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Across the country, we are at an energy crossroads. In Central and Southern Appalachia, a handful of the 
region’s most powerful utilities have proposed new interstate pipelines to carry fracked natural gas through 
West Virginia, Virginia and North Carolina — even though a new report shows that they are not needed to 
meet expected demand. 

The choices are clear. We can send our hard-earned money to support more fracking in Northern Appalachia, 
all while endangering our treasured landscapes and waterways. Or, we can invest in clean energy, creating jobs 
in our region and helping us break free from our dependence on fossil fuels. The  same report also found that 
supporting energy efficiency and renewables would cost ratepayers less than building the pipelines.

Deepening our reliance on natural gas — a top emitter of the pollutant methane — would also hasten climate change, which 
is already affecting Appalachia (see page 17). These shortsighted expenditures on fossil fuel infrastructure would advance the 
bottom line for powerful utilities and natural gas companies at the expense of ratepayers and landowners. To counter those 
special interests and advance the common interests of a stable climate and healthy land and rivers, we will need to stand together. 

Fortunately, a vigorous, multi-state citizen movement to fight these pipelines continues to grow. Environmental advocates 
concerned about the potential for leaks as the pipeline traverses rugged terrain are working side-by-side with local landowners 
who are opposed to their land being seized for a private company’s benefit.

The coming months are critical. In September, federal regulators began accepting public comments regarding the 
environmental impacts of the Mountain Valley Pipeline, and a public comment period for the Atlantic Coast Pipeline is expected 
to begin in December. This gives citizens a clear opportunity to be heard. Let’s seize it together.  

To submit a public comment regarding the Mountain Valley Pipeline, visit appvoices.org/fight-mvp

Tom Cormons, Executive Director

INVOLVED environmental & cultural eventsGET See more at appvoices.org/calendar
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SW Virginia New Economy Forums
Throughout October, join these community 
meetings to share your ideas about strengthen-
ing the economy of Southwest Virginia. Free. 
For details, see page 22, call 276-679-1691 or 
visit swvaneweconomy.com/community-events 

World Food Day Event
Oct. 16, 10 a.m.-2 p.m.: Another Season Honey 
Farm will discuss how the pollinators that sup-
port our food supply are threatened by pesti-
cides. Free. Lewisburg, W.Va. Free. Call 727-320-
5497 or visit tinyurl.com/AnotherSeasonHoney 

Rally to Save Coal River Mountain
Oct. 17, 12-1:30 p.m.: Rally with Coal River 
Mountain Watch to end mountaintop re-
moval coal mining. Free. Charleston, W.Va. 
Free. Call 304-854-2182 or visit tinyurl.com/
SaveCoalRiver

French Broad Energy Forum
Oct. 19, 11 a.m.-2 p.m.: Discuss how to create 
an energy efficiency program for members of 

French Broad Electric Membership Co-op at 
this community event. Free. Madison County 
Extension Center, Marshall, N.C. Free. For more 
information, call 828-338-9838 or email eliza@
appvoices.org

Voices from Children’s Literature
Oct. 28-Mar. 5: This exhibit will showcase books 
dating to the late 1800s and include storytelling 
activities for children. History Museum of Western 
Virginia, Roanoke, Va. $5-8. Call 540-342-5777 
or visit vahistorymuseum.wordpress.com/news  

MVP Public Hearings
Nov. 1-9: Come learn more about the draft en-
vironmental impact statement for the Mountain 
Valley Pipeline and voice your opinions at a se-
ries of public hearings in Pennsylvania, Virginia 
and West Virginia. Free. For more information 
about times and locations, call 540-246-9720 
or visit appvoices.org/fight-mvp 

River GORGEous Fall Color Cruises
Nov. 6, 10 a.m.-1 p.m.: Join the Tennessee 

Aquarium for a scenic cruise on the Tennessee 
River Gorge. Other dates and times available. 
Chattanooga, Tenn. $40-60. Call 423-267-3474 
or visit tnaqua.org/events-programs 

Public Lecture by Erin Brockovich
Nov. 7, 7-9 p.m.: Erin Brockovich will speak 
on “Community Power: How We Can All Make 
a Difference in Creating a Healthier Planet.” 
Catawba College Center for the Environment, 
Salisbury, N.C. Free, but registration is re-
quired. Call 704-637-4727 or visit tinyurl.com/
CatawbaCollege 

Potential Uses of Coal Ash
Nov. 17, 7-9 p.m.: Dr. John Daniels will speak 
about his research on the potential uses of coal 
ash. Catawba College Center for the Environ-
ment, Salisbury, N.C. Free. Call 704-637-4727 
or visit tinyurl.com/CoalAshUses 

Hemlock Woody Adelgid Program
Nov. 20, 2 p.m.: Local Naturalist Ellen Hrabovsky 
will speak about treatment methods for the 

invasive pest. West Virginia Botanic Garden, 
Morgantown, W.Va. Free. Call 304-322-2093 
or visit wvbg.org/index.php/activities-events

Ijams Outdoor Academy: Winter 
Caving Adventure
Dec. 3, 9 a.m.-5 p.m.: This program offers a 
guided exploration of Tennessee’s caves for 
a group of 8-10 people. Cumberland Plateau, 
Tenn. $74. Call 865-577-4717 or visit ijams.
org/events/

Mushroom Production Workshop
Dec. 8, 5:30-7 p.m.: This workshop will focus 
on how to grow mushrooms and how to care 
for mushroom logs. Pine Mountain Settlement 
School. Pine Mountain, Ky. $5. Call 606-558-
3571 or visit tinyurl.com/MushroomProduction 

Climate Justice Summit
Dec. 9-11: Be part of the movement that ad-
dresses the causes of climate change through 
grassroots engagement. Brown Summit, N.C. 
$50-100. Visit ncclimatejustice.org
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By Tristin Van Ord
Communities across West Virginia 

are still in dire need of assistance after 
fatal floods on June 23 killed at least 
23 people and left 50,000 residents 
without power.

The state of West Virginia has 
helped affected communities with 
more than $300,000 in grants given to 
45 local businesses.

Along with the state government, 
nonprofit and disaster relief organiza-
tions are making vital efforts in recovery. 
#WVFlood, a partnership of state agen-
cies, stated that within the first few weeks 
following the flood, more than 5,000 
people had signed up to volunteer. Yet 
volunteers are still in high demand for 
long-term repairs according to Pamela 
Roush, a resident of Clendenin, W.Va, a 
small town next to the Elk River that was 
severely impacted by the flood. 

Roush is not part of an official 
organization, but she has helped mo-
bilize vast numbers of volunteers from 
across the country. According to Roush, 
volunteer response was impressive in the 
weeks immediately following the flood, 
but has dwindled over time. “Things have 
been good, but after the fourth week [the 
volunteer initiative] started going down,” 
says Roush. Construction and skilled 
work are still needed, she says.

“The initial outpouring of support 
was unbelievable,” says Heather Foster, 

director of Volunteer West Virginia, an 
organization that helps recruit volunteers. 

Foster noted that the organization 
mobilized over $1 million worth of 
volunteer hours in just the first couple 
of weeks after the flood and that the 
organization was proud of the work 
volunteers have accomplished. But she 
said that there was still work to be done, 
particularly preparing damaged houses 
for the upcoming winter. She also noted 
a particular need for volunteers with 
construction experience.

Specialized relief efforts are also ad-
dressing ongoing problems resulting from 
the floods. One such endeavor, Operation 
Photo Rescue, is working throughout the 
state to repair flood damaged photos. 

Another effort being made in the 
aftermath of the flood is the cleanup of 
the 78-mile-long Greenbrier River Trail. 
According to the West Virginia Divi-
sion of Natural Resources, the trail was 
damaged from rockslides due to the 
flooding. Currently, the trail is closed 
from Anthony to Caldwell. 

A free health clinic will be provided 
by West Virginia Health Right and Remote 
Area Medical in late October in Elkview, 
W.Va. To volunteer or for more informa-
tion on the clinic, visit ramusa.org. 

For additional volunteer opportuni-
ties or to donate to relief efforts, visit 
wvflood.com or contact Pamala Roush 
at (304)-545-3753. 

Volunteers Still Needed for Flood 
Recovery in West Virginia On Aug. 24, the White House an-

nounced the recipients of $38.8 million 
in POWER Initiative grants. This federal 
program provides assistance to com-
munities economically damaged by the 
collapse of the coal industry.

A majority of the 29 projects re-
ceiving funding are in in Central Ap-
palachia. Other funded projects are in 
Alabama, Texas and Pennsylvania.

The POWER Initiative provides 
money for projects that will help commu-
nities transition to a post-coal economy. 
Funded projects include the Eastern 

Kentucky Concentrated Employment 
Program in Hazard, Ky., which received 
$2.75 million to provide technical job 
training to young adults and unem-
ployed or underemployed older adults, 
and Appalachian Sustainable Develop-
ment in Abingdon, Va., which received 
a $1.5 million grant to “develop a coor-
dinated local foods distribution network 
throughout Central Appalachia.”

For a complete list of funded proj-
ects, visit tinyurl.com/whitehouse-
power-initiative — Elizabeth E. Payne

POWER Initiative Grants Awarded

The Create Your State Tour is a presenta-
tion and workshop that uses live music and 
visuals to show participants how to ignite arts-
based community development in their West 
Virginia towns. Presenters Lori McKinney and 
Robert Blankenship show how art and music 
helped transform downtown Princeton, W.Va., 
into a regional arts destination. Participants 
will learn skills and gain access to contacts 

and resources so that they, too, can create 
positive action in their communities. The 
participants can receive assistance from 
Create Your State throughout the process.

Ten towns in West Virginia will host the 
tour in 2016, including five in early October. 
Visit createyourstate.org

— Tristin Van Ord

Create Your State Uses Art to Create Change

About the Cover
Low clouds contrast with a hillside in fall color at Kingdom Come 
State Park in Kentucky. This image was made by Willard Clay, a 
former professor of botany who has been a full-time photographer 
since 1982. View more of his work at willardclay.photoshelter.com

Years after a recovery program increased 
the population of the endangered red wolf to 
100, there are now fewer than 60 red wolves 
existing in the wild in Eastern North Carolina. 

In September, federal officials an-
nounced a proposal that would reduce the 
area where red wolves are protected from the 
five-county area where they now reside to a 
federal wildlife refuge and surrounding land 
in Dare County starting in 2017.  

Conservation groups such as the South-
ern Environmental Law Center argue that the 
reduction of red wolf territory will eventually 
decimate the wild population, while wildlife 
officials say that transferring wild wolves to 
captive breeding programs will help sustain the 
genetic diversity of the species. The U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service will hold a public comment 
period on the proposal, though details have 
not been announced.  — Tristin Van Ord

Protections Uncertain as Red Wolf Population Declines

From one Editor to another
When I discovered The Appalachian Voice in 2011, I was immediately drawn to this small but effective nonprofit publication. 

I was thrilled to join the team as an AmeriCorps Associate Editor, and, this summer, I was honored to step into the role of Editor. 
Fortunately, I’ve had five years to learn under the incredible guidance and good humor of former Editor Jamie Goodman, who 
remains an integral part of our team.

With a passionate, talented cast of AmeriCorps members, interns, freelancers and graphic artists, and with  ready assistance from 
staff members at the broader Appalachian Voices organization, we do our best to fill every issue with stories that are informative, 
empowering and a good read. 

But the true heroes are the nearly 100 dedicated volunteers who bring the paper to the newsstands and shops where readers 
like you can find it. We could not exist without them. 

Thank you for taking the time to make The Appalachian Voice a part of your day. I hope you enjoy it. 
Yours truly,

Molly Moore, Editor 

For a healthy and sustainable future,

P.S. If this publication means as much to you as it does to me, consider 
becoming a member of Appalachian Voices. Your subscription helps us 
print and deliver 61,000 free copies of each issue across the region.
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Environmental News From Around the Region

By Kevin Ridder
The Holston Army and Ammuni-

tion Plant in Kingsport, Tenn., is under 
scrutiny for disposing explosives and 
contaminated materials by burning 
them out in the open. The plant’s Title V 
air pollution permits, which grant them 
exemption from state open burn laws, are 
up for renewal this year through the Ten-
nessee Department of Environment and 
Conservation. A public comment period 
ended in September.

Kingsport residents Mark and Con-
nie Toohey, members of environmental 
activist group Moms Clean Air Force, 
have been fighting to limit the plant’s air 
pollution since 2011.

“During open burns, [the explosives] 
produce a lot of cyanide as well as [nitro-
gen oxide],” wrote Mark Toohey during 
the public comment period. 

“We’re up high enough that we can 
see pretty much whenever they’re burn-
ing,” says Connie Toohey. “The smoke 
has even blown up into our house. When 

you’re in town, where little kids are play-
ing and swimming, you might be able to 
smell it but you can’t really see it. It isn’t 
right.”

Under Tennessee law, Holston’s Title 
V permits are granted if “there is no other 
practical, safe, and/or lawful method of 
disposal.” Mark Toohey cites the Loui-
siana Camp Minden military facility as 
an example of alternative disposal. A 
contained burn unit was established there 
last year after public outcry against open 
burning of propellants.

Justine Barati, Director of Public and 
Congressional Affairs for Joint Munitions 
Command, stated through email that 
once the possibility of sending waste to 
an on-site landfill at the Holston facility 
has been explored, different technologies 
will be reviewed to reduce open burning. 
The plant expects to decide on a course of 
action by September 2017. 

Tennessee environmental regulators 
do not have a timeline for making a deci-
sion on the air pollution permit renewal, 
according to an agency spokesperson.

Holston Ammunition Plant’s Open Burning Raises Citizen Concern

By Willie Dodson 
In August, Southwest Virginia lost 

two environmental leaders who leave 
behind legacies of service to the land and 
people of Appalachia. 

Vivian Owens of Haysi, Va., was 
a founding board member and long-
time super-volunteer for the Friends of 
the Russell Fork, a local organization 
dedicated to protecting the river. Ow-
ens worked with community members 
and AmeriCorps volunteers to monitor 
the health of the river and identify and 
remove sewage straight pipes and other 
sources of pollution in the Russell Fork 
and its tributaries.  

Tim Mullins of Pound, Va., served on 
the board of the Southern Appalachian 

Mountain Stewards for many years. 
Mullins’ contributions of time, energy 
and talent — notably his art and photog-
raphy — helped SAMS win an eight-year 
campaign to defeat a more than 1,200-acre 
mountaintop removal coal mining permit 
on Ison Rock Ridge in Wise County, Va.

“He loved the Appalachian Moun-
tains and all of God’s creation and 
worked diligently to protect them from 
those who destroy them for profit,” 
longtime friend Jane Branham wrote after 
Mullins passed. “He was a man full of 
courage … he learned to fly, traveled the 
world, embraced his gay identity in the 
face of conflict and violence committed 
against him and was always a voice for 
others who could not speak out.”

Southwest Virginia Environmental 
Movement Loses Two Leaders

By Tristin Van Ord
August 25, 2016 marked the 100th 

birthday of the National Park Service. 
The agency has been hosting events 

all year in honor of the centennial. 
Shenandoah National Park is cel-

ebrating with the “Centennial Quilts 
Tour,” which will display quilts at mul-
tiple locations around Shenandoah with 
scenes from all of the national parks.

Other parks throughout Appalachia 
are recognizing the centennial as well. 

The New River Gorge National 
River, Great Smoky Mountains National 

Park and the Appalachian Trail are cel-
ebrating with 100-mile hiking challenges. 
Hikers can record the miles they’ve hiked 
in each park online at the National Park 
Service website. The challenge started in 
January, but hikers can record miles until 
December 31 at New River Gorge and the 
Appalachian Trail, and until December 6 
in the Smoky Mountains. 

The Blue Ridge Parkway is honoring 
the centennial through their “100 ways” 
website, which offers different events 
and activities that visitors can engage in 
during their travels. 

The National Park Service Turns 100

In July, the Kentucky Department of 
Fish and Wildlife Resources announced 
the creation of the Rockcastle River Wildlife 
Management Area, which comprises more 
than 2,900 acres in eastern Pulaski County. 
According to the Commonwealth Journal, 
the parcel — known by many as the Ikerd 
Coal property — was purchased for $6.3 mil-
lion from the Ikerd family using funds levied 
from a tax on firearms and ammunition sales.

The property is expected to open to 
the public soon.

In August, the Appalachian Wildlife 
Foundation finalized the purchase of a 

former industrial park in Bell County, Ky. 
According to the Associated Press, the 500-
acre property was purchased from the Pine 
Mountain Regional Industrial Development 
Authority for $700,000.

The property is surrounded by an 
additional 1,200 acres leased by the foun-
dation, according to the Harlan Daily En-
terprise. Together the properties will house 
the Appalachian Wildlife Center, which is 
expected to open in 2019 and will provide 
a wildlife refuge, a museum of natural and 
regional history and an astronomy pavilion. 
— Elizabeth E. Payne

Wildlife Initiatives Expand in East Kentucky

The emerald ash borer, or Agrilus pla-
nipennis fairmaire, is a shiny green beetle 
that is destroying ash trees throughout the 
Appalachian region. 

According to the Emerald Ash Borer 
Information Network, the beetle has al-
ready killed hundreds of millions of ash 
trees in North America.

An infestation can be spotted by the 
“D” shaped holes on the leaves of the 
ash trees that the beetle will eventually 

kill. The loss of ash trees is detrimental to 
biodiversity, forest industries and property 
owners across the country. 

Campers, hikers and drivers should 
watch for falling trees and branches near 
ash trees. 

Moving firewood is one of the main 
causes for the spread of the emerald 
ash borer. Experts suggest using locally 
sourced firewood to prevent infestation. 
— Tristin Van Ord 

Emerald Ash Borer Finds Its Way to North Carolina
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Editor’s note: A version of this article 
first appeared in the July 2016 issue of 
Blue Ridge Outdoors Magazine and is 
republished here with permission. 

By Danielle Taylor

What will be President Obama’s 
legacy? The Affordable Care Act? The 
death of Osama bin Laden? Or perhaps 
his public lands legacy. President Obama 
has designated or expanded 27 national 
monuments and protected more than 550 
million acres of public lands and waters, 
more than any other president.

Unfortunately, only 23 of more than 
120 current national monuments are in 
the East. West Virginia currently has 
none. However, a group of Mountain 
State conservation advocates, business-
people, outdoor recreation enthusiasts 

and other citizens has organized 
to secure a federal designation for 
the proposed Birthplace of Rivers 
National Monument.

“There are no landscape-
scale national monuments in 
the East,” says David Lillard, 
special projects manager with the 
West Virginia Rivers Coalition. 
“There’s a need and a worthiness 
in the East as well.”

Where is the 
Birthplace of Rivers?

The proposed national monument 
centers on the existing 47,815-acre Cran-
berry Wilderness, which lies within the 
Monongahela National Forest in east-cen-
tral West Virginia and drains via the Cran-
berry and Williams Rivers. To encompass 

the headwaters of the adjacent Cherry, 
Gauley, Elk, and Greenbrier Rivers, the 
monument boundaries strategically in-
clude approximately 75,000 additional 
acres, also within the national forest, in 
two sections along the Monongahela’s 
northeastern and southern borders.

The naturally diverse area already 
attracts hikers, mountain bikers, pad-
dlers, anglers, hunters and other outdoor 
enthusiasts. Increased awareness of the 
area could  bring more visitors to the 
“wild and wonderful” landscape. Pro-
tecting the area as a national monument 
would provide a wide range of benefits 
for West Virginia, where a West Virginia 
Rivers Coalition poll showed that 84 
percent of voters support the proposal.

Why create a national monument? 
First, says Lillard, a national monument 
designation, unlike a national forest, 
would permanently protect the land 
from industrial development, a sig-
nificant step in this fossil fuel-rich state. 

Second, this measure would help 
ensure the purity of the rivers, a criti-
cal step given that millions of people 
downstream depend on them every day 
for fresh, clean drinking water. Just two 
and a half years ago, a massive chemical 
spill into the Elk River polluted more 
than 300,000 people’s tap water, which 
highlighted the vital need to protect this 
resource. Clean headwaters also facilitate 
positive recreation experiences down-
stream for fishing and paddling. More 

than 90 percent of West Virginia’s native 
trout streams fall within the proposed 
monument’s borders. And creek boaters 
flock to the headwaters of these rivers.

Third, says Lillard, a monument 
designation would help guarantee 
that any future logging remains at a 
sustainable level.

Finally, the designation of the 
monument would significantly boost 
tourism revenue throughout the area. 
According to an economic impact study 
commissioned by the West Virginia 
Wilderness Coalition, the monument’s 
designation would create 143 jobs, in-
crease visitor-related spending in com-
munities surrounding the monument by 
42 percent, and generate more than $14.5 
million in economic output annually. 
Similarly, land-management research 
group Headwaters Economics studied 
the local economies of communities 
bordering or adjacent to 17 national 
monuments in the western United States 
from 1982 to 2011, and they found that 
jobs grew at four times the rate of similar 
communities that didn’t have a national 
monument as a neighbor.

How can it be 
designated? 

National monuments can be created 
either by a majority congressional vote 
or by a signed presidential designation 
under authority of the Antiquities Act. 
“We’ll take it either way,” says Lillard. 

The International Mountain Bicy-
cling Association and the West Virginia 
Council of Trout Unlimited have also 
joined in advocating for the monument. 
And over the past several months, Lil-
lard has witnessed many local commu-
nity members adjacent to the proposed 
Birthplace of Rivers site evolve from 
skeptics to advocates.

“There’s been a strong ground-
swell of local support around the area 
where the monument would be,” he 
says. “They’re self-organizing and 
have local leadership on the ground 
with more plans to boost community 
engagement. A number of outdoor and 
tourism businesses have been rising 
up and saying they really want this for 
West Virginia. We even have ‘Birthplace 
of Rivers info centers’ now. At 14 local 
shops, they have maps people can take 
and postcards at the counter.”

In mid-May, Lillard and three Poca-
hontas County, W.Va., advocates trav-
eled to Washington, D.C., to meet with 
representatives from President Obama’s 
administration to discuss the Birthplace 
of Rivers proposal. Upon arrival, they 
delivered 1,500 letters of support for the 
monument to the president.

“Around the beginning of this 
year, the focus of this campaign shifted 
strongly toward the president,” Lillard 

explains. “He has indicated there will 
be more monuments designated. We’ve 
been meeting with his administration’s 
monument people for a long time, and 
they’re very interested.” 

A presidential precedent of sorts ex-
ists for departing commanders-in-chief 
to establish 11th-hour public lands on 
their way out the door. For example, 
during the first seven years of President 
Clinton’s two terms in office, he desig-
nated one national monument. In his 
last year, he established 19, with seven 
of those only becoming official in his 
last week and a half in the White House. 

What happens next? 
Although many West Virginians 

have fully embraced this 
proposal, others have ex-
pressed concerns that the 
national monument desig-
nation might restrict access 
to the area, especially since 
the management plan for 
the landscape wouldn’t be 
fully developed until after 
the president or Congress 
approves the designation. 
The West Virginia state 
chapter of the National 
Wild Turkey Federation has 
expressed concern over the 
president’s potential use 
of the Antiquities Act to 
establish the monument, 
which in their view would 
be a federal backdoor that 
bypasses public approval.

To ease these concerns, 

Lillard explains that sustaining current 
levels of access both now and for future 
generations is one of main motivations 
guiding the designation push.

“For the most part, we would take 
the current management plan,” he says. 
“Our proposal calls for some more restor-
ative forestry, spruce in particular, but 
most things would continue to be what 
they are now. We feel like the proposal 
addresses the concerns, and we welcome 
anyone to voice their concerns. One of 
the biggest developments over the past 
few months has been that many former 
opponents are now at the table and see 
how the monument can be good for West 
Virginia and how they can have a role.”

If designated, the monument would 
remain under the management of 
the U.S. Forest Service. In a January 
2013 letter to the then-president of the 
Pocahontas County Commission, U.S. 
Forest Service Chief Thomas Tidwell 
wrote that, “Typically, as has been 
the situation on recent Forest Service 
monuments, monument designations 

complement the underlying manage-
ment plan — which is developed with 
public input. If hunting and fishing 
are permitted under the current forest 
management plan, that would typically 
continue as a national monument.”

Lillard agrees. “National monu-
ment status would allow the Forest Ser-
vice to continue to manage it. We are not 
trying to create a national park, and we 
certainly don’t want to create more wil-
derness there or exclude people using 
it currently. What’s there now is what 
we want to keep. There are other types 
of protection, and we think this is the 
highest level of protection available.”

To help increase publicity for the 
proposed monument, in May paddlers 
and Birthplace of Rivers advocates Matt 
Kearns and Adam Swisher spent two 
weeks journeying from the Elk River’s 
headwaters in Southern Monongahela 
National Forest to the mouth of the river 
in Charleston. Throughout the “Elk-
spedition,” they shared information 
about the proposal with everyone they 
met. On the final day of their adven-
ture more than 100 fellow Birthplace of 
Rivers advocates joined in for a flotilla 
escort of the last few miles.

In a blog post, Kearns describes 
a day where the duo had the river to 
themselves. “It was great to have such 
solitude, but the best part of Elkspedi-
tion has been meeting so many West 
Virginians on and along the river,” he 
says. “We can tell that support for des-
ignating Birthplace of Rivers National 
Monument is strong here.”  

Said Swisher afterwards, “As Presi-
dent Obama wraps up his second term, 
designating this monument would be 
a significant way to ensure his lasting 
legacy in the Mountain State.” u

Learn more at birthplaceofrivers.org

continued from previous page
Monumental Momentum

continued on next page

Birthplace of Rivers National Monument advocates Matt Kearns and Adam Swisher journeyed the 
entire 173 miles of the Elk River by canoe, bike and foot to generate interest among other paddlers for 
the proposed national monument. Photo by Chad Carpenter / West Virginia Rivers Coalition 

Monumental Momentum

The stunning Falls of Hills Creek in the Monongahela 
National Forest are part of the proposed Birthplace of Rivers 
National Monument. Photo by Samuel Coleridge

Categories include Adventure, Blue Ridge Parkway, Our Ecological Footprint, 
Culture, Flora/Fauna and Landscape. The Our Ecological Footprint category, 
sponsored by Appalachian Voices and Mast General Store, highlights the impact 
that people have on the natural world.  $4,000 in cash and prizes available.

Submissions are open until 5:00 p.m., November 18, 2016.  

www.appmtnphotocomp.org

Presented by ASU Outdoor Programs, Turchin Center for the Visual Arts, and Virtual 
Blue Ridge.  Sponsored by Mast General Store.

Image details, clockwise from top: Drew Bennett, Cathy Anderson, Jeffrey Stoner. All 
images were finalists in the 13th Annual Appalachian Mountain Photography Competition.

The highland forests of the Cranberry Wilderness would retain its high level of protection if the 
national monument is designated. Photo by Geoff Gallice

Increased advocacy and a push for 
presidential action create renewed 
momentum for the proposed 
Birthplace of Rivers National Monument
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VOTED BEST BBQ 

IN THE REGION

Hwy 321 Bypass 

Blowing Rock,N.C.

(828) 295-3651

www.woodlandsbbq.com

by Appalachian Voices’ staff of tasters!

OPEN FOR LUNCH AND DINNER. 

CLOSED MONDAYS. 

Naturalist’s Notebook This GREEN House

By Dan Bieker
Nothing signals death to an unwary 

vole or grasshopper more suddenly 
than the piercing cry of a kestrel patrol-
ling overhead. Sadly, that once-familiar 
call echoing over farms and fields is 
growing ever more silent.

The American kestrel is North Amer-
ica’s smallest falcon and a proud symbol 
of the country’s rural heritage. Like its 
cousin the peregrine falcon, kestrels are 
sleek, agile and incredibly powerful for 
their size. Compared to most hawks, 
falcons are speed demons — think of an 
F16 fighter jet versus a B52 bomber.

All native predators are critical in 
food chains, and the kestrel is no excep-
tion. Unfortunately, this handsome bird 
of prey is disappearing over much of 
its range, especially in the northeastern 
and mid-Atlantic states. Populations in 
the United States have declined by half 
since the late 1960s according to the 
North American Breeding Bird Survey, 
a massive data collection effort overseen 
by the U.S. Geological Survey.

Reasons for the decline are not 
fully understood, but culprits include 
monoculture farms, loss of open areas, 
competition from European starlings 
for nest sites and increased pesticide 
use. The neonicotinoid family of insec-
ticides is especially harmful. Evidence 
continues to mount on the toxicity of 
these widespread chemicals to birds 
and other wildlife. Neonicotinoids also 
dramatically reduce the quantity and 

diversity of insects, and kestrels are 
voracious insect predators.

Only about the size of a blue jay, 
kestrels reign terror from above. They 
patrol over pastures and other open 
areas, or sit patiently on utility wires, 
ready to pounce on whatever small 
critter lands in their sights. Besides 
voles and grasshoppers, they also prey 
on mice, moles, shrews, lizards, frogs, 
snakes and — rarely — small birds.  

Kestrels range over most of North 
America, with northern birds generally 
more migratory than their southern 
counterparts. They are primarily deni-
zens of farmland and prefer open areas 
with short ground cover and scattered 
trees. Look for them on utility wires or 
exposed tree branches.

With most raptors it can be difficult 
to distinguish gender, but not so with 
kestrels. They are the most colorful of all 

raptors, with males spouting strik-
ing blue-gray wings and females a 
rich, tawny brown all over.

Cavity nesting is another rela-
tively unique attribute of kestrels. 
Usually that means that they nest 
in old woodpecker holes, but kes-
trels will utilize a wide variety of 
opportunities, including holes in 
buildings and even the open ends 
of pipes on utility towers. Three 
to five eggs are laid and incubated 
for a month before hatching. The 
chicks then spend roughly another 
month in the nest before fledging. 

Fortunately, kestrels take read-
ily to artificial nest boxes, which 

presents an opportunity for the public to 
help. Most state wildlife agencies can 
provide helpful information on how 
and where to erect kestrel nest boxes. 
Local bird clubs can also be of assis-
tance. The Kentucky Department of 
Fish and Wildlife Resources maintains 
a kestrel nest box project on public land.

In the winter of 2014-2015, the Vir-
ginia Society of Ornithology began a five-
year project to build and install kestrel 
nest boxes throughout the state. Project 
volunteers — nicknamed the Kestrel 
Strike Force — seek out suitable sites, 
knock on doors to get permission, then 
erect a box at no charge to the landowner.  

Boxes are placed on trees, sides of 
outbuildings, or, preferably, extended 
on treated two-by-fours and attached 
to fence posts. Most are raised about 
12 feet above ground and oriented in 
an east to southeast direction. There 
is no maintenance involved for the 
landowner, but they are requested to 
report any activity in and around the 

box to the Strike Force, which maintains 
ongoing records. The project is funded 
through donations, and all aspects of the 
endeavor are carried out by volunteers.

To date more than 240 boxes have 
been erected in 30 Virginia counties. 
While installing boxes, the Strike Force 
endures mud, barbed wire, ticks, chig-
gers and livestock of questionable tem-
perament, but it carries on! 

A frequent question asked by those 
unfamiliar with kestrels is “will they eat 
my chickens, my cat or my poodle?” 
Once those fears are allayed, most folks 
are happy to host a box and take pride 
in knowing they are helping this fasci-
nating little falcon continue to grace the 
countryside. u

Learn more at virginiabirds.org

Dan Bieker is an assistant professor of Natural 
Sciences at Piedmont Virginia Community 
College in Charlottesville, Va., and board 
member of the Virginia Society of Ornithology. 

American Kestrel A Winged Predator Fights to Survive

u Build and install your own nest box if you 
have suitable habitat. Other birds that 
might use the box (and should be wel-
come) include bluebirds, tree swallows, 
flickers and screech owls.  Starlings and 
squirrels — no!

u Enhance habitat by preserving brushy 
areas, keeping old fencerows in place, 
leaving dead trees standing (where safe) 
and encouraging native plants.

u Hawk Mountain Sanctuary in Pennsylvania 
has excellent information on kestrel biol-
ogy and building and erecting your own 
nest box. Visit tinyurl.com/hawkmtnkestrel

u The American Kestrel Partnership also 
has information on kestrels and nest 
boxes, including a video of a female 
kestrel fighting a starling that is trying to 
take over her box. Learn more at kestrel.
peregrinefund.org

What You Can Do

Photo by Cory Chen 

The volunteer Kestrel Strike Force provides nest 
boxes for the falcons in Virginia. Photo courtesy 
of Virginia Society of Ornithology

Story and photos by Adam Sheffield
The inevitable colder temperatures of winter 

can lead to rising energy costs — is your home 
ready? To help you prepare, Appalachian Voices 
recently produced several short videos where 
energy efficiency experts demonstrate ways to 
lower your home’s energy use. These straight-
forward upgrades can lower your energy bill 

as well as help you protect the environment by 
consuming less energy.

Below are several tips and energy-saving 
projects from the “Heating and Cooling” and 
“Water Heating” videos that you can do yourself.

To watch instructional videos about these 
and other home energy efficiency projects, visit 
appvoices.org/energy-diy

John Kidda of reNew Homes, 
Inc., in Boone, N.C., discusses the 
energy saving benefits of using pro-
grammable thermostats as a way to 
save on heating and cooling bills. 

Programmable thermostats allow 
residents to set the temperature in 
their home based on their schedule, 
removing the need to leave the air 

conditioner or heat running on high 
while away at work or asleep. During 
winter, set the thermostat to a lower 
temperature while you’re away from 
home or in bed, and program your 
thermostat to increase the heat right 
before you normally come home or 
wake up. Some thermostats can even 
be adjusted from a mobile device.

Kidda points out that when a 

home is properly insulated and air 
leakage is minimized, the thermostat 
can be set to lower temperatures 
because heat is not being lost. “One 
interesting thing is that once you bet-
ter insulate a house and make it less 
drafty, you actually will feel more 
comfortable at a lower temperature,” 
Kidda says.

Thermostats, Insulation and Water Heaters
 Save energy and money with these home projects

Harper Robinson, project man-
ager with Conservation Pros in 
Asheville, N.C., demonstrates 
proper installation of crawl space 
insulation and sealing of attic 
drafts in this video. According to 
Robinson, insulation should be 
positioned with the paper side 
facing the direction you want to 
keep warm. Insulation can be held 
in place by using short metal rods 
between joists in the crawl space. 
Robinson also applies a spray foam 

sealant to an attic’s gaps and crev-
ices, inhibiting air from escaping 
the finished areas of the home.

Water Heaters
Keeping a home’s water heater at an 

appropriate temperature is a simple way 
to save energy. Remove the tank’s small ac-
cess panel and locate the temperature dial. 
Adjust the dial up or down with a small 
coin or screwdriver. Optimal temperature 
settings release shower and tap water that 
is hot to the touch without having to be di-
luted with cold water. When temperatures 
are too high, the tank uses more energy to 
maintain consistently hot water and risks 
scalding skin. But water heaters should 
be set to at least 120 degrees Fahrenheit 
to avoid bacterial growth inside the tank. 

Robinson explains that wrapping your 

tank with an insulation blanket can main-
tain heat within. Another way to retain 
warm water is to wrap the first few feet 
of pipe coming out of the tank with pipe-
specific insulating material, such as foam 
tubing or insulation strips. u

SPONSORED BYBUILDING BETTER
S D

Homes Inc.
ayunny

ABOUT SUNNY DAY HOMES: Sunny Day homes is a small, family-owned general contracting firm that 
has been incorporated since 1997. They built the first certified green home in North Carolina’s High Country 
in 2008 and have been advocating for non-toxic, environmentally responsible and energy-efficient building 
ever since. Call/text (828) 964-3419 or visit sunnydayhomesinc.com

Every building uses energy in one form 
or another. Even an off-the-grid house has 
an environmental impact, whether through 
harvesting wood for a woodstove or from the 
materials used in a solar panel. Whatever your 
energy source, the way you build a structure 
can minimize the amount of energy it uses.

Window selection and installation are 

both critical details. Think about where to 
locate windows  in the house in order to get a 
cross-breeze, and consider how they operate 
so that they can be open even during rain. An 
awning window hinges at the top and can be 
placed on a wall of the house where there is 

no overhang and still be open during a mild 
rain. Awning windows and casement windows 
also seal better when they are closed than a 
typical double-hung window. This is because 
their locking mechanisms hold the window 
tightly against the frame.

 If you are factoring the sun’s energy 
into your home’s heating and cooling plans, 
consider your window’s solar heat gain coef-
ficient, which indicates the amount of solar 

radiation that comes through the glass and 
warms the home. The window also may need 
a low emissivity coating, which essentially 
reflects heat. Always consider the U-value 
as well, which indicates how effective the 
glass is as an insulator. These ratings are all 
interconnected so it is crucial to understand 
what you are looking for.

 These considerations might seem 
like minor design decisions, but carefully 
selected and placed windows can reduce or 
negate the need for air conditioning in the 
summer and increase comfort in the winter.

A Window Into Smart Energy Use

Heating & Cooling

Insulation & 
Air Leakage

Caulking cracks and crevices reduces air 
leakage to unfinished areas of your home.

Harper Robinson of Conservation Pros connects a water heater 
blanket by applying insulation tape.

Turning down your thermostat in the winter uses less 
energy and saves money.

Slight turns of the dial adjust the tank’s temperature.
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Across the Years
Updates on Stories from The Appalachian Voice Archives

By Elizabeth E. Payne

For two decades, The Appalachian Voice has reported on en-
vironmental issues from across central and southern Appalachia. 
In honor of our 20th anniversary, we looked back through our 
archives to identify important topics that we’ve covered over the 
years and provide updates on where these issues stand today.

In our inaugural issue in Winter 
1996, The Appalachian Voice ran its first 
story about mountaintop coal removal 
mining. In “A View From Kayford Moun-
tain: ‘Seng, Ramps, And The Human Ca-
sualties of Burning Coal,” Mary Hufford 
wrote about a particularly destructive 
form of surface mining that would grow 
in scope over the coming years.

In Winter 2003, we once again cov-
ered the issue when Tiffany Hartung 
discussed the damage already being 
caused by a recently permitted mine on 
Zeb Mountain in an article called “Moun-
taintop Removal by any Other Name... 
Elk Valley residents voice concern as 
cross ridge mining comes to Tennessee.” 
For 10 years, community members and 
advocacy groups fought to stop this de-

struction, and in June 2013, we reported 
on their victory. After repeated violations 
to the Clean Water Act, a legal settlement 
ended mining on Zeb Mountain.

Mountaintop removal coal mining 
has destroyed more than 500 mountains 
and over one million acres in Central 
and Southern Appalachia to date. In 
recent years the pace of the mining has 
slowed, but the health risks to nearby 
communities remain significant. With 
many regional coal companies now go-
ing through bankruptcy, citizens and 
advocacy organizations are increasingly 
focused on ensuring that these sites are 
properly cleaned up and reclaimed.

For more on the continued threat of 
mountaintop removal coal mining, see 
the centerspread. 

Hugh Irwin’s article, “Exotic Pest In-
vasion Threatens Many Tree Species,” in 
the Spring 1996 issue contained our first 
mention of the threat posed by the hem-
lock woolly adelgid. This non-native, 
aphid-like insect sucks the sap out of 
both the eastern and Carolina hemlocks 
and can damage or kill the trees within 
a few years.

Deborah Huso’s article, “Praying for 
a Good Predator: Biologists introduce 
beetles, try to save Eastern Hemlock,” in 
the Summer 2005 issue was one of sev-
eral we’ve run over the years about the 
ongoing efforts to save the hemlock trees.

While the hemlock woolly adelgid is 
found across much of the eastern United 

States, its impact in the southern Ap-
palachians has been profound. The U.S. 
Forest Service is combating this pest by 
introducing natural predators and insec-
ticides that kill the woolly adelgid and 
looking for hybrid varieties of hemlocks 
that are more resistant to attack.

A recent study of hemlocks in North 
Carolina by U.S. Forest Service scientists 
found that once the trees are infested, 
more than 85 percent are dead within 
seven years.

The first issue of the publication in 
Winter 1996 was “partly devoted to the 
insidious, sometimes invisible problem 
of air pollution” — a topic that has been 
a regular theme since.

The Summer 2004 issue included 
a story by Matt Wasson and Harvard 
Ayers called “And the Winner Is… 
America’s Most Visited Park Is Also 
Its Most Polluted,” which covered air 
pollution in Great Smoky Mountains 
National Park. At the time it was re-

ported that, “Over the last five years, 
the Smokies have had more than 100 
days when breathing is potentially 
dangerous due to excess ozone. Even 
healthy visitors and staff are warned to 
limit exertion of any kind on such days, 
including hiking and biking.”

While ozone levels remain elevated, 
according to the U.S. National Park 
Service no ozone health advisories were 
issued in 2013, the latest year for which 
records are available.

Following the cata-
strophic coal ash spill in 
late 2008 at Tennessee Val-
ley Authority’s Kingston 
Fossil Plant, the February/
March 2009 issue of The 
Appalachian Voice was 
devoted to this disaster 
that brought the problem 
of coal ash to national at-
tention. We have followed 
the topic closely ever since.

Nearly eight years lat-
er, toxic coal ash — waste 
leftover from burning coal — continues to 
poison the region. In Alabama, communi-
ties are struggling to deal with coal ash 
that was transported to the area after the 
2008 Kingston spill. Subsequent disasters, 
such as the North Carolina’s Dan River 

spill in 2014, keep the 
issue in the spotlight. 

I n  D e c e m b e r 
2014, the U.S. Envi-
ronmental Protection 
Agency released fed-
eral rules for dispos-
ing of coal ash, which 
environmental groups 
criticized as insuffi-
cient. Earlier that year, 
the N.C. General As-
sembly passed even 
stricter regulations, 

but many of the state’s guidelines 
have since been overturned. And in 
towns like Walnut Cove, N.C., toxic 
compounds are still leaching from 
neighboring coal ash impoundments 
into residents’ drinking water.

The expansion of natural gas 
pipelines into the Appalachian 
region was first mentioned in 
the Late Summer 2003 issue. In 
“Passing on the Patriot Pipeline: 
Duke Power Criss-Crossing 
New River Watershed,” Lynn 
Caldwell and Jeffrey Scott wrote 
of their fight to block a pipeline 
already under construction.

By the next year, the Patriot 
Extension was fully operational. 
The 95-mile pipeline is now op-
erated by Spectra 
Energy, a spin-off 
company of Duke 
Energy, and extends 
from one natural gas 
pipeline in Wythe 
County, Va., to an-
other pipeline in 
Rockingham Coun-
ty, N.C.

Since then, nat-
ural gas infrastructure has expanded 
across Appalachia, and so has our 
coverage. Today, community members 
and environmental groups, including 
Appalachian Voices, are fighting to block 

the construction of two more proposed 
lines — the Mountain Valley and the 
Atlantic Coast Pipelines, in Virginia, 
West Virginia and North Carolina. For 
the latest, see page 20. u

The largest labor uprising in Ameri-
can history took place in late August 
and early September, 1921, on Blair 
Mountain in southern West Virginia. At 
that time, thousands of miners joined 
forces to fight for better treatment and 
the right to unionize. 

In the Summer 2005 issue, Denise 
Giardina wrote an article called “The 
Battle of Blair Mountain... Revisited” 
about the ongoing struggle to save the 
archaeological remains of the battle 
from destruction by mountaintop re-
moval coal mining. 

After years of victories and defeats 
for conservationists, for now it seems 

the site will be preserved. On July 26, 
2016, the U.S. Department of the Interior 
dropped its appeal of an earlier case, 
paving the way for the site to be re-
turned the National Register of Historic 
Places, which will add some protection 
to the battlefield.

Migratory birds took center stage 
in “Less Twittering in the Trees: Mi-
gratory Birds Show Alarming Popula-
tion Declines,” an article from April/
May 2009 by Kathleen McFadden that 
described how the loss of habitat, es-
pecially through forest fragmentation, 
was threatening populations of many 
migratory birds.

While many populations are still in 
decline, conservationists are hoping to 
reverse this trend. Appalachian Mountain 
Joint Ventures — a regional coalition of 
organizations and agencies working to 
conserve the habitat of migratory birds 
that was cited in the 2009 article — contin-
ues to partner with private landowners to 
protect the natural homes of at-risk birds. 

In January 2015, the coalition was 
awarded federal funding for a five-year 
program to enhance the habitat of the 
cerulean warbler. This program includes 
funding to manage and improve 12,500 
acres of forest land and 1,000 acres of re-
claimed mine land in West Virginia, Penn-
sylvania, Kentucky, Ohio and Maryland.

Mountaintop removal coal mining continues to threaten the mountains and rivers of Central 
Appalachia. This image of Kayford Mountain was taken in July 2014. Photo by Lynn Willis, courtesy 
of Appalachian Voices/Southwings

The aphid-like woolly adelgid is devastating 
hemlock populations in the southern 
Appalachians, leaving behind gray ghosts 
like these in the Pisgah National Forest in 
North Carolina. Photo by Steve Norman, 
courtesy of U.S. Forest Service

 Our February/March 2009 issue 
focused on the disastrous coal ash 
spill that took place in Kingston, 
Tenn., on Dec. 22, 2008. 

In June 2011, environmental activists gathered 
for the March on Blair Mountain in an effort 
to save the historic site from destruction from 
mountaintop removal coal mining.

The East Coast is crossed by natural 
gas pipelines. Blue indicates existing 
pipelines, other colors are proposed 
pipelines. Map by Dominion Pipeline 
Monitoring Coalition. On July 23, 
more than 600 people gathered in 
Richmond, Va., for the “March on 
the Mansion” to ask Gov. Terry 
McAuliffe to stand against proposed 
pipelines in the state (right).

The cerulean warbler’s population is in steep 
decline. Conservationists are working to preserve 
its summer habitat throughout Appalachia. Photo 
courtesy of the U.S. Department of Agriculture

Air pollution affects the visibility at Great Smoky Mountains National Park, as evidenced by these 
images of clear versus hazy days. Photos courtesy of the U.S. National Park Service

Mountaintop Removal Coal Mining’s 
Ongoing Impact in Appalachia

Hemlocks Under Threat

Still Cleaning Up Coal Ash

Protecting Migrating Birds

Battle to Save Blair Mountain

A Haze Over the Great Smoky Mountains

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

appvoices.org/ads

Passing on the Pipelines



The Russell Fork River, with its steep 
gorge walls, impressive rapids and 
tranquil pools, is one of the best-

known and most-visited rivers in Central 
Appalachia. 

Like many waterways in the region, 
human activity has impacted the Russell 
Fork for well over a hundred years. At 
times, coal mining has had a significant 
impact, but so too have natural gas drilling, 
construction, sewage and trash dump-
ing. In general, the Russell Fork’s water 
quality has improved over the last few 
decades, due to efforts by local residents 
and stronger regulations from state and 
federal governments. 

Despite better water quality, the Rus-
sell Fork faces new threats from potential 
coal mining. Last year, Appalachian Voices, 
the publisher of this newspaper, submitted 
an application to the national river advo-
cacy group American Rivers asking that the 
Russell Fork River be included in their 2016 
list of America’s Most Endangered Rivers. 
In April, the annual list — which highlights 
10 at-risk waterways —  was announced 
and the Russell Fork was included and 
ranked at No. 7. 

The river’s listing was due to a pro-
posed surface mine in the Russell Fork 
headwaters known as the Doe Branch Mine. 
A portion of the current mine proposal 
was approved back in 2005, but the mine’s 
future remains unclear, as do its impacts 
on the Russell Fork watershed. At a time 
when the coal industry has seen massive 
declines and the region is grappling with 
an uncertain future, opinions regarding the 
mine vary widely.

More Than Just a River
Part of the Big Sandy River Basin, the 

Russell Fork begins in Dickenson County, 
Va., and flows north into Pike County, Ky. 

It is the main attraction at Breaks Interstate 
Park, which spans the border between the 
two states. In the park, the river forms one 
of the deepest gorges east of the Missis-
sippi and is home to the Big Sandy crayfish, 
which is listed as “threatened” by the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service. 

In an area challenged by the economic 
realities of a declining coal industry, the 
Russell Fork and Breaks Interstate Park 
provide a welcome economic boost for the 
region. In 2015 alone, visitation to Breaks 
Interstate Park generated $9.95 million in 
economic impact. 

The 52-mile waterway boasts many 
recreational opportunities, including fish-
ing, swimming and paddling. The Army 
Corps of Engineers controls the Flannigan 
Dam, a flood control dam upstream of the 
sections most commonly used for rafting 
and kayaking. In the fall, the reservoir is 
drawn down, creating predictable week-
end flows throughout October. These 
recreational releases attract intermediate 
and advanced paddlers from around the 
country. An annual experts-only race 
through the gorge at the end of October, 
the Lord of the Fork Race, includes local 

and international competitors. 
Other regional tourism efforts also con-

tribute to new economic impacts in the re-
gion. The annual Cloudsplitter ultrarunning 
race, which travels beside a portion of the 
Russell Fork and ends in Elkhorn City, Ky., 
generated $25,000 in new economic 
impact in 2015 alone, according to 
a study by Eastern Kentucky Uni-
versity. Other groups in the region 
are working with the Army Corps 
of Engineers and their congressio-
nal representatives to potentially 
increase the number of recreational 
releases from Flannigan Dam.  

The Russell Fork has a dedi-
cated following, including local 
residents and others from sur-
rounding areas in Kentucky and 
Virginia. For over a decade, the 
Friends of the Russell Fork, a small 
but determined group of commu-
nity members in and around Haysi, 
Va., have worked to improve the 
quality of the watershed and pro-
mote the river as a vital cultural 
and economic resource for the area. 

Under the leadership of Director Gene 
Counts, a local kayaker and retired public 
school administrator, Friends of the Russell 
Fork has worked with other local leaders, 
school children and visiting AmeriCorps 
volunteers to clean illegal dump sites and 
monitor tributary streams for pollution. The 
organization has provided steady leader-
ship in advancing sustainable environmen-
tal practices throughout the watershed. 

“We work with schools within the 
watershed, teaching students how to moni-
tor the health of our watershed through 
hands-on microinvertebrate studies,” says 
Counts. “I believe engaging young people 
in our home towns is key to maintaining 
the health of the Russell Fork.” 

In 2011, the organization surveyed more 
than 200 homes along Russell Fork tributar-
ies for sewage straight pipes and faulty sep-
tic systems, providing critical information to 
state agencies with resources to upgrade the 

communities’ sewage systems.
The river obtains some additional 

protections through state and federal 
programs. In 2010 the state of Virginia 
designated the Russell Fork a Virginia 
Scenic River. While the designation does 
not specifically limit human activity in the 
river corridor, it does help to increase the 
influence of local residents’ voices in deci-
sions that may impact the river. 

The federal Clean Water Act has also 
led to improvements in water quality for 
the Russell Fork and its tributaries through 
more protective regulations and additional 
monitoring requirements. The law also 
requires that states keep a list of impaired 
waterways and develop pollution manage-
ment plans for these areas. In 1996, Virginia 
added Russell Prater Creek, a Russell Fork 
tributary, to the state’s list. The creek was 
listed due to its diminished ability to sup-
port aquatic life. The state identified two 

types of pollutants, total suspended 
solids and total dissolved solids, as the 
most probable stressors (see informa-
tion box on page 14). 

In  2006, the state of Virginia pro-
posed — and the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency approved — a pollu-
tion budget, known as a total maximum 
daily load, for Russell Prater Creek. At 
that time, there were at least 35 mining 
facilities discharging pollutants into the 
tributary. The state identified mining 
as a major contributor to the creek’s 
poor health, and developed plans for 
reducing pollution in the watershed. 
However, the most recent monitoring 
data from 2014 and 2015 indicate that 
the watershed is still exceeding its al-
lowed total dissolved solids wasteload 
by 1,076,907 kilograms per year — more 

Navigating the Russell Fork

Map by Jimmy Davidson/Appalachian Voices

In the image across the top, kayakers gather at the finish of the Lord of the Fork Race. Photo by 
Gareth Tate. The Russell Fork River is the main attraction of Breaks Interstate Park, above.

continued on next page

Endangered Appalachian Rivers
Since 1984, the national conservation group American Rivers 
has worked with grassroots conservationists to bring attention 
to 10 of the nation’s most threatened rivers by compiling the 
annual America’s Most Endangered Rivers list. To be included 

in the list, the river must face risks and have a “major decision 
(that the public can help influence) in the coming year.” Over the 
years, the list has included several Appalachian rivers. Below are 
updates on how some of the decisions facing these waterways 
were resolved. For more information and to view past reports, visit  
americanrivers.org/about-mer/ 

Coal River — West Virginia
Named No. 9 out of 10 in America’s 

Most Endangered Rivers of 2012 because 
“the devastating practices of mountaintop 
removal mining and valley fills that bury and 
poison headwater streams pose a dire threat 
to the health of the Coal River and surround-
ing communities.”

A 2011 decision by the U.S. Environmen-

tal Protection Agency to block the permit for 
the Spruce No. 1 mine, the largest potential 
mountaintop removal site threatening the 
Coal River watershed, was mired in legal 
challenges when the river was included in the 
list. But in July 2016, a U.S. Court of Appeals 
upheld the original decision to not issue a 
permit for the site.

Coal River at Upper Falls. Photo courtesy of 
National Weather Service

Gauley River — West Virginia
This 107-mile river is famous among white-

water enthusiasts, particularly for its class IV and 
V rapids that result from the annual opening of 
the Summersville Dam floodgates. It was named 
No. 3 out of 10 in America’s Most Endangered 
Rivers of 2010 because it “is scarred by coal 
mining impacts and subjected to degradation 
from ongoing mining activity.”

The listing highlighted the need for more 
stringent water quality regulations, particularly 

for conductivity and the pollutant selenium. Con-
ductivity measures the ability of water to pass an 
electrical current and is used to gauge the pres-
ence of pollutants dissolved in the water. In 2010, 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency issued 
a conductivity guidance, which was delayed by 
legal battles, but is now in effect. In 2016, the 
EPA finalized a new criterion for selenium. Read 
more on page 21.Gauley River near Summersville Dam. Photo by 

Ken Thomas / Wikimedia Commons

Holston River — Tennessee
For 274 miles, this river flows from 

Southwest Virginia into Tennessee where 
it joins the French Broad River to form the 
mighty Tennessee River. It was named No. 
3 out of 10 in America’s Most Endangered 
Rivers of 2015 because “the river and its 
communities are threatened by an army am-
munition plant that has been contaminating 
water supplies with toxic chemical pollution 
for years.”

On Sept. 28, 2015, Tennessee Clean 
Water Network, the U.S. Department of 
Defense, and BAE Systems Ordnance Sys-
tems, Inc., the contractor that operates the 
Holston Army Ammunition Plant, reached an 
agreement to reduce the amount of RDX dis-
charged in the river by 2020. RDX is the toxic 
and explosive chemical causing the pollution.

For news about the plant’s air pollution 
permit, see page 4.

Holston River in Surgoinsville. Photo by Brian 
Stansberry / Wikimedia Commons

Potomac River — Virginia
The majestic Potomac flows for 380 

miles from West Virginia through Virginia and 
Washington, D.C., before emptying into the 
Chesapeake Bay. It was named No. 1 out of 
10 in America’s Most Endangered Rivers of 
2012 because of agricultural and urban pollu-
tion and the threat of congressional rollbacks 
to the Clean Water Act.

The passage of the 2015 Clean Water 

Rule clarified which bodies of water are cov-
ered under the Clean Water Act in response 
to challenges in the courts, although con-
gressional efforts to roll back the legislation 
continue. The main threat facing the Potomac 
River today is contamination from coal ash 
impoundments at Dominion Virginia Power’s 
Possum Point Power Station, according to 
Dean Naujoks, the Potomac Riverkeeper.

Great Falls on the Potomac River. Photo courtesy 
of the National Park Service

By Elizabeth E. Payne

Poised to bolster a flagging economy, one 
river also faces threats from coal mining

By Erin Savage
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By Forrest Gray Yerman 
“We are African Americans in 

Appalachia — Affrilachia,” says fan-
tasy novelist and poet Gerald Cole-
man in an interview on the Carnegie 
Center for Literacy and Learning’s 
website. “And so,” he continues, 
“we knew kind of intimately and in a 
nebulous kind of way who and what 
we were, but by putting a name to it 
that kind of solidified it, that formal-
ized it. This is who we are.”

Frank X Walker — the 2013-
2014 Kentucky Poet Laureate, 2014 
NAACP Image Award winner and au-
thor of seven poetry collections — was 
integral to the emergence of the Affri-
lachian Poets. In 1991, after reading a 
dictionary definition of “Appalachian” 
as “a white native or resident of the 
Appalachian mountain area,” Walker 
created the word “Affrilachia” to ac-
knowledge his experience in the region. 

During this time, he and a group of 
friends at the University of Kentucky 
in Lexington began calling themselves 
the Affrilachian Poets. After many 
years of growth and accomplishments, 
the group is celebrating its 25th an-
niversary with poetry readings, book 
publications, road trips and rounds of 
golf across the region and country.

The word “Affrilachia” is now 
defined in the Encyclopedia of Appa-
lachia and the New Oxford American 
Dictionary as acknowledging the 
historical and contemporary presence 

of black people in Appalachia. For 
many in the Affrilachian Poets, the 
term makes room for more ways of 
understanding and naming one’s 
Appalachian identity. 

“I don’t think there’s a singular 
Affrilachian identity, per se,” says 
Bianca Spriggs, a multi-disciplinary 
artist and author of five poetry col-
lections. “But I think what it does is 
it … opens the door for a spectrum of 
identities to be welcome.” 

Indeed, Marta Maria Miranda, 
president of The Center for Women and 
Families in Louisville, called herself in 
pluck! The Journal of Affrilachian Arts & 
Culture, “Cubalachian —Cuban by birth 
and Appalachian by the grace of God.” 

In looking at the majority of the 
group, however, the Affrilachian Poets 
are similar to the writers of the Harlem 

Renaissance and Black Arts Movement — 
a predominantly black group of writers.

“Replacing those ‘p’s’ with ‘f’s’ says 
you are not invisible,” Crystal Wilkinson, 
author of two short story collections and 
a novel, said of the word “Affrilachia” in 
an interview with the Appalachian Jour-
nal. “That I was part of something that 
has such a longevity and such an impact 
is phenomenal. The poets tour all over 
the country and the idea that this word 
Affrilachian is floating around helps 
combat some of the stereotypes about 
us. I think that is wonderful.”   

Collectively, the group’s 40-plus 
members have published more than 
60 books, including poetry collections, 
short stories, novels, memoirs, plays, 
and, most recently, a coloring book. The 
books range across a spectrum of liter-
ary genres and topics. The members 
have also published widely in literature 
anthologies and journals such as pluck!, 
which, in all 13 issues, features work 
from most of the Affrilachian Poets.

One sign that the group has gained 
the respect of Appalachia’s literary com-
munities is their presence in many region-
al anthologies as well as special journal 
issues dedicated to Frank X Walker. Many 
Affrilachian Poets have also been pub-
lished in anthologies of African American 

literature, including two poems by the 
late Norman Jordan — long before the 
group formed — published in the 1970 
anthology “The Poetry of the Negro.”

A commitment to education can 
be seen in the Affrilachian Poets’ pres-
ence in universities across the country. 
Members of the group lead writing 
workshops with Cave Canem and 
the Hindman Settlement School, and 
have taught writing classes in prisons. 
Walker, who is often referred to as 

“Professor X,” has received 
honorary degrees from the 
University of Kentucky and 
Transylvania University.

Joy Priest, an up-and-
coming poet and masters 
of fine arts candidate at the 
University of South Carolina, 
described the role of activism 
in her writing. “Oh, that’s 
major. I would refer to the Af-
frilachian Poets as activists,” 
she says. “All of our work is 
activism by nature, because 
that’s what making the invis-

ible visible is all about.” 
Poets Amanda Johnston and Crystal 

Good represent the group’s dedication 
to social activism. Johnston does so 
in her hashtag poetry and letter writ-
ing campaign, #BlackPoetsSpeakOut. 
And Good serves as the “Social Media 
Senator for the Digital District of West 
Virginia,” a position she created to help 
relay the sentiments expressed by the 
state’s social media users to political 
representatives.

If their past and present indicate the 
future of the Affrilachian Poets, they can 
be expected to live long and prosper as 
artists, educators, and activists across 
the Appalachian region and beyond.

“I would love to do an international 
tour, and I’d love to have an Affrilachian 
Press,” Bianca Spriggs says. “Frank would 
probably say he could see a spaceship 
with Affrilachia written on the side.”  u

To learn more visit theaffrilachianpoets.
com, coalblackvoices.com

Forrest Gray Yerman, a native of Matney, 
N.C., received an M.A. in Appalachian 
Studies from Appalachian State University. 
He recently moved to Lexington, Ky., and is 
currently applying to doctoral English pro-
grams to further study and understand the 
Affrilachian literary movement.

Celebrating with the Affrilachian Poets

Frank X Walker is a native of Danville, Ky., 
where he read from his poetry at the Governor’s 
School of the Arts. Photos by Patrick Mitchell

Affrilachian Poets at the 25th Anniversary Reading at the Governor’s School of Arts, in Danville, 
Ky. Top, left to right: Asha French, Makalani Bandele, Bianca Spriggs, Keith Wilson, Mitchell 
L.H. Douglas and Frank X Walker. Bottom, left to right: Gerald Coleman, Shayla Lawson, Kelly 
Norman Ellis, Joy Priest and Bernard Clay. Photo by Patrick Mitchell

25 Years of “Making the Invisible Visible”than twice the target limit established 
by the state.

The Doe Branch Mine
The Doe Branch mine, as currently 

proposed, would be one of the newest 
and largest mines in the Russell Fork 
headwaters. It began as a plan submitted 
by Paramont Coal for a 245-acre permit in 
2005. At that time, Paramont was owned 
by Alpha Natural Resources, which was 
one of the largest coal companies in Cen-
tral Appalachia and in the country. The 
mine was also slated to be part of a large 
highway construction project known as 
the Coalfields Expressway. 

The Coalfields Expressway was 
originally designed in 2001 as a highway 
to link U.S. Route 23 in Virginia to Inter-
states 77 and 64 in West Virginia. Early 
construction plans were hampered by 
steep terrain and associated high costs. In 
2006, the Virginia Department of Transpor-
tation began working with Alpha Natural 
Resources and another coal company, 
Pioneer Group, to explore an option where 
surface coal mines would provide the first 
steps in constructing the roadbed. The 
new plan significantly changed the route 
of the highway so that key mines could 
be worked into the project, including the 
Doe Branch mine. 

The highway project is controver-
sial — supporters claim it would bring 
much-needed economic development 
opportunities to the region, but those op-

posed to the plan feel it unnecessarily 
enables additional surface mining and 
does not adequately consider what is 
best for nearby communities. 

“Road construction in the area 
could benefit the region, at least 
through short-term employment, and 
could motivate new industries to move 
to the region, but only if the project is 
well thought out and economically 
viable,” says Matt Hepler of Southern 
Appalachian Mountain Stewards. 

Both Appalachian Voices and 
Southern Appalachian Mountain Stew-
ards oppose the Coalfields Expressway, 
as the plan currently stands, due to its 
reliance on surface mining. 

Plans for the Doe Branch Mine and 
the highway have progressed slowly — as 
of the last state inspection in June 2016, no 
mining activity had started and no waste-
water was being released, though there 
had been some logging. In 2012, Paramont 
applied for a permit modification that 
would expand the mine by an additional 
860 acres. The update would increase the 
total size of the mine to approximately 
1,100 acres, fill four additional valleys with 
excess rock and dirt, and increase the num-
ber of wastewater discharge points from 
three to 14. Five of the new wastewater 
discharge points would release into Doe 
Branch and Wolfpen Branch, which feed 
into Russell Prater Creek, the Russell Fork 
tributary already impaired by mining-
related pollutants. 

That same year, the U.S. Environmen-
tal Protection Agency issued an objection 
to the company’s request to expand the 
Doe Branch Mine. The EPA’s objection 
cited inadequate wastewater permit lim-
its and water quality remediation plans, 
including the fact that the state did not 
impose numeric limits on the amount of 
dissolved solids that could be discharged 
from the mine’s wastewater outfalls. 

The company’s 2011 plan included the 
construction of 16 wetlands to theoretical-
ly reduce both total dissolved solids and 
total suspended solids in the watershed. 
However, the EPA stated in its objection 
that wetlands won’t solve the problem. 
“We also are unaware of any generally 
accepted, peer-reviewed literature iden-
tifying any geochemical process through 
which wetlands would remove dissolved, 
as opposed to suspended solids,” regula-
tors wrote. The agency’s objections still 
stand in 2016. 

Current Developments
In August 2015, Alpha Natural Re-

sources filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy. 
The bankruptcy was expected and came 
in a long line of similar bankruptcies filed 
by other coal mining companies over the 
last several years. The change slowed but 
did not halt plans for the Doe Branch Mine. 

Alpha’s plan for emergence from 
bankruptcy was approved by the court in 
the summer of 2016. The plan involves the 
formation of two new companies. One is a 
privately held, smaller Alpha, which will 
retain most of the Central Appalachian 
coal mines. The other is Contura Energy, 
formed by Alpha’s senior lenders, which 
purchased Alpha’s Wyoming, Pennsyl-
vania and better-performing Central Ap-
palachian mines. Doe Branch is included 
in the short list of Central Appalachian 
mines that Contura now owns. 

Though Alpha stated earlier this year 
that its 10-year plan did not include pursu-
ing the Doe Branch Mine, the change in 
ownership may indicate otherwise. “When 
Alpha split in two in order to emerge from 
bankruptcy, it conspicuously loaded all of 
its valuable assets into Contura, and left 
the reorganized Alpha with high-liability 
assets needing to be wound down and 
reclaimed,” says Sierra Club Staff Attorney 
Peter Morgan. “Because the Doe Branch 
Mine went to Contura, it appears clear that 
the company sees value in the mine and 
hopes to continue developing it.” 

In August 2016, a new draft water 
pollution permit was published by the 
Virginia Division of Mine Land Reclama-
tion, for the mining operator now know 
as Paramont Contura, LLC. The new draft 
permit still does not impose numeric limits 
on the amount of dissolved solids that can 
be discharged from the Doe Branch Mine. 

The following month, the EPA noti-
fied the state of a general objection to 
the new draft permit, because the 2012 
specific objection regarding the amount of 
dissolved solids the mine would generate 
had not yet been resolved. Though the EPA 
will review the new draft to determine if it 
resolves the issues raised in 2012, given the 
lack of changes, it seems likely that they 
will continue to object. But if Paramont can 

address the EPA’s concerns, the com-
pany could secure the last remaining 

permit it needs in order to move forward. 
International prices for coal have 

increased recently, driven by demand for 
steel-making coal in China, which could 
increase production in Central Appala-
chia. The construction of the Coalfields 
Expressway could also shift the economic 
calculations in favor of moving forward. 
The plan not only makes road construction 
cheaper, but also decreases the costs of 
permitting and reclamation for Paramont. 

Environmental groups and concerned 
citizens are continuing to track the prog-
ress of the Doe Branch Mine. Even if the 
mine moves forward, it is likely that in-
creased oversight from these stakeholders 
could lead to more stringent and protec-
tive permit requirements. 

Though the coal-bearing mountains 
on either side of the Russell Fork are 
part of what places it at risk, the river’s 
stunning surroundings are also a reason 
for optimism. Between decades of  local 
stewardship and growing national con-
cern for this Appalachian treasure, there 
is a community of advocates watching out 
for the Russell Fork. u

Learn more and take action at americanrivers.
org/2016-russell-fork

continued from previous page
Russell Fork

Andria Davis runs a Russell Fork rapid during a release of the Flannigan Dam. Photo by Leland Davis

Identifying Pollutants
Total Dissolved Solids: substances dis-
solved in water, including minerals, metals 
and salts. Common sources include sew-
age, road salt used in the winter, and heavy 
metals and minerals exposed through 
mining and dissolved by rain.

Total Suspended Solids: small sol-
id material floating in the water, such 
as sediment, plant material and sew-
age. Common sources include sewage, 
and debris from construction, logging  
and mining.

Total Maximum Daily Load: A TMDL is a 
pollution budget and management plan 
developed by states for streams and rivers 
that do not meet water quality standards. 
The TMDL identifies which pollutants are 
causing stream impairment and calculates 
the maximum amount of each pollutant 
that a waterway should be able to handle 
while still meeting water quality standards. 
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By Eliza Laubach

Ancient air bubbles trapped in ice 
provide a history of the atmosphere 

from as far back as 400,000 years ago, 
and tell the story of a new geologic time 
emerging. The earth’s atmosphere now 
contains more carbon dioxide than it ever 
did in these ancient samples, according 
to NASA, namely because of the potent 
greenhouse gases released from burning 
fossil fuels.

This past April, 180 countries signed 
the Paris climate agreement, which lays 
out a strategy to keep global temperatures 
from rising more than two degrees Celsius 
above the pre-industrial average. In 2015, 
the Obama Administration released the 
Clean Power Plan, an unprecedented 
effort to curb carbon dioxide emissions 
from power plants in the United States. 
As of July, global temperatures are 1.03 de-
grees Celsius above the historic baseline, 
according to the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration National 
Centers for Environmental Information.

Warming temperatures, driven by 
changes in global atmospheric circulation, 
are breaking records in the Southeastern 
U.S. The most recent decade — 2001 to 
2010 — was the warmest on record, and 
in the past three decades the Southeast has 
experienced more extreme climate and 
weather disasters than any other region of 
the United States, according to a Southeast 
Regional Climate Assessment report. But 
when it comes to predicting the impacts 
of global climate change in Appalachia, 
Virginia State Climatologist Jerry Stenger 
laughs at the mystery presented by the 
complex terrain.

Appalachia’s mountain 
ranges run erratically and 
often surround valleys, which 
creates uniquely dry microcli-
mates. Stenger explains that 
high mountain peaks can also 
lock thunderstorms in an area, 
releasing large amounts of rain-
fall and causing flash flooding. 
Individual storms cannot be di-
rectly linked to climate change. 
But strong rain events, like the 
one that led to devastating flood-
ing in West Virginia earlier this 
year, may well become more 
frequent, says Stenger, and their effects are 
intensified by mountainous topography.

The mountains’ unique weather 
patterns make it challenging to predict 
how global scale warming will affect the 
region. According to Stenger, while much 
of Appalachia will see warming, some 
areas will see cooling or no change at all. 
“There’s so many uncertainties, but that’s 
the nature of it,” he says.

Gauging Impacts 
on Ecosystems

Appalachia’s biodiverse ecosystems 
harbor species that thrive in its lush, wet 
forests and provide the region with eco-
logical resilience, a term that refers to a 
system’s ability to absorb impacts before 
changing state altogether. But warming 
is resulting in longer growing seasons 
and is leading some plants to climb in 
elevation or move northward. Some rare 
and important species are at risk from a 
more unpredictable climate, such as the 
spruce-fir forests on the tallest mountain 

peaks, the region’s uncommonly abun-
dant species of salamanders or the prized 
brook trout.

Even in southern Appalachia, which 
boasts a rainforest reputation, the U.S. 
Drought Monitor shows precipitation 
was below average across most of the 
region this year. All over the Southeast, 
droughts are becoming more common 
and severe, impacting municipal drink-
ing water supplies, many of which are 
reservoirs fed by watersheds flowing 
from private or federally owned forest. 

At the Coweeta Hydrologic Labora-
tory in southwestern North Carolina — a 
nearly 5,000-acre forest designated for 
experimental research in 1934 — U.S. 
Forest Service scientists track stream flow 
within a watershed to better understand 
how forest changes affect reservoirs. They 
also monitor climate and forest changes 
at places like the so-called “Electric For-
est,” a section where trees are rigged 
with monitoring devices to assess their 
water uptake. Advanced meteorologi-
cal tools measure the amount of carbon 
dioxide cycling through the trees and the 
atmosphere. 

In his research at Coweeta, Chris Oishi 
has found that southern Appalachian 
forests absorb more carbon dioxide from 
the atmosphere than originally thought. 
He discovered that the Electric Forest 
takes carbon dioxide from the atmosphere 
and stores it in the soil and plant material, 
ultimately absorbing more carbon than 
it generates through decomposing trees 
or disturbed soil — resulting in what is 
known as a carbon sink. At Coweeta, 
about 1.1 tons of carbon are sequestered 
per acre of forest per year, roughly as 
much carbon dioxide as the emissions of 

one average car.
Oishi and his colleagues have also 

found that climate change is lessening 
the carbon sink potential of forests as 
warmer, drier years lessen the trees’ abil-
ity to absorb carbon. Species transition 
within an ecosystem also plays a factor. In 
one example Oishi noted, as the carbon-
absorbing hemlock dies out across Appa-
lachia and is replaced by rhododendron, 
carbon sinks are diminished.

Forested land would need to increase 
in size in the Southeast in order to keep 
up with rising carbon dioxide emissions, 
says Oishi.

One group working to maintain the 
Southeast’s forest carbon sinks is the 
Dogwood Alliance, a conservation advo-
cacy group based in Asheville, N.C. The 
organization’s Carbon Canopy program is 
working to create a market for the region’s 
carbon sinks, providing private landown-
ers and corporate partners with financial 
incentives to help preserve large tracts of 
forested land.

Climate change has the potential 
to increase a forest’s vulnerability to 
drought. According to Oishi, the domi-
nant species in southern Appalachian 
forests is shifting from oak and hickory to 
tulip poplar and maple, most likely due 
to fire suppression and climate change. 
These types of trees use more water, 
lessening streamflow and water supply. 
Since record keeping began in 1936 at 
Coweeta, 80 percent of the severe drought 
cycles have occurred between 1980 and 
the present. 

During a drought, the forest system 
becomes stressed when trees and plants 
compete for water. Higher-elevation 

hardwood coves host valuable 
medicinal plants that are especially 
vulnerable to water scarcity. Some 
species can be killed off in as little 
as one season, as opposed to trees, 
which take several years to die from 
drought. 

Joe-Ann McCoy, director of 
the North Carolina Arboretum’s 
Germplasm Repository in Asheville, 
N.C., works to save the seeds of 
these important plants, such as black 
cohosh and ginseng. The seed bank at 
the arboretum is one of the only ones in 
the country focusing on native medicinal 
plants. McCoy is looking for varieties 
resistent to climate change and focusing 
on projects with people who have long-
standing relationships with these plants.

According to McCoy, seed banks 
are vitally important for helping people 
adapt to climate change. For the past 
seven years, McCoy has been partner-
ing with the Eastern Band of Cherokee 
Indians on seed saving. Like all tribes in 
the Southeast, the Cherokee do not have 
any seed banks. But McCoy is hoping 
to change this. In collaboration with the 
United South and Eastern Tribes, Inc., and 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs, she is help-
ing to establish a program to create seed 
banks of traditional native and heirloom 
plants for 26 indigenous tribes. 

“We should have already done this 10 
years ago,” McCoy says. “Europe is way 
ahead of us on this.”

Seeding Climate Justice
As social justice and environmental 

issues more visibly intersect, a solutions-
based effort is emerging — climate justice. 

People who are vulnerable to social and 
economic challenges are also susceptible 
to being directly impacted by climate 
change, such as having fewer resources 
to rebuild after severe weather events. 
People in low-income communities are 
more likely to be impacted by the fossil 
fuels that cause climate change — such 
as people who live near power plants. 
Climate justice aims to address all of these 
issues at once.

Stan Johnson, co-founder of Socially 
Equal Energy Efficient Development in 
Knoxville, Tenn., teaches city residents 
about shifts they can make to lessen their 
impact on the climate while also empow-
ering youth from the city’s low-income 
neighborhoods.

SEEED designed its program to 
reflect two community concerns: high 
energy bills and the lack of local, high-
paying jobs. Participants in this program 
are trained in career readiness and com-
plete door-to-door neighborhood educa-
tion about energy efficiency. SEEED also 
received a grant for recycling education.

According to Johnson, the organiza-
tion’s expertise is reaching people in the 
community who are not reached by tra-

ditional media pathways. “We don’t want 
it to be just the eco-elite with the solar 
panels and hybrid cars,” he says. “Bring 
it down to the everyday person — what 
they can do.”

Tom Rodd, initiative director of 
Allegheny Highlands Climate Change 
Impacts Initiative sees climate change and 
social justice issues intersecting in low-
income communities that are polluted 
by coal mines. Rodd has educated resi-
dents, held conferences, and published 
reports about climate impacts in Central 
Appalachia.

West Virginia’s economy is built on 
fossil fuels including coal, says Rodd, and 
talking about climate change can be very 
difficult for people who have mined and 
extracted these resources for generations. 
“Nobody told them they were at risk 
of losing their jobs because of the tiny 
molecule CO2 that has the potential of 
destroying the planet,” he says.

Part of the solution, he says, is to 
financially support these communities 
and fight for a more just transition away 
from a fossil-fuel dependent economy. 
He speaks in broad terms about what 
is at stake: the loss of fish habitats and 
forests, and increased flooding and more 
frequent heat waves. He has had the 

most success with teachers and 
students, the least success with 
politicians. In West Virginia, he 
says, “it’s an adjustment process 
for everybody.”

Allegheny Highlands is 
now focusing primarily on 
climate change education for 
teachers. Rodd’s generation 
helped create the problem, he 
says, but it will be up to the next 
generation to fix it.

To avert climate chaos, Jodi 
Lasseter, founder and co-conve-
ner of the North Carolina Climate 

Justice Summit, encourages a culture 
shift achieved by developing authentic 
relationships across differences, such as 
race, age and gender. The summit, in its 
third year, unites high school students, 
community organizers and nonprofit 
changemakers from across the state. The 
groups learn from and inspire each other 
to “reform, resist, reimagine and re-create 
the societal systems that constructed fos-
sil fuel-induced climate change,” says 
Lasseter.

The event, held in Browns Summit, 
N.C., gives attention to those who are di-
rectly impacted by fossil fuels. Last year, 
a member of Walnut Cove, N.C., which 
is polluted by coal ash, participated in a 
frontline community panel.

With the increasing threat of climate 
change, ecological resilience is important 
for Appalachia’s biologically sensitive 
areas. The ability of the region to develop 
solutions relies on the strength of its sci-
entific and grassroots communities. Ac-
cording to Lasseter, it’s critical that those 
who are not on the front lines of climate 
impact stand in solidarity. 

“We want to reclaim our people pow-
er to take collective action,” she says. u 

Fostering Climate Resilience Adaptations in Changing Times

A little shack, above, houses an automated 
device that measures stream flow every five 
minutes to assess water levels. Photo by 
Judy Schoonmaker. At right, Chris Oishi 
discusses his research in “The Electric 
Forest.” Photo by Karl Bates.

North Carolina: This year saw  the sunset 
of a state tax credit for renewable energy, 
and state regulators rejected a petition that 
would have increased access to solar pow-
er by allowing companies other than Duke 
Energy to finance solar panel installations. 

Virginia: Although the legislature blocked 
the Clean Power Plan’s implementation in 
the state, the governor issued an executive 
order for state agencies to develop carbon 
reduction strategies by spring 2017.

West Virginia: The legislature defeated 
an effort to repeal the state’s adoption of 
national science education standards that 
include climate change, but adopted cur-

riculum changes that downplay the link be-
tween climate change and human causes.

Kentucky: A new law establishes a pre-
scribed fire burn program set to begin by 
summer 2017. Prescribed burns imitate 
historical forest management and diminish 
wildfire risk, which is increasing with climate 
change, according to USFS scientists.

Tennessee: Under a new law, farmers now 
have greater protection to open Confined 
Animal Feeding Operations, or CAFOs, 
even if they are deemed a public or private 
nuisance. These massive livestock opera-
tions are significant sources of methane, a 
potent greenhouse gas.

2016 State Legislatures on Climate Change

continued on next page
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Climate Resilience

Joe-Ann McCoy saves seeds and collects data on sochan, an edible coneflower native to Southern 
Appalachia and part of Cherokee cuisine. Photo courtesy of Joe-Ann McCoy.

During canvassing, SEEED invites the community 
to an energy efficiency workshop, above. At right 
a participant is congratulated on completion of a 
program. Photos courtesy of SEEED.
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240 Shadowline Drive, Boone, North Carolina
(828) 262-1250  •  www.Peppers-Restaurant.com

• Delicious Deli-Style Sandwiches
• Homemade Soups
• Vegetarian Fare
• And Much More!

By Donald Welch
In Wise, Va., Lincoln Road Coffee, 

an independent, family-owned compa-
ny, holds regular media meetings to dis-
cuss how their hashtags #LincolnRoad-
Coffee and #FriendsofLincolnRoad are 
being used on social media and to set a 
budget for Facebook advertising.

“We use #Appalachia because we 
always want to tell people where we’re 
from,” says Ryan Jones of Lincoln Road 
Coffee. This web-focused approach has 
not only helped the small business grow 
in their immediate market, but their 
unique cold brew is now distributed 
across the country with orders from 
states like Texas and Washington. 

While these marketing strategies 
may sound more in line with a business 
in a metropolitan tech hub like New 
York or San Francisco, Lincoln Road 
Coffee is in a small town in the moun-
tainous southwestern corner of Virginia.

In West Virginia, only 57 percent of 
the state has broadband coverage, and 
of that less than 2 percent has access to 
fiber-optic broadband. And in nearby 
Kentucky, broadband coverage extends to 
65 percent of the population, with fiber ac-
cessible to 10.6 percent of those broadband 
users. Lawmakers, nonprofits, historians 
and activists in both states are working 
to bring fiber-optic broadband into their 
communities. In doing so, they’re hoping 
to reshape the economic and social geog-
raphy of Central Appalachia.

Building a Broadband 
Highway in West Virginia

According to West Virginia State 
Senator Chris Walters, technology is a 

crucial part of the 21st century 
economy.

To this end, Walters spon-
sored S.B. 315, known as the 
Middle Mile Bill, which aims 
to create fiber-optic lines that 
connect the rural areas of the 
state. To fund this effort, the bill 
requires state agencies to seek 
federal grants and requires the 
water development authority 
to pursue performance bonds. 
Walters doesn’t want West Vir-
ginians to pay for the construc-
tion of the fiber line.

According to Walters, the 
state’s inconsistent internet ad-
versely affects its students, especially 
young adults who are trying to take 
advantage of online colleges to finish 
degrees. Incidents such as an internet 
connection failing in the middle of a 
test or important lecture could cause 
students to fall behind. Irregular access 
to efficient broadband across the state, 
Walters says, violates a 1982 court deci-
sion mandating that West Virginia pro-
vide an equal educational opportunity 
to all students. 

Walters explains that the state can 
“build a 2500-mile fiber optic interstate 
for $78 million, but two miles of regular 
[road] interstate costs $80 million.” Once 
a fiber network is built, internet service 
providers would pay a rental fee to use 
the West Virginia “middle mile” fiber 
lines to reach the “last mile” rural clients. 
Walters hopes this will encourage compe-
tition between multiple providers —  cur-
rently, Frontier Communication controls 

what little fiber links rural West Virginia.
The concept of a “middle mile” 

fiber line sponsored through the state 
isn’t foreign to Appalachia.  Kentucky 
has created a public-private partnership 
called KentuckyWired that, according 
to its website, will build “a statewide, 
open-access fiber optic network which 
will deliver robust, reliable and afford-
able Internet to communities across the 
state through broadband technology.” 

A September statement from the 
governor’s office noted that the Ken-
tuckyWired middle-mile network is 
slated to include more than 3,000 miles 
of fiber optic cable and use more than 
1,000 government and post-secondary 
education sites as jumping-off points 
for local internet service providers to 
use to connect to “last mile” rural cus-
tomers. “Preparation work has already 
taken place at nearly 100 government, 
university and community college sites 
in eastern and northern Kentucky,” ac-
cording to the statement. The statement 
also details a partnership with Eastern 
Kentucky Network, LLC, which aims to 
extend 305 miles of fiber to 21 counties 
and 20 communities in Eastern Kentucky.

In Eastern Kentucky, broadband 
expansion has helped spur the creation 
of new companies such as BitSource 
in Pikeville, Ky., a digital design com-
pany started by people who previously 
worked in the coal industry.

To help local workers retrain for 
technology jobs, the regional arts organi-

zation Appalshop developed the Mines to 
Minds initiative. Run in partnership with 
Southeast Kentucky Community and 
Technical College, the program will offer 
technology certificates and is slated to 
begin in the spring 2017 semester. Mines 
to Minds will focus on two main tracks 
for certification: digital design and system 
administration. These tracks will encom-
pass software writing, coding, website 
development and security — all examples 
of local need, according to Shawn Lind, 
Appalshop’s coordinator for the project.

Lind spoke with area employers 
about their technology needs and then de-
vised a series of classes that would train 
students to fill technology positions and 
meet the needs of those local companies. 
“We aren’t trying to recreate the wheel 
that Southeast is already doing,” Lind 
said in an email, “just improve it a bit.”

The Mines to Minds program will 
also use the digital classroom at Appal-
shop’s facility in Whitesburg, Ky. “We will 
be organizing and hosting free commu-
nity workshops on many different tech-
nology tools,” Lind explains. “It might 
be teaching photography skills for local 
businesses to take better photographs 
of their products/services. It might be a 
workshop for area organizations to make 
more effective social media posts incorpo-
rating new multimedia content.” 

As better broadband continues to 
bring technology jobs into Eastern Ken-
tucky, Lind says he hopes the program 

will “develop a high tech workforce so 
local people can find local jobs.” 

However, it’s not just local nonprof-
its working to fill emerging technology 
jobs. In June, the federal government 
announced the expansion of their Tech-
Hire initiative into Southwest Virginia 
and Western North Carolina. 

TechHire, which is already active 
in Eastern Kentucky, is an Obama 
administration program that works in 
targeted communities to train workers 
in technology fields and help them find 
local employment. The program also 
aims to showcase how interconnected 
technology is with other industries, 
since even manufacturing plants need 
an IT department. In doing so, TechHire 
focuses on specific regions and their 
particular needs. 

“About 300 jobs have been created 
since TechHire launched in eastern 
Kentucky in 2015, with an estimated $6 
million impact on the local economy,” a 
June White House blog reports. 

Following this initial success in 
Eastern Kentucky, the White House 
blog states that the new South Central 
Appalachia TechHire program “will 
prepare and place over 50 individuals 
into tech jobs over the next year, and 
400 by 2020.”

Social Media in Appalachia
While State Sen. Walters and others 

throughout the region work on chang-
ing the policies surrounding broad-
band, other organizations are looking 
to the community. Michael Parsons and 
Eric Meadows run Voices of Appala-
chia, a website and social media outlet 
based out of Charleston, W.Va., that, 
as Parsons explains, “aims to promote 
a positive story of Appalachia by pre-
serving modern heritage and culture.” 
In sharing archival photos, stories and 
bits of regional history through social 
media, Meadows argues that, “you can 
be culturally true to your ancestors and 
still exist in modern society.”

According to Meadows, starting 
this past February they invited followers 
on their Facebook page to comment on 
the archival and historical photos Voices 
of Appalachia uploaded, asking if any-
one had similar memories. Many of their 

followers with stories or experiences 
wrote comments and shared the page 
with their friends and family. Meadows 
states that these interactions expanded 
Voices of Appalachia’s Facebook follow-
ers from 3,000 in February 2016 to over 
15,000 followers as of September. 

Both Meadows and Parsons agree 
that West Virginia needs to ensure that in-
ternet is accessible to everyone in the state. 
They see the Middle Mile Bill proposed by 
Walters as a step in that direction. 

Despite running such a success-
ful site, Meadows doesn’t have home 
broadband. Instead, a job in technology 
allows him the means for an expensive 
and reliable satellite connection that 
many can’t afford. With “access to qual-
ity reliable internet” Meadows notes 
that there’s potential to revitalize mining 
towns by turning mine and mine-related 
buildings that have closed into technol-
ogy centers for the community, in much 
the same way cities are repurposing 
factories and warehouses. “Lets make 
these tech centers, community centers,” 
he says, explaining that such transfor-
mations will foster economic diversity.

Parsons points out that even with 
initiatives such as Sen. Walters’ Middle 
Mile Bill, Appalachia needs to “start 
working on opportunities to keep 
young people.” Both Meadows and Par-
sons want to improve the quality of life 
for West Virginian youth living in rural 
parts of the state. Parsons says he wants 
to see the area, “take the heritage and at-
titude of 100 years ago and meet today’s 
challenges with it.” He expresses a hope 
that expanded broadband will offer 
more opportunities and engagement, in 
both a social and economic sense, than 
currently exists for Appalachian youth. 

“Without strong fiber connectivity, 
we are depriving [our young people] of 
opportunity,” says Walters.

Making Use of Broadband
The idea of retention is central to 

the work of Startup High Country, a hy-
brid incubator and consultancy group 
in Boone, N.C., that works with Appa-
lachian State University to help keep 
students involved in the community 
after graduation. Even though Boone 
and the surrounding High Country 
region have broadband infrastructure, 
James Bance, Chris Grasinger and oth-
ers at Startup High Country are hoping 

to make digital technology more of a 
focus in the local economy.

The organization’s goals are to assist 
startup businesses and create new high-
paying tech jobs in the process. Bance, 
founder of Startup High Country, empha-
sizes the focus on the local economy and 
training local people. “We’re never going 
to aspire to be Silicon Valley,” he says.

Grasinger, part of the Startup High 
Country leadership team, grew up in 
Blowing Rock, N.C., and hopes that 

Boone continues to let “students get 
hands-on experience with a growing lo-
cal economy.” He also believes that new 
technology companies can help create 
stable jobs as broadband continues to 
expand and existing infrastructure is 
fully utilized by communities.

“Successful technology companies 
can offer more living wage opportuni-
ties to the households of our region,” 
Grasinger says. “This impact can po-
tentially ripple throughout the region, 
creating a greater quality of life for our 
communities.”

This impact can be seen at Lincoln 
Road Coffee, where their ability to tap 
into a growing broadband network 
allows the company to reach a much 
larger market. Now in New York City, 
San Francisco and Los Angeles, people 
might open a bottle of Lincoln Road 
Coffee cold brew and read right on the 
label that it’s brewed “in the heart of 
the Appalachian Mountains for you to 
enjoy however you please.” u

Donald Welch blogs about the intersection 
of nature and technology on The Frontier. 
Visit thefrontierblog.wordpress.com.

#Appalachia #Appalachia
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Green Bank, W.Va., resident Alfred Ervine watches a technician hook up his new internet and 
television service in 2014. Photo by David Kidd / Governing 

Telephone, internet and power lines in North 
Carolina. Photo by James M. Davidson

Technology, Community and Industry in the Silicon Holler

“Dear Babette, 
You and your staff of 
writers continue to amaze. 
In my view, the quality 
of articles in Carolina 
Mountain Life have elevated 
your publication to #1. 
Congratulations on a sterling 
literary contribution to the  
High Country!”

— Barry M. Buxton, Ph.D.
President,
Lees-McRae College

“What a great magazine!”
828-737-0771  •  PO Box 976, Linville, NC 28646

At stores & businesses almost everywhere in the High Country 
... and online at CMLmagazine.com

livingcarolina@bellsouth.net
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Solar Cells

By Brian Sewell
A decision by federal regulators to 

forgo a comprehensive review of large 
natural gas pipelines proposed in Ap-
palachia has not diminished opponents’ 
doubts about the projects, including 
whether they are needed at all.

In August, the Federal Energy Regu-
latory Commission made clear it would 
not conduct a programmatic environ-
mental impact statement to consider the 
cumulative impacts of the region’s pro-
posed pipelines, particularly the Atlantic 
Coast Pipeline and the Mountain Valley 
Pipeline, despite months of requests from 
landowners and citizen groups.

Yet a new study published by Syn-
apse Energy Economics does examine the 
need for the projects — and concluded 
that there is none. Based on existing ca-

pacity and projected electricity demand, 
minor pipeline upgrades would be suf-
ficient to meet demand through at least 
2030, the study found. In April, a report 
by the Institute for Energy Economics and 
Financial Analysis similarly concluded 
that the industry tends toward overbuild-
ing, benefitting gas companies and electric 
utilities but putting ratepayers at risk.

A draft impact statement for the 600-
mile Atlantic Coast Pipeline will arrive in 
December, with a final statement expected 
next June. The final statement for the 300-
mile Mountain Valley Pipeline will come 
in March. Citizen groups argue that the 
draft review released in September fails 
to fully assess the public need, and likely 
impacts to water quality and the climate. 
The release of the draft  on Sept. 16 initi-
ated a 90-day public comment period.

“FERC once again has its blinders 
on to the full climate consequences of 
fracked gas,” says Anne Havemann of 
Chesapeake Climate Action Network, 
referring to widespread use of fracking 
to extract natural gas in Northern Appa-
lachia, where the pipelines would begin. 
Havemann faults the review for acting as 
if the gas that would be transported by the 
pipeline “comes from nowhere.”

Opponents argue that both projects 
pose risks to the mountainous terrain, 
watersheds and ecosystems they would 
cross, including in the national forests 
that span Virginia’s border with West 
Virginia. The U.S. Forest Service detailed 
its concerns about the Atlantic Coast 
Pipeline route through the George Wash-
ington National Forest in a September 
letter to regulators, warning of threats 

to wild trout streams.
In order to protect the silt-free gravel 

stream beds where trout spawn, the forest 
plan for the George Washington National 
Forest restricts activities that could dis-
rupt the streams between Oct. 1 and April 
1. But the Dominion Pipeline Monitoring 
Coalition reports that the utility intends 
to request waivers for time-of-year restric-
tions and other important environmental 
requirements.

Dominion CEO Tom Farrell says 
the Atlantic Coast Pipeline’s scheduled 
environmental review means that “FERC 
believes that the route is essentially com-
plete.” But opposition has significantly 
delayed construction and the project’s 
expected in-service date.

Read about Appalachian Voices’ 
involvement on page 22.

Consequences and Need for Natural Gas Pipelines Disputed

By Eliza Laubach
Workers, including former coal min-

ers, are cleaning up decades of coal waste 
at an abandoned mine in Pennslyvannia, 
funded by special appropriations from 
Congress. In August, Secretary of the In-
terior Sally Jewell visited the Ehrenfield 
Abandoned Mine Reclamation Project to 
celebrate the pilot project of the $90 mil-
lion Abandoned Mine Lands Economic 
Revitalization program.

At this particular site, 2.4 million 
yards of coal waste remains from past 
mining operations, endangering resi-

dents who live within 500 feet of the pile, 
according to the U.S. Department of In-
terior. The mine reclamation is part of a 
three-year project that will also enhance 
access to the “Path of the Flood” trail in 
an effort to increase ecotourism. 

This program reflects the goals of the 
RECLAIM Act, a bipartisan bill now be-
fore Congress that aims to develop local 
economies while reclaiming abandoned 
mine lands. The Abandoned Mine Lands 
Economic Revitalization program is 
funding similar projects in West Virginia 
and Kentucky, which have yet to begin.

Mine Reclamation Pilot Program Breaks Ground

By Elizabeth E. Payne
August was an eventful month for 

the coal ash saga in North Carolina. Early 
in the month, the transcript of the sworn 
testimony of Dr. Ken Rudo, a toxicologist 
at the N.C. Department for Health and 
Human Services, became public.

Rudo raised concerns about lan-
guage used by state environmental and 
health officials that downplayed the risks 
of last year’s “do not drink” warnings is-
sued to hundreds of families living near 
Duke Energy coal ash impoundments. 

Two top officials at state agencies 
responded with an open editorial de-
fending their actions and criticizing 
“Rudo’s unprofessional approach to 
this important matter.”

Following the release of this edito-

rial, Dr. Megan Davies resigned from 
her position as state epidemiologist at 
DHHS. “Upon reading the open editorial 
yesterday evening, I can only conclude 
that the Department’s leadership is fully 
aware that this document misinforms the 
public,” Davies wrote in her resignation 
letter. “I cannot work for a Department 
and an Administration that deliberately 
misleads the public.”

Meanwhile, the Department of 
Environmental Quality has proposed 
permits to allow Duke Energy to dispose 
of wastewater from its coal ash impound-
ments at its Dan River, Mayo and Roxboro 
sites directly into nearby waterways. Dan 
River was the site of the 2014 spill.

Public comments about the plans can 
be emailed to the agency at publiccom-
ments@ncdenr.gov until Nov. 4.

N.C. Scientists and State Officials 
at Odds Over Coal Ash Safety

By Eliza Laubach 
The KD#2 surface coal mine in 

West Virginia was permanently halted 
by state regulators after a two-year, 
resident-led campaign to close the mine. 
A consent order signed in mid-July 
requires Keystone Industries to stop 
mining and only allows work related to 
reclamation and maintenance of the site.  

Kanawha State Forest Coalition, a 
local grassroots network, organized the 
opposition to the KD#2 mine, which state 
regulators permitted in 2014. The permit 
allowed mining within 588 feet of the 
Kanawha State Forest and 1,500 feet of 

homes in Loudendale, W.Va. The com-
pany disturbed 100 acres, about a quarter 
of the total area, before permit violations 
caused state regulators to suspend active 
mining in early 2015, according to the 
coalition. The coalition’s watchdogging 
brought many of the 42 violations to state 
regulators’ attention. 

“This is ... a powerful demonstration 
of the impact citizens can have when we 
take a stand, stay persistent, and don’t 
back down,” coalition coordinator Chad 
Cordell said in a press release. “Many 
people thought this strip mine was un-
stoppable when the permit was issued 
over two years ago.” 

Mountaintop Removal Mine Shut Down in WV
By Eliza Laubach

The U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency released final changes to a water 
quality criterion for selenium in July. The 
criterion guides state and tribal agency 
selenium rules and replaces a previous, 
more stringent, criterion. 

Selenium, an essential nutrient for 
humans in small amounts, is toxic to fish 
even in small amounts. It accumulates in 
fish and aquatic organisms that live in 
contaminated waters and can cause defor-
mations or death. It also can harm birds 
that eat organisms from contaminated 

waters. This naturally occurring element 
enters the water through coal mining, 
coal-fired power plants, irrigated agri-
culture and natural weathering processes.

Environmental groups criticize the 
EPA changes, which allow industries to 
discharge more selenium. The Sierra Club 
said in a press release that the missed 
chance to create a strong national standard 
is disappointing, as it “placed responsibil-
ity in the hands of state regulators who 
have already established that they will not 
miss an opportunity to aid their polluter 
friends in the mining industry.”

New Federal Water Quality Guidance on Selenium

The U.S. Senate Finance Committee ap-
proved a bill aimed at guaranteeing pension 
and healthcare benefits for more than 100,000 
union coal miners, retirees and their families. 
The Miners Protection Act would preserve 
United Mine Workers of America pension plans 
by redirecting interest earned on coal industry 
fees from the Abandoned Mine Reclamation 
Fund. The bill’s strongest supporters — West 
Virginia Senators Joe Manchin and Shelley 
Moore Capito — are calling on Sen. Majority 
Leader Mitch McConnell to schedule a final 
vote before the end of the year. — Brian Sewell

Miners Protection 
Act Advances

Spill Leads to Gas Shortages
A pipeline supplying transportation fuel 

to much of the Southeast ruptured in Sep-
tember, spilling 338,000 gallons of gasoline 
in Alabama. Most of the gasoline collected 
in a man-made retention pond at a nearby 
strip mine, which minimized the impact to 
the Cahaba River system. But fuel shortages 
affected drivers in five states. On Sept. 21, 
Colonial Pipeline announced that service 
has been restored as cleanup continues.

Feds Account for Climate Change
A new guidance from the White House 

Council of Environmental Quality requires 
that federal agencies consider how their 
actions will influence climate change and 
how climate change will impact their actions.

N.C. Closer to Wind Energy
In August, the U.S. Department of the 

Interior announced that it will lease more than 
122,000 acres off the North Carolina coast 
for commercial wind energy development.

Natural Gas CO2 Emissions Rise
Although natural gas releases less car-

bon dioxide than coal when burned, it now 
accounts for more energy-related carbon 
dioxide emissions due to major increases in 
consumption, according to the U.S. Energy 
Information Administration.

Scientists Question Fracking Safety 
A U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 

Science Advisory Board is challenging a draft 
report by the agency that found little negative 
impact on drinking water from hydraulic frac-
turing. In a letter sent to the EPA on Aug. 11, 
the scientists called the report “comprehensive 
but lacking in several critical areas.”

Newsbites

By Brian Sewell
A series of recent actions by the fed-

eral Office of Surface Mining Reclamation 
and Enforcement reflect the realities of the 
coal industry’s precarious financial posi-
tion and the profound impacts mining has 
on nearby communities.

In August, the agency began a rule-
making process to strengthen regulations 
on self-bonding, a practice that allows 
coal companies to use their financial 
history to insure the cost of restoring the 
land after mining, rather than requiring 
collateral or a more secure bond. 

Self-bonding has come under intense 
scrutiny as some of the nation’s largest 
coal companies have gone bankrupt 
while responsible for billions of dollars 
in unfunded mine cleanup costs. Goals 

for the reforms include modified eligibil-
ity standards and third-party review of 
companies’ financial statements.

Earlier that month, the agency an-
nounced that it will fund a $1 million 
review by the National Academy of 
Sciences of current research on the links 
between surface coal mining and human 
health risks. The move was applauded 
by environmentalists and public interest 
groups, but described as long overdue.

Two dozen peer-reviewed studies 
dating back to 2007 have found correla-
tions between mountaintop removal coal 
mining and increased rates of cancer, 
heart and respiratory diseases, and other 
negative health outcomes in surrounding 
communities.

Agency Announces Coal Bonding 
Reform, Health Research Review

DC District Court Hears 
Clean Power Plan Case    

On Sept. 27, the U.S. Court of 
Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit 
heard oral arguments concerning the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency’s Clean 
Power Plan. 

This rule, which is central to meeting 
the Obama administration’s commitment 
to the 2015 Paris climate talks, seeks to 
reduce carbon dioxide emissions from 
electricity generation by 32 percent 
by 2030. Opponents of the regulation 
challenge the EPA’s authority to regulate 
carbon emissions under the Clean Air Act.

More than two dozen states join coal 
companies and some utilities in opposing 
the regulation, while the EPA is supported by 
18 states, public health and environmental 

advocacy groups and other utilities.
The 10-judge panel is expected to 

deliberate the case for several months. 
Regardless of the outcome, the case will 
likely be sent to the Supreme Court. But 
with a Supreme Court vacancy, a 4-4 verdict 
would give precedence to the appellate 
court’s decision. — Elizabeth E. Payne

Alabama Coal Company 
Sued for Water Pollution

On Sept. 1, conservation groups an-
nounced a lawsuit against Drummond Com-
pany for acid runoff from its abandoned Maxine 
Mine into the Locust Fork of the Black Warrior 
River near Praco, Ala. The suit was brought 
by the Southern Environmental Law Center, 
Public Justice and Black Warrior Riverkeeper, 
the newest member of The Alliance for Ap-
palachia. — Elizabeth E. Payne

Petition to Pause Nuke Plant
In a petition to the State Corporation 

Commission, the Virginia Citizens Consumer 
Council argued that Dominion Virginia Power 
must obtain a permit before proceeding with 
any further construction of a nuclear reactor at 
the North Anna Power Station. The $19 billion 
project has not been approved by regulators 
and, although it is included in Dominion’s 
long-term plan, the utility has not committed to 
bringing the reactor into service. Nearly $600 
million has already been spent on preliminary 
construction, half of which has been passed on 
to Virginia ratepayers. — Brian Sewell

Duke Energy’s 15-year Plan
In its 15-year plan released in September, 

Duke Energy Carolinas projected a 1 percent 
growth in electricity demand. But between now 
and 2030, the company predicts a tripling of 

solar capacity and the continued displacement 
of coal-fired electricity by natural gas. Due to 
the uncertainty of fuel prices and future regu-
lations, the plan analyzes the possibility of a 
new nuclear facility in upstate South Carolina. 
— Brian Sewell

Price of Met Coal Rises
Bucking the nationwide trend, Kentucky-

based Ramaco Development, LLC, announced 
in September that it will begin operations next 
year at two mines in West Virginia and Virginia. 
Both mines will produce metallurgical coal 
used to manufacture steel. After a steep drop in 
2015, global prices for metallurgical coal have 
rebounded in recent months largely, due to 
demand in China. But it’s not clear how many 
cash-strapped mining companies in Central 
Appalachia will benefit from the market’s shift. 
— Brian Sewell

Protests continue as Native American 
nations and environmental advocates face off 
with Energy Transfer Partners in an effort to 
block construction of the company’s Dakota 
Access Pipeline. This $3.8 billion project, which 
is 60 percent complete, would carry crude oil 
for 1,134 miles from North Dakota to Illinois.

The Standing Rock Sioux hope to block 
construction of the pipeline near their reser-
vation on the grounds that it threatens their 
cultural heritage and their drinking water 
supply. As of press time in late September, 
more than a thousand people were gathered 
at an encampment in protest. 

On Sept. 9, the Obama administration 
halted construction of the pipeline near the 
Missouri River to allow time for the courts 
to decide on injunctions before them. — 
Elizabeth E. Payne

Dakota Access Pipeline 
Stopped, For Now
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Bike Delivery Brings The Voice to Roanoke
Ben Bristoll

By Tristin Van Ord
Ben Bristoll has been an ally of the 

Earth since he was a child.
“What got me into environmental-

ism in the first place was growing up 
in a rural area in Upstate New York in 
the Hudson Valley on an old farm,” Ben 
explains. He describes a patch of woods 
across the street that he used to play in 
as a kid. “One day my neighbor across 
the street went and clear-cut the trees 
in there, and I was really angry to have 
my woods destroyed like that,” he says. 

 To Ben, this event was a small-
scale example of what goes on when 
corporations destroy a landscape for 
profit. This glance at corruption fueled 
the fire for Ben’s environmental and 
social activism throughout the years.

Since 2013 Ben has volunteered for 
the Plowshare Peace and Justice Cen-
ter, an organization that advocates for 
peace in the Roanoke area. The Peace 
and Justice Center needed a new volun-
teer to help distribute The Appalachian 
Voice in 2014, so Ben took over the job.

With a bike basket and a dedication 
to clean energy, Ben distributes The 
Appalachian Voice across Roanoke, Va., 
on two wheels. He has biked up to 25 

miles to distribute the pub-
lication, and delivers four 
hundred copies of each 
issue. “I have a big basket 
on the back of my bike and 
it will hold two of those big 
bundles of paper,” he says. 
“When I got this bike bas-
ket, I thought, ‘why not just 
deliver The Appalachian 
Voice that way, too?’”

“I’ve been trying to live a lifestyle 
where I walk or bike everywhere,” 
Ben says. “There are few places in the 
Roanoke Valley that I will not bike to.”

Ben practices a sustainable lifestyle 
for health and environmental reasons. 

“I’m most passionate about living 
simply and trying to live as low a car-
bon lifestyle as possible,” he says. Ben 
is also enthusiastic about the switch 
to renewable energy sources and the 
eventual phase-out of coal.

Ben’s interest in environmentalism 
also led him to open Compact Cinemas, 
a small theater in Roanoke where he 
showed weekly TED Talks, many of 
them focused on environmental justice 
issues, followed by a group discussion. 

The most recent TED Talk Ben 

showed was so touching that it actually 
brought him to tears. 

“The last one I did was about how 
trees in the forest communicate with 
each other through their roots,” Ben ex-
plains. “A big tree will direct nutrients 
to a smaller tree that is its offspring. 
The mother tree actually knows who 
its children are and sends nutrients to 
help them,” he says. 

Unfortunately, the theater had to 
close in April, but Ben plans to show 
films in the future at a shared space 
downtown. 

Along with showing films about 
environmentalism and sustainability, 
Ben will continue to deliver The Ap-
palachian Voice on his bike while living 
a low-carbon, low-impact, and Earth-
friendly lifestyle.

Ben Bristoll stands on top of Sharp Top Mountain 
at Peaks of Otter in Virginia.

BUSINESS     LEAGUE
AppalachianVoices

New & Renewing Members August - September 2016

Art Mart
Boone, N.C. 

To join our Business 
League, visit  

AppVoices.org or call 
877-APP-VOICE 

In five Southwest Virginia towns, 
we’re gathering with area residents to 
celebrate local music and herbal tradi-
tions, and to bring folks together to share 
ideas on how to build an economy that 
works for everyone. 

In September, our Central Appala-
chian Field Coordinator Willie Dodson 
— also a folk herbalist and musician 
— convened five Mountain Music and 
Medicinals events, which featured infor-
mation on herbal remedies for colds and 
flus, live music by local players, good 
food and even a square dance. The events, 
held in Haysi, Dungannon, Pennington 
Gap, Hazel Mountain and Clintwood, 

provided an opportunity for participants 
to share their own experiences with herb-
alism growing up in the mountains.

In October, we’re hosting gather-
ings in the same towns for people from 
all walks of life to share their visions 
for the area’s future and economy. 
Ideas generated at these New Economy 
Focus Groups will be shared on an on-
line platform and used to help inform 
a crowd-sourced vision for the area. 
Southwest Virginia residents who can’t 
attend the gatherings can also visit the 
webpage to post their thoughts. Visit 
the New Economy Wiki online forum at 
swvaneweconomy.org

Building Community and a New 
Economy in Southwest Virginia

New Economy Focus Groups
Oct. 4, Pennington Gap, Va. 
Pennington Gap Community Center
6:30-8:30 p.m.

Oct. 6, Clintwood, Va.
Clintwood Kiwanis Club
7:00-9:00 p.m.

 Oct. 11, Haysi, Va.
Lonesome Pine Regional Library
6:00-7:00 p.m.

 Oct. 18, Hazel Mountain, Va.
Hazel Mountain Community Center
6:00-8:00 p.m.

Oct. 25, Dungannon, Va.
Historic Dungannon Depot
6:00-8:00 p.m.

Throughout September, we 
met with hundreds of concerned 
residents along the path of the pro-
posed Mountain Valley Pipeline in 
places such as Summers and Mon-
roe Counties in West Virginia and 
Roanoke and Montgomery Coun-
ties in Virginia. The pipeline would 
carry natural gas from fracking operations 
in West Virginia for 301 miles, crossing 
through public lands, private properties 
and more than 1,000 waterways.

At the meetings, which were held 
along with the Sierra Club Virginia 
Chapter and the Preserve Our Water 
Heritage and Rights coalition and 
their local member organizations, we 
discussed the pipeline’s timeline and 
the Federal Energy Regulatory Com-
mission’s permitting process, as well 
as current and upcoming opportunities 
for public comment. We also reviewed 
county-specific threats including water 
quality, vulnerable karst geology, prop-
erty rights and community safety. 

In mid-September, federal regula-
tors released the draft environmental 
impact statement for the Mountain Val-
ley Pipeline. The draft fails to adequately 
assess the public need for the project — a 

recent report shows that existing infra-
structure could meet demand until 2030. 
The federal review also discounts the 
widespread threats to private property, 
public lands, local communities, water 
quality and the climate. Read more about 
the pipelines on page 20. 

“Running a massive gas project 
through the steep, rugged terrain laced 
with dozens of rivers and headwater 
streams is a perfect storm for major dam-
age to our water resources,” says Lara 
Mack, Virginia Campaign Field Organiz-
er with Appalachian Voices. “FERC also 
fails to meaningfully address the safety 
issues and other concerns so earnestly 
voiced by hundreds of homeowners and 
landowners along the route.” 

Public comments on the MVP draft 
environmental impact statement are due 
Dec. 22. To submit a comment, visit ap-
pvoices.org/fight-mvp

In East Tennessee, residents 
view the Tennessee Valley Authority’s 
original purpose of providing electricity 
while also serving the “common good” 
as a relic of the past. Bill McCabe, a 
resident of Hancock County, which 
has the second-highest poverty rate 
in the state, expressed this sentiment 
at a meeting in August organized by 
Appalachian Voices. Other community 
members and Southern Alliance for 
Clean Energy were also present to of-

fer suggestions for energy efficiency 
programs with TVA representatives. 

Also in August was the annual 
TVA board meeting, where the Ten-
nessee team worked on generating 
public comments and organizing 
local voices to speak to the need for 
stronger investments in energy effi-
ciency improvements for low-income 
residents.

Meanwhile, our VISTA Tennes-
see Outreach Associate Lou Murrey 

continues to document families who 
struggle with high energy bills. In her 
recent blog, “Energy Bill Acrobatics,” 
Lou profiled the Schmidt family of 
Tazewell, who find themselves in a 
budgeting balancing act with needed 
home repair and a son with disabilities. 
Lou has been sharing energy efficiency 
information with community members 
who have few resources, by setting 
up an educational table at food banks. 

Gathering Communities in East Tennessee

Introducing a New Face in Virginia 
and our 2016-17 AmeriCorps Team

We’re thrilled to welcome Pe-
ter Anderson as our new Virginia 
Campaign Coordinator, where 
he will work to oppose new fossil 
fuel investments and promote 
a clean energy economy in the 
state. This Virginia native earned 
his B.A. in philosophy at James 
Madison University and his J.D. 
at George Mason University. After 
graduating, he worked on climate 
change adaptation issues for 
Environmental Defense Fund and 
for the Society for Conservation 
Biology. Peter is also a member 
of the Virginia State Bar. 

Katie Kienbaum joins the 
team as our newest AmeriCorps 
Project Conserve member. Katie 
grew up in Northern Virginia and 
graduated from the University of 
Pittsburgh with a B.A. in Environ-
mental Studies and Economics. 
We’re delighted to welcome her 
as our 2016-2017 AmeriCorps 
Energy Savings Outreach Associ-

ate where she will foster increased 
energy efficiency in North Carolina 
communities. 

And we’re honored that 
Ridge Graham, who served as 
our 2015-2016 AmeriCorps Out-
reach Associate, chose to serve 
a second AmeriCorps term with 
Project Conserve and Appala-
chian Voices. He will focus on 
education and outreach regard-
ing the environmental impacts of 
pollution — particularly coal ash 
— as our AmeriCorps Community 
Field Outreach Associate.

We also bid a fond farewell 
to former Tennessee Energy 
Savings Outreach Coordinator 
Amy Kelly and North Carolina 
Energy Savings Outreach Coordi-
nator Amber Moodie-Dyer, both of 
whom have done incredible work 
with the organization and will be 
missed. We wish them luck on 
their new endeavors.

Peter Anderson

Katie Kienbaum

Ridge Graham

Our Boone, N.C., team now has a 
new address and a new look! After three 
years leasing a charming old Georgian-
style house right behind the Jones House 
Community Center, we are now in the 
midst of Boone’s bustling downtown in a 
second-story office space on King Street 
above Bald Guy Brew Cafe. Visitors can 
enter through the breezeway and take the 
stairs or elevator to come see our new 
digs. Stop by or send us a letter at 589 
W. King St., Boone, N.C., 28607. 

P.S. If you’re a Boone local interested 
in helping us distribute the paper to readers 

around the region, you will find our bimonthly 
volunteer nights still occuring at our former 
location at 171 Grand Blvd.

Maggie Sherwood, the Appalachian State student 
who designs this publication, arrives at the new office.

Moving on Up...Stairs in Boone, N.C.

Hundreds  of concerned  Virginians attended  a 
series of meetings about the proposed pipeline.

Standing Against the Mountain 
Valley Pipeline
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This detail from “Edge of a Dream” by Lynn Willis shows Joe Loven-
shimer ascending Ship Rock in Pisgah National Forest near the Blue 
Ridge Parkway. The image was a finalist in the 13th annual Appalachian 
Mountain Photography Competition’s Adventure category. The dead-
line to submit images for the 14th annual photography competition is 
November 18 at 5 p.m. Learn more at appmtnphotocomp.org


