Appalachia’s Bright Future
Journalists’ Perspective on Applachian Trasnition Workshop

Template Notes (Taken by Carissa Lenfert)

Panelists:

Dee Davis

Sylvia Ryerson

 Bill Estep

Al Smith

(bios were handed out)

Introduction:

· What are the stories that need to be told coming out of the region.  And making the connection between stories and policies.

Bill Estep:

· As a journalist, it feels like a tremendous responsibility to do the stories of Appalachia justice.  There use to be a lot more resources on the ground, more reporters, more local reporters.  Because of economics of the media issue, that has gone away.  The Courier-Journal hasn’t had a bureau in Eastern Kentucky in 10 or 12 years.  For the Lexington Herald-Leader, had had one office to cover all of Eastern Kentucky for awhile and Bill is in Somerset.  We don’t have anyone on the ground anymore.  More satellite stories. Local newspapers have also cut back.  Fewer journalists on the ground.

· The demand for stories and issues is greater than ever.  Bill urged people to call him when they think there are good stories that need to be covered.  

· The decline of coal is a tragedy, but the potential to be a tremendous opportunity.

· This downturn with coal creates the opportunity to focus on a lot of things.  The reason some people can only see “friends of coal” is because this is so new.  The decline is still new to a lot of people.  Production in Knott County dropped 45% last year.  And the projection is that this going to keep maintain.  Not sure that local officials can get their head around it yet.  But some are.
· This conference comes at a great time.  Where do we go from here.

Sylvia:

· Been working on Making Connections – which is trying to tell the story of economic transition in the region.  Help people see concrete examples of what is possible.  Help to contradict the common language that nothing is possible.  There is already so many projects that are happening.

· WMMT is trying to report and hosting conversations for their audience to show stories that aren’t being reported anywhere else.

Al:

· There was a film done about 3 families that have been in Kentucky since bfore it was a state.  Clark family, Hancock family, and Bowling family.  He worked on it and spent time with the families but didn’t real know what he needed to know.  Invited the Caudill family to have dinner with him in the fall of 1979.  Caudill said there were only two types of people – the powerful and the powerless.  

· Was on the ARC has a federal co-chairman.  He Is from the flat-lands.  But he had the rural experience.  Rural American is full of unlikely places, as well as full of riches.  
· Got his start at the New Orleans Times Picayune.  He was fired from that paper.  Got his start in a small rural town and they helped him when he needed, they were community.  They wanted better jobs, higher wages, better health, education for their children, keep their children at home.  It was a farm community.  Bought the newspaper because he didn’t want to leave them.  He watched the town grow.  

Questions from the moderator:
1. Caudill wrote a book about the issues in Appalachia.  Seems to have written from a place of anger – about poverty and other struggles.

a. Bill Estep:  I think it was about anger.  When he started writing Night Comes to the Cumberland.  Harry Caudill was angered and appalled by the way that coal and industrialized eastern Kentucky and took the profit and only left destruction.  He didn’t originally intend to write a book.  He just wrote as a way to vent.  His wife helped him turn those thoughts into a book.  We odn’t have to all jump in a canoe and sing, we can all be mad as hell.  Upton Sinclair and others did the same thing.
b. Al:  Rachel Carson and silent spring.  It is the same thing.  It is alright to get mad in your community.  What you have seen is the rape of your region.  You want to say stand up and stop it.  

c. Bill:  Anger can be motivated.  But that isn’t the only thing you should do.  At some point you have to get involved in fixing that problem.

d. Al:  Which means talking to the other side.   We don’t do that anymore.  That is what is wrong with Congress.

Sylvia:
· It has been a long path to figure out how to cover stories about building prisons in eastern Kentucky.  I did a bunch of interviews with people who recruited new prisons in the 1990s in neighboring counties.   She asked questions like “how were these prisons presented to you” and now how do you feel about them 10 or 15 years down the road.   What I learned is that it was a pie in the sky promise.

· In reporting, it is really important to place the activity into a broader vision of what all is going on around it.  A prison creates a few more jobs, but does it benefit anything else in the community or is it just dropped in and not a benefit to a larger community.  Dropping in something that created 300 or 400 jobs didn’t help anything else in the county.

· This is a question of journalism.  All of the stories in the paper in the 1990s about the proposed prison expansions was “jobs, jobs, jobs” and there was no diversity of opinion in the reporting.

Al:

· You have to keep connected to those who push the buttons.  Even though you see injustice and curse the system, you want to pull away.  But we can’t do that in order to bring reform.
Open Question Time:

Local Officials:  If you know you can’t get local officials to help move the goal.  How to move national attention to the issue.  What do we think about Appalachian local oficials?  Are they important?  How do we deal with them?

· If you can find a way to get local officials to buy-in, it is going to be more smoothly.  But how you do that?  As the coal economy has gone down, you can see a lot of local officials hanging on very tightly (get the EPA to release the permits).  They don’t have a very realistic attitude.  But we are on the wave of different thinking and at some point it will start to sink in.

· Community organizing is another way to get at local officials.  When more people become involved.  

· If you live in areas where you have a weekly paper, their staffs are short and if there are openings for you to write your own story, they will run them.  They might welcome you to do that.

· For example, we could write a story for the Harlan Daily Enterprise.  Use the media when they can’t be every place.

· Every radio station has an obligation because they use public airwaves, to reach out to them to get hem to cover public interest issues.

· Finding stories where we can make local officials the heroes.  Find out what those stories are and bring those to light.  For example, US Post office closing in rural areas, local officials did a lot around this.

· Work with local officials on projects that we agree on (farmer’s market, etc)

Some journalists allow local officials to just say “coal is all we are” and that they don’t have to have an answer of “where do we go from here.”  How do we get journalists to make sure people answer this question of Appalachian Transition.  

· The media has done some of these stories.  We haven’t done it every single time.  But when we ask the question, a lot of times all we get is a blank stare.  So it hasn’t been a fruitful exercise.

· You can try to schedule a time to go in and meet with the editor and ask to talk about this.  It might not result in a story, but it could start it for the future.    Sometimes you have to compete for attention.  Connect with your local media.  Be the squeaky wheel.

The reason there hasn’t been much conversation about Appalachian Transition is because of the large and successful media campaign from the coal campaign.  Is there or should there be a parallel communication campaign?  Is that possible?
· Not sure you could ever put the same amount of money behind it.  But it is worth doing it.  Might not be as widespread.  Could begin to chip away at.  But how far will it go?

· As a journalist, when I hear the “we need to get EPA off our backs”, within in the story I try to put that as the local opinion and put it in larger context about what is going on.

· The question is what is our media strategy.  WMMT Making Connections project is geared towards that.  Bringing the stories of the grassroots groups to different audiences.

· The coal narrative is propaganda.  What is the role of journalists that is reporting and not advocacy?  How do we do this as journalists and not just creating anti-coal propaganda.  

· More and more people are seizing the opportunity to be the media (through the internet).  

· And it takes awhile to get the message out.

· Messaging is hard when your message is complex.  

Are there some hooks emerge or things that make for better soundbites?

· Messenger matters as much as the matter.  Who is telling the story?  A WMMT story that had a bunch of traction was an out of work miner that now has to commute a very long way for work and felt betrayed by local officials who weren’t planning for this.  And because of his story, a lot of people could identify with.

· Tax reform and severance tax are complex to tell.  You need to find personalities to make it a story.

· When people are split 50/50, that is when people are the against.  Maybe this is the place we are in now.  But there will come a time when people won’t worry about the assault on mining.  We need to transition the story in the media.

Social media:  How does this factor in to the path forward?

· How do we get it seen by people who don’t agree with us?  How do we move it beyond our own audience?

· Quantity matters more quality.  How do you repurpose your content for something else.  Keeping content coming is helpful on social media.

Are people receiving the message at all?  Or are they denying it?

· During the 2008 Presidential campaign, the myth that circulated that Obama was a Muslim, or that he went to a Christian church that had a minister that did some bad stuff.  This myth changed over time. The idea that climate change is a myth – people believe this right now.  But things will change over time.  We are really early on in the thinking around Appalachian Transition.
What stories should we push and cover that would help our Appalachian transition agenda?
· As many as possible.  

