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editorials

Kanawha Valley resi-
dents’ minds turn natu-
rally this week to the 

Freedom Industries chemical 
spill of January 9, 2014 — 
closed schools and business-
es, lost wages, skin and eye 
irritations, worry about ex-
posure to the poorly known 
coal wash-
ing chemi-
cal MChM, 
cost over-
runs, worry 
about prop-
erty values 
and  eco -
nomic pros-
pects, and 
wave after 
infuriating 
w a v e  o f 
“what kind 
of civiliza-
tion cannot 
even keep 
its drinking 
water safe?”

a  y e a r 
later, where 
does  the 
K a n a w h a 
Valley and 
west Virgin-
ia stand on 
safe drink-
ing water?

a couple 
of good things — one might 
say miraculous things — 
came out of the crisis. Gov. 
earl Ray Tomblin offered the 
legislature a weak bill to 
regulate above-ground stor-
age tanks, but the legisla-
ture passed a good, strong 
one instead.

Since then, Gov. Tomblin 
has resisted pressure to call 
lawmakers back to weaken 
the law. he also appointed 
Dr. Rahul Gupta to lead the 
state Bureau of Public 
health, bringing some 
much-needed respect for 
both the public and science 
that was sorely lacking in 
that state office a year ago.

U.S. attorney Booth Good-
win is prosecuting former 
Freedom Industries execu-
tives, charging six of them 
with violating the federal 
Clean water act. 

yet, there are disturbing 
indications that powerful 
people have not learned 
enough lessons from an en-
tirely preventable disaster 
that, however inconvenient 
and costly, could have been 
so much worse:

n will lawmakers gut the 
above-ground tank storage 
law of last year before it 
even has a chance to be 
fully implemented?

last year, it was Demo-
cratic house Speaker Tim 
Miley who wrote to the gov-
ernor complaining on behalf 
of small oil and gas compa-
nies that the anti-pollution 
law is too hard for them to 
follow. now there is a new 
Republican majority in town. 

n how about the far-sight-
ed option of developing a 
second water intake?

Randy huffman, head of 
the state Department of en-
vironmental Protection, sug-
gested the state move to-
ward reclassifying a section 
of the Kanawha upstream of 
Charleston as suitable for 
drinking water, which would 
subject it to stricter pollution 
controls and open the way 

for the water company to 
eventually have a second 
intake.

a legislative committee 
eventually accepted huff-
man’s proposal, but first 
Mingo County Democratic 
Delegate Justin Marcum 
took over the discussion and 

tried to get 
the com-
mittee to 
do the op-
posite — to 
r e m o v e 
that level of 
p o l l u t i o n 
protection 
f rom a l l 
waterways 
unless they 
are current-
ly used as 
d r i n k i n g 
water. how 
backward.

n  we s t 
V i r g i n i a 
american 
water Co. 
has shown 
no interest 
in a second 
water in-
take. The 
water com-
pany had to 
be pushed 

into changing its filters, al-
though it now touts its im-
provements to customers, 
including source water pro-
tection planning, acquiring 
new lab equipment and in-
stalling contamination detec-
tion systems. It is good to 
see evidence of people learn-
ing from the past.

But this is the same com-
pany that tried to prevent 
the state Public Service 
Commission from looking at 
pre-Jan.9 documents as the 
PSC evaluates the water 
company’s response to the 
leak. everyone, including 
water company President 
Jeff McIntyre, knows that 
relevant history and docu-
ments did not begin on Jan. 
9.

n The pace of implement-
ing the tank safety bill has 
been slow in places. Gov. 
Tomblin took until Septem-
ber to finally appoint the 
new Public water System 
Supply Commission to as-
sess new source water pro-
tection plans and evaluate 
the effectiveness of the new 
tank law, among other 
things. The first report was 
due Dec. 15.

n DeP did a prompt job of 
providing guidance to com-
panies on how to report on 
their above-ground storage 
tanks by Jan. 1 of this year. 
DeP is required to come 
back to the legislature this 
session with permanent tank 
safety rules.

So what will 2015 bring? 
west Virginians still want to 
safeguard clean water — es-
sential for both life and 
livelihoods. Too many peo-
ple over the past year have 
just wanted to wish the issue 
away. will Democrats and 
Republicans stand up to 
short-sighted polluters and 
their lackeys in and around 
the legislature? 

what progress west Vir-
ginia has made in the cause 
of safeguarding drinking 
water must not be undone.

Water
Learn anything?

ThIS ShoUlD not even need say-
ing, but obviously, it does. So, for 
the record:

To oppose police brutality is not to op-
pose police. no one with a brain stands 
against police when they do the danger-

ous and often-dirty 
job of safeguarding 
life and property. But 
no one with a con-
science should stand 
for them when they 
assault or kill some 
unarmed, unthreaten-
ing somebody under 
color of authority.

Support good cops, 
oppose bad ones: 
you’d think that a 

self-evident imperative. But it turns out 
some of us are unwilling to make the 
distinction. For them, the valor of the 
good cops renders the bad cops immune 
to criticism.

as you’ve no doubt heard, an unstable 
man named Ismaaiyl Brinsley went cop 
hunting in Brooklyn on Dec. 20. he ran-
domly shot to death two police officers, 
Rafael Ramos and wenjian liu, in retali-
ation for the unpunished police killings 
of two unarmed african-american men 
in Ferguson, Missouri, and Staten Island.

what followed was tiresomely predict-
able. erick erickson of Fox “news” said 
President obama and new york Mayor 
Bill de Blasio had “all but encouraged 
retaliation” against police. Rudy Giuliani 

accused the president and the mayor of 
putting forth propaganda that “every-
body should hate the police.” The na-
tional Review online blamed obama 
and de Blasio for creating a “racial-
ly-charged, rabidly anti-police” atmo-
sphere.

It might be hard to tell from that su-
perheated rhetoric, but the sin they refer 
to is as follows: obama and de Blasio 
called for reform as people vigorously 
protested the Staten Island and Ferguson 
killings.

Tempting and easy as it might be to 
deconstruct all that right-wing drivel, 
what should truly trouble us is the be-
havior of the police in the wake of the 
shooting. Meaning those new york cops 
who pointedly turned their backs on the 
mayor as he spoke at Ramos’ and liu’s 
funerals. The nyPD has also engaged in 
a work slowdown — arrests, tickets and 
summonses down sharply over the last 
two weeks.

with this temper tantrum, this turning 
its back on the representative of the peo-
ple it serves, the nyPD shames itself, 
shames its profession, and dishonors the 
memory of its slain men. It also, para-
doxically, makes stronger the case for 
reform.

what other profession behaves this 
way? Do good lawyers see an attack on 
bad lawyers as an attack on them all? 
are good firefighters threatened by criti-
cism of incompetent ones? yet this behav-
ior is routine among police — something 

to keep in mind when we talk reform.
It’s all well and good to say we need 

body cams, but that’s just a start. as the 
cases of Rodney King in los angeles 
and eric Garner in Staten Island make 
apparent, a visual record is useless if 
people are unwilling to see what is right 
in front of them. and yes, there should 
also be some state-level mechanism for 
a special prosecutor in cases like these, 
so we are never again asked to believe 
impartial justice can be meted out to a 
given cop by people in the local court-
house who work with him every day.

But the behavior of new york cops, 
their righteous pique at the idea of being 
questioned by the people they work for, 
suggests another needed reform. we 
must find ways to change police culture 
so that it becomes easier for police 
themselves to police themselves, to name 
and shame the brutal or trigger-happy 
incompetents among them.

yes, that will be much easier said than 
done: In no other job might your life de-
pend tomorrow on the colleague you 
stand up against today. But the alterna-
tive is this status quo wherein police are 
effectively above the law they swear to 
uphold.

where bad cops cannot be questioned, 
good cops cannot be trusted — and all 
cops are undermined.

There’s something else that should not 
need saying, but does.

Leonard Pitts Jr. is a columnist for  
the Miami Herald.

For NYPD, no defense for the indefensible

By Angie Rosser

IF yoU are like many west 
Virginians, you remember 
where you were when you 

first heard of the elk River 
chemical leak last January 9. 
Maybe you can still see it clear-
ly: you were at work or starting 
a load of laundry or picking up 
your child at daycare. a lot has 
changed since then.

we have new voices for clean 
water. a year later, thanks to 
those new voices, we have a 
strong law designed to protect 
drinking water sources and 
regulate aboveground storage 
tanks. The law passed unani-
mously; for this, every senator 
and delegate should be com-
mended. 

There has been visible 
change in the executive branch. 
a year ago when Governor 
Tomblin called in water stake-
holders for a meeting, the guest 
list included only industry. More 
recently, when the governor 
called a similar meeting, a 
range of community interests 
were invited to the table. and 
last summer, the governor stood 
up for the timetable of reforms 
by refusing to call a special 
session.

For his part, DeP Secretary 
Randy huffman took a lot of 
heat from the public during the 
crisis. Since then he has earned 
praise from many of his critics. 
he has faced down attempts to 
gut the law through the 

rulemaking process; and has 
stood up for reasonable regula-
tion and fair enforcement of 
above-ground tanks.

a year ago industry put up 
only token opposition to water 
protection laws. now as the 
legislature convenes, they are 
gathered in full force seeking to 
not only undo the progress that 
was made but eliminate de-
cades-standing policies that 
protect drinking water sources. 
here, nothing has changed.

Consider this. The chemical 
leak became a crisis in part 
because there were no second-
ary intakes. a recommended 
remedy is to keep the Kanawha 
River, and most of our rivers 
across the state, clean as poten-
tial drinking water sources 
through what our state water 
quality standards call a Catego-
ry a classification. But the west 
Virginia Manufacturers associ-
ation opposes it. They say 
keeping rivers clean is like 
mandating a 15 mph speed 
limit on every road — in case 
we might build a school there 
some day. 

Their comment reveals their 
self-interest to pollute. By their 
logic, industry seeks a system of 
roads without speed limits, with-
out rules, and without enforce-
ment. It’s a road where, eventu-
ally, no place is safe for children, 
no entrepreneur of sound mind 
would invest in a new business, 
where recently minted college 
grads can’t imagine putting 

down roots. That’s the pre-Jan-
uary 9 status quo.

The status quo is an entitle-
ment program for polluters, in 
which a few special interests 
believe their rights trump every-
one else’s. It’s a license to foul 
our water or, at best, a permis-
sion slip to be excused from the 
rules the rest of us live by.

From the water crisis we 
learned that the narrow inter-
ests of energy and manufactur-
ing do not represent all west 
Virginia businesses. Thousands 
of small businesses depend on 
clean water — for their business 
use and for the peace of mind 
of their customers. 

Degrading our water is a 
dead end for attracting and 
keeping businesses and people 
in our state. no one wants to 
live or work where the water is 
toxic.

a year ago, thousands of 
west Virginians who had never 
before been political suddenly 
spoke up. They went to meet-
ings, wrote letters, called their 
legislators and directly influ-
enced change for the good. 

a year later, many still are 
active. They are church leaders, 
business owners, parents — 
regular folks who want some-
thing better for west Virginia. 
They have shown that when 
people stand together and ex-
pect more of their government, 
politicians can be persuaded to 
do the right thing. 

what do the people want? 

For starters, they want an hon-
est method of accounting that 
recognizes when government 
allows industry to save pennies 
at the expense of clean water, 
the price is paid a thousand 
times over by the rest of us. It 
comes at the cost of our health, 
the cost of cleaning up careless 
corporations’ messes, the loss 
of prospective businesses and 
the continued drain of our 
young people who leave every 
year. 

Right now, politicians, indus-
try, and activists all share the 
same question: will people stay 
involved? 

Maintaining drinking water 
protections will depend on peo-
ple showing up. The special in-
terests who would dismantle our 
water protections know this. 
They know when the crisis has 
passed, and people go back to 
attending to their everyday lives 
— it’s easy to lose sight of what’s 
at stake. out of sight, out of 
mind. we know from history, 
water protections will backslide 
when we’re not paying attention.

we are hopeful. That people 
will keep speaking up, that 
politicians and regulators will 
hear them, and that one day 
water will not be treated as a 
political issue, but as a moral 
one.

Rosser is the executive director of 
West Virginia Rivers Coalition,  

a statewide non-profit organization  
working for drinkable,  

swimmable, fishable waters.

One year later: Reasons to hope
op/ed
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A crowd of people fill up their wa-
ter jugs from a water tanker after 
the Jan. 9, 2014 chemical leak.
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