Coal River Mountain Wind Campaign

College Curriculum for Undergraduate Course in Sustainable Development and Environmental Justice (or related course)

Description and Objective

The objective of this curriculum is for students to learn about environmental justice in relation to energy consumption and economic development.  The main purpose of the Coal River Wind theme is to stimulate conversation within the classroom - and thought within the individual student - with a focus on personal responsibility as well as outward awareness and action regarding the origination and lifecycle of energy resources.  The main question that should be thread throughout the class is “How responsibly do I consume energy, and what is the story behind my ability to use that energy?  What lives and places are impacted by my energy use, and in what way?”

For example, when we turn on the light, or plug in our microwave, where does that energy come from, and what is the political and social economy surrounding the source of that energy?  How does our energy consumption affect other individuals, and how do those other individuals live?  How does our energy consumption impact the freedom of others to choose the lifestyle they desire??  

Finally, how do local and regional energy and economic politics at the source of our energy influence national politics and the global environment.  The main idea is to connect the student’s everyday life with the greater story surrounding those everyday activities, and to stimulate conversation, thought and action toward changing the outer world that provides our inner security and individual comfort.  

The Coal River Mountain Wind project stands as an excellent example and resource for achieving this type of education.

Resources

· The Aurora Lights “Coal River Wind” web theme

· The Coal River Wind website:  www.coalriverwind.org
· At least 1 computer for the instructor and as least one computer for every three students to work with

· Internet Resources

· Pro Coal River Wind

· Film trailer “On Coal River”:  http://oncoalriver.com/OCR/Home.html
· Public Service Announcement for “Coal River Wind”:  http://www.coalriverwind.org/
· iLoveMountains.org, America’s Most Endangered Mountains series, “Coal River mountain”:  http://ilovemountains.org/endangered/#
· Pro Coal and Mountaintop Removal

· Planet Forward, Bill Raney, West Virginia Coal Association, “Cap and Trade Policies Would Disrupt Lives”:  http://www.planetforward.org/videos/cap-and-trade-policies-would-disrupt-lives
· Mountaintop Mining Coalition:  http://mtmcoalition.com/default.aspx
· West Virginia Coal Association:  http://www.wvcoal.com/index.php
· **Headphones**  Or, separate spaces for each group to work in so they can use audio.

· Google Earth, or Google Maps – for orienting the student with the Coal River Valley

· Type in “Coal River Mountain” or “Whitesville, WV” to get a glimpse of Coal River Mountain and its relation to the student’s hometown

· Google search:  “Coal River Wind” – numerous news articles will come up to provide the student with various articles pertaining to the first year of the wind campaign

Curriculum

Start the students off with some homework the night before.  Have them watch each of the videos and peruse the websites listed in the “Internet Resources” section above.  Total homework time will be approximately 1-1.5 hours, but encourage the students to do additional research on their own.  

Have them also scan the Aurora Lights website theme for “Coal River Wind,” as well as any of the other themes they might choose.  Make sure they familiarize themselves with the website so that the class runs more smoothly.  

**The following class curriculum is planned for a 75 minute class**

Opening Discussion (20 minutes)

Open the class by asking the students to share what they learned in their research the evening before.  Ask them how they feel about electricity, and if they have any thoughts about how much they consume and if they consume energy responsibly and/or efficiently.  Finally, ask the students if any of them have ever thought about where the electricity comes from.  Take a mental survey of the following, noting how many students:

1) Had never really thought about the origin of their electricity beyond turning on the light switch, 

2) Knew at least that their electricity came from coal or wind or the sun or any other energy “resource”; or,

3) Actually knew the place where the “resource” came from and what the impacts of its extraction were.

Share your survey with the class.  Then, take just a few minutes to ask the students to consider the following questions during the course of the class.  Ask them to think about these questions as they learn about and discuss the Coal River Wind project theme:

1) How does the experience of the student relate to or differ from those living in the Coal River Valley?

2) Are the issues the students learn about during this class unique to coal mining?  What other energy sources might cause the same social and economic conditions?

3) How is Appalachia connected to the rest of the nation, and to the rest of the world?  To ourselves?

Finally, have all of the students get on their computers and do a Google maps search for “Coal River Mountain.”  The map will come up with a marker for the peak of the mountain.  Have the students take 5 minutes to orient themselves by finding directions from where they live, or from the school, to Coal River Mountain.  Have them also move around the area, and point out to them the surface mining just to the north, northeast and south of the mountain (shown as large brown areas).  That is the mountaintop removal mining around Coal River Mountain.

Coal River Wind Map Project

Group Research Period (approx. 30 minutes)

There are seven sub-theme pages associated with the Coal River Wind theme.  Depending on the number of students in your class, break the students into seven groups of 2-3 people each.  The main goal is to have seven separate groups.  Assign each group a sub-theme.  Limit this process to 5 minutes.

Have the students then get on their computers and open the Aurora Lights mapping project.  Have them click on the “Coal River Wind” theme at bottom right, represented by a series of wind turbines.  

Assign each group the following tasks/questions to address and answer in relation to their respective sub-themes in their group session.   Give them 25 minutes for this.  Ask them to click on the available links and to learn as much as they can about that sub-theme in the allotted time, and to discuss and provide answers to their assigned questions.  After this section, each group will share their thoughts and answers with the rest of the class.  Have them do so in the order presented below, so as to promote the telling of a continuous story during the last part of the class:

Group 1:  Introduction to Coal River Wind

Have Group 1 describe, in their own words and using the information on this page and in the videos, the story and thoughts of one of the community residents shown in the video’s on this page.  Ask them how they felt about the resident.  Have them imagine and describe the livelihood of that resident.  How does the group feel about these communities and residents?

Group 2:  The Threat of Mountaintop Removal

Have Group 2 summarize the potential impacts of Mountaintop Removal (MTR) mining on the land, streams, communities and wind resource on Coal River Mountain.  How have the communities around the mountain already been impacted by MTR?  How do the students feel about that?  From what they learned from their homework the night before, do they support MTR or do they support wind development on the mountain?  Why?

Group 3:  The Coal River Mountain Wind Campaign

Have Group 3 summarize the economic benefits of the proposed wind farm, and to think about what it would mean for a wind farm to be developed in the middle of the Appalachian coalfields, where almost no other economic opportunities have ever existed except for coal.  

Have these students briefly answer three questions:  

1) What is economic diversification?  

2) Which economic option would be more “sustainable” for the Coal River Valley and why?  

3) If a wind farm – as the data shows – would provide more local revenue and longer-lasting jobs than MTR would, why do the students think the county leaders would resist supporting the wind farm (this is a tough question to ask of students who have little or no experience with the political economy of coal)?  

Ask the students to be ready to provide answers to these three questions in front of the class.  Their answers to the second two questions can be purely opinionated.

Group 4:  Wind vs. MTR for Coal River Mountain, The Economic Debate

Have Group 4 read the executive summary of the economic study linked in the first sentence under the heading “Which is better?  Wind Power, or Mountaintop Removal?”  Then, have the students write down the definition for “Externalities,” and have them list three “externalities” related to either coal and MTR and/or wind power – whichever they choose.  

Ask the students to discuss and decide if they would accept having to pay higher process for electricity in order to “internalize” the externalities related to coal extraction.  Why or why not?  Keeping the fact that MTR coal is cheaper than underground-mined coal, Would the students pay a higher price for electricity in order to consume only underground-mined coal?  Would they pay more to consume only renewable forms of electricity such as wind, solar and hydro power?

Finally, have them briefly summarize the proposal for economic transition being promoted by the Coal River Wind campaign, and offer their thoughts on the question:  “Why is a plan for economic transition important in the situation on Coal River Mountain?”

Group 5:  Wind vs. MTR for Coal River Mountain, Energy and Climate

Have Group 5 address either just the first topic, or both the second and third questions:

1) How does the group feel about the fact that 15 out of every 16 tons of coal mined in West Virginia – by any method – is mined for providing for the electricity needs of other states?  Have the group offer their thoughts and feelings on the fact that they themselves are likely consumers of coal for their TV’s, computers, iPods, etc, but that the negative impacts of the coal extraction process are experienced by people who live in impoverished areas that are dominated by the coal industry.  Have the group draft a three to five sentence “Resolution” 

2)  “How can we reconcile the conflict between local job needs in the coalfields and the broader impacts on climate change from the burning of coal?”  The point here is that because of the economic realities of the coal-producing areas, the Coal River Wind campaign is proposing a combined use of Coal River Mountain:  wind power and underground coal mining.  Should we protect coal mining jobs even though the burning of coal is causing the earth to get warmer? (This question assumes that the students believe the science on climate change.  If they don’t, make sure they feel free to express that, and to address this sub-theme according to their own beliefs).

3) Which is better??  A vast amount of carbon-based energy each year ever the short term, that will eventually run out and have a lasting impact on the global climate?  Or, less energy per year that could theoretically last forever and has minimal climate impacts??  Have the group explain their answer using information provided in this sub-theme.  

Group 6:  “Just” Transition Now!!

This page is very biased in favor of bringing an end to Mountaintop Removal.  If the students feel that MTR is necessary and justified, have them present an argument for NOT transitioning the local economy away from coal and FOR mining the coal by Mountaintop Removal mining.  If that is not the case, have the students use this page to support the argument for transition.  

Start Group 6 off by having them first address the question:  “Do I deserve to live a better and easier life than the residents of the Appalachian coalfields?”  Why did they answer as they did?  In the same vein, have them think about what that question means:  Should we feel guilty for contributing to the problems in Appalachia if we didn’t know what we were doing??  (The answer should be No, but with thought).  And, given that, have them ask themselves “Now that I know, and if I believe that Appalachians deserve a better quality of life and future for the next generations, is it my responsibility with this new knowledge to do what I can to ensure environmental justice and equality for those living in the coalfields?  Or, in the least, am I now responsible for the impacts of my own energy consumption?”  

Finally, have this group describe three facts presented in this sub-theme that support wind power and economic diversification/transition over the proposed MTR mining.  How will that transition be impacted if the mining is allowed to happen?

Group 7:  What You Can Do

For this group, just have them explore any websites provided on this page that they wish and provide the class with a list of things everyone can do to help fight against Mountaintop Removal coal mining and for a clean, sustainable future for Appalachia and the rest of the nation – if they have decided that this is what should be done, of course.  

The best thing is for the group to pick and choose a few things out of each What You Can Do section and visit the associated links and then describe to the class what they find.  Another option is to choose one of the sub-sections and describe it in good detail.  The final option is to get an idea of all of the general options, and then to visit some of the links for Appalachian Organizations listed under the third sub-heading and describe to the class what THOSE groups are doing to fight for economic and environmental justice in their home states and communities.

There are a number of ways this group can present their findings to the class, have them decide which they feel is most useful.

Sharing Session (approx 25 minutes)

Bring the class back together.  Have each group come up in front of the class in order and present their answers/findings/thoughts to the rest of the class.  At the end, if you choose, finish the class with the following thought (or something similar), and tell them that the residents of the Coal River Valley and the activists working to support them appreciate the time that the students have taken to learn about and consider the issues surrounding MTR, the Coal River Wind campaign, and their own connection to it all.

Possible closing thought:

In the drafting of the U.S. Constitution, the founders elected to leave out “and Property,” from the Preamble, where it says “...with the Right to Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness.”  They instead added in “and the Pursuit of Happiness.”  Further, our Pledge of Allegiance ends, “With Freedom and Justice for All.”  

Taking these two historical guides for how our democratic system should operate, and for whom, which option do you believe our nation’s Founders would choose for Coal River Mountain??  

