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The Role of Drones in Anti-
Mountaintop Removal Activism
Aron Douglas Massey, West Liberty University, USA

ABSTRACT

This research project examines the usefulness of drones in environmental activism, especially
withinthefightagainstmountaintopremovalmininginAppalachia.Thepaperexaminesthetactics
of Coal River Mountain Watch and the Appalachian Mountain Patrol, anti-MTR activists that
usedronesurveillance toenhance their fightagainst thisdestructivepractice.Theuseofdrones
increasesthecomplexityofstrategiesemployedbyAppalachianactivistsandchallengesmanyofthe
traditionallyheld,butcontinuallycritiqued,stereotypespresentinAppalachianresearch.Beyonda
deeperunderstandingofAppalachianactivism,thispaperinvestigatesthewaysinwhichknowledge
production and epistemological assumptions are challenged by less costly and more accessible
technologiessuchasdrones.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

The application of small unmanned drones within geospatial technologies is quickly growing.
Increasingnumbersofresearchersareutilizingtheserapidlydeployedaerialplatformstocollecta
widerangeofgeospatialdatawithoutsomeofthelimitationsassociatedwithtraditionalmethodsof
datacollectionsuchasaerialphotographyorsatelliteimagery.Dronesprovidetheoptionofnear-
instantaneousoperation,on-demandimagingandquickaccesstodataforanalysisormapping.These
characteristicsmake theuseof theseplatformsattractivewhenexaminingenvironmentalchange
ordegradation.Academicresearchersandnaturalresourceprofessionalshavebeenquicktoadopt
thesedevicesasanincreasinglyimportantcomponent in their toolkitforunderstandingcomplex
environmentalchallenges.Alongwiththeenhancedrolethatdronesareplayinginrecentresearch,we
arewitnessingarapidincreaseintheirusebymembersofvariousactivistgroups,asanewstrategy
inthefightagainstnumerousformsofenvironmentaldegradation.Notonlydoestheinclusionof
dronesaddanewfacettothesespatiallyandpoliticallynuancedsocialmovements,butitalsoallows
forareconceptualizationofhowgeospatialknowledgeisproduced.

Thisresearchprojectexaminesthesetwomainthemes:environmentalactivistsutilizingdronesto
enhancetheirstrategicoperations,andhowtheseemergingtacticscontributetothedemocratization
ofgeospatialknowledgeproduction.Thepaperexploresthesetwothemesbyinvestigatingtheuseof
dronesbyanti-mountaintopremovalmining(MTR)activistsintheCoalRiverValleyofsouthernWest
Virginia.Ishouldnoteherethatthetermdrone,althoughpotentiallymorecontroversy-ladenthanits
counterpartssuchasUAV,UAS,orquadcopter,ispurposefullychosenforthispaperasitwastheonly
termusedorreferencedbytheactivistsIinterviewedforthisproject.Theuseofthesetechnologies
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byanti-MTRactivistsrevealsacomplexityinregardstostrategiesandoperationsofAppalachian
resistancethathasfrequentlybeenoverlooked,whilesimultaneouslydemocratizingthetraditionally
top-downnatureofgeospatialknowledgeproduction.Qualitativefieldworkwithanti-MTRactivist
groupsutilizingdrones,includingin-depthinterviewsandparticipantobservationrelatingtotheuse
ofdrones,wascompletedalongtheCoalRiverinAugust2018andformsthebasisforthispaper.

BACKGRoUND

CoalmininghasalongandcomplexhistoryintheAppalachianregion.Beyondemploymentand
economicopportunity,theindustryhascontributedsignificantlytotheregionalculturalidentity.While
marketforceshavereducedtherolethatcoalminingplaysintheeconomiclandscape,thousandsof
familiesacrossAppalachiadependonitfortheirlivelihoods.WhilethemantraofCoalisKingstill
holdstrueformanyacrosstheregion,HarryCaudill(1962,p.x)revealsthatnotallresidentshold
theindustryinsuchhighregardashestates“coalhasalwayscursedthelandinwhichitlies.”Many
intheregionshareinCaudill’scritiqueandworkdiligentlytoresistthesocialandenvironmental
complicationsassociatedwiththisextractiveindustry.Numerous,oftenoverlapping,activistgroups
operateacrosstheregiontobringattentiontoissuesaffectingtheplacestheycallhome.

Historically,mostofthecoalmininginAppalachiahasbeenundergroundmining.Formore
than a century, sinking shafts deep into the ground was the preferred method of accessing the
region’srichsupplyofbituminouscoal.Whilecoalminingwasfoundationalinbringingmigrants
andeconomicgrowthtotheregion,thenumeroussocialandenvironmentalchallengesassociated
withAppalachia’sdependenceoncoalhasbeenexploredingreatdetail(Caudill,1962;Gaventa,
1982;Eller,2008).Surfacemininghastraditionallybeenreservedforthelessmountainouspartsof
theAppalachianPlateau,suchaseasternOhio,wheretheterrainwasmoreconducivetothemassive
draglineexcavatorsfrequentlyusedinstripmining.Mountaintopremovalminingisaninnovation
thatallowssurfaceminingmethodstobeimplementedinthecoalfieldsofsouthernWestVirginia
andothermoremountainouspartsofAppalachia(Reece,2006;Scott2010).

Thepracticeofdismantlingamountaintogainaccesstothecoalinsideiscontroversialand
polarizing. Mountaintop removal is economically beneficial to some groups. Mining companies
benefit fromhighprofitmarginsas the technique requires lower laborcosts thanother formsof
mining.Heavyequipmentmanufacturersandoperatorsbenefitaswell.MTRbringssomemuch-
neededjobstoadepressedregion.However,theproliferationofthispracticehasalsomeanttheloss
ofthousandsofmoretraditionalminingjobsandtherearefewothereconomicopportunitiesinthe
region.Itisgenerallysaferforminersthanundergroundminingwhileitissimultaneouslyfraught
withhealthproblemsformembersofthesurroundingcommunities.MTRsuppliesbothdomestic
andinternationalenergyproviderswithasteadyandrelativelycheapflowofcoalforthegeneration
ofelectricitywhileitbothdegradesmanyaspectsoftheAppalachianenvironmentandcontributes
toincreasedcarbonemissions,withclimatechangepossibilitiesthatmayhaveglobalimplications.
Mountaintopremovalhasbecomehighlydebatedbyactivists,coalcompanyoperators,legislators,
and researchers at varying geographic scales. Complex issues in the debate surrounding MTR
include,first,thelevelingofover500peaksthroughoutAppalachia,blastingoffthemountaintops
withammoniumnitrate fueloilwhichcracks foundationsofnearbyhomesandcreatesdust that
pollutestheair.Second,thesoilandrockfromthepeak,otherwiseknownasoverburden(Figure1),
isthenpushedintothesurroundingvalleys,creating“valleyfills”thathavecoveredover2000miles
ofstreamsthroughoutAppalachiaandcontaminatedanother2000miles,creatingapollutedlocal
watersupplythatmanyregardasdisgracefulin21stcenturyAmerica(Burns,2007;Reece,2007).
Manyoftheenvironmentalimpactsofmountaintopremovalareirreversible.Third,numerouspublic
healthissuesresult.ResearchershavelinkedtheimpactsofMTRtoincreasedrespiratorydiseases
andbirthdefects.OfficialshaveplacedthepublichealthcostsofMTRatroughly$75billionper
year(AhernandHendryx,2012;Copeland,2013).
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