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The faces of victory and defeat: State citizen boards deny and issue MVP permits 
 by Lynn Godfrey

Supporters gather in Chatham, Virginia, after the Air Pollution Control Board win on December 3 (photo 
courtesy of Tim Cywinski).

Lynn Godfrey is the community 
outreach coordinator of the Stop 
the Pipelines campaign of the 
Virginia Chapter. 

Some months ago, I wrote an 
article on the ups and downs of 
the Mountain Valley Pipeline and 
the toll it has taken on the people 
most impacted by its develop-
ment. This unstable nature of the 
fossil fuel infrastructure develop-
ment could not have been clear-
er than on December 3, when the 
state Air Pollution Control Board 
denied the pipeline a critical per-
mit, and less than two weeks lat-
er, on December 14, when it was 
granted a water permit to cross 
over 200 water bodies, including 
streams, in Virginia.

On the afternoon of Friday, 
December 3, the collective envi-
ronmental movement in Virginia 
and its surrounding sister states, 
North Carolina and West Virgin-
ia, could not have been happi-
er when the state Air Pollution 
Control Board voted 6-1 to deny 
the MVP an air permit for the 
Lambert Compressor Station in 
Chatham, Virginia. The Lambert 
Compressor station would have 
pushed fracked gas from Virginia 
to the proposed Southgate pipe-
line into North Carolina. The col-
lective hope was that the water 
board would follow suit less than 

two weeks later when it met on 
December 14. 

The Pittsylvania County 
NAACP, with the support of a body 
of environmental groups and its 
state NAACP office, mounted 
a formidable fight against the 
MVP to keep its community free 
of pollutants that would poison 
the air and negatively impact 
people’s health. From February 
until December 3, the Pittsylva-
nia NAACP held public webinar 
forums, conducted radio inter-
views, prepared petitions for the 
Virginia Department of Environ-
mental Quality and the air and 
water boards, conducted door-
to-door canvassing and prepared 
and made public comments to let 
the state know that people were 
not having this poison in their 
backyards. 

A strategic effort to illustrate 
environmental justice had not 
been accomplished by the MVP 
or the DEQ. At the center of the 
environmental justice concerns 
were the health impacts on com-
munities and the lack of mean-
ingful engagement by the MVP 
and DEQ. 

In a 6-1 vote, the air board 

denied the approval of the air 
permit, citing inadequate envi-
ronmental justice processes re-
lated to the lack of meaningful 
engagement and site suitability 
as required by the Virginia Envi-
ronmental Justice Act. 

Although, the community 
and environmental groups knew 
a good case had been made 
against the permit, they were 
cautiously optimistic that the 
board would deny the permit, 
with the 2020 Fourth Circuit of 
Appeal’s ruling in the Union Hill, 
Buckingham County case as a 
precedent for environmental jus-
tice. This case marked the first 
time that any citizen board in Vir-
ginia had ruled against a permit 
based on environmental justice. 
A week and half later, environ-
mentalists and impacted commu-
nity members hoped for the same 
fate at the water permit meeting.  
It would not be the case.

In a 3-2 vote, with two state 
Water Control Board members 
absent, that board delivered a 
very different outcome, approv-
ing the state water permit. While 
anticipated, the hope was that 
maybe, just maybe, this time, 

with the constant adverse weath-
er patterns and the example  of 
every other board in Virginia and 
North Carolina, this board might 
follow suit and deny the permit.  

In a strange twist of events, 
on the very next day, December 
15, one of the board members 
who voted for the permit, Lou Ann 
Jessee-Wallace, wrote an article 
in the Roanoke Times with the 
title, “Reclaiming Southwest Vir-
ginia for a cleaner environment 
and a brighter day.” 

Lamenting, she stated, 
“Throughout the years of coal 
mining, tons of gob have been 
piling up, leading to heavy metals 
and acids seeping into our creeks 
and streams, the poisoning of 
our water supply, and emission 
of gases such as methane and 
carbon monoxide into the air. As 
a member of the Virginia Water 
Control Board and Russell Coun-
ty Board of Supervisors, I take 
pride in my town and ensuring 
that my neighbors, friends, and 
family have a beautiful and pros-
perous community to call home, 
both environmentally and eco-
nomically, and am dedicated to 
improving this issue.”

We can only guess what the 
outcome would have been if the 
community had been allowed to 
comment, but they had not been 
allowed to do so at this water per-
mit meeting. Or, what if the other 
two members had been present? 
Perhaps Ms. Jessee-Wallace 
would have been able to recon-
cile her ideals of “ensuring” that 
her “neighbors, friends, and fam-
ily have a beautiful…community 
to call home, both environmental-
ly and economically” and would 
have voted those values. She did 
not.
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Greetings and thanks to all 
you committed Sierra Club mem-
ber activists.

From where the chair sits, the 
outlook seems more nuanced 
than it did a year ago. In Decem-
ber 2020, I placed my hope in two 
things: Joe Biden and vaccines. 
Both have made or led to great 
accomplishments, while both the 
political and health arenas com-
pletely flummoxed my expecta-
tions.

2021 began with an attempt 
by one of the two major parties 
to overturn the presidential elec-
tion result and ended with the 
OTHER party being thrown out of 
leadership in Virginia.

On the COVID front, Sier-
ra Club looks wise in its consis-
tent stance of emphasizing cau-
tion and safety as a new variant 
spreads widely.

I am left looking to 2022 cer-

From the chair: “Seasons will end in tumbled rhyme” (Grateful Dead, “The Weather Re-
port Suite”)
 by Joe Brancoli

tain only in uncertainty, not know-
ing even what to hope for but re-
taining hope nevertheless. I am 
hopeful because of unexpected 
victories like that provided by the 
courage of the state air board, 
who just weeks ago voted down 
a compressor station in Pittsyl-
vania on Environmental justice 
grounds.

I am hopeful because of our 
staff and volunteers from whom 
I gained enlightenment while 
working with them as chair this 
year and vice chair the two pre-
vious years. 

I am given hope by the cre-
ation this year of an eight mem-
ber Youth Leadership Council at 
the state level and by our recent 
election in which our treasurer, 
Matt Summey, and Legislative 
Chair Bob Shippee were returned 
for another term on our chapter 
executive committee.

In that same election two new 
members joined the ExCom: 
Meagan Clark and Amory Fisch-
er; we welcome these new mem-
bers.

I am tremendously hopeful for 
incoming Chapter Chair Ralph 
Grove, who has deep experience 
in past roles as a group chair, our 
chapter treasurer and a group 
ExCom member.

My plea to you is the same 
as this past Summer—to offer 
the Sierra Club your greatest gift, 
your time and effort as you feel 

possible and safe in doing. We 
have numerous important offices 
that need filling. 

In case Santa is reading this, 
I will list them specifically:

• Chapter Vice Chair
• Equity & Inclusion Chair
• Fundraising Chair
• Membership Chair

Then we have openings for 
Issue Chairs, who have expertise 
in a particular area and advise 
and assist in actions taken in that 
area:

• Agriculture 

• Air Quality
• Pipelines
• Public Lands & Parks
• Solid Waste
• Water Quality 

You may also become the 
chair of the issue that you are 
most passionate about.

I plan  to stay engaged at the 
group and chapter levels, and 
I thank you for what you have 
done and will do going forward.

Joe Brancoli 

Annual Gathering 2022
 by Ralph Grove

The 2022 Annual Gathering will 
be held on September 17 at 
Pocahontas State Park.

If you’ve ever been to one 
of the Virginia Chapter’s annual 
fall get-togethers, you know how 
much fun it is to get together with 
other Club members for a day or 
weekend of socializing and ac-
tivism. Unfortunately, our 2021 
gathering had to be canceled 
due to the COVID epidemic. We 
are optimistically making plans to 
hold a one-day gathering in 2022, 
on Saturday, September 17, at 
Pocahontas State Park. 

This is dependent upon the 
Sierra Club’s meeting protocols 
for next year, of course, which 
are yet to be determined. But 
for now, please mark the date 
on your calendars and watch for 
more information.

We’ll need a small team to 
plan for the event—program, 
food, etc. If you have an inter-
est in contributing to the effort, 
please contact me at rfgrove@
icloud.com to get involved.

Ralph Grove is the vice chair of 
the Virginia Chapter.

Joe Brancoli is the chair of the 
Virginia Chapter.
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Welcoming McKenna Dunbar to the Virginia 
Chapter! 
 by Ann Creasy Kate West is the director of the 

Virginia Chapter.

Call to update email preferences 

The total membership of the Virginia Chapter is around 20,000 
members, but about a third have yet to update their membership 
accounts in order to receive mass email communications directly 
from the Chapter. The problem of this gap became clear when 
numerous members did not receive an email containing vital in-
formation regarding the ExCom election. 

The good news is that the fix is easy! All one has to do is visit 
https://vasierra.club/account and login or sign up for access 
to manage their membership account and preferred communi-
cations. 

Once you are logged in, follow these steps: 

• Click the “My Account” drop down menu on the top left and 
select “Communication Preferences”

• Select “Manage email newsletters and email contact prefer-
ences”

• Make sure the “My Chapter” category is set to “Subscribed”

• Scroll down and click “Save Preferences.”

In four easy steps, you can ensure you won’t miss any updates, 
advocacy opportunities or events that are directly sponsored by 
our chapter. Please contact tim.cywinski@sierraclub.org if you 
have any questions. 

I am excited to welcome our 
newest team member to the Si-
erra Club Virginia Chapter, McK-
enna Dunbar! McKenna is staff 
at the Virginia Chapter based in 
Richmond, Virginia. She will be 
working on engaging communi-
ties around building electrifica-
tion. 

McKenna Dunbar acts as the 
community engagement coordi-
nator for the Virginia Chapter and 
leads a team focused on building 
and home electrification develop-
ments. Most of their work focuses 
on reducing dependence on fos-
sil fuels in order to move the elec-
tric sector to clean energy. 

McKenna is the founder and 

Ann Creasy is the Hampton 
Roads conservation program 
manager of the Virginia Chapter.

president of Ecological Justice 
Initiative, an environmental advo-
cacy nonprofit focused on youth- 
focused environmental research 
and engagement. Concerned 
Citizens of Charles City Coun-
ty, Bridging the Gap in Virginia, 
the North Face, Greening Youth 
Foundation, the Climate Reality 
Project, Stop the Abuse of Virgin-
ia Energy Coalition, Divest MVP 
and Mother’s Out Front are some 
of the organizations they have 
worked with in the past. 

McKenna is passionate about 
energy policy and environmen-
tal law and has a background in 
environmental justice, clean en-
ergy finance and solar research. 
She enjoys hiking, listening to 
German rap, volunteering at her 
university’s greenhouse and lis-
tening to podcasts about sustain-
ability and energy markets.

If you are interested in build-
ing electrification, please reach 
out to McKenna to join in on the 
work! Her email is mckenna.dun-
bar@sierraclub.org 

My story and our story
 by Kate West

When I joined the Sierra Club 
staff in 2009, I was new to the 
“environmentalist” community as 
well as being new to the organi-
zation. Prior to focusing my ca-
reer on fighting climate change, 
I was an activist and community 
organizer for economic justice. 
With a passion for human rights 
and worker rights, I had found my 
way into the fair trade movement. 
I was motivated by the success 
of broad grassroots coalitions 
that had leveraged the shared 
interests of millions of people to 
challenge and change policies on 
a large scale—policies that im-
proved people’s lives; removed 
barriers to education, nutrition 
and care; and were essential 
to liberation, learning and en-
gagement with the natural world. 
The labor movement, civil rights 
movement and anti-apartheid 

movement were among such co-
alitions.

I saw the climate action move-
ment as related at the time, but 
my understanding of just how in-
tertwined the various movements 
are has deepened greatly since 
then. Initially, I chose to be an 
activist because I couldn’t bear to 
stand by while I saw injustice and 
oppression being committed and 
knew I had the privilege and (by 
working with others) the power to 
stop it. 

Today, I choose to contin-
ue working in the environmen-
tal movement or climate justice 
movement, as I prefer to call it, 
for the same reason, finding new 
purpose in my role and exploring 
new concepts. I am driven by a 
sense of urgency to build a move-
ment big enough to effectively 
tackle this global challenge. I’m 

eager to transform our organiza-
tional culture and movement into 
one that welcomes and uplifts the 
perspectives of those who most 
need to tell their stories and have 
their voices hear—those that the 
environmental movement has 
historically silenced. 

My story is intertwined with 
that of the Sierra Club Virginia 
Chapter and with yours. We don’t 
have time to hesitate on climate 
change or on building our move-
ment to reflect the depth and 
breadth of people power neces-
sary to make our vision of sus-
tainability and justice a reality. 
We must be bold—as bold about 
inclusion as we are about protect-
ing our planet. We are fighting for 
our collective right to breathe, our 
right to have clean water and the 
right of every person’s life to be 
valued more highly than corpo-
rate profit. We have to commit to 
supporting each other’s struggles 
so we can stay united. Without 
making this commitment to one 
another, we will not have the 
power to succeed. 

I will be thinking about this as 
we enter the new year and con-
tinuing to draw strength and in-
spiration from those whose lives 
have been shaped by struggles 
outside my experience. I wel-
come their wisdom. I look forward 
to working with you all to close 
the margins and will continue 
challenging myself to learn what 
I have been socialized not to see 
so that I can show up more ful-
ly for our people and our move-
ment. 

Access to clean, renewable 
electricity and innovations in our 
food systems and waste man-
agement can make this vision 
possible, but we must demand 
it together, genuinely together,  
meaning we have to build trust 
where it has yet to be built. 
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The Blue Ridge Group of the 
Sierra Club has been in existence 
since 1980 and is composed of 
Nelson and Buckingham coun-
ties and the northern part of Am-
herst County. While the group 
has been very active over the 
years, its executive committee 
has reached the decision to rec-
ommend that the group be dis-
solved. Under the rules of the Si-
erra Club, notice of the proposed 
dissolution and realignment must 
be posted at least two weeks be-
fore the chapter executive com-
mittee votes on the matter. If any 
member of the Virginia Chapter 
would like to comment, please 
send an email to Group Bound-
ary Chair Jim Lynch at jplynch3@
gmail.com

The reasons for the disso-
lution of the group include: the 
dwindling number of executive 
committee members, the ad-
vanced age of the remaining 

The Blue Ridge Group: A proposed realignment
 by Jim Lynch

SCPRO participants assemble before a recent hike at historic Oat-
lands in Leesburg, Virginia (photo courtesy of Glenn Gillis).

In the last issue, we an-
nounced that Sierra Club in-per-
son outings had resumed in July, 
albeit at a slower, more deliber-
ate pace. For outings leaders, 
getting people to experience the 
outdoors with us is our passion, 
our reason for being, our main 
focus. As with so many other as-
pects of our lives, however, the 
ongoing coronavirus pandemic 
has made the resumption of out-
ings more challenging and com-
plicated than it might otherwise 
be. Our leaders had to be recer-

tified in Basic Outings Leader 
Training and Basic First Aid, as 
many existing certifications had 
expired over almost 16 months of 
inactivity; this training was han-
dled online and locally.

Meanwhile, the Club at the 
national level had approved out-
ings protocols that were specific 
to the pandemic—protocols that 
our leaders would need to follow. 
Throughout the pandemic, the 
national Outings Activities Gover-
nance Team, or OAGT, has done 
an outstanding job hosting reg-

See Blue Ridge Group, page 5.

Reopening in-person SCPRO outings: A complicated process
 by Gary Kosciusko

ular Zoom “gatherings” at which 
it could explain the protocols, 
answer questions and receive 
feedback from leaders across 
the country. It then provided input 
(one of many inputs) to the top 
decision-makers in the Club. 

The October Zoom was a 
special gathering where top lead-
ership participated for the first 
time. More specifically, Interim 
Managing Director Eva Hernan-
dez-Simmons, Acting Executive 
Director Dan Chu, Board of Di-
rector members Patrick Murphy 
and Ross McFarlane and Pro-
gram Department Co-director 
Byron Ramos-Gudiel each made 
presentations. Among the many 
points they made was that out-
ings are central to the Club’s mis-
sion and foundational to the way 
we engage with the public. 

The Zoom program closed out 
with representative volunteers of 
National outings, Inspiring Con-
nections Outdoors and local 
outings programs, respectively, 
making pitches that assessed 
where their programs stood and 
highlighted particular concerns 
directly to Club leadership.

Among the other challenges 
to reopening in-person outings 

are the requirement to wear face 
masks in indoor, close-quarter 
settings; the stipulation that lead-
ers shall not request the vacci-
nation status of outings partici-
pants (making such a request is 
apparently illegal in some states); 
and lengthy medical forms for all 
overnight outings and outings 
held in the backcountry. In the 
last case, this extra paperwork 
has effectively discouraged lead-
ers from undertaking overnight or 
backcountry trips. But whether or 
not leaders personally agree with 
the protocols, they must still be 
followed as a condition for con-
ducting in-person events. 

We have been told to expect 
a new set of outings protocols 
by February 2022, with revisions 
based on feedback received by 
the OAGT and the state of the 
pandemic at that time. Mean-
while, we will do our utmost to try 
to increase our outings offerings 
to the public, because, to para-
phrase an old saying, “An hour 
outdoors is worth a whole day 
indoors.”

Gary Kosciusko is the chair of Si-
erra Club Potomac Region Out-
ings.

members and the inability to re-
cruit new active members.

While it’s difficult to see a 
group close shop, it is import-
ant to recognize the significant 
contributions of the Blue Ridge 
Group to the environmental work 
of the Sierra Club and the Virgin-
ia Chapter over a span of four 
decades. They have been lead-
ers in so many critical issues that 
face us in our state. Even though 
the group will cease to exist, the 
members are fully committed to 
continuing the good work. Under 
the rules of the Club, members 
who are now in the Blue Ridge 
Group will be assigned, by zip 
code, to the two receiving groups. 

The following history of the 
Blue Ridge Group was written by  
its executive committee. It is im-
portant to recognize all that they 
have done over the many years. 

The Blue Ridge Group has, 
since its inception, been active in 

pursuing important environmen-
tal goals in our area as well as 
participating in Chapter and Na-
tional efforts. The group was orig-
inally established to fight against 
the attempt to site a nuclear pow-
er plant in Nelson County. It ran 
a survival training camp for about 
six years in the mid-80s that, 
among other things, provided the 
group with a substantial treasury. 

Another early group cam-
paign was to focus attention on 
the fish kills in the Piney and Tye 
Rivers in Nelson County. The 
tailings from the ore mining at 
the American Cyanamid plant in 
Piney River, Virginia, were leach-
ing into Piney River, a tributary of 
both the Tye and James rivers. 
The EPA eventually designated 
the area as a Superfund Site.

Another notable accomplish-
ment of the group was the des-
ignation of a protected beach on 
the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico 

to aid breeding sea turtles. 
Closer to home, land was do-

nated to Nelson County along 
the Tye River near the town of 
Massies Mill in Nelson County. 
Massies Mill was one of the hard-
est hit locations from flooding 
from Hurricane Camille in 1969. 
The Blue Ridge Group developed 
the land into a small park offering 
a picnic area with several tables, 
public river access, a kiosk, na-
tive plant beds and a stone mon-
ument with a bronze plaque com-
memorating the victims of the 
Hurricane Camille flood. The Blue 
Ridge Group has maintained the 
park grounds by sponsoring work 
days there once or twice a year.

Group members were active 
in the effort to have several major 
mountains in the George Wash-
ington National Forest, the Priest 
and Three Ridges, designated as 
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Shavon Peacock is the Mem-
bership Engagement Committee 
chair of the Falls of the James 
Group.

Group Directory
Groups are organized to con-
duct the work of Sierra Club in 
local areas, cities and towns. 

The information listed below is 
for the chair of each group.

Information regarding groups’ 
geographical area can be found 
on our website under Find a 
Group Near You.

Blue Ridge: Tom Eick
   434-277-5491
   ThomasEick4@gmail.com

Chesapeake Bay: John Luker
   757-337-4092
   4solar+SC@gmail.com
 
Falls of the James: 
   Joe Brancoli
   804-502-9502
   omethid@hotmail.com 

Great Falls: Susan Bonney
   703-402-9292
   sbonney001@aol.com

Mount Vernon: Rick Keller
   703-625-9055
   rkeller49@verizon.net

New River Valley: Rick Shingles
   540-921-7324
   shingles@vt.edu

Piedmont: Donna Shaunesey
   434-996-0392
   shaunesey@hotmail.com

Rappahannock: 
   Bill Johnson
   540-657-1733
   billatthelake@comcast.net

Roanoke: Daniel Crawford
   540-343-5080
   dbcrawford@cox.net

Shenandoah: Pete Bsumek
   540-421-4105
   pkbsumek@gmail.com

Sierra Club Potomac Region 
Outings (SCPRO): 
   Gary Kosciusko
   703-946-8111
   novahiker@cox.net

York River: Tyla Matteson
   804-275-6476
    tmatteson1@mindspring.com

Falls of the James Group upcoming events! 
 by Shavon Peacock
Join Falls of the James Group 
for their monthly virtual pro-
grams!

• 1/11/22 7:00-8:00pm—Mon-
archs: Endangered but not Pro-
tected, with Chris Burnside and 
Karl Green. 

• 2/8/22 7:00-8:00pm—Uni-
versity of Richmond Student En-
vironmental Presentation High-
lighting Conservation Projects, 
with Dr. Todd Lookingbill 

• 3/8/22 7:00-8:00pm—Urban 
Farms, with Duron Chavis 

• 4/12/22 7:00-8:00pm—Wet-
lands: What Exactly Are They 
and What Value Do They Con-
tain? with Dr. Scott Neubauer at 
Virginia Commonwealth Univer-
sity 

Hike at Garland Dodd Point of 
Rocks Park in Chester, Virginia

• 1/22/22 10:00-11:30am Gar-
land Dodd Point of Rocks Park 
Hike, overlooking Ashton Creek 
and the marsh boardwalk. 

We will hike around 2.7 miles 
at Garland Dodd Park along the 
Appomattox River. We will take a 
hike through several habitats, in-
cluding eastern deciduous forest, 
the banks of the Appomattox Riv-
er and tidal freshwater marsh. As 
the forest trails yield to the fresh-

wilderness areas.
Members of the Blue Ridge 

Group were instrumental in work-
ing with local landowners to cre-
ate the Blue Ridge Railway Trail. 
This Rails to Trails project in-
volved 20 years of effort in work-
ing with landowners, Nelson and 
Amherst Counties and VDOT to 
complete the construction. Sev-
eral of the group’s ExCom mem-
bers are still active on the board 
of the Blue Ridge Railway Trail.

The Blue Ridge Group was 
successful in engaging members 
with a variety of outings, educa-
tional meetings and campaigns 
that included stream monitoring 
using the Izaac Walton League’s 
Save Our Streams protocols; in-
formation about plans to renew 
uranium mining; an essay contest 
for Nelson County High School 

students; and membership meet-
ings on ornithology, herpetology, 
wildlife rehabilitation and Chest-
nut tree research, to name a few.

The group had an outings 
chair who lead hikes for many 
years and also excelled in polit-
ical lobbying. Group members 
were active in supporting envi-
ronmental politicians and partici-
pated in events such as Environ-
mental Lobby Day in Richmond.

One of the staples of the 
group’s activity was the remov-
al of trash from local rivers and 
lakes. Some of the cleanups on 
the James River involved the use 
of batteaus and resulted in the 
removal of hundreds of discard-
ed tires.

The group has used its mon-
etary resources to support oth-
er environmental organizations 

such as the Virginia Wilderness 
Committee; Wild Virginia; and 
grassroot organizations that 
fought the Atlantic Coast Pipe-
line, such as Friends of Nelson 
and Friends of Buckingham.

The group purchased and do-
nated books and videos to the lo-
cal library, donated a watershed 
model to the County Extension 
Office, donated funds to a local 
private school for multiday envi-
ronmental education experienc-
es on the Chesapeake Bay and 
purchased and planted trees at 
James River State Park in Buck-
ingham County. 

Jim Lynch is the group boundar-
ies chair of the Virginia Chapter.

Blue Ridge Group
 continued from page 4

waters of Ashton Creek Marsh, 
the trail continues as a floating 
boardwalk with an overlook at 
each end. The boardwalk pro-
vides an excellent place to study 
a number wetland birds including 
bald eagles. Bring your binocu-
lars!

The Indigenous Algonquian 
people lived here, Captain John 
Smith explored this area and the 
park was the southern end of the 
Union position during the Bermu-
da Hundred Campaign and has 
remnants of Union earthworks. 

The park covers moderately 
hilly terrain, so it is considered 

moderately difficult. The trails 
are mostly easy to walk but do 
include a couple of steep hills. 
Trails may be muddy, depending 
on recent weather. Total hiking 
time will be 1-1.5 hours. 

All events listed are free and 
open to the public. See the Falls 
of the James events calendar at 
sierraclub.org/virginia/falls-james 
to register for these and other 
events.

View of Ashton Creek at Garland Dodd Point of Rocks Park (photo 
courtesy of Shavon Peacock).
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To combat the impending cli-
mate crisis, our future depends 
on transforming our electric grid 
into being less carbon intensive. 
As a society whose energy de-
mands are increasing due to 
technological advancements and 
industrial prowess, it is in the best 
interest of fossil fuel corporations 
and clean energy advocates 
alike to ensure that our electric-
ity generation will be cleaner for 
years to come. Building electrifi-
cation does just that. This clean 
energy method replaces the en-
ergy source technologies that 
use fossil fuels with electricity 
from renewables and low car-
bon tech. Encouraging econo-
my-wide electrification is at the 
forefront of strategic imperatives 
that promote a more sustainable 
world, especially prioritizing a 
carbon-neutral outlook.

Virginia’s egregious history of 
redlining has had a lasting impact 
on how the state is presently run. 
Deeply rooted initiatives of racial 
disparity and segregation made 
in the early twentieth century 
have continuing consequences 

for residents today. These dis-
parities come in the form of po-
larizing public health incongru-
ities, energy burdens, lessened 
economic opportunity for mar-
ginalized populations as well as 
diverted investment in building 
infrastructures. Title 1 schools 
(high-poverty schools with a con-
centration of low-income individ-
uals) are so prominent in siloed 
Black localities due to long-with-
standing systemic inequities 
rooted in segregationist policy 
where school funding was de-
pendent on property value. The 
denial of resources to marginal-
ized populations was intentional 
and desired. Unfortunately, this 
impact has translated into less-
ened financing of public schools 
in marginalized districts today. An 
electrification reckoning is need-
ed to bridge the economic and ra-
cial divide in the commonwealth’s 
public education system.  

The advancement of electri-
fication technologies in Virginia 
schools lowers utility prices and 
increases the electric grid’s reli-
ability. It has the great potential 

of reducing carbon dioxide emis-
sions across the transportation, 
building and industrial sectors as 
a whole. As noted by the EPA, 
combined emissions of these cat-
egories account for a whopping 
63% of total U.S. gas emissions, 
with 29% of emissions coming di-
rectly from fossil fuel combustion 
associated with residential and 
commercial buildings. 

In examining Virginia’s en-
ergy consumption by end-use 
sectors alone, the U.S. Energy 
Information Administration notes 
that residential and commercial 
buildings account for nearly 49% 
of energy expenditures. These 
statistics show the value of devel-
oping infrastructure investments 
and integrating green sustain-
able technologies in the building 
sector. Moving forward, we must 
prioritize large-scale investments 
in renewable energy to transform 
our electricity grids. Doubling 
down on building electrification  
initiatives will lower future finan-
cial infrastructure costs, improve 
energy access, reduce depen-
dence on fossil fuels and even 
reduce energy burdens for Vir-
ginia communities as a whole. As 
a leading state in energy produc-
tion through coal, it is imperative 
that we no longer cling to this out-
dated form of energy, especially 
in the new age of renewables. 

The U.S. Energy Information 
Administration estimates that in 
2021 natural gas accounted for  
approximately 58% of Virginia’s 
utility-scale electricity net gener-
ation, meaning that over half of 
our state’s electricity derives from 
natural-gas-fired power plants. In 
line with Virginia’s commitment to 
100% clean, renewable electric-

ity by 2050 through the Virginia 
Clean Economy Act, swift and 
practical action is needed to en-
sure an equitable and resilient 
state for all of its residents. Ac-
celerating the adoption of build-
ing electrification in Virginia ben-
efits the economy and workforce 
development. It revitalizes com-
munities by ensuring that public 
health and environmental justice 
are the foundation of future soci-
etal expansion.

At Sierra Club, we are pro-
pelling a building electrification 
movement that centers on clean 
energy equity in both process 
and outcome. Navigating the es-
oteric challenges of energy infra-
structure today and reimagining 
the future effects of electrification 
policy and codes is not an easy 
task. Expanding access to such 
technologies and decarboniza-
tion strategies for schools his-
torically underserved and mar-
ginalized is at the heart of our 
mission. Through sound relation-
ship building and electrification 
advocacy for school facilities at 
regional, statewide and national 
levels, we will drive the just tran-
sition of fossil fuel infrastructure 
to renewable energy.

If you would like to learn more 
and be a part of our work advo-
cating for developments in the 
electrification sphere, equitable 
energy distribution and renew-
able grid technologies, please 
contact me at mckenna.dunbar@
sierraclub.org or reach out via 
LinkedIn.

Propelling the electrification of school buildings in the era of the clean energy transition
 by McKenna Dunbar

McKenna Dunbar is the commu-
nity engagement coordinator and 
building electrification lead of the 
Virginia Chapter.

Youth Leadership Council plans and updates
 by Hunter Noffsinger

Hunter Noffsinger is the Hampton 
Roads community outreach coor-
dinator of the Virginia Chapter.

This year we established the 
Chapter’s first ever Youth Leader-
ship Council, or YLC. The council 
is a group of young people from 
across the commonwealth who 
will influence the Chapter’s work 
and advocate for policy that re-
flects their interests. 

Youth voices are critical in the 
fight against climate change and 
offer a fresh, unique perspective, 
and the YLC is an exciting step in 
ensuring they are heard and re-

spected within the environmental 
movement. 

The council started meet-
ing in September and has so far 
been focused on establishing its 
structure, what areas of work to 
focus on and ideas for advocacy 
projects. While the YLC is still in 
its early days, potential areas for 
work have already been centered 
around environmental justice, ed-
ucation on environmental issues 
and more. There is so much po-

tential for what the YLC can ac-
complish, and they are only just 
scratching the surface.

It has been refreshing to hear 
new ideas, goals and perspec-
tives coming from the council, 
and I can’t wait to see these ideas 
come to fruition. In the coming 
year you will likely see the YLC 
take on new projects like putting 
together educational events and 
rallies or tackling the chaos that 
is the General Assembly. 

This group of young leaders 
brings different experiences and 
knowledge to the Chapter that 
will greatly benefit our work in 
putting people ahead of polluters. 

 A late December afternoon at Tuckahoe Elementary School in Rich-
mond, Virginia (photo courtesy of Tim Kern).
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The 2022 session of the 
General Assembly is upon us. 
Throughout the fall and early win-
ter, Chapter staff and volunteer 
leadership have been hard at 
work devising and implementing 
a Chapter-wide legislative strat-
egy accompanied by a range of 
specific tactics. 

The General Assembly looks 
much different in 2022 than it has 
in the previous two years. The 
House is now controlled by the 
Republican Party, as is the gover-
nor’s office. The Senate remains 
in Democratic control, with a slim 
21-19 margin. Heading into this 
year’s very important session, 
our view is that the historic action 
taken over the past two years 
on climate must be sustained, 
not repealed or weakened. We 
are working to ensure legislators 
fully understand the benefits of 
their pro-climate votes, including 
the progress already underway 
as well as the significant future 
economic and climate benefits to 
Virginia. 

Because of how successful 
our work has been over the past 
two years, there are a number of 
bills that became law now in need 
of protection. Below is a sampling 
of just a few laws that we will be 

Virginia legislative priorities: Holding the line on climate progress
 by Connor Kish and Bob Shippee

working to protect in 2022. 
We will work to defend the 

Virginia Clean Economy Act, 
or  VCEA, a landmark 2020 law 
that ends carbon emissions from 
the power sector by 2050. The 
VCEA mandates energy efficien-
cy standards and sets Virginia 
on the path to massive solar and 
offshore wind energy production. 
The VCEA is a law that creates 
jobs; since its passage, Virgin-
ia has already moved into the 
top five states in the country for 
rate of solar power installation. 
We must ensure the VCEA is not 
weakened or repealed and that 
Virginia is able to capitalize on 
the rapid job growth and econom-
ic advancement that comes with 
the development of clean energy. 

We will defend the Region-
al Greenhouse Gas Initiative, or 
RGGI, which is already under 
threat by the incoming guberna-
torial administration. RGGI limits 
how much the energy sector can 
pollute and creates a “cost” on 
pollution that’s paid by the fos-
sil fuel industry. Using the mon-
ey earned, the commonwealth 
distributes the funding to local 
governments for flood resilience 
efforts and for energy efficien-
cy upgrades for lower-income 

Virginians. Over time, pollution 
allowances decrease, until even-
tually the utility sector must be 
100% powered by renewables. 
RGGI is a successful, more than 
decade-long collaborative effort 
of many states. We know that Vir-
ginia’s participation in the RGGI 
program grows the economy and 
creates jobs. We need to ensure 
Virginia continues participating. 

We will defend the adoption of 
Advanced Clean Car Standards. 
Thanks to Del. Lamont Bagby’s 
2021 legislation, Virginia is on 
the path to a life free of tailpipe 
pollution. Soon, more electric ve-
hicles will be arriving on your lo-
cal dealership lots. This program 
will drastically benefit all Virgin-
ians by taking a huge chunk of 
pollution out of the air. We must 
make sure that the full program is 
allowed to be implemented so we 
can see its benefits.

We will defend the Virginia 
Environmental Justice Act. This 
critical law placed in state code 
definitions related to dispropor-
tionately-impacted communi-
ties and specified meaningful 
engagement requirements that 
state agencies must undertake 
before issuing permits. We will 
defend it in its entirety, and we 

will work tirelessly to ensure that 
no bill repealing or weakening it 
is passed in 2022.

The legislative session begins 
January 12, 2022. We will work 
closely with our Legislative Com-
mittee and staff at the chapter 
and national levels to implement 
an engagement plan that utilizes 
our large, active membership to 
ensure that legislators hear from 
their constituents on the impor-
tance of these laws and why their 
votes to sustain them are vital. In 
addition, we will pursue contin-
ued progress on building efficien-
cy, solar on schools and the tran-
sition to electric vehicle fleets. 

In all this, we need your 
help! So take a moment, and 
visit https://linktr.ee/sierraclubva       
—our newly-launched landing 
page and dashboard—for all 
actions that need your support! 
Bookmark this page and visit it 
frequently; we will be updating 
it with critically important action 
items before and during the leg-
islative session. 

Connor Kish is the legislative and 
political director and Bob Ship-
pee is the legislative chair and 
political co-chair of the Virginia 
Chapter.

This is a statewide list of people active in the Virginia climate movement. You can receive and send 
emails on climate-related news, events, webinars and actions going on across the state. *Monthly 
call on the fourth Tuesday at 12 p.m. and 7 p.m.* Contact Mary-Stuart Torbeck at mary-stuart.
torbeck@sierraclub.org

Join our email list to work towards achieving environmental justice in Virginia. Our purpose is to iden-
tify environmental justice communities across the state, to develop EJ leadership, to provide room 
at the table for these organizations in statewide policy discussions and to share resources. *Monthly 
call on the second Wednesday at 11 a.m. and the second Thursday at 5:30 p.m.* Contact Gustavo 
Angeles at gustavo.angeles@sierraclub.org

This space is for asking questions, voicing concerns and sharing ideas as we move forward in our 
work to create a more equitable environment and chapter. Contact Gustavo Angeles at gustavo.
angeles@sierraclub.org

Join this list to get updates about actions, events and ways to get involved in Hampton Roads. Con-
tact Ann Creasy at Ann.Creasy@sierraclub.org or visit https://vasierra.club/hr

Join this list to get updates about actions, events and ways to get involved in the Richmond metropol-
itan area. Contact Tim Cywinski at tim.cywinski@sierraclub.org or visit https://vasierra.club/rva

Join this list to get updates about actions, events and ways to get involved in Northern Virginia. Con-
tact Cheri Conca at cheri.conca@sierraclub.org or visit https://vasierra.club/nova

Join these email lists to get more informed about and involved with Virginia Chapter activities:

Virginia Climate Movement

Virginia Environmental 
Justice

Sierra Club Virginia Chapter 
Equity, Inclusion and Justice

Hampton Roads

Richmond

Northern Virginia

Virginia Chapter email lists
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Biogas: A greenwashing solution
 by Gustavo Angeles

Last month, we held a we-
binar to talk about biogas. If the 
term is not familiar to you, get 
used to it, because in the follow-
ing years you are going to hear 
more about these so-called “re-
newable natural gas projects.” It 
is the future for the industry ac-
cording to industry representa-
tives. Last month, Robert Blue, 
at an offshore-wind-related cere-
mony in the Navy Shipyard, men-
tioned that Dominion is the coun-
try’s leader in producing carbon 
negative renewable natural gas.  

In 2018 Dominion signed a 
contract with Smithfield to cre-
ate a joint venture called Align 
RNG with the purpose of extract-
ing methane from pig manure in 
three states: Utah, North Caro-
lina and Virginia. Currently, the 
project is up and running in Utah. 

It just received all the necessary 
permits in North Carolina, and 
we just saw the first development 
here in Virginia. Surry County is 
in the process of approving the 
first plant that will extract meth-
ane from hog manure on capped 
hog waste lagoons. 

This is where Dominion ener-
gy sees the future when we talk 
about renewable energy. Extract-
ing methane from pig lagoons 
can be considered a renewable 
energy process and gives this 
partnership carbon tax credits. 
In August Dominion was allowed 
by the SCC to raise their rates 
because of joining the Region-
al Greenhouse Gas Initiative, 
or RGGI. On one hand they are 
going to produce carbon cred-
its, and on the other hand they 
are charging more to ratepayers 

because they have to buy some 
of those carbon credits to offset 
their carbon emissions.

Last month, the planning 
commission in Surry County ap-
proved a project for a conditional 
use permit to construct a regional 
industrial facility to be used to fil-
ter and process raw biogas from 
multiple swine farms to create 
pipeline quality renewable gas. 
There will be a public hearing 
on January 6 at 7pm to consid-
er this application. If you live in 
the county, please reach out to 
your board of supervisors to talk 
about this industrial facility and 
the problems it presents.

Covering a lagoon with a di-
gester does not make the lagoon 
any less vulnerable to flooding 
during major weather events. 
Align’s project harms communi-

ties, our rivers and streams and 
the air we breathe while Smith-
field and Dominion Energy stand 
to make money by displacing 
the burden of their pollution onto 
families and communities. These 
kinds of projects do not reduce 
the pollution from hog waste in-
dustrial operations. In fact, the 
project may increase operational 
capacity due to the attraction of 
producing more gas. The kind of 
business that Surry County wants 
to see is not more concentrated 
animal feeding operations.  

For more information, please 
contact Gustavo Angeles at gus-
tavo.angeles@sierraclub.org

Gustavo Angeles is the environ-
mental justice program coordina-
tor of the Virginia Chapter.

A cartoon by Noah Regan depicting the threat to parkland in Prince 
William County by the data centers and other industrial development 
(courtesy of Noah Regan).

Data centers threaten the Rural Crescent in Prince William County
 by Ann Bennett

With over 20 national park 
sites—historic, natural, trail and 
byways, Virginia is a destination 
for well over 20 million annual 
visitors who seek educational, 
historical and recreational activi-
ties at properties managed by the 
National Park Service.  

Unfortunately, your Virginia 
National Parks are threatened 
again. Major land use chang-
es appear to be on a fast track 
in Prince William County, home 
to Manassas National Battlefield 
Park 
(https://nps.gov/mana/index.htm) 
and Prince William Forest Na-
tional Park, the largest national 
protected area in the Washing-
ton, D.C., metropolitan region 
(https://.nps.gov/prwi/index.htm).

Prince William County’s 
board of supervisors is consider-
ing designating over 2,100 acres 
of “Rural Crescent” land for data 
centers and other industrial or 
commercial uses just a stone’s 
throw away from these national 
public lands. Conway Robinson 
State Park and the Occoquan 
Reservoir Watershed, a key 
source of drinking water, are at 
risk as well.  

Prince William County already 
has about 3,100 acres in its in-

dustrial-zoned data center over-
lay district, more than it needs.  
Adding rural land to the overlay 
district is short-sighted and un-
necessary.  In fact, it appears that 
Prince William County is moving 
toward land use decision-making 
before its own study of the issue 
is complete.  

County leadership was vi-
sionary 20 years ago when it es-
tablished protections in the Rural 
Crescent. The Rural Crescent 

not only protects farmland and 
natural resources, but it has also 
served as a de facto buffer to 
climate impacts in a county with 
no formal plan to reduce carbon 
emissions.  

Nearly one million people 
visit each of these parks annual-
ly to experience pristine forests, 
unchanged historic landscapes 
and access to nature, trails and 
quiet. National park visitors don’t 
deserve to have their visitor ex-

perience diminished by the un-
sightly appearance and proxim-
ity of these huge data centers 
and warehouses. Imagine a data 
center next to Yellowstone or ad-
jacent to the National Mall. You 
probably can’t. So why is it okay 
here?

If you live in Prince William 
County, it’s time to reach out to 
your board of supervisors. The 
rest of us are encouraged to ask 
Sens. Tim Kaine and Mark War-
ner and Reps. Jennifer Wexton 
(10th-CD, includes Manassas 
National Battlefield Park) and 
Rob Wittman (1st-CD, includes 
Prince William Forest National 
Park) to ensure the protection 
of these two threatened national 
parks.  

The Great Falls Group of the 
Virginia Chapter is working in 
coalition with a large number of 
national and local organizations 
to protect the Rural Crescent. 
Check out the coalition website at 
https://growsmartpw.org for more 
information on their work.

Ann Bennett is an at-large Ex-
Com member of the Virginia 
Chapter.
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Disaster / Travel / Wilderness
First Aid Education

For adults and teenagers with solid attention spans. Learn how to save life and limb. Empower yourself to care for others, 
potentially reducing demand on rescue teams and freeing up hospital beds.  

Online and In-Person Options Available!
Option I: Online-only. View course videos at your own pace, interspersed with self-guided hands-on practice sessions. 
$105. Earn a Certificate of Completion.

Option II: Blended Learning=Option I above, plus a three-year credit to attend an in-person class. $225.

Option III:  In-person with strict safety measures including vaccination plus two weeks required to attend, COVID symp-
toms screening for the 14 days prior to class, masks required, and more.  $225.  Earn the internationally-renowned two-
year SOLO WFA certification.

    Jan 22-23, 2022 ........ Norfolk, VA
    Jan 29-30 ........ Harrisonburg/Staunton area, VA
    Feb 5 - 6 ........ Richmond, VA
    Feb 26-27 ........ Charlottesville, VA
    Mar 12-13 ........ Washington, DC area
    Mar 19-20 ........ Farmville, VA
    Mar 26-27 ........ Blacksburg, VA
    Mar 26-27 ........ Norfolk, VA
    Apr 9-10 ........ Charlottesville, VA
    Apr 23-24 ........ Lexington, VA
    Apr 30-May 1 ........ Richmond, VA
    May 21-22 ........ Norfolk, VA
    May 28-30 ........ In the mountains near Blacksburg, VA
    Jun 4 - 5 ........ Washington, DC area
    Jun 11-12 ........ Charlottesville, VA

Brought to you by Matthew Rosefsky, Geo Medic, street medic, SOLO Instructor-Trainer, Sierra Club Outings leader 
and volunteer strategist for Sierra Club National “Outdoors for All” campaign.  See https://solowfa.com for more infor-
mation and online registration.

Banned from Montgomery County
 by Daryl Downing

You may’ve read my article in 
the last Virginia Sierran about my 
arrest for trespassing on Moun-
tain Valley Pipeline property/
easement.

The 10 of us arrested had our 
day in court (in Christiansburg) on 
October 25. Very late the previ-
ous week we were offered a deal. 
The deal was only available if all 
10 of those charged accepted it. 
Many individuals and attorneys 
had to be contacted in a short pe-
riod of time, but at the 11th hour, 
all agreed. 

Terms:
• The felony charges (relat-

ed to the type of vehicle 
to which two protesters 

Daryl Downing is an at-large 
ExCom member of the Virginia 
Chapter.

were locked) would be 
dismissed.

• We’d plead guilty to one 
misdemeanor charge.

• One misdemeanor charge 
would be dismissed.

• We’re not allowed to go to 
Montgomery County for 
one year. Really!

• We’re not allowed to go 
on MVP property or ease-
ments in Virginia for one 
year.

• We had to pay a $150 
fine.

• One hundred fifty days jail 
time—suspended.

• Twelve months of keeping 
the peace and good be-
havior.

My bill, including court costs, 
was approximately $250. A group 
I’d never heard of paid my attor-
ney’s fees. Money was raised to 
pay the fines and court costs for 
those who needed the financial 
assistance.

The amazing support of ev-
ery kind that was available prior 
to the NVDA (nonviolent direct 
action) continued after the arrest 
and release of the group. I’m pro-
foundly grateful for the advice, 
guidance and financial support 
that was provided to me and the 
other activists. Honestly, I have 
no regrets. The MVP is a crime 
against humanity and the natural 
world, and the sooner it’s thrown 
on the trash pile along with the 

Atlantic Coast Pipeline, the bet-
ter.

I’m also incredibly apprecia-
tive towards all the staff members 
and volunteers from many orga-
nizations that continue to fight the 
MVP in other ways. Persistence 
and effective tactics will help us 
stop this 303-mile, 42-inch fossil 
fuel monstrosity. #NoMVP

I participated in this action as 
a private citizen, not as a Sierran.
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Mark your calendar, the Richmond Virginia Environmental Film Festival returns February 18 - March 4, 2022. 
For the 12th year, the event will showcase the newest local and national films that focus awareness on critical 
environmental issues and inspire action. After being voted as one of the best film festivals by Style readers, 
the Richmond Virginia Environmental Film Festival was recently awarded the Virginia Travel Leader Award by 
Virginia Green Travel Alliance.

The festival kicks off on Friday, February 18 at the Richmond City Main Library with the James River Associa-
tion presenting Eight Billion Angels which tells the truth about the conflict between the size of our global pop-
ulation and the sustainability of our planet. The next day, Saturday, Feb 19, bring the kids to the Byrd Theater 
for the traditional showing of The Lorax who speaks for the trees to confront environmental destruction. One 
Health, an episode of the VPM program Untamed, which won two Telly awards and an Emmy nomination, 
will be followed by a Q&A with Ed Clark, President and Founder of the Wildlife Center of Virginia. High Tide in 
Dorchester is a tale of a Chesapeake Bay town affected by climate change. 

The festival continues at the Byrd Theater on Sunday, February 20 and includes the award-winning films from 
the Virginia Environmental Film Contest. The following two weeks films will be presented by our partners: 
Drive Electric RVA, Pedal Power, Virginia Interfaith Power and Light, University of Richmond, VCU Biology 
Department, Maymont Foundation, City of Richmond Department of Sustainability, Richmond Main Library 
and Henrico County Library.

As always, admission to the festival is free and open to the public due to the generous support of our loyal 
community sponsors, such as Enrichmond Foundation, Convert Solar, Ian Patrick of Merill Lynch, Capital 
Region Land Conservancy, Sierra Club-Falls of the James Group, RIC Today, VPM, Blue Ridge Outdoors 
magazine and Natural Awakenings magazine.

Save the dates and check in periodically at https://RVAEFF.org to get all the latest updates and film announce-
ments as they become available.

Gill Sigmon
President, 2022 RVA Environmental Film Festival
rvaenvfilmfest@gmail.com

The offshore wind express has left the station
 by Eileen Woll

Ralph Northam began his 
tenure by releasing a Virginia En-
ergy Plan  in 2018 that called for 
the implementation of 2,000 MW 
of offshore wind by 2028. In 2019 
he issued Executive Order 43 
calling for 2,500 MW of offshore 
wind to be developed by 2026. 
To this, Dominion remarked, 
“challenge accepted,” and subse-
quently filed an application with 
PJM, the regional transmission 
organization, to do just that.

On Northam’s watch in Oc-

tober 2020, Dominion’s pilot off-
shore wind turbines came online. 
Virginia made history as the first 
offshore wind project in the na-
tion in federal waters.  Also on 
his watch, Siemens Gamesa an-
nounced the first North American 
wind manufacturing facility was 
planned for Portsmouth, helping 
to anchor Hampton Roads as a 
supply chain hub for offshore 
wind.

In 2021, Northam’s last year 
in office, offshore wind moved at 

a herculean pace. It started with 
Northam signing into law the land-
mark Virginia Clean Economy 
Act, which, among other things, 
mandates that up to 5,200 MW 
of offshore wind be constructed 
and delivering power to the grid 
by 2035.

So now we have a new gover-
nor who has generally expressed 
support for offshore wind. And 
through the years, offshore wind 
has generally enjoyed bipartisan 
support, albeit for varying rea-

sons.
In its last days, Northam’s 

administration finally produced, 
per Executive Order 43, a clean 
energy workforce development 
plan. It’ll be up to the Youngkin 
administration to implement and 
fund that plan.  

Funds must be directed to 
support clean energy workforce 
development programs that are 
accessible, affordable and com-
munity-based. Funds must also 
See Offshore wind on page 11.
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In July 2020 a group of Virgin-
ia Sierrans held their first Zoom 
meeting to discuss electrifica-
tion of the transportation sector. 
Thus was born the Chapter’s 
Electrification Workgroup. Group 
members’ interests encompass 
a broad range of topics, such as 
electrification of municipal and 
school buses; EV charging sta-
tions and infrastructure; legisla-
tion, funding and incentives for 
electric vehicles; and solar-pow-
ered EVs. Over time a portion 
of the group’s work became fo-
cused on propelling local gov-
ernments and transit authorities 
to electrify their fleet vehicles, 
especially transit buses. Several 

Passion fuels Sierrans’ advocacy for electric fleet vehicles 
 by Cheri Conca

Electrification Workgroup members Ruth Woollett and John Bloom at 
the Virginia Chapter’s 2021 Drive Electric EV car show (photo cour-
tesy of Cheri Conca).

Cheri Conca is the conservation 
program coordinator of the Vir-
ginia Chapter.

members are working on electri-
fication in Northern Virginia and a 
few others in Richmond and Har-
risonburg. The group envisions 
building a team of volunteers 
working to electrify fleets across 
the commonwealth. 

As the Chapter’s conser-
vation program coordinator, I 
am fortunate to be a part of the 
workgroup, drafting agendas, 
taking minutes and pitching in 
where needed. I am continually 
impressed and inspired by mem-
bers’ knowledge, enthusiasm, 
persistence and passion. Believe 
me, these people are passionate 
about their electric cars! It’s been 
fascinating to hear about instant 

torque, charging tips and experi-
ences and the head-turning quo-
tient of electric cars. 

But the root of the volunteers’ 
passion is their concern for the 
environment. They are intense-
ly aware that reducing tailpipe 
emissions is an essential factor 
in addressing climate change, 
environmental justice and public 
health. Last but far from least, the 
Electrification Workgroup mem-
bers are fun. The conversation is 
as lively and entertaining as it is 
productive and informative. 

Here are some examples 
of what members have accom-
plished and what they are work-
ing toward:

• A Drive Electric Week car 
show in September that provid-
ed a one-stop “shopping” experi-
ence for hundreds of EV-curious 
people, allowing them to view 
nearly two dozen EV models, 
plus an EV charger and land-
scaping equipment, and to speak 
with the owners. 

• Drafting an “anti-ICEing” bill 
that would penalize fossil fuel car 
owners for parking in spaces re-
served for EV charging. ICEing is 
an electric vehicle term for when 
an Internal Combustion Engine, 
or ICE, vehicle parks in a space 
that is designated for electric ve-
hicle charging.

• Planning a statewide fleet 
electrification campaign to urge 
localities to commit to purchas-
ing 100% battery electric transit 
buses and fleet vehicles and to 
provide resources to help them 
to do so.

Given that 45% of the state’s 
carbon dioxide emissions come 
from transportation, the electrifi-
cation of municipal fleets is vitally 
important to protect public health 
and fight climate change. Work-

group members recognized that 
Virginia’s electrification efforts 
were lagging behind those of 
Maryland and Washington, D.C., 
and decided to help nudge their 
communities’ efforts along. The 
group tracks which municipalities 
are already committed to electrifi-
cation and what plans they have 
put into place to reach their goals. 
The group also tracks funding 
sources and plans to encourage 
localities to apply for grants and 
incentives. 

Although market and regula-
tory forces are making it easier 
than ever for localities to electri-
fy their fleets, the Electrification 
Workgroup’s advocacy is still im-
portant. The useful life of a diesel 
bus in the U.S. is typically 12-15 
years, which means that diesel 
buses purchased in 2022 could 
still be on the road in 2037. And 
electric bus orders can take a 
year and a half to be fulfilled. The 
longer that local decision mak-
ers wait to commit to 100% bat-
tery electric vehicles, the longer 
fossil fuels will be spewing from 
municipally owned tailpipes. The 
group’s work helps educate and 
persuade local leaders to take 
steps now to build a clean trans-
portation future for their commu-
nities.

The Electrification Workgroup 
welcomes Sierra Club members 
from all over the commonwealth 
and is particularly interested 
in gaining volunteers from the 
Hampton Roads, Charlottesville 
and Roanoke areas. 

Meetings are held virtually at 
noon on the first and third Tues-
days of the month. If you would 
like to attend, please contact 
cheri.conca@sierraclub.org

Offshore wind
 continued from page 10
be directed to promoting those 
training opportunities to the spe-
cific communities as outlined in 
the Virginia Clean Economy Act 
(i.e., historically disadvantaged 
communities, veterans, local 
workers). 

While the Northam admin-

istration is marked for enacting 
the policy that brought Siemens 
Gamesa to Virginia and drove 
Dominion to bring 2,600 MW of 
offshore wind online—enough to 
power 660,000 homes, it’s going 
to be up to the Youngkin admin-
istration to ensure that offshore 

wind is done right—meaning it 
is brought online in a way that is 
fair, equitable and beneficial for 
all Virginians. In particular, this 
means ensuring that the job op-
portunities and training/educa-
tional programs are available, af-
fordable, community-based and 

widely promoted throughout the 
commonwealth. 

Eileen Woll is the offshore energy 
program director of the Virginia 
Chapter.
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Build (and renovate) our homes right from the start: The Virginia building code process 
begins!
 by Susan Stillman

resemble those we submitted in 
the 2018 Code review process, 
which can be found here:
bit.ly/2018CodeReview

We anticipate that builders 
and their allies will oppose up-
dating Virginia’s building code 
to the full 2021 IECC. They will 
likely continue to argue for im-
plement energy code provisions 
dating back to 2012. The argu-
ment made by the builders is 
that the incremental cost of mak-
ing homes more efficient makes 
them unaffordable. This argu-
ment is self-serving and ignores 
that residents have to heat and 
cool these homes for the life of 
the home’s existence, which is 
likely more than 70 years.

In 2021, the Virginia Gener-
al Assembly enacted HB2227, 
which requires the BHCD to 
consider adoption of codes stan-
dards at least as stringent as the 
latest IECC. This new law should 

strengthen the chances that Vir-
ginia’s building code will meet or 
exceed the 2021 IECC.  However, 
without strong advocacy for effi-
ciency and sustainability in build-
ing codes, the BHCD may adhere 
to its past practice of continuing 
old exceptions to the latest IECC, 
absent consent by builders.

Our coalition is currently very 
Northern Virginia centric with the 
exception of Climate Action Alli-
ance for the Valley. We’d like to 
grow the coalition so that there is 
representation around the com-
monwealth. If you would like to 
get involved please contact me, 
Susan Stillman, at stillman.su-
san@gmail.com

Susan Stillman is the renewable 
energy vice-chair of the Virginia 
Chapter.

Who makes the rules about 
how homes are built and renovat-
ed? There is a board called the 
BHCD, the Board of Housing and 
Community Development, made 
up of citizens that are selected 
from Virginia’s congressional 
districts by the governor. These 
board members take the results 
of work by stakeholders and vote 
to make changes (or not) to Vir-
ginia’s building code. 

A coalition of organizations 
(e.g., the Sierra Club, Faith Al-
liance for Climate Solutions, 
Climate Action Alliance for the 
Valley, Virginia Grassroots and 
Clinicians for Climate Action) 
will submit and advocate for im-
provements to the Virginia Uni-
form Statewide Building Code. 
Currently the building code is a 
mix of the International Energy 
Conservation Code, or IECC, 
from 2009, 2012, 2015 and 2018. 
It is behind the 2018 and 2021 

IECC in critical ways. Improving 
the code will reduce the energy 
cost burden for home occupants, 
make the homes more comfort-
able, improve the health of the 
occupants and help localities and 
the state meet carbon reduction 
goals. The Department of Ener-
gy and the Pacific Northwest Na-
tional Laboratory have assessed 
cost-effectiveness and found that 
the 2021 IECC will save residents 
money and benefit the public 
compared to builders’ incremen-
tal costs of compliance.   (See 
bit.ly/EnergyCodesPublication 
for more information.)

The coalition will urge the 
BHCD to adopt the full 2021 IECC, 
plus adopt a few additional mea-
sures that will save energy and 
reduce pollution. Likely additional 
proposals (e.g., readiness for so-
lar and EV charging and promot-
ing heat pumps while avoiding 
wasteful resistance heating) will 


