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Appalachia, 2016:

Transitioning to the Transition
Anthony Flaccavento

Woodshop crew-member Ashley Wiles works on a home furnishing product made with reclaimed lumber as part
of Saw’s Edge Woodshop, a social enterprise of Coalfield Development Corporation. Image courtesy CDC.

Where We’ve Been

A little more than six years ago, I wrote an article for Solutions Journal entitled, “The Transition of
Appalachia,” in which I described a number of innovative enterprises in organic farming, sustainable forestry,
and “green” building. Much, though not all of that work
continues to this day, and has been joined by many new
experiments in creating a stronger, more ecologically
sustainable economy in Central Appalachia. It’s all part
of the urgent and daunting work that Kentuckians for
the Commonwealth (KFTC) calls a “just transition.”
Unfortunately, with most of these past six years preoccupied with the debate about a “war on coal,” we haven’t
made nearly the progress we should have. In fact, we’re
only just now beginning to transition to transition.
The communities of Central Appalachia have struggled through other economic transitions in recent years,
most notably with tobacco farming. Much like the coal
industry, the shift away from tobacco played out as both

a long-term, slow decline followed by a sudden, steep
drop over just a few years. Three key changes precipitated this: first, a decline in demand, as the broader
public slowly moved away from smoking, and second,
the growth of more cheaply-produced tobacco in other
regions. These first two factors were the primary drivers in the long, slow decline of tobacco, as the majority
of farmers saw a steady shrinkage in both production
quotas and profitability. The third factor was a shift
in national policy, in this case, the termination of the
federal tobacco program. With that change in 2004, the
slow unwinding became a free fall, as more than threefourths of tobacco farmers stopped growing the crop in
the span of less than ten years.
This time of year, it used to be impossible to
drive more than a few minutes without seeing fields
of tobacco nearing maturity or freshly harvested.
Nowadays, you’ve got to look hard to find a patch. So
it is that a good and necessary change at the national
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level—reduced tobacco use, and a
change in federal policy to support
that—has also driven the demise
of an industry that had long been
a critical part of the region’s economy and culture. What’s good for
public health and the environment,
it turns out, isn’t always good for
businesses and working folks in
particular places. That’s the story of
what happened to tobacco farming,
and it’s the unfolding story of coal
mining in Appalachia. It’s also why
transitions are so necessary and at
the same time, so challenging.
There is one other thing that
tobacco and coal have in common—
the recognition of the need to make
a transition was denied or fought
by people who could have made
a difference; by elected officials
and others in a position to support
investment in new economic
sectors and opportunities. Many
more tobacco farmers might have
successfully shifted to other crops
or enterprises if support had been
forthcoming in the early 1990s.
Instead, the sentiment that “nothing can replace tobacco” pretty
much remained the official position,
until tobacco was all but gone. In
the same way, the preoccupation
with the “war on coal” has diverted
attention, delayed development
of alternatives, and undermined
investment in new enterprises that
might help pave the way towards
a vibrant economy far less dependent upon coal. But that may be
changing.

Where We Are Now

No single industry will “replace”
coal mining, either in terms of overall economic impacts or the average
wages paid. There are, however, a
range of enterprises emerging,
along with strategies to strengthen
and expand them, across much of
Central Appalachia. Some of the
most promising include:

22

NOW & THEN I FUTURE

• The Coalfield Development
Corporation, working in Wayne,
Lincoln and Mingo Counties,
West Virginia. Launched in
2010, the CDC is building a
“family of social enterprises,”
according to Executive Director,
Brandon Dennison, in construction and deconstruction, solar
panel installation, and farming
and food businesses. The food
sector work includes aspiring
farmers producing chicken,
pigs, and goats on former strip
mined land. The organization
provides unemployed folks,
especially laid off miners, with
thirty-three hours per week of
on-the-job training, six hours
of classroom instruction, and
three hours of life skill development for a period of thirty
months. The comprehensive
nature of this approach limits
the number of participants—
they currently have forty “crew
members” engaged—but also
greatly increases the chances
of success. All sixteen of the
people who have completed
the training to date have jobs
in their fields.
• M ACED, t he Mou nt a i n
Association for Community
Econom ic Development,
continues its long-standing
work to develop and support
economic transition through
entrepreneurial training, small
business lending, and work to
build up specific economic
sectors with strong potential.
One of these is in energy efficiency, where the organization
is expanding its on-bill financing program that creates jobs in
home rehabilitation in energy
efficiency, while enabling
people of limited means to pay
for the improvements through
savings on their utility bill.

• Several other organizations
are focused on incubating and
strengthening emerging businesses that are rooted in the
region’s land, culture or other
assets. Accelerate Appalachia
combines entrepreneurial
training with peer learning and
business mentoring, helping
to spawn natural resourcebased businesses in eastern
Kentucky and beyond. The
Friends of Southwest Virginia
supports businesses in music,
through the Crooked Road,
in arts and crafts, through
Round the Mountain and the
Heartwood Center, and most
recently in outdoor recreation
and ecotourism, through its
Appalachian Spring initiative.
The West Virginia Community
Development Hub undertakes
deep community engagement
combined with advocacy for
state policies that will help
unleash a more sustainable
economy. All three of these
groups employ what might be
termed “targeted incubation,”
that is, working with specific
enterprises that have strong
potential for success and which
build on, rather than extract
the resources of the region.
• An ever-widening array of
enterprises, infrastructure
and support for healthy local
foods has developed, including farmers markets in small
towns like St. Paul, Virginia,
and Pikeville, Kentucky;
commu n it y-based retail
grocers, such as the Wild Ramp
in Huntington, West Virginia,
the Boone Street Market, in
Jonesborough, Tennessee, and
the Green Grocer in Alderson,
West Virginia; and expansion
of established regional food
hubs, most notably the local

food and value-added food
sector in southeastern Ohio, led
by ACEnet and Rural Action;
the development of a coordinated, six state Appalachian
food distribution corridor, led
by Appalachian Sustainable
Development; and the Farmacy
partnership, involving the
Community Farm Alliance,
Mountain Comprehensive
Health Corporation and other
partners, providing “prescriptions” for farmers market
produce to patients with
diabetes and other food-related
health problems.
These examples are but a small
sampling of the innovative enterprises that are emerging, and
the community-based support
system that is developing around
them. Encouragingly, several of
the initiatives described above,
and others focused on broadband,
hardwood-based manufacturing
and more, have recently received
federal funding through the POWER
program.

Where We’re Headed

Administered through the
Appalachian Regional Commission,
in partnership with other federal
agencies, the POWER program is
unique in two ways. First, the scale
of investment is far greater than
what most alternative economic
development efforts have seen in
the past—the average grant is well

in excess of one million dollars (ARC
has been funding a range of “assetbased development” initiatives for
more than a decade, but at much
lower levels). Second, the program
was borne out of the explicit recognition that coal communities have
unique opportunities and problems, and more specifically, that a
major return of the Appalachian
coal industry was highly unlikely.
Recognizing the urgency of the problems while focusing on the economic
potential of other assets is a major
step forward.
Some elected officials and
government agencies are beginning to recognize this as well. In
Kentucky, Shaping our Appalachian
Region, or SOAR emerged in 2013
when Republican Congressman,
Hal Rodgers joined forces with
Democratic Governor, Steve Brashear
to publicly acknowledge the need to
build a less coal-dependent economy
in eastern Kentucky. To be sure, this
came about in part because of the
severity of the economic crisis in the
region, a “coal bust that seems more
real, more permanent,” as Brandon
Dennison put it. But it also emerged
because of grass roots pressure
to get beyond the polarizing and
paralyzing “war on coal” narrative.
And perhaps most importantly,
because of the emergence of scores
of enterprises and organizations
beginning to bring a just transition
to life. Private funders, particularly
the Appalachian Funders Network,
had recognized the promise of these

new initiatives and begun investing
in them several years earlier.
It’s easy to be discouraged
about the potential to make a just
transition to an economy that
better serves people and the land
in Central Appalachia. Perhaps,
though, we can take heart in the
story of Whitesville, West Virginia.
Stephanie Tyree, director of the West
Virginia Community Development
Hub, remembers the extreme tension
she witnessed between mining families and environmentalists when she
visited Whitesville a few years back.
But when she returned in 2015, a
packed community meeting was
filled with people prepared to move
forward, ready to work together to
address real needs and build their
community. By the middle of 2016,
the community had successfully
opened a much needed local grocery
store, creating some jobs and making
healthier foods more accessible.
According to Tyree, there’s been
a shift in thinking the last couple of
years, where the idea of “economic
transition” is no longer so radical.
“With change coming from the
ground up, the coal industry has lost
control of the narrative,” she says.
“We’re starting to see a new narrative, led by community members
themselves.” While that surely is not
the case in every part of the region,
the combination of successful new
enterprises, increased investment,
and a new community narrative is
enough to give us hope for a just
transition, finally, in Appalachia.v

Anthony Flaccavento is an organic farmer in the Appalachian region of Virginia and author of Building a Healthy Economy from the Bottom Up: Harnessing
Real World Experience for Transformative Change. His consulting business, SCALE, Inc, works with communities around the world to help build healthier,
more sustainable economies.

NOW & THEN I FUTURE

23

