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This time last year, 
Kanawha Valley resi-
dents were still sniffing 

their water before they used 
it, if they used it at all. so, 
you might think this is the 
last place people would seri-
ously consider removing 
clean water protections.

And yet that 
i s  e x a c t l y 
what mem-
bers of the 
Leg is la ture 
are doing.

A rules bill 
c o n c e r n i n g 
the state De-
partment of 
environmen-
tal Protection 
would add 
drinking wa-
ter protections 
to a part of 
the Kanawha 
River that has 
been exempted in the past, 
preparing the way for a pos-
sible second water intake for 
the region. A senate commit-
tee is considering not only 
rejecting that improvement 
but also removing drinking 
water protections already in 
effect for streams and rivers 
around the state.

A year after a toxic chemi-
cal leak contaminated drink-
ing water for 300,000 resi-
dents, closed schools and 
businesses and sent people to 
doctors with eye and skin 
complaints, the West Virginia 
Legislature appears to be dis-
missive of any interest in 
protecting safe drinking wa-
ter. 

Last year’s Freedom indus-
tries spill highlighted a glar-
ing omission in the state’s 
system for catching and 
preventing pollution threats. 
While there were rules for 
below-ground storage tanks, 
aboveground tanks were 
practically ignored. Last year, 
lawmakers unanimously 
passed a good law to monitor 
and catch problems with 
aboveground tanks. the DeP 
began enacting it sensibly.

What happened to those 
legislators who approved of 

keeping pollution out of 
drinking water last year? 
What happened to those Re-
publican candidates who 
decided it was not a good 
idea to postpone deadlines in 
the new law lest such a 
change allow another pre-
ventable chemical spill to 

occur, a posi-
tion best ar-
ticulated then 
by Delegate 
t im Arm-
s t e a d , 
R-Kanawha, 
now house 
speaker?

C o m p a r e 
that sensible 
position to 
that of for-
mer speaker 
tim miley, 
D-harrison, 
friend of the 
gas industry, 

who spent much of last year 
trying to convince the gover-
nor to call a special session 
to gut the new tank storage 
law.

Both Republicans and 
Democrats are sponsoring 
another bill that would stop 
West Virginians from suing 
coal companies for certain 
violations of the Clean Water 
Act, sometimes the only way 
people can get polluters to 
follow the law. still another 
pair of bills would exempt 
most aboveground storage 
tanks from the law passed 
last year.

Both Democrats and Re-
publicans have remarkably 
short memories, pursuing 
bills to undo last year’s water 
safety improvements.  

it is as if members of the 
Legislature are uninterested 
in any business but polluters. 
Anyone who manufactures a 
product that relies on clean-
liness, anyone who provides 
a service, who draws tourist 
dollars or wants to foster an 
inviting place for employers, 
employees and young fami-
lies to make a home, their 
concerns are of no impor-
tance. 

that is some growth plan.

Clean water
Who needs it?

“It is health that is real wealth and not 
pieces of gold and silver.”

_______

MahaTMa Gandhi
1869-1948

By Chris Regan

West ViRginiA’s new Republi-
can majority doesn’t lack ambi-
tion. its radical agenda includes 

being the first Legislature in over half 
a century to roll back safety in the coal 
mines. it has moved to make nursing 
home corporations unaccountable for 
abuse and neglect toward our seniors. 
it means to undermine and then end 
the right of workers to have a voice in 
their workplace rules and conditions.

But no one bill illustrates the ex-
treme hostility Republican leadership 
has for working West Virginians more 
than the repeal of the prevailing wage 
law. the repeal of this law hurts West 
Virginia at least four separate ways, 
while giving our state nothing in re-
turn. All the beneficiaries of this ill-ad-
vised repeal are out-of-state companies, 
and all its victims are taxpayers and 
wage earners in West Virginia.

to recap, prevailing wage is a law 
that provides that when the govern-
ment contracts to have roads, bridges, 
or schools built, the contractors we, the 
people, hire must pay a fair “prevail-
ing” wage to the workers. the wage is 
calculated by the government. Compa-
nies that bid for state work know in 
advance what it will be.

the law is a win for West Virginia 
in several ways: it supports good pay-
ing construction jobs; it keeps in-state 
contractors competitive; it ensures 
quality work gets done on public proj-
ects; and it keeps tax money in West 
Virginia.

Repeal would turn all these benefits 

into negatives for us. As local compa-
nies and workers tried to tell the Re-
publicans when visiting the Capitol the 
last two weeks, the prevailing wage 
law helps them pay West Virginia 
workers a good, livable wage without 
worrying that a bottom-feeding, out-of-
state company will undercut those 
wages. Republicans actually mean to 
cut wages for our own workers.

Without the prevailing wage law, our 
homegrown construction businesses 
would have to drastically cut their 
worker’s pay or avoid bidding on our 
own state’s projects altogether. Critical-
ly, when West Virginia companies win 
the state’s business, that money stays 
in West Virginia. We get some back 
from the company in taxes and even 
more back as those companies spend, 
grow, and invest right here.

Prevailing wage also ensures quality. 
When you need a doctor for your child, 
you don’t ask, “Who is the absolute 
cheapest doc we can get?” Our safety 
depends on quality in roads, bridges, 
schools and other infrastructure. Bring-
ing in the lowest-paid, least-skilled 
people for the jobs puts our families in 
danger needlessly. We should trust the 
workers who live in our communities 
to build those communities.

Finally, in addition to returning tax 
money from the local businesses that 
work for West Virginia to the state, the 
West Virginia workers who earn the 
prevailing wage will also pay taxes, 
and more importantly, spend their 
money here. that spending supports 
other businesses like restaurants and 
home builders and supports the whole 

economy.
there are no countervailing benefits 

to offset these harms to West Virginia. 
in states that have repealed prevailing 
wage, construction costs do not go 
down. the wage difference is simply 
captured by the new companies com-
ing in to take the work. Repealing 
prevailing wage makes no more eco-
nomic sense than hiring Ohio truckers 
to haul dump trucks full of money out 
of our state, drop it off in Richmond, 
harrisburg, and Columbus, and then 
send us all a bill for the trouble.

By this point, you must be thinking, 
why would the West Virginia Republi-
cans even think of such a destructive 
change to our law? the answer is 
simple: they didn’t. the repeal of pre-
vailing wage is part of a national agen-
da funded by the largest companies in 
the world. 

You may know this agenda by the 
name “ALeC,” the name “Koch Broth-
ers” or not know it at all, but make no 
mistake, this idea didn’t originate in 
West Virginia any more than did the 
people who paid $25,000 a plate to 
have dinner with the new extreme 
Republican lawmakers we have.

if prevailing wage is repealed, West 
Virginia companies will lose our own 
state’s business. West Virginia workers 
will suffer deep pay cuts, or lose their 
jobs altogether. if you are represented 
by a Republican in our Legislature, you 
might want to ask them why they think 
they were elected to do that.

Christopher Regan is the vice chairman of the 
West Virginia Democratic Party. He can be reached 
on twitter @ReganWV and at homeyesterday.com.

Republican repeal of prevailing wage law 
 a quadruple loser for West Virginia

By Dominic Gaziano, M.D.

It APPeARs that for once West Vir-
ginia and mississippi have led the 
nation in immunization. i was astound-

ed when watching nighttime talk shows 
where celebrities for frivolous reasons 
prompted some states to loosen their 
requirements for universal immuniza-
tions. i heard such an “authority” render 
judgment about the harmful effects 
caused by the large number of vaccines 
currently available.

the implications were that because 
of their numbers they overwhelm the 
immune system and cause diseases. 
Further, it was asserted that immuniza-
tions cause autism. this false conclu-
sion was attributed to a single fraudu-
lent study. the dissemination of this 
false assertion persists despite its being 
disproved by several follow-up studies.

i was alarmed to realize that large 
numbers of individuals would be influ-
enced by such claptrap. What should 
have been noted was that our immune 
system has infinite reserves and that it 
is constantly and daily setting up im-
mune defenses from the thousands of 
agents it encounters from our lungs, 
intestines and skin.

Perhaps a bit of historical perspective 
would be useful. At the turn of the 20th 
century, 60 percent of deaths in 
Charleston were due to inhalation and/
or ingestion of germs resulting in pneu-
monia, inanition, diarrhea, Bright’s 
disease, typhoid fever, tuberculosis and 
a myriad of other currently preventable 
disorders. We were at the mercy of the 
germs that contaminated our water, 
milk, food and air.

subsequent enormous reduction in 
death and disease from these illnesses 
was largely brought about by water 
purification, refrigeration, pasteurization 
of milk and vaccination. Of the three-
legged public health initiatives of water 
purification, pasteurization of milk, and 
immunization against a variety of dis-
eases, the latter was most important.

As a result of these initiatives, small-
pox, which at one time decimated entire 
aboriginal tribes, was eliminated world-
wide. Devastating polio in 1952 in the 
United states resulted in 57,000 cases, 
20,000 with severe neurological impair-
ments. the polio remnants remain in 
areas such as Pakistan where its immu-
nization is thought to be a sinister 
American plot. 

Rubella, or german measles, from 
1962 to 1965 resulted in 30,000 still-
births and 20,000 births with severe 
brain and hearing impairments. the 
devastation of diphtheria and tetanus 
has been eliminated. mumps, measles 
and rubella fade when immunization 
levels of 95 percent are achieved. hep-
atitis A and B, meningococcal meningi-
tis, pneumococcal pneumonia and 
shingles are greatly reduced through 
immunization. Cervical cancer and in-
fluenza are modulated. 

Currently there are two diseases for 
which there should be additional boost-
er shots. they are chickenpox and 
whooping cough. Because the whooping 
cough vaccine has been modified to 
reduce side-effects, it has lessened effi-
ciency resulting in thousands of cases 
of whooping cough annually. three 
years ago, my wife contracted it from 
my daughter-in-law while on vacation 

in a West Virginia cabin. the “hun-
dred-day cough” caused serious inca-
pacitation for three months.

in response to the talk-show divas, 
we do not have too many vaccines. As 
a matter of fact, many more are needed. 
Attempts to vaccinate against tubercu-
losis over the last 100 years have been 
unsuccessful, and as a result, there are 
10 million tB cases worldwide annual-
ly. the search for a vaccine for devas-
tating malaria has been equally unsuc-
cessful. AiDs, a worldwide scourge and 
the leading cause of infectious disease 
death, is still searching for a vaccine. 
Finally, our experience of the African 
and American terror with ebola cries 
for a vaccine.

i was recently reminded that our 
doubling of longevity in the past 100 
years from age 40 to close to 80 is due 
to public health initiatives. these in-
clude chlorination of water, pasteuriza-
tion of milk, vaccinations against small-
pox and immunization against a variety 
of our diseases. these measures, with 
refrigeration, played a larger role than 
doctors and hospitals in our country.

it is easy not to appreciate the ab-
sence of diseases when they are held in 
abeyance for such a long time that they 
become just a part of history or a dis-
tant memory.

Public health is a government man-
date in which all citizens participate in 
order to maintain the general health of 
all of its citizens. there is no room in 
this equation for individual sec-
ond-guessing.

Dr. Dominic Gaziano, a longtime Charleston 
specialist, is medical director of the state Division 

of Tuberculous Elimination.

Freedom from disease due to vaccines
op/ed

Delegate Tim Armstead
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