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INVOLVED environmental & cultural eventsGET See more at appvoices.org/calendar

Appalachian Voices Webinar Series
Join experts, impacted residents and Appalachian 
Voices staff for an engaging conversation on is-
sues featured in our newspaper. “Assessing the 
Evolving Impact of Coal Ash” will take place in late 
April. Free. Learn more and register at appvoices.
org/webinars or call Kimber at (828) 262-1500

Wild and Scenic Film Festival Tour 
April 11, Charlottesville, Va. | April 18, 
Weyers Cave, Va.: Film screenings about 
wildlands and the people who defend them. 
$10-20. Visit: wildvirginia.org

Appalachian Trail Documentary 
April 16: Screening of The Appalachian Trail: 
An American Legacy. $5/adults, $12/families of 
three or more. Tanasi Gallery, Unicoi, Tenn. Visit 
tanasiarts.org or call (423) 735-0217

Wildflower Weekend
April 17-19: A celebration of the nearly 100 spe-
cies of wildflowers that bloom on the property 
in mid-April. Begins with dinner on Friday; ends 
with lunch on Sunday. $45-170 | $35-55/Sat-
urday only. Pine Mountain Settlement School, 
Pine Mountain, Ky. Visit pinemountainsettle-
mentschool.com or call (606) 558-3571

Tuckfest
April 17-19: A festival celebrating the outdoor 
lifestyle with competitions, exhibitions, demos 
and live music. Visit the Appalachian Voices 
table. Free for spectators. U.S. National White-
water Center, Charlotte, N.C. Visit tuckfest.org 
or call (704) 391-3900

Wildcraft Weekend
April 23-26: Workshops with native ed-
ible and herbal plants led by local botanist 
John Craft. $135 covers tuition, materials 
and meals. Hindman Settlement School, 
Hindman, Ky. Visit kftc.org/events/wildcraft-
weekend or call (606) 785-5475

WV Community Development Network  
April 30: Day-long gathering of people, 
organizations, agencies and businesses 
who are working to revitalize West Virginia’s 
communities. Free. West Virginia Community 
Development Hub, Clarksburg, W. Va. Visit 
wvhub.org or call (681) 404-6053 

Cumberland River Paddlefest     
May 2: Activities for new and experienced pad-
dlers. Free. Old Hickory Lake, Hendersonville, 
Tenn. Visit: paddleadventuresunlimited.com

Classic Hikes of the Smokies
May 12: A moderately difficult 9.4-mile round 
trip hike on Lake Shore Trail. $10/members of 
Friends of the Smokies, $35/non-members. 
Bryson City, N.C. Email AnnaLee@friendsoft-
hesmokies.org or call (828) 452-0720  

Spring Wildflower Symposium 
May 15-17: A weekend of spring-related 
workshops and lectures by well-known bota-
nists, authors and artists. $105. The Nature 
Foundation at Wintergreen, Roseland, Va. 
Visit twnf.org or call (434) 325-8169

Trail Days
May 15-17: A celebration of hiking culture 
featuring vendors, a gear auction, hiker parade 
and live music. Visit the Appalachian Voices 
table. Campground will open May 14: $5 entry 
fee, $20 per vehicle. Damascus, Va. Visit trail-
days.us or call (276) 475-3831

Sustainability Fair
May 16: Speakers, workshops and dem-
onstrations related to sustainability. Artisan 
booths and live music. $20-50. Heritage 
Station, Huntington, W. Va. Visit sustainable-
livingforwv.org or call (304) 617-8402

Highlander Center Wacky 
Workshop Work Week
May 26-30: Workshops on organizing, social 
change and movement-building combined 
with direct service. Sliding scale of $350-$650. 
Partial scholarships available. Contact Susan 
Williams at (865) 360-7042 or susan@highland-
ercenter.org. New Market, Tenn. 

A Meeting at Annadale Farm
May 16: Workshops on creating positive 
community change. Speeches by Piedmont 
Environmental Council President Chris Miller 
and former FEC Commissioner Trevor Potter. 
$25/PEC members, $35/non-members. An-
nadale Farm, Gordonsville, Va. Visit pecva.
org/events or call 540-347-2334

Mountain Justice Summer
May 30-June 7: Nine days of workshops and 
discussions on mountaintop removal coal 
mining and other environmental issues in West 
Virginia. In between workshops, celebrate 
Appalachian culture and enjoy hikes and 
other activities near the Kanawha State Forest. 
Free, donation of $20-160 highly encouraged. 
Charleston, W. Va. Visit: mountainjustice.org 

The crimes of the fossil fuel industry come with costs that can’t always be measured in dollars 
and cents. But that doesn’t mean wrongdoers shouldn’t be forced to pay the price.

Major polluters in our region are seeing the consequences of their crimes catch up to them. 
In February, Duke Energy announced a $102 million plea agreement with federal prosecutors 
to resolve charges stemming from its coal ash pollution in North Carolina. The fines cannot be 
passed on to customers, meaning Duke and its shareholders will take the hit.

But, it’s the communities surrounding Duke’s leaking coal ash sites that have been paying 
for years, in undrinkable water, air pollution and illness — problems that state regulators failed 
to address. 

In eastern Kentucky, citizens groups have squared off against the coal industry and the En-
ergy and Environment Cabinet. There, too, regulators for years ignored corporate misconduct 
— hundreds of falsified reports that covered up pollution from mountaintop removal mines. 
Appalachian Voices and our partners sued, and companies are now facing fines, but the toll on 
residents remains unknown.    

In this issue, we examine the growing threat from the natural gas industry to Appalachian 
communities. As residents in West Virginia, Pennsylvania and Ohio contend with land-use disputes 
and poisoned land, citizens in North Carolina face a government overeager to bring fracking to 
the state — whatever the cost. And corporate interests are planning three massive natural gas 
pipelines through the region, rebuffing public concerns about the risks. 

Time and again, we’ve seen industry cut corners, or worse, paying little attention to the 
impact on people, while regulators fail to do their job and enforce the law. 
Ultimately, citizens are forced to pay with the priceless commodities of their 
health and wellbeing. 

It’s the citizens who often play the role of watchdog, exposing harms, 
compelling reform, and seeking justice in the courts if need be. We are proud 
to stand with them.  

For the mountains,

Environmental News From Around the Region

By Kimber Ray

Residents and community leaders 
came together in Dungannon, Va., this 
February for the official launch of a new 
regional project, Hometowns of the Clinch. 

Participating communities, which 
currently include Dungannon, Tazewell, 
Richlands, Honaker, Cleveland, Cedar Bluff 
and St. Paul, will encourage economic 
development along the Clinch River — one 
of the most biodiverse river ecosystems in 
the United States. 

Their connection to this unique re-
source has communities excited about 
the potential to promote their region as a 
global destination for outdoor recreation 

tourism. By sharing a unified marketing 
message with branding such as bro-
chures, signage, t-shirts and patches, 
participating communities expand their 
ability to attract publicity. 

The Clinch River Valley Initiative, a 
collaborative group of local stakeholders 
formed in 2010, organized Hometowns 
of the Clinch as part of ongoing efforts to 
revitalize the historically coal-dependent 
region. To participate in the project, com-
munities must be actively engaged in the 
initiative and develop resources to support 
local tourism and entrepreneurship.

The initiative has already seen a 
number of successes. Several river outfit-

ter and rental companies have opened to 
take advantage of the growing number 
of river access points, new trails and 
recreation guides have been developed 
and, with the accompanying growth in 
tourism, one town recently opened its first 
hotel in years.

This March, Hometowns of the Clinch 
Entrepreneurship Week celebrated the 
continued success of the region’s small 
businesses. Several towns hosted free 
workshops and discussions led by experts 
in business development and marketing, 
and there was also a river clean-up, jam 
sessions and a square dance. 

Learn more at clinchriverva.com

Bustling Streets, Thriving Business: A Shared Vision in Southwest Virginia

By Lorelei Goff

A report released in February by the Ap-
palachian Regional Commission, Appalachia 
Then and Now: Examining Changes to the 
Appalachian Region Since 1965, examines 
the impact of improved infrastructure, educa-
tion and job opportunities across the region. 

According to the report, Appalachia’s 
poverty rate dropped from 31 percent to 
16.6 percent over the last five decades. 
The region also made significant economic 
gains while becoming less dependent 
on employment in resource-extraction 
industries, such as coal, and increasing 
employment in service-related sectors.

Since 1965, the federal economic 
development agency funded nearly 25,000 
investments in professional and technical 
services, manufacturing, trade and construc-
tion industries, resulting in nearly 312,000 
added jobs and $10 billion in added earnings 
in the region, the report found. Funding also 
included $9 billion in matching funds from 
other federal, state and local sources.

In education, high school graduation 
rates are now nearly equal to the nation as 
a whole. However, the area continues to 
lag behind in university graduation rates 
and apprenticeships.

Other improvements include infant 

mortality rates, availability of potable water 
and the development of nearly 3,000 miles 
of highways in the region.

Challenges remain, including the avail-
ability and affordability of high-speed internet, 
and a steady out-migration of young adults 
seeking employment and opportunities.

“The challenge going forward is to use 
the Region’s assets: a history of hard work, 
innovative solutions to complex problems, 
and strong families and communities to 
leverage today’s emerging economic op-
portunities into a diverse and vibrant eco-
nomic future,” said ARC Federal Co-Chair 
Earl F. Gohl in a press release.

Regional Report Details Victories, Challenges Over Poverty

By Kimber Ray

After the U.S. Forest Service encoun-
tered heated public outcry in response to 
the release of a draft management plan for 
the Pisgah-Nantahala National Forests this 
past October, the agency revised its goal of 
creating a final plan from 2016 to early 2017. 

In accordance with a 2012 federal 
policy, Forest Service officials have sought 
considerable public input on the 15-year plan 
to guide future management in these North 
Carolina forests. This effort backlashed when 
the agency’s preliminary estimate on where 
logging could occur was misconstrued by 
several conservation groups as an indication 
of how much logging would occur. 

Similar skepticism has afflicted the 
designation of potential wilderness areas, 
where six county commissions have passed 
anti-wilderness resolutions — some aim to 
protect logging areas, while others relate 
to certain forms of outdoor recreation such 
as mountain biking and four-wheelers. Yet 
the Forest Service has not proposed new 
wilderness areas in any of these counties, 
a designation of which would require an 
official act of Congress. 

The Forest Service has reached out to 
three conservation and recreation groups 
to help foster improved dialogue. Public 
meetings to discuss the plan are tentatively 
scheduled for late April and May. 

Learn more at 1.usa.gov/11qVQ9I

NC Forest Plan Delayed 
Amid Public Confusion 

About the Cover

Corrections

A gas drilling rig sits beside a farm in 
Canton, Pa. Read about natural gas in 
Appalachia beginning on page 10. 

Several images in this issue are the com-
bined efforts of Terry Wild, Richard Karp, 
and Camille Orelli Seeling, courtesy of 
Terry Wild Stock Photography. View more 
at terrywildstock.com 

“I greatly fear the continued scarring and 
exploration of our planet,” Wild says. “We 
are already paying a dear price. Photogra-
phy of gas industry activities is usually met 
with great skepticism and denial.”

The following errors occurred in “Museum Celebrates Birthplace of Country Music” in 
the Feb-March 2015 issue. Thomas Richardson is completing a doctorate in folklore, 
but does not currently hold a doctorate. Jessica Turner is the director and head curator 
of the museum, and not the executive director. A quote attributed to Turner inaccurately 
claimed the Bristol Sessions as the first recordings of country music, which they are 
not. The article also incorrectly stated that the museum displays a guitar owned by 
Maybelle Carter, which it does not. The museum is 3 blocks from the Taylor-Christian 
Hat Company, not one block. In “The Pinnacles of Berea,” in the same issue, the 
article incorrectly states that the Berea College Forest is Kentucky’s largest privately 
managed forest. We regret the errors.
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For details, registration & more workshops: 
energy.appstate.edu                                   millerjm1@appstate.edu, 828-262-8913

April 25 Best Practice Code-Compliant PV System  
 Design
May 8 Green Guidelines & Certifi cations for Homes
May 11-15 Introduction to Photovoltaic System Design  
 & Construction (with NABCEP Exam)
May 29 NC 2012 Residential Energy Code Training
June 6-7 Photovoltaic System Fundamentals

2015WORKSHOP SERIES

W W W . L E I G H A N N H E N I O N . C O M

By Eliza Laubach

Scientists gained new insight into how 
effectively forests capture carbon dioxide 
and mitigate climate change. Adolescent 
forests absorb more carbon than young or 
old forests, the study, published in Scientific 
Reports, found. National Forest Service re-
searchers observed southeastern forests in 
11 states, many in Appalachia, and found 
that disturbance and land-use changes are 
important considerations when assessing the 
region’s carbon absorption potential. 

Carbon dioxide emissions greatly impact 
climate change, and forests absorb the gas 
through photosynthesis. The Southeast con-
tains more forested land than 96 percent of the 
countries who reported to the United Nations, 

and southeastern forests produce around 15 
percent of the world’s wood products.

Changing weather patterns may bring 
more tornadoes to the Southeast, according 
to a study published in Climatic Change. Sci-
entists at the College of DuPage compared 
climate modeling data from 1980-1990 to 
predictions for 2080-2090 and forecasted 
more severe spring thunderstorms that breed 
tornadoes across the Southeast, especially 
in Tennessee and Kentucky.

The Federal Emergency Management 
Agency, which helps residents affected by 
the most severe weather, announced that 
states without a hazard mitigation plan that 
addresses climate change will lose funding 
starting in 2016. 

New Studies Look at Southeast, Climate Change

By Dac Collins

In its first Tennessee River Tour this 
spring, Living Lands & Water will travel the 
length of the river in a colossal vessel made 
of four garbage barges and a floating class-
room. The nonprofit organization based in Illi-
nois will stop at six cities along the way to host 
educational workshops and river cleanups.

Since 1998, Living Lands & Water has 
hosted hundreds of cleanups in waterways 
across the country. With the help of volunteers, 

the organization has removed more than 8 mil-
lion pounds of debris from U.S. rivers. 

The Tennessee Valley Authority is con-
tributing $150,000 to fund the tour, which will 
stop in Knoxville, Tenn. from April 8-15; in 
Chattanooga, Tenn. from April 20-26; in Deca-
tur, Ala. from April 30-May 6; in Muscle Shoals, 
Ala. from May 9-12; in Paris, Tenn. from May 
17-19; in Paducah, Ky. from May 28-June 4. 

For more information, visit: livingland-
sandwaters.org/tennessee-river-tour.

Nationwide Cleanup Program Comes to Tennessee River

By Dac Collins

In its first annual report to Congress 
on invasive Asian carp, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service said in February that the 
aggressive fish are spawning in the Ohio 
River at Louisville, and have been detected 
as far upriver as Huntington, W.Va. 

Asian carp disrupt the ecological bal-
ance of lakes and rivers by outcompeting 
native fish species for food and habitat. 
They have spread throughout the Mississippi 

River watershed into over twenty states since 
they were first introduced in the 1970’s.

Ron Brooks of the Kentucky Depart-
ment of Fish and Wildlife Resources told 
The Courier-Journal that the spread of the 
voracious species is “definitely one of the 
most important problems we are going to 
have to deal with for a while.”

Kentucky is stepping up its commer-
cial fishing efforts and currently removing 
approximately 40 tons of Asian carp every 
week from the Ohio River. 

By Dac Collins

Many smartphone applications tend 
to isolate users, since staring at a screen 
automatically distracts them from their 
natural surroundings. However, there are 
some apps that may actually help to bring 
users closer to nature. 

Visitors to state parks in Kentucky, 
North Carolina, Tennessee and Virginia may 
find Pocket Ranger a handy reference tool. 
The smartphone app features interpretive in-
formation for each park, as well as advanced 
GPS capabilities that allow users without 
mobile reception to access stored maps 
of trails, campgrounds and park facilities.

Invasive Plants in Southern Forests 
is a field guide for invasive plant species. 
Hikers can use this application to identify 
and learn about the 56 non-native plant 
species currently found in forests through-
out 13 southern states.

Pollution is an app that sources from 
public databases to reveal information on 
air, water, ground and electromagnetic 
pollution in a given area, including the 

amount, source and type of pollutants. 
There are also a number of online 

tools that promote conservation and 
outdoor recreation. Birders in Tennessee 
will appreciate the user-friendly website 
Tennessee Birding Trails (tnbirdingtrail.
org), developed by the Tennessee Wildlife 
Resources Agency. Four different search 
options — region, species, group and sea-
son — allow birders to find a good area to 
spot bald eagles in East Tennessee, or to 
pinpoint the best places to see migrating 
sandhill cranes. 

How’s My Waterway (watersgeo.epa.
gov/mywaterway) is a U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency web tool that helps us-
ers learn about the condition of their local 
streams. The “Use My Location” feature 
lists nearby streams and shows if and 
when the water quality was assessed. Us-
ers can also access the technical reports 
that detail why a certain waterway is listed 
as impaired or polluted. 

For a comprehensive list of environ-
mental smartphone and internet applica-
tions, visit: epa.gov/mygreenapps.

Nature: There’s an App for That

Kentucky Seeks to Keep Asian Carp In Check

900 Miles of previously uncharted streams 
discovered in a recent stream-mapping project 
of the Great Smoky Mountains.

$612,338.78 Civil penalty that the 
EPA is requiring two chemical distribution 
companies to pay for hazardous waste storage 
violations in Roanoke, Va.

500 Number of tagged trout released at 
five West Virginia State Parks that visitors can 
redeem for a $100 discount on a week-long 
stay at designated state park cabins.

$5.6 million Amount that the city 
of Asheville, N.C., saved in 2014 by altering 
municipal vehicles to run on biodiesel fuel. 

By Dac CollinsBY THE NUMBERS
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By Dac Collins
I tightened up the laces of 

my boots in the empty parking lot 
and hit the trail. As I entered the 
woods, walking along the old log-
ging road that makes up the first part 
of the Little Table Rock Mountain 
Trail, I looked up at a cloudless sky 
and sensed that springtime was on 
the verge of awakening.

It was warm and the air was still. I 
could hear the faint buzzing of insects 
and a small gray bird eyed me silently 
from his perch as I walked by. The 
ground was still muddy from rain the 
day before and rivulets of water ran 
across the narrow road.   

Little Table Rock Mountain Trail 
is the longest of three newly desig-
nated Stanback Trails along the Blue 
Ridge Parkway in North Carolina. It is 
located just a mile up the Parkway from 
the Heffner Gap Overlook at milepost 
325.9, where a second Stanback Trail — 
the Rose Creek Trail — begins directly 
across the street. Both of these footpaths 
are within the boundaries of the Pisgah 
Game Lands near Spruce Pine, while the 
two-mile loop of Saddle Mountain Trail 
runs through the Mitchell River Game 
Lands near the community of Lowgap, 
N.C. and the Virginia state line.

The Stanback Trails were estab-
lished in 2013 by the state of North 
Carolina in honor of Fred and Alice 
Stanback, who for many years have 
helped to conserve land and protect 
the natural resources of The Old North 
State. Funding for the construction of 
the trail and trailhead markers was 
provided by a partnership between the 
state government, non-governmental 
agencies such as the Southern Appa-
lachian Highlands Conservancy, and 
private citizens such as Fred and Alice 
Stanback, who also helped protect the 
544 acres that surround the Little Table 
Rock Mountain Trail. 

Feeling warm and energetic, I kept 
up a brisk pace on the overgrown road as 
it ascended gently around the southeast-

ern side of Little Table Rock Mountain. 
I came to where the road passes over a 
culvert and, instead of crossing the creek, 
I hopped down into it and dipped my 
head in the cold water. Invigorated, I 
aimed at the clear blue sky and spat out 
a mouthful of creekwater through pursed 
lips. A cloud of mist lingered in the air 
for a moment before coming back down.

Shortly after crossing the small 
creek, which ran down into a cove below 
before it was hidden by a veil of rhodo-
dendron, I came to where the route takes 
a sharp left and leaves the road. This is 
where the hiking really begins. There 
are hardly any switchbacks as the trail 
climbs steadily through a hardwood 
forest towards a crest of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains, where a few isolated pine 
trees compete for sunlight amongst a 
dense woodland of towering oaks. 

I was looking down at my feet while 
plodding uphill when I almost stepped 
in a pile of chalky bobcat droppings. 
Strangely excited by the sight, I wondered 
where the wary cat could be hiding.     

Upon reaching the ridge line, it 
seems like the climb is over, but the end 
of the trail is roughly three-quarters of a 
mile further. The steepest part of the hike 
is the last few hundred yards leading 
up to the forested summit of Little Table 
Rock Mountain, which is situated on the 

Eastern Continental Divide at an 
elevation of 4,080 feet. 

Once there, I stood on a rocky 
outcrop and looked out over the 
developed North Toe River valley 
to the northwest. The first thing 
that caught my eye was one of the 
quarries — most likely a quartz 
or feldspar mine — that put the 
town of Spruce Pine on the map. 

Facing the southeast re-
warded me with a splendid view of 

untouched mountains. I could see Table 
Rock Mountain in the distance, and in 
the foreground I noticed a ribbon of 
asphalt winding through the naked 
canopy of trees: the Blue Ridge Park-
way. One car passed by, then another, 
and I could not help but think about the 
drivers enjoying the scenery through 
their windshields, oblivious that crea-
tures like the bobcat and myself were 
high up on the mountaintops basking 
in the sunshine.

Hiking the Highlands
The Stanback Trails: 
Signs of Spring Along the Blue Ridge Parkway

LITTLE TABLE ROCK MOUNTAIN TRAIL

MAY 15-17, 2015

IT'S WORTH EVERY STEP

On a clear day, you can see the entire North Toe 
River Valley from the summit of Little Table 
Rock Mountain. Photo by Dac Collins 

®
SHARING IN YOUR OUTDOOR ADVENTURES

44 YEARS

FOOTSLOGGERS.COM

also
check out our

IN OUR BOONE & BLOWING ROCK STORES

GREAT DEALS ON NEW GEAR!
Downtown Boone & Blowing Rock

(828) 262-5111 | (828) 295-4453

By Jamie Goodman
Situated on a picturesque ridge just 

off the Blue Ridge Parkway near Floyd, 
Va., FloydFest: Fire on the Mountain, is 
more than just a stel-
lar music festival: it’s 
a multi-day adventure 
with a community feel 
and an emphasis on fam-
ily, art and celebration. 

Each year, festival 
organizers strive to create a joyous and 
inclusive atmosphere, and the number 
14 is no exception — with a slight twist.

“We’re going back to our roots, and 
going old school this year,” says festival 
Marketing Director Sam Calhoun. “We’re 
focusing on the things that made us what 
we are today, and recognizing where we 
came from.”

For Calhoun, this means listening to 
what fans are interested in. For the past 
several years, FloydFest organizers have 
surveyed the attendees about bands, ven-
dor and village experience, food, camping 
and more. Armed with this feedback, 
organizers got to work reshaping the 
beloved music festival.

“We love our patrons, and really take 
a lot of stock in their opinion,” Calhoun 
said. “The amount of survey responses is 
incredible, year after year - people really 
connect with FloydFest, love FloydFest; 
it’s remarkable, and a blessing.” 

This year’s lineup, strongly influ-
enced by fan input, currently features 

more than 50 musical acts 
of all genres playing on 
eight different stages, with 
a lineup of FloydFest fan 
favorites from years past, 
including Brandi Carlile, 

Emmylou Harris, Drive-By Truckers, 
Trampled by Turtles, Leftover Salmon and 
Keller Williams, as well as up-and-comers 
such as Annabelle’s Curse, American 
Aquarium, Miss Tess and the Talkbacks 
and Pitchblak Brass Band.

The festival is also hosting a special 
“Band on Fire” series in May, where local 
musicians compete for fan votes to earn 
spots in the lineup, with a final perfor-
mance battle in June — also judged by 
the fans — to see who will open for top 
act Emmylou Harris & Rodney Crowell.

Voted “Best Outdoor Music Festival” 
by Blue Ridge Magazine, FloydFest focus-
es on more than just the music, integrating 
outdoor adventures and family-friendly 
activities seamlessly. Guided hikes, disc 
golf, adrenaline-fueled mountain biking 
and geocache treasure hunts intermingle 
with workshops and panels on bee-keep-
ing, primitive tool-making and mountain 
music. Massages, yoga classes and sus-
tainability workshops are available in the 
Healing Arts Village. A juried selection 

of more than 70 artisans — including 
jewelers, potters, mad hatters, shoe-
makers, painters and candle makers 
— and gourmet regional food trucks 
provide the necessities of festival life.

In fact, the variety of diversions 
to occupy your days at FloydFest ensures 
that you will have to work to be bored.

Two important changes the organiz-
ers are embracing this year include limit-
ing the total number of tickets sold to 
maintain a more intimate atmosphere and 
revamping what was formerly known as 
the Global Village to create a more down-
home, community-centered environment.

“We’re phasing out the late-night sets 
in the Village and are bringing back the 
flatbed trailer stage,” says Calhoun. The 
Village is the center of longtime FloydFest 
fandom, and includes Glamping — an up-
scale camping section for folks who like a 
more all-inclusive experience — the Danc-
ing Dave shelters, yurts and VW camping, 
as well as a Village Café with continental 
breakfast. The popular bonfire will stay, 
and will feature acoustic sets with Larry 
Keel and other musicians.

FloydFest is also expanding its al-
ready well-established environmental fo-
cus. “The surveys taught us that the most 
important thing folks wanted is onsite 

parking and a more green festival,” says 
Calhoun. Organizers responded by creat-
ing a special HOV EZ-Pass ticket bundle, 
which encourages group carpooling to 
the festival by offering a coveted on-site 
park-and-camp space.

For many years, the festival has been 
devoted to reducing the waste that is 
generated by 10,000 attendees per day. 
Stainless steel collectible cups — personal-
ized for each year’s festival — eliminate 
the need for disposable cups in the beer 
gardens, vendors are encouraged to use 
compostable cutlery and plates, and a 
Green Team of volunteers monitors bins 
placed throughout the festival to collect 
recycling, trash and compost.

“And solar power is popping up 
across the venue,” Calhoun said. “We 
are looking at securing grants to in future 
years run the entire festival off of renew-
able energy.” 

To learn more about FloydFest, the 
lineup, and their mission to community, 
visit: floydfest.com.

Fire on the Mountain
FloydFest 14 Celebrates 
Music, Community 
and Sustainability

Fire on the Mountain
This year, Appalachian Voices was chosen 
by FloydFest: Fire on the Mountain as the 
featured nonprofit. Festivalgoers 
can donate to Appalachian Voices 
when purchasing their tickets, 
and FloydFest will match with a 
donation from their proceeds. An 
“I Love Mountains” temporary tattoo 
parlor and a panel on mountaintop removal 
coal mining will be set up to encourage and 
promote stewardship of the Appalachian 
mountains, and festival attendes can stop by 
the Appalachian Voices tent to learn more and 
enter a raffle to win a West Virginia rafting trip. 
For more details, visit appvoices.org/floydfest.

Appalachian Voices + FloydFest = 
Spreading Love for the Mountains

Floydfest 2015
July 22-26
Floyd, Va.

Difficulty: Moderate

Distance: 4.2 miles, out and back

Directions: From milepost 291 on the Blue Ridge 
Parkway, head south to Bear Den Mountain Rd.; 
turn right and continue straight onto Humpback 
Mountain Rd.; take another right on Whiterock Rd. 
and follow the sign that reads “Access Road to N.C. 
Wildlife Game Lands” to reach the parking area. 

Caution: The sign is hard to spot from Whiterock 
Rd. When you come to a three-way fork in the road, 
take the gravel driveway farthest to the left.

All three trails pass through N.C. Game Lands, so 
a blaze-orange garment is recommended during 
hunting seasons from September to February and 
April to mid-May.

For more information, visit: appalachian.org/
stanbacktrails
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bird population across the nation during a 
three-week period in December and January.

“The data that’s been collected over 
the century-plus gives us a good snap-
shot of the current bird distribution and 
how it’s changed,” says Curtis Smalling, 
director of Land Bird Conservation for 
Audubon North Carolina.

A landmark report based on vol-
unteer-collected data and published by 
Audubon in 2009 shows that about a third 
of the bird species had shifted measurably 
north during that time.

The data was also used to publish 
another study in September 2014, “Birds 
and Climate Change,” that predicts what 
could happen over the next 80 years.

“The take-home message from the cli-
mate report is half the birds that breed in 

the U.S. are at risk from climate change,” 
Smalling says. 

“Will they adapt? Will some species go 
extinct? We just don’t know. They’ve never 
had to adapt at this speed. And really, that 
makes the citizen science that informed 
those original reports that much more im-
portant,” he says.

Knowledge is Power
Data is a problem, according to Dr. 

Walter Smith, assistant professor at the 
University of Virginia at Wise, home to 
the student-led Southwest Virginia Citi-
zen Science Initiative.

“We really don’t have a good handle on 
where certain species even live in the area, 
because some areas have been so heavily 
under-sampled,” Smith says. “And so for us, 
citizen science was a way to address that.”

The Southwest Virginia initiative is a 
partnership between UVA and iNaturalist, 

an online biodiversity social network col-
lecting data for scientific research. Smith 
says the iNaturalist partnership allows 
citizen scientists to gather data on a larger 
scale than the scientific community can 
cover, or from private property that is inac-
cessible to scientists.

“When they see wildlife either on 
their property or hiking, they take a pho-
tograph of it,” he says. “That becomes an 
observation that’s uploaded to iNaturalist 
that can actually be used by scientists as 
data on biodiversity.”

Smith counts the two year old project 
a success, with nearly 4,000 individual 
wildlife observations by close to 300 volun-
teers capturing nearly 700 different species 
across the region. The information goes into 
a repository called the Global Biodiversity 
Information Facility and is accessible to 
anyone around the globe.

He hopes citizen science will inform 

experts and the public about how the planet 
is changing and how best to respond to it.

The Audubon Society’s Curtis Smalling 
agrees. “For us, the whole climate debate is 
about getting good information, more than 
politicizing it,” he says. “We really need 
good data.”

By Lorelei Goff
In late March the sunlight falls in tep-

id, dappled patterns through the canopy 
of branches to the forest floor in Walker 
Valley, Tenn., home to the Great Smoky 
Mountains Institute at Tremont. Red maple 
leaves burst from swollen buds and bird-
foot violets unfurl diminutive petals. A 
familiar melody warbles through the air. 
The black-throated green warbler darts 
from tree to tree. His yellow face scans the 
forest from beneath an olive crown, a bib 
of black outlining his white belly.

Once welcomed as a sign of the forest’s 
constant seasonal 
cycles, the male war-
bler arrives in Walk-
er Valley more than 
two weeks earlier 
than he did 20 years 
ago. That has Tiffany 
Beachy, Tremont’s 
citizen science coor-
dinator, wondering 
if the warbler’s song 
is an ode to climate 
change.

Scientists at Tremont are using phenol-
ogy — the recurring plant and animal life 
cycles of species in a particular region — 
to monitor changes such as the warbler’s 
early arrival.  Observations recorded by 
citizens over the past 30 years can be used 
to determine if the changes are related to 
climate change.

Karen Metcalf and her children have 
watched the changes in Walker Valley for 
more than five years as citizen science vol-
unteers. Daniel, 10, Hannah, 14, and Sarah, 
18, record observations about trees, plants 
and birds, and take part in bird banding 
and butterfly tagging as part of their home-
school education.

“I think my kids are more aware if 
they spend time actually being part of the 
scientific process,” says Metcalf.

“It’s neat to know that what I’m do-
ing will go into that bigger research,” says 
daughter Hannah. “It’ll be cool to see, 
when people gather it and study it, how 
it all comes together.”

Mac Post is a retired Oak Ridge Na-
tional Laboratories environmental scientist. 
He used observations from citizen scientists 
to look at growing seasons for climate mod-
eling while at Oak Ridge. He now monitors 
phenology plots and trains other citizen 
scientists at Tremont. 

He says the value of citizen science 

goes beyond the information gathered.
“It gets people involved in understand-

ing the scientific process and understanding 
what the source of information is and how 
the information is used and gets them to 
appreciate those things more,” Post says.

Beachy says citizen science has been 
around for several hundred years. She 
attributes its recent growth, in part, to the 
scope of the climate change problem and 
the need for large amounts of data. 

According to Beachy, citizen scientists 
form the backbone of Tremont’s research, 
including a phenology project started in 
2010. The project monitors eight plots of 
land dispersed throughout different for-
est types and elevations within walking 
distance of the campus. Citizen scientist 
volunteers visit the plots each week and 
record the seasonal changes of various spe-
cies. Researchers are especially interested 
to see if the migratory arrival of birds 
changes over time in conjunction with the 
changes in the leaf-out of the trees and the 
availability of food resources.

“It’s very specific and detailed, so 
we get a very good picture, a snapshot, of 
what’s going on in the forest at that mo-
ment,” Beachy says.

“It’s hard to say that what we’re seeing 
so far is directly related to climate change, 
because we’ve seen it for a short period 
of time,” she adds. “But what I do notice, 
what I’ve seen in just the last few years, is 
lots of extremes.”

Beachy says the Tremont institute is 
working with research partners to analyze 
the accumulated data in the future as part 
of long-term climate change research.

The volunteers have contributed more 
than 2,000 hours to gathering data — an 
amount that would be impossible without 
citizen scientists.

The Highlands Biological Station in 
Highlands, N.C.,  found a different way 
to approach plot-based monitoring. The 
station hosts a planned garden of native 

plants and is the model for a network of 
similar gardens in the region that will allow 
scientists to compare data on the same spe-
cies in different areas. Volunteers can record 
observations by visiting the Phenology Gar-
den in person, or by visiting the website at 
highlandsbiological.org/phenology-garden 
and using the “Phenocam” webcam.

Trail Science
The Appalachian Trail MEGA-Tran-

sect phenology project monitors changes 
on a much larger scale. Volunteers collect 
information along the trail, from Georgia 
to Maine. Laura Belleville, Conservation 
Director at the Appalachian Trail Conser-
vancy, says the project began in earnest 
two and a half years ago.

“Our data is collected by trained 
volunteers —  we’re always looking for 
new volunteers — at identified sites, to 
monitor specific species,” Belleville says. 
“That then can be rolled up to look at 
long-term trends with regard to the tim-
ing of bud release or flowering along the 
Appalachian Trail corridor.”

The program is too young to reveal any 
concrete conclusions about climate change 
on the trail, but the data has provided 
indicators of environmental health along 
the trail and is shared with the National 
Phenological Network to monitor changes 
over the long term.

“It’s a great opportunity to get outside 
and participate in a very large-scale scientif-
ic research project, and help us collectively 
understand the potential impacts of climate 
change,” says Belleville.

Is Climate Change 
for the Birds?

The National Audubon Society’s 
Christmas bird count encompasses much 
of the North American continent and may 
be the longest-running phenology project to 
date. It began 115 years ago and boasts tens 
of thousands of volunteers who count the 

Frank Whetstone and his 
mother Stacey help catch 
and tag Monarch butterflies 
during their fall migration, 
far left. They also participate 
in vegetation analysis and 
pond-breeding amphibian 
monitoring at the Great Smoky 
Mountains Institute at Tremont. 
Photo by Tiffany Beachy

Citizen observations from 
the Norton, Va., area led 

researchers to discover a previously-unknown 
and unusually abundant population of the 
secretive green salamander species. Information 
gleaned from studies at this site has led to more 
than 35 new populations of the species being 
discovered across southwest Virginia, as well as 
new insight into possible conservation threats 
facing the species. Photo by Walter Smith

The Metcalf siblings — Joshua, 
Daniel, Hannah and Sarah — 
visit a Tremont phenology plot 
to take notes on April 25, 2014. 
Photo by Karen Metcalf

Citizen Scientists Tackle Climate Change

Become a 
Citizen Scientist

Citizen science is a rapidly growing movement 

of people participating in research across 

many disciplines. Volunteers contribute 

their time and observation skills, while doing 

things they love, to help build databases 

scientists use to conduct their research. 

Citizen science is a potent tool that has a 

real impact on how the public understands 

science, from climate change to astronomy 

to medicine.

Check out these links to help monitor 

climate change: 

Are you into diatoms? Mollusks? 

Amphibians? Upload photographs of what 

you love on iNaturalist and become part of a 

global network of professional and amateur 

naturalists at: inaturalist.org

Help scientists meet their goal of 1.5 

million plant and animal observations by 

contributing to the National Phenology 

Network at: usanpn.org/natures_notebook

Timing is everything for Project Budburst! 

Find out why: budburst.org 

Want to know why Cornell University 

thinks citizen science is for the birds? Visit: 

birds.cornell.edu/citscitoolkit

Or visit scistarter.com/index.html to find 

your niche from a list of 600 citizen science 

projects covering many subjects.

Homeschooler Claire 
Horton examines a 
phenology plot at 
Tremont. Photo by 
Erin Horton

continued on p. 9

continued from p. 8
Citizen Scientists
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embrace the practice, another bans it, and 
still more consider the risks and potential 
rewards of entering the fracking fray. 

Starting this spring, North Carolina 
can issue permits for oil and gas drilling. 
After years of legislative maneuvering, 
new drilling rules went into effect in March 
and ended the state’s fracking moratorium.

Between low prices for natural gas 
and a reported lack of interest from ma-
jor oil and gas companies in the Tar Heel 
State’s unproven reserves — mostly in the 
Piedmont  — onlookers expect that land 
speculators and wildcat drillers will be the 
first to test the area’s shale gas potential. 

In Kentucky, the first regulations for 
deep well drilling became law in March. 
The rules update decades-old regulations 
that did not reflect the challenges posed by 
fracking, and were crafted by regulators 
and several representatives of the oil and 
gas industry and environmental groups. 

Yet there were no public health 
officials involved, and the rules were 
opposed by some grassroots organiza-
tions such as Kentuckians For The Com-
monwealth and Frack Free Foothills, a 
new network of concerned residents. 
In a testimony before the state Senate, 
Madison County resident Vicki Spur-
lock, who received a lease proposal from 
a gas drilling company, unsuccessfully 
requested an amendment to install a 
two-year fracking moratorium.

Among other provisions, the law 
requires companies to disclose all chemi-
cals used in the process, though the exact 
mixture can remain a trade secret. The 
rules also mandate before-and-after water 
quality testing for homeowners within 
a 1,000-foot radius of the drill site and 
require companies to give surface owners 
advance notice of drilling.

The new regulations come as interest 

rises in the Rogersville 
Shale formation, which 
stretches from eastern 
Kentucky into West Vir-
ginia. In late February, 

the Kentucky Oil and Gas Conservation 
Commission met at a well-attended hear-
ing to consider a drilling permit for what 
could be the state’s first deep horizontal 
natural gas well.

Until recently, the high clay content 
in much of the state’s shale formation had 
limited the kind of fracking in Kentucky 
to a nitrogen process that uses much less 
water. But the Rogersville Shale, nearly 
two miles deep, can be accessed through 
high-volume hydraulic fracturing.

But North Carolina and Kentucky’s 
adoption of fracking doesn’t necessarily 
signify a larger trend. In New York, the 
fracas about whether and how to allow 
fracking is over. Gov. Cuomo banned the 
practice in December, citing a state review 
that found significant health risks associ-
ated with the drilling technique. A large 
swath of the Empire State sits atop the 
productive Marcellus Shale, and Cuomo’s 
decision marked the first fracking ban in 
a state with proven shale gas reserves. 

Maryland is also grappling with the 
question of whether and how to permit 
fracking, which could occur in the state’s 
western region between West Virginia 
and Pennsylvania. 

On March 25, Maryland’s House of 
Delegates passed a bill that would extend 
the state’s current moratorium on frack-
ing — established by former Gov. Martin 
O’Malley in 2011 — for three more years 
while a state commission further studies 
potential health risks. The same day, the 
state Senate passed a bill that calls fracking 
an “ultrahazardous activity” and man-
dates that well operators carry $10 mil-
lion in liability insurance for injuries and 
environmental and property damage. The 
bills are pending approval from the rest 
of the legislature and Gov. Larry Hogan. 

“We’ve got to get this right, because if 
we get this wrong, it is unfixable,” Delegate 
Dereck Davis, a supporter of the morato-
rium, said during the House debate. 

Community Resistance 
A suite of counties and towns across 

the nation — from the oil-rich community 
of Denton, Texas, to the college town of 
Athens, Ohio — are also pushing back 
against natural gas development through 
local bans and stronger regulations. In 
some Appalachian states, this means 
legal skirmishes between municipal 
and state governments about whether 
communities have the right to restrict or 
outlaw fracking in their area. 

Athens was one of four localities na-
tionwide to ban fracking on Election Day 
2014. But the town’s resolution — passed 
with 78 percent of the vote — might not 
survive a legal challenge.

Elsewhere in Ohio, the state supreme 
court ruled against Munroe Falls, a small 
city that had required a municipal permit 
for oil and gas drilling. In February the 
court affirmed that, under Ohio law, only 
the Ohio Department of Natural Resourc-
es can regulate oil and gas production. A 
few weeks later, a county court also struck 
down an oil and gas drilling ban in the 
Cleveland suburb of Broadview Heights.

Nathan Johnson, an attorney with the 
Ohio Environmental Council, told the col-
lege radio station WKSU that the Munroe 
Falls ruling still left an open door for some 
types of local ordinances to limit fracking. 

“Local governments, particularly cit-
ies across the state, should feel somewhat 
emboldened by this decision and feel 
strongly about crafting some ordinance 
language that would allow zoning — 
though, of course, they’d have to be 
careful about it, but I think they do have 
the hint there that they would succeed in 
court if they go about it properly,” he said. 

In eastern Virginia’s King George 
County, the board of supervisors is using 
its zoning authority to stem the possibil-
ity of fracking before it starts. The deci-
sion came after more than 84,000 acres 
of mineral rights in the area were leased 
to a drilling company. The January 2015 
decision to institute a strict permitting 
process for potential drilling instead of 
issuing an outright ban places the county 
on safer legal footing, since the amount of 
authority Virginia municipalities have to 
restrict fracking is unclear. 

A North Carolina state law passed in 
2014 preemptively invalidates any “local 
ordinance that prohibits or has the effect 
of prohibiting oil and gas exploration, 
development, and production activities,” 
but this hasn’t prevented more than 40 
localities from passing resolutions or 
ordinances against fracking or the under-
ground injection of fracking waste. 

Susan Leading Fox, a Swain County, 

N.C. resident and registered member of 
the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, 
notes that the far western part of the 
state is conscious of the tourism dollar, 
which is tied to local water resources. 
She decries the state legislature’s decision 
to override local ordinances, which she 
says reflect widespread popular opinion 
against the practice. “I just think it’s a bla-
tant disregard for county elders and the 
community at large to completely ignore 
and just disregard what your community 
wants,” Fox says.

When speculation about shale de-
posits in her area began, she helped 
organize grassroots community meetings 
that led to a resolution against fracking 
in Swain County. State law trumps the 
county resolution, but Fox also contrib-
uted to the Eastern Band of Cherokee 
Indians’ resolution that prohibits frack-
ing on sovereign tribal lands and calls for 
a statewide ban.

It’s unlikely that fracking will come 
to the western part of the state anytime 
soon, due to the region’s geology and the 
lack of gas infrastructure. But if it does, 
locals will be watching, keeping an eye on 
drilling operations as well as the strategies 
and tactics used by other Appalachian 
communities that are feeling the pressure 
of the shale boom. 

By Molly Moore
Drive along a winding country 

road in an active shale drilling area, and 
the oil and gas industry’s influence is 
unmistakable — streams of heavy truck 
traffic often straddle both lanes, a web of 
well-pad access roads and pipeline right-
of-ways carve into the hillsides, erosion 
from fresh clearcuts spills into roadside 
ditches and creeks, and the occasional 
odor of natural gas can hover in the air 
for a quarter mile or more. 

Despite the industry’s omnipresence, 
much is still unknown about the form of 
natural gas extraction known as fracking, 
and researchers are regularly adding to the 
existing knowledge about the long chain 
of processes involved in shale exploration. 

Hydraulic fracturing and horizontal 
drilling techniques were first combined 
in the 1990s to form modern-day frack-
ing, but the process didn’t launch a 
full-fledged frenzy of shale exploration 
until the 2000s.

According to the Wall Street Journal, 
at least 15.3 million people have lived 
within a mile of an oil and gas well drilled 
after 2000. Natural gas withdrawals from 
United States shale leapt from about 2 mil-
lion cubic feet in 2007, the first year that 
the U.S. Energy Information Administra-
tion began collecting shale-specific data, 
to nearly 12 million cubic feet in 2013.

This sudden abundance of natural gas 
positioned the fuel as a cheaper source of 
heat and electricity generation than coal. 
From 2007 to 2013, natural gas’ share of 
electricity generation grew by 5 percent 
while coal’s share dropped by 9 percent.  

Natural gas has the advantage of 
emitting roughly half as much climate-
changing carbon dioxide as coal, which 
also incentivized the transition to gas-fired 
power plants. Yet even the fuel’s climate-
friendly reputation has suffered in light 
of new research. 

Emerging Science
Methane, a potent greenhouse gas, 

escapes into the atmosphere at every 
stage of natural gas development, from 
drilling and processing to transportation, 
storage and energy generation. Over a 
100-year period methane traps heat in 
the atmosphere at 34 times the rate of 
carbon dioxide, and wells drilled with 
new fracking techniques are more likely 
to leak methane than wells drilled with 
older technology, according to a 2014 
Cornell University study that examined 
Marcellus Shale drilling in Pennsylvania.  

Fracking is exempt from many 
of the country’s bedrock environmental 
quality laws, including the Clean Water 
Act and Safe Drinking Water Act, and 
there is no federal law requiring com-
panies to disclose the chemicals used 
in fracking fluid. Some states require 
companies to post the chemicals they 
use, with the exception of trade secrets, 
on the website FracFocus.org. But a 
2013 Harvard Law School study found 
significant flaws with the online forum, 
including the fact that the companies are 
responsible for determining what infor-
mation is considered a trade secret and 
therefore exempt from disclosure.

Earlier this year, a Duke University 
study in West Virginia and Pennsylva-
nia discovered high levels of two new 
contaminants — ammonium and iodide 
— in wastewater from both fracked and 
conventional drilling sites. Studies have 
also connected shale gas drilling with 
contamination of drinking water sources, 
and in August 2014, Pennsylvania’s envi-
ronmental agency released information 
about 248 incidents where natural gas 
operations had damaged private water 
sources. Research published in September 
2014 identified eight areas where ground-

water was affected by fugitive gas from the 
drilling process and found that faulty well 
casings and well failure were to blame. 

Water woes related to shale drilling 
also include the portion of wastewater 
that returns to the surface after a well 
is fracked. Underground injection 
to dispose of this “produced water,” 
along with fracking itself, is linked to 
earthquakes, and there are reports from 
across the country of drilling companies 
dumping toxic, sometimes radioactive, 
wastewater into surface waterways or 
spraying the contaminated water along 
roads to suppress dust. 

A review of public health studies 
published in 2014 found evidence of 
health risks, but noted that a lack of 
baseline data makes it difficult to make 
comprehensive claims about the before-
and-after effects of drilling.

Critics and advocates of fracking both 
claim to have science on their side — en-
ergy industry groups have criticized some 
academic studies and research supported 
by health and environmental advocacy 
organizations, while those organizations 
raise doubts about studies conducted or 
funded by the gas industry. 

Earlier this year, the nonprofit re-

search organization Public Accountability 
Initiative reviewed a list of 130 studies 
that the oil and gas organization Energy 
In Depth had used to help convince the 
Allegheny County government in Penn-
sylvania to lease the mineral rights be-
neath a public park for drilling. Of the 130 
studies and reports cited by the drilling 
advocates, Public Accountability Initiative 
reported that only 14 percent were peer-
reviewed, and 60 percent were funded or 
authored by industry sources.

Among the known airborne side-
effects of fracking are dust and diesel emis-
sions from truck traffic, and silica from the 
sand used to prop open the shale fissures. 
Shale extraction and processing also results 
in air emissions such as benzene, toluene, 
nitrogen oxides and smog-inducing vola-
tile organic compounds. Exposure to these 
pollutants is linked to a host of short-term 
and long-term health issues ranging from 
blood disorders and cancer to neurological, 
respiratory and cardiovascular problems 
and even premature death. 

Fracking Footholds 
Across the East, fracking is advanc-

ing in starts and stops — as some states 

Frack Facts
During the fracking process, a 

mixture of water, sand and chemicals is 
sent down a deep vertical well at high 
pressure, following the well as it turns 
to run horizontally through a layer of 
shale. The fracking fluid then bursts 
through holes in the well with enough 
force to penetrate the tight shale 
and form fissures. Particles of sand 
in the mixture get lodged in the tiny 
cracks and prop them open. With the 
fractures in place, the oil and gas hy-
drocarbons in the shale escape. Some 
of the toxic fracking brew also returns 
to the surface, but approximately 90 
percent remains underground. 

The natural gas is separated 
from the associated oil and fracking 
fluid, often by equipment located at the 
wellhead. From here, it is transported 
to a nearby compressor station, which 
facilitates the flow of gas through the 
web of pipelines and can also serve as 
a field processing station to separate 
the natural gas and other components 
recovered from the shale. The byprod-
ucts, such as ethane, propane and 
butane, may go on to feed the chemi-
cal industry, while the natural gas is 
transported, often via pipeline, to power 
plants and other consumers.

From rural roads to global economies, natural gas is big news. Over 
the past 15 years, the advancement of horizontal drilling and hydraulic 
fracturing — two steps in a method of oil and gas extraction that is com-
monly known as fracking — has transformed communities, national energy 
politics, and even international conflicts. 

For all of the global and national repercussions of fracking, this form of 
extraction produces intensely local effects — it is experienced up-close 
in backyards, farms and neighborhoods, but fracking’s neighbors often 
have little say in the matter.  

As gas travels from Point A to Point B — and points C through Z — the 
process is more than just a matter of transportation. Continued invest-
ment in an emerging pipeline network has the potential to shape the 
future of America’s power supply by engraining natural gas in the energy 
landscape. As its grip grows stronger, this popular new fuel is bringing 
familiar burdens to a region long acquainted with the booms, busts and 
hidden costs of extractive energy industries. 

Under Pressure
UNDER

PRE S S U RE

A Fractured Relationship with Natural Gas

Signs at a gravel lot 
alongside Middle Island 
Creek in Doddridge County, 
W.Va., make it clear that only 
water trucks from drilling 
company EQT are permitted 
to withdraw water. In West 
Virginia, about 5 million 
gallons of fluid are used for 
each fractured well, and 
80 percent or more of that 
water comes directly from 
streams and rivers. Photo 
by Molly Moore
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A natural gas drilling rig in Loyalsock Creek 
Valley, Pa., sits near a family cemetery and 
Baptist church. Photo courtesy of Terry Wild 
Stock Photography



When West Virginia landowners agreed 
to sever the right to use their land 
from their rights to the minerals 

buried beneath the surface, they never imagined 
the sweeping changes this could impose on the 
landscape of their communities. 

This separation of land and mineral rights, 
known as a “split estate,” is permitted through-
out the United States, but the prevalence of such 
contracts widely varies. Many of these agreements 
were negotiated while drilling rigs were still pow-
ered by horses or steam.

“[Drilling operators] take old leases — I’ve 
seen them from 1890, 1906 — and the wording in 
it will say ‘For as long as the well is in production, 
this lease maintains force,’ and that they can come 
back to drill additional wells,” explains Diane 
Pitcock, a local resident who moved to Doddridge 
County, W.Va. in 2005. 

State laws governing whether homebuyers 
must be made aware of split estates are rare since, 
until recently, it was generally not considered an 
important issue. 

Yet today, previously quiet, rural communities 
across West Virginia have watched concrete well 
pads come to dominate ridgetops above once-

secluded homes. Long convoys of heavy trucks 
and trailers pulverize county roads. Networks 
of pipelines cut through forested lands to carry 
billions of cubic feet of Marcellus shale gas to 
neighboring markets each day.

Of the active Marcellus states — including 
West Virginia, eastern Ohio, and Pennsylvania — 
only West Virginia requires landowner compensa-
tion for surface damages, but companies are given 
broad freedom to determine what that payment 
should be. Mineral rights holders are entitled to 
“reasonable access” to their resources, a claim that 
often trumps the rights of homeowners. None of 
these states require compensation for subsequent 
air and water pollution, however, and companies 
have historically denied responsibility.

After witnessing the destructive impact of 
split estates on some of her neighbors, Pitcock 

decided to forgo her planned retirement and, four 
years ago, she founded the grassroots network 
West Virginia Host Farms. The program invites 
concerned landowners to help promote increased 
research and reporting on Marcellus shale drill-
ing in West Virginia which, according to Pitcock, 
started to occur more intensively two years ago.

Beth Crowder and David Wentz are among 
many landowners who experienced this first-hand 
at their 300-acre property in Doddridge County, W. 
Va., which is known as a “sweet spot” of the recent 
Marcellus shale gas boom.  

When the gas company announced that 37 
acres of the Crowder and Wentz property had been 
sited for a Marcellus shale well pad, the company 
did not need their permission because neither of 
the two owns their land’s mineral rights. 

“The first opening salvo you’ll get is 

somebody contacting you 
about a surveyor,” explains 
Crowder. “Maybe they’ll 
come to your property 
soon, or maybe never.” 

Bucking 
Convention

Drilling and hydraulic 
fracturing are nothing new in 
West Virginia, but the process 
has long been dominated 
by vertical, or conventional, 
wells that tap into easily ac-

cessed pockets of oil and natural gas. More than 
59,000 such wells are scattered across West Virginia 
today, according to the nonprofit FracTracker Al-
liance. Production from these conventional res-
ervoirs peaked by 1920 for most of Appalachia.

Yet geologists had long known of the produc-
tion potential from more hard-to-reach reservoirs 
such as shale gas. The two drilling techniques that 
would come to be known as fracking — hydraulic 
fracturing and horizontal drilling — were both 
developed in West Virginia decades before the first 
Marcellus shale gas well was drilled. But fracking 
remained largely unheard of until 2004, when 
improved computer technology and high natural 
gas prices set the shale boom in motion. 

Pitcock recalls that, when fracking first 
rose to prominence, many landowners did not 

understand the term conventional 
“because that was the only type of 
well.” By February 2014, there were 
as many as 3,696 unconventional 
wells, and shale production ac-
counted for more than 80 percent of 
all natural gas produced in the state.

Approximately 40 percent of 
West Virginia’s Marcellus shale gas 
wells have been constructed on pri-
vate property, and of those, nearly 70 
percent are split estates, according to 
a 2013 study by Alan Collins of West 
Virginia University. 

His research also found that 
those residents with split estates 
are more likely to report problems 
such as polluted water and land and 
surface damage. His report did not 
indicate whether this is because com-
panies actually cause more damage 
on split estates, or because surface 
owners with nothing to gain from 
mineral development on their land 

are more concerned about potential impacts. 
What is clear is that, because mineral rights 

are often owned by out-of-state individuals or, 
according to Pitcock, even the gas companies 
themselves, many surface owners are left in the 
dark about long-term plans for their property. 

Even after the well is finished, workers may 
come up to several times a day for maintenance, 
and wells may be fracked up to 12 more times in 
subsequent years. News that wells might remain 
in production for the next 30 to 50 years can be 
numbing for landowners. 

“I tend to feel like I’d like to think about 
it later, and then it won’t seem so bad,” says 
Crowder. “But then you come home and it’s 
absolutely as bad as your worst fears.”

Who Owns the Land?
When Crowder and Wentz moved to West 

Virginia in 1977, they already knew the min-
eral rights had been separated from their land 
decades ago. But like many who bought prop-
erty before the Marcellus gas boom, they never 
imagined such an extensive operation could be 
placed on their property. 

The two built a log cabin home and, in 1981, 
their son Nathaniel was born. Wentz learned to 
work as a woodturner and Crowder, who paints 
pastel portraits and landscapes, won awards for 
her work, and even has some pieces displayed 

in the state’s permanent collections.
“We felt at the time that we were going to 

make our own life out of the mainstream, and 
raise a child in a rural environment,” Wentz 
says. “It was quiet and peaceful and we got to 
love it, but now it’s all torn up and we’re in the 
middle of an industrial zone. And at my age, 
you can’t really start over again.” 

Before the well pad arrived, Crowder and 
Wentz divorced and agreed to split the property. 
The majority of the land taken by gas com-
pany EQT Corporation belongs to Wentz, but 
Crowder has also been affected by the impact of 
noise, traffic and air pollution, and the fear that 
their water has been contaminated. 

Now, even on a calm day, a waft of natural 
gas is carried on the breeze to their homes and a 
16-foot-wide gravel access road cuts through the 
woods. Lining both sides of the road are mas-
sive piles of trees where the company clear-cut 
a 45-foot right-of-way. In West Virginia, prop-
erty owners are entitled to receive “reasonable 
damages” from the company, but Crowder and 
Wentz decided not to sign anything without a 
sense of what those damages would be.

“[The drilling companies] want you to sign 
ahead of time so they can tell you what they expect 
the damage will be and give you a dollar offer, take 
it or leave it,” explains Pitcock. “The problem with 
[trying to] negotiate is when they’ve taken out 20 
more acres than they said they would, or com-
pletely bulldozed your orchard, or caused erosion 
problems and flooded out your vegetable garden, 
you obviously have more damages than what they 
predicted and already compensated you for, so it’s 
up to you as the landowners to sue them.”

Living with Fracking
For six months while the wells were being 

constructed, a noisy din hovered over Wentz 
and Crowder’s property around the clock. A 
towering drill rig operated nonstop to bore 
down more than 7,000 feet. Accompanying 
lights illuminated the surrounding area like a 
stadium, obscuring the night sky.

Today, drilling on the multi-acre well pad is 
complete, but nine separate wells and their ac-
companying condensate tanks remain. These spe-
cial tanks heat the extracted gas in order to sepa-
rate it from water and other liquids; although the 
process is comparatively quiet, the tanks require 
occasional releases of pressure. Carcinogenic 
vapors such as benzene, toulene and xylenes are 
emitted, and these heavy gases may accumulate 

in low-lying valleys rather 
than floating away. 

All of this equipment, along with 
an average of 4 million gallons of water needed 
to frack each well, was hauled in by heavy die-
sel trucks and tractor trailers that precariously 
climbed up and down the mountainside access 
road built just above Wentz’s house. According 
to Pitcock, many of the truck drivers are workers 
from flat states such as Texas and Oklahoma, and 
they have gained notoriety for their inability to 
navigate the state’s winding, rural roads. 

“There was a time we were averaging 
about 1-2 major accidents a week — that we 
knew of!” says Pitcock. “The first thing they’ll 
do when they run their tanker off into a ditch, 
is they’ll call the tow truck company that they 
deal with, and they’ll haul it away and it never 
gets reported.” Pitcock and local volunteers 
are watching, however, and they work to hold 
the industry accountable by photographing ac-
cidents and sharing information online.  

A Watery Rebuke
Most landowners in Doddridge County 

have long relied on private wells for drinking 
water but, since drilling began several years 
ago, some residents have switched to using large 
plastic tanks called water buffaloes. 

“They keep saying with people’s water 
wells that nobody can prove they’ve been con-
taminated by fracking, well all you have to do is 
drive around and anytime you see one of these 
water buffaloes, it means a person’s water well 
has been compromised,” says county resident 
Jonette Kirkwood, who has noted a rise in the 
number of houses with these 1,200-gallon white 
tanks in their yard. “The gas companies don’t 
just stick those in someone’s yard.”

West Virginia requires gas companies to 
provide an alternative water source in response 
to nearby contamination complaints, but this is 
not considered a legal admission of guilt. Legal 
condemnation would require a historical series 
of water quality tests, which companies are not 
obliged to provide. One local resident, who 
asked not to be named, notes that such tests can 
be prohibitively expensive for residents to obtain 
on their own. “You need baseline testing and you 
need to prove a change in your water; one test only 
captures water at that point in time.”

Wentz has had the property’s water tested 
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DIGGING UNDER THE SURFACE

BY KIMBER RAY A gas drilling rig was built on David Wentz’s land in Doddridge County, W. Va., 
(above) without his permission, a legal phenomenon that is increasingly widespread 
in areas such as the Marcellus shale region. Photo by Diane Pitcock, wvhostfarms.
org.   ||   The large number of trucks needed to support drilling operations results in 
road damage and frequent accidents (right). Photo courtesy of West Virginia Host 
Farms, wvhostfarms.org   ||   The minimum required distance between gas wells and 
homes allows for construction at close quarters with neighboring residents (upper 
right). Courtesy of Terry Wild Stock Photography

Continued on page 19

West Virginia’s     Fracking Boom
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By Brian Sewell
The vast network of natural 

gas pipelines that traverses the 
United States is a spiderweb of 
steel — more than 300,000 miles 
of it — and it’s growing larger 
every year.

Over the past decade, natu-
ral gas has been the dominant force 
cutting into coal’s share of America’s 
electricity mix. Between 2007 and 
2013, coal-fired electricity declined 
from nearly half of nationwide power 
generation to 39 percent, while natural 
gas’s share grew from 22 percent to 27 
percent. In the first six months of 2014, 
gas-fired power plants comprised more 
than half of the 4,350 megawatts of new 
utility-scale generation. Renewable en-
ergy made up the rest.

Nowhere has the pivot toward natu-
ral gas been more pronounced than in the 
eastern United States. Fracking in north-
ern Appalachia has boosted production 
at a breakneck pace, and electric utilities’ 
growing preference for gas over coal 
is reshaping the relationship between 
energy-producing Appalachian states 
and their East Coast customers. 

That historic transformation also 
created the present-day rush to expand 
the region’s natural gas infrastructure, 
including pipelines and compressor sta-
tions, at a scale and speed proportional 
to the drilling boom.

Pipeline developers and electric 
utilities tout natural gas as a “bridge 
fuel” guiding the way to a future built on 
renewable energy, and argue that more 
pipeline capacity is necessary if states 
are to comply with federal regulations 
on carbon pollution in the near term. 

But landowners whose property 
lies along a pipeline route worry about 
local impacts, while others warn of the 
long-term consequences — to Appala-
chian communities, energy consumers 
and the climate — that could come with 
a reliance on this fickle fuel.

Parsing the Pipelines
Natural gas has traditionally flowed 

through pipelines from south to north, 
bringing the fuel from Gulf states to 
markets along the East Coast.

Consider the Transcontinental Pipe-
line. The largest-volume system in the 
country, the Transco Pipeline has a 
capacity of 10 billion cubic feet a day, 
runs more than 10,000 miles through 
a dozen states, and supplies gas-fired 
power plants operated by Duke Energy 
and Dominion Resources, among other 
electric utilities along its route. 

Fracking in northern Appalachia, 
however, has boosted production to the 
point that Williams 
Partners, the operator 
of the Transco Pipe-
line system, announced 
plans in March 2014 to 
make the system bi-
directional. The $2.1 
billion Atlantic Sunrise 
Project would add 1.7 
billion cubic feet per 
day of capacity by ex-
panding existing pipe-
lines in Pennsylvania 
and modifying com-
pressor stations in mid-Atlantic states, 
including Virginia and North Carolina, 
to facilitate the flow of Marcellus gas 
southward.

The decision by Williams Partners is 
part of a larger trend to reverse pipeline 
flows in response to shifting supplies. 
According to the U.S. Energy Informa-
tion Administration, 32 percent of pipe-
line capacity into the Northeast could be 
bi-directional by 2017 . And other energy 
companies hope to take advantage of 
Transco’s reach by connecting new pipe-
lines with the expansive system. 

The Mountain Valley Pipeline, a 
joint venture of NextEra Energy and 
EQT, a fracking company concentrated 
on the Appalachian Basin, would origi-
nate in Wetzel County, W.Va., and course 
330 miles through more than a dozen 

other counties and the Jefferson National 
Forest before connecting with a Transco 
compressor station in Pittsylvania 
County, Va. In both states, the proposal 
has caused vehement backlash that has 
erupted into legal battles.

In March, a group of West Virginia 
landowners who have resisted efforts 
by the pipeline’s developers to survey 
their property filed suit against the 
companies. Attorneys with the group 
Appalachian Mountain Advocates, 
which is representing the landowners, 
argue that the power of eminent domain 
can only be exercised in West Virginia if 
a project has “public use.”

But plans for the Mountain Valley 
Pipeline do not include any delivery 
points in West Virginia, where distribu-
tion companies could collect gas that 

would be sold locally. As a result, Derek 
Teaney of Appalachian Mountain Advo-
cates argued, “not a single West Virgin-
ian will have access to, or otherwise use, 
gas carried by the pipeline.” 

The lawsuit follows threats by the 
pipeline’s developers that “legal action 
will likely be taken in order to obtain the 
necessary access” to survey private land 
along the Mountain Valley Pipeline route. 
Across Appalachia, stories of citizen 
resistance are becoming commonplace 
in communities along a pipeline’s path.

An even larger proposed pipeline 
would originate in Harrison County, 
W.Va., not far from the Mountain Valley 
Pipeline’s beginning, and stretch 550 

miles across West Virginia, central Vir-
ginia and the North Carolina Piedmont. 

Dominion Resources’ $5 billion 
plan to build the project, known as the 
Atlantic Coast Pipeline, was selected 
last year by Duke Energy and Piedmont 
Natural Gas, which solicited propos-
als to build a pipeline that provides 
“geographical diversity” compared to 
existing pipelines and allows for “fu-
ture low-cost expansions with minimal 
environmental impact.” Duke Energy 
would share ownership of the pipeline 
and be one of its largest customers, hav-
ing opened five natural gas-fired power 
plants in North Carolina since 2011 to 
replace shuttered coal-fired capacity.

The Atlantic Coast Pipeline’s route 
crosses several areas of ecological con-
cern, such as the Monongahela and 
George Washington national forests, the 
Appalachian Trail and the Blue Ridge 
Parkway. To minimize the environmen-
tal impacts, Ernie Reed, president of the 
conservation group Wild Virginia, says 
companies should prioritize using exist-
ing right-of-ways.

“If you want to get more automobiles 
from Front Royal to Roanoke, you build 
another lane on the existing interstate,” 
says Reed. “You don’t build another 
eight-lane interstate that connects those 
two areas.” Dominion says it prefers to 
use existing rights of way where possible, 
but “oftentimes it is not feasible.”  

Reed is a former resident of Nelson 
County, Va., where, by Dominion’s own 
admission, the groundswell of grassroots 
opposition the company has faced is 
stronger than anywhere else along the 
pipeline’s proposed route. On March 
10, the county’s board of supervisors 
approved a resolution asking Dominion 
and the Federal Energy Regulatory Com-
mission to respect landowners and care-
fully consider alternative routes.

According to the resolution, “Do-
minion has taken no action to minimize 
eminent domain takings in Nelson 
County by proposing a route using 
existing rights of way.”

Together, the Mountain Valley and 
Atlantic Coast pipelines would carry 
3.5 billion cubic feet of natural gas a day 
from fracking operations in Appalachia to 
power plants, distribution companies and 

industrial users in the Southeast. 
Both are planned to begin opera-
tions by late 2018.

Regulating the Risk
As public opposition grows, 

so does frustration with the Fed-
eral Energy Regulatory Commis-
sion, the agency responsible for 
regulating electricity markets and 
other interstate energy commerce.

“I think that our nation is 
going to have to grapple with 
our acceptance of gas generation 
and gas pipelines if we expect 
to achieve our climate and en-
vironmental goals,” FERC chair 
Cheryl LaFleur told an audience 
at the National Press Club in 
January.

Worried about the type of 
investments being prioritized, a 
coalition of environmental and citizens 
group in Appalachia announced this 
month that they are aligning their efforts 
to challenge FERC. The groups, including 
Wild Virginia, Ohio Valley Environmental 
Coalition, FreshWater Accountability 
Project and Allegheny Defense Project, 
contend that FERC’s push to increase 
natural gas infrastructure “incentivizes 
fracking while stifling the development of 
renewable energy,” and that the agency is 
approving pipeline projects without first 
proving they are in the public interest. 

“Part of that determination requires 
considering effects to the environment 
and communities, and there clearly 
are many,” Terry Lodge, an attorney 
representing FreshWater Accountability 
Project, said in a joint press statement. If 
FERC has already determined up front 
that the public is “just going to have to 
accept more pipelines,” according to 
Lodge, “it can’t be trusted to rigorously 
evaluate those effects.”

A February report by the U.S. De-
partment of Energy emphasized that 
fully utilizing or rerouting existing inter-
state pipelines could provide “lower-cost 
alternatives to building new infrastruc-
ture and can accommodate a significant 
increase in natural gas flows.”

FERC recently completed a series 
of public hearings on the Atlantic Coast 
Pipeline in North Carolina and Virginia. 
Local groups, including Friends of Nel-
son, asked residents to contact FERC 
requesting an extension of the public  
comment period since, at least at one 

hearing, fewer than half of the people 
who signed up to speak were given the 
chance. Dominion urged FERC to stay the 
course. Public hearings on the Mountain 
Valley Pipeline were held in early April.

Once pipelines begin operation, new, 
sometimes catastrophic, risks emerge.

This past January, the ATEX Express 
ethane pipeline, used to transport the 
second-largest chemical component of 
natural gas, exploded in Brooke County, 
W.Va., just a year after beginning com-
mercial operation. An explosion along I-77 
near Sissonville, W.Va., in December 2012 
charred 800 feet of the highway. And in 
2008, the Transco pipeline ruptured in Ap-
pomattox County, Va., igniting a fireball 
that melted the siding on homes 400 yards 
away. In that case, investigators fined Wil-
liams Partners $952,000, citing failures by 
the company to meet monitoring require-
ments and prevent external corrosion. 

The Pipeline and Hazardous Mate-
rials Safety Administration maintains 
that pipelines are “the safest, most 
environmentally friendly and most ef-
ficient and reliable” way to transport 
natural gas. But, the agency points out, 
“accidents still happen, sometimes with 
tragic consequences.”

Fueling the Future
With a typical lifespan of up to 100 

years, natural gas pipelines are by defini-
tion long-term investments.

So, what does a more natural gas-
reliant future look like? For millions of 
residents in the Northeast, it may look 
a lot like today. Around 44 percent of 

the region’s generation capacity 
came from natural gas last year, 
a sharp increase from 15 percent 
in 2000. During that same period, 
coal’s share of generation plum-
meted, but renewables only grew 
by 1 percent. 

Investments in gas-fired 
generation have unsurprisingly 
been based on easy access to an 
abundant supply of natural gas 
in the nearby Marcellus Shale. 
But ratepayers have felt the sting 
of spiking gas prices, particularly 
during winter months when de-
mand is highest, and a pipeline 
outage at any time of year would 
impact thousands of megawatts 

of generation.
The short-term solution is to 

push for more pipeline capacity, 
but that logic quickly becomes 

problematic and could create the type 
of energy trap that is the subject of “The 
Natural Gas Gamble,” a report by the 
science advocacy organization Union of 
Concerned Scientists.

While acknowledging the near-term 
benefits of burning natural gas instead 
of coal, the report warns that becoming 
too reliant on natural gas poses complex 
risks, including persistent price volatil-
ity and the problems associated with a 
changing climate. The analysis suggests 
the only way to bet on natural gas, and 
win, is to greatly expand adoption of 
renewable energy and energy efficiency 
in the nation’s power supply. 

“For its part, natural gas could still 
play a useful — but more limited — role 
in the transition to a clean energy sys-
tem, not as a replacement for coal but 
rather as an enabler of grid flexibility 
in support of renewable technologies,” 
Jeff Deyette, one of the report’s authors, 
wrote on the group’s blog.

Researchers also point out that bet-
ting big on natural gas now could lead to 
unnecessary investment in pipelines and 
other expensive, long-lived infrastruc-
ture that would become stranded assets 
as utilities face the inevitable need to shift 
to truly clean energy sources. 

Some see natural gas as the preor-
dained king of America’s energy future. 
But responsibly balancing a reliance on 
the so-called “bridge fuel” looks more 
and more like a tightrope walk, where 
each step comes with considerable risk.

PIPE DREAMS

Over the past decade, fracking in Appalachia has 
unlocked an abundance of low-cost natural gas, 
transforming America’s energy mix and creating 
the present-day push to expand a regional network 
of natural gas pipelines and other infrastructure. 
Courtesy of Terry Wild Stock Photography

A local landowner and a Dominion representative 
discuss the Atlantic Coast Pipeline’s proposed 
route at a public hearing held in Nelson County 
by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission. 
Photo by Will Solis, willsolisphotography.com

Proposed natural gas pipelines would expand the fuel’s availability 
to southeastern electric utilities, but some concerned citizens want 
developers to better utilize existing pipeline capacity. Map created 
by Rick Webb for Appalachian Mountain Advocates
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The perilous push to expand Appalachia’s 
natural gas infrastructure
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By Eliza Laubach
A brick house off Hwy. 58 just west 

of Damascus, Va., stands out in a curious 
way. Flowerbeds have replaced the black-
top driveway and small fruit trees dot the 
front yard. To the side, on top of a large 
shed, sit four blue barrels spray-painted 
with the letters L-O-V-E — a message 
easily seen from the busy road.

Rarely does Jonathan Towers ad-
vertise his home as the South Fork 
Sharestead, although the name accurately 
describes his one and a half acres. “It was 
basically created to share with both the 
people who are here and the community,” 
says Towers. He and his wife Carol, both 
in their 60s, converted his two-car garage 
into a living space for themselves. The 
sharesteaders — up to four at a time — 
live in the house. Most of them are from 
the surrounding area and are at least a 
generation younger than the couple.

Courtney Rowle, 26, moved in 18 
months ago after meeting the Towers 
at a restaurant where she worked in 
Damascus. The sharestead is the longest 
she has lived anywhere since leaving 
the Marine Corps. “I call this the ref-
uge,” says Rowle. While exemplifying 
intergenerational living, those at the 
sharestead strive for resource conserva-
tion and a low-impact lifestyle.

In the six years since he moved from 
Boone, N.C., Towers has transformed 
his average American home into an 

energy-efficient, food-abundant pow-
erhouse. By retrofitting the house to 
be energy efficient and maintaining a 
strong commitment to energy conser-
vation, their utility bill has dropped 75 
percent. The Towers started with little 
things, such as line-drying clothes. 
Soon their next-door neighbors had a 
line out, too. “We realized it could be a 
demonstration house,” says Jonathan. 

The couple models sustainable living 
on a budget. A wood stove, along with 
extra insulation in the attic and curtains 
made out of sleeping bags, replaced the 
central heating and air conditioning sys-
tem. A water tank on the back of the wood-
stove and a solar shower have greatly 
reduced the use of their hot water heater, 
which, like the windows, is covered in a 
down Army-surplus sleeping bag.

Towers allows function to deter-
mine placement. He found that a chest 
freezer operating on a warmer setting 
uses a lot less energy than a refrigerator. 
To move hot air without a central heat-
ing system, he installed fans into the 
walls above many doors in the house. 

Garden beds in his front yard fol-
low pathway borders, and in the back-
yard are two round gardens that host 
intensive, small-scale vegetable cultiva-
tion. Towers devised these gardens as a 
system the average person, of any age, 
could easily tend. Their accessible shape 
allows a gardener to easily grow an 
abundance of food in a compact space, 

he says. Fencing encircles each plot and 
a drainage pipe snakes underground, 
emerging outside the fence, to be sup-
plied with rainwater reserved from his 
roof. He remembers harvesting more 
than 500 pounds of tomatoes from the 
two 220-square-foot spaces one year.

A barn housing two horses and 
11 chickens features a greenhouse on 
the south side. A passive solar design 
lights and ventilates the barn, a system 
that Towers also applied to his base-
ment to make it comfortable without a 
dehumidifier.

“If there is something here that 
somebody is interested in doing, we 
do it,” says Towers. “We’ve let every-
thing evolve here rather than coming 
in thinking we know everything.” 
He doesn’t invite people to live at the 
sharestead to learn from him and Carol, 
but to learn with them.
The Towers have espoused this belief 
since they first moved to Damascus with 
their friends, Steve and Ashley Ahn. Steve 
describes his family as quite typical be-
fore they met the Towers, but they wanted 
to do something different. The Ahns and 
their three young children moved into the 

brick house with the Towers in an explo-
ration of extended-family living. 

Eventually, the Ahns bought their 
own house nearby and cultivate a home-
stead there, and the two families have 
grown even closer. The Towers help the 
Ahns build on land in the backcountry 
of Grayson County, a purchase the Tow-
ers also helped finance. “They are like 
our adopted parents,” says Steve. 

Jonathan’s mantra, “that we each 
need to take personal responsibil-
ity for our wellbeing,” empowers the 
sharesteaders’ reasoning. He thinks in 
terms of perpetual inner growth, a phi-
losophy he and Carol promote among 
other residents in the home.  

Rowle takes this seriously, as her 
educational experience at the sharestead 
is enriched by an apprenticeship with a 
local Native American medicine woman. 
She credits the grounding support she 
finds with Jonathan and Carol as an in-
cubator for her projects. “When you have 
to share with other people you start to 
grow,” she says. “You start thinking about 
the other person, kind of like a family.”

See more pictures from the South Fork 
Sharestead at appvoices.org/thevoice.

By Chris Robey
Herds of Eastern elk once roamed 

over a third of the North American 
continent, where they appeared some 
120,000 years ago. From southern 
Canada to Georgia, and from the Caro-
linas to the Mississippi River, valleys 
echoed with the rutting males’ haunting 
calls. Known as wapiti by the Shawnee 
and other native tribes, these elk were 
massive — mature bulls reached 1,000 
pounds and stood 50 to 60 inches at the 
shoulder, with antlers six feet long. 

When European colonists arrived 
in the 1400s, Eastern elk were the most 
widespread hooved animal on the 
continent. By 1880, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service had officially declared 
the subspecies extinct. Elk blithely stood 
by as hunters fired upon them, making 
them easy targets. Unregulated hunting 
and forest clear-cutting quickly ravaged 
the formerly abundant herds.

Yet today, thousands of visitors come 
every year to North Carolina’s Cata-
loochee Valley to witness the autumn rut. 
Thanks to numerous wildlife agencies and 
researchers over the past two decades, elk 
are slowly returning to Appalachia. But 
the elk who live here now are different 

from their Eastern predecessors. Of the 
six elk subspecies that once inhabited 
North America, four have survived. Two 
of them — the Rocky Mountain and the 
Manitoban elk — have been introduced 
to lands where Eastern elk once roamed. 

In Kentucky, a herd of an estimated 
10,000 Rocky Mountain elk has flourished. 
“Our restoration area is 16 counties,” says 
Gabe Jenkins, deer and elk coordinator 
for the Kentucky Department of Fish and 
Wildlife. “About 4.3 million acres, which 
is equivalent to the size of Yellowstone.”

Though smaller, these Western na-
tives are nonetheless magnificent — Rocky 
Mountain elk boast the most impressive 
antlers of any subspecies. Unlike the ex-
tinct Eastern elk, which preferred dense 
woodlands, Rocky Mountain elk “use a 
lot of grassland — the majority of which 
is reclaimed mine land,” Jenkins explains.  
Reintroduced elk respond well to these 
former mining sites, as herd estimates 
show. Thinner soils and reduced biodi-
versity raise concerns as to the long-term 
resiliency of these areas, however. 

 Outside of historically strip-mined 
lands, artificial grasslands are not so wide-
spread, and elk are fewer. The Cataloochee 
Valley hosts between 150 and 200 Mani-

toban elk from the prairies of southern 
Canada. In Tennessee, the population 
exceeds 400, a number Virginia officials 
hope to reach by 2018. Elk habitat is lim-
ited, however, as most suitable areas have 
long since been converted to farmland. 

Not everyone is happy to see elk 
returning. Landowners complain of 
700-pound elk wandering into their 
fields and knocking down fences. Some 
state officials, biologists and hunters also 
warn of the possible spread of Chronic 
Wasting Disease, a fatal prion disease 
that affects North American deer, moose 
and elk. Identified in 1982 as misfolded, 
infectious proteins, prions are attributed 
to many neurological conditions fatal to 
animals and humans.

Similar to Mad Cow Disease, CWD 
riddles an elk’s brain with holes so that it 
appears sponge-like under a microscope. 
Afflicted elk are “thin, very thin,” and vis-
ibly lethargic and disoriented, says North 
Carolina wildlife biologist Justin McVey. 
According to him, the disease has yet to 
be detected in North Carolina. Elk in Ken-
tucky are similarly fortunate. “Our herds 
are CWD free,” Jenkins says. Infected deer 
have been reported in Virginia and West 
Virginia, however, raising concerns about 

the disease’s possible spread to Virginia’s 
newly established elk herds.

Despite these challenges, elk restora-
tion remains a priority for wildlife agen-
cies across the region. Though elk have 
not yet been released in West Virginia, the 
state’s House of Delegates recently passed 
a bill establishing a framework for restora-
tion in the near future. With time, elk may 
once again grace more of Appalachia’s 
mountains and valleys, their bugling calls 
echoing throughout. 

Naturalist’s NotebookThis GREEN House
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“Our goal this year is less grass,” 
says Jonathan Towers. He already 
grows enough food to donate surplus to 
neighbors or a family in need.

He says his endeavors are a fearless 
preparation for an uncertain future 
affected by climate change. He hopes 
when people drive by and see the LOVE 
barrels, in the background at right, they 
will be reminded of the primary driver 
of his actions. Photos by Eliza Laubach

Elk Make Slow Return to Appalachia

Place names such as Elk River and Elkhorn 
indicate the historical range of the Eastern elk. 
One day these places may once again live up to 
their namesake. Photo by John Brunjes
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Though long extinct, Eastern elk blood-
lines may still exist. In 1905, Teddy Roos-
evelt gifted 20 elk to New Zealand, 10 of 
which were possibly Eastern elk. 

Elk typically reach full size around 4-5 
years of age. Females, also called cows, 
average 500 pounds and four-and-a-half 
feet at the shoulder, while males average 
700 pounds and five feet at the shoulder.

Cows typically birth one calf a year, 
usually in early summer. Like deer fawns, 
calves are born scentless. This helps dis-
guise them from black bears, coyotes and 
other predators. 

Elk herds display some social organiza-
tion. Cows and calves form loose clusters, 
while bulls live alone or in small groups 
with other males. During rutting season, 
cows and calves form harems with one or 
two dominant males. 

Rutting males bugle to announce 
themselves to females and warn rival 
males. Ensuing clashes between bulls are 
sometimes deadly. 

Antler Points
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twice so far, but he does not have baseline tests from 
before the company arrived. Pitcock remembers when 
Wentz had a one-acre frackwater pond near the well 
on his property — used to store the flowback of toxic 
wastewater that returns to the surface after a well is 
fracked — surrounded by a tall chain link fence. 

“There was a sign here that said ‘Impaired 
Water. No Swimming,’” She laughs, then adds, 
“That stuff evaporates in the air with all those 
toxic chemicals. We have cases where they’d leave 
a pond like that for 2-3 years to evaporate what 
they didn’t pump out, and then if they pay the 
landowner an extra $20,000, [some landowners] 
let them just bury the liner there and cover it up.”

Unsettled Damages
Although EQT has essentially taken over a por-

tion of Wentz’s land for the next 20 to 50 years, as far 
as auditors are concerned, those 37 acres still belong 
to him, and he is required to pay taxes on this land 
that he will likely never be able to make use of again. 

EQT has finished drilling and fracking the well 
for now, but the daily rounds of truck traffic driving 
up to the well pad, the emissions from the drilling 
equipment, and the whistles from pressure valves at 
the well pad will not end.

“Drilling was very noisy and all, but it had a be-
ginning and end. The traffic around David’s property 
will not end,” says Crowder. “Imagine if you did want 
to sell, especially to a younger family? You really feel 
like the place is ruined.” 

Some West Virginians have responded by filing 
lawsuits for nuisance and negligence related to natural 
gas drilling, including environmental impacts, traffic 
and blocking public road access. Their complaints 
are directed at EQT and other natural gas companies 
including Antero Resources and Hall Drilling. 

Even residents who owned their mineral rights and 
accepted payments to have a Marcellus well or pipeline 
built on their property have found that they agreed to 

more than they realized. “None of them ever had 
any idea that this was not the usual drilling,” says 
Pitcock. “They were in for something brand new, 
unconventional and far more devastating.”

“These people are saying ‘Why did I sign this? 
They told me they were only going to clear for a 
16-inch pipeline and I came home and they took the 
whole side of my mountain and cleared all the trees,’” 
adds Pitcock. “Well, it’s too late when they’ve signed 
[the lease], you’ve got to read the small print.” 

Feelings about what will happen to Doddridge 
County are mixed. For some, it’s time to leave; the 
Marcellus shale wells, and all the problems they have 
brought to the community, are here to stay. Others 
say it is important not to succumb to resignation. 

“Who’s going to want to come here to live?” 
asks Kirkwood. “We only have I think 8,000 [residents] 
in the whole county and 800 in the town. And if people 
can’t sell their homes because their water’s no good, 
or because somebody’s put a great big well pad right 
in their land, what’s going to happen over the next 20, 
30 years with the people here?”

Kirkwood’s adult children have suggested that 
she “get out now while [she] can still get some value 
out of the house.” But the value of her home is less 
important to Kirkwood than the value of her commu-
nity, where folks she knows stop by to chat or invite 
her out to lunch as she tends her garden. “I’d rather 
just stay here where I belong,” Kirkwood says.

Some West Virginia residents living near gas drilling operations have received 
1,200-gallon water tanks, like the one pictured at above, from those companies 
after water quality tests revealed contamination. Photo by Molly Moore

Under the Surface
Continued from page 12

Kentucky 
Session convened Jan. 
6, adjourned March 24

Perhaps the most publicized and con-
tentious environmental law to pass during the 
Bluegrass State’s 30-day legislative session 
was an update to existing oil and gas drilling 
rules that addresses some of the challenges 
posed by fracking (see page 10).

A new energy law creates an Environ-
mental Regulation Task Force to review how 
electricity reliability in the state is affected by 
federal environmental regulations. The task 
force, which environmental groups say is 
skewed toward industry, will produce a report 
by December 2015. 

Gov. Beshear also signed a bill that helps 
local governments finance water and energy 
efficiency projects. A committee hearing on 
the Clean Energy Opportunity Act, which 
would require Kentucky utilities to meet a 
certain portion of electricity demand through 
energy efficiency and renewables, was can-
celled due to a March snowstorm, but a hear-
ing during the legislative interim is expected. 

It will be more difficult for timber compa-
nies designated as “bad actors” to operate 
in the state without paying civil penalties and 
remediating logging sites under another new 
law. And new rules regarding how local gov-
ernments can handle stray horses and cattle 
provide guidelines for identifying owners and 
for gelding, or sterilizing, male animals if an 
owner is not found. — By Molly Moore

North Carolina
Session convened Jan. 14, 
adjourns early July

Since  the 
legislative ses-
sion began in January, the rules 
regulating oil and gas drilling in North Carolina 
went into effect and the state’s long-standing 

moratorium on fracking was lifted. A bipar-
tisan bill introduced to “disapprove” the 
rules was left to expire in March. 

The first law passed this session 
clarifies technical issues with the Coal Ash 
Management Act passed last September and 
removes a previous legal requirement that 
the state develop rules to limit air pollution 
from fracking operations. A three-judge panel 
ruled in favor of Governor McCrory, who claims 
that the Coal Ash Management Commission 
is unconstitutional because there are more 
legislative appointments than executive. The 
ruling means that progress cleaning up coal 
ash throughout the state will stall. It also affects 
the commission that wrote the fracking rules, 
which could impact the validity of the drilling 
regulations. 

The bipartisan Energy Freedom Bill, 
which would open up the state to third-party 
sales for solar projects, was introduced in 
March. The bill is supported by environmental 
groups, large businesses and the military, 
but strongly opposed by Duke Energy, which 
currently has a monopoly on the state’s power 
production.

Though polls show that North Carolinians 
overwhelmingly support renewable energy 
options, Gov. McCrory continues to push for 
opening the coast to offshore oil drilling, which 
is a possibility now that President Obama is 
allowing states to pursue offshore drilling in 
the Atlantic. — By Sarah Kellogg

Tennessee
Session convened Jan. 13, adjourns late April 

At the end of March, a bill to transfer 
oversight of surface mining in Tennessee 

from federal to state 
regulators had passed 

through a state Senate com-
mittee and state House subcommittee. 

The Primacy and Reclamation Act of Tennes-
see would end the federal Office of Surface 
Mining’s 31-year term as the regulatory agency 
charged with ensuring that coal mining opera-
tions in the state abide by surface mining and 
mined-land reclamation laws. That responsibil-
ity would pass to the Tennessee Department 
of Environment and Conservation. In 1984, the 
federal agency assumed oversight of surface 
mining in Tennessee due to the state’s poor 
enforcement of environmental laws.

The Tennessee Mining Association says 
a return to state regulation will lead to faster 
approval of mining permits. Opponents of the 
bill argue that fees levied on coal companies 
to pay for the costs of administering the regula-
tory program would be insufficient, and leave 
the state bearing an added cost. 

A bill to provide a general permit for non-
commercial gold mining appears idle for the 
year; opponents were concerned the bill could 
damage water quality and trout populations 
in the Cherokee National Forest. And a bill to 
help finance renewable energy and energy 
efficiency was moving through legislative 
committees at press time. — By Molly Moore

Virginia 
Session convened Jan. 14,  
adjourned Feb. 27

In the 2015 leg-
islative session, Virginia electric utilities lob-
bied for what they described as a partial rate 
freeze, though consumer advocates said that 
average electric bills could still increase and 
the legislation would make it more difficult 
for regulators to catch utility over-earnings or 
require refunds. But amendments on the same 
bill declared solar energy development and 
energy efficiency programs as in the public 
interest, and the legislation passed.

Another bill would have joined Virginia 
into a regional network of states limiting green-
house gas emissions. Through pollution 
allowance auctions, this initiative would raise 
funds for efforts such as coastal adaptation to 
sea level rise and renewable energy workforce 
training.  The bill did not receive a vote, but this 
concept will likely be reintroduced next year. 

Two new laws that passed will increase 
the size of nonresidential solar installations that 
can sell power back to the grid and encourage 
renewable energy and energy efficiency for 
multi-family and commercial buildings. 

Meanwhile, Gov. McAuliffe reiterated his 
strong support for the Atlantic Coast Pipeline, 
one of three proposed pipelines that would, 
if built, carry fracked gas across ecologically 
sensitive areas (see page 14). A bipartisan bill 
would have prevented interstate companies 
from entering and surveying private property 
without the written consent of the owner, but 
that legislation failed to pass, as did an attempt 
to make public service corporations using 
eminent domain subject to the Freedom of 
Information Act. — By Hannah Wiegard

West Virginia 
Session convened Jan. 14, 
adjourned March 14

G o v e r n o r  E a r l 
Ray Tomblin received 
criticism from mine-safety 
and environmental groups for signing the Coal 
Jobs Safety Act, a law that United Mine Work-
ers of America President Cecil Roberts said 
“marks the first time in West Virginia history 
that our state has officially reduced safety 
standards for coal miners.”The legislation also 
prevents citizens from suing coal companies 
for violating Clean Water Act standards if those 
standards were not specified in the state mine 
permit, along with several other industry-
supported changes to environmental rules. 

The state also lowered the number of 
aboveground chemical storage tanks that 

need to comply with safety regulations by 
roughly 75 percent — the storage tank rules 

passed in the wake of the 2014 Elk River 
chemical spill. The legislature did agree to 
strengthen water quality standards for a 72-
mile stretch of the Kanawha River so that it can 
be used as a backup drinking water source for 
the now-notorious Elk River intake. 

A bill that would have allowed “forced 
pooling” for horizontal oil and gas wells nar-
rowly failed. Forced pooling, which is currently 
allowed for vertical wells in the state, requires 
all mineral owners to lease their land for drilling 
if a certain percentage of other mineral owners 
in an drilling tract agree. 

Two bills intended to expand the scope 
of agricultural cooperatives and make it easier 
for growers to sell at farmer’s markets also 
passed. — By Molly Moore

Appalachia’s Political Landscape
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While lawmakers in Washington, D.C., might get most of the spotlight, 
the legislators in state capitols across the region are busy making 
— and blocking — laws that affect Appalachia’s land, air, water and 

people. Here’s the latest updates from state legislatures around the region.
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By Brian Sewell
A broad set of initiatives included 

in the Obama administration’s proposed 
budget for 2016 would support economic 
development projects in Central Appala-
chian communities burdened by the coal 
industry’s continued decline. 

The funding proposals in the presi-
dent’s budget, collectively called the 
POWER+ Plan, aim to expand workforce 
training and other employment services. 
The plan would also create new job op-
portunities in regional mining communi-

ties by boosting the budgets of agencies 
including the Appalachian Regional 
Commission and the U.S. Economic De-
velopment Administration. 

Regional advocates applauded the 
ways the POWER+ Plan would address 
legacy costs of mountaintop removal 
coal mining by reforming the Abandoned 
Mine Lands reclamation fund. In Ap-
palachia alone, the federal  fund, admin-
istered by the Office of Surface Mining 
Reclamation and Enforcement, currently 
faces a multi-billion dollar backlog of 

unreclaimed mines. Under the new plan, 
the agency, which currently has about 
$2.5 billion, would receive an additional 
$200 million a year for each of the next 
five years.

On March 27, the White House an-
nounced it is making a “down payment” 
on the POWER+ Plan by designating 
between $28 and $38 million for grants 
to community organizations already 
engaged in advancing economic develop-
ment in Appalachia.

White House Plan Would Spur Investment in Appalachia
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By Eliza Laubach
A train carrying crude oil derailed and ig-

nited during a snowstorm in West Virginia on 
Feb. 17, sending a fireball into the sky. The inferno 
burned down one home and forced residents 
from three nearby towns to evacuate. At least 
one of the 25 overturned tankers spilled into a 
tributary of the nearby Kanawha River. 

The train was carrying especially volatile 
crude oil from the Bakken shale in North Da-
kota to a refinery in Yorktown, Va. The governor 
called a state of emergency and train operator 
CSX Transportation offered reimbursements to 
affected residents. The U.S. Department of Trans-
portation and Federal Railroad Administration 
are investigating the disaster.

Also in February, Virginia’s Department of 
Environmental Quality fined CSX $361,000 for an-
other train derailment last year in Lynchburg, Va. 

“Since 2008, the number of tanker cars haul-
ing oil has increased 40-fold,” the Associated 
Press reported in 2014, “and federal records 
show that’s been accompanied by a dramatic 
spike in accidental crude releases from tank 
cars.” At a statewide emergency management 
conference in March, CSX spoke to how they 
would prevent accidents, prepare residents and 
respond when derailments occur. 

An analysis by U.S. Department of Transpor-
tation predicts an average of 10 crude oil train 
derailments per year over the next few decades. 
In March, seven U.S. senators urged the White 
House to finalize proposed oil tanker car safety 
regulations, which Congress had mandated be 
made final by January 2015. North Dakota, where 
much of the crude oil originates, passed state laws 
April 1 requiring that the oil be treated with heat 
or pressure to lessen its explosive nature.
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Oil Train Disasters Increase Safety Concerns

By Eliza Laubach
A region-wide electric grid operating 

company, PJM, released a report in March 
analyzing how states could comply with 
a proposed U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency rule requiring that power 
plants cut carbon dioxide emissions.

The company, which extends into 14 
states across the Northeast and Midwest, 
described lessened costs if states work 

together to mitigate climate change 
through increased renewable energy 
exchanges. These allow states to trade 
credits for renewable energy produced, 
which advances solar or wind power 
where it is already well-established and 
helps states that cannot easily meet the 
new carbon regulations. 

In doing so, the region may see 
lower wholesale energy prices, the PJM 

report said, due to the investment in 
renewables, whose prices are steadily 
dropping. Natural gas will factor into 
overall energy prices as power plants 
switch to burning the more abundant, 
less costly fossil fuel. The report encour-
aged states to address energy efficiency 
potential, the cheapest source of energy, 
in both grid transmission and in homes 
and businesses where electricity is used.

PJM Analysis Makes Economic Case for Clean Power Plan

By Kimber Ray
West Virginia’s Bureau of Public 

Health announced in March that the 
agency will begin working with the state’s 
Department of Environmental Protection 
to evaluate existing research that links 
surface coal mining and poor health. 

The announcement came from the 
health agency’s commissioner Dr. Rahul 

Gupta one week after Randy Huffman, 
secretary of the DEP, also asserted that 
such studies should be examined. Many 
citizen and environmental groups have 
previously expressed frustration with the 
state’s failure to acknowledge the signifi-
cance of this research. 

Currently under dispute are a series 
of studies co-authored by Dr. Michael 

Hendryx, a professor at West Virginia 
University from 2006 to 2013. The coal 
industry has previously challenged ef-
forts to submit his findings as evidence 
of the potential impacts of new surface 
mining permits. 

Gupta plans to partner with federal 
agencies to conduct the research review. 
No timeline has yet been proposed for 
the project. 

WV to Review Research on Mining Health Impacts

By Molly Moore
In March, the U.S. Supreme Court heard arguments regarding 

the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s regulation of air pollut-
ants from power plants. The challengers, an assortment of states and 
industry groups such as the National Mining Association, contend that 
the agency did not perform an adequate cost-benefit analysis before 
issuing the Mercury Air Toxics Standards for power plants in 2011.

The regulations, stemming from Clean Air Act amendments 
made in the 1990s, reduce emissions of heavy metals and acid 
gases; expected health benefits include avoiding 4,200 to 11,000 
premature deaths per year. 

One thing utility groups and the EPA agree on is that implement-
ing the air standards will cost $9.6 billion annually. But challengers 
say the regulations will only provide about $6 billion in benefits, while 
the EPA estimates that total at between $37 and $90 billion. The legal 
argument centers around whether the agency calculated the costs of 
the air toxics standards at the correct point in the rulemaking process. 

Supreme Court Hears Challenges 
to Mercury Air Toxics Standards

By AV Staff
Duke Energy has agreed to pay $102 

million for federal criminal charges stem-
ming from violations of the Clean Water 
Act at five of its 14 coal ash sites in North 
Carolina. 

The nine misdemeanors cite illegal 
discharges of coal ash wastewater from 
holding ponds, as well as equipment and 
upkeep violations. North Carolina, like 
the rest of the country, has very few limits 

on the amount of pollution power plants 
can directly discharge into waterways. 
This includes coal ash, which contains 
toxic heavy metals such as arsenic, mer-
cury and selenium.

According to Duke’s own assessment, 
200 seeps at its power plants leak nearly 
3 million gallons of polluted water into 
streams and rivers every year. Prior to 
the Dan River coal ash spill, even self-
reported violations by Duke were not 

penalized, but in the wake of the ensuing 
federal investigation, the state began issu-
ing a flurry of citations. 

In February and March, the state 
issued the utility more penalties for 
groundwater pollution: a $25.1 million 
fine at its Sutton plant in Wilmington, 
the largest state penalty ever issued for 
environmental damages, and citations at a 
coal ash pond in Asheville, which are still 
awaiting response from Duke.

Duke Energy Faces Historic Fines for Coal Ash Pollution

By Dac Collins
A growing number of institu-

tions around the world are commit-
ting to divest from fossil fuels. In 
the United States, more than thirty 
municipal governments from Maine 
to Oregon have passed resolutions 
to cut financial ties with the fossil 
fuel industry in order to show their 
opposition to corporations that con-
tribute to climate change. 

On Feb. 20, after a year-long 
campaign led by students to urge 
the school’s administration to com-
bat climate change, the trustees of 
Brevard College in Brevard, N.C., 
voted to withdraw all investments 
in companies that profit from the ex-

traction of petroleum, coal and natu-
ral gas by 2018. This move makes the 
liberal arts college the first academic 
institution in the Southeast to take 
steps towards divestment. 

PNC Financial, the seventh-
largest bank in the country, an-
nounced at the beginning of March 
that it will no longer finance in-
dividual mountaintop removal 
projects or coal mining companies 
that utilize mountaintop removal 
to extract 25 percent or more of 
their coal. A number of other coal 
funding sources, such as Bank of 
America and Wells Fargo, have also 
pledged to discontinue their support 
of mountaintop removal projects.

Fossil Fuel Industry Losing Investors

DOE Pulls Support for  
“Clean Coal” Plant

Citing a desire to “protect taxpayer inter-
ests,” the U.S. Department of Energy announced 
in February plans to withdraw its $1.1 billion 
funding commitment to FutureGen 2.0, one of 
the most high-profile and costly coal-related 
projects in history. 

FutureGen’s backers criticized the decision, 
saying the Energy Department is a fairweather 
supporter of projects meant to demonstrate 
carbon capture and storage. But the department 
plans to invest billions of additional dollars to 
advance this technology in coming years since 
its future feasibility is required for coal-fired power 
plants to meet climate regulations. 

In February, U.S. Sen. Tim Kaine introduced 
legislation that would increase federal funding 
available for “clean coal” projects.

Obama Orders More  
Climate Change Mitigation 

President Obama signed an executive or-
der in March to address human-caused climate 
change by cutting federal agencies’ greenhouse 
gas emissions by 40 percent and increasing their 
renewable energy generation by 30 percent. The 
goals will be based on 2008 levels. The federal 
government is the largest consumer of energy in 
the United States.

TVA 20-year Plan Heavy on 
Natural Gas, Nuclear

The Tennessee Valley Authority announced 
in March that it will not need to build a new power 
plant for at least 20 years. The utility, which cov-
ers all of Tennessee and parts of neighboring 
states, plans to address future power demand 
by increasing nuclear power output, retrofitting 
coal-fired power plants to burn natural gas, and 
utilizing energy efficiency programs.

While TVA recently funded a nuclear reac-
tor to go online in Tennessee by this December, 
making it the first public utility to do so in the 21st 
century, it is abandoning construction on a $6 
billion nuclear power plant project in Alabama. 
The utility is also holding off on plans to build a 
high-voltage power line that would carry wind 
power from Texas and Oklahoma.

WV Coal Lab Penalty Upheld
The West Virginia Environmental Quality Board upheld a 

decision by the state Department of Environmental Protection 
to revoke the certification of Appalachian Laboratories Inc., 
where employees routinely conspired to violate the federal 
Clean Water Act. The Beckley-based water-testing lab had 
previously appealed the revocation of its state certificate to 
conduct water testing services for coal companies and other 
industrial customers, arguing the actions of one employee 
should not disrupt its entire business. But during the Feb. 
25 sentencing hearing of lab employee John Shelton — who 
will spend 21 months in prison for falsifying water samples 
— a U.S. judge said, “essentially everyone at the company... 
participated in some way in this conspiracy.”

Solar Industry Leaders Arrive in NC
Two national solar companies that focus on residen-

tial and business installations have announced they will 
begin operating in North Carolina. The state has the fourth-
largest solar market in the country, comprised of mostly 
utility-scale installations. Residential solar has been stifled 
by regulations that prevent homeowners from financing 
solar through a third party, but the legislature may change 
that before the state tax credit expires in 2016.

CMYK
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Appalachian Voices is committed to 
protecting the land, air and water of 
the central and southern Appalachian 
region. Our mission is to empower 
people to defend our region’s rich 
natural and cultural heritage by 

providing them with tools and strategies 
for successful grassroots campaigns.

APPALACHIAN VOICESINSIDE About Our Program Work

With the proposed development of 
the Atlantic Coast and Mountain Valley 
pipeline proposals, our team has been 
helping to alert citizens about ways to 
engage in fracked gas pipeline issues and 
express concerns about these risky plans. 
We drove turnout to the recent series of 
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission 
hearings in West Virginia, Virginia, and 
North Carolina on the proposed Atlantic 
Coast Pipeline and plan to do that again 
as the same process plays out for the 

Mountain Valley Pipeline. 
Meanwhile, community groups in 

Virginia that focus on this issue continue 
to organize and grow, as major rallies in 
Blacksburg and Richmond attest, and 
events are already planned for the spring 
and summer across the area, including 
film screenings, music festivals and even 
a pipeline route bike ride. We’ll keep 
spreading the word, so stay tuned and 
visit appvoices.org/fracking to learn how 
to get involved!

In mid-March, Appalachian Voices 
and our partners in Kentucky sued 
Frasure Creek Mining in federal court 
for more than 20,000 violations of the 
Clean Water Act, which could lead to 
nearly $700 million in fines.

In 2014, Frasure Creek Mining 
submitted more than 100 reports to 
the Kentucky Energy and Environ-
ment Cabinet that contained false 
water monitoring data. These reports 
are supposed to be used to make sure 
companies are meeting the water pol-
lution limits in their permits, but when 
companies turn in false reports, that 
task becomes impossible.

In the first quarter of 2014, nearly 
half of Frasure Creek’s water monitor-

ing reports were false — they contained 
data copied from previous reports. In a 
few cases, violations were removed from 
reports when they were duplicated. 

A few years ago, Frasure Creek 
was the top producer of coal from 
mountaintop removal mines in Ken-
tucky. Although Frasure Creek has 
stopped mining coal for the time 
being, its mines continue to produce 
toxic pollution and the company con-
tinues to rack up numerous violations 
from the state for failing to properly 
reclaim the mines. 

If you think all of this sounds 
familiar, you would be right. We first 
uncovered similar false reports from 
Frasure Creek and two other coal com-

panies almost five years ago. The sub-
sequent legal actions are still ongoing. 
Late last year, inadequate settlements 
between Frasure Creek and the Cabi-
net were thrown out by a Kentucky 
judge, and that decision is now being 
appealed. We are also attempting to 
intervene in the state’s enforcement 
action for these 2014 violations. 

Appalachian Voices is joined in 
these efforts by Kentuckians For The 
Commonwealth, Kentucky Riverkeep-
er, the Sierra Club and the Waterkeeper 
Alliance. The citizens’ groups are repre-
sented by Mary Cromer of Appalachian 
Citizens Law Center, attorney Lauren 
Waterworth, and the Pace Law School 
Environmental Litigation Clinic.

Going to Court for Clean Water 

DOES YOUR BUSINESS

SUPPORT
CLEAN WATER?

Advertise in The Appalachian Voice and support 
our work to protect clean water while reaching 
readers who care about Appalachia’s future.

Email: ads@appvoices.org | Call: (828) 262-1500
Visit: appvoices.org/ads

Helping Residents Stand Up To Pipelines

  
Report pollution events anonymously
CALL 1-855-7WATERS
VISIT appalachianwaterwatch.org

• Black or brown water spills?
• Unsafe management of sediment ponds?
• Contaminated drinking water?
• Spills from trucks, trains or other machinery?

Water Pollution Reporting

  

If you live in 
Central Appalachia,
HAVE YOU SEEN... 

appalachian water watch

Please join us in extending 
a hearty welcome to two new 
members of the Appalachian 
Voices family!

Adam Wells joins the team as 
our Economic Diversification Cam-
paign Coordinator based in Wise 
County, Va. working to bring clean 
energy and other economic oppor-
tunities to the region. Adam was a 
volunteer with us while working 
on his undergraduate degree at 
Appalachian State University, later 
working with Southern Appalachian 
Mountain Stewards and the Sierra Club 
on mountaintop removal in Southwest 
Virginia, and as a wilderness therapy 
guide before joining the Upper Tennes-
see River Roundtable in 2013. Adam 
lives on his family farm with his wife 
and their dog, where they enjoy spend-
ing time on beautiful mountain rivers.

Also new to the team is Amy Kelly, 
our Tennessee Energy Savings Outreach 
Coordinator, who will be working with 
local residents to build home energy 

efficiency programs. Amy earned her 
undergraduate degree from Maryville 
College and is completing a master’s 
degree in Community Development 
from GPIDEA. She worked with State-
wide Organizing for Community eM-
powement for five years, most recently 
focusing on community economic 
development models and aiding the 
region’s people in discovering their own 
power. A Tennessee native with roots 
dating back to the 18th century, Amy 
enjoys exploring the world with her 
beloved daughter and husband.

Welcome To Adam Wells and Amy Kelly!

Federal Lawsuit Filed Against Frasure Creek

The High Country Home Energy Contest has come to 
a close, but the winners are already seeing tangible results 
from the upgrades they won. We received a playful painting 
made by the young children of contest runners-up Sean 
Dunlap and Lynnea McElreath, and will soon be releasing a 
video detailing the impact of the contest. Visit appvoices.org/
energycontest to explore the winners’ stories and pictures 
of the retrofitting process!

Our team is also gathering signatures of support for 
a strong energy efficiency loan program from Blue Ridge 
Electric. We are in discussions with the North Carolina 
electric membership cooperative about how to make en-
ergy efficiency more accessible to its members, including 
low-income residents, and want the cooperative leadership 
to know that its members support a financing model that 
works for all. Visit appvoices.org/eesupport to learn more 
and sign on.

Want to gain hands-on experience at a dynamic 
nonprofit organization while helping to advance clean 
energy and protect the air, water and communities of 
Appalachia? Consider joining our intern team! 

You won’t be fetching coffee — you’ll be a fully 
engaged part of our hard-working crew. Just ask the 
talented, passionate team of interns working with us in 
our Boone, N.C., and Charlottesville, Va., offices this 
spring. We’re grateful for their contributions, which range 
from educating community members about energy ef-
ficiency to collecting petition signatures at the farmer’s 
market and playing an integral role in producing this 
very newspaper. 

Applications are accepted on a rolling basis, and 
qualifications and duties vary by position and the intern’s 
interests. Learn more about our internship opportunities 
at appvoices.org/internships.

By Dac Collins
If weather permits and the 

Moormans River is running clear, 
Bob Belton can usually be found 
somewhere along its banks casting 
a fly rod. Spending time on the wa-
ter in the Virginia mountains gives 
him an intimate perspective on the 
conditions of the regional streams, 
and seeing them jeopardized by 
coal-related pollution motivated 
him to join Appalachian Voices.

Bob, who lives in Charlottes-
ville, Va., openly states his con-
tempt for mountaintop removal 
coal mining. He says that he is “in-
censed to see what these people are 
doing to the headwater streams. It’s 
just unbelievable that anybody could 
have [such a] narrow and so greedy 
a point of view as to be engaged in 
this unacceptable activity.” 

A growing population of in-
formed readers support our fight for 
clean air and water, and Bob, now 
retired, does his part to ensure that 
this growth continues. He has been a 
volunteer distributor for The Appa-
lachian Voice since 2012 and he will 
continue to deliver the paper so that 
others might learn about the hazards 
of coal. Throughout his lifetime, Bob 
has watched as the headwaters of 
streams were disfigured by moun-
taintop removal coal mining, and he 

has seen how the harmful emissions 
from coal-fired power plants have 
significantly degraded water quality.   

A lifetime member of Trout 
Unlimited, Bob served as council 
chairman of the Virginia chapter 
and was involved in the organiza-
tion’s efforts to mitigate the effects 
of acid rain on the state’s wild brook 
trout populations. Because of sulfur 
dioxide and nitrogen oxide emis-
sions from coal-fired power plants 
and other industrial sources, many 
of Virginia’s streams were subject to 
noticeable increases in acidic deposi-
tion, especially before amendments 
to the Clean Air Act were made in 
1990 to reduce these emissions. This 

pollution motivated members of 
Trout Unlimited and environmental 
scientists from the University of 
Virginia to conduct the ongoing 
Virginia Trout Stream Sensitivity 
Study, which measures the direct 
effects of increased acidity on native 
brook trout populations. 

Bob remembers swimming in 
the Smith River near Bassett, Va., 
as a child. In particular he recalls 
how “it was so clear you could read 
the words on a dime in three feet of 
water,” but as he grew up, “it got 
so polluted that the banks were 
multi-colored.” 

According to Bob, his childhood 
river has been cleaned up since then. 
He is proud to say — at the risk of 
divulging a good fishing spot — that 
“the Smith is one of the finest trout 
streams around,” although he is 
unable to fish it as much as he does 
the nearby Moormans River below 
Sugar Hollow Reservoir.   

The Smith’s rebound is a testa-
ment to the resiliency of rivers. There 
are countless streams in Appalachia 
that are currently at risk for pollu-
tion, and miles of headwaters have 
already been contaminated, but 
these waterways can recover with 
the help of environmental stewards 
like Bob Belton.

Bob Belton: Defender of Brook Trout

Bob Belton and his wife, Celia, at a house tour 
on Virginia’s Northern Neck.

Intern With Us and Experience 
Environmental Organizing Up-Close

Campaign to Bring Energy Savings to 
the High Country Gaining Momentum 
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Springtime beckons boaters to Appalachia’s creeks and rivers. 
Paddlers Alex Matthews and Steven McGrady perform playful stunts 
on North Carolina’s Watauga River as the leaves begin to unfurl. 
Timing of natural events such as leaf-out can indicate long-term 
trends. Read about how citizen scientists are helping researchers 
track these seasonal shifts on page 8. Photo by Eric Chance 

Keep Appalachia’s Finest
Environmental News Source Free!

   ❑ Yes, I would like to receive The Appalachian Voice in my mailbox (min. $25 donation)  

   ❑ Maximize my donation -- do not send The Voice / I prefer to read it online!

Name of Member ________________________________________________________________

Address _______________________________________________________________________
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Or visit: AppVoices.org/subscribe
Mail this completed form to: 171 Grand Blvd, Boone, NC 28607

For 17 years, The Appalachian 
Voice has delivered critical news 
about environmental issues 
that affect Appalachia — news 
that doesn’t often receive main-
stream media coverage.

Help us continue to bring you in-
depth stories and the latest news 
about our air, land, water and 
communities of Appalachia — 
and receive a copy of The Voice 
delivered straight to your home.


