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LETTER FROM
THE EDITOR

At the end of 2016, we simply weren’t finished with the year.
The staff at Oklahoma Watch was still focused on digging for more facts or
reaching out to more followers and supporters as part of major initiatives and
projects launched in our sixth year of operation. It was typical of the way we
work – always pushing for the best story or results, never breaking stride.
But the year is worth pausing to celebrate. It showcased the impact of our
reporting, growth in fundraising and audience, and a heightened profile in
multimedia and public-service endeavors.
Our journalism ranged widely, drilled deep, and in some cases led immediately
to reforms in state laws or practices. Our monthly web traffic doubled. Our
funding increased and sources of revenue diversified. We secured our first
sponsorships for public forums and a video series and launched our News &
Brews gatherings. Dozens of news outlets across the state re-published our
content.
Oklahoma Watch journalists were honored with 10 statewide awards and four
regional awards for outstanding coverage of issues that included education,
mental health, criminal justice, tax breaks and impoverished neighborhoods.
In 2016 we also stopped to articulate our vision, the ideal that frames our work:
“A well-informed Oklahoma, acting wisely for the public good.”
Our mission remains, as always, to produce investigative journalism that reveals
how problems and policies affect Oklahomans and their quality of life, and to
hold public leaders accountable, while remaining nonpartisan. We seek to give
voice to those who have no voice.
Without compassionate and discerning readers like you, fulfilling this mission
would not be possible.
Thanks for your support.

DAVID FRITZE
Executive Editor

HIGHLIGHTS
OF THE YEAR
IMPACT

Oklahoma Watch is nonpartisan and strives to be fair and
balanced while also undertaking investigations that can reshape
public debate and lead to changes. Here are some exclusives
from 2016 that had direct impact:
• Amid public outcry over Oklahoma Watch’s story, Gov. Mary
Fallin directed the Oklahoma Department of Public Safety to
delay use of portable card readers capable of seizing funds
from prepaid debit cards.
• Our story on large tax rebates for unprofitable wells helped
prompt the state to cap the refund. The story was part of an
influential series on business incentives.
• An exclusive revealed an overlooked Appeals Court ruling that
found the state’s sodomy law doesn’t apply when the victim is
unconscious. An uproar caused the legislature to quickly revise
the law.
• After our investigation found that each virtual charter school
counts attendance differently, legislation was introduced
to revise attendance rules for online schools and appeared
headed for passage.
• Facts unearthed in our 2014 investigative report on “dark
money” were central elements in criminal charges filed in 2016
against the state schools superintendent. We were highlighted
in the criminal affidavit.

HONORS

Our reporters won 10 awards, including six first-place honors,
in the 2016 Oklahoma Society of Professional Journalists
competition. Oklahoma Watch and the University of Oklahoma’s
Gaylord College of Journalism and Mass Communication won first
place in the Great Plains Journalism Awards for a mobile video
project focused on low-income neighborhoods in Oklahoma City.
Three other series were recognized as finalists in the news writing
competition.

SERVING OKLAHOMA NEWSROOMS

Oklahoma Watch content continues to fill the gap in investigative
reporting across the state. Our news stories are distributed to
more than 100 Oklahoma publications and news sites. A dozen
Oklahoma Watch Reports aired on NPR-affiliate stations around
the Sooner State. Oklahoma Watch staff also appeared on
commercial television and radio news programs throughout the
year to talk about a number of investigations and series.

STRENGTHENING OUR TEAM

Oklahoma Watch continued efforts to develop a sustainable
business model in the ever-changing landscape of journalism.
With the addition of Dena Drabek as Chief Operating Officer,
Oklahoma Watch launched new outreach and fundraising
strategies in 2016.

FUNDRAISING

Oklahoma Watch expanded its fundraising efforts beyond
foundation funding for the first time in 2016. Individual donors,
whom we refer to as Sustainers, answered our call for financial
support. Nearly 100 Sustainers joined our cause by making a
charitable contribution to Oklahoma Watch in 2016. We also
added new corporate sponsors Blue Cross and Blue Shield of
Oklahoma and the Chickasaw Nation.

TRAINING FUTURE JOURNALISTS

Housed in the Gaylord College of Journalism at the University
of Oklahoma, Oklahoma Watch is an opportunity for students
to gain firsthand experience working in a newsroom. In 2016,
four interns worked for Oklahoma Watch, providing support in
reporting, videography, photography and public relations.

VOTER ENGAGEMENT

Oklahoma has one of the lowest voter turnout rates in the nation.
During the months leading up to the November 2016 election
and in the weeks following, Oklahoma Watch produced in-depth
stories, Q&As, analysis and data visualizations – and held four
special public forums – to help Oklahomans make sense of the
issues and races on the ballot. We partnered with other news
media and nonprofits to produce a Voter Guide made available in
print and online.

INVESTIGATIONS
& SERIES
STOP & SEIZE

In 2016, reporters covered the issue of civil asset forfeiture, law
enforcement’s practice of seizing funds and property, as it came
under fire from both liberal and conservative groups, who say
the process is ripe for corruption, that innocent people have
lost assets, and that it violates constitutional protections.

UNSETTLED COUNTRY

An Oklahoma Watch analysis of state data found that outside of
Oklahoma City and Tulsa and their suburbs, a disproportionate
number of residents betray key signs of untreated mentalhealth problems and substance abuse. In rural Oklahoma,
the tug of war between drug addiction and the wait time
for treatment can be a one-sided competition: The power of
addiction often wins. Unsettled Country was launched in 2016
as an ongoing series on the state of mental health and access
to treatment in rural Oklahoma. The series is made possible by
a grant from the Anne and Henry Zarrow Foundation.

VIDEO SERIES: CONVERSATIONS

Oklahoma Watch launched a new video series sponsored by the
Chickasaw Nation featuring Oklahomans talking about subjects
that relate to larger issues in the state – and often to their
own lives. Interviews included football coach Barry Switzer on
personal trauma, chef Rick Bayless on obesity, former State
Senate Pro Tem Cal Hobson on addiction and recovery and
Major General Rita Aragon on accepting veterans. The project
was also awarded a sustainability-strategies grant by the
Institute for Nonprofit News.

BUSINESS BREAKS

Reporters wrote multiple stories on business incentives and tax
breaks that provided a closer look at who is really benefiting
from the programs as the state faced a $1.2 billion budget
shortfall in 2016.

OKLAHOMA WATCH-OUT PUBLIC FORUMS

Oklahoma Watch hosted nine Watch-Out forums in 2016.
These hour-long, in-depth discussions with prominent elected
officials and newsmakers were moderated by Oklahoma Watch
Executive Editor David Fritze. The forums focused a variety
of salient issues, including corrections, state questions on the
ballot, mass transit, storm protection and the state budget
crisis.

OKLAHOMA WATCH ON RADIO

The Oklahoma Watch Report is a radio news segment that
aired weekdays on public radio stations around the state
including KOSU, KGOU, KWGS and KALU. The four-minute
reports by Brad Gibson expand on Oklahoma Watch’s in-depth,
investigative news content, adding new voices and perspective
on critical topics, from education to health care.

THE DATA CENTER

Annual informational updates were made to our Oklahoma
Watch Data Center, which includes state payrolls, crime trackers
and other data uncovered through our in-depth research
and reporting. This section of the Oklahoma Watch website
generated high traffic from followers taking a deeper dive into
one or more of our 18 data sets on various topics.

FINANCIALS

Notes: More than 100 total donors. All figures preliminary.

Business Sponsorships,
Donations
$36,743

Individual Contributions
$12,648

REVENUES
TOTAL
$645,186

Public Charity Contributions
$595,795

Staff Travel,
Meetings
$20,792

EXPENSES
TOTAL
$677,276

Payroll
$472,542

Contract Services
$131,769

Facilities,
Equipment
$11,808

Operations
$40,365
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