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Carbon dioxide injection program approved over
citizen objections

By John McFerrin

The United States Environmental
Protection Agency has approved West
Virginia’s application as the primary
agency for regulating Class VI injection
wells for carbon dioxide.

The driving force behind this is
that West Virginia may someday be the
site for wells to dispose of carbon di-
oxide underground. If that day comes,
the state of West Virginia wants to be
the one who permits and regulates the
wells, rather than the Environmental
Protection Agency.

The Safe Drinking Water Act is
one of several federal statutes—includ-
ing the Clean Water Act and the Surface
Mining Control and Reclamation Act—
that allow states the opportunity to reg-
ulate an industry within their borders.
The federal statute sets out the require-
ments. States have the option of sitting
still and allowing the federal agency to
regulate the activity. The other choice
states have is to develop their own regu-

-~

latory program. If the state’s program is
as effective as the federal one, the fed-
eral agency can approve that program
and let the state take over regulation.
That is what happened here. West
Virginia decided that it would prefer to
develop its own program for regulat-
ing Class VI injection wells. The Unit-
ed States Environmental Protection
Agency determined that West Virginia’s

—

program is as effective as the federal
program, granting the state authority
to regulate Class VI wells in the future.

Why this matters:

Carbon dioxide in low concentra-
tions is a naturally occurring gas. With
every breath, we inhale and exhale
some amount of it.

At higher concentrations it is
toxic and possibly fatal. Concentrated

carbon dioxide is used to kill pigs in
slaughterhouses by replacing oxygen
in the air. Mild exposure can cause
headaches and drowsiness, while high-
er levels may lead to rapid breathing,
confusion, increased cardiac output,
elevated blood pressure and arrhyth-
mias. Breathing oxygen-depleted air
caused by extreme CO2 concentrations
can lead to death by suffocation. If
the exposure is not fatal, it can lead to
months of breathing difficulties.

What people are saying:

The Gas and Oil Association of
West Virginia and the West Virginia
Manufacturers Association support the
assumption of permitting authority by
West Virginia, as does Senator Shelly
Moore Capito. At the public hearing on
West Virginia’s proposal, they talked of
how great having these injection wells
would be for West Virginia. In a state-
ment, Senator Capito emphasized the
importance of activities being regu-
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Carbon dioxide injection program approved over citizen objections

Continued from page 1

lated locally, not by the Environmental
Protection Agency in another location.

Individuals and citizen groups—
including the West Virginia Highlands
Conservancy—opposed West Virginia
taking control of permitting of Class VI
wells for injecting carbon dioxide.

Prominent among the objections
was West Virginia’s enforcement record
on other types of injection wells. West
Virginia already permits wells that
dispose of brine and other waste from
fracking as well as wells that allow car-
bon dioxide to be injected to enhance
oil and gas recovery. It at least nomi-
nally enforces requirements at these
wells.

The National Resources Defense
Council did a study of West Virginia’s
program. It found numerous instanc-
es of failures. It examined records of
nineteen wells. At seventeen of those
it found violations. It did not find any
record of any fines being imposed
upon the operators of those wells. You
can see the whole study at https://bit.
ly/3EkkTmp. With this type of track re-
cord, there is no justification for giving
West Virginia a new responsibility.

There is also a question of re-
sources. West Virginia has thousands
of abandoned and orphan gas wells
that need to be plugged. It has no
plans to plug any meaningful number
of these wells. The plans, such as they
are, to plug these wells will not result
in all—or even most—of these wells
being plugged for decades. If West Vir-
ginia has no resources for this task, it
is unwise to give it the additional task
of regulating carbon dioxide injunction
wells.

These unplugged oil and gas wells
are a particular problem when consid-
ering a permit for injection of carbon
dioxide. Unplugged wells provide an
avenue for the injected carbon dioxide
to leak.

The citizen groups also point out
that the proposal to allow West Virginia
to permit Class VI injection wells calls
for a taking of property. Before a com-
pany can do the carbon dioxide injec-
tion, it must acquire the ‘pore space”

at the injection site (see accompanying
box for more about “pore space”). West
Virginia’s proposal allows it to issue
a permit when the applicant has only
acquired 75% of the pore space. This
results in the taking of the property of
the owners of the remaining 25% of the
pore space.

Finally, the citizen groups point to
a lack of continuing responsibility by
the well operator. Leaks or groundwa-
ter contamination from the stored car-
bon dioxide can occur any time, even
after the well is complete and carbon
dioxide is no longer being injected. Yet
West Virginia’s proposal issues a Cer-
tificate of Completion when the well is
complete. There is no mechanism for
holding the operator accountable for
anything that happens after that.

What are “pore spaces” and why
should we care?:

The expression “solid as a rock”
to the contrary, rocks are not solid.
All rocks have tiny spaces between the
particles that make up the rock. These
spaces are called “pore spaces.” The
size of the pore spaces depends upon
the type of rock.

Before natural gas or oil is extract-
ed, it is in these pore spaces. If carbon
dioxide is injected for storage, it will be
stored in these pore spaces.

Photo courtesy of Kent Mason

These pore spaces have a value.
Anyone who wishes to use the pore
spaces to store carbon dioxide would
have to acquire them. In 2023 the West
Virginia Legislature authorized the
West Virginia Department of Natural
Resources to lease the pore spaces be-
neath state forests, wildlife manage-
ment areas, and other areas within its
jurisdiction for carbon dioxide storage.
As a West Virginian, you should care
because it is a piece of land you own
being sold off.

If you own land yourself, you
should care because people and com-
panies are currently approaching land-
owners about buying their pore spaces.
Since there are currently no concrete
plans for any carbon storage facilities,
they are probably speculating, hoping
that—if carbon capture and storage
ever comes to pass—they will own the
rights to valuable pore spaces.

If you are ever approached about
selling pore spaces on your land, head
over to the Surface Owners’ Rights Or-
ganization website. (wvsoro.org). It has
a lot of useful information about this.

The big picture:

The big picture in all this is the
response to the climate change that
carbon dioxide produces. Burning coal,
oil, or natural gas releases carbon di-

oxide. Released to the atmosphere,
this carbon dioxide results in climate
change.

One way to reduce the carbon di-
oxide is, of course, to burn less coal,
oil, and natural gas. That means energy
conservation programs as well as get-
ting energy from alternative sources
such as solar, wind, etc.

If we want to keep burning coal,
oil, and natural gas, one way to do it is
to capture the carbon dioxide that is re-
leased and pump it deep underground
where it can no longer contribute to
climate change. Right now, this is not
a realistic prospect in West Virginia.
Installing carbon capture equipment
on power plants may be a gleam in the
eyes of Appalachian Power, the West
Virginia Coal Association, etc., but
there is no public information that says
that there will be a real proposal in the
future. The technology has never been
shown to work on a large scale, making
its adoption unlikely.

The more likely possibility is cap-
turing and storing the carbon dioxide
released when hydrogen is produced
from natural gas.

Methane—by far the largest com-
ponent of natural gas—is a combination
of carbon and hydrogen. Hydrogen is
potentially useful as a fuel and for other
industrial purposes. One prominent
source of hydrogen is taking methane
and removing the hydrogen. The pro-
cess results in substantial quantities of
carbon dioxide, quantities that could be
captured and stored underground.

The enthusiasm for storing car-
bon dioxide underground (and West
Virginia’s enthusiasm for controlling
the regulation of wells to do that) comes
from ARCH2 (Appalachian Regional
Clean Hydrogen Hub). That is the pro-
gram that the federal government has
funded to develop several facilities in
West Virginia that produce or use hy-
drogen. The details of the various proj-
ects are unknown; what we do know is
that ARCH2 creates the potential for hy-
drogen production and the necessity to
store the resulting carbon dioxide.

Coloring all this is the current
situation in Washington. There are new
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Thoughts from our president

As I write this, the sun is rising
over Canaan Valley, illuminating the lit-
tle snow that is left. We have gone from
70 inches of snow to about five inches,
with the streams overflowing and ice
dams charging down rivers.

This letter is a plea for help. We
need all of our members and support-
ers to stand up for the mission of the
West Virginia Highlands Conservancy.
Please pay attention to what is going
on in the environmental world and act
accordingly. You can participate in our
action alert campaigns, donate money,
join a committee, write a letter to the
editor, or devise your own methods.
Tell a friend or family member about
our organization and encourage them
to become a member.

My topic today is “activism”—how
do we get there, and what do we do? The
definition is obviously changing as dai-
ly events overtake us. As someone re-
cently said to me, “I am caught between
reading the news and keeping my san-
ity.” Those of us at the West Virginia
Highlands Conservancy are working
on strengthening our internal policies,
strategizing on how to respond to at-
tempts to undermine the environment
and claw back progress to circumvent
the worst effects of climate change, and
continuing on with our current activi-
ties. But we are going to have to go fur-
ther to deal with new challenges, and
that way is not clear. Malcolm X’s call
to “act by any means necessary” comes
to mind. We must do whatever is neces-
sary to stand together to safeguard the
environment; every wild place and spe-
cies that remains is worth saving.

Many lawsuits are being filed, and

protests are being held. Calls to Con-
gress have been minimally effective,
and no action is being taken in a timely
manner to influence negative activities.
Government processes are being over-
turned daily with no consequences.
This is already affecting environmental
policies and laying the groundwork for
a lot more deregulation, which endan-
gers our air, water, forests, and wildlife,
as well as the government organiza-
tions that protect and manage them.
So, what can we do? The first
thing is to take care of yourself. Stress
and frustration are hard to control, so
make an extra effort to do so. Then, be
informed. Listen to and read reliable
sources of information. Next, decide
how you are going to act. You can join
or become more active in organiza-
tions like WVHC, donate to groups like
WVHC or others who are pursuing law-

suits, or try to rally your community.
Make your voice heard. This is not the
time to sit back and let others do the
heavy lifting; we may never get back
what we are losing.

I also want you to know that your
membership donations support two
lobbyists for the West Virginia Envi-
ronmental Council annually. This is
critical, as these dedicated individu-
als work tirelessly to ensure that our
environmental concerns are heard
at the State Capitol. We are asking for
more donations to help us strengthen
our legislative advocacy. The more we
can put into these efforts, the better
equipped we are to protect our moun-
tains, rivers, and forests from harmful
legislation.

Finally, I'm happy to share that we
have a new webpage with information
on how to contact your representatives
at the West Virginia Legislature and in
Congress. It’'s easier than ever to find
the names, phone numbers, and email
addresses of those who make deci-
sions affecting our environment. You
can find it at wvhighlands.org/contact-
your-representatives Please take a mo-
ment to visit our website, look up your
representatives, and reach out to them.
Let them know your concerns and ask
them to act in support of our shared
goals. Together, we can make a differ-
ence.

Thank you all—let’s communicate!

Sincerely,

Marilyn Shoenfeld
WVHC President
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Carbon dioxide
injection program
approved over
citizen objections,
continued from

page 2

memos and Executive Orders every
day; many talk about funding. Maybe
the federal government will ask for the
ARCH2 money back. Maybe it won't.
Maybe the money will be already com-
mitted so it can’t have the money back
even if it wants it back. We will just have
to wait and see. If the government does
end up taking the ARCH2 money back,
the impact upon hydrogen production
in West Virginia, the need to dispose of
carbon dioxide underground, etc., will
be enormous.

One possible indication of the
fate of ARCH2 was a Jan., 31, 2025 an-
nouncement by the United States De-
partment of Energy. It has canceled the
scoping meeting for ARCH2 that was
scheduled for Feb., 5. A project such as
ARCH2 would require an Environmen-
tal Impact Statement. An early step in
the Environmental Impact Statement
process is called scoping. In scoping,
the agency decides what issues it will
study; this includes opportunities for
the public to suggest issues for study.
That was the purpose of the scoping
meeting that was just canceled. Maybe
canceling the meeting means that the
ARCH2 project is in jeopardy. Maybe it
doesn’t mean anything. We will have to
wait and see.

to do that.

THE WAY THE VOICE WORKS

The Highlands Voice is the official publication of the West Virginia Highlands Conservancy. While it is the official publication, every story in it does not represent
an official position of the Conservancy. While all of our members share the general goa
preservation and wise use—and appreciation of the natural resources of West Virginia and the nation,” our members often have differing views upon the best way

I“

As a result, stories in The Voice often reflect different points of view. The Conservancy itself, however, only speaks through its Board. The only stories that reflect
the official policies of the Conservancy are those reporting Board actions, including litigation positions we have taken, comments on proposed regulations, etc.

to promote, encourage, and work for the conservation—including both
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West Virginia Highlands Conservancy
Online Store Catalog

Apparel

+  WVHC Cotton Hat (Black or Army Green): $22.50

+ WVHC Hemp Hat (Black or Green): $25.00

+  WVHC100% Cotton T-Shirts (Coyote Brown, Kelly Green, Navy Blue, Black)
Available in XS-XXL: $22.00

+  Black 50th Anniversary T-Shirt with “Celebrating 50 years” logo. Available
in Small-XXL: $20.00

+ | Love Mountains T-Shirt Short Sleeve. Available in M-XXL: $18.00

+ | Love Mountains T-Shirt Long Sleeve. Available in S, M, L, XL: $22.00

» | Love Mountains Toddler T-Shirts. Available in 18-months, 2T, 3T, 4T, 5/6:
$20.00

+  Square Black Bandana: $5.00

Please include $6.25 shipping for Apparel items

Drinkware

+  WVHC Hydro Flask 20 oz. All Around Tumbler (Birch, Indigo, Black): $35.00
+ $5.50 shipping

«  WVHC Hydro Flask 21 oz. Standard Mouth Flex Cap Water Bottle (Pacific,
Mesa, Indigo): $45.00 + $5.50 shipping

Stickers
+ | Love Mountains Bumper Sticker: $3.00 for one, $12.00 for 20

Books
+  Monongahela National Forest Hiking Guide, 9th Edition: $21.95 + $5.38
shipping

+  Fighting to Protect the Highlands: $15.95 + $5.38 shipping
+ The Nature and Scenery of the West Virginia Highlands, 2nd Edition:
$29.95 + $5.38 shipping

To order by mail make checks payable to West Virginia Highlands Conservancy

and send to P.O. Box 306, Charleston, WV 25321. Please indicate the item and

relevant color and size if applicable. To view and purchase store items online,
visit wvhighlands.org

BUMPER STICKERS

To get free | ¥ Mountains bumper sticker(s), send a SASE to P.O. Box
306, Charleston, WV, 25321. Slip a dollar donation (or more) in with the
SASE and get two bumper stickers. Businesses or organizations wishing
to provide bumper stickers to their customers/members may have them

free.

|PMOUNTAINS

WEST VIRGINIA HIGHLANDS CONSERVANCY - www.wvhighlands.org

Roster of Officers, Board Members
and Committee Chairs

PRESIDENT: Marilyn Shoenfeld, Davis, WV
SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT: Randy Kesling, Bridgeport, WV
VICE PRESIDENT FOR STATE AFFAIRS: Luanne McGovern, Charleston, WV
VICE PRESIDENT FOR FEDERAL AFFAIRS: Andrew Young, Charlottesville, VA
SECRETARY: John McFerrin, Morgantown, WV
TREASURER: George Hack, Bel Air, MD
PAST PRESIDENT: Larry Thomas, Circleville, WV

DIRECTORS-AT-LARGE (Terms expire October 2025)
Andrew Young, Charlottesville, VA
George Hack, Bel Air, MD
Rick Webb, Monterey, VA
Hugh Rogers, Kerens, WV
Susan Rogers Rosenblum, Davis, WV

DIRECTORS-AT-LARGE (Terms expire October 2025)
Jackie Burns, Davis, WV
Cynthia D. Ellis, Red House, WV
Buff Rodman, Oakmont, PA
Bob Marshall, Charleston, WV
Tyler Cannon, Charleston, WV

ORGANIZATIONAL DIRECTORS
BROOKS BIRD CLUB: Cindy Slater
MOUNTAINEER CHAPTER TROUT UNLIMITED: Randy Kesling, Bridgeport, WV
FRIENDS OF THE CHEAT: Vacant
WEST VIRGINIA RIVERS COALITION: Mike Jones, Morgantown, WV

COMMITTEE CHAIRS
EXTRACTIVE INDUSTRIES COMMITTEE: Andrew Young, Charlottesville, VA
PUBLIC LANDS MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE: Larry Thomas, Circleville, WV
RENEWABLE ENERGY COMMITTEE: Larry Thomas, Circleville, WV
LEGISLATIVE COMMITTEE: Luanne McGovern, Charleston, WV
ENDOWMENT FUND COMMITTEE: Larry Thomas, Circleville, WV
FALL REVIEW COMMITTEE: Jackie Burns, Davis, WV
RIVERS COMMITTEE: Susan Rogers Rosenblum, Davis, WV
HIGHWAYS COMMITTEE: Hugh Rogers, Kerens, WV
GRANTS COMMITTEE: Andrew Young, Charlottesville, VA

STAFF
PROGRAM DIRECTOR AND HIGHLANDS VOICE EDITOR-IN-CHIEF: Olivia Miller,
Morgantown, WV; olivia.miller@wvhighlands.org
COMMUNICATIONS COORDINATOR AND HIGHLANDS VOICE MANAGING
EDITOR: Jordan Howes, Morgantown, WV; jordan.howes@wvhighlands.org
MEMBERSHIP AND OPERATIONS DIRECTOR: Cristyn (Crys) Bauer, Kingwood,
WV; crys.bauer@wvhighlands.org

MISCELLANEOUS OFFICES
WEB PAGE - DIGITAL PUBLISHING: Dan Radmacher, Roanake, VA; danrad@

mac.com
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How the U.S. got no old growth forest protections from
the Biden Administration

By Dominick A. Dellasala, Mongabay

Wikipedia defines a ‘nothing-
burger’ as “a situation that receives a
lot of attention but which, upon closer
examination, reveals to be of little to no
real significance.” That unfortunately
applies to the Forest Service’s national
old-growth amendment (NOGA), which
despite President Biden’s executive or-
der directing the agency to conduct an
inventory of mature and old-growth
forests (hereafter called “old”) on fed-
eral lands for “conservation purposes,”
did nothing to move the needle on old
forest protections.

While the president was a signato-
ry to the Glasgow Leaders’ Declaration
to end deforestation and forest degra-
dation globally by 2030, and was com-
mitted to the Paris Climate Agreement,
including maintaining “carbon sinks
and reservoirs,” the Biden Administra-
tion is now ending without a single for-
ested acre protected by NOGA, and the
related Northwest Forest Plan amend-
ment, with severe forest degradation
consequences.

All sides are to blame for a failed
NOGA policy that was the result of: (1)
definition paralysis that delayed action;
(2) rebranding strategies by the timber
industry that positioned logging as the
solution to all “forest health” issues
rather than the problem itself; (3) ques-
tionable agency threat assessments
that supported the industry narrative;
and (4) the lack of a unified vision
for forest protection by conservation
groups. Let me break the failure to act
down, piece by piece.

Paralysis over old growth forest
definition:

The NOGA process initially got
bogged down in a so-called wicked
problem, considered by some in the
Forest Service as too complex to define
and solve. Definition paralysis, espe-
cially how to distinguish old growth
from mature, and rebranding of active
management (see more on that below)
contributed to a weak NOGA policy for
old growth, and the exclusion of ma-

ture forest protections.

For over a century, however, for-
esters have used precise methods to de-
termine when trees are mature enough
(as growth rates slow down) to maxi-
mize their return-on-investment by cut-
ting them down in time. So, if they can
do it for profit, why not for protection?
However, the agency likely freaked out
when it realized that despite definition
delays, its old forest inventory wound
up identifying 45% of national forests
in mature condition and another 18%
as old growth. That is, nearly two-thirds
of their forest base would face the pros-
pects of management for “conservation
purposes.”

As covered by Mongabay, before
the agency conducted its own inven-
tory, my team of scientists was already
independently obtaining LiDAR (light
detection and ranging) data from the
GEDI instrument array on board the
space station and other data on for-
est conditions. LiDAR was used to cre-
ate three-dimensional images of tree
height, canopy density, and forest bio-
mass that we used to define and map
old forests compared to their younger
and less structurally complex counter-
parts. We and others since have had no
trouble mapping forests structurally as
either young, mature, or old growth.

To localize this issue of definition
importance, I was asked by the Yaak
Valley Forest Council to visit the Black
Ram project area in NW Montana,
which the council was proposing as an
old- growth climate refuge. The Forest

Service disagreed and was going to cut
it down. However, in the field, I spied
classic old growth features, including
towering trees, dense and layered for-
est canopies, and large, dead standing
trees (snags) and downed logs. After
a lawsuit was filed by the council, a
judge agreed with the plaintiffs and the
timber sale was temporarily halted for
completion of an environmental im-
pact statement (EIS).

Thus, whether from space, on the
ground, or for profit, we have known
for sometime how to classify these for-
ests. However, while the Forest Service
was doing its old forest mapping, they
were also irresponsibly advancing at
least a dozen timber sales on endan-
gered old growth sites.

What role did timber industry
rebranding play?

The timber industry claims that it
‘isn’t in the business of harvesting old-
growth trees’ anymore, and is instead
going to save forests by ‘active manage-
ment’ from burning up, getting eaten
by insects, or falling apart from natural
causes.

While rates of old forest logging
have certainly plummeted on federal
lands in recent decades due to previous
overcutting of old trees, endangered
species protections and other factors,
federal agencies continue to put up old-
growth timber sales rebranded with
terms like fuels reduction, restoration,
forest health, and forest resilience. So,
if the industry is not cutting old growth
anymore, then why are the agencies

still putting up the sales? The answer in
part lies in the art of rebranding.

Notably, I have testified at numer-
ous congressional forest health hear-
ings where the timber industry and
congressional allies used the rebrand-
ing argument on everything from pre-
venting forest fires to saving spotted
owl habitat from burning, though I
knew those issues well, having served
on the US Fish & Wildlife Service’s spot-
ted owl recovery team. As a reminder,
the very reason the owl was listed un-
der the Endangered Species Act (ESA)
was because of logging in old forest
habitat. A similarly specious argument
to save forests from burning up is be-
ing played out not only in the NOGA
process but in every dry forest region
of the country, as logging is rebranded
as community fire protection, even as
fires race across logged landscapes.

Role of agency threat assessment:

In the Forest Service’s introducto-
ry report on forest threats, the agency
proclaimed fires and insects as the top
“threats” to old forests and logging as
only a “minor” (incidental) threat. They
stacked all natural disturbances on the
same graph alongside logging showing
much greater “forest losses” from natu-
ral processes in comparison to logging
- an apples to oranges comparison.

While on an acre-for-acre basis
logging has resulted in fewer old for-
est acres lost, the impacts to ecosys-
tems from logging are far greater than
acres alone, accumulate over space and
time, and continue to reverberate for
decades. The emissions from logging,
for instance, eclipse that of all natural
disturbances combined and are am-
plifying the effects of climate change
(cumulative effects). Putting natural
disturbances on the same graph as log-
ging hides the ball on the true threat to
forests.

To add insult to injury, the Forest
Service “threat analysis” shows how the
agency intends to continue logging old
forests even as it claims to be restoring

continued on page 7
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New year, same climate disasters and enemies of the

environment

By Morgan King, West Virginia Watch

The first week of 2025 brought
extreme fire and ice across the United
States. The West Coast is experiencing
horrific wildfires and evacuating more
than 100,000 people from their homes,
and the mid-Atlantic is recovering from
back-to-back winter storms. These
“natural” disasters put our communi-
ties at extreme risk and are a result of
climate change.

Meanwhile, two enemies of the
environment will be inaugurated just
one week apart. Former West Virginia
Attorney General Patrick Morrissey
was sworn into the West Virginia Gov-
ernor’s office on Monday, Jan.13, and
Donald Trump will re-enter the United
State’s President’s office on Jan. 20.
Both are a nightmare for our collective
climate future and achieved their posi-
tions of power by riding the backs of
corporate interests.

In particular, Morrissey’s success
is thanks to one of the most effective
and cruelly motivated political orga-
nizations, the Republican Attorneys
General Association (RAGA), which fo-
cuses on electing Republicans for state
attorneys general. RAGA is notorious
for playing the long game in climate
obstruction and the diminishment of
reproductive and LGBTQ rights. They
are responsible for overturning the
Chevron Doctrine in 2024 and winning
West Virginia v. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (EPA) in 2022.

These Supreme Court cases pre-
vent the ability of federal agencies like
the EPA to set rules and enforce envi-
ronmental protections and limit the
authority of the EPA to regulate emis-
sions from power plants, respectively.
Put simply, these efforts by RAGA hin-

der the environmental experts in our
country from protecting our health, air,
water, and land.

West Virginia’s new governor is
simply an extension of RAGA’s politi-
cal machine having no original ideas
and putting the bottom-line of corpora-
tions first. This legal game of enabling
polluters to evade accountability for
their harm to the environment and
public health is one that has tangible
and negative consequences to local and
global communities. We know that hu-
man activity, especially the burning of
fossil fuels, is the cause of increased
greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere
leading to climate change. Even more,
we know that climate change is a key
driver of worsened wildfires and winter
storms.

Climate disasters have cost our
country more than $2.785 trillion since
1980. The frequency, intensity and
price of these disasters are increasing

every year and will continue to do so
as the climate crisis goes unaddressed.
The wildfires in Los Angeles are pro-
jected to be the “costliest fire on re-
cord” in American history at a prelimi-
nary estimate of more than $50 billion.

Most concerning is that our state
and country are not investing adequate-
ly in preventing these disasters nor in
responding to them. During this latest
winter storm, West Virginia had the
highest power outage rate in the coun-
try. This comes as no surprise given
that West Virginia ranks 50th in power
grid reliability and infrastructure.

Our forced reliance on fossil fuels
can be connected to why we have the
weakest electrical grid in the United
States. Almost 90% of electricity gen-
eration comes from coal-fired power
plants, and three in five power stations
are at risk of flooding in the state. Both
of these figures represent the highest
numbers nationwide.

On the national level, last year was
the second year straight that the Fed-
eral Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA) went into hurricane season low
on funding just before Hurricane He-
lene caused catastrophic damage to the
Southeast and became one of the costli-
est and deadliest hurricanes in history.
FEMA announced a $9 billion shortfall
for hurricane relief efforts in October
2024, the same week that the United
States sent nearly the same amount
($8.7 billion) to Israel for military fund-
ing to commit genocide in Gaza.

Under our state’s new governor
and country’s new president, invest-
ment in climate mitigation and adap-
tation measures is unthinkable, while
the reversal of the insufficient climate
regulations and laws established by
the previous federal administration is
probable.

This sounds grim, and there is no
sugarcoating it — it is atrocious. That is
why it is more critical than ever to hold
those in power accountable for the
threats they created to our collective
future, regardless of the political party
or office. Given the threat that our gov-
ernor and president pose to our planet,
there is still an opportunity to make
change locally.

Our counties, cities and towns
must lead in the face of more frequent
and severe climate disasters and new
project proposals by fossil fuel inter-
ests. Investing in clean energy and
climate resilience projects, making a
declaration of climate emergency that
accelerates local initiatives, or passing
local ordinances that prevent climate
change-causing companies to pollute
our neighborhoods are all ways that
local governments can and should put
our communities first in this new year.

Send Us a Post Card, Drop Us a Line,
Stating Point of View

Please email any poems, letters, commentaries, events, etc. to the Voice
editor at jordan.howes@wvhighlands.org or by real, honest to goodness,
mentioned in the United States Constitution mail to WV Highlands
Conservancy, PO Box 306, Charleston, WV 25321.

Quote submitted by Jackie Burns

“Never underestimate the power of a small group of
thoughtful and committed citizens to change the world.
Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”
-Margaret Meade



https://nbclosangeles.com/news/business/money-report/los-angeles-wildfires-latest-at-least-5-dead-more-than-100000-forced-to-evacuate/3599039/
https://nbclosangeles.com/news/business/money-report/los-angeles-wildfires-latest-at-least-5-dead-more-than-100000-forced-to-evacuate/3599039/
https://www.thenation.com/article/society/republican-attorney-general-raga/
https://www.thenation.com/article/society/republican-attorney-general-raga/
https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/west-virginia-vs-epa
https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/west-virginia-vs-epa
https://science.nasa.gov/climate-change/causes/
https://science.nasa.gov/climate-change/causes/
https://www.noaa.gov/noaa-wildfire/wildfire-climate-connection
https://blog.ucsusa.org/rachel-licker/how-is-climate-change-affecting-winter-storms-in-the-us/
https://blog.ucsusa.org/rachel-licker/how-is-climate-change-affecting-winter-storms-in-the-us/
https://www.ncei.noaa.gov/access/billions/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/newsletters/2025-01-09/the-costliest-fire-on-record-not-just-for-california
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/newsletters/2025-01-09/the-costliest-fire-on-record-not-just-for-california
https://www.wvgazettemail.com/news/energy_and_environment/wv-has-highest-outage-rate-in-us-after-winter-storm-in-latest-reliability-letdown/article_578578c2-cd38-11ef-ab15-03d5e25abef3.html?fbclid=IwY2xjawHro2lleHRuA2FlbQIxMQABHQktVv0uE_GsDTZ0cC4qZPCjfht1HCxTVREIQ4MnMpmtvZtHmYQrXDGMLA_aem_TxcOBW1LtjIPEg9U81GlnA
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/rankings/infrastructure/energy/power-grid-reliability
https://westvirginiawatch.com/2024/10/29/wv-was-the-12th-highest-emitter-of-greenhouse-gases-in-the-nation-in-2023-per-the-epa/
https://assets.riskfactor.com/media/3rd%20National%20Risk%20Assessment%20Infrastructure%20-%20FS.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/bio/rob-moore/fema-goes-hurricane-season-low-funds-2nd-straight-year
https://www.nrdc.org/bio/rob-moore/fema-goes-hurricane-season-low-funds-2nd-straight-year
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2024/09/30/hurricane-helene-rank-katrina-andrew-ian-harvey/75458423007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2024/09/30/hurricane-helene-rank-katrina-andrew-ian-harvey/75458423007/
https://www.politico.com/news/2024/10/10/fema-disaster-budget-hurricane-helene-melton-00183219
https://thehill.com/policy/defense/4901552-israel-us-aid-package/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2024/12/amnesty-international-concludes-israel-is-committing-genocide-against-palestinians-in-gaza/
https://climateemergencydeclaration.org/climate-emergency-declarations-cover-15-million-citizens/
https://westvirginiawatch.com/author/morgan-king
https://westvirginiawatch.com/2025/01/15/new-year-same-climate-disasters-and-enemies-of-the-environment/
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How the U.S. got no old growth forest
protections from the Biden Administration
(commentary) continued from page 5

them. Most of the logging would be in
younger and mature forests, and a less-
er, but still significant amount, would
come from old growth. In other words,
the agency is ramping up logging as cli-
mate change accelerates and the policy
baton is handed off to Trump II, which
no doubt will want to be even more ag-
gressive as it presumably follows the
Project 2025 agenda.

What role did the environmental
community play?

Throughout my four-decade ca-
reer I have been employed by both big
national and small grassroots organiza-
tions working tirelessly to protect the
forests that they love, which thankfully
has resulted in some of the nation’s
greatest conservation accomplish-
ments (like roadless areas).

I have also learned that a unified
vision that reserves the right to com-
promise only as a last-ditch effort is the
best way to trade risk for big rewards
(like the roadless policy).

However, prior to NOGA, a com-
promising split already was taking
shape early on within the environmen-
tal community’s approach over what
age of trees should be protected from
logging based on whether fire was fre-
quent or not. Old forest protections
were proposed mainly within infre-
quent-fire forests (e.g., coastal areas)
with some old tree logging proposed
in frequent-fire forests even though
this questionable dichotomous scheme
would result in extensive collateral eco-
system and climate related damages to
millions of acres of dry forests. Their
approach was later revised to embrace
no-commercial exchange of large trees
but it came far too late and conserva-
tion groups remain divided on this is-
sue going forward.

That split threw dry forests un-
der the ‘active management’ bus. The
appearance of a willingness to com-
promise instead of asking boldly for
exactly what forests need in a changing
climate - proforestation that allows for-
ests’ slow development into old growth

over time - likely doomed any chance
of a big win on forests.

What can be done to move for-
ward?

It is doubtful that NOGA, even
with all of its blemishes, will see the
light of day from the incoming Trump
Administration. Had the Forest Service
acted sooner with a clear conservation
conscience, rather than suffering defi-
nition delays and ‘old forest inventory
freak out, and conservation groups
presented a united front from the get-
go, it would have been harder to over-
turn a big forest win. Just like the Clin-
ton roadless legacy, we would have rig-
orously defended it for decades as the
nation’s best natural climate solution.

And while we need wood sup-
ply, only a tiny fraction (~4%) comes
from the national forests, and none
of it needs to come from old forests, if
prudent investments are made to re-
tool industry to accept small logs for
value-added manufacturing. The Sius-
law National Forest in Oregon was an
early adopter of the Northwest For-
est Plan’s emphasis on previously cut
but reforested second growth, and the
Tongass National Forest in Alaska, with
the nation’s most carbon dense old for-
ests, has been transitioning into sec-
ond growth on a much smaller logging
footprint since 2016 (derailed by Trump
part 1 and restored by Biden).

Sound forest-climate policy would
have protected all old forests nation-
wide - frequent and infrequent fire sys-
tems alike - while applying appropriate
prescribed fire and cultural burning
practices as needed. This would allow
old forests to function as fire and cli-
mate refugia, whether they succumb
to fire or insects eventually. Agency ‘ac-
tive management’ would be redirected
to flammable tree plantations, road clo-
sures, and road obliterations to reduce
human-caused ignitions and begin
healing heavily damaged watersheds.
Redefining the wildfire problem as re-
sponsible home ownership, as some
scientists are now doing, is a more pru-

dent investment in risk reduction, by
working from the home and outward,
instead of agency treatments that are
often located more than a kilometer
from the nearest structures.

As a conservation scientist/advo-
cate, I have experienced two Reagan
terms, three Bush terms, and a Trump
term where conservation groups unit-
ed in throwing sand in the gears of
bad forest policies. And I have lived
through two Obama terms and a Biden
term, where conservation groups could
not agree on a unified strategy that has
now contributed to the deja vu of hav-
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ing to defend forests all over again,
with nothing gained. We must all now
unite, put aside our differences, and get
ready for the fight of our lives.

At the same time, independent
forest assessments need to be included
in ongoing federal inventories to moni-
tor changes in old forests overtime.
This also means further establishing
the scientific means for finally ending
the commercial logging of old forests
on federal lands as the only distur-
bance to forests that we can realisti-
cally do something about.

December/January Go North Alliance Newsletter:
The year that was, and the year ahead

Some end-of-the-year news:

Finally, at the end of December,
we got news from the West Virginia Di-
vision of Highways (WVDOH): The new
target date for the public issuance of
the Parsons to Davis draft Supplemen-
tal Environmental Impact Statement is
June 20, 2025 (originally May 2024). The
updated target date for the public issu-
ance of the Wardensville Environmen-
tal Assessment is now Feb. 21, 2025.

And some very good news: On
Dec. 30, 2024 the Crites family signed
over the deeds and sold their prop-
erty in the Blackwater Canyon to the
Monongahela National Forest! After a
25-year campaign, the ENTIRE Black-
water Canyon has become a publicly
owned natural and recreation resource.

Go North Alliance kept the pres-
sure on in 2024:

Our Alliance kept the pressure on
WVDOH to align and design the high-
way in a way that best serves the needs
of our communities and the sensitive
environmental and historical areas
that surround them. In response, the
WVDOH finally announced they would
study a northern alternative to the
ROPA.

On the other hand, WVDOH was
still tweaking the ROPA to address our
demands rather than adopting a north-
ern solution. They have made some
design changes to the ROPA based on
comments from the Alliance and many
concerned local citizens. But tweak-
ing a bad route doesn’t make it the best
route.

Go North

Corridor H

2025 focuses:

As 2025 begins, the Go North Alli-
ance will continue our push to ensure
WVDOH designs the best highway for
our community’s needs. Here’s what’s
on our agenda-

Continue to remind the WVDOH
that they have overlooked serious con-
siderations to road safety by ignoring
foglight technology, a heated roadway
to combat icy conditions, and ensuring
cellular connectivity through the dan-
gerous mountainous terrain.

Evaluate the impact of Corridor
H on Blackwater Falls State Park as the
park expands its footprint and seeks In-
ternational Dark Sky Park certification.

Champion our belief that the
roadway footprint is too big and im-
pinges on the Monongahela National
Forest, old-growth forest stands, and
Big Run Bog, and that it has potential
serious impacts on water quality, local
residents, and tourism.

More than ever, we will contin-
ue to emphasize what a sustainable,
home-grown economy looks like, and
will continue to reiterate Edward Mc-
Mahon’s quote: “21st century economic
development is based on what we al-
ready have...don't give away the store.”


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0006320722000520
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/forests-and-global-change/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2019.00027/full
https://www.andykerr.net/kerr-public-lands-blog/2023/11/16/the-unmaking-of-the-northwest-forest-plan-part-2-remaking-it-for-the-next-quarter-century
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/11/5/717
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Can%2Byoung-growth%2Bforests%2Bsave%2Bthe%2BTongass%2BRainforest%2Bin%2BSouthwest%2BAlaska%3F&author=DellaSala%2C%2BD.A.&author=Furnish%2C%2BJ.&publication_year=2019
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Can%2Byoung-growth%2Bforests%2Bsave%2Bthe%2BTongass%2BRainforest%2Bin%2BSouthwest%2BAlaska%3F&author=DellaSala%2C%2BD.A.&author=Furnish%2C%2BJ.&publication_year=2019
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ecs2.2696
https://new.nsf.gov/news/old-growth-forests-may-offer-temperature-refugia
https://new.nsf.gov/news/old-growth-forests-may-offer-temperature-refugia
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/eap.1710
https://thebulletin.org/premium/2023-11/redefining-the-wildfire-problem-and-scaling-solutions-to-meet-the-challenge/
https://thebulletin.org/premium/2023-11/redefining-the-wildfire-problem-and-scaling-solutions-to-meet-the-challenge/
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/13/9/1432

THE HIGHLANDS VOICE

West Virginia isn’t ready for data

By Quenton King, West Virginia Watch

In early December, news broke
that lawmakers were asked to come to
the Capitol for a special session to pass
a bill. That legislation, which was never
officially sponsored or released, would
have built upon a 2022 law that allowed
private companies to skirt around our
Public Service Commission and our
coal-entrenched electricity market and
either build their own renewable ener-
gy sources or choose to get power from
one.

The special session was never
called, likely because of poor under-
standing of our state code and its re-
quirement that newly elected lawmak-
ers be sworn in. Since then, people
involved have said that the goal of the
bill was to attract an unnamed, multi-
national company to build a data cen-
ter and renewable energy supply in Lo-
gan County.

I wrote before how the 2022 law
that opened up the opportunity for
Berkshire Hathaway to come to West
Virginia and build an industrial park
and renewable energy microgrid was
a form of corporate favoritism. The
Legislature changed the rules for large
companies like Berkshire Hathaway
who want lower-cost, renewable en-
ergy. Yet, it’s still difficult for average
West Virginians to get solar energy un-
less they can put panels on their roofs.

Courting a mega data center to
come to the coalfields and changing
laws to allow it to do so is favoritism on
steroids, at the expense of West Virgin-
ians. Data centers are energy, resource,
and land-intensive. The proliferation of
artificial intelligence and the powerful
data centers needed for them has bro-
ken the gains the United States made in
reducing energy demand.

Now, utilities across the country
are saying they need more natural gas
plants to meet the needs of projected
energy growth, led by data centers.
That fossil-fuel generation will lead to
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more carbon emissions, and ultimately
hurt our chances at reducing global
warming. Just last week, scientists said
2024 was the hottest year ever record-
ed. So was 2023 before that.

Neighboring Virginia has been
grappling with data centers for years,
and lawmakers there have started to
push back and demand more transpar-
ency and accountability. A recent study
from the legislative auditors at the
Virginia Assembly estimated that the
infrastructure needed for data centers
could cost Virginians up to an addition-
al $37 per month on their power bills
by 2040 under certain conditions.

While the data center in Logan
County would supposedly run on re-
newable energy, it still has the poten-
tial for other concerns, particularly
water usage and fairness. Data centers
are water hogs, using up to 5 million
gallons per day according to some esti-
mates. It feels unconscionable to bend
the rules to allow a company to build a
facility that would require so much wa-
ter in a place whose residents have so
little access to clean water.

I don'’t just mean Logan County.
Much of the coalfield counties have
lacking water and sewage infrastruc-
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ture. On top of the long-standing water
issues in West Virginia, the recent news
that the state’s Water Development Au-
thority awarded a $5 million grant to a
private, religious college in Ohio to ex-
pand into West Virginia indicates to me
that the state doesn’t have much inter-
est in addressing the area’s water woes.

Gov. Patrick Morrisey has ex-
pressed interest in making West Vir-
ginia a state open to data center busi-
ness. In his adopted West Virginia area
of Jefferson County — and my home
county — the fight over data centers in
Virginia and the power lines needed
for them has gained traction. People
there are upset that West Virginia land
is being used for transmission lines for
data centers in Virginia. I suspect that
people in the southern part of the state
wouldn’t like the transmission lines
even if the data centers were in West
Virginia.

Data centers aren’t going away,
quite the opposite it seems. While they
can provide substantial tax revenue if
done correctly, I worry that our offi-
cials are not prepared to grapple with
the environmental issues they’ll bring.
I also fear that in the race to the bot-
tom against other states that want large

centers

companies to move in, West Virginia
will cut tax breaks that companies like
Amazon don't really need.

In Virginia, lawmakers are con-
sidering a package of transparency
bills, specifically concerning that data
centers publicize water usage and that
counties conduct an environmental
study before approving a data center. I
hope ours will consider the same and
not let another industry run rampant in
our state.

And when the centers do ulti-
mately come, I support them using re-
newable energy. But yet again here we
were looking at an example in which
the rules were going to be walked
around for a deal, behind closed doors,
just like the Berkshire Hathaway deal
three years ago. Meanwhile most West
Virginians are still getting their energy
from expensive coal while other states
have moved toward pro-renewable en-
ergy policies and generation that will
bring costs and pollution down. If we
expand access to renewable energy for
corporations, we should do it for every
day West Virginians too.

Make your voice
heard!

We’ve added a new page to our
website where you can find contact
details for state and federal
representatives at
wvhighlands.org/contact-your-
representatives.The West Virginia
Legislature’s interim session is

set for Feb. 10-11, with the 2025

regular session starting on Feb. 12.

If you’re ready to advocate for the
environment, this resource makes

it simple to get involved!



https://westvirginiawatch.com/2024/12/05/special-session-idea-comes-and-goes-after-legal-confusion-about-who-could-vote-silence-from-justice/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/25453999-3rd-special-session-draft-bill/
https://wvmetronews.com/2024/12/15/west-virginia-officials-say-big-data-energy-project-still-has-a-shot/
https://wvmetronews.com/2024/12/15/west-virginia-officials-say-big-data-energy-project-still-has-a-shot/
https://westvirginiawatch.com/2023/09/07/we-already-know-how-to-lower-energy-bills-make-solar-affordable-for-all/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/01/09/climate/2024-heat-record-climate-goal.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/01/09/climate/2024-heat-record-climate-goal.html
https://jlarc.virginia.gov/pdfs/reports/Rpt598-2.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/interactive/2024/data-centers-internet-power-source-coal/
https://westvirginiawatch.com/author/qking
https://westvirginiawatch.com/2025/01/16/west-virginia-isnt-ready-for-data-centers/
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Monster “hellbenders” are lurking in West Virginia’s
cleanest streams

By David Sibray, WV Explorer

Beneath the surface of clean-flow-
ing streams in West Virginia, a multi-
tude of strange creatures lurk, but none
is perhaps more shocking to encounter
than the hellbender.

Also known as the devil dog, the
mud devil, and the Allegheny alligator,
its names testify to the strangeness of
what turns out to be an giant aquatic
salamander that is at once both repul-
sive and magical, depending on who
you're discussing them with.

Lisa Stansell Galitz says she thinks
the creatures are indeed magical as
they've been indigenous to a specific
region for so long, though they’re often
hard to find, living among rocky river
bottoms.

“Anytime you have something
that has this kind of longevity, it almost
automatically becomes magical,” she
says. “They’ve been around for a long,
long time, and we should pay attention
to what they telling us.”

She refers to the delicate na-
ture of the indelicate-looking beast,
which thrives in only the most healthy

r — - - — — — —

streams. They are thus indicators of
poor water quality, a concern in parts
of West Virginia where the hellbender,
or Cryptobranchus alleganiensis, lives.

The slimy brown monsters are the
largest salamanders in North America
and the fourth-largest aquatic salaman-
der species in the world and employ an
unusual system of respiration that al-
lows them to breath underwater. They
can grow to 29 inches long.

Due to the impact of disease and
habitat loss, the animals listed as a
vulnerable species though groups like
the New River Conservancy, for which
Galitz serves as marketing director, are
working to reverse the condition.

“Here’s this ugly little monster,
but if we never found them in our wa-
ters again, I feel like that would be dev-
astating on a lot of different levels.”

The conservancy is urging people
in the New River watershed and beyond
to comment on a proposal by the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service to designate it
as endangered.

The animal is considered a “habi-
tat specialist,” she says, and has “adapt-

A hellbender waits for a meal beneath
the surface of a stream. (Photo courtesy
Orianne Society)

ed to fill a specific niche within a very
specific environment.”

Its survival depends on a consis-
tent flow, temperature, and availabil-
ity of dissolved oxygen—circumstances
found only swift waters, which limits
its habitat from the outset.

Within the watershed in Virginia,
West Virginia, and North Carolina,
state governments have listed the hell-
bender as a species of “great conserva-

BECOME A WVHC MEMBER

tion need,” Galitz says.

Andrew Downs, executive director
of the conservancy, says the hellbender
is also culturally important; though few
people encounter the creature, many
native Appalachians know of it.

“Not only does the presence of
hellbenders indicate the rivers we rely
on for drinking water are clean,” Downs
says, “but this sometimes-strange-look-
ing and beautiful creature is part of the
identity of our region,” he says.”

“If we fail to protect it, we fail to
protect a part of ourselves and the char-
acter that makes our Appalachian com-
munities unique.”

In addition to perishing from poor
water quality, she says hellbenders
can also be killed or injured and their
homes destroyed when anglers and
swimmers move rocks in the streams.

“Leave the rocks alone,” Galitz
says. “I wasn’t taught, and I did not
teach my kids, that the river rocks are
somebody’s home. We need to do bet-
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ter.
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https://wvexplorer.com/communities/west-virginia/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hellbender
https://newriverconservancy.org/
https://wvexplorer.com/attractions/rivers-streams/new-river/
https://wvexplorer.com/author/david/
https://wvexplorer.com/2025/01/07/monster-hellbenders-hiding-west-virginia-streams/
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Meet our newest Organizational Director for the West Virginia Rivers
Coalition, Mike Jones

Q&A Conducted By Jordan Howes

Go ahead and introduce yourself.

I'm Mike Jones, currently based
in Morgantown, and work all over the
state as the Conservation Manager for
the West Virginia Rivers Coalition. As
Conservation Manager for WV Rivers,
I am responsible for convening West
Virginians for Public Lands, educating
the West Virginia public and agency
and elected officials about our public
lands and threats to our public lands,
and working with a variety of stake-
holders to protect the right of private
owners of family farms and forests
to protect their land and future with
meaningful conservation easements. I
am delighted to be the WV River’s rep-
resentative on the WVHC.

Where are you from, and how are
you connected to West Virginia?

I lived and worked in Florida for
way too long! I was looking to relo-
cate into the Appalachian Mountains
to New England area and was offered
an opportunity to attend West Virginia
University. I thought ‘how bad could it
be?’ I fell in love with West Virginia, its
beauty, its challenges, and its people. I
am not leaving.

Where did you go to school, and
what did you study?

I am currently at West Virginia
University part-time, completing my

dissertation for a Ph.D. in political
science and public policy. My disser-
tation topic is whether Appalachia
should be recognized as a distinct geo-
graphic location with its folks have sta-
tistically significant differences over
15 years of survey data in response to a
political attitude question (approval of
the president) and a series of environ-
mental policy questions. I also have a
Master’s in Political Science from West
Virginia University; a Master’s in Envi-
ronmental Politics from University of
Central Florida; a law degree from the
University of Florida; and a Bachelor’s
from the University of Chicago (politi-
cal science).

Care to share any hobbies you en-
joy?

I love living in Morgantown,
near downtown, as I can walk about
anywhere (except groceries!). I really
enjoy walking or more formal hiking!
Both connect me to the world, to na-
ture, and to some peace and calm!

What is your favorite natural
landscape to visit in West Virginia?
Why is it your favorite?

Honestly, this question is like be-
ing asked ‘which one is your favorite
child?” It is impossible to pick! [ am a
hiker, and I love taking hikes and pic-
tures on any WV Public lands!

How did you get involved in en-
vironmental advocacy? Was there a

Photo provided by Mike Jones.

turning point in your life where you
knew you wanted to pursue this?

I have always been interested in
environmental policy and advocacy,
and devoted time to environmental
advocacy while working full-time as
an attorney. I decided to end my legal
practice and explore full time environ-
mental policy work. As I was study-
ing at West Virginia University for the
Ph.D., I became involved with a vari-
ety of WV environmental advocacy
non-profits; and ultimately applied to
WYV Rivers for full time employment.

How did you learn about the West
Virginia Highlands Conservancy?
How long have you been involved with
the organization?

I became aware of (and a sup-

porter/member of) WVHC almost
as soon as I arrived in West Virginia.
Since gaining employment with WV
Rivers, I have worked closely with WV
Highlands on a variety of WV Public
Lands projects and a variety of legisla-
tive bills we supported or opposed.
What do you most look forward to
as West Virginia Rivers representative
to the Highlands Conservancy Board?
I look forward to continuing to
work closely with WV Highlands in our
conservation, rivers, and public lands
work. Being on the WVHC’s board as
a member representative gives me an
opportunity to be working even clos-
er with WVHC to keep our WV pub-
lic lands protected, to work for water
quality, and to work for permanent
safeguards for Mon Forest waterways.
What is the best advice you could
give to someone who is looking to get
involved in environmental advocacy?
Never, ever, think that you can-
not make a difference. My best advice
is getinvolved: join some environmen-
tal advocacy groups in your area, take
part in their activities, answer the ac-
tion alerts! You'll quickly be “involved
in environmental advocacy!” Looking
to be employed in environmental ad-
vocacy? Don't sell your experiences
short in volunteer and advocacy skills
- I guarantee you know MORE than
you think you do!

Leave a legacy of hope
for the future

Remember the Highlands Conservancy in your will. Plan now to
provide a wild and wonderful future for your children and future
generations. Bequests keep our organization strong and will allow
your voice to continue to be heard for years to come.

Your thoughtful planning now will allow us to continue our work
to protect wilderness, wildlife, clean air and water and our way of
life in the mountains. Contact crys.baver@wvhighlands.org

WVHCemailsignup

engaged in conservation efforts and volunteer
opportunities in West Virginia.

Staying informed with our action alerts will

Are you on our email list?

Signing up to receive emails from the West Virginia Highlands
Conservancy is your gateway to staying actively

empower you to advocate for environmental
policies that matter the most. Sign up today at bit.ly/
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A call to protect our public lands—and our future

By Olivia Miller, West Virginia Highlands Conservancy

The Monongahela National For-
est is among West Virginia’s most cher-
ished places—a realm of misty spruce
groves, deep hollows, and pristine
mountain streams that sustain local
communities. Its headwaters sup-
ply clean drinking water and support
aquatic life, including native brook
trout and the endangered candy darter,
a dazzling fish found only in a handful
of Appalachian waterways. Genera-
tions of visitors have come here to fish,
hike, and camp. It deserves our best
stewardship.

Right now, the Monongahela is
threatened by the activities of South
Fork Coal Company, which is illegally
transporting more than 100,000 tons of
coal annually through the forest along
“Haulroad #2.” The law prohibits sur-
face coal mining in national forests un-
less a mining company had “valid ex-
isting rights” before the Surface Mining
Control and Reclamation Act of 1977.
South Fork Coal never proved such
rights. Instead, it claimed its operation
wouldn’t affect federal land, yet the
company now runs a private, industri-
al-scale road across the Monongahela
to transport coal from the 1,100-acre
Rocky Run Surface Mine on what is
supposed to be a public Forest Service
road.

Numerous West Virginia environ-
mental organizations, including the
West Virginia Highlands Conservancy,
along with national partners, have
challenged these operations in the
courts and through regulatory agencies
for years. We filed an enforcement ac-
tion against South Fork Coal for repeat-
ed water quality violations at mines
near the Forest. We also sued the Forest
Service for allowing South Fork to use
these roads without properly assessing
the environmental impacts, including
harm to the endangered candy darter,

as required by the Endangered Species
Act and the National Environmental
Policy Act. Although court cases and
permit reviews take a frustratingly
long time, we cannot let clear viola-
tions continue—especially on federally
owned lands in the east, where surface
coal mining is largely prohibited.

What’s needed now is decisive
action by the federal Office of Surface
Mining Reclamation and Enforcement
(OSMRE). Sharon Buccino, OSMRE’s
Principal Deputy Director, has the au-
thority to order an immediate stop to
this illegal coal hauling. If she acts be-
fore leaving office on Jan. 17, Haulroad
#2 could be shut down until (and only
if) South Fork Coal proves it has the
legal right to haul coal through public
lands and until the Forest Service’s un-
lawful commercial road permit, issued
without the required environmental
review, is resolved. This is what justice
demands.

Like any large-scale project, coal
mining affects more than the compa-

nies that profit. It shapes our commu-
nities, waterways, and local outdoor
economies, which depend on clean
streams and intact forests. Nearby ar-
eas such as the Cranberry Wilderness
and the Falls of Hills Creek Scenic Area
draw tourists and recreation enthu-
siasts who support local businesses,
build ties with our towns, and return
home with stories of West Virginia’s
natural splendor.

When sediment and pollutants
from South Fork Coal’s massive Rocky
Run Surface Mine—and its illegal haul
road—enter the Cherry River, these op-
portunities slip away. The endangered
candy darter cannot withstand ongoing
contamination in the streams it needs
to survive. Neither can the native brook
trout, beloved by anglers and central to
local economies. Further habitat loss
would weaken Appalachia’s unique bio-
diversity and undercut the hard work
of those striving for a sustainable local
economy that benefits everyone, not
just a single coal company’s sharehold-

ers.

We've long fought to hold agen-
cies accountable for enforcing commu-
nity and environmental safeguards, but
laws mean little without officials willing
to uphold them. Buccino can reinforce
that principle by ordering the immedi-
ate closure of Haulroad #2. This would
be consistent with her record as a pub-
lic lands advocate and with the federal
mining law’s core purpose of protect-
ing communities and the environment
from reckless mining practices.

Over the years, West Virginia
has grappled with difficult conversa-
tions about coal’s role in our economy.
Supporting an industry and its work-
ers does not mean disregarding our
laws, waterways, and public lands. We
must not sacrifice the Monongahela
and downstream communities for the
short-term gain of one coal operation.
Our region’s long-term prosperity de-
pends on preserving and promoting
our public lands, which attract fami-
lies, visitors, and businesses seeking a
place that values its natural legacy and
future-oriented development.

Deputy Director Buccino should
seize this chance to shut down Haul-
road #2 and protect our national forest,
its wildlife, and the communities that
depend on it. Standing firm now will
help safeguard the Monongahela Na-
tional Forest for the benefit and enjoy-
ment of all Americans—today and for
generations to come.

Olivia Miller is a native of Hen-
dricks, West Virginia, and now resides in
Morgantown. She is the program direc-
tor of the West Virginia Highlands Con-
servancy.

The West Virginia Highlands Conservancy is a non-profit corporation which has been recognized as a tax exempt organization by the Internal Revenue Service. Its bylaws
describe its purpose: The purposes of the Conservancy shall be to promote, encourage, and work for the conservation—including both preservation and wise use—and

appreciation of the natural resources of West Virginia and the nation, and especially of the Highlands Region of West Virginia, for the cultural, social, educational, physical,
health, spiritual, and economic benefit of present and future generations of West Virginians and Americans.
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Hit the trails with our Mon 2
835

National Forest Hiking Guide

Celebrating 50 years of the West
Virginia Highlands Conservancy, the
updated *Monongahela National Forest
Hiking Guide* now features brand-new
topographic maps and stunning full-
color photos by Kent Mason.

Revised with input from National
Forest officials, this edition reflects the
past decade’s changes, including:

- New wilderness areas and trails
near campgrounds

- A new interconnected trail system
on Cheat Mountain

- Rerouted and discontinued trails

- Updated difficulty ratings, water
access, and more

This definitive guide covers history,
wildlife, safety tips, and recreation
options like horseback riding, biking,
and skiing. The Monongahela remains
a premier outdoor destination, with
classic trails and hidden gems in Otter
Creek, Dolly Sods, Blackwater Canyon,
Spruce Knob, and beyond.

Guide sales support conservation

i Wil

Mo_nonga‘hela.
“National Forest
Hiking Guide *

9™ Edition

efforts. Order for $21.95 + $4.87
shipping from West Virginia
Highlands Conservancy, P.O. Box 306,
Charleston, WV 25321, or online at
[www.wvhighlands.org](http://www.
wvhighlands.org).

Board Meeting Highlights

By John McFerrin

It was a limited—but important—agenda at the most
recent meeting of the Board of the West Virginia Highlands
Conservancy. President Marilyn Shoenfeld limited the
agenda so that each of the items would receive the attention
it deserved.

The first item was our conflict of interest policy. We had
a proposed policy but wanted to make sure it said exactly
what we wanted so we went through it carefully.

Next, we discussed our investment policy. In the past, and
to some extent now, we have had our savings in certificates
of deposit in various banks. There was concern that some of
the banks where we had savings in certificates of deposit had
loaned money for fossil fuel extraction. In this way, some of
our savings might have gone to finance things such as coal
mines which we have, as a matter of policy, opposed.

There was universal agreement that we should not help
finance activities that are contrary to policy goals. Despite
the agreement on the goal, there was much discussion on
how we might achieve that goal. We already have a policy
that requires that our investments consider our values. Itis a
complicated issue, one that raises many questions, including
how we know who is loaning money to mining companies.
We will discuss this more and may undertake a complete
review of our investment policies.

The only ordinary thing we did was to consider the
financial report for 2024. On the whole it was a positive report.

Get your |  MOUNTAINS and WVHC gear at our online store!

Show your love for the mountains with our range of bumper stickers, cotton tees, hats, onesies, toddler tees and Hydro Flasks. Shop now at wvhighlands.org
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