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Seeing the Big Picture 
Susan Corbett, Chair, South Carolina Chapter  
A few weeks ago, a friend of mine introduced me to the most recent Eagles album, 

Long Road Out of Eden, recorded during the waning years of the Bush administra-

tion.  One track has stuck in my mind lately, entitled  "Frail Grasp on the Big Pic-

ture".  It articulates in so many ways what is wrong with our country and why these 

things are happening.  Like the proverbial frog in the slowly heating pot of water, 

we are just not able to look over the edge to see that we're being cooked.  Once the 

water begins to boil . . . .well, you can stick a fork in us. 
 

We know this syndrome is not uncommon, because it's easy for us now to look 

back at various times and places in history and ask "what were they thinking"?  The 

people on Easter Island, for example - did anyone there question what they were 

doing as they cut down the last trees?  There are so many historic crossroads where 

bad decisions were made, and in hindsight we have a hard time figuring out why.  

The answer is that it is indeed a frail grasp on the big picture that leads to such 

shortsighted behavior. 
 

Visionary thinking certainly seems to be going the way of bi-partisan politics and 

fact based journalism.  I blame this on money and its influence on our politicians.  

How can an elected official afford to stick his or her neck out, knowing that the 

next election is just around the corner and those big corporate donations 

are necessary to fund their campaigns?  Long range visioning has been co-opted by 

short term stay in office at all cost platforms. 
 

This does not bode well for the environment.  One doesn't have to be a visionary to 

see we're in real trouble on many fronts.  Our own water committee has been 

sounding the alarm for years, and now the EPA knows we're in dire straits in many 

areas of the nation with water quality, and quantity.  A big picture view would dic-

tate that we cannot survive without clean, adequate water, yet corporations continue 

to use water to dump their waste (dilution is the solution to pollution in their minds) 

and extract more and more water to lubricate their industrial processes, whether it 

be cooling nuclear power plants, coal plants, extracting minerals, or shale oil min-

ing.  We don't have to look too far into history to find examples of civilizations that 

outstripped their resources, especially water - the Mayans come to mind. . . Can 

anyone say "bottled water, please"? 
 

If I could be President for one day, and do only one thing, it would be to remove all 

corporate money from the election process.  Publically funded elections would 

change the face of America into the face of a real Democracy, instead of the corpo-

rate plutocracy it's becoming, where the biggest beneficiaries of taxpayer money 

are the corporations and big banks, and you can't run for office unless you're a mil-

lionaire ( or married to one) and the recipient of large corporate donations.  Real 

visionary thinking is being shredded by the election funding machine. 
 

If we can't count on our elected officials to see the big picture, we must do it our-

selves.  This is what the Sierra Club has done for over a century, starting with John 

Muir and his fight to save Yosemite.  Muir saw the big picture and envisioned a sad 

future if activists didn't share that picture with the rest of the  population and our 

leaders.  Saving our Appalachian mountaintops, cleaning up our water, stopping 

runaway climate change and a host of other calamities are the focus of our work 

today in the Club.  Holding our elected officials accountable through our Sierra 

Club political processes is one way we can advance the big picture and promote 

sustainable practices.  Publically funded elections would 

be another way to bring real accountability to our elected 

representatives. Sierra Club is doing this on the national 

level, and so should we at local levels.  Hopefully, once 

the fog of corporate influence has lifted, the big picture 

will  emerge.  Sadly, without major changes in this coun-

try, it still won't be pretty.     
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released into the air.  In  short order the mercury falls from the 

atmosphere and settles on land and in water bodies.  EPA re-

ports that much of the mercury is deposited on the land within 

75 miles of the source.  

Mountains Are 
Special Places 
 

Peggy Brown 
Conservation Chair 
South Carolina Chapter 
 

Donôt we all love mountains, hik-

ing to high points; looking around, 

touching the rocks, and feeling the 

cool air on our cheeks.  Donôt you love to see trickles of water 

coming out of the ground, knowing it will meet others and 

grow into a stream?  Have you considered that when hiking 

you only carry essential items leaving most material things 

behind with the noise, people, and schedules?  When we free 

ourselves of all the stuff we carry around in everyday life, we 

can hike farther and higher.  When you reach your destination 

donôt you appreciate the beauty of the world from a higher 

uninterrupted perspective?  Mountains are spiritual places and 

have been from the beginning of time.  As humans we travel to 

mountain tops to contemplate our inner thoughts and observa-

tions, where hearts and minds seem free of clutter.  
 

Itôs unfortunate that the United States, and particularly the 

eastern states, have developed an unhealthy relationship with 

our beautiful, majestic and pristine Appalachian Mountains- 

Mountaintop Removal (MTR) coal mining.  In the last couple 

decades MTR has leveled over 500 mountains, consumed over 

1.2 million acres of hardwood forests.  It has also buried more 

than 1200 miles of Appalachian headwater streams, or polluted 

them with toxic mining waste and contaminated the drinking 

water of nearby communities.  MTR coal has become the 

southôs most prominent source of energy.   
 

In April 2009, through lobbying and pressure from the South 

Carolina Chapter of the Sierra Club, H.3955 The Appalachian 

Mountains Preservation Act was introduced to the House and 

is currently in the House Committee on Labor, Commerce and 

Industry.  Section I states that 61% of South Carolinaôs homes, 

businesses, and economy is generated by coal fired plants.  

Fifty percent of the coal used to produce electricity is extracted 

by mountaintop removal from the Appalachian Mountains. 
 

National Sierra Club kicked off a campaign in early November 

with a goal of ending devastation from MTR.  Sierra members 

from across the country were invited to host house parties to 

feature Sierra Clubs stunning new documentary ñCoal 

Countyò.  The 40 minute sneak preview allows you inside the 

lives of Appalachian residents who are directly threatened by 

mountaintop removal.  As it takes us through each stage of 

coal mining and processing, Coal Country reveals the shocking 

true cost of America's over-reliance on coal.  Appalachian val-

leys have suffered from the impact of deposition of whole 

mountains of mining waste.  MTR has also buried over 2000 

miles of streams.  This has severely impacted wildlife, aquatic 

life and polluted local water sources.    
 

Sierra Club is asking us to help end mountaintop removal coal 

mining by writing letters to EPA Administrator, Lisa Jackson 

and Chair of the White House Council on Environmental Qual-

ity, Nancy Sutley, thanking them for their current efforts 

against MTR and asking them to issue a new rule that prohibits 

the dumping of mining waste into streams. 
 

As a resident of Florence and a Progress Energy customer, I 

was dismayed to learn that we use power from the HB Robin-

son coal fired plant which burns MTR coal directly from the 

Central Appalachian strip mines.  The MTR coal it uses comes 

from the communities near Glen Alum Mountain, West Vir-

ginia and Montgomery Creek, Kentucky.  Hearing the testi-

mony and seeing faces of people from these communities 

makes quite an impact.  It was compelling enough for me to re-

double my efforts to secure a clean energy future. 
 

As we all know South Carolina ranks 46th in the nation in en-

ergy efficiency.  Let your political leaders know that we need 

more clean energy jobs and less pollution.  Let them know that 

as South Carolinians we want strong energy-efficiency pro-

grams so we will use less energy and not rely on MTR coal as 

our energy source.     

South Carolina Rivers  
Contaminated with Mercury  
By Heather Clarkson, Bachman Group 
 

When most people think of mercury, they remember breaking 

a thermometer as a child and watching the silver beads of liq-

uid metal roll around like tiny marbles.  However, mercury is 

more than something that occurs in a science project accident 

and is much more severe of a problem than a quick clean up 

off the tile floor. Mercury is a very real, very serious problem 

affecting the health of both humans and the environment in 

our state. 
 

Mercury can be found naturally in air, water, and soil.  It oc-

curs in three forms - elemental (metallic, ñquicksilverò) mer-

cury, inorganic mercury, and organic mercury.  This element 

can be most often found in rocks - coal being one of them.  

Herein lies a problem: when coal is burned, mercury is  
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