“Knock the EPA Out!”
Environmental Politics and Community Identity in Appalachian Ohio*
In May 1988, millions of Americans tuned into a special edition of the Oprah Winfrey
Show broadcast from a small town in southeastern Ohio, a region hard hit by industrial and
mining losses. “They were middle class people, once earning good money in the coal mines
[and] in the steel mills,” the show’s opening sequence declared as Rust Belt imagery flashed
across the screen. “But the rug was pulled out from under them. They never imagined
themselves standing in welfare lines, never imagined relying on food stamps.” As they discussed
the problems of job losses in the area, many in the audience, especially those laid-off from the
region’s mines, mills and power plants, blamed new environmental regulations, particularly the
Clean Air Act, and envisioned a return to the industrial past. “The whole bottom line is: knock
the EPA out!” railed one audience member. “We want work. We don’t want the clean air. We
want the factories back. We want the mines back.”1
The late 1960s and early 1970s were a golden age for the communities of southeastern
Ohio. Nestled in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains, local residents benefited from an
upswing in mining employment prompted by the increased use of coal in electricity production.
By the mid-1980s, however, a variety of factors including a lack of economic diversification,
low education levels, and inadequate transportation as well as the increasing environmental
standards encoded in the Clean Air Act manifested in high unemployment, poverty and outmigration. As the above example suggests, by this time Appalachian Ohioans generally
understood environmental issues primarily in terms of their effects on the local economy. This
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interpretation stands in contrast to earlier environmental issues, such as the debate over the
regulation of coal surface mining that took place during a period of economic prosperity and had
local supporters on both sides of the issue.
While political historians have emphasized the powerful combination of “race, rights and
taxes” in explaining the downfall of the postwar liberal consensus in the 1970s, they have paid
less attention to the role of environmental politics in splitting the Democratic Party base. 2 This
paper will explore the political culture of rural coal mining communities in Appalachian Ohio
with an eye toward connecting local events with national environmental issues. In particular, I
will focus on the debate over the regulation of coal surface mining in the early 1970s and the
caps on SO2 emissions in the Clean Air Act Amendments of 1977. My intention here is to better
integrate the social history of American workers with the social movement history of American
environmentalism through a case study of a “deindustrializing” community in economic crisis.
Social History and Environmental Culture
Environmental history and labor history have shared a similar historiographical
trajectory. Both fields emerged from the social movements of the 1960s with an explicitly
political agenda and an eye toward the long-term social origins of historical events. Both fields
also were heavily influenced by the cultural turn of the 1980s, which in turn led to, among other
things, an increased attention to the gendered and racialized origins of both class and ideas about
nature. For the most part, studies of environmental policy, however, have remained largely
confined to the national story and the political economy, some might say political ecology, of
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interest groups, lobbying organizations, and the intricacies of horsetrading that went on in the
halls of power in Washington D.C. or in various state capitals.3 The time has come to focus
more on local and regional in order to understand the relationship between environmental policy
and the shifting environmental attitudes that helped to drive the conservative victories of the
1980s and early 1990s.4
While there are a modest number of scholarly works at the intersection of political, labor
and environmental history, a few recent studies suggest a model for examining Appalachian
Ohio in the 1970s and 1980s. Set against the twin backdrops of urban/industrial expansion and
subsequent decline, Andrew Hurley’s Environmental Inequalities: Class, Race and Industrial
Pollution in Gary Indiana, for instance, explores the environmental worldview of a workingclass community dominated by U.S. Steel and its subsidiaries. While pollution in Gary had
remained fairly evenly distributed across the community, beginning in the 1950s the changing
landscape of suburbanization insulated the white middle class from the smokestacks and sludge
filled rivers near the plants, while working-class and especially African American residents
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increasingly bore the social costs of industrial expansion. 5
Hurley’s focus is on the contested terrain of environmental politics as three distinct
strains of environmental activism emerged from this social context to challenge the powerful
corporate equation of economic growth with social progress, damn the consequences. These
strains included: 1.) a middle environmentalism focuses on social amenities and neighborhood
stability; 2.) a working-class equation of workplace pollution with corporate exploitation, and;
3.) an African American environmental justice movement tying environmental issues to larger
racial inequities that may or may not have had the potential for a cross-race and cross-class
coalition under Gary’s first African American mayor in the early 1970s. Though somewhat
weak in the connection between these conceptions of the environment and actual political results,
Hurley provides a potential model for a more cultural history-oriented exploration of the varied
and evolving understanding of humans relation with the natural world during the postwar period.
While looking at a similar set of issues, Chad Montrie’s To Save the Land and People: A
History of Opposition to Surface Coal Mining in Appalachia is thematically focused, following
the movement to regulate surface mining that extended from local communities in Ohio,
Pennsylvania, West Virginia and Kentucky to the national level.6 Beginning with opposition to
coal surface mining among farmers in Appalachian Ohio, Montrie tracks the massive expansion
of surface mining operations during the 1950s and 1960s that prompts agitation for government
regulation first on the state level and finally the 1977 passage of the federal Surface Mining
Control and Reclamation Act.
Largely told as a David and Goliath story (a narrative structure familiar to labor
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historians), Montrie nevertheless points out the complexity in local struggles that split both the
membership and leadership of the United Mine Workers, sometimes featured conservationminded coal operators and divided rural communities who wanted both jobs and environmental
protection. While his story is one primarily of social movements within the formal political
sphere, Montrie does discuss the evolution of environmental worldview from one based in
Christian stewardship and conservation to the more socially charged and activist
environmentalism of the late 1960s and 1970s.
Finally, a recent edited volume by sociologist Melanie DuPuis, Smoke and Mirrors: The
Politics and Culture of Air Pollution provides, perhaps, the best theoretical model for
understanding the complex relationship between the cultural construction of nature on the one
hand and the political economy of environmental regulation on the other. In her introduction to
the work, which covers topics from the late Victorian era to the present and includes case studies
in both North American and European contexts, Dupuis argues for a conception of
environmental politics as struggle not only over power, but also of meaning. In contrast to
studies of formal policy development, the scholars represented in Smoke and Mirrors work to
understand the entire social and cultural context in which political changes occurred. “Without
seeing pollution [and pollution control] as a mirror of society,” she argues, “we miss what really
happens in the formulation” of public policies.”7
For example, Angela Gugliotta's study of air pollution in interwar Pittsburgh describes
the competing meanings of smoke control in relation to the city's economic and cultural
transformations. In her discussion of the emergence of pollution measures and abatement
programs, Gugliotta found that the inability of industry-backed research to resolve basic
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questions of how to define pollution itself and exactly why and for whom smoke was a problem
undermined the political effectiveness of reduction efforts.8 While each of these texts have
weaknesses as a full-blown model for my work, taken together they suggest a number of
potential avenues for exploring the intersection of environmental politics and community identity
in the two snapshots of Appalachian Ohio explored below.
Strip Mine Salvation
January 4, 1973, will live on in the collective memories of an entire generation of
southeastern Ohioans as the day the shovels crossed the road. In the wee hours of a bitterly cold
winter morning, two of Consolidation Coal Company’s (CONSOL) mammoth earth moving
machines, the Mountaineer and the Tiger, crossed one of the nation’s busiest highways,
Interstate 70 (I-70), closing it to traffic for an unprecedented twenty-four hours.9 An expansion
of surface mining operations in the company’s Egypt Valley Mine to an area south of the
highway prompted the move, which took place during increasing state and national attention to
the issue of surface mining.10 The symbolism of the road crossing was not lost on the residents
of Barnesville, a small community of about four thousand people four miles to the south. The
announcement of the crossing in 1971 sparked a debate within the community pitting those who
supported the financial benefits of surface mining against those concerned about the
environmental and economic impact of mining near the village. As a result, among the
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thousands who gathered to watch the event were several dozen protestors who staged a mock
funeral for Barnesville complete with eulogies, candles and a coffin.11 “The demonstration,”
according to a Washington Post reporter covering the event, “while short and peaceful, was one
of the first of its kind seen in this coal oriented region.”12
CONSOL’s decision to expand mining operations south of I-70 exposed a simmering
contest over who would define the economic and environmental priorities of Appalachian Ohio.
The crossing debate occurred in an era of increasing national attention to environmental
problems and in the midst of a battle in the state legislature over the Ohio Strip Mine Law, a
stringent new measure that required companies to “return strip mined land to [its] approximate
original contour.”13 During the late 1960s and 1970s, national environmental groups such as the
Sierra Club, Natural Resources Defense Council and the Friends of the Earth declared
themselves in favor of a total ban on surface mining.14 Many locals met the company’s
announcement in late 1970 with apprehension, and in the year leading up to the crossing some of
the more militant, including Barnesville City Council member Richard Garrett, formed Citizens
Organized to Defend the Environment (CODE), a grassroots effort aimed at halting or mitigating
the environmental impact of surface mining. In August 1972, CODE joined the Ohio Public
Interest Research Group (PIRG) in a lawsuit attempting to block the Interstate crossing entirely.
“We,” stated Garrett, “are going to fight every one of those machines when they try to bring
them across.”15
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Coal executives, such as CONSOL Hanna Division President Ralph Hatch, presented a
different vision of the Steel Valley’s rural communities, arguing that the imperatives of industry
demanded the extraction of coal in the cheapest way possible.16 A lay-minister in the local
Presbyterian Church, Hatch pointed out that the average income of Belmont County farmers in
1969 was $34 per acre. “Is it any wonder that the farmer wants to sell his land?” he continued.
“He can’t make a living at it.”17 In the years leading up to the crossing, surface mining
companies also increasingly co-opted the language of conservationism, boasting of their ability
to turn “worked-out soil and hilly terrain” into tourism-generating recreation areas complete with
lakes, forests, and abundant wildlife.18 One article by a Columbus sportswriter invited to tour the
Egypt Valley Mine even compared the hundred foot cliffs, or high walls left by surface mining,
to the landscape of Colorado, stating that while others might travel 1,500 miles for scenery, he
could find his “among the hills of Ohio and right in the middle of the surface mining area.”19
Support for mining operations had a firm base within the local community, where
increases in mining employment beginning in the mid-1960s were helping to reverse postwar
economic and population declines. “I don’t like stripping or any part of it,” noted Barnesville
furniture storeowner John Kirk, who had recently traveled to Columbus to protest new mining
regulations. “But it isn’t that simple. Better than 10 percent of the work force in this county
works for the mines.” Barnesville Enterprise editor Bill Davies agreed, “Our future is definitely
tied to the strip mining industry – it’s more important to us that you think.” “We are pretty
strongly divided,” declared Mayor George Fitch, “but I think the majority clearly favors the
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move... Hanna’s payroll pumps a lot into this town. We’re pretty dependent on that mining.”20
Between these positions, other local leaders and residents sought to retain coal
employment while requiring a level of reclamation conducive to industrial and community
development.21 After learning of the coal company’s plan to begin mining on the south side of I70, Barnesville planning commission president Norma Schuster and local textile plant manager
Carla Rizzi enlisted the aid of Ohio governor John Gilligan, who was at loggerheads with the
surface mining industry over the proposed new Ohio Strip Mine Law. “We’ve been a sleepy
little town up until now,” declared Rizzi, “but now the newer people in town are trying to get it
going forward. We are trying to attract industry, but we need to have room to grow.”22
With Gilligan’s support, the two women met with Hatch to discuss the future of the
community. On December 27, 1972, days before the crossing and less than two weeks after the
failure of the CODE-PIRG lawsuit, the Ohio Department of Development signed a contract with
the village of Barnesville for a community planning project designed to develop local industry
and tourism. The heart of the deal was an agreement between Hatch, Governor Gilligan and the
Barnesville Planning Commission establishing a “Greenbelt,” limiting mining activities in the
direct vicinity of the village and requiring reclamation up to the more stringent provisions of the
Ohio Strip Mine Law.23 While protestors, many of them from outside of the immediate area, still
attended the crossing, the majority of local leaders turned to the difficult task of balancing the
negative consequences of surface mining with the imperatives of economic development.24
Coal and Clean Air
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Despite the fierce battle over surface mining during the early 1970s, it was not the
eventual passage of the federal Surface Mine Control and Reclamation Act, but another 1977 law
that had the most dramatic repercussions to the economy of southeastern Ohio. Coal produced in
Ohio has a high sulfur content, which when burned produces the noxious gas sulfur dioxide, a
key component of acid rain. As a result of amendments strengthening the Clean Air Act in 1977
and again in 1990, Ohio coal became progressively less cost efficient compared to natural gas as
well as low sulfur coal mined in other regions, particularly the Rocky Mountain West.25 Unlike
the regulation of surface mining, the provisions of the Clean Air Act offered little obvious
environmental advantage to local rural communities upwind from the power plants and steel
mills of the Ohio River Valley. Consequently, there were fewer residents willing to support air
pollution control aimed at ameliorating distant environmental threats, especially in the face of
dire warnings about the economic disaster such controls would mean for local communities.
This was the state of affairs when Environmental Protection Agency Administrator Doug
Costle, Ohio Senator Howard Metzenbaum and Governor Jim Rhodes as well as a whole host of
local residents gathered at a local hotel in August 1978 to discuss the possible activation of
Section 125 of the Clean Air Act. This provision was pushed through by Metzenbaum and
would require utilities to install costly pollution abatement equipment in order to “prevent or
minimize significant local or regional economic disruption or unemployment that might result
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from the use of outside coal.”26 Peg Graham, one of the main organizers of the nearly 5,000
mine workers and their families crowding the Sheraton Hotel’s ballroom for the hearing,
expressed a widely held opinion when she declared she would “rather feed the kids than breathe
clean air.” “What happens to a man who loses his job?” she continued. “He loses his selfrespect and his right to call himself a man.”27 The majority of those attending made their point
silently, but just as effectively with banners such as “Take Your Western Coal and Shove It” and
“Abolish the EPA.”
While much of the meeting was dominated by political speeches with the same theme –
save the miners’ jobs and prevent economic disaster – the transcript of the hearing does give
some indication of the hardening of positions since the early 1970s. Unlike the Barnesville
Greenbelt compromise over surface mining in the early 1970s, the federal nature of the Clean Air
Act debate made finding local solutions, even temporary ones, impossible. In his speech at the
Sheraton, state representative Wayne Hays, who had been a proponent of federal environmental
regulations during his long tenure as a congressman, advocated “cooperation rather than
confrontation” between miners and EPA officials.28 However, Section 125, itself a compromise
of sorts brokered, was weakened by amendments from the start and did not survive a series of
lawsuits in 1979.29 Indeed, beginning in the late 1970s, Appalachian Ohio Democrats, such as
Wayne Hays and his successor Congressman Douglas Applegate, who were moderates on
environmental issues, found themselves increasingly vulnerable to conservative Republicans
26
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more willing to attack the legal and administrative underpinnings of environmental regulation
itself.
This is not to suggest that the Clean Air Act had no local supporters in the upper Ohio
Valley. In northern West Virginia and southwestern Pennsylvania, which were directly
downwind from power plants on the Ohio side of the river public officials and local activists
loudly protested dismal air quality.30 Even in southeastern Ohio, a letter appeared in the Martins
Ferry Times Leader shortly after the St. Clairsville hearing in which a group of “19 Valley
Residents” from “in and around Belmont County” complained of the many days throughout the
year “when the air is so thick with industrial muck that it is difficult to see, much less breathe.”31
The authors of the letter directly connected the fight over air pollution to the earlier struggle with
surface mine regulation, rhetorically asking whether the local area hadn’t already “had its share
of ravaging.” Further, despite the apparent retreat of nearly all local businesspeople from the
position that an over reliance on mining might actually be a problem for the local area in the long
run, the letter writers argued that while mining jobs might be lost, “it is equally true that no one
area should be so totally dependent upon a single industry, especially if that industry happens to
be high sulfur coal….”32
This argument, however, seemed to hold little weight among miners’ families and
communities dependent upon mining for their livelihood. Furthermore, the writers’ claim that
power plant emissions “poisons the air of every living creature in the valley” rang hollow when
one considered that the height of smokestacks and prevailing direction of the wind meant that
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S02 emissions had little direct impact on Ohio communities.33 While some local residents did
still pay lip service to the need for environmental regulation this remained almost wholly a
rhetorical device when faced with the reality of massive job loss. For example, during the strip
mining debate, which took place on the federal level concurrently with Clean Air Act hearings,
the United Mine Workers supported the strip mine regulation, in part, because surface mines
employed far fewer workers on average than underground mines.34 In Clean Air Act hearings
before the Senate Subcommittee on Environmental Pollution, however, local resident and union
official Charlie Grimm decried “rigid and arbitrary emission standards” resulting in “laying off
of coal miners [and] mines shutting down … while we continue to sit on the largest coal reserves
in the world….” “EPA,” he concluded, “is partly to blame for this disaster to the economy of
Ohio.”35
Political Ecology of Environmental Policy
In conclusion, I will focus briefly on three key issues raised by the debate over
environmental regulation in Appalachian Ohio. First, on the national level the failure of Section
125 and other measures to spread the economic costs of lowering sulfur dioxide emissions
beyond local communities in northern Appalachia exposed a key weakness in the environmental
politics of the Democratic Party, which was struggling to maintain control of Congress in the
face of the resurgent conservatism of first Ronald Reagan and later Newt Gingrich.36 We can
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gain insight into this rift from a June 1977 exchange between two powerful, liberal Democratic
senators, Ohio’s Howard Metzenbaum and Edmund Muskie of Maine, the representative from an
acid rain-receiving state who championed the Clean Air Act. Comparing the potential regional
divisiveness of Metzenbaum’s provision to the rancor of the Constitutional Convention, Muskie
challenged the inclusion of a provision with a “dominant thrust [that was not its] relationship to
clean air, but its relationship to the economics of the areas it is designed to protect.”37 By
separating acknowledgement of the economic impact of environmental regulations, in the eyes of
local residents, Democrats on the national level thus betrayed one of the central tenants of the
New Deal consensus.
More so than race, rights or taxes, opposition to, in the words of Charlie Grimm, the
“influence of only an elite few … who are bottling up the Nation’s responsible development of
its most abundant energy resource” drove the movement of many local residents from the
Democratic to Republican parties, particularly in national races. Due in part to the Clean Air
Act, which contributed to a 75% cut in annual mining output between 1972 and 1991, the local
population in Belmont County declined by nearly 14 percent during the 1980s, the largest level
of out-migration in the state.38 In the face of these devastating losses, those Democrats, such as
Wayne Hays, who had backed environmental efforts in the 1960s and early 1970s, found
themselves vulnerable to a growing tide of anger against all things environmental. In 1980, Hays
lost his seat as a state representative to Republican Bob Ney, who had explicitly attacked Hays’
environmental record among other issues. In 1994, following the enactment of even tougher S02
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regulations, Ney again rode a groundswell of anger to victory in Ohio’s 18th Congressional
District, which had been held by a Democrat since 1949.
Finally, despite the anger and sense of community loss experienced by many
Appalachian Ohioans, those pro-environmental positions outlined during the 1972 crossing
debate, too, continued to influence a very small, but influential minority of local residents.
Beginning in the mid-1990s, for example, a group of Barnesville residents began to mobilize
around the issue of the Barnesville Greenbelt, which was agreed upon by the village, state and
Consoldiation Coal Company in 1972, but had never acquired any formal legal standing during
the subsequent decades. When another mining company acquired the mineral rights, a group of
residents, including some of those who had protested the original road crossing, petitioned the
Ohio Dept. of Natural Resources to deny the company permits sparking a series of legal battles
that continue through the present.39
Indeed, to return the Oprah Winfrey broadcast with which I began this paper, even
among those interviewed we can glean a sense of community identity that cautiously
embraced the potential economic benefits from environmental limits on the coal industry.
“These [unemployed] people … they’re adversely affected, no doubt,” observed county
development director Don Myers. “But the time has come for us to put together a
program [to] turn this around…. We’re coming back.”40 As with the voices of mining
supporters and environmentalists, such sentiments reflected the complex, but everyday
relationship between the natural and social landscapes from which the residents of
39
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Appalachian Ohio sought to shape their individual and community identities.
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