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It’s great to be here with such an inspiring and hard working group of folks. My connection to this conference was through the United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development in New York where we’ve gotten to know the Indigenous Environmental Network and Black Mesa Water Coalition. Our Appalachian community folks really admire their work and feel a strong sense of solidarity with them. In New York last May, we sat and talked about nurturing a relationship and envisioned how we might do that based on respectful relationships and shared knowledge. I wish more of them could be here but they sent their wishes and, believe me, they are here in spirit. They said that they were marshalling all their energies back home to fight the Coal River Mountain permit. Here’s the way Bo Webb at Coal River Mountain Watch put it to me: “we’re drawing a line in the sand” right here. And I think this is saying something that we all can relate to here. It is time to stop this on so many levels. It just can’t wait any longer.

Let me start by commenting on my perspective on “Ground Zero.” Since the session is entitled “Impacts at Ground Zero,” you might infer that I’m a coalfield resident. But I am not, nor do I live in the Central Appalachian coalfield region. I live in Southern Appalachia, in the Blue Ridge Mountains in Boone, North Carolina. As the crow flies, I’m not far from the coalfields of southwestern Virginia, southern West Virginia, eastern Kentucky, and northeastern Tennessee. 

We don’t have coal in the Blue Ridge. So, I don’t live with the constant threat of:

· sludge dams bursting; 

· arsenic in my water; 

· fly rock crushing my daughters as they sleep; 

· children breathing coal dust at Marsh Fork Elementary; 

· overloaded coal trucks crashing into me on the road; 

· or with the sadness and rage at literally losing ancestral lands. (and I have to say that Larry Gibson has spoken to me at length about what this means to him in light of what “first peoples” history of dispossession is. We are mindful of this when we think about losing land and its memory.)

These are the stories you may feel have been advertised (as it were) in this session. So in one sense, I am much less authoritative than say a Judy Bonds or a Larry Gibson. I want to honor them and the stand they’ve taken right up front by saying this. These two folks are noteworthy in a long and growing line of local coalfield community activists. Their commitment to fighting MTR is something I have come to admire and respect over the years of getting to know them. They are some of the most brilliant people I know and I feel very humble in their presence.

But I, and people like me, can play an important role in the fight to end the enormous impacts that coalfield residents endure on a daily basis.

Now, let me get on with my perspective on local impact is this. I think this linkage is where a movement comes from. A student of mine once asked Judy Bonds why she was an activist— “why do you do this?” he said. “Honey, I don’t have any choice!” She went on to say she just got fed up having to explain to her son why they slept fully dressed in the living room during rainstorms. Because of the MTR induced floods they had to be prepared in an instant to flee for their lives. I have stood at the edge of a giant MTR site with Larry Gibson, Donetta Blakenship, Marie Cirillo, Chuck Nelson, Carol Judy, Randy Wilson, and the other folks living along the front lines. They and the others are the face of this.

So my perspective is that we are all linked. We are linked, the coalfield folks and us, by a rail line from the coalfields to coal-fired power plants in North Carolina. The trains make multiple daily trips bringing coal to power our way and to pollute our skies. As my plane took off yesterday from Charlotte, I saw a Duke Energy coal-fired power plant bellowing smoke and miles of sprawl, new subdivisions fueling demand for more coal and more nuclear. These are mining issues and moreover, they are issues of environmental justice and human morality. In our state, we just passed a Renewable Portfolio Standard. But once the industry’s army of lobbyists had finished with it, we ended up with more consumption and a ratepayer capital bailout for the utilities that effectively forces us to pay for new coal plants. Environmental groups were co-opted and we’re now left with a marginal discourse saying we have to curb consumption. This leads us back to the coalfields, both for electric generation and increasingly, for transport fuels with the coal-to-liquids push. And, it leads us to conferences like this one. To each other. 

What about the coalfields, the Ground Zero of our human inability to come to terms with consumption, exploitation, and with limits? The great development critic, Wolfgang Sachs said, “if there are no limits, then surely there are no limits to hubris.” It seems to me that we’re dealing with incredibly complex issues and that reducing these many interconnected things to “issues” in some way adds to the instrumental reduction of a popular movement for sustainability and justice. And to paraphrase another favorite quote, Fritojf Capra observed that “among our most pressing crises, what we essentially have is a crisis of perception.” 

I’ve been speaking of energy and in particular, coal based energy. But I think it more broadly translates across the spectrum of mining. One common thread that binds us all is chiefly exploitation and loss of the commons. David Harvey, the critical geographer sees the crisis of capitalism resulting in what he terms an “accumulation by dispossession.” Whereas previously capital could accumulate through environmental domination or domination of labor, it now must turn to dispossession. This is what we’re all fighting. Some of us in more visceral and personal ways than others. Within that struggle, we bump up against the hegemonic nature of systems of dominance. For example, in North Carolina, we’re advocating for wind energy but the statutes and utilities industry lobbies make it very difficult to begin off-setting the power produced by coal. I’m mindful of Naomi Klein’s talk at the American sociological society where she talked about the qualities of the movement but captured the essence of our challenge, I believe, by saying we didn’t have less intelligent analyses, we weren’t out argued…we were crushed. Clearly then power, however conceptualized has to be dealt with. 

I want to end by returning to the idea of ground zero. A few of the most significant impacts in my mind are:

· Marginalized voices--Bringing up questions of democracy on local and national scales. How do we all work to bring in the voices that hegemonic power tends to push to the margin? 

· Meaning of place and dispossession of place (place as sacred, with history, memory and stories as well as place for making livelihoods)—these are stories we all have

· The birth of activism especially among the youth; Donetta’s young son “deciding to walk to Washington with Ed Wiley”

· Merging the narratives… Production and consumption for example our wind advocacy work in North Carolina.

So then, we can’t all be on the front lines. But many of us want to do our part. My question for us all is this—as we fight mining permits at whatever our geographic location, what binds us together? What are the systemic points of leverage that we all, together, might aim toward for a movement that will set us on a more just and sustainable path 

