Hello and welcome to Appalachia’s Bright Future Conference!                                                                    
I am Suzanne Tallichet. Many of you know me simply as “Sue.” I have the honor and the responsibility of chairing a remarkable, visionary grassroots group, Kentuckians For The Commonwealth. I like bragging on KFTC a little here. I’m thrilled that we are shining a light on this important conversation about Appalachia’s bright future. And I’m grateful to all the organizations and people in this room who are sharing your vision, talent and experience. 

Before the weekend is over, we will hear many individual stories, each connected by common threads that hold us together. My story began over 20 years ago when I became a faculty member at Morehead State University teaching Appalachian sociology. During that time my students who were from the region many times told me that once they graduated, they would love to return to their home communities, but there were no jobs. Also during this time I researched women and men coal miners working underground at a union mine in southern West Virginia. During our interviews many of them told me without hesitation that they were working underground so that their children wouldn’t have to. Instead, they wanted their children to at least have choices and, therefore, the opportunity to stay and to raise their children in the same communities where they grew up. They were worried and afraid that one day soon the coal they were mining would run out leaving them without jobs or any kind of future. 

For my students and for many of us, it is difficult to envision more than a coal-based economy in our region. But I believe we have the opportunity, today, to build a diverse and healthy economy here in the mountains. Eastern Kentucky has many assets. We have a rich culture, an abundance of natural resources, and innovative, serious-minded, hard working people. Those things give us a foundation we can build on. They give us the ability to develop alternatives and make choices about our own future. We can choose to promote clean water and protect the health of our communities. We can choose to take risks by starting our own businesses, farming our own land, or running for office. We can choose to stay here and invest in this region we love and make it stronger. We can choose to collaborate. This room is filled with people who are making those kinds of bold choices every day. 

Your stories and examples provide hope that a just transition and a bright future in eastern Kentucky is, in fact, possible – even in the midst of rapid economic changes in the coal industry and the broader economy. I do not have to tell anyone in this audience that coal jobs are declining across eastern Kentucky and central Appalachia. Ready or not, transition is happening all around us, and it’s happening fast. The industry has made so many comebacks it is hard to believe it may only have a few more left. But coal runs out when it becomes less “economically recoverable,” meaning when companies can no longer mine it profitably. Profit is what motivated absentee-owned corporations to come to our region in the first place. When there is no more profit to be made, they will leave us behind. 

Given those realities, the big questions we face now include: What kind of future do we want for ourselves and our communities? What steps can we take together to make sure that economic change isn’t just something – especially not just something bad – that happens to us? What can we do together to begin to shape a just transition here in eastern Kentucky?

You may be wondering about that term, “just transition.” Like many important ideas, there’s not one precise definition. How do you define love or justice, I wonder? But here’s my perspective. A just transition in eastern Kentucky is an intentional effort to improve our quality of life, create jobs, strengthen communities, and protect our health and environment. A just transition means that many people must be involved, and many perspectives must be taken into account as decisions get made. It means taking steps to build skills, wealth and opportunities that stay here in the mountains. It means creating the conditions for our communities to thrive, not just survive. And it means protecting the natural resources on which our health and economy depend. 

Those ideas take on more meaning when we can actually see and experience concrete examples. That’s why our agenda is loaded with opportunities to learn about good work that is already happening in this region and across the country. We can learn from Tim Belcher about what Elkhorn City, Kentucky is doing to capitalize on its history and gorgeous location. We can meet friends from Pennsylvania who have restored streams long polluted with acid mine drainage – and are using the flow of treated water to generate electricity. We can hear from Josh May and others about efforts by local communities to expand broadband access. We can listen to Alex Arnold, Todd Howard, and others describe exciting efforts to rebuild our local food economy. And while we’re at it, all of us should take a look around us at this gorgeous building and the many great examples of tourism development here in Harlan County. 

All of these stories, and so many others, are important pieces of a larger mosaic. No one strategy or project holds the answer. Most of these examples aren’t yet developed enough to have a significant impact on the region’s economy. But taken together, they point a way forward. They show us what’s possible. And they give us every reason to work as hard as we possibly can to grow these ideas to scale as the foundation for a new economy in eastern Kentucky. 

To make meaningful progress, we need to build new power, and I mean that in every sense of the word. For starters, new power means new, clean energy power. Imagine if eastern Kentuckians generated more our own electricity from small-scale renewable energy systems – including micro-hydro, solar, biomass and wind? We’d create good jobs and keep money circulating locally instead of lining the pockets of utility companies. New power also means new economic power. Imagine if we built strong worker cooperatives, farmers’ markets, artist guilds and other locally owned businesses? Or if we didn’t just think about retraining workers, but also supported them to start their own businesses? And new power certainly means building new political power. Just imagine what could be possible if we consistently elected leaders who shared our vision and are dedicated to building healthy and strong communities? Wouldn’t that make a difference? 

KFTC members have a saying: “What we do to the land, we do to the people.” In eastern Kentucky, much harm has been done to both, and both bear the scars. What’s needed now, I believe, is a focus on restoring our land and people. We can start by treating each other well. Especially when times are hard, we need to stay connected, positive, and willing to listen to one another. Those of us who are older need to encourage and support the young leaders and innovators who are all around us. And all of us have got to find the courage to believe in ourselves and Appalachia’s bright future. 

Together we can build it.

