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We offer some ideas. First of a two-part series. 

 

   The year is young and still full of possibilities.  

    That makes today an ideal time to engage in a little thought experiment: What would it 

take to turn the coalfields around economically?  

    Last month in Richmond, two legislators from two different parties got into something 

of a verbal sparring match over the subject. "Coal is not going to save that region - we're 

going to have to get involved," said Sen. Richard Saslaw, D-Fairfax County, the Virginia 

Senate Democratic leader. State Sen. Bill Stanley, R-Franklin County, disputed the 

notion that coal was dead.  

    What a sad and tiresome exchange. Certain types of coal may, indeed, make a modest 

rebound. If the Trump administration pushes through its massive infrastructure spending 

plan, or can somehow revive more traditional forms of American manufacturing, then 

metallurgical coal (used to make steel) might make a comeback.  

    However, the notion that steam coal (used for generating power) is coming back is a 

fantasy. Companies make power-generation decision for decades at a time. Take the 

Celanese plant in Giles County, which spent $150 million to convert from coal-fired 

boilers to ones running on natural gas. Celanese is not going to suddenly tear out a $150 

million investment and start over again. We'd all be better off if politicians checked their 

ideologies at the door and took a more dispassionate - and long-term - view of where the 

economy is headed. Those pushing the notion that coal might come back are peddling 

false hope.  

    Instead, let's deal with Saslaw's point that to turn around the economy of Virginia's 

coal counties, "we're going to have to get involved" - the "we" there being state 

government. It's unclear what he's got in mind, if anything. We've heard a lot of things 

before, so we're naturally skeptical.  

    However, what if Saslaw was serious? What could state government really do?  

    The things that make economic development work are hardly secrets:  

    1. You need a 21st Century workforce - in some case that means a workforce with 

technical skills, in other cases that means educational levels.  

    2. You need the quality-of-life amenities in your communities that will attract (and 

keep) those workers.  

    3. You need the infrastructure - for some companies that means roads and rail sidings, 

for others that means broadband.  

    4. You need what used to be called "a good business climate" - favorable tax and 

regulatory policies.  

    5. You also need a place to put companies, which usually means land.  

    Of those five things, the last is the most difficult of all to change in the coalfields. You 

can't move mountains (though you can shave off the top of them, if you want to deal with 



 

 

the repercussions). Before Dickenson County built a new high school recently, that 

rugged county had only two sites available for large-scale development. Now it just has 

one. There has been legislation pending in Congress to change the rules on reclaiming old 

mine sites, but it hasn't gone anywhere. In any case, that's a federal thing, not a state one.  

    So what could Richmond do on its own? Here are two big ideas. Mind you, these are 

not necessarily practical ideas. Instead, we present them in a pie-in-the-sky way to spur 

discussion. Both left and right have different ideas on how to spur the economy. Rather 

than debate them, why not adopt them all and take them to the max? For instance:  

    * Make community college free for any resident of the coal counties. The coal 

counties have some of the lowest levels of educational attainment in the state; this might 

help fix that. Free community college isn't that outrageous a suggestion. Last year, 

Tennessee - not exactly a Marxist state - became the first in the country to offer free 

tuition to community college. Roanoke, Roanoke County, Salem, Botetourt County, 

Franklin County and Giles County all have programs that provide free tuition for 

qualifying students at their respective community colleges.  

    The philosophical basis is a simple recognition that a mere high school diploma is no 

longer sufficient for most jobs. Maybe the notion that free education only goes through 

12th grade is simply outdated and needs to be adjusted upwards to reflect the new reality.  

    Would it be unfair to students in other parts of Virginia if their counterparts in the 

coalfields got a free education? Maybe. But the point here is to fix the fundamental 

problems of a region whose dominant economy is withering away - and turn it into a 

place that generates more tax revenue. One possible tweak: Make this offer apply to 

students in any county with similar economic problems. That would likely bring in some 

localities in Southside, too. If that seems too heavy a dose of liberal economics, then add 

in an equal dose of conservative economics, too:  

   *  Eliminate or at least drastically reduce corporate taxes for any business in the 

coalfields. That ought to provide some incentive for companies to locate there. Yes, 

you'd need some provision to keep companies from creating shell operations there - the 

way a lot of companies are incorporated in Delaware, which has very favorable tax laws, 

even though their operations are really elsewhere. That's a detail, though; this is just a 

concept to push the envelope of our thinking.  

    Ronald Reagan promoted designating low-tax "enterprise zones" as a way to draw jobs 

back to inner cities, with admittedly mixed results. This simply takes that notion to 

another level and positions it for a better outcome. Liberals uneasy at the prospect of such 

a big corporate tax break may want to remember that even Hillary Clinton promised 

eliminating the capital gains tax for long-term investments in the coalfields. She just 

never talked about it; instead she talked about putting coal miners out of work.  

    Wouldn't a tax-free zone that's six counties big distort the economy by providing 

incentives to locate in one part of the state and not another? Umm, well, that's kind of the 

point - for the state government to do something, anything, to create incentives to invest 

in the coalfields to create a new economy there. A giant tax-free zone just employs 

conservative tools to accomplish that. A purely libertarian free market approach would 

just say to the coalfields: "Tough luck; you're on your own, buddy."  

    There are surely other things state government could do. Here are two big ideas, 

though, to get the conversation started. We'll offer four more on Wednesday.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

  Second in a two-part series. 

 

   Today, we continue our thought experiment: What would it take to turn Virginia's 

coalfields from an economic loser to an economic winner?  

    We go down this road because last month the Democratic leader in the state Senate - 

Richard Saslaw of Fairfax County - told a gathering in Richmond: "Coal is not going to 

save that region - we're going to have to get involved."  

    By "we" he means the state government. We don't necessarily believe Saslaw, mind 

you. We're skeptical that a state government so weighted toward the urban crescent is 

ever going to do anything truly dramatic enough to address the problems of far corner of 

the Virginia whose main industry is withering away. (Yes, a Trump administration might 

spark a temporary revival in coal, but the long-term trends are still grim no matter who 

sits in the Oval Office. Global trends, and all that.)  

    But suppose, just suppose, the state was serious. What could it do? On Tuesday, we 

advanced two radical notions: What if we make community college free in the 

coalfields? That would help address one of the fundamental problems - a workforce 

whose educational levels are well below that of the rest of the state. And what if we 

eliminated (or at least drastically reduced) corporate taxes for any companies that 

locate in the coal counties? That's the old Ronald Reagan idea of enterprise zones - on a 

grand scale.  

    Today, we offer three more ideas. We concede at the outset: None of these may be 

practical. Heck, some may not even be constitutional. But we throw them out in the spirit 

of brainstorming - and trying to expand our range of thinking on the subject. So . . .  

    * What if all the income taxes Virginia collects in the coalfields were diverted 

from Richmond into a special redevelopment fund? Based on the latest state reports, 

we're talking $99.8 million - almost $1 billion. Yes, that's money we'd have to take out of 

the state budget - but we're talking about a state budget that's upwards of $52 billion. 

How much would Richmond really miss that? We bet an extra $1 billion to spend in the 

coalfields would sure have an impact - perhaps more impact than it would in the state 

budget.  

    Think of what $1 billion could buy: Maybe that's how we pay for that free community 

college tuition for everyone in the coalfields. And still have money left over to help fund 

coalfield schools whose state funding is being cut as enrollment drops. And probably still 

have money left over to lay broadband in counties being left behind by the information 

economy. And offer some hard-to-beat incentives to companies to locate in the coalfields, 

if you're into that sort of thing.  

    And . . . And . . .  

    Now, it's true we're engaging in some rhetorical sleight-of-hand here, because we're 

assuming the state would continue its regular appropriations toward schools and 

everything else in the coalfields - this would be a way to squeeze out some extra money 



 

 

without raising anybody's taxes. So, yes, we're goring somebody else's ox to the tune of 

$1 billion. We're just suggesting that maybe the urban crescent wouldn't miss that money 

so much- and we could have a bigger impact with it in the coalfields. It's a different way 

of looking for solutions.  

    Think of it this way: Suppose we just had a program where for three years - and three 

years only - the income taxes from the coalfields were diverted into an endowment at the 

University of Virginia's College at Wise? Suddenly, it would have a bigger "strategic 

fund" than its parent school in Charlottesville infamously assembled. How could that be 

used to develop a new economy in the coalfields - and ultimately wind up creating more 

tax revenue for the state? This isn't a giveaway, this is an investment.  

    If mucking with income tax collections - the biggest source of the state's general fund 

revenues, at 68 percent - is untenable then let's look at a smaller source of revenue.  

    * What if Virginia diverted its share of sales taxes collected in the coalfields into a 

special fund? Then we're talking $40 million a year, not exactly chump change. Would 

the state really miss $40 million out of a $52 billion budget? That's still more than 

enough to pay for tuition for every student at Mountain Empire and Southwest Virginia 

community college - and still have $32 million left over. You could still pay for free 

tuition for every student at the University of Virginia's College at Wise - and still have 

$12.7 million to spend on other economic development projects. Each year.  

    How far would that go toward fixing one of the coalfields' fundamental problems? 

How long would it take to move the coalfields from having one of the least-educated 

workforces in the state to one of the most-educated?  

    If slicing off some sales tax revenue from the state isn't palatable, then what's a way to 

raise additional revenue without resorting to taxes? Hand me that scratch-off ticket . . .  

    * What if Virginia had a special lottery game whose proceeds were dedicated to 

the coalfields? This actually isn't a radical idea. Maryland uses a special lottery game to 

pay off the bonds for the stadiums for the Baltimore Orioles and Baltimore Ravens. Back 

in the pre-Washington Nationals days of 1996, there was a proposal to build a baseball 

stadium in Northern Virginia - and pay for it through a special lottery game. Why not 

apply that idea here?  

    Maryland's stadium-dedicated lottery generates about $20 million per year. By 

contrast, about $500 million still goes into the state's general fund. Virginia's lottery 

generates about the same amount, so perhaps a Southwest-dedicated game would also 

produce $20 million a year - which, as we've seen above, could pay for awful lot of 

education, infrastructure and incentives.  

    Of course, it's true that a Southwest-dedicated game might simply divert existing 

lottery revenues away the state budget. Our response is pretty provincial: "So?" Or maybe 

that's not provincial, after all. We have a state leader - albeit one in the minority party, 

though one who might have the governor's ear - on the record saying it's time the state 

needs "to get involved" to fix the economy in the coalfields.  

    Here are some ways to do it without raising a single penny of taxes.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Will Virginia politicians be shamed into action? 

 

   Besides having to deal with declining enrollment and declining state funding, school 

officials in Wise County last year found themselves confronting yet another problem: 

Buzzards.  

    For reasons unclear, buzzards took a particular liking to the roof of St. Paul Elementary 

School and began tearing it apart, flying the pieces away to make their nests.  

    The school system was so strapped for cash it couldn't afford to replace the roof. 

Instead, it was forced to resort to contracting with someone to bring in dead buzzards to 

drive off the live ones. Later, it turned to the types of waving inflatables you often see at 

car dealers. This might be a funny story, perhaps even one about innovative solutions to 

unusual problems. However, it's also an all-too-perfect metaphor for what's happening in 

the far southwestern corner of Virginia, a part of the state that one school superintendent 

there has called "Virginia's dirty little secret."  

    Virginia is often portrayed as a glowing example of the new economy, a high-tech 

center of international stature. All that's true - as long as you're talking about certain parts 

of Virginia. However, there's also a part of Virginia where the old economy is dying, a 

place where people stand in lines at the county fairgrounds each summer to get health 

care in mobile units designed for Third World conditions - because that's the only way 

they're ever going to see a doctor.  

    The demise of coal is a global trend that's been playing out for decades now, but here's 

one way that plays out in Virginia's coal counties: School enrollment is plummeting, a 

combination of a baby bust following the 2008 recession - and people simply moving 

away in search of work. In some counties, enrollment is down by nearly 13 percent in the 

past six years. Meanwhile, state funding for coalfield schools is also down, because state 

funding is generally tied to enrollment. That seems logical enough until you get to the 

reality on the ground: Just because enrollment goes down doesn't necessarily mean the 

cost of running the school system goes down. It costs the same to hire a teacher whether 

there are 20 students in a classroom or 10. It costs the same to run school buses over their 

routes, regardless of how many students they're picking up.  

    In theory, when state funding goes down, local governments could cover the balance. 

But they can't. One of the big sources of local revenue in the coalfields has been the coal 

severance tax - but it's down, too. In Wise County, coal severance tax collections are 

down 80 percent over the past decade. What had been the county's second biggest source 

of revenue is now almost negligible.  

    Classes that would be considered normal in other school systems have simply been 

eliminated because the coalfields can't afford to hire the teachers for them. Those are the 

easy cuts. Dickenson County closed three high schools and merged them into one to cut 



 

 

costs; there are no more cost savings to be found there. That's why teachers there - asked 

to come up with a way to save money - found themselves investigating how much money 

could be saved if they used plain white paper instead of colored paper. The answer: 

About $40. Even that miniscule amount was sufficient enough that it went before the 

school board as one possible response to the funding crisis school systems in the 

coalfields face. This is not the Virginia touted in the state's fancy marketing. But it's 

Virginia nonetheless.  

    The General Assembly convenes today in Richmond; we're also beginning a new 

campaign for governor. The situation now unfolding in the coalfields ought to be enough 

to shame Virginia politicians into action. Will it?  

    We have yet to hear a single candidate for governor talk about the dire state of the 

coalfields' schools - much less propose a solution. Republicans like to talk about cutting 

taxes and regulations. Lt. Gov. Ralph Northam - until recently the only Democratic 

candidate - talks about making the state a world leader in biotechnology. All these are 

fine things. But none of those fine things are going to fix the problems confronting 

Virginia's coalfields.  

    Democrats rarely mention the coalfields at all. The most we hear from Republicans is 

"end the war on coal," as if that were even possible. Across the country, utilities have 

retired about 50 gigawatts of coal-fired capacity since 2010; that 50 gigawatts of demand 

for coal that's not coming back - even if not a single gigawatt is retired from here on out. 

China, the world's biggest importer of coal, is investing heavily in renewables. India, 

another big coal importer, just opened the world's biggest solar farm. In any case, fixing 

the coalfields' economy is a long-term proposition and right now there's an immediate 

problem, one that not even a short-term uptick in coal will solve. Bumper sticker slogans 

won't paper over this problem.  

    Last month, the Democratic leader in the Republican-controlled state Senate observed: 

"Coal is not going to save that region - we're going to have to get involved." All the 

coalfield legislators are Republicans. In theory, then, this ought to be the occasion for a 

grand, bipartisan solution. In reality, no one should hold their breath. The problem is that 

both parties would have to do things they don't like: Republicans would have to engage 

state government more than they are philosophically inclined to do. And Democrats 

would have to actually care about a region they wrote off politically a long time ago.  

    We have been down this road before. In the early 1990s, a coalition of rural school 

districts sued the state, arguing that Virginia's system for funding schools violated the 

state Constitution - and left rural systems at a disadvantage. The state Supreme Court 

ruled otherwise. The words that Justice Roscoe Stephenson Jr. wrote provide instructive 

reading today: "Nowhere does the Constitution require equal, or substantially equal, 

funding or programs among and within the Commonwealth's school divisions . . . Any 

relief to which the students may be entitled must come from the General Assembly.''  

    So courts have already said exactly where the responsibility lies; now the disparity 

between Virginia's haves and have-nots is simply more severe. Somehow, we suspect if a 

school system in the urban crescent were forced to use dead buzzards to scare away the 

live ones destroying a schoolhouse roof, the General Assembly would be doing 

something about it. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

The governor has no solution for the coalfields. 

 

   On Wednesday, the superintendents of schools in Virginia's coalfields go before the 

General Assembly's money committees to plead their case: The way the state funds local 

schools has left those in the state's far southwestern corner barely able to function.  

    That's because the collapse of the coal economy has triggered an imperfect storm: 

People are leaving in search of jobs, so school enrollment is dropping, which means state 

funding is dropping - but expenses aren't. At the same time, local governments in the 

coalfields are less able to fund schools - because many of them rely on the coal severance 

tax, whose revenues have dropped along with coal itself.  

    We hope the coalfields' schools will get a better hearing than they got from Gov. Terry 

McAuliffe last week when he addressed the problem before the Virginia Association of 

School Superintendents. "I empathize with those communities," McAuliffe said. "The 

one thing I'm trying to do is continue to focus on economic development in these parts of 

the commonwealth where jobs have been lost."  

    McAuliffe is right, of course. The ultimate solution to the coalfields' predicament is to 

build a new economy. But that is a solution that may take a generation. You can't just run 

out to Wal-Mart and grab some new jobs off the shelf. Recruiting even a single company 

sometimes takes years.  

    Take the famous case of the Deschutes Brewery coming to Roanoke: Its recruitment 

took four years. Even after Deschutes announced it was coming, three years will pass 

before the company breaks ground. Another two years will pass after that before it opens. 

That's nine years from initial contact to the formal opening. That's an unusually long 

period of time, but not necessarily an unheard of one.  

    McAuliffe rightly earns praise for his focus on economic development. But here's the 

reality: He can do all he can to change economic conditions in the coalfields, and it won't 

make a difference right now. It will take multiple governors over successive terms - and a 

lot more than governors, too.  

    Meanwhile, schools in the coalfields have a problem now. They've cut programs other 

schools in the state take for granted. One school in Wise County had buzzards eating 

away the roof. Unable to fix the roof, the school had to bring in dead buzzards to scare 

the live ones away. If that were happening in the urban crescent, we can bet the state 

would be doing something. But in the coalfields? Out of sight, out of mind. There was a 

rumor circulating recently that some schools were asking students to supply their own 

toilet paper. That turned out not to be true, but the prevalence of the rumor speaks to the 

dire situation at hand.  

    That's why McAuliffe's words last week were essentially hollow. He didn't propose a 

single short-term solution. The governor is the governor, so he naturally gets the most 

attention. But lest we unfairly single him out, let's point out that not one of the men who 



 

 

hope to succeed him - not any of his fellow Democrats, not any of the Republicans - has 

had a single word to say about the problem either. Not one.  

    Whenever McAuliffe comes to this part of Virginia, environmentalist protestors trail 

him, noisily objecting to his support of the proposed Mountain Valley Pipeline. That's a 

separate issue, but perhaps an instructive response. Maybe this part of Virginia has been 

silent too long. Maybe it's time we start treating all of the statewide candidates that way 

until one of them - any of them - address the unfolding crisis in the coalfields.  

    Frankly, we're not sure the political leadership in Richmond cares about that part of the 

state anymore. Democrats have written it off and Republicans just use the coalfields as a 

prop to talk about coal.  

    This week in Richmond, the money committees in the General Assembly have a 

chance to prove us wrong.  

 

 



 

 

 An out-of-state utility blocks economic development. 

 

   There's a curious drama unfolding in Wise County - or, perhaps, not unfolding. It goes 

like this:  

    The economy of Wise County is being held hostage by an out-of-state utility that 

refuses to help attract new employers to a county ravaged by the decline of the coal 

industry.  

    Or, perhaps it goes like this: Community leaders want to use the power of state 

government to force a private company to buy something it doesn't want to buy.  

    Wise County is a long way from Roanoke - and even further away from Richmond - 

but the issues playing out there are ones that should be of interest to any locality trying to 

refashion its economy for the 21st century.  

    Wise County sits in the heart of Virginia's coalfields, a region in dire need of a new 

economy. (Stat of the day: Virginia now has just 2,483 coal miners left. For context, there 

are more teachers in the Roanoke Valley than there are coal miners in the entire state.) 

Wise County, though, has been at the forefront of not only trying to diversify its economy 

- but also trying to build a technology sector in the heart of Appalachia.  

    This is an unlikely good news story.  

    The county has pushed itself as a test site for drone companies (successfully, too) and 

Mountain Empire Community College now offers a class to prepare students to get the 

federal license for piloting drones.  

    The University of Virginia's College at Wise has focused on cybersecurity majors - on 

the theory that cybersecurity jobs can be done from any place where there's good Internet 

service. And, thanks to funding from the state's tobacco commission, Wise County now 

has broadband speeds that exceed those in Northern Virginia.  

    This, by the way, is a prime example of why government involvement in broadband is 

sometimes necessary. The private sector on its own would never have wired Wise County 

like that because the demand wouldn't have justified the supply. The tobacco 

commission, though, sees broadband as infrastructure, and hopes that the supply will 

attract the demand.  

    The county has promoted that broadband capacity as a way to lure a type of business 

that otherwise is clustering in Loudoun County: Data centers. It's already scored one - the 

Mineral Gap Data Center is currently under construction in the Lonesome Pine Regional 

Business and Technology Park. When open, it will bring 30 jobs to a county where the 

unemployment rate is 7.6 percent - a figure suppressed by the fact that many people are 

simply leaving the county because there's no work available.  

    The county hopes other data centers will follow. There's one potential obstacle, though. 

Data centers are energy hogs, and many data center companies like to use renewable 

energy. Facebook plans a data center in New Mexico - powered by three solar farms. 

Microsoft uses wind energy to power its data center in Wyoming. Amazon last fall 



 

 

announced five solar farms to power its data centers in Northern Virginia.  

    Wise County, though, is mostly served by Old Dominion Power, a unit of Kentucky 

Utilities Company. Some 80 percent of its power comes from coal, 19 percent from 

natural gas, and 1 percent from renewables. That's not exactly the energy profile that 

green-friendly tech companies want. Interestingly, there's a solar company that wants to 

locate in Wise County. Energix Renewable Energies, the largest renewable energy 

company in Israel, has been scouting the United States for locations and has zeroed in on 

Wise County. In November, the company signed a non-binding "memorandum of 

understanding" to locate a 20-megawatt solar plant in Wise. "I don't want to go where all 

the big guys are," chief executive officer Asa Levinger told the Coalfield Progress.  

    Good news, right? Not so fast. Here's where we run headlong into the rules and 

regulations governing renewable energy. Utilities - in this case Old Dominion Power - are 

granted monopolies by the state. Renewable energy companies can't just move in and 

start selling power, too. Renewable companies also sometimes generate excess power and 

want the ability to sell that excess power into the power grid - in this case to Old 

Dominion Power. That's all part of the business model that makes them profitable.  

    Old Dominion doesn't seem particularly interested in waiving its monopoly or buying 

that excess power. "Our generation portfolio is meeting our customers' needs at this time 

and we do not currently have the need for additional generation capacity," the utility says.  

    The Wise County Industrial Development Authority has a different view of things. It 

sees the potential for two benefits: A solar farm that can be taxed to generate more 

revenue, and a solar farm that can help attract more data centers. Put another way, it sees 

an out-of-state utility standing in the way of bringing jobs to the county.  

    So the authority has done something that industrial development authorities hardly 

ever do - it's made news, and rather revolutionary news at that. The authority recently 

passed a resolution calling for state government to intervene. The General Assembly is 

done for the year - except for its April 5 veto session, where it can only deal with bills 

that the governor has vetoed or amended. Accordingly, the authority asks Gov. Terry 

McAuliffe to propose an amendment to require Old Dominion to buy solar energy from 

Energix and re-sell it to other companies in the business park. The utility warns this 

might drive up costs for everyone: "We are opposed to any legislation that might require 

the addition of solar capacity which could adversely affect our customers by increasing 

their bills to pay for the additional generation expense."  

    This is where things get . . . complicated, so complicated that most politicians we 

wanted to talk to about this didn't want to talk on-the-record. McAuliffe is a strong 

advocate of solar energy. But the General Assembly has strict rules on amending bills. 

Unlike in Washington, you have to find something "germane." You can't just stick a solar 

energy amendment onto just any old bill. There are some solar energy bills pending 

before the governor. All those are the product of much negotiation. It's unclear whether 

that anyone wants to risk mucking them up with the Wise County amendment, which 

may or may not generate controversy in Richmond by the precedent it might create.  

    Every politician in the state claims they want to do something to help bring jobs to the 

coalfields. Here's an interesting test for them.  

 

 



 

 

 

Virginia Democrats are meeting in Roanoke this weekend to figure out how they run 

better in rural communities. 

As noted in this space Friday, they’ve missed one big opportunity already: When 

Virginia’s coal counties were hit by a unique funding crisis brought on by the collapse of 

the coal industry, not a single Democrat in Richmond came to their aid. Instead, it was a 

Republican legislator — Del. Nick Rush, R-Christiansburg — who authored at least a 

temporary solution. 

If Democrats won’t do anything about a school funding crisis — an issue that ought to be 

in their wheelhouse — why should anyone think they’re serious about other rural issues? 

We’re still waiting on the answer for that one. While we’re waiting, let’s look at the big 

picture. What should a rural agenda be for Virginia Democrats — or Republicans for that 

matter? Here’s one that could work for either party: 

• Fix the disparities between rural and suburban schools. Virginia operates a system 

of schools that are separate and unequal. We’re not talking here about racial segregation, 

but economic segregation. Affluent localities can afford to fund their schools better than 

poorer ones can. In theory, state funding should make up the difference, but it doesn’t. In 

the 1990s, a coalition of mostly rural school systems challenged the constitutionality of 

Virginia’s school funding system. They lost. 

“Nowhere does the Constitution require equal, or substantially equal, funding or 

programs among and within the Commonwealth’s school divisions,’’ the Virginia 

Supreme Court ruled. ‘‘While the elimination of substantial disparity between school 

divisions may be a worthy goal, it is simply not required by the Constitution. Any relief 

to which the students may be entitled must come from the General Assembly.’’ 

Both parties will say they’ve made attempts to address those disparities, but the reality is 

that suburban schools offer a lot more opportunities than rural ones do. Until those class 

offerings are equal, the schools are unequal. This is a simplification but it helps make the 

point: Republicans don’t like to spend money, period, and Democrats mostly like to 

spend money on higher teacher salaries, because teachers are an important Democratic 

constituency. Paying teachers more helps attract and retain good teachers, of course. But 

it doesn’t help rural schools offer classes they currently don’t have — and it certainly 

doesn’t fix the roof of that Wise County school that buzzards have pecked apart. 

Both parties have essentially agreed not to do anything about the glaring inequality 

between rural schools and suburban ones. In the most recent General Assembly, the 



 

 

Democratic leader in the state Senate flat-out said there was nothing he could — or 

would — do. “I can’t solve all their problems for them,” Richard Saslaw of Fairfax 

County said. “Their legislators, they’re all very conservative Republicans who have 

signed no-tax pledges. I don’t know how you get from point A to point B without 

money.” He’s right about the money, but in effect he’s saying the coal counties – and by 

extension, all rural counties – are on their own. No wonder rural areas are skeptical of a 

party that speaks mostly with a suburban voice. Can Democrats think of no solution other 

than raising taxes, which in rural Virginia sounds a lot like the state squeezing us for 

money we don’t have in the first place? Does no one have a creative solution? Here’s 

one: Create a special lottery game to fund rural schools. That’s not a complete fix but at 

least it’s a start — and doesn’t raise a penny of taxes. 

• Grow jobs in rural Virginia. There’s no issue bigger in rural Virginia than jobs. Both 

parties like to talk about jobs; they just do it in different ways. Neither side, though, 

really speaks directly to rural Virginia. Republicans like to talk about how cutting taxes 

will spur economic growth and perhaps it will — the problem is our experience in rural 

Virginia is that any economic growth will probably be somewhere else. Democrats like to 

talk about the promise of technology — the problem is our experience in rural Virginia is 

that tech jobs will probably be somewhere else. Who’s going to talk about the things that 

might lead to job growth in rural Virginia? 

There are some. On the Democratic side, U.S. Sen. Mark Warner can wax poetic about 

small business incubators that have sprung up in places such as Marion, Pulaski and 

Wytheville. On the Republican side, state Sen. Frank Wagner of Virginia Beach — one 

of three candidates seeking his party’s nomination for governor — reels off a whole wish 

list of things he’d like to see built in rural Virginia. Interstate 73. A widened Interstate 81. 

The Coalfields Expressway. Inland ports in Southside and Southwest Virginia. 

Those are individual voices, though. As a class, Democrats are not seen as the party 

interested in rural Virginia, which leaves Republicans as the default option for most 

voters. Democrats will cringe at this example, but it was Donald Trump who spoke most 

directly to the economic concerns of rural voters in last year’s election, and you see how 

strongly rural voters rewarded him at the polls. 

Ironically, Trump proposed to eliminate the two agencies most responsible for paying for 

infrastructure in rural areas – the Economic Development Administration and the 

Appalachian Regional Commission. Yet what do rural voters hear Democrats talking 

about? The Corporation for Public Broadcasting and the National Endowment for the 

Arts. If it’s the NEA versus the NRA, you can bet which one rural voters will care about 

more. The fate of that big-city museum (even if that big city is Roanoke) is a pretty 

distant concern — geography alone sees to that. Democrats simply aren’t talking about 

issues that are everyday concerns in rural Virginia. 

We’ll offer up one more opportunity to whichever party wants to seize it: Wise County is 

trying to market itself as a location for data centers. The problem is, many data centers 

prefer solar energy. Conveniently, there’s a solar company that wants to locate there — 



 

 

but the Kentucky-based utility that serves Wise County isn’t keen on the idea. There are 

lots of complicated regulatory issues involved, but the bumper sticker version goes like 

this: An out-of-state utility is blocking economic development in a rural Virginia county. 

Both Democrats and Republicans have been conspicuously silent. And you wonder why 

we’re skeptical? 

 

 

 


