) relentless efforts to 

explicate the absurdity of transforming our oil-based socioeconomic structure into a gas-

based one, the common-sense semiotic connotations of ‘natural’ and ‘gas’ and the prag-

matic sense embedded in ‘bridge fuel’ branding render this a relatively easy case to make, 

especially to citizens who are sceptical about radical climate change solutions. 

Second, the progressive elements embedded in the Clark government’s pursuit of 

resource-based economic growth expresses the BC Liberal Party’s electoral calculations 

in recognition of the provincial political context as well as its willingness to act as an ex-

tractivist state on behalf of carbon capitalism. Although the Clark government did not, due 

to the fear of public backlash, offer total cooperation to foreign investors, the various com-

promises it made to boost BC LNG’s competitiveness suggest the pervasive influence of 

extractivism in current Canadian economic policymaking. The LNG expansion is depicted 

as an unprecedented opportunity for everyone, but, essentially, its primary beneficiaries 

are transnational energy conglomerates profiting from the exploitation of nature. An ex-

tractivist economy could not bring marginal communities (especially First Nations) out of 

boom-and-bust cycles. When commodity prices collapse, these communities would be left 

with the devastating impacts of resource extraction. 

Finally, echoing Innis’s (1956) diagnosis of Canada as a hinterland of other indus-

trial economies instead of an independent economic entity in its own right, unconventional 

oil and gas have become Canada’s new staples. It can be observed in the pro-LNG story-

line how the dependency mindset has been reproduced in Asia-Canada relations, with 

Canada striving to become the supplier for emerging industrial powers in Asia. What have 
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been intentionally neglected in the storyline are cautious reflections on whether British 

Columbia’s booming economic ties with Asia offer any hope for changing the colonial na-

ture of the Canadian economy.  

In conclusion, the pro-LNG storyline presents an interesting twist on traditional ex-

tractivist rhetoric: it draws upon seemingly progressive talking points to justify resource 

extraction’s continuing dominance in Canadian economic policymaking. How LNG oppo-

nents respond to such semiotic jujitsu is discussed in the next chapter, which examines 

the counter-rhetoric of the anti-LNG coalition, for whom the significance of resisting the 

LNG expansion far exceeds environmental preservation. 
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Chapter 6.  
Resisting BC LNG: Environmental Threat, Economic 
Sham, and Political Corruption  

Whilst the previous chapter has explicated how the pro-LNG coalition framed the 

rush to LNG exports as an unprecedented opportunity with both economic and environ-

mental appeals, this current chapter shifts focus to the other side of the spectrum. It 

analyses how the anti-LNG coalition contended with the concerted efforts of transnational 

and domestic extreme carbon proponents. As previously noted, the pro-LNG coalition’s 

aggressive pursuit of LNG development entered a gridlock period between late 2014 and 

mid-2017. Notwithstanding protracted negotiations between government and industry 

stakeholders, only one small project, Woodfibre LNG, received its FID. 

Although the narrowing price gap between Asian and Canadian natural gas was a 

major factor leading to the gridlock, equally important were the anti-LNG coalition’s con-

certed efforts to disclose the multiple adverse impacts of LNG development. At first, the 

coalition primarily relied on an environmental frame warning the public against the signifi-

cant increase of fracking activities to be brought by the LNG sector. Over time, however, 

its counterpart’s pro-LNG narratives opened a number of additional areas of criticism, in-

cluding the problematic bridge fuel designation of shale gas, fossil fuel lobbying’s threat 

to democratic governance, Canada’s relentless infringement on Indigenous rights, and the 

fragile economic basis of BC LNG exports to Asia. Relevant critical discussions signifi-

cantly strengthened the anti-LNG coalition and its storyline. 

As an increasing number of citizens began to question the promises made by the 

progressive extractivism storyline, a pillar of the BC Liberal Party’ political legitimacy was 

under threat. A 2016 online poll conducted by Insight West found considerable animosity 

towards fracking and LNG exports (Hoekstra, 23 March 2016). Of the 802 adults polled, 

41% opposed the BC Liberal government’s aggressive pursuit of LNG, and 61% ex-

pressed concern about the increase in fracking. Compared to a similar poll conducted in 

2013, both results increased by more than 10%. Then one year later, the BC Liberal Party 

failed to secure a majority government in the 41st provincial election. The slow progress 
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of the promised LNG development was recognised as a major factor in this outcome (Ran-

kin & McElroy, 11 April 2017), which offered indirect evidence of the anti-LNG coalition’s 

public influence. 

The membership of the anti-LNG coalition is diverse, consisting mainly of progres-

sive social groups, including environmental organisations, advocacy groups, Indigenous 

activists, and concerned citizens (see chapter 3). In contrast to the pro-LNG storyline’s 

emphasis on the sense of opportunity, the anti-LNG storyline addresses the incoming LNG 

sector’s multifaceted threats not only to environmental and public health impacts on ‘di-

rectly affected’ communities but to British Columbia’s democracy, Indigenous sovereignty, 

and, most interestingly, its economic stability. In addition to rejecting the framing of LNG 

as the only viable path towards reviving rural communities, LNG opponents also offered 

extensive discussions on policy alternatives and their potential to take the province off the 

extractivist track. 

The following sections examine public criticism of the prospect of LNG exports and 

the discursive frames they developed and relied upon. The primary analytical focus is how 

LNG opponents employed a series of discursive frames to transform the anti-LNG story-

line from conventional environmental advocacy to broader public discussions on British 

Columbia’s political economy. 

6.1. The Inconvenient Truth of LNG’s Environmental Im-
pacts 

As discussed in chapter 5, the central paradox of the pro-LNG storyline lies in a 

major dispute between government and industry stakeholders: whilst the former sought to 

gain political legitimacy and populist support by promoting responsible LNG development, 

the latter aimed to maximise its economic return by pushing down taxation and regulatory 

costs. The BC Liberal government came up with the progressive extractivism approach in 

response to this dispute, but it achieved only limited success in alleviating the mounting 

tension between extractivists and environmentally minded citizens. 

To downplay LNG development’s environmental disturbance, the BC Liberal gov-

ernment distracted public attention by denying the technical challenges involved in the 

incoming LNG sector’s daily operations. For example, an infogram (figure 6.1) posted on 
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the LNG in BC website simplified these operations as four straightforward steps: first, 

shale gas is extracted via hydraulic fracturing; then it is transported via pipelines to coastal 

liquefaction plants; next, these plants transform shale gas into LNG; finally, LNG is loaded 

onto specially designed tankers and shipped to Asian markets. 

In the eyes of LNG opponents, however, describing LNG in such a simplistic man-

ner significantly underplayed the social and environmental impacts associated with the 

production, transportation, and exportation of shale gas. To counter this, these opponents 

sought to inform the BC public about the incoming LNG sector’s environmental costs. 

Such discourses comprised a frame addressing environmental risk and degradation, 

which served as the dominant oppositional frame during the initial stage of LNG develop-

ment. Amongst the first criticisms of BC LNG were those by the Canadian Centre for Policy 

Alternatives (CCPA) (Parfitt, 9 November 2011), which focussed on fracking’s environ-

mental costs. This frame remained prominent in later years. 

An obvious starting point for exploring the environmental frame is how to label 

shale gas production. In comparison to LNG proponents, who adopted the technical ex-

pressions ‘hydraulic fracturing’ or ‘shale extraction’, LNG opponents overwhelmingly 

described the production process as ‘fracking’, a colloquial term with harsh and destructive 

connotations. Initially popularised in public awareness by Gasland (Fox, 2010), the term 

has become associated with the horrifying ‘lighting water on fire’ image, which speaks to 

the power of fracking to contaminate water supplies.  

In BC, opponents’ consistent use of the term ‘fracking’ drew on widespread public 

distrust of the process to challenge official LNG promotional efforts. This discursive strat-

egy also symbolically linked the provincial government’s pursuit of becoming an LNG-

exporting juggernaut to a global trend, with the fracking boom threatening many commu-

nities’ public health and living environments. In the words of David Suzuki (06 January 

2015), Canada’s best-known environmentalist, ‘LNG should be labelled LFG: liquefied 

fracked gas; it requires pumping millions of litres of chemical-laced water deep under-

ground to shatter shale and liberate embedded gas; and it is a short-term way to get 

energy with long-term ecological impacts on water and whatever organisms might be 

down there’ (para. 9). 
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Many LNG opponents’ campaigns have taken shape around one message: a na-

tionwide ban on fracking for protecting local environment and preventing an impending 

planetary crisis to be brought by the continuing expansion of extreme carbon extraction 

and consumption. The Council of Canadians, for example, proposed that ‘there is no right 

to frack’ (Trew, 2013, p. 11) due to the linkage of the process to increased seismic activity 

and water pollution incidents. More crucially, the LNG sector’s actual contribution to the 

climate crisis is at odds with the commitments Canada made during the Paris climate talks. 

The organisation further encouraged BC residents to join concerned communities world-

wide to call for fracking bans.  

 
Figure 6.1. Extracting natural gas and exporting LNG, from the LNG in BC” website 

This call for political intervention was echoed by many other environmental organ-

isations. For them, the BC Liberal government’s representation of fracking as a mature 
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industry technique with a decades-long record of safety severely twisted scientific facts: 

as discussed in chapter 2, although vertical fracking has been used in conventional gas 

drilling, the combination of horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing only became a com-

mon industry practise in the late 2000s.  

In November 2017, a consortium of 17 organisations, led by prominent environ-

mental and Indigenous groups such as the David Suzuki Foundation, the Sierra Club of 

BC, and the Union of BC Indian Chiefs, demanded a full public inquiry into fracking oper-

ations. Such an inquiry, the consortium argued, was a necessary step given ‘escalating 

water usage by fracking companies, their poor or misleading consultations with First Na-

tions, widespread industry non-compliance with relevant provincial water laws through the 

construction of dozens of unlicensed dams, and record-setting induced earthquakes at BC 

fracking operations’ (Sierra Club BC, 2017, para. 3). The broader anti-LNG coalition later 

incorporated this anti-fracking sentiment.  

Amongst the various fracking-related issues raised by activists, two were of partic-

ular salience: how fracking would irreversibly damage British Columbia’s natural wealth, 

threatening especially its water safety, and concern about the commonly held notion of 

natural gas as a clean energy source. British Columbia’s abundant water resources are 

vital for sustaining regional ecological systems and rural communities. With agriculture, 

fishing, hunting, and so many other activities hinging on clean and steady water supplies, 

the prospect of the dramatic increases in industrial water usage associated with fracking 

was alarming to many BC rural residents. Chemicals used during fracking operations also 

triggered widespread concern over drinking-water safety.  

Aware of fracking’s negative connotations amongst the public, the BC Liberal gov-

ernment took a proactive stance to defend the technique. The LNG in BC website, for 

instance, insists that (1) the combination of safety measures and continuous oversight 

during fracking will offer sufficient protection of underground aquifers, and (2) water to be 

used by fracking operations will use only a very small percentage of British Columbia’s 

annual runoff (figure 6.2). 

Nevertheless, the anti-LNG coalition debunked both propositions. Through a se-

ries of interrelated public messages, coalition members argued the BC Liberal government 

intentionally downplayed the number of new wells needing to be drilled, and the amount 
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of water consumed by these wells would far surpass official estimates. In addition, as 

water used in fracking becomes toxic and non-recoverable, fracking further damages Brit-

ish Columbia’s regional hydrological cycle. According to Parfitt and Hughes (2014), to 

meet only 70% of the capacity of British Columbia’s proposed LNG plants, ‘roughly 39,000 

new wells would be required by 2040, and […] a very conservatively estimated 582 billion 

litres of water would then be polluted and removed from the hydrological cycle’ (para. 9). 

Actual water usage could be even higher since fracking operations at Horn River, a major 

gas source of the proposed LNG projects, consumed more water than the industry stand-

ard: ‘in 2012, it took an average of 77 million litres of water to frack just one gas well in the 

Horn, compared to 17 million litres of water elsewhere in BC’ (para. 10). 

 
Figure 6.2. Fracking infogram from the LNG in BC website 

These assessments were based upon analyses (e.g. Parfitt, 2011; Hughes, 2014) 

conducted by the CCPA, which functioned as a crucial source for other members of the 

anti-LNG coalition, including the Tyee, the Common Sense Canadian, and DeSmog Can-

ada. In a commentary published by The Common Sense Canadian, for instance, political 
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commentator Rafe Mair (29 October 2014) cited Parfitt’s findings and warned that ‘even 

large bodies of water like the Williston Reservoir […] are being drawn on to supply the 

industry’ (para. 10), and ‘the disposal of the water after each use is also a huge problem 

as it is highly toxic, having been liberally sprinkled with toxic chemicals’ (para. 11). 

Natural gas is considered a greener alternative to other fossil fuels mainly because 

of the lower GHG emissions of its combustion. This feature was the basis of the pro-LNG 

coalition’s relentless promotion of its environmental appeals as well as transnational en-

ergy conglomerates’ branding of shale gas as a bridge fuel. In response, LNG opponents 

sought to debunk the widespread perception of shale gas as a clean fossil fuel by under-

lining LNG’s hidden climate costs. Their criticisms of LNG’s environmental friendliness 

were anchored in two claims. First, constant methane leakage from fracked wells, known 

as fugitive emissions, offsets shale gas’s environmental advantage against other fossil 

fuels. As a potent GHG, methane has a much higher warming potential than CO2 over a 

20-year period (Lee, 2012). The problem of fugitive emissions is made even worse by 

flaring, a common practise during gas production. As Leahy (2013) has summarised in a 

DeSmog Canada post, ‘methane emissions from British Columbia's natural gas industry 

are likely at least seven times greater than official numbers blowing British Columbia’s 

Climate Action Plan out of the water’ (para. 2). 

Second, increasing the supply of gas to Asia does not necessarily lead to the dis-

placement of coal-fired electricity plants there (Leahy, 14 March 2013). Without strong 

climate policies, such additional supply simply feeds the current model of carbon-intensive 

economic growth.  

Within the anti-LNG coalition, progressive think tanks such as CCPA and the Pem-

bina Institute played a leading role in publishing studies explicating BC LNG’s climate 

impacts in a global context. For example, in a report titled ‘LNG and climate change: the 

global context’, Matt Horne and Josha MacNab (2014) from the Pembina Institute made 

the case that whether LNG could weed out coal is not a market-driven issue, and natural 

gas’s role as a bridge fuel makes sense only if it is quickly phased out around 2030. Con-

sidering all factors, the proposed BC LNG expansion is by no means a climate solution. 

Many LNG opponents expressed the concern that British Columbia’s LNG ambition would 

lock itself into dependency on the fossil fuel industry, thereby slowing the transition to a 
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truly sustainable economy. To strengthen this criticism, LNG opponents used various met-

aphors to highlight the hypocrisy embedded in British Columbia’s climate politics: LNG 

was presented as a ‘carbon bomb’ (Lee, 2012), a ‘dirty secret on the west coast’ (McCart-

ney, 2016), and a ‘fraud’ filled with broken promises (Nikiforuk, 2016). An example of the 

critique of fossil fuel lock-in was offered by Seth Klein (28 December 2015) from the CCPA: 

While the Alberta Tar Sands may represent Canada’s largest source of 
greenhouse gases, were BC to succeed in realizing its LNG dream, this 
new industry (along with the fracking fields in British Columbia’s North East 
needed to fuel it) would constitute Canada’s next largest ‘carbon bomb.’ 
[…] It makes no sense to encourage and facilitate the investment of billions 
of dollars in new long-term fossil fuel infrastructure when the logic of the 
Paris agreement tells us we should be managing our natural gas industry 
for wind-down, not ramp up. (para. 7–9) 

Another key selling point used by the BC Liberal government in its green branding 

of LNG concerned the electricity used during liquefying shale gas. The original BC LNG 

blueprint (BC Ministry of Energy and Mines, 03a February 2012) claimed that ‘LNG devel-

opment in BC will have lower life cycle greenhouse gas emissions than anywhere else in 

the world by promoting the use of clean electricity to power LNG plants’ (p. 7). This asser-

tion was based on the widely available hydropower in the province, with 95% of its 

electricity coming from hydroelectric generating stations. Considering the significant in-

crease in electricity demanded by LNG plants, however, where additional capacity would 

come from became a challenging issue. The BC LNG blueprint left the question unan-

swered, but activists soon found the hidden connection between the LNG sector and the 

Site C Dam project, an $8-billion-plus mega project surrounded by decades-long contro-

versies (Eagle, 23 March 2017). In December 2014, the BC Liberal government rushed to 

a controversial approval of the Site C project. Premier Clark initially addressed Site C as 

essential for LNG development (Fisher, 09 February 2012). Following the controversial 

approval, however, her government became unwilling to acknowledge the LNG-Site C 

linkage. David Haslam, former communications director for the BC Ministry of Energy and 

Mines, commented in 2016 that ‘the planning for Site C began well before the emerging 

LNG industry was contemplated—so to say it’s being built for LNG is incorrect’ (as cited 

in Prystupa, 23 February 2016, para. 13).  

As the construction of Site C accelerated amidst protests and legal challenges, 

alternative media began to investigate scandals behind Site C’s decision-making process. 

Reports from DeSmog Canada, the Tyee, and National Observer (e.g. Ball, 16 December 
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2014; Bell, 09 August 2017; Gilchrist, 12 June 2015; Lavoie, 27 May 2014; Parfitt, 4 Feb-

ruary 2016) explicated how LNG played a decisive role in Site C’s controversial approval. 

These discursive efforts forged an alliance between anti-Site C and anti-LNG activists, 

who collectively challenged Site C on economic, democratic, and environmental grounds. 

From an environmental perspective (the other two perspectives will be discussed in later 

sections), the opposition concentrated on nearly 4,000 hectares of farmland across the 

Peace River Valley which would be flooded for dam construction. The issue of using clean 

energy to power dirty fossil fuel production was also discussed extensively. For example, 

both David Suzuki and Grand Chief Stewart Phillip (head of the Union of BC Indian Chiefs) 

condemned Site C as a climate change disaster (Prystupa, 23 February 2016). In another 

critical report published in the National Observer, Warren Bell (09 August 2017) defined 

Site C as a 21st century Titanic and unmasked the absurdity embedded in the LNG-Site 

C linkage: 

Using so-called ‘clean energy’ to supply power to one of the ‘dirtiest’ 
sources of energy may seem like a public relations coup, but in this case, 
it’s actually more like double trouble—the kind of tactic only a climate 
change-denying, fossil fuel industry-besotted government would resort to. 
For starters, hydroelectric energy isn’t all that clean, because large 
amounts of methane gas are produced by decaying vegetation flooded up-
stream from dams. For another, the reputation that natural gas itself has 
earned as a ‘clean’ fossil fuel—to be used as a ‘bridge’ fuel between coal 
and oil and renewable energy—has been robustly challenged. Some inde-
pendent researchers have amassed strong evidence that fracking causes 
greater global warming effects than the fossil fuel usually condemned as 
the dirtiest of all: coal. (para. 47–48) 

Coalition members also paid attention to LNG-related risks to air, landscape, wild-

life, pipeline and sea transportation, and human health, but these risks tended to be 

addressed concurrently to the above issues. In sum, the anti-coalition infused its opposing 

voices with detailed information on the LNG sector’s global and local environmental im-

pacts, with ‘LNG is not a climate change solution’ remaining the dominant message 

throughout the timeline. In line with environmentalism’s deep and lasting influence in Brit-

ish Columbia, the anti-LNG discourse coalition’s emphasis on environmental issues may 

not come as a surprise.  

Nonetheless, the communication of these environmental issues also encountered 

difficulty in rural BC communities as LNG was British Columbia’s ‘internal affair’ from which 

many rural communities hoped to claim substantial economic benefits. In comparison, 
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during public conflicts over Alberta bitumen, interprovincial negotiations allowed activists 

to recruit regional popular support by highlighting how British Columbia’s environment and 

sovereignty were sacrificed to fulfil US and Alberta energy conglomerates’ greed (Gunster 

& Neubauer, 2018). Recognising the challenge of persuading an attitude change in these 

communities’ leaning towards LNG export, many anti-LNG coalition members went be-

yond traditional environmental narratives. They attempted to transcend the widely 

perceived ‘job versus environment’ dichotomy by focussing on the economic viability of 

trans-Pacific LNG trade. 

6.2. Questioning LNG’s Economic Prospect 

According to previous research (Dodge & Metze, 2017; Matthews & Hansen, 2018; 

Olive & Delshad, 2017), media and policy discourses tend to frame as either an economic 

opportunity or an environmental threat. This ‘jobs versus the environment’ dichotomy has 

stood out as a principal contention in recent fracking controversies, but its discursive dy-

namics vary from case to case. For instance, whilst arguments concerning energy security 

have effectively mobilised grassroots support for shale gas extraction in Poland, they have 

not gained comparable public influence in the UK (Bomberg, 2017; Lis & Stankiewicz, 

2017). Notwithstanding such contextual variations, the conceptual boundary dividing the 

two sides of the dichotomy remains intact in most cases, and discursive struggles between 

adversary stakeholders typically reinforce this division. 

The public debates over BC LNG, however, did not simply replicate the dichotomy. 

Informed by the contradictory economic predictions on LNG produced by boosters and 

analysts (see section 5.3), LNG opponents recognised that one of the weakest points in 

the pro-LNG storyline was its economic basis. Accordingly, they engaged actively with 

business analyses of BC LNG’s economic prospects. Critical interpretations of global LNG 

market trends thus played a unique and significant role in the anti-LNG campaign, espe-

cially between late 2014 and mid-2017. What enabled this discursive strategy was the 

LNG sector’s sole dependence on trans-Pacific trade. As the sector’s business model 

hinged on the difference between low North American domestic natural gas prices and 

high Asian prices, even small price declines in Asia could have a large impact on BC 

LNG’s profitability. 
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Market volatility fully exposed this weakness: after reaching historically high prices 

in 2013, Asian LNG markets then fluctuated around $10/MMBtu—barely above the pro-

jected break-even point of most BC LNG proposals (Gillis, 15 December 2015; Lee, 26 

September 2016). Recognising this prevailing market trend as a fatal blow to the legiti-

macy of the BC LNG blueprint, the anti-LNG coalition began to focus on exposing the 

endeavour’s challenging economics. 

One finds this discursive strategy in a variety of anti-LNG campaign messages 

which intervened in the economic discussions on BC LNG and shifted such discussions 

towards a critical reflection on extractivism. CCPA and its affiliated ‘Policy Note’ website 

particularly served as the leading voice of this economic uncertainties frame, describing 

the reckless pursuit of LNG exports as a risky business offering little return on public in-

vestment. By casting doubt on extractivism’s economic appeal, this frame presented an 

alternate vision of prosperity and echoed public concern about fracking’s environmental 

impacts. As such, the analysis below mainly focusses on CCPA publications.  

The economic uncertainties frame was developed after the Clark cabinet dramati-

cally boosted its prediction of LNG’s economic contributions in the BC 2013 Speech from 

the Throne. Thus, the excessive boosterism actually paved the way for this line of critique. 

Before the speech, CCPA’s critiques on LNG, like those of many other LNG opponents, 

had centred upon environmental criticism based upon negative impacts of fracking upon 

water. For example, shortly after Clark initially made LNG export into an economic pillar 

in The BC Jobs Plan, CCPA published a policy brief titled Fracking Up Our Water, Hydro 

Power and Climate (Parfitt, 2011). Weighing LNG’s projected economic benefits against 

the significant environmental costs, this brief defined the pursuit of shale gas develop-

ments as a reckless policy move, making no sense for either climate or economy. It 

suggested that, instead of subsidising a polluting industry, BC policymakers ought to work 

to develop a true green jobs plan. 

The contradiction between economic growth and environmental protection re-

mained a potent theme in follow-up CCPA publications, but as changing market dynamics 

in Asia clouded BC LNG’s economic prospects, its discussions gradually gave way to an 

economic narrative in which CCPA incorporated many of the arguments and statistics from 

energy analysts to draw public attention to the uncertainty of trans-Pacific LNG trade.  
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Exemplifying this shift in discursive strategy was a policy brief series called ‘LNG 

Reality Check’. In April 2014, CCPA released the series’ first report, titled Path to Pros-

perity (Lee, 2014), which took issue with the government’s promise of a $100 billion 

Prosperity Fund arising from LNG revenues over 30 years. By digging into statistics re-

leased by energy market analysts (e.g. the Ernst and Young ones discussed in chapter 5) 

and even by the BC Liberal government itself, the report asserted that substantial new 

LNG supplies coming onto world markets would enable Asian importers to press for lower 

prices. It also argued that implementing the LNG income tax at 7% would be unrealistic 

with the growing downwards pressure and the massive capital investment required to es-

tablish LNG export from scratch. Consequently, the report framed the Prosperity Fund as 

a proposal filled with empty promises since its primary revenue source was likely to dimin-

ish following LNG’s changing global supply-and-demand conditions: 

If BC received top ($16) prices and sold 82 Mt of LNG, oil and gas compa-
nies would make over $600 billion in total profits. In this best-of-all-possible-
worlds scenario […], BC could meet its revenue target of $100 billion over 
30 years (including corporate income tax). However, global supply and de-
mand conditions for LNG suggest a lowering of expectations about both 
the price BC is likely to receive in Asia and the quantities that will be ex-
ported. For low to medium production levels at a $14 price in Asia, these 
revenues would range from $20 to $48 billion over 30 years; at a $12 price, 
$12 to $29 billion over 30 years (including corporate income tax). (Lee, 
2014, p. 13) 

One year later, A Clear Look at BC LNG (Hughes, 2015) updated the analysis of 

LNG’s actual contribution to British Columbia’s economy. At that time, as Asian LNG 

prices were already caught in a downwards trend, the update not only reiterated the con-

siderable economic risks associated with British Columbia’s nascent LNG industry but also 

directly discredited industry-friendly think tanks’ overtly positive estimates. When challeng-

ing the Canadian Energy Research Institute’s estimates, the update’s author, David 

Hughes, an ex-industry expert with knowledge about energy investment, argued that the 

economic basis of BC LNG had already disappeared: 

The cost of liquefaction, transport and regasification in moving LNG to 
China or Japan from Canada’s west coast is estimated by the Canadian 
Energy Research Institute (CERI) as U.S. $4.50 to $7.00 per million BTUs 
(MMBtu). […] Assuming an average cost of $6.00 to move the gas and a 
domestic gas price of $4.00, market conditions have already eliminated the 
arbitrage, as landed LNG prices in Japan and Korea were estimated at 
$7.45 per MMBtu in June 2015 and $7.30 in China. China has also recently 
secured long-term gas supply commitments via pipeline from Russia, which 
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will dampen upward movement in LNG prices there. The recent drop in oil 
prices may also affect the profitability of oil-linked LNG contracts, especially 
if it continues in the longer term. (Hughes, 2015, p. 44) 

To alter the general public’s blind optimism about the fossil fuel industry’s job-cre-

ation potential, CCPA further developed the economic uncertainties frame with a point-by-

point rebuttal of the BC Liberal government’s related claims (Lee, 2015). It pointed out that 

Grant Thornton, the consultancy commissioned to develop employment estimates, made 

its analysis based on information provided by the BC Liberal government. In this regard, 

‘there was no practical reason for Grant Thornton to be hired to use the government’s own 

numbers and model apart from providing the appearance of independent justification for 

an absurdly large jobs number’ (Lee, 2015, p. 4). Research into the ‘100,000 jobs’ number 

found that almost every step in Grant Thornton’s estimation process was overly optimistic. 

By comparison, CCPA’s independent calculation indicated that even if BC were able to 

achieve a modest beginning of LNG export, its actual job-creation capacity would be lim-

ited to ‘only 2,000 to 3,000 construction jobs per plant over three years and 200 to 300 

permanent workers once operational’ (Lee, 2015, p. 1). Furthermore, some of these jobs 

could be taken by ‘fly-in, fly-out’ workers instead of local ones. 

Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives’ adoption of mainstream economic anal-

yses demonstrates a unique approach to altering public perceptions of resource 

development. Not only do the discussions of BC LNG’s dubious business model shake 

the economic foundation of pro-LNG narratives, but they also enable opponents to criticise 

the BC Liberal government’s political motives and assert that its extractivist policies betray 

the public interest. In his summary of the ‘LNG Reality Check’ series’ major findings, Lee 

(12 November 2015) warned the public that there was ‘a pattern of misinformation about 

LNG—coming primarily from the BC Liberal government, which should be looking out for 

the public interest instead of blindly championing the industry’ (para. 1). 

Other members of the anti-LNG coalition echoed CCPA’s critical questioning of BC 

LNG’s abysmal economics. Besides plunging Asian LNG prices, their economic discus-

sions also foregrounded the following issues: (1) the construction of Site C would add a 

heavy burden to the provincial budget and force ordinary households to pay the electricity 

cost of liquefaction (Shaffer, 2016); (2) the BC Liberal government’s desperation to launch 

LNG led to significant compromises on its side in the Woodfibre and PNW agreements, 

which dragged taxpayers into a gamble with slim odds and puny rewards (Nikiforuk, 10 
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November 2016); and (3) instead of subsidising the fossil fuel industry, supporting renew-

able energy projects would be a better direction for public investment (Bérubé, 2016; 

Suzuki, 2016).  

Overall, the anti-LNG coalition’s framing of LNG as an ‘economic fraud’ sought to 

challenge the extractivist developmental path advocated by the state-industry alliance. To 

strengthen this framing, the coalition also envisioned a ‘just transition’ which would expand 

conventional environmental criticism of the fossil fuel industry and advocate for redistrib-

uting public funds to get resource communities out of the boom-and-bust cycle. As a 

collective of CCPA policy analysts describes it (Cooling, Lee, Daub, & Singer, 28 January 

2015), realising a just transition requires setting the fossil fuel industry onto a two-to-three-

decade wind-down period. This is a challenging task, but with policies encouraging the 

building of new, green infrastructure as well as the retraining of resource workers, a zero-

emission economy could be developed to better serve BC workers and communities. 

Such a perspective illuminates the importance of engaging with economic issues 

when challenging extractivism. The coalition did not stop there. It intended to determine 

why, if the LNG sector’s economic basis was so fragile, the BC Liberal government would 

push it so hard. Focussing on this perspective, LNG opponents scrutinised industry lob-

bying behind the BC Liberal government’s extractivist policies, which brought a discursive 

frame addressing the LNG sector’s threats to democracy and government accountability. 

6.3. Extractivist State and ‘Wild West’ Political Fundraising 

On 26 October 2015, the BC Liberal government granted an environmental as-

sessment certificate to Woodfibre LNG, a small to medium-sized LNG processing and 

export facility near Squamish, a district municipality less than 70 km north of Vancouver. 

One year later, the project received its FID, becoming the first confirmed BC LNG terminal. 

Despite the project’s relatively small size and limited economic benefits, the BC Liberal 

government still enthusiastically praised it as a remarkable milestone on the LNG agenda. 

Christy Clark claimed the project ‘marked the beginning of a tremendous opportunity for 

British Columbia to play a significant role in the global fight against climate change, using 

the world’s cleanest LNG to help countries transition away from coal and oil’ (as cited in 

BC Office of the Premier, 4 November 2016, para. 3). 
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In the view of LNG opponents, however, Clark’s deployment of the bridge fuel rhet-

oric was meant to conceal the fundamental flaws underlying the environmental review and 

subsequent approval of Woodfibre. Immediately following the project’s provincial environ-

mental assessment outcome, the Common Sense Canadian posted a guest commentary 

by My Sea to Sky’s co-founder Tracey Saxby (27 October 2016), in which she stridently 

criticised the BC Liberal government’s handling of public concerns: 

This approval [of Woodfibre] simply highlights a conflict of interest: how can 
the public have faith in the integrity of the BC Environmental Assessment 
process when the Ministers approving these projects […] also have a man-
date to develop LNG export facilities? Quite simply, we don’t. […] This has 
not been an open and transparent process, and meaningful community en-
gagement has been limited by short windows for public input, incomplete 
studies provided by the proponents, and poor advertising of open house 
events. (para. 2) 

Saxby’s concern about the fairness of Woodfibre’s public hearings reframed LNG 

opposition from the perspective of deliberative democracy. She continued by addressing 

how Squamish residents had taken direct action to express their anger at relevant gov-

ernment sectors’ lack of due diligence:  

Thanks to My Sea to Sky’s efforts to get people involved, the public com-
ment period for Woodfibre LNG in March generated a record number of 
public comments. Has this overwhelming community opposition been ade-
quately scrutinized by the Ministers granting this EA approval, or are the 
BC Liberal Party ignoring public input, as well as deleting emails? (para. 4) 

The civic group My Sea to Sky played a key role in coordinating grassroots protests 

against Woodfibre, through which linkages amongst anti-LNG coalition members became 

strengthened. An example of such concerted resistance took place on 11 February 2016, 

when My Sea to Sky organised a public forum debunking popular LNG misconceptions. 

Whilst the Council of Canadians (13 February 2016) issued a public support letter to ex-

press its solidarity, the CCPA dispatched David Hughes and Mark Lee as speakers for the 

event. Notably, the grassroots resistance led by civic groups like My Sea to Sky targeted 

not only LNG projects’ environmental impacts but also the Liberal government’s outright 

betrayal of broad public interests. In their views, BC LNG needed more politicised discus-

sions. Echoing My Sea to Sky’s standpoint, the Common Sense Canadian’s co-founder 

Rafe Mair (29 October 2014) also challenged British Columbia’s environmental review 

process, arguing that it ‘is as fair as a Soviet show trial and the sole reason for it is to make 

a government decision appear fair’ (para. 3). 
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The above quotes from Saxby and Mair present vivid examples of LNG opponents’ 

recurring critiques of bad governance, which focussed more on extractivism’s threat to the 

integrity of democracy than on the environment. From the perspective of coalition building, 

this focus expands the scope of stakeholders that can be brought into the anti-LNG coali-

tion on the basis of democratic integrity. The issue of democratic governance was 

articulated quite strongly in Canadian energy infrastructure controversies, during which 

people were regularly confronted with state agencies running roughshod over public opin-

ion. For example, concurrent with the Woodfibre case, PNW LNG’s proposal also triggered 

public outcry against the structural injustice embedded in its public consultation process. 

In July 2015, when the project’s main industry stakeholder, Petronas, reached an initial 

development agreement with the BC Liberal government, the National Observer (Bell, 15 

July 2015) warned that the public was given little information, especially on Petronas’s 

track record of financial and political scandals. Likewise, Marc Lee (14 July 2015) wrote in 

the Tyee that ‘what’s most disturbing [in the BC-Petronas deal] is that this is a massive 

privatization of a public resource, for which the people of BC will get very little in return’ 

(para. 4). 

The discursive frame of bad governance has taken shape around the idea that, in 

pursuit of the LNG dream, the BC Liberal government has acted as an ‘extractivist state’ 

conspiring with industry elites. This dissertations’ adoption of the extractivist state notion 

here emphasises the integration of carbon capitalism and state-sponsored extractivism in 

resource-based economies like BC. Inspired by its neighbour petro-state Alberta, the Clark 

cabinet has, by various policy means, paved the way for LNG development by neglecting 

and even attacking local communities’ legitimate concerns. However, unlike Alberta, 

where the bitumen sector has already been a major economic contributor for decades, 

British Columbia’s pro-LNG policies are built only on economic prospects. As analysed in 

the previous chapter, this key difference led to the pro-LNG coalition’s dependency on 

progressive extractivism. Although the uncertainties of LNG’s actual economic benefits 

enabled the BC Liberal Party to boost its political legitimacy using future-oriented rhetoric, 

it also left the LNG agenda vulnerable to charges that it lacks transparency and proper 

democratic discussions. 

By disclosing the BC Liberal Party’ intimate relationship with industry elites and 

how such a relationship corroded their impartiality in environmental policymaking, the anti-
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LNG coalition expanded the scope of LNG debates and foregrounded their political impli-

cations. Within the collected data, critiques on an extractivist state tended to be invoked 

by issues such as tax subsidies and unregulated lobbying activities. To attract foreign LNG 

investment, the BC Liberal government offered a series of tax incentives, especially re-

duced LNG tax and electricity rates. By putting these incentives under scrutiny, the anti-

LNG coalition shed light on the contradiction between the potential prosperity proclaimed 

by BC Liberal Party and the modest benefits LNG projects could actually deliver. For ex-

ample, Andrew Nikiforuk’s (10 November 2016) cynicism about the generous ‘discounts’ 

offered to Woodfibre should be considered: 

To save face on her outrageous LNG promises, Clark has now offered 
some significant giveaways to Tanoto [Woodfibre’s developer] that every 
British Columbian will pay for. […] The government has halved the LNG tax 
rate to 3.5 per cent—among the lowest in the world and locked it in for 25 
years. It granted Woodfibre and other LNG projects an 18-month holiday 
on carbon taxes. […] It lowered natural gas royalties to next to nothing and 
offers the industry nearly $200 million in drilling credits every year. And 
there will be no sales tax on methane purchases. In addition, the province 
encouraged Woodfibre on Oct. 25 to pitch the District of Squamish a re-
duced property tax rate of $2 million instead of the normal mill rate of $8 
million to $10 million. (para. 13–20) 

After listing these worrisome numbers, Nikiforuk continues with a rebuttal of LNG 

boosters’ justification of such generosity, pointing out that as a result of global market 

changes, the BC Liberal government’s compromises were likely to protect only the interest 

of private capital:  

British Columbia’s LNG advocates may argue that it took such incentives 
to jumpstart an industry that will produce revenue for the province and jobs 
for citizens. But with so few jobs (just 100 permanent jobs for the Woodfibre 
plant) and no guarantee of revenue given all the subsidies, and a global 
LNG glut, the BC Liberal government has ignored the marketplace and em-
braced a Soviet model of LNG development. In this special Clark model, 
taxpayers pay for everything: from the water given to shale gas frackers for 
free to the electricity provided to energy-gobbling terminals. (para. 21–23) 

The above critique by Nikiforuk framed LNG as a fraud born out of the state-indus-

try alliance’s pursuit of extractivist growth. To strengthen this argument, the anti-LNG 

coalition also pointed to the scope of LNG-related subsidies. As outlined in Kniewasser 

(2017), the tax reduction package offered to the LNG sector was comprehensive and sub-

stantial, ranging from carbon tax exemptions to a 25-year fixed royalty regime. The tax 

measures supporting BC LNG had political and economic consequences. Politically, these 
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measures suggested BC Liberal Party’ bad decision-making and their betrayal of the pub-

lic will to establish a truly green economy. Economically, they resulted in using scarce 

public dollars to lessen the incentive to reduce carbon pollution. 

In consideration of the above consequences, it is fair to wonder why the BC Liberal 

government insisted on collaborating with LNG developers. The anti-LNG coalition at-

tributed this political alignment to the fossil fuel industry’s consistent lobbying efforts and 

political donations. It affirmed this diagnosis with frequent revelations of pervasive corpo-

rate cash in BC politics. The most intense coverage on this issue took place in January 

2017 when a New York Times report (Levin, 13 January 2017) designated BC the ‘wild 

west’ of Canadian political cash. Unlike elsewhere in Canada, BC allowed wealthy individ-

uals, corporations, unions, and even foreigners to make large amounts of political 

donations to provincial parties. For critics of Christy Clark and the BC Liberal Party, such 

cash-for-access ‘transformed the provincial government into a lucrative business, domi-

nated by special interests that trade donations for political favours, undermining Canada’s 

reputation for functional, consensus-driven democracy’ (para. 5). 

Following the New York Times report, the anti-LNG coalition members voiced their 

concerns about the extent to which questionable donations influenced the LNG review 

processes. By doing so, they articulated the idea of LNG being a threat to democracy’s 

fundamental principles. For instance, the CCPA, through its corporate mapping project, 

revealed that the fossil fuel industry directed $5.2 million in political donations and 22,000 

lobbying contacts to British Columbia’s political parties and public officials. Similarly, Peter 

McCartney (14 March 2017) from the Wilderness Committee reminded Tyee readers that 

‘British Columbia’s much-hyped liquefied natural gas (LNG) boom has done little except 

fill the BC Liberal Party’s coffers; and in the last four years, the party has received over $1 

million from fracking, gas pipeline and LNG companies’ (para. 1). There were also calls 

for direct forms of civic intervention. The Dogwood Initiative (Sammartino, 1 February 

2017), as part of its public campaign calling for banning big money, demanded a corruption 

inquiry: 

Back to BC where we are still wishing for any sort of cap on donations, and 
our BC Liberal politicians’ response is to laugh at us. We have government 
decisions being made under the influence of political donations every day. 
[…] The difference is that here, our lawmakers say it’s legal. […] What Clark 
should fear the most is a future government calling a Gomery-style judicial 
inquiry into her government’s fundraising practices. A lot of skeletons pile 
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up in the closets—and behind tinted windows—after a party has been in 
power for 16 years. (para. 17–19) 

Taken together, these counter discourses targeting extractive politics enabled the 

anti-LNG coalition to transform the LNG controversy into a political conflict in which the 

state-industry alliance infringed on local communities’ interests. In this way, the coalition 

aimed at directing the public’s attention to scandals and their underlying political contra-

dictions, thereby challenging the legitimacy of pro-LNG incentives. To complement such 

strategy, the coalition further addressed how activists, through various forms of public re-

sistance, challenged many LNG proposals’ review processes. Notably, the persistence of 

First Nations and their settler allies in saying no to elite outsiders proved to be a powerful 

framing device. The next section examines the details of this frame. 

6.4. Social Licence Revoked: Indigenous-Led Opposition to 
LNG Projects 

As noted in the previous chapter, many BC First Nations were sceptical about the 

pro-LNG coalition’s call for economic reconciliation. Driven by such scepticism, the fierce 

opposition from Indigenous activists and their settler allies played a leading role in coun-

tering pro-LNG narratives. All anti-LNG coalition members supported Indigenous activists’ 

sovereignty claims over unceded territories and recognised their persistent blockade of 

LNG projects (e.g. the Unist'ot'en camp and the Lax Kw’alaams camp) as signalling a 

widespread grassroots rejection of state-sponsored extractivism. The Indigenous-led op-

position thus framed the public debates over LNG development as an intense political 

struggle concerning Indigenous sovereignty, identity, injustice, and democratic agency.  

Through close collaboration, LNG opponents participated in LNG projects’ public 

hearings, organised protests and rallies, and disseminated talking points via blog posts 

and op-eds. The primary alternative media used by them were the Tyee and the Common 

Sense Canadian, which strove to raise public awareness of Indigenous voices by under-

scoring the procedural unfairness shown in LNG proposals’ review processes as well as 

the disastrous impact which they would have on Indigenous waters and lands.  

The anti-LNG coalition’s discussions of Indigenous issues centred around the con-

cept of social licence, which refers to the resource sector’s continuous efforts to build 

stronger relationships with communities affected by specific projects (Gunster & Neubauer, 
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2019; Murphy-Gregory, 2018; Syn, 2014). Environmental politics literature tends to criti-

cise the concept since, in practise, the ultimate goal of its related corporate social 

responsibility activities is to manage community opposition, thereby legitimising extractive 

activities. This said, several recent studies on social licence have taken a different ap-

proach to the concept’s radical potential. According to Syn (2014), the metaphor of a 

licence which could be withdrawn any time could empower marginalised communities 

whose rights have been consistently neglected or violated by governments and busi-

nesses. The inherent vagueness of what should be included in public conversations on 

social licence further expands discursive space for environmental activism to contest cor-

porate activities (Murphy-Gregory, 2018). 

In British Columbia, the recently ended political conflict over the Northern Gateway 

Pipeline project presents a noteworthy case in which opponents engaged in extensive 

discussions on why the project ought to be cancelled, given its lack of regional support 

(Gunster & Neubauer, 2019). This strategic focus effectively re-articulated the project and 

its approval process as an undemocratic injustice imposed on regional actors, and mount-

ing public pressure led to the project’s eventual cancellation in November 2016. As the 

heated debates around Northern Gateway developed in parallel with the provincial gov-

ernment’s aggressive push for the LNG sector, many LNG activists adopted identical 

discursive tactics to advance the idea that LNG projects should proceed under affected 

communities’ own terms. 

In anti-LNG discourses, there has been a steady surge of attention to Indigenous 

issues since 2014. This trend reflects growing public awareness of the significance of rec-

onciliation and decolonisation as a result of decades-long Indigenous activism (Coulthard, 

4 January 2013). The primary trigger of recent Indigenous uprising was the Supreme Court 

of Canada’s decision on the Tsilhqot'in Nation versus British Columbia case (Sayers, 4 

July 2014). On 26 June 2014, the Supreme Court of Canada issued a ruling supporting 

the Tsilhqot'in people’s claim for the Aboriginal title of their traditional territory. The ruling 

declared that before approving developments on lands with Aboriginal titles, the Crown 

has a duty to engage in meaningful consultation with the titleholders. This procedural duty 

also applies to Indigenous territories with unproven titles in principle. The confirmation of 

First Nations’ exclusive right to decide how to use and control their traditional territories 

has granted these communities greater leverage when negotiating with corporations. Ac-

cording to the ruling, corporations in British Columbia’s resource sectors are required to: 
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Work with the First Nation until you come to understand its history, strug-
gles, realities, their rights, way of life and relationship to the land. 
Recognize what the First Nation brings to the table in the way of relation-
ships, certainty, knowledge of the land. Realize that there are differences 
in values between your company and the First Nations and find ways to 
work with that especially in the area of environmental standards. (Sayers, 
4 July 2014, para. 17) 

The Tsilhqot’in ruling marked a major victory in Canada’s ongoing decolonisation 

movement. Prior to this ruling, several First Nations—notably Gitxsan, Fort Nelson, and 

Wet’suwet’en—had already staged roadblocks and protest camps to obstruct the fast-

tracking of fracking and pipeline construction activities which would trespass on their tra-

ditional territories (Gillis, 16 April 2014; Sandborn, 20 February 2014). With the ruling’s 

assertion of Indigenous rights, Indigenous activists and their settler allies were further in-

spired to intervene in the LNG agenda via legal claims and civil disobedience. Central to 

these struggles were discourses highlighting the irreversible damage which resource ex-

traction would cause to the sustainability of Indigenous life. For example, there was unified 

opposition to the Site C dam from Treaty 8 First Nations, who deemed the provincial gov-

ernment’s aggressive push an unacceptable betrayal of treaty duties: 

Treaty 8 First Nations in BC are vehemently opposed to BC Hydro’s plans 
to build a third massive dam [Site C] on the Peace River that would be […] 
in direct contravention of the 1899 treaty: destroy land now used for hunting, 
fishing and collecting medicinal plants. […] The treaty states First Nations 
have the right to continue with their way of life ‘for as long as the sun shines, 
the grass grows and the rivers flow’, but with massive resource develop-
ment in the area, the sun, grass and rivers are all at risk and Site C is the 
final straw. (Lavoie, 3 July 2014, para. 4–8) 

The reference to the 1899 treaty directed the discussions on Site C (as well as its 

associated LNG development) towards future visions of settler-Indigenous relations. The 

story then cited Treaty 8 Tribal Association Chief Liz Logan to highlight a major concern 

amongst local Indigenous communities: mercury poisoning of fish: 

With high levels of methylmercury in fish because of rotting vegetation from 
the previous two dams, fishing is restricted and ungulates, such as caribou, 
are being destroyed by the major projects, said Treaty 8 Tribal Association 
Chief Liz Logan […] ‘We have become the cash register for the province, 
[…] and now our way of life is going to be interfered with again’. (para. 9–
11) 

Logan’s concern should not be understood as simply a food safety issue. In a fol-

low-up DeSmog Canada report (Linnitt, 13 May 2015), Chief Roland Willson of the West 
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Moberly First Nation provided detailed explanations of the important meanings of fishing 

and consumption of salmon to his community and that maintaining both were crucial for 

passing Indigenous ways of life to future generations. Following this argument, Indigenous 

activists’ disagreement about Site C had significant political implications for decolonisation.  

Treaty 8 First Nations were not alone in opposing Site C’s significant adverse so-

cial, environmental, and heritage effects. Environmental organisations (especially the 

David Suzuki Foundation and the Sierra Club BC) and non-Indigenous residents across 

the Peace Valley region also joined the legal actions against the project’s approval. The 

formation of an alliance uniting both Indigenous and settler voices also emerged in other 

protests, and its construction of collectivity helped to position the push for LNG exports as 

an undemocratic policy agenda against the public will. 

One of the most remarkable cases of Indigenous resistance occurred in May 2015, 

when the Lax Kw’alaams First Nation near Prince Rupert unanimously declined to give 

consent in exchange for more than $1 billion promised economic benefits from Petronas, 

the primary investor in the PNW LNG proposal (Jang, 13 May 2015). To the surprise of 

many LNG proponents, the decisive factor leading to such a decision was the project’s 

impact on the juvenile wild salmon habitat in the Skeena River’s Flora Bank, located close 

to the proposed LNG site on Lelu Island. The economic benefits of salmon fishing are 

incomparable to the incoming Petronas investment, yet many Lax Kw’alaams members 

were furious about the exclusion of salmon’s cultural significance in the project’s impact 

assessment process. Gill (9 May 2015) followed the community’s voting process, and his 

in-depth report offers a glimpse into some members’ mindsets when they decided to pri-

oritise nature and traditional knowledge over economic benefits: 

In Lax Kw’alaams on Tuesday night, those savvy band members sided with 
the salmon. ‘I will never, ever give up the Skeena River for money’, one 
participant said, ‘there is far too much at stake’. I spoke with one elder […] 
who said she was relieved that such an ‘outlandish proposal’ was voted 
down on Tuesday night. The vote: 181 opposed, zero in favour. […] Far 
from this current exercise being a breakthrough that shows how to get the 
job done with testy aboriginal communities, it might yet turn out to be a 
textbook example of how not to. (para. 25) 

The Lax Kw’alaams members’ determination, Gill argued, had far-reaching impli-

cations for Crown-Indigenous relations in Canada:  
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It clearly confounds companies that they can’t just buy a social licence in 
the same way they can get a business licence or an export licence, but that 
won’t stop them from trying. And, as we are witnessing with the Site C dam 
development, eventually the government will just invoke what it considers 
to be the superior interests of the Crown over the constitutionally enshrined 
and court-confirmed rights of Canada’s First Nations. […] But the stern re-
solve of the people of Lax Kw’alaams is of a piece with their ancient history, 
and in standing up for their rights, they are making modern history too. 
There’s more than a glimmer of justice in that. (para. 26–27) 

Recognising that the state-industry alliance would not withdraw easily, the Lax 

Kw’alaams First Nation launched follow-up actions to protect their ancestral heritage. Fol-

lowing the vote, a group of dedicated Lax Kw’alaams activists set up a protest camp on 

Lelu Island to monitor and block early test drillings. Learning from the Tsilhqot'in Nation’s 

experience, the community also filed an aboriginal title claim to Lelu Island and Flora Bank 

to emphasise the political significance of their resistance. Then in January 2016, Lax 

Kw’alaams hosted a two-day Salmon Nation Summit, which led to the signing of the Lelu 

Declaration by a coalition of Indigenous leaders, local residents, and federal and provincial 

politicians (from the opposition NDP). As a milestone affirming the unity of the anti-LNG 

coalition, the declaration demanded permanent protection of the Skeena estuary from in-

dustrial development, given the area’s ecological significance and special meanings for 

Indigenous culture.  

In short, the Indigenous resistance enabled the anti-LNG coalition to articulate the 

LNG agenda as a continuation of settler colonialism. The protection of Indigenous lands 

and waters thus strengthened the political legitimation of the anti-LNG movement. As 

Chief Na’Moks of the Wet’suwet’en First Nation commented on the Lelu declaration: 

Once again First Nations are being forced to take action because the gov-
ernment refuses to obey the laws of the land. We are salmon people and if 
we don’t defend Flora Bank, there will be no protection for our salmon. The 
salmon is who we are, and without them we lose our identity and our future. 
(Gill, 25 January 2016, para. 20) 

Although the majority of BC First Nations maintained their opposition throughout 

the 2012–2017 period, notable internal disagreements emerged under the intensive lob-

bying of the state-industry alliance, which managed to sign benefits agreements with 

several First Nations and transformed them into LNG advocates within the First Nations 

LNG Alliance. Meanwhile, in communities where the anti-LNG sentiment remained strong, 

some elected officials gradually softened their opposition. Two months after the signing of 
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the Lelu Declaration, Lax Kw'alaam’s newly elected mayor, John Helin, suggested that he 

was open to supporting the PNW LNG terminal if additional environmental protection 

measures were taken (McCarthy, 18 March 2016). Mr. Helin’s statement, however, re-

ceived strong backlash from some Lax Kw'alaam hereditary leaders, who insisted that 

elected officials alone could not make the decision on behalf of the Lax Kw'alaam people. 

There was a similar case in the Gitxsan Nation. The community was once a vocal oppo-

nent to TransCanada’s proposed Prince Rupert Gas Transmission Pipeline, which would 

transport northeast British Columbia’s natural gas to the proposed LNG terminal on Lelu 

Island (Gillis, 28 August 2014). Yet in 2016, eight Gitxsan hereditary chiefs gave consent 

to the pipeline. A Discourse Media investigation (Jang, 10 February 2017) later revealed 

that these chiefs were subject to accusations of corruption. In this context, articulating 

achievable alternatives to resource extraction presented a challenging task for the anti-

LNG coalition. 

6.5. Storyline Assessment: Resisting Progressive Extractiv-
ism on Multiple Fronts 

This chapter has examined four prominent discursive frames constructed by LNG 

opponents to explicate the substantive concerns surrounding the proposed BC LNG sec-

tor’s multiple adverse impacts. The anti-LNG storyline features public denunciations of 

shale gas as a looming threat to air, water, landscape, human health, and even the inter-

ests of the provincial economy and democratic governance. The chapter has also 

illustrated how the storyline evolved from late 2011 to mid-2017, with a confluence of en-

vironmental voices later escalating into a radical counter-discourse exposing the hypocrisy 

of extractivism and industry-state co-optation. All the issues discussed in this chapter have 

been hotly contested on the ground between fervent LNG proponents and opponents. 

Thus, although the chapter has focussed on arguments made by well-known LNG critics, 

the real strength of the anti-LNG coalition lies in the diversity of its membership and the 

determination expressed by the protest rallies it organised. 

Turning to the specific content of the anti-LNG storyline, the environmental degra-

dation frame did not aggressive confront public imperatives such as economic growth and 

job security, which provided the pro-LNG storyline with powerful plausibility. Nonetheless, 

LNG opponents attempted to increase the frame’s acceptability by elaborating on environ-

mental risks in relation to rural BC residents’ daily experiences. This frame was particularly 
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persuasive when it was collectively articulated by elite environmental organisations and 

ordinary citizens. The widespread anger over the BC Liberal government’s extractivist pol-

icies turned many people into ‘accidental activists’, and it was challenging for the pro-LNG 

coalition to dispel such grassroots opposition. Issues such as water safety, loss of arable 

land (due to Site C), and threat to salmon habitat resonated with the BC public, as evi-

denced by the impressive turnouts at related rallies. My Sea to Sky, for instance, was able 

to gather more than 18,000 signatures for its petition against Woodfibre LNG via a series 

of public campaigns (the Howe Sound Declaration, n.d.). 

The unmasking of shale gas’s bridge fuel designation was well-perceived amongst 

citizens with greater scepticism about the governing party’s ability to shield public interests 

from capitalist appropriation. From the perspective of discursive dynamics, the environ-

mental degradation frame sought to disintegrate the pro-LNG storyline by challenging the 

credibility of its leader: the BC Liberal Party. That said, this frame did not become well-

recognised in resource-dependent communities and was unable to lessen their residents’ 

(e.g. Fort St. John) obsession with LNG development. 

The frame on fossil fuel lock-in and economic uncertainty was initially peripheral 

but later gained prominence when Asian LNG price collapse fully exposed the fragile eco-

nomic basis of BC LNG’s business model. The frame’s plausibility derived from research 

reports by progressive think thanks, which cast doubt on fossil fuel boosterism by inter-

preting data from the fossil fuel industry’s market analyses. The presence of economic 

critiques is truly unique and interesting, which points to the potential of employing main-

stream economic wisdom to resist the expansion of extreme carbon. In light of the frequent 

intertextual references to these critiques in anti-LNG narratives, questions surrounding BC 

LNG’s economic viability played a significant part in the anti-LNG campaign, and their 

credibility amongst ordinary citizens—even those from resource-dependent communi-

ties—was arguably better than anti-fracking messages. Public attention to these economic 

critiques is largely determined by relevant news coverage, and this topic is addressed in 

the next chapter. 

It is inspiring to note that opposition to LNG also evolved into broader discussions 

on democratic governance and social licence, which highlighted a lack of transparency, 

accountability, and citizen input. Such discussions focussed on policymaking surrounding 

LNG’s regulation and development. This process of politicisation indicates that extreme 
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carbon has become ‘an object of democratic debate between conflicting yet legitimate 

political projects, between conflicting, yet legitimate, social actors, or more specifically, 

politico-ideological conflict between alternative futures’ (Pepermans & Maeseele, 2014, p. 

224). With the BC Liberal government withdrawing from the environmental sphere and 

embracing shale gas extraction and export, LNG opponents were forced to draw on re-

gional popular support to accuse the pro-LNG coalition of industry-state co-optation. The 

discussions of democratic governance and social licence improved the trustworthiness 

and relevance of the anti-LNG coalition amongst the general public since the idea of local 

communities threatened by the intrusive actions of government and industry elites tended 

to fall on receptive ears usually distant from civil disobedience. 

In outlining the details of the anti-LNG storyline, the goal of this chapter was to 

highlight LNG opponents’ efforts to move beyond the conventional ‘jobs versus the envi-

ronment’ dichotomy. With greater understanding of both pro- and anti-LNG coalition’s 

discursive tactics, the dissertation now turns to an analysis of how the two conflicting story-

lines influenced Canadian media coverage of the BC LNG controversy. 
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Chapter 7.  Debating BC LNG in Canadian Media 

The two preceding chapters have presented two competing storylines found in 

LNG stakeholders’ communication materials. At one extreme, proponents deliver an opti-

mistic message that expanding shale gas extraction and launching LNG exports to Asia 

will bring substantial economic benefits to British Columbia and help to reduce global GHG 

emissions. At the other end, opponents warn against the LNG sector’s fragile economic 

basis and the devastating social and environmental impacts it would bring to both coastal 

and interior communities. Both storylines are diverse and complex, consisting of inter-

twined economic, political, environmental, and moral claims. 

Although the identification of both storylines provides critical insights into the stake-

holders’ varying ideological propositions on the role of extractivism in the future of the BC 

economy, how both storylines are refracted through media lenses warrants further inves-

tigation. With a myriad of stakeholder discourses circulating in the public sphere, the BC 

LNG controversy has become a subject of debate in national and regional media. Aware 

of the substantial influence these media have over public opinion, both pro- and anti-LNG 

discourse coalitions have sought to promote their perspectives by exerting influence over 

LNG-related news coverage. 

To further evaluate each coalition’s degree of success, this chapter shifts analytical 

focus to media representation and explores how media coverage on the BC LNG contro-

versy has interacted with the pro- and anti-LNG storylines. It examines how Canadian 

media responded to the relatively novel aspects of each coalition’s discursive strategies: 

whilst proponents adopted environmental arguments to brand LNG a clean energy source, 

opponents adopted economic arguments to challenge the LNG sector’s economic viability.  

The following sections presents a case study of media coverage of the Pacific 

NorthWest LNG project (PNW) following the data collection and analysis methods speci-

fied in chapter 4. With an eye-catching cost estimate of $36 billion, PNW was formally 

proposed by an international consortium led by Malaysia’s national oil company, Petronas, 

in April 2013. Widely regarded as the flagship project of the nascent BC LNG sector, media 

attention to PNW was a critical component of BC LNG coverage between 2014 and 2017, 

when it was the forerunner of several proposed LNG terminals. After lengthy negotiations 

over taxation and environmental reviews, the project resolved all regulatory hurdles in 
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September 2016. Ten months later, however, the Petronas-led consortium decided to can-

cel the project, which dealt a heavy blow to the pro-LNG coalition and triggered mixed 

reactions from stakeholders. Because the cancellation was announced shortly after the 

formation of a NDP minority government (with support from the provincial Green Party), 

proponents quickly attributed it to relentless criticism from LNG opponents, along with in-

vestors’ fear of the alleged ‘anti-development’ sentiment of the new provincial government. 

In contrast, opponents applauded the cancellation and considered it a clear indicator of 

BC LNG’s economic, social, and environmental absurdity. Overall, the sustained media 

exposure of PNW offers an ideal case for exploring the discursive dynamics between LNG 

stakeholders and Canadian media. Underscoring the significance of public opinion in 

shaping energy politics, the following sections elaborate the sample media’s different ap-

proaches to PNW and then speculate on their potential influence on public attitudes about 

the BC LNG controversy. 

7.1.  Findings from Content Analysis 

The content analysis reveals three different approaches taken by the media cov-

erage on PNW: (1) Postmedia was leaning towards industry stakeholders and on multiple 

occasions played a twofold role as both a cheerleader for the LNG sector and a conserva-

tive critic against anti-development sentiment; (2) CBC News and the Globe and Mail also 

demonstrated slight pro-business leaning, but they tended to be more vocal about PNW’s 

inherent economic and environmental risks; (3) the Tyee and National Observer sided with 

LNG critics by advocating for the rejection of PNW. The analysis of peaks in media cov-

erage demonstrates that the BC Liberal government’s negotiations with the Petronas-led 

consortium initially drove media attention to PNW. Following multiple warnings concerning 

the project’s adverse environmental impacts in 2015 and afterwards, public contestation 

over whether it should be approved gradually mounted into a high-profile controversy. To 

document the shifts of public concerns during PNW debates, the analysis below begins 

with a brief chronology assessing the media coverage. 

Table 7.1 presents the yearly distribution of news items featuring PNW in each 

media organisation. News items published by the National Post and the Vancouver Sun 

are collectively calculated in the “Postmedia” column since the initial data overview found 

that nearly 30% of items shared by both were identical. As the monthly averages indicate, 

PNW received the most intense media attention from September to December 2014, when 



 

144 

Petronas first threatened to cancel the project. The high monthly average of 2014 (N=21.5) 

consists mainly of articles from the commercial media’s business sections. Relevant cov-

erage from CBC News, the Tyee, and National Observer surged later over the course of 

2015 and 2016, even though their numbers of published news items remained consider-

ably smaller than the commercial newspapers. In 2017, the mainstream media’s attention 

to PNW dropped considerably compared to coverage in the previous two years. The inde-

pendent media, however, did not follow this trend: both the Tyee and National Observer 

published substantial proportions of their PNW coverage (31.8% and 48.2%, respectively) 

in 2017. A closer look at news items published in this year demonstrates a notable surge 

of independent media stories echoing the anti-LNG storyline. 

Table 7.1. Yearly Distribution of News Items Featuring PNW 
 

CBC 
in % 

(N=67) 

Globe  
and Mail in % 

(N=196)  

Postmedia 
in % 

(N=284)  

Tyee 
in % 

(N=44)  

National  
Observer 

in % (N=27)  

Average 
Monthly  

Publications 

2014 (09–12) 7.5 14.8 16.9 9.1 0 21.5 
2015 22.4 36.7 39.1 25 14.8 17.75 
2016 50.7 33.2 31.3 34.1 37 17.75 
2017 (01–08) 19.4 15.3 12.7 31.8 48.2 13.25 
Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100  

Table 7.2 outlines the distribution of news items in each content type. In both gen-

eral and business sections, the surveyed media yielded a mix of news and opinion pieces. 

They published a total of 618 news items featuring the PNW controversy, with Postmedia 

being the most prolific (N=284), followed by the Globe and Mail (N=196). In the case of 

Postmedia, its extensive PNW coverage mainly consists of news and opinion pieces ap-

pearing in various business sections (e.g. FP Energy, FP Investing, Western Business, 

Financial Post, etc.). The Globe and Mail followed a similar distribution pattern, except for 

one notable difference: it had a substantively higher proportion of PNW coverage (90 out 

of 196, 45.92%) in general news sections than Postmedia (51 out of 284, 17.96%). Com-

pared with other media outlets, Postmedia published the most business news pieces 

(N=143), many of which provided detailed updates on Petronas’s negotiation with provin-

cial and federal ministries responsible for regulating natural gas development. It also 

published the most opinion pieces in both general (N=69) and business (N=21) sections, 

which reflects the determination of its columnists and commentators to intervene in the 

policy and public agendas of PNW. 
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Table 7.2. News Items Featuring PNW by Content Type 

Media General Sections Business Sections 
 News Opinion News Opinion 
CBC News (N=67) 54 3 9 1 
Globe and Mail (N=196) 90 17 78 11 
Postmedia (N=284) 51 69 143 21 
Tyee (N=44) 22 22 0 0 
National Observer (N=27) 15 12 0 0 
Total (N=618) 232 123 230 33 

Considering the findings of chapters 5 and 6, the results shown in tables 7.1 and 

7.2 suggest a process of politicisation wherein intensifying discursive contests between 

LNG proponents and opponents transformed PNW into a controversy outside of business 

circles. The frequencies of different media content over time (table 7.3) reveal two addi-

tional patterns. First, PNW stories appearing in general news sections were dwarfed by 

those in business sections in 2014; however, this steadily shifted over subsequent years. 

By 2016 and 2017, there were significantly more stories published as general news as 

compared to business stories. Second, opinion pieces targeting general readers outnum-

bered those targeting business readers over the 36-month period.  

Table 7.3. Different Types of Media Content over Time 

Year General Sections Business Sections 
 News Opinion News Opinion 

2014 (09-12) 19 15 49 3 
2015 71 39 95 8 
2016 94 36 71 12 
2017 (01-08) 48 33 15 10 
Total 232 123 230 33 

The brief media chronology illustrates that media peaks concerning PNW were 

closely related to the project’s review and decision-making process. It does not reveal 

much about news content and focus. Therefore, a thematic analysis was applied to the 

collected news items. Table 7.4 outlines how the media approached the PNW controversy, 

as indicated by the frequencies of their publications from economic, political, and environ-

mental perspectives. Whilst CBC News and the Globe and Mail achieved roughly equal 

distribution amongst the three perspectives, Postmedia focussed heavily on economics, 

with 47.2% of its news items primarily addressing this perspective. Meanwhile, the over-

arching focus of both independent media was politics.  
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Table 7.4. Distribution of News Items by Thematic Perspective 

Perspective CBC News 
in % (N=67) 

Globe & Mail 
in % (N=196) 

Postmedia 
in % (N=284) 

Tyee in % 
(N=44) 

National Observer 
in % (N=27) 

Economics 34.4 35.7 47.2 20.5 7.4 
Politics 32.8 33.2 29.2 63.6 55.6 
Environment 32.8 31.1 23.6 15.9 37 
Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 

Building upon the results in table 7.4, table 7.5 provides further details of the fre-

quency of different themes in each perspective (see chapter 4 for each topic’s description). 

As shown in this table, Postmedia’s prioritisation of economic themes was mainly driven 

by its extensive coverage (N=67, 23.6% out of 284) of Petronas’s prolonged negotiation 

with provincial and federal governments over LNG taxation and project cost. It also pub-

lished the most news items attacking government interference and environmentalism 

(N=21, 7.4% out of 284). In contrast, both independent media openly confronted British 

Columbia’s LNG agenda with multiple news items criticising its policy failure (N of Tyee=18, 

40.9% out of 44; N of Canada’s National Observer=6, 22.2% out of 27). Meanwhile, the 

relatively consistent percentage of news items addressing project uncertainty across the 

mainstream media point to the persistency of PNW’s inherent risks. 

Table 7.5. Thematic Distribution of News Items 

Theme CBC News 
in % 

(N=67) 

Globe & 
Mail in % 
(N=196) 

Postmedia 
in % 

(N=284) 

Tyee in % 
(N=44) 

National  
Observer in % 

(N=27) 

Economics 
     

1.1. Negotiation 13.4 16.9 23.6 0 0  
1.2. Economic Development 6 9.7 9.9 6.8 0  
1.3. Project Uncertainty 14.9 9.2 13.7 13.6 7.4 
Politics      
2.1. Public Opinion 31.4 24.5 16.5 20.5 25.9 
2.2. Disputes from Opposition 
Parties 

0  5.6 5.3 2.3 7.4 

2.3. Extractivist Policy Failure 0  1 0  40.9 22.2 
2.4. Conservative Attacks 1.5 2 7.4 0 0 
Environment      
3.1. Review and Regulation 17.9 25 15.1 0 0 
3.2. Alarming Impacts 14.9 6.1 8.5 15.9 37.1 
Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 
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Table 7.5 also illustrates that public opinion was the most frequent theme featured 

in political news items. To examine the media’s framing of varying public attitudes towards 

PNW, I conducted follow-up coding of the ‘Public Opinion’ theme and divided it into three 

sub-themes: community support, opposition, and division (table 7.6). Over 50% of media 

coverage on public opinion focussed on public resistance to PNW, especially from Indig-

enous communities. Postmedia was the only media source to provide significant coverage 

(over 30%) of community support for the project. By comparison, both independent media 

prioritised the reporting of continuing community resistance to PNW, with no attention paid 

to PNW’s community support. In consideration of the thematic patterns identified in tables 

7.4 to 7.6, the following sections qualitatively assess each media’s framing of PNW and 

interaction with the pro- and anti-LNG storylines. 

Table 7.6. Public Opinion on PNW 

Public 
Opinion 

CBC News in % 
(N=21) 

Globe & Mail 
in % (N=48) 

Postmedia in % 
(N=47) 

Tyee in % 
(N=9) 

National Observer 
in % (N=7) 

Support 14.3 22.9 34 0  0  
Opposition 66.7 52.1 55.3 88.9 57.1 
Division 19 25.1 10.7 11.1 42.9 
Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 

7.2. Public Media: BC LNG As a Prolonged Controversy 

According to media scholar W. Lance Bennett (1996), traditional media and their 

political reporting are under the constant influence of three normative orders: (1) economic 

norms in the business operation of news organisations, (2) political norms in the role of 

journalism in politics, and (3) professional norms in the journalistic tenets of objectivity and 

fairness. Amongst these normative orders, of particular relevance to the current analysis 

are the professional norms which guide journalists in their daily practise to prioritise elite 

over citizen input, adopt authoritative writing styles, and pursue balanced reporting. Based 

on these criteria, CBC News acted as a quintessentially traditional media organisation 

throughout its PNW coverage. It published a total of only four PNW-related opinion pieces 

over the surveyed period, all of which were written by CBC journalists instead of external 

commentators. This cautious approach clearly suggests CBC’s unwillingness to intervene 

in political debates over PNW. 
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Furthermore, whilst the basic tone of CBC’s PNW stories relied heavily on industry 

and government sources, it also made reasonable efforts to balance pro-industry voices 

with dissenting voices from scientists, environmental organisations, and social groups. An 

example is the federal environmental approval of PNW. CBC’s report on this milestone 

(Tasker, 27 September 2016) relied primarily on the official announcement from federal 

Environmental Minister Catherine McKenna, thereby reinforcing the federal government’s 

confidence that the approval was based on a stringent environmental review process and 

extensive consultations with affected Indigenous communities. To back McKenna’s claims, 

the report also drew on information from the Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency. 

It then shifted to the response issued by Adnan Zainal Abidin, president of PNW LNG. 

Finally, to adhere to the tenet of balanced reporting, the report ended with critics from 

federal opposition parties as well as mixed local reactions to the approval. Similar sourcing 

patterns structured most CBC stories on PNW.  

CBC’s consideration of journalistic objectivity led it to adopt discursive frames from 

both pro- and anti-LNG storylines. According to its coverage, BC LNG development was 

a genuinely controversial proposal, with reasonable arguments from both proponents and 

critics. This relatively objective stance makes CBC a useful source for exploring the PNW 

timeline and the identification of major points of contention. The qualitative examination of 

the CBC coverage on PNW indicates the following key developments during the project’s 

negotiation and review process, which inform later sections’ analysis of more ideologically 

loaded texts published by commercial and independent media. 

The initial surge of media attention to PNW in late 2014 was triggered by talks 

between Petronas and the BC Liberal government concerning the tax scheme of LNG 

exports. These early reports discussed British Columbia’s lack of competitiveness in the 

wake of Asia’s falling LNG prices, a key threat to the unity of the pro-LNG discourse coa-

lition. During this period, Petronas made multiple appearances in news headlines (e.g. 

Lus, 6 October 2014), warning that PNW would not proceed unless BC granted tax relief 

to compensate for potential revenue loss. With discursive support from pro-industry col-

umnists and commentators, notably those appearing in the commercial media, Petronas’s 

blackmail tactics proved to be effective: although the BC Liberal government strove to 

maintain stakeholder and public confidence in LNG’s long-term economic viability, it even-

tually conceded and granted fixed royalty and tax rates to PNW via a precedent-setting 

agreement with Petronas (‘Rich Coleman pushes for LNG project’, 14 July 2015). 
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In the meantime, a political challenge gradually emerged near Lelu Island, the pro-

ject’s designated site. In May 2015, news broke that members of the Lax Kw'alaams First 

Nation had overwhelmingly declined to give their consent to Petronas’s plan to locate 

PNW on Lelu Island, their traditional territory (‘Lax Kw'alaams Band reject $1B LNG deal’, 

13 May 2015). Following this unexpected rejection, Lax Kw'alaams members, under the 

leadership of several hereditary chiefs, set up a long-term protest camp to block develop-

ment activities related to PNW. Accordingly, Indigenous opposition, as well as PNW’s 

environmental impacts, gradually became the focal issues of media coverage. For its part, 

CBC adopted arguments made by both LNG proponents and critics to highlight the sense 

of division: different stakeholders held contrasting opinions on whether PNW had garnered 

sufficient Indigenous consent and minimised environmental risks to an acceptable level 

(e.g. ‘Lelu Island LNG project divides First Nations’, 12 November 2015; ‘Petronas LNG 

terminal set in salmon's Grand Central Station’, 7 August 2015). In the face of mounting 

pressure from environmental and Indigenous groups, the Clark government did not back 

off. Instead, it defended its commitment to LNG with the ‘clean fossil fuel’ branding of shale 

gas (Meuse, 30 May 2016). Yet, this strategy proved relatively ineffective in the CBC cov-

erage because it was overwhelmed by the voices of climate change experts and activists 

who cited scientific evidence to call for a halt to PNW (e.g. Bickis, 24 August 2016). 

With the federal environmental assessment being the only remaining regulatory 

hurdle, the PNW controversy expanded beyond the provincial level, and the assessment 

became the central focus of PNW news throughout 2016. After a lengthy review process, 

the federal Liberal government led by Justin Trudeau approved PNW with 190 legally 

binding conditions in September 2016 (Tasker, 27 September 2016). In response, CBC 

offered extensive coverage (e.g. Meuse, 3 October 2016; Wherry, 28 September 2016) of 

different responses to this approval, focussing on how it triggered broad public debates 

over issues such as environmental protection, Indigenous communities’ relationships with 

Canada’s energy sector, and LNG’s uncertain future in light of the global market downturn. 

As for discursive frames, the CBC stories reiterated the federal government’s belief in 

balancing economic benefits and environmental impacts via administrative means on the 

one hand and LNG critics’ condemnation of the federal government’s compromise to the 

fossil fuel industry on the other. 
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Although the federal approval excited LNG proponents since it offered a much-

needed positive step for the stalled BC LNG agenda, investors’ reactions were more re-

served. Whilst the approval was widely discussed in Canadian media, the Petronas-led 

consortium kept silent on whether it would proceed with an FID. Instead, it launched a 

comprehensive project review to reassess the project’s viability (Tasker, 29 September 

2016). The consortium’s ambiguous stance, combined with continuing market pressure in 

Asia and court challenges from Indigenous and environmental groups, added uncertainty 

to PNW’s prospects. The eventual cancellation of PNW came in July 2017. CBC’s report-

ing of this decision followed Petronas’s statement to define it as a business decision due 

mainly to unfavourable market conditions (Ghoussoub, 25 July 2017). CBC’s report also 

noted that the cancellation brought both fear and happiness to British Columbia’s Northern 

communities since their members held divided opinions on LNG (Kurjata, 25 July 2017). 

Overall, the above review of PNW’s chronology in CBC News highlight three major 

focal points of contention between LNG proponents and critics: (1) British Columbia’s lack 

of competitiveness as a result of being a latecomer to the global LNG race, (2) the provin-

cial public’s divided responses to LNG development, and (3) the provincial and federal 

governments’ progressive yet extractive approach to the conflict between economic de-

velopment and environmental protection. In these key debates, CBC News played its 

national broadcaster role by trying to function as an objective information intermediary, 

providing its readers facts and opinion from both sides of the controversy. In contrast, the 

strong ideological sympathies of commercial and independent media led them to consist-

ently privilege either pro- or anti-LNG sources, perspectives, and arguments, which, as 

the next two sections elaborate, contributed to the further polarisation between the pro- 

and anti-LNG storylines. 

7.3. Commercial Media: Between Fossil Fuel Advocates 
and Business Risk Analysts 

Like CBC News, the Globe and Mail and Postmedia also embody characteristics 

of traditional media, notably drawing on industry and government elites as primary sources 

and avoiding the absolute dominance of one-sided views in their news reporting. However, 

there are three salient features which distinguish their reporting from other surveyed media 

in the sample. The first is their business sections, which are rich in content and serve the 

interests of industry and business professionals with specialised information. Only in these 
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sections could energy industry insiders find coverage on issues such as detailed updates 

on PNW’s negotiation process (e.g. Jang, 22 February 2015) and the negotiation’s sub-

sequent impacts on drilling activities across the Montney Formation region (e.g. Hussain, 

26 September 2014). The elite/expert sources cited in such business stories could be 

further divided into fossil fuel advocates and business risk analysts. Whilst the former 

group is concerned mainly with defending the economic interests of Canadian oil and gas 

stakeholders, the latter attends to Canada’s relative competitiveness in global energy mar-

kets. Despite the ideological alignment of both groups, differences began to emerge 

between the two groups in late 2014, when market conditions weakened the profitability 

of BC LNG. As discussed in chapter 6, business risk analysts’ negative outlooks became 

unexpected evidence supporting the anti-LNG storyline. 

Second, the journalistic objectivity followed by the commercial media in news re-

porting does not apply to their opinion pieces, which in the current case took clear pro-

industry stances and presented a discursive construction in favour of the fossil fuel indus-

try. Whilst this is hardly a surprise given opinion columns’ role in news reporting, the 

concerning issue is the lack of diversity of opinions when most columns in the surveyed 

commercial media were written by fossil fuel proponents. Shortly after the cancellation of 

PNW, for instance, Postmedia published a series of opinion pieces in which conservative 

commentators such as Joe Oliver (2 August 2017) and Rex Murphy (5 August 2017) re-

jected Petronas’s ‘unfavourable market conditions’ explanation and instead attributed the 

cancellation to government interference and environmentalists’ war on resource industries. 

The third relevant feature unique to the commercial media was their framing of 

Indigenous activism. The commercial media’s coverage of Lulu Island protests tended to 

reject the linkage between Indigenous resistance to PNW and their frustration over re-

source industries’ infringement on Indigenous sovereignty and living environment. Despite 

acknowledging First Nations’ right to express their dissent, many reports in the commercial 

media implied that the recurring project delays caused by some Indigenous groups’ ‘anti-

development sentiment’ threatened Canada’s investment reputation. These reports also 

recommended that the state-corporate alliance needed to develop strategies to recruit 

Indigenous support for extractivism. In correspondence with this pro-industry viewpoint, 

the commercial media aggressively positioned episodic, sporadic Indigenous support for 

extractivism as reflective of a broader silent majority amongst First Nations demanding 

LNG development. Numerous opinion pieces by LNG proponents (e.g. Crowley, 15 May 
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2015) argued that, first, many First Nations in interior and northern BC were in favour of 

LNG development, but such support was suppressed by vocal environmentalists; second, 

resource-based industrial development presented a path towards prosperity and reconcil-

iation. Pro-LNG Indigenous groups such as the First Nations LNG Alliance and the Haisla 

First Nation in Kitimat also emerged as prominent advocates for both arguments (Morgan, 

12 May 2015; Rustad, 7 May 2016). 

In consideration of the above features, a closer look at how the commercial media 

addressed PNW from economic, political, and environmental perspectives is needed. To 

begin with, economic topics were the commercial media’s primary concern, and their busi-

ness sections regularly featured stories discussing the uncertain prospect of PNW in view 

of changing global LNG market dynamics. Collectively, such stories explicated British Co-

lumbia’s comparative disadvantages compared to leading players in the global LNG race 

and cast doubt on the Clark government’s promise of a short- to medium-term revenue 

windfall from LNG export. For example, citing the International Energy Agency’s outlook 

of global LNG market trends, a June 2015 National Post report conceded that the intensi-

fying challenges brought by the market downturn had turned LNG exports from BC into a 

distant prospect: 

In one of the gloomiest forecasts yet for British Columbia's nascent LNG 
sector, the International Energy Agency says prospects for export projects 
have “darkened” and deferrals are likely. In a five-year outlook on global 
demand for natural gas published Thursday, the Paris-based agency 
throws cold water on the BC Liberal government's hopes of being home to 
three liquefied natural gas projects by 2020. […] The curtailed outlook re-
inforces what BC LNG proponents have feared in recent months—that their 
window of opportunity to build export projects on the West Coast may be 
closing. As many as 19 consortiums have proposed export projects, but 
none has taken a final investment decision. (Hussain, 4 June 2015, para. 
1–4) 

The report continued by noting that falling Japanese LNG prices since 2014 had 

weakened the economic basis of most BC LNG projects. Meanwhile, as global LNG supply 

was projected to ‘rise 40 per cent during the next five years’ (Hussain, 4 June 2015, para. 

8), BC would be in fierce competition with countries like the United States and Australia. 

With no operating LNG facility, it had already fallen behind in the race. The combined 

influence of both factors, the report noted, significantly eroded international investors’ con-

fidence in projects like PNW. The International Energy Agency’s outlook received similar 

coverage in the Globe and Mail (Hume, 4 June 2015) and the Vancouver Sun (Penner, 2 
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July 2015). Later, reports released by energy consultancies such as Wood Mackenzie 

(Hussain, 4 September 2015) and RS Energy Group (Synder, 1 October 2016) reiterated 

market changes’ persistent damage to BC LNG.  

Although these reports by energy analysts represent global energy capital’s inter-

est and are dismissive of British Columbia’s socio-political reality, they provide informative 

insights into the growing economic challenges confronting energy conglomerates. Such 

challenges are rarely exposed by Canada’s domestic LNG proponents, who were the 

dominant voices in the commercial media’s business sections. In their narratives, there 

was a general paucity of criticism of the Clark government’s aggressive decision to make 

LNG its economic priority. Under the ‘project uncertainty’ theme in table 7.5, only seven 

commercial media stories problematised British Columbia’s excessive policy focus on re-

source extraction.  

In comparison, LNG proponents proposed three solutions by which British Colum-

bia could accommodate bleak market realities and high infrastructure costs: (1) streamline 

the lengthy review process to catch the window of opportunity, (2) offer more incentives 

to boost foreign investors’ attention, or (3) adjust the BC LNG agenda in wait for a future 

price recovery. When proposing these solutions, they often cited the quick take-off of LNG 

exports in the United States. For example, in a June 2016 opinion piece, National Post’s 

business columnist Claudia Cattaneo accused Canada’s lengthy and ineffective regula-

tory process of making PNW lose contracts to US competitors:  

As recently as three years ago, Canada was largely viewed as leading the 
race to export LNG from North America because of its more efficient regu-
latory process. Then the delays started happening […] whereas U.S. LNG 
proponents, already enjoying the advantage of having infrastructure previ-
ously built for LNG imports, kept moving forward. In February, Cheniere 
Energy Inc., using its Sabine Pass facility in Louisiana, was the first U.S. 
company to ship LNG. The first LNG shipment from Canada is not expected 
until after 2020. (Cattaneo, 1 June 2016, para. 11–12) 

In line with Cattaneo’s attack on Canadian environmental regulation, another no-

table argument by LNG proponents adopted the pro-LNG discursive coalition’s prosperity 

rhetoric. Two months before Cattaneo’s piece, two senior analysts from the Fraser Insti-

tute published an opinion piece in the Vancouver Sun which framed PNW’s economic 

benefits as too important to lose: 
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[The] non-development [of PNW] will come with substantial economic costs. 
A recent Fraser Institute study found the cost of delay imposed upon LNG 
investments in BC, defined as export revenues forgone, is substantial at 
$22.5 billion per year in 2020, rising to $24.8 billion per year in 2025. […] 
The National Energy Board's recent Canada's Energy Future 2016 report 
also shed some light on what LNG means for Canada's natural gas industry. 
In a scenario where no LNG exports occur between 2015 and 2040, Cana-
dian natural gas production might only experience two per cent growth 
compared to 19 per cent growth in a scenario with LNG exports. (Green & 
Jackson, 7 April 2016, para. 6–7) 

In sum, LNG proponents’ concern over competitiveness aimed at persuading gov-

ernment stakeholders to create a better investment environment through deregulation and 

subsidy. The absence of any serious inquiry into the boom-and-bust mechanism underly-

ing falling Asian LNG prices reinforced the pro-LNG storyline. Following LNG proponents’ 

extractivist narratives, the commercial media did not translate energy analysts’ warnings 

about global LNG oversupply into either the narrow concerns over British Columbia’s fiscal 

stability or into broader critiques of neoliberal extractivism’s negative socioeconomic im-

pacts. Instead, these warnings were adapted by LNG proponents to demand sustained 

and coordinated support from the provincial and federal governments to secure shale gas 

expansion. From a critical perspective, the fundamental goal of such demands for a petro-

state is to covertly increase private capital gain under the guise of public interest. 

The commercial media’s active defence of extractivism is revealed also in their 

framing of community responses to PNW. In the news sample, the most prevalent oppo-

sition claims came from the Lax Kw'alaams First Nation and their allies. Before Lax 

Kw'alaams’ high-profile rejection of the PNW offer, several First Nations had already 

signed LNG benefit agreements, which enabled the BC Liberal government to boast about 

its collaboration with Indigenous communities in resource development. Consequently, 

when Lax Kw'alaams emerged as a political obstacle, it presented a watershed moment 

in the disruption of the pro-LNG storyline (Hunter, 10 May 2015).  

In response, the commercial media drew on multiple counternarratives by LNG 

proponents to undermine the demands of Lax Kw’alaams for Indigenous sovereignty and 

self-governance. In an opinion piece published shortly after the Lax Kw’alaams rejection, 

Brian Crowley, managing director of the conservative think tank Macdonald-Laurier Insti-

tute, downplayed the rejection’s political implications by suggesting that it signalled merely 

many Indigenous people’s desire for reasoned resource development:  
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Those who have concluded from the Lax Kw’alaams’ decision on PNW that 
they are dealing with a people implacably opposed to development […] 
missed a different recent announcement by the community. The Lax 
Kw’alaams have endorsed the Eagle Spirit oil pipeline proposal to bring 
Alberta oil to the West Coast through their territory. […] The evidence is 
that many aboriginal people and communities, including the Lax Kw’alaams, 
want reasoned development. They need to be clear and consistent in ar-
ticulating what they want, and governments and project proponents need 
to get used to the idea that there will be no substitute for respectfully in-
volving aboriginal communities in project planning from the earliest concept 
stage. (Crowley, 15, May 2015, para. 9–11) 

Echoing Crowley’s standpoint, the commercial media also published interviews 

and opinion pieces featuring LNG supporters who strove to frame Lax Kw’alaams as an 

exceptional case that misrepresented many Indigenous communities’ receptive attitudes 

towards resource extraction. Using their own communities as examples, these supporters 

promoted a carefully woven narrative asserting that PNW and other LNG projects would 

actually function as effective means of reconciliation and empowerment. Although reports 

addressing this narrative were outnumbered by those addressing Indigenous protests and 

legal challenges, their circulation by the commercial media directed public attention to First 

Nations’ internal divisions, thereby underplaying the scope and intensity of local opposition. 

One prominent Indigenous LNG proponent was Karen Ogen from the First Nations LNG 

Alliance. In her view, the best way for First Nations to fulfil their environmental stewardship 

during resource development was to form partnerships with the state-corporate alliance. 

As she claimed in an opinion piece appearing in the Vancouver Sun:  

While we acknowledge First Nations are stewards of the land, the concern 
for the environment is widespread among industry proponents and govern-
ments as well, and they are doing their due diligence. It is only through 
participating in the assessment of these projects together that we can en-
sure the highest environmental standards will be applied. If these projects 
proceed, we also must fight to ensure our people have real and meaningful 
benefits flowing directly to our communities throughout the duration of the 
projects. (Ogen, 8 September 2016, para. 6) 

Claims like Ogen’s should be read with caution given their understatement of two 

important facts. First, intergovernmental Indigenous organisations such as the Union of 

British Columbia Indian Chiefs and Coastal First Nations were vocal opponents of LNG 

expansion. Second, the majority of First Nations that signed benefits agreements with the 

BC Liberal government were small inland bands with limited sources of income and nego-

tiating power. 
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Despite both facts, Indigenous pro-LNG claims remained ideologically compelling 

because they granted moral legitimisation to grassroots LNG supporters, many of whom 

were laid-off workers with high hopes for the substantial employment boost promised by 

LNG. Many rural BC communities’ embrace of LNG as a solution to their entrenched pov-

erty formed the populist basis of extractivism, whose voices tended to be amplified by the 

commercial media. When covering grassroots attitudes towards PNW, the commercial 

media frequently featured citizens with divided economic and environmental concerns, 

which drew on the pro-LNG storyline’s ‘LNG or bust’ rhetoric. 

One notable blind spot in commercial media’s coverage was their failure (or refusal) 

to address the unity between First Nations and local settler communities in resisting LNG. 

When environmentalists were quoted in the reports, they were represented by scientists 

or spokespersons from civil organisations. The perceived liberal elitism underlying these 

figures allowed LNG proponents to escalate populist attacks on the democratic and nor-

mative foundations of environmentalists. For example, an August 2017 opinion piece by 

Rex Murphy made the provocative case that PNW was killed by an extreme and irrational 

environmentalism allegedly pervading BC: 

[For the cancellation of PNW LNG] I do think we can blame the continuous 
agitation against all energy projects that has been a hallmark of BC and 
particularly Vancouver politics for over a decade. […] Has there ever been 
a single energy project—just one—in British Columbia that has not faced 
protest and demonization? […] Petronas didn't close down and flee be-
cause a new government—Greens and NDP—was now in charge. Rather 
they saw the official installation of an anti-energy NDP, partnered with the 
totally anti-oil, anti-pipeline, anti-LNG Greens, as the perfect capstone to 
British Columbia's embrace of pure hard-left environmentalism. (Murphy, 5 
August 2017, para. 4–7) 

Taken together, the above analysis suggests two prominent strategies underlying 

the commercial media’s obfuscation of widespread LNG opposition: (1) emphasising the 

internal division amongst First Nations, and (2) constructing the dichotomy between eco-

nomic development and environmental protection. The implementation of both strategies 

was carried out mainly by conservative ideologues, whose opinion pieces in the commer-

cial media channelled rural BC communities’ political ambiguity towards participating in 

extractive activities on Indigenous territories. In this regard, not only did the commercial 



 

157 

media facilitate the pro-LNG discourse coalition’s efforts to put prevailing public discus-

sions on reconciliation under the control of settler colonialism, but they also strengthened 

the tenacious dependency mindset in Canadian public discourse. 

Nonetheless, the anti-LNG discourse coalition still managed to occupy a notable 

spot on the LNG policy agenda. As shown in tables 7.5 and 7.6, the coalition’s persistent 

efforts forced the commercial media to devote considerable attention to the subjects of 

community opposition and PNW’s environmental impacts. The political tension eventually 

transcended the provincial level in 2016 when the fate of PNW was in the hands of Justin 

Trudeau’s federal Liberal government. As the Trudeau government had come into power 

in 2015 with the promise of fixing the National Energy Board’s flawed review process, 

PNW, along with other controversial energy projects under review, became a test for Tru-

deau’s climate policies. As such, the Trudeau government’s handling of PNW presents an 

ideal case for exploring how the commercial media responded to the pro-LNG discourse 

coalition’s framing of LNG’s environmental rewards and risks.  

The Trudeau government disappointed LNG proponents in January 2016 with the 

announcement of a new regulations mandating (1) that energy corporations engage in 

additional consultations with First Nations and (2) new climate tests for proposed energy 

projects like PNW (McCarthy, 25 January 2016). This announcement led to mixed reac-

tions in the commercial media. Whilst the Globe and Mail simply reported it and avoided 

making overtly negative speculations on PNW, Postmedia sided with LNG proponents and 

circulated their complaints. Prominent amongst such complaints was the claim that the 

extension of the review process diminished British Columbia’s chance to catch the LNG 

boat. This claim was in a National Post report published on the front page of its 8 March 

business section. In this feature report, Claudia Cattaneo (8 March 2016)—citing an anon-

ymous source from Petronas—suggested that the Petronas-led consortium was losing 

patience due to its worry that ‘the [Trudeau] cabinet, which has final say, will keep stalling 

instead of handing down a decision while the project continues to burn cash […] and mar-

ket conditions for LNG are deteriorating’ (para. 7–8). The next day, the National Post 

published a letter to the editor to demonstrate citizens’ anger at the Trudeau government’s 

unjustified favour of environmental groups:  

The sudden imposition of more reviews for this project speaks more of the 
influence Prime Minister Justin Trudeau's close advisers have than the 
well-being of Canada. The 'public trust' delay of a venture that passed two 
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stringent tests in 2014 indicates this is a political manoeuvre to cater to 
certain environmental groups who have no care or responsibility for the 
economic strength of the country. (Robinson, 9 March 2016, para. 1) 

However, the conservative backlash turned out to be unnecessary. Notwithstand-

ing the anti-LNG discourse coalition’s repeated warnings about PNW’s ‘significant adverse 

environmental effects’ (e.g. Jang & McCarthy, 9 March 2016), the project received condi-

tional approval in September 2017, which, as framed by the Trudeau government, came 

out of careful consideration of both economic and environmental factors. Concerning this 

milestone, LNG proponents reversed earlier conservative attacks and spoke highly of the 

Trudeau government’s economic pragmatism. For example, in an opinion piece, National 

Post columnist Michael Den Tandt praised Trudeau’s centralist approach to controversial 

energy projects and even deemed it a key factor driving the federal Liberals’ landslide 

victory in the 2015 federal election: 

The gambit [of Trudeau’s energy strategies] needed to appeal to economic 
pragmatism. […] The solution they arrived at was both novel and obvious: 
cast Justin Trudeau as a champion of resource development, within an en-
vironmentalist frame. […] It worked […] rather well—until, early in the 2015 
federal campaign, Trudeau Co. perceived an even more tantalizing open-
ing in the NDP's pledge of balanced budgets, and zigged sharply to their 
left, promising deficits and spending. (Tandt, 30 September 2016, para. 3–
5) 

Similarly, an editorial from the Globe and Mail considered the approval part of a 

national rebranding of fossil fuels:  

The Liberal government is walking a tricky line with the country’s oil and 
gas industry, trying to reposition Canada as a leader in the battle against 
climate change while at the same time approving projects that will boost oil 
and gas exports. […] The Prime Minister is proffering an implicit bargain 
with industry that some pain on the environmental front will lead to real 
gains for the sector’s export ambitions and long-term viability. (McCarthy & 
Lewis, 30 September 2016, para. 1–2) 

The ceasefire between LNG proponents and the federal government lasted for less 

than a year. Following the cancellation of PNW in July 2017, LNG proponents returned to 

their attacks on environmental regulation and declared Trudeau’s balanced approach to 

the ‘jobs versus the environment’ conundrum dysfunctional. In an August 2017 opinion 

piece in the National Post published shortly after PNW’s cancellation, former minister of 

natural resources Joe Oliver accused the Trudeau government of politicising and delaying 

the process, which dislodged foreign investors like Petronas: 
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When I was minister of natural resources, our Conservative government 
legislated ‘one project, one review’ in a defined time period, a significant 
regulatory improvement. Later, we provided an accelerated capital allow-
ance for the project's facilities and extended export licenses. In contrast, 
the Liberal government denigrated the National Energy Board (NEB), polit-
icized, duplicated and lengthened the consultation and review processes 
and broadened their scope. It is now considering the addition of social and 
cultural impacts, which would exacerbate uncertainty and delay. (Oliver, 2 
August 2017, para. 3) 

The above quotes present a synopsis of the commercial media’s shifting attitudes 

towards Trudeau’s energy politics, which, like their coverage of competitiveness, demon-

strates the division between state and corporate stakeholders. Facing growing political 

pressure from both conservative and progressive sides, both the Clark and Trudeau gov-

ernments hewed to progressive extractivism (Pineault, 18 May 2016), with the hope that 

this centrist approach would reposition Canada as a climate leader whilst simultaneously 

boosting oil and gas exports. Yet, declining market conditions significantly constrained the 

scope of this policy manoeuvre. The commercial media’s pro-industry voices further ag-

gravated the dilemma confronting Clark and Trudeau: with few media stories willing to 

acknowledge the merits of environmental assessment in view of PNW’s cancellation, the 

environmental rhetoric embedded in the pro-LNG storyline largely failed to permeate the 

commercial mediascape. 

To summarise, although the commercial media drew on both government and in-

dustry stakeholders as main sources, they leaned structurally towards industry boosters’ 

demand for a ‘business-friendly environment’ in which the state would subsidise the LNG 

sector and minimise related environmental scrutiny. To legitimise this standpoint, the com-

mercial media strategically used the ‘LNG prosperity’ and ‘LNG or bust’ discourses to 

mobilise LNG’s grassroots supporters.  

The presumed necessity of heavy state intervention found here reflects two im-

portant political economic realities. First, there has been a notable decline of public 

consent for neoliberal governance since the 2008 global financial meltdown, which pre-

vented the provincial and federal governments from taking a laissez-faire approach to LNG 

development. In recognition of growing public demand for climate leadership, both Christy 

Clarke and Justin Trudeau were forced to settle on progressive extractivism as their guid-

ing policymaking scheme. Second, the call for a petro-state by LNG proponents indicates 

an underplaying of free market fundamentalism, which exposes the fragile economic basis 
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of extreme carbon. Without substantial state subsidies, it is almost impossible to build any 

extreme carbon infrastructure in the current economic environment. Although energy an-

alysts were well aware of this vulnerability, their repeated warnings were exploited by 

industry boosters to demand more policy incentives. Nevertheless, these warnings also 

found an unexpected audience: independent media’s contributors who reformulated this 

body of knowledge into novel anti-LNG arguments. The next section further elaborates on 

this surprising linkage.  

7.4. Independent Media: No Wealth, No Justice in British 
Columbia’s LNG Fiasco 

The anti-LNG discourse coalition managed to engage with the public despite com-

mercial media’s systematic pro-LNG bias. A key venue for such engagement was local 

independent media, notably the Tyee and National Observer. Both media sources served 

as vital outlets for the anti-LNG storyline by privileging and circulating the viewpoints of 

LNG critics that were largely marginalised or absent from commercial media.  

The Tyee and National Observer located their discussion of fracking and LNG ex-

ports in the broader context of structural economic risk, social injustice, and environmental 

degradation. This ideological perspective should be conceptualised as more than just a 

left-wing bias. As independent media, they advocate an alternative approach to journalistic 

objectivity, which prioritises values-driven journalism and minimising corporate influence 

over news reporting (Gunster, 2017). Driven by a shared commitment to mitigating the 

planetary climate crisis, they were suspicious of rosy predictions from government and 

industry boosters. Their discussions on PNW, however, were not confined to environmen-

tal criticism. 

The most novel aspect of both independent media’s critical engagement with PNW 

was the tough questions they raised concerning British Columbia’s economic growth path. 

Although neither organisation could compete with commercial media in terms of reader-

ship size and publication frequency, their analysis of BC LNG’s inherent economic risks 

outperformed commercial media’s blind boosterism of resource extraction. As early as 

October 2014, an opinion piece by the Tyee’s columnist Rafe Mair (who also co-founded 

the Common Sense Canadian) warned readers about the exaggeration of LNG’s true eco-

nomic benefits, given the ambiguity surrounding permanent jobs, royalty fees, and taxes: 



 

161 

What are the permanent jobs left over? The evidence is that they will be 
minimal. […] What is British Columbia going to make out of this by way of 
royalty fees and taxes? […] Companies will resist unto death a tax on the 
gross profits, meaning that whatever percentage the government and a 
company agree upon may well be illusory. (Mair, 13 October 2014, para. 
14–16) 

In July 2015, the CCPA released a research report suggesting that the BC Liberal 

government significantly overestimated LNG’s job-creation potential. The commercial me-

dia downplayed the report’s significance by either ignorning it or countering it with rebuttals 

from prominent government and industry stakeholders (e.g. Jang, 25 July 2015). The Tyee, 

by contrast, recognised the CCPA’s warning as part of a growing body of evidence reject-

ing the business case for BC LNG. Notably, the Tyee strove to make the case that 

dissidents of the LNG prosperity rhetoric consisted not only of analysts from progressive 

civic societies but also government and industry insiders. As Andrew Nikiforuk remarked 

in a Tyee opinion piece: 

When Lee released his findings last year the government immediately at-
tacked the CCPA report as ‘misguided and poorly researched’. A freedom 
of information request, however, has revealed, once again, that email ex-
changes between civil servants largely supported Lee’s version. One email 
thread confirms that the Petronas Pacific NorthWest LNG project will 
launch only ‘330 long-term operation careers’. Clear-headed analyses by 
the industry around the world also confirm Lee’s realistic job assessment 
and question the government’s credibility. The International Monetary Fund, 
for example, recognizes LNG as a capital-intensive industry with a poor 
record of job creation. (Nikiforuk, 16 March 2016) 

The principal disagreement between the Tyee and its commercial counterparts lay 

in their interpretation of falling LNG prices in Asia. The commercial media positioned this 

trend as a market fluctuation. By comparison, the independent media framed it as a key 

revelation suggesting that British Columbia had failed in the global LNG race and that the 

hype surrounding LNG export had turned out to be politically driven exaggeration. 

Citing Carbon Tracker, a non-profit group of financial analysts, Andrew Nikiforuk 

(22 July 2015) has argued that it makes little economic sense to develop shale gas pro-

jects outside of the United States since these projects ‘need higher prices to be justified, 

and also that there is Russian gas that is cheaper to supply’ (para. 9). Likewise, in his 

opinion piece published by the Tyee, Damien Gillis (21 December 2015), co-founder of 

the Common Sense Canadian, predicted that with the Asian LNG market in freefall with 

no sign of recovery on the horizon, it would be difficult for the proposed BC LNG projects 
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to break even. In this circumstance, the BC Liberal Party were doomed to break their 

election promises of LNG-driven prosperity. 

Whilst they extensively discussed PNW’s fragile economic basis, the Tyee and 

National Observer also addressed PNW’s negative environmental impacts at both local 

and global levels. Both independent media frequently quoted environmental experts’ dire 

warnings about PNW at length and then drew upon these warnings to problematise the 

official environmental assessment of PNW. By doing so, they functioned as intermediaries, 

assisting the public understanding of complex scientific information. Consider, for example, 

their coverage of PNW’s threat to the salmon habitat near Lelu Island. In one report on 

featuring a petition letter penned by ecology scientists and Indigenous leaders from com-

munities throughout the Skeena River watershed, the narrative began with a detailed 

explanation of why PNW’s environmental harm would spread far beyond the mouth of the 

Skeena River: 

The proposed Pacific Northwest LNG project and related pipelines located 
at the mouth of the Skeena River in northern British Columbia would affect 
more than 40 different salmon populations harvested in at least 10 First 
Nation territories. […] That is twice the number of First Nations groups that 
industry proponents identified as needing to be consulted about the im-
pacts of the project. […] Simon Fraser University professor Jonathan 
Moore, an aquatic ecologist, explained that ‘this little local spot [Flora Bank] 
supports all of these fish from all around’, and the LNG terminal could ‘af-
fect populations of salmon 10 kilometres away or 400 km away in the 
headwaters’. (Nikiforuk, 13 August 2015, para. 1–7) 

The narrative continued by noting the economic and cultural bonds between the 

Lax Kw’alaams First Nation and the Skeena River, which added a humanitarian perspec-

tive to the abstract scientific findings. Such contextualisation also appeared in other 

environmental stories by the independent media. The commercial media, in contrast, did 

not adopt this approach and retained a detached language style when reporting PNW-

related scientific findings (e.g. Jang, 6 August 2015).  

They analysis of the above environmental critiques also identified a significant 

blind spot pervading all media in the sample, namely, the surprising lack of attention to 

the renewable sector and especially its economic potential. When searching the term ‘re-

newable’ throughout the news sample, I was shocked that only one story (Lee, 21 May 

2015), which reported on a clean energy conference, explored the idea that clean energy 

could be a better choice than LNG for growing British Columbia’s rural economy. The other 
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handful of mentions of ‘renewable energy’ were simply sentence-long quotes mentioning 

that BC needs renewables to realise its climate plan or that LNG would be a necessary 

energy source during Asia’s transition to renewables. Admittedly, it is very likely that during 

the target period, the surveyed media produced more stories on renewables, but such 

stories were filtered out during the data collection since they did not mention ‘Petronas’ or 

‘PNW’. Even so, the media’s general failure to make an economic comparison between 

LNG and renewables still contributed to a discursive closure implying that LNG was the 

only viable option for British Columbia’s economic future, which illustrates the rhetoric of 

‘future inevitability’. Both the Tyee and National Observer could have performed more 

thoroughly on this matter to counter the ‘no alternative’ rhetoric’s circulation amongst 

LNG’s grassroots supporters.  

Finally, the most prominent cluster of arguments in both independent media was 

on political themes, which transformed discussions of PNW’s economic and environmen-

tal challenges into a radical indictment of the persistent resource-dependency mindset in 

Canadian economic policymaking. This indictment consists of two key claims. First, British 

Columbia’s pursuit of extractivism violates Indigenous rights and intensifies the social and 

political injustice already experienced by vulnerable communities. Independent media did 

not treat Lax Kw’alaams’ struggle against PNW as a mere political spectacle; instead, they 

contextualised it as exemplary of the existential significance of nature to Indigenous life 

and culture. Accordingly, their stories on LNG protests constantly pushed for a broad pub-

lic conversation on the true meanings of reconciliation and decolonization. The Tyee’s 

report (Gill, 9 May 2015) on why Lax Kw’alaams turned down Petronas’s one-billion-plus 

offer explicitly stressed that many band members felt the risks PNW posed to wild salmon 

would do irreversible damage to Lax Kw’alaams’ ancient customs and endanger their con-

stitutional rights to healthy fish populations. Such concerns were echoed by the National 

Observer. In its analysis of the Trudeau government’s Indigenous policies, journalist Carol 

Linnitt (17 November 2016) provided a strong-worded critique that the Trudeau govern-

ment had broken its promise to renew Canada’s relationship with Indigenous peoples by 

allowing controversial projects like Site C and PNW to proceed without Indigenous consent.  

The second claim addresses the connection between extractivism and govern-

ment corruption. Echoing the anti-LNG discourse coalition, both independent media 

amplified the public concern over oil and gas lobbying and revealed a powerful corporate 

influence over British Columbia’s political system. According to their analyses, fossil fuel 
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cash explains why the provincial government is willing to support a barely profitable shale 

gas sector with low royalties and taxpayer-funded subsidies (Nikiforuk, 16 March 2016). 

For example, citing research conducted by CCPA, the National Observer reviewed policy 

decisions by the BC Liberal Party in mining, fossil fuels, and climate change and reached 

the conclusion that these decisions suggested ‘a pattern of favouritism towards industry 

that we found increasingly distressing and worthy of much more investigation’ (Wood & 

Hatch, 9 March 2017, para. 16). In another collaborative investigation with Discourse Me-

dia (Jang, 10 February 2017, 13 February 2017), the National Observer expressed its 

concern that some BC Indigenous chiefs are increasingly part of the corruption scheme 

as well, which further weakens Indigenous activism.  

In sum, the overarching discourse constructed by both independent media organ-

isations challenges the topical homogeneity which the mainstream media sought to 

establish through their PNW coverage. In terms of energy politics, the Tyee and National 

Observer presented a complex understanding of progressive extractivism. Compared with 

Stephen Harper, who turned a blind eye to environmental concerns, Justin Trudeau (and 

Christy Clark to a lesser extent) did approach the PNW case with increased government 

intervention, which restored administrative rationalism as the guiding ideology for mediat-

ing the contentious relationships between resource development and environmental 

protection. Such a regulatory structure granted stronger discursive authority to scientists, 

environmental activists, and First Nations, as shown by the above experts, featuring out-

spoken scientists against PNW.  

Nonetheless, these groups still had no veto power. If a project’s economic stake 

was deemed high, then environmental risks would be tolerated and mitigated in the name 

of national economic interests. The disadvantage of LNG opponents was further amplified 

by mainstream media’s authority bias towards official sources. Although the mainstream 

media recognised Trudeau’s energy politics as economic pragmatism, a more appropriate 

diagnosis of it would be political pragmatism: as explicated in Tandt’s (30 September 2016) 

feature report, through making heavy concessions to the fossil fuel industry, Trudeau’s 

Liberals made a strategic abandoning of green voters as they sought to expand voter base 

in the prairie provinces. The major implication of this political choice is that the Canadian 

economy will continue to grow more dependent on natural resources, and there will be 

more revelations of the socio-political impacts of extractivism. 
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That said, the progressive extractivism scheme set up by the Trudeau cabinet is 

far from invincible. The independent media indicated two weak points which the scheme 

has difficulty reconciling. First, in conjunction with the volatile nature of global LNG mar-

kets, high infrastructure costs mean that BC LNG has a fragile economic basis. 

Accordingly, critiques exposing BC LNG’s poor economic potential and delaying tactics 

targeting the short window of opportunity became effective. Second, the LNG proponents’ 

desperate call for foreign investment contradicted their national/regional populist argu-

ments. Throughout the rise and fall of PNW LNG, the federal and provincial governments 

were beholden to both the myths of free trade and the interests of foreign conglomerates. 

This presented a sharp contrast to Canada’s first trial of LNG exports during the 1980s, 

when the federal government stood behind national interests by strictly limiting the use of 

non-domestic materials and workers. Thus, the anti-LNG discourse coalition could have 

constructed a progressive nationalism frame for public mobilisation, but this was pre-

vented by Canadian nationalism’s strong resonance with settler colonialism. 

7.5. Summary of Media Analysis  

The results presented in this chapter have offered a systemic overview of selected 

Canadian media’s coverage on PNW—the now-defunct flagship project of BC LNG—be-

tween September 2014 and August 2017. By tracing how media discourses reacted to the 

project’s rise and fall, I sought to answer one principle question of the dissertation: how 

the different storylines constructed by pro- and anti-LNG coalitions were reflected in the 

BC public sphere, as represented by different types of news media.  

As shown in the above analysis, the surveyed public and commercial media pri-

marily framed the PNW controversy primarily in a ‘jobs versus the environment’ dichotomy 

and, to a lesser extent, a series of divergent views expressed by laid-off workers, Indige-

nous peoples, and environmental activists. In their discursive sphere, voices addressing 

how the BC Liberal government’s aggressive push for LNG export posed threats to pro-

vincial economic health and democratic governance, Indigenous sovereignty, and the 

environment were generally overwhelmed by those defending LNG’s economic and envi-

ronmental benefits. For readers following LNG news only casually, Canadian mainstream 

media’s framing of LNG was likely to distort their perception of it.  
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Amongst the most alarming aspects of Canadian mainstream media’s embrace of 

progressive extractivism is the sense of inevitability they established, which undermines 

public confidence in economic alternatives to resource development. LNG was framed as 

the only viable path for struggling rural BC communities. This argument was constructed 

by emphasising provincial and federal governments’ efforts to mitigate local and climate-

related environmental impacts; by reinforcing a division between workers and resource-

dependent communities on the one hand and LNG critics on the other; by amplifying con-

servative ideologues’ attacks on environmentalism and government regulation; and, finally, 

by celebrating LNG’s regional economic development as enabling a form of economic 

reconciliation. Largely concealed, however, were the devastating climate and ecological 

impacts of large-scale LNG development as well as ongoing violation of Indigenous rights 

and title to their traditional territories. 

Mainstream media’s embrace of the progressive extractivism storyline, however, 

came with two limits: it failed to expose shale gas’s fragile economic basis and offer ac-

curate coverage on what mobilised widespread resistance within communities which 

would be affected by proposed LNG projects. It is possible that independent media could 

offer better solutions for achieving the normative goal of challenging extractivism’s domi-

nance in Canadian policymaking. Previous research (e.g. Gunster, 2011, 2017; Cross, 

Gunster, Piotrowski, & Daub, 2015) has suggested significant differences between main-

stream and alternative media, with the latter providing ‘more optimistic and engaged 

visions of climate politics than the cynical, pessimistic and largely spectatorial accounts 

dominating conventional news’ (Hackett, 2017, p. 114). The current analysis has further 

demonstrated independent media’s meaningful contributions to environmental reporting. 

Although low capitalisation constrains their access to a broader readership, they still man-

aged to outperform mainstream counterparts in providing critical analysis of the limits and 

inherent risks of LNG and its underlying progressive extractivism. Given commercial me-

dia’s inherent vulnerability to fossil fuel capital, corporate ownership, and consumerist 

culture, alternative media have the potential to offer crucial space for climate activism.  

The next chapter, which concludes this dissertation, summarizes the key findings 

and reflects on the challenges of extreme carbon and progressive extractivism. 
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Conclusion 

As I introduced this dissertation with an anecdote about how I became interested 

in the BC LNG controversy, I would like to begin the conclusion by reflecting on my own 

positionality throughout the research and writing process. A significant portion of the dis-

sertation was written at Simon Fraser University’s Burnaby campus, which sits less than 

one mile away from the tank farm of the contested Trans Mountain Pipeline expansion 

project. Reading news about protests over the pipeline and witnessing them in the neigh-

bourhood made me experience extreme carbon not so much as an object for intellectual 

inquiry but more as an integral part of daily experience, like many other Canadians. This 

dissertation presents one researcher’s interpretation of Canada’s fossil fuel dilemma, and 

subtle forms of personal biases are inevitable. This said, it is a genuine attempt to address 

the ambivalent feelings many Canadians have about extractive industries: they bring sub-

stantial economic benefits to many communities, but such benefits also result in increasing 

social and environmental costs. 

The dissertation has limitations in its analytical scope. The discursive frames un-

covered in the empirical analysis have an exclusive focus on the BC LNG controversy, 

and I have reservations about their generalisability in other socioeconomic contexts. Ac-

cordingly, follow-up studies on similar topics could adopt comparative research designs to 

validate the dissertation’s findings. The empirical analysis has mainly relied upon publicly 

available materials, and thus it would be interesting to conduct follow-up ethnographic 

studies on BC communities affected by LNG development. In view of the indispensable 

contributions of First Nations to the anti-LNG coalition and other Canadian environmental 

movements, further inquiries into Indigenous politics would also be worthwhile endeavours. 

In an age when climate change has been recognised as a global priority, negotia-

tions and struggles within the discursive sphere of engagement stand out as a prominent 

frontier of environmental politics. This dissertation recognises this trend and offers a timely 

contribution to the growing body of critical scholarship on extreme carbon. Below, I con-

clude the dissertation by returning to the key findings and their implications laid out in 

previous chapters. The following sections summarise my reflection on the theoretical and 

practical contributions of the case study on BC LNG to the Canadian political economy. 

By doing so, I hope to answer, moving forwards, what discursive and public mobilisation 
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strategies may challenge the stubborn dependency mindset in Canadian policymaking 

and accelerate the country’s transition to a sustainable economy. 

The Emerging Bloc of Progressive Extractivism 

This dissertation has aimed to analyse the stakeholder communications and media 

coverage of the BC Liberal government’s push for LNG exports. This policy controversy 

is both symptomatic of ongoing worldwide political contestations over extreme carbon and 

indexical to current communicative barriers against public outcries for radical climate 

change solutions. According to the energy humanities, the rising status of extreme carbon 

in global energy structure is indicative of the evolving relationship between capital accu-

mulation and carbon-intensive social reproduction, which has become a trending topic in 

recent environmental communication research. This scholarly trend emerges along with 

the growing public awareness that the Anthropocene—the idea that ‘human activities have 

changed from merely influencing the global environment in some ways to dominating it in 

many ways’ (Crutzen & Steffen 2003, p. 253)—improperly put more emphasis on the ex-

tension of industrialisation than the transformation of capitalism (Brevini & Murdock, 2017). 

Indeed, as revealed in critical inquiries about energy transitions (e.g. Mitchell, 2009; 

Huber, 2013), the expansion of neoliberalism across developed countries has been fun-

damental to the rapid acceleration of climate change since the 1950s. By framing humanity 

as a homogeneous unit collectively responsible for the acceleration, however, the Anthro-

pocene conceals humanity’s existing internal inequality brought by commodification, class 

oppression, and imperialism. As Moore (2015) has argued, instead of the Anthropocene, 

the ‘Capitalocene’ should be the primary concept of our focus. 

Echoing Moore’s call for scholarly attention to the Capitalocene, the first contribu-

tion of this dissertation is explicating the crucial role of communication in legitimising the 

ideological underpinnings of capitalism’s dependency on fossil fuels. A simple question 

grounded the dissertation’s investigation into the BC LNG case: why do government and 

industry stakeholders tirelessly promote the adoption of extreme carbon like shale gas in 

social reproduction instead of renewable energy sources? The exploration of this question 

highlighted the interconnections amongst fossil fuels, capitalism, and communication. I 

argued that in line with extreme carbon controversies elsewhere, the state-industry alli-

ance’s pursuit of BC LNG development is fundamentally driven by capitalism’s unceasing 
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expansion under the paradigm of petro-market civilisation. Just like how coal and oil facil-

itated the formation of new modes of production under capitalism, the coming of the 

extreme carbon era marks capitalism’s systemic efforts to sustain its energy-intensive 

forms of social reproduction. The state-industry alliance prefers different forms of extreme 

carbon over all renewable alternatives since the former poses minimal disturbance to its 

vested interests in the fossil fuel industry and the global political economy of capitalism.  

Thus, although governments and transnational energy conglomerates talk increas-

ingly about their awareness of the planetary emergency brought by climate change, their 

lack of meaningful actions indicates a business-as-usual attitude, which has manifested 

in BC as progressive extractivism—the policy scheme disguising policy inclination towards 

extractivism with seemingly progressive rhetoric. The dissertation traced the historical 

roots of progressive extractivism back to the staples bias in Canada’s political economy. I 

argued that Canada’s heavy reliance on resource extraction forms a dependency mindset 

pervading its everyday life and discourse. From this perspective, I highlighted the similar-

ities between British Columbia’s quest for LNG exports and Alberta’s reliance on the 

bitumen industry. Both provinces’ political leaders have symbolically blurred the boundary 

between public interests and the capitalist pressure to extract.  

Transnational energy conglomerates’ growing interest in shale gas also reflects 

this unconventional fossil fuel’s potential to be the dominant energy source in coming dec-

ades (Smil, 2015). Throughout the second half of the 20th century, the long-distance 

transportation of natural gas was bound to underground pipelines due to its physical char-

acteristics, which led to the formation of two separate continental markets: North American 

and Eurasian. The invention of LNG tankers and other technical improvements enabled 

profitable transoceanic LNG trade in the early 1960s, and after decades of slow develop-

ment, global LNG trade eventually surpassed the emerging stage during the first decade 

of the 21st century. It was the global LNG market’s prospect which inspired the BC Liberal 

Party to put forwards policy initiatives for LNG exports. I also reviewed British Columbia’s 

two failed LNG export attempts during the 1980s and 1990s as well as its participation in 

the frenzy over LNG imports during the 2000s. The review shed light upon the province’s 

enduring fascination towards expanding trans-Pacific trade. Accordingly, the BC LNG con-

troversy should not be interpreted as a simple copycat of public contests over fracking in 

the United States. 
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In sum, the BC LNG controversy is indicative of an emerging bloc of progressive 

extractivism built upon Canada’s historical and present hinterland status in global capital-

ism (Pineault, 2018). The complex consists of not only the transnational extractive capital 

(e.g. energy conglomerates) but also a larger domestic coalition led by centrist/centre-left 

politicians, fossil fuel advocates, and business elites. Resource-dependent workers and 

their communities form the coalition’s popular base. 

The identification of Canada’s domestic pro-LNG stakeholders complements the 

existing literature on the media coverage of and public deliberation about fracking. Frack-

ing is an emblematic problem concerning economic growth, environmental protection, and 

energy transition. This dissertation moves beyond this controversial extraction method and 

attends to its entire economic linkage. As illustrated in chapters 5 and 7, the progressive 

extractivism storyline constructed a fantasy in which shale gas, as the magic bridge fuel, 

would direct the world towards a clean future. The most alarming aspect of this storyline 

lies in its ideological enclosure, which frames extreme carbon dependency as an inevitable 

aspect of the world’s future economy.  

The remaining question is whether further disclosures of the inconvenient environ-

mental facts about shale gas could save the day. As shown in the divided public opinions 

on BC LNG, however, regardless of how accurate such disclosures may be, it is difficult 

for them to enlist wider public support beyond a certain threshold. It is thus insufficient to 

criticise extractivist narratives without acknowledging the economic sufferings of many re-

source-dependent communities. Nonetheless, the BC Liberal government’s LNG policies 

still encountered strong public backlash due to regional issues such as economic uncer-

tainty, environmentalism, and Indigenous sovereignty. The discursive dynamics which 

evoked these issues provide important lessons for the potential of counternarratives in 

leading to policy change. 

Discursive Contests and Policy Gridlock 

This dissertation’s next research contribution concerns the blurring of economic 

and environmental arguments in discursive contests over extreme carbon. The empirical 

findings in chapters 5 to 7 revealed fierce public debates between LNG proponents and 

opponents on multiple fronts. These debates demonstrate both similarities and differences 

when compared to fracking controversies in other countries. Similar to other controversies, 
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government and industry stakeholders in BC employed economic narratives to rally public 

support for LNG development. The extractivist rhetoric embedded in such narratives en-

countered widespread public concern over LNG’s potential environmental impacts. 

In terms of differences, however, several key arguments in the BC LNG case de-

fied the ‘jobs versus the environment’ dichotomy found in other environmental disputes. 

Whilst many proponents (especially government stakeholders) devoted concerted efforts 

to framing shale gas as a clean bridge fuel distinct from dirty coal and crude oil, their 

counterparts drew on market data from mainstream energy analysts to explicate the fragile 

economic basis of trans-Pacific LNG trade. To transform traditional environmentally fo-

cussed communications, these opponents also expanded the scope of their resistance by 

addressing political issues such as political corruption, local governance, and Indigenous 

sovereignty. Overall, the differences overrode the similarities, making BC LNG an unique 

and meaningful case for understanding various economic, social, political, and ideological 

forces underlying the intensifying development of extreme carbon. 

The dissertation’s application of the ADA framework to analysing public discourses 

concerning BC LNG illustrates an innovative approach to study the divergence of mean-

ings and the dynamics of conflicting arguments during policy controversies (Dodge & Lee, 

2017; Metze, 2017). The integration of interpretative policy analysis and media effects 

research into ADA has brought three interesting findings concerning discourse, ideology, 

and power.  

First, stakeholder communications could lead to shifting and competing policy in-

terpretations even within the same coalition. The detailed account of the pro-LNG coalition 

in chapter 5 found conflicting interests and beliefs between government and industry 

stakeholders. Although both sides agreed upon the rhetorical strategy which frames LNG 

development as the most ideal solution to much-needed employment growth in rural BC, 

they were divided on what should be set as the LNG agenda’s priorities. Between late 

2011 and mid-2014, the BC Liberal government took the lead and constructed a balanced 

approach to LNG’s economic benefits and environmental risks, which enlisted industry 

stakeholders’ positive yet cautious responses.  

As Asian natural gas prices began to decline sharply after mid 2014, however, the 

challenge of profitability emerged and gradually opened a division between government 
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and industry stakeholders, with the latter becoming increasingly dissatisfied with what they 

deemed as insufficient policy incentives. In subsequent years, the division’s escalation 

was so pronounced that neither the grassroots support mobilised by the ‘LNG or bust’ 

frame nor the moral appeal of ‘bridge fuel’ was able to sustain the pro-LNG storyline’s 

rhetorical strength. The study of inter-stakeholder discursive dynamics thus reveals how 

agonistic interactions generate uncertainty and doubt and what influence they exert on 

policy change (Metze, 2017). 

Second, the anti-LNG storyline demonstrates how politics and knowledge produc-

tion are intertwined in environmental controversies. Although the anti-LNG movement was 

initiated by environmental arguments, the adverse impacts of fracking, pipelines, and liq-

uefaction plants, the most novel aspect of its storyline is the incorporation of mainstream 

market analyses, which highlights the growing internal contradictions of petro-market civ-

ilisation. To date, these contradictions have received limited scholarly attention, and their 

presence also manifests the idea that discursive (re)production could be both conservative 

and transformative (Fairclough, 2016). In the current case, economic claims produced by 

energy market analysts and the opponents’ effective communications of them collectively 

stalled the LNG agenda. Such departure from the conventional ‘jobs versus the environ-

ment’ dichotomy, as pointed out in previous chapters, invites a re-conceptualisation of 

economic knowledge’s potential contribution to progressive politics in the era of extreme 

carbon. Meanwhile, the opponents’ discussions about democratic governance and Indig-

enous sovereignty were equally remarkable given their effective mobilisation of concerned 

citizens via the decolonisation and environmental justice frames. These discussions pro-

duced new political knowledge about LNG.  

Third, the comparative analysis of how different media interacted with the pro- and 

anti-LNG storylines demonstrates that news reporting actively mediates the consensus, 

negotiation, gridlock, and polarisation between stakeholders. The survey of sample media 

indicated that the news coverage of PNW pointed to three key issues over which inter-

storyline contests took shape: (1) the economic and political uncertainties surrounding the 

project, (2) the public responses to it, and (3) the management of its associated environ-

mental impacts. The discursive boundaries set by these issues provoked interpretative 

conflicts, which contributed to the policy gridlock between late 2014 and mid-2017. A dis-

course coalition may break out of the gridlock by resolving existing patterns of polarisation 

in public discourse (Dodge & Lee, 2017). During the BC LNG controversy, however, the 
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pro-LNG coalition failed to do so even with the help of public and commercial media’s pro-

business agenda. In my opinion, the primary factor leading to this outcome was independ-

ent media’s contribution to coalition-building amongst LNG opponents. Compared with 

public and commercial media, the surveyed independent media provided better in-depth 

analyses revealing the inherent economic risks of LNG exports and the limits of underlying 

progressive extractivism. Such critical analyses helped to maintain the anti-LNG coalition’s 

morale over time. As noted by Hackett (2017), independent media made meaningful con-

tributions to climate crisis journalism with the provision of counter hegemonic content, 

public engagement, and political mobilisation. This dissertation’s findings on independent 

media’s unique role within the anti-LNG coalition echo this proposition. 

Parting Thoughts: Challenging Extreme Carbon at the Preci-
pice of a Planetary Emergency 

Although this dissertation has addressed LNG discourses only in BC, its findings 

offer valuable references for studying the rise of fracking controversies in many countries. 

The production of unconventional fossil fuels via fracking has gathered strong momentum 

across Europe and North America since the early 2000s. The fossil fuel industry and its 

proponents often branded unconventional fossil fuels as ideal solutions which simultane-

ously satisfy global energy demands and facilitate the world’s transition towards a low-

carbon economy. Such promotional narratives have triggered growing scholarly and public 

concern. In a recent review of research on related media coverage, Matthews and Hansen 

(2018) have found that developing politicisation and confrontation inform the news writing 

about this controversial extraction technique. Often found in the mainstream media is a 

binary construction of hydraulic fracturing, framing it as leading to either economic benefits 

or environmental risks. Matthews and Hansen (2018) have concluded their review by sug-

gesting that future research must ‘study the activities of various stakeholders that will drive 

forward any future coverage […] and widen the focus of its analysis from studying simple 

“crisis” moments or high-profile events’ (p. 8). 

In response to both calls, this dissertation complements the existing energy com-

munication scholarship by offering a longitudinal study tracing the rise and fall of the hype 

over LNG exports in BC. It expands previous analytical frameworks by analysing both 

stakeholder communications and media reports. Its findings shed light on the complex 
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discursive dynamics surrounding the nascent LNG sector in Canada, a country with a dual 

role in global extractive chains. 

This dissertation’s findings also carry practical significance. The heavy blow dealt 

by PNW’s cancellation did not terminate the BC LNG agenda. After forming a minority 

government in mid-2017, the BC NDP inherited the LNG portfolio and continued to nego-

tiate with foreign investors on remaining LNG proposals. A milestone was achieved on 1 

October 2018, when the $40 billion LNG Canada project was approved by its investors. 

This became possible only after the BC NDP government made major concessions, in-

cluding discounted electricity prices, exemptions from increases in the BC carbon tax, a 

corporate income tax break, and a deferral of provincial sales tax on construction (BC 

Office of the Premier, 22 March 2018).  

As Marc Lee (2019) has commented, ‘the new BC government has offered a much 

sweeter deal to the LNG industry than what the previous government was willing to extend’ 

(p. 2). At the time of writing (December 2019), both LNG Canada and the previously ap-

proved Woodfibre LNG are under development, and political opposition to them remains 

strong. Particularly the BC Green Party, which holds the balance of power in the minority 

government, has uttered multiple threats to trigger an early election unless the BC NDP 

withdraws its support for the LNG sector. Meanwhile, the federal NDP’s leader, Jagmeet 

Singh, has been repeatedly challenged for his ‘ambivalent’ stance on energy projects: he 

opposes the Trans Mountain Pipeline expansion but supports the BC NDP’s decision on 

LNG Canada. As seen from these examples, the BC LNG controversy is far from over, 

and its related contests will continue to exert significant influence on Canadian energy 

politics.  

Given the urgent task of altering extractive capital’s dominance in Canada’s politi-

cal economy, it is worth considering progressive extractivism’s broader implications for an 

ongoing paradigm shift in Canadian energy policymaking. Back in 2015, when I started to 

study the BC LNG controversy, a popular view shared amongst concerned citizens was 

that Stephen Harper and his federal Conservative government ought to be blamed for the 

retreat of environmental regulation. Gutstein (2014) even coined the term ‘Harperism’, re-

ferring to Harper’s neoliberal agenda as an evolved copy of what Ronald Reagan and 

Margret Thatcher accomplished during the 1980s. 
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The political backlash against Harperism eventually brought a landslide victory for 

Justin Trudeau and the federal Liberal Party in the 2015 Canadian federal election. The 

change in federal leadership, however, has only brought mixed outcomes for Canada’s 

environmentalism since then. Although the Trudeau cabinet has reversed its predeces-

sor’s blunt hostility towards environmental protection and climate change, it has also 

demonstrated unwillingness to shift the Canadian economy away from extreme carbon. 

As evident in the regulatory review process of PNW, the governments of both Christy Clark 

and Justin Trudeau worked hand in hand to defend the project’s economic necessity and 

downplay its significant environmental costs. 

The provincial and federal policy views on PNW reveal the increasing ambivalence 

created by progressive extractivism, in which policymakers attempt to legitimise carbon-

intensive projects by appropriating progressive talking points. By elucidating the discursive 

tactics employed by LNG proponents, this dissertation enriches the understanding of the 

state-industry alliance’s answer to changing public attitudes towards economic growth and 

environmental protection. I predict that the potency of progressive extractivism will further 

blur the discursive boundary set by the traditional ‘jobs versus the environment’ dichotomy. 

From the perspective of democratic deliberation, progressive extractivism invites 

consideration of the abuse of discursive power, which, according to van Dijk (2006), re-

sults in ‘a form of illegitimate influence by means of discourse in which manipulators make 

others believe or do things that are in the interest of the manipulator, and against the best 

interests of the manipulated’ (p. 360). Discursive manipulation turns recipients into passive 

victims instead of active discussion participants. As such, the rhetoric of progressive ex-

tractivism is highly problematic since it enables extreme carbon proponents to promote 

their ideological standpoints via seemingly unproblematic narratives, which maintains ex-

isting unsustainable social and economic structures. The rhetoric’s ideological enclosure 

on alternatives to extreme carbon fundamentally weakens the democratic deliberation pro-

cess. In Canada, the notable trend of media concentration nowadays has further reduced 

the number of discursive places where meaningful public conversations can occur. 

That said, there are still hopes. Progressive extractivism has received criticism 

from conservative politicians and citizens due to its notable increase in regulatory cost. As 

shown in the recent change of governance in Alberta, progressive extractivism has en-

countered a serious crisis: a state may give up it and return to more naked forms of 
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conservative policymaking. This retreat is undoubtedly harmful, but its overt inaction on 

the climate crisis could be utilised as an opportunity for environmental public engagement 

and mobilisation. 

In addition, progressive extractivism has only been able to enlist limited Indigenous 

support. During the BC LNG controversy, the determination of some First Nations to reject 

the infringement on Indigenous rights exerted considerable political pressure on the state-

industry alliance and stalled PNW long enough, until its eventual cancellation. Similarly, 

concerns over Indigenous sovereignty also proved crucial in other successful public strug-

gles against bitumen pipeline expansion in Canada. What becomes clear from these 

inspiring cases is that many First Nations believe that self-determination and the integrity 

of their traditional territories, being inseparable components of their Indigenous identity, 

should never be put on negotiating tables in exchange for economic interests. This belief 

is also gaining popular support amongst settlers, thanks to gradually improving public con-

versations over reconciliation and decolonisation: more and more ordinary citizens are 

doubtful about politicians’ lip service to reconciliation and sustainability and contradictory 

policymaking practices. 

In view of the above factors, the formation of an Indigenous-environmental-pro-

gressive coalition, which prioritises the disclosure of extractivism’s inherent linkage with 

settler colonialism, may become a better alternative to environmental campaigns and offer 

much-needed broad public mobilisation to challenge the neoliberal extractivist order. The 

civil disobedience organised around Site C set a remarkable example for this approach.  

Admittedly, such a coalition could be vulnerable to internal divisions amongst First 

Nations, which in part results from the state-industry alliance’s divide-and-rule tactics as 

well as the political tension between elected band chiefs and hereditary chiefs under two 

contrasting modes of governance. Such socio-political issues within First Nations are be-

yond the scope of this dissertation, but one thing is evident: it will be worthwhile for 

environmentalists to build a stronger alliance with Indigenous activists and to encourage 

frank conversations about colonialism’s enduring impacts in Canada. 

Lastly, critiques targeting BC LNG’s embedded economic risks, as highlighted in 

research done by CCPA and numerous comments in Common Sense Canadian and the 

Tyee, were some of the most successful counterarguments by LNG opponents. These 
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economic critiques involved people’s lived experiences and desire for employment. Alt-

hough the mainstream media offered similar reports on the lack of competitiveness in BC 

LNG proposals, they never problematized resource extraction’s dominance in Canada’s 

economic policymaking. Thus, it is likely that any attempt to further the public resistance 

to extractivism will require taking the economy much more seriously. The bridging of eco-

nomic and ecological risks could serve as a powerful rebuttal to progressive extractivism. 

However, the opposing voices on LNG’s fragile economic basis have been largely sub-

merged by mainstream media’s massive business updates. They are also short of 

convincing proposals to address British Columbia’s notable urban-rural divide. Without 

question, there was much potential to be mined from LNG’s vulnerability to international 

market changes, but how to deliver green economy messages beyond the progressive 

circle remains an acute challenge for environmental communicators.  
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