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What is Service Learning?
by Julie Yermack

Why do we do service?  What impact do 
we have?  What projects are the most 
beneficial?  How sustainable are the 
relationships that are formed?  All of these 
questions float through the minds of 
individuals doing service, but how often are 
they discussed?

Service learning is truly engaging 
personally with the project and the issues.  It 
encompasses more than just physical work: It 
encourages a dialogue about every facet of 
the project.  Service work for The SEEDS 
Project is done in unique communities with 
many complexities.  When one helps build a 
fence for the new wetlands restoration 
project, or tills the land for a gardening 

initiative, they can see the work they have 
completed.  There is a fence on a once 
abandoned lot, and garden rows where there 
used to be grass; the feeling of 
accomplishment is overwhelming, and the 
pain in your back is a testament to that.  Then 
add the learning component:  Discuss with the 
local community what the wetlands used to 
mean to the livelihood of the people, and the 
influence it will have when reincorporated 
back into their lives.  Hear from the local 
people about the lack of grocery stores in 
their area and the need for quality produce in 
order to begin to understand the impact that 
the fresh food grown in the newly formed 
garden rows will have.  As members of The 
SEEDS Project, we do not just listen actively 
though.  We converse with our community 

partners.  We share our ideas about how to 
protect the garden from flooding based on 
our previous experiences and what we have 
learned in class.  We offer sympathies when 
learning of the social injustices brought upon 
a group of people because of their economic 
standing.  We are not only building fences, 
but also building relationships.  Service 
learning is an active engagement with the 
project and the people; it enables a deeper 
connection to the issues and creates a much 
more meaningful experience.

This journal is a representation of that 
learning.  After just one week in Louisiana or 
West Virginia, members of The SEEDS Project 
developed relationships with the land, the 
people and the issues.  These are just a few of 
the things we experienced and learned.

Last year on the Louisiana trip, the SEEDS project helped create 
lasagna rows for LHA’s school garden. This is the garden this year, 

ready for harvest! photo by Amanda Lineberry
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Thomas Rickenbaker
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The People by Emily Cho
SEEDS was more than just a service trip to 

West Virginia. It was a rejuvenating and 
enriching experience, a time for me to learn 
more about myself, and to see what I could do 
for others.  It was a time to realize the value of 
connections, and to grow as a person. SEEDS 
helped me better appreciate my life in college 
and life as a whole; it subtly reminded me of 
the opportunities beyond this world of 
academia. It showed me that I could make a 
difference in the world simply by listening and 
caring. It reminded me of the wonderful ways I 
could learn outside of the classroom, allowing 
me to gain further insight into issues much more 
pertinent to self-discovery. SEEDS provided me 
with the opportunity to glimpse the real-world 
problems that are often afterthoughts in our 
lives at the University, and to appreciate the 
ample opportunities I have been given in life as 
an individual. 

There were innumerable reasons why 
SEEDS was the unparalleled experience it was: 
From the humbling task of putting up drywall, 
the peaceful walk around the lake and the 
gorgeous hike afterwards, to a visit to the local 
high school. Despite it all, I indubitably 
attribute the significance of SEEDS to those 
whom I was privileged to share it with. It would 
not have been nearly as meaningful if it were 
not for the remarkable individuals I learned 
from and grew with. It was my fellow peers 
and the bonds we quickly formed that served 
as the cornerstone of my experience, and 
made SEEDS more than I could have 
anticipated.

In the beginning, I did not anticipate 
becoming friends with everyone. I am that 
awkward girl, the one standing alone in the 
corner, looking lost and confused, or lonely or 
pathetic, or uppity and self-righteous, 

depending on whom you ask. Regardless of 
which character I look like to you, that 
lonesome character yet to speak to anyone-- 
that’s me. 

Accustomed to this sense of being out of 
place, I anticipated feeling slightly awkward on 
the trip as well, at least for the first few days. 
But for whatever irrational reason, on the 
morning of departure, I felt this underlying 
sense of comfort within the group. Perhaps it 
was because I knew that we were all 
inescapably together for the week. Or maybe 
it was because I got lucky enough to be part of 
a truly extraordinary group of people who just 
clicked.

Before we had even left the campus that 
beautiful Saturday morning, I felt a bit happier 
than I had in the past. Again, perhaps it was 
the fact that I was temporarily freed from 
assignments, or because I had gotten coffee 
from Tyler’s through careful (and very 
intentional) stalling of our departure. I’d like to 
think that it was something a little deeper 
though. I think I knew it was going to be the 
beginning of some beautiful friendships. We 
didn’t know it when it was happening, but 
happened it certainly did, and I couldn’t have 
asked for anything more than what they gave 
me. 

My peers showed me how to appreciate 
the little things. I saw excitement and passion in 
their eyes for elements of life I had previously 
paid no mind to. People would help with 
anything that they could. They would give 
when nothing was asked of them. They would 
be there for you even when you did not expect 
them to be. They would greet you with one of 
the best hugs you can receive even after you 
had spoken to them only once. They would 
encourage you at all times because of what 
you did and who you were. They would 
provide superb conversations and points of 
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reflection that would foster personal growth 
for everyone. There were no qualms or 
complaints about the work or activities; 
there was only nuanced understanding that 
we were there for something much larger 
than ourselves. Together we expanded our 
perspectives, only faintly recognizing the 
profound lessons we were learning. I saw 
genuine love arise amongst members within 
a week’s time. There were no hesitations or 
questions or judgments—just pure friendship. 
Open arms embraced us throughout the 
week both figuratively and literally. 

Since then, my fellow Seedlings have 
been the reason for the newfound sense of 
security and happiness that I have enjoyed. 
I have long considered transferring from the 
University, and I generally attribute my 
discontent here to the people on campus. As 
a whole, I’ve said, they are not my kind of 
people—we have different goals and 
priorities in life. But although it may sound 
expected and generic, SEEDS significantly 
thwarted my desires for transferring, thanks 
to the lovely group of people I was with. 
Beyond a community and friendship that I 
truly hope will last for more than a few 
weeks, it was the group, individually and 
collectively, and the lessons I learned from 
them that will remain with me forever. I am 
blessed to have found the eighteen new 
friends the experience has given me; I have 
developed a newfound appreciation for 
each day because of them. I have a new 
sense of obligation to being myself, and to 
pursuing what I am passionate about. 

I thank my peers profusely for the 
openness and love that they unhesitatingly 
showed their fellow Seedlings. I am inspired 
to be a better person because of them and I 
am inspired to do what I love. While I hope 
for many future travel opportunities, 
perhaps even back to West Virginia, I find it 
difficult to believe that a group as dynamic 
as the one we were blessed with will ever 
be created on another trip. Regardless of 
the outcome, I will always hold the SEEDS 
West Virginia group in my heart. An 
inexplicable thanks to everyone who took 
the trip; it wouldn’t have been the same 
without you.
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Digging Holes by Harry 
Lambert

You can learn a lot about yourself by 
digging a hole. I learnt that I am not well 
suited to digging holes, that it is rather 
difficult, and that I now understand why our 
ancestors invented a machine to dig for them. 
Digging holes was a small component of our 
service in the Lower 9th Ward of New 
Orleans. From insulating a house, to mudding 
a church to building a fence, our SEEDS 
group was very busy during our three days of 
service in New Orleans! The activity that we 
will undoubtedly remember best, however, is 
digging the foundation for a new barn (and 
the subsequent aching muscles!). This service 
was all facilitated through Common Ground 
Relief where we were also staying. Common 
Ground Relief—“Solidarity not Charity”—is an 
interesting organization in itself. When we 
arrived, only our trip leaders knew something 
about it. We quickly learned, however, that 
this organization is passionately involved in 
community affairs. Common Ground Relief 
emerged out of Common Ground Collective—
a group originally set up to help the people 
of New Orleans after Katrina. Common 
Ground Relief is one of the remaining facets 
of this organization. Based in the Lower 9th 
Ward, one of the hardest hit neighborhoods 
in New Orleans, the organization has 
dedicated itself to rebuilding homes, hearts, 
and communities. Many of the people we met 
in the Lower 9th were incredibly grateful for 
Common Ground and for all of the volunteer 
support. We also, however, had the chance to 
hear from locals who felt differently about 
Common Ground. Though my trip-mates will 
talk more extensively about those 
conversations, I think I can safely say that 
they gave each of us a new perspective on 
Common Ground and on the rebuilding effort 
in the Lower 9th. For me, those conversations 
really underscore what SEEDS is about. 
SEEDS is not a “service trip”. Yes, we perform 
grunt labor—hence the hole-digging—but we 
are also there to learn, to listen, and to 
question. Our time at Common Ground is a 
testament to that purpose. We were 
challenged to think critically about the role of 
non-profits and volunteer labor in rebuilding 
communities. We listened to the people we 
met—not just community members, but other 
volunteers and workers at Common Ground. 
And, by golly, we questioned what we were 
doing. Will digging a hole really make an 
impact? Have volunteers rebuilt the lower 9th 
or have they created an entirely new, 
different community? Should volunteers be 
rebuilding or supporting others to rebuild? 
These were just a few of the questions we had 
to confront during our time in the lower 9th. 
To me, that is the strongest legacy of SEEDS.  

At UR, we don’t often ask—and we certainly 
don’t consider—these questions.  I now know 
that discussion and contemplation is as 
important a part of service as actually doing 
the work. The lessons I learned from 
discussions will last for a long time. That said, 
so will the lessons learned while digging a 
hole.

Service Learning  
by Hannah Jacobsen
	 The SEEDS Project is unique in its 
approach to service. The trip holds action and 
reflection as equal in value because without a 
combination of the two, it is impossible to 
effect social change. The social, 
environmental, and health-related issues in 
southern West Virginia are incredibly 
complex and interconnected. They have 
countless causes and effects as well as 
reasons why they continue to persist. If SEEDS 
came to serve West Virginia without any 
background knowledge of the area or 
intention to learn more about it, we would 
only be putting a Band-Aid on the problems 
that we saw. An approach to service with an 
emphasis on learning also shows the 
communities where we work compassion and 
respect. By taking the time to talk to the 
community members, understand what makes 
their lives difficult and what makes their lives 
beautiful, we are showing that we care about 
them deeply. Embracing the complexity of the 
issues can also help us understand why we 
came to West Virginia in the first place, and 
what we can do to make our assistance 
unnecessary in the future. 
 One great example of service learning 
during the SEEDS trip took place when a 

group of us were remodeling a family’s 
kitchen in War, West Virginia. The house was 
tiny, inundated with junk, mold-infested, and 
almost caving in on itself. At the beginning, I 
did not understand how such poverty could 
exist in America. However, as I worked on the 
family’s kitchen throughout the week, I had 
the opportunity to ask them questions and 
understand what brought them to such a dire 
living situation. I learned a lot about how their 
lives were impacted by the coal industry, the 
primary occupation in their town. The family 
actually lives right next to a coal-mining site 
and has relatives who are currently working 
in the mines. The smell of sulfur coming from 
the river, (a remnant of the minerals that are 
released into the water from coal-mining), was 
another reminder of coal’s strong presence. 
While coal has helped put food on the table 
for this family, it has also caused them much 
devastation. Due to mountain top removal (a 
highly advanced way of collecting coal), 
there is less topsoil to absorb the rain. 
Therefore, in 2001, War experienced its worst 
flooding in 150 years. I learned that this flood 
was the reason why we were putting in new 
floors in the first place! 
 Coal mining not only hurt the family 
environmentally, but also economically.  It is 
part of the reason why only one out of the 
four adults in the house are working. Coal 
mining is almost the only form of employment 
in southern West Virginia. Before recent 
technological inventions in coal extraction, 
coal provided West Virginians millions of jobs. 
However, new technology has significantly 
reduced the coal industries’ need for 
manpower, and most of these jobs are now 
gone. Perhaps if coal was not the only job 
option in West Virginia, the other adults in the 
household could be making money and 
improving their standard of living. Unless the 
government initiates economic diversification 
in this town, the family has very few options 
over how to augment their income.
 The time I spent with this family not only 
helped me to understand what was going 
wrong in the community, but also what was 
going well. Even though the family was 
struggling, they chose to be happy and 
appreciate the little they did have. While they 
were lacking in material possessions, they had 
an incredible community that looked out for 
one another. In fact, the father’s work was to 
fix other peoples’ homes. While it has many 
problems like any other town, War offers a 
great example of what a true community 
looks like. 
	 The time I spent talking to this family and 
learning about War made my volunteering so 
much more meaningful. By observing and 
asking questions, I began to understand why 
there is so much poverty in southern West 
Virginia and what we need to do to fix it. 
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A Dialogue on Service by Garret 
Lanigan

The diversity of the 2013 New Orleans SEEDS crew is something I 
personally have never experienced.  Amongst the twenty of us, we 
represented seven different countries, five continents, and widely 
different upbringings.  While each one of us represented a completely 
different person, the common ground that drove us together was our 
desire to serve others.  I personally applied for SEEDS, because 
throughout my entire life I was taught the values of service and the 
importance of social justice.  I had been on several service trips prior 
and was anticipating a very similar experience, as I was used to.  
Instead, SEEDS provided me with an experience I was not prepared 
for.  Throughout the course of our week in Dulac and New Orleans, I 
learned that SEEDS was not just simply another service trip, but rather 
it was exactly what its acronym said- “Students Engaging and Enacting 
a Dialogue on Service.” 

At the beginning of the trip, I thought the reflection periods were 
just an opportunity to share with other groups what we did that day.  
However, I quickly realized the reflections were much more than simply 
a recap of the day.  Rather, they presented an opportunity for a group 
of twenty individuals to share what they saw, how they felt, and what 
they were thinking over the course of the day.  The diversity of SEEDS 
allowed these discussions to provide a spectrum of perspectives that I 
personally never could have imagined.   I was amazed that people 
who I was working alongside of the entire day could come away with 
such a different view than me. 

Each one of these reflection periods made my SEEDS experience 
profoundly more impactful.  Each night, the reflections sent me to sleep 
thinking more intensely about the events of the day than ever before.  
For a week filled with new experiences, the reflection periods helped 
prevent me from resorting to my knee-jerk reactions, and instead 
caused me to truly analyze the situation and be open to others 
interpretations before I came up with my final opinion.  In a period 
where our country is suffering from such extreme partisanship, the 
importance of listening to other’s opinions has never been more 
significant.   

Whether these reflections happened to take place at Langston 
Hughes Academy, in our nightly circles at Dulac and the CGR house, or 
simply over a cup of coffee in the morning, each conversation we had 
provided each and every one of us with the opportunity to learn and 
maybe just for a second look at a situation through someone else’s 
eyes.  These conversations opened our minds and hearts to perspectives 
we had never before seen, and helped prepare us to be leaders on 
campus and in this world. 

The Community of SEEDS by Caroline 
Braun
 After our SEEDS trip, I have a new perspective of what a 
community is. In a simple, generic definition, a community is a group of 
people who live in a local area. In West Virginia, community means so 
much more than just people living in close proximity to one another. 
They are friends, family and neighbors. When we first arrived at Big 
Creek People in Action (BCPIA) in McDowell County, we were each 
individually welcomed by Marsha, the director of the community center, 
with a hug and a great big smile. I had never met Marsha before, but I 
immediately felt like I knew her from her genuine personality and 
caring voice.  When she was giving us an introduction about BCPIA, 
she told us that she was once asked about the “outsiders” that stay at 
the community center. Her response was that we were not outsiders. 
We were their guests, and I truly felt that we were. Everyone we met 
was comfortable sharing with us their personal experiences and family 
stories. 
	 The first service project I worked on with my fellow Seedlings was 
helping to remodel a kitchen for Fuzzy and his family. Fuzzy is a man 
who works for BCPIA and supervises service groups. He works to help 
members of his community, and it felt great to be able to return the 
favor. As we worked, Fuzzy and his wife Cindy told us stories about the 
floods that had greatly affected their community, and how much they 
relied on one another in their time of need. They welcomed us into their 
home and were willing to share their personal experiences. Even 
though all we did was help to remodel their kitchen, it was very 
rewarding to help a man who does so much for his community and 
others. 
 After working on Fuzzy’s kitchen in the morning, we all went for a 
walk around Berwind Lake on a beautiful sunny day, and we stopped 
to talk to a man named Garland. He did not know us, but he felt 
comfortable talking to 19 strangers about his time in the army, working 
in the coalmines, fishing in the lake, and sharing with us why he 
returned to the mountains. I am not sure how long we sat around him 
listening to his stories because he was so genuine and friendly. I felt like 
I could sit there all afternoon talking to him and asking him questions. It 
was conversations with the West Virginians, like Garland, that truly 
enriched my trip. They allowed me to have a better understanding of 
the area and the hardships that the community must face every day. 
The SEEDS trip to West Virginia has made my spring break 2013 
unforgettable. It gave me the opportunity to open my heart and mind to 
new people and new experiences. On our journey travelling through 
the Appalachian Mountains, we formed our own community. Many of 
us did not know each other before that week, but now we have all 
formed new relationships. It was a week full of laughs, tears and 
emotions. We opened our hearts to the communities and to each other.  
We felt comfortable sharing our thoughts and opinions, and in the 
process, we created our own community.  I know the people we met 
and the social issues we witnessed have impacted me, and I cherish the 
time I have spent with the SEEDS community. 

photo provided by Amanda Lineberry

photo provided by Josh Grice



what 
went 
down 
in LA
Here’s a day-by-day break 
down of what we did each day 
on the Louisiana trip at the 
Dulac Community Center 
(DCC), Common Ground Relief 
(CGR), and Langston Hughes 
Academy (LHA).
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Here’s a day-by-day break 
down of what we did each day 
on the Louisiana trip at the 
Dulac Community Center 
(DCC), Common Ground Relief 
(CGR), and Langston Hughes 
Academy (LHA).

10
SEEDlings started 3 different 
service projects today: tilling 
land, building raised garden 
beds, and planting flowers.

13
Half of the SEEDS crew 
started clearing a lot around a 
gutted house that hasn’t been 
occupied since Katrina.

13
The other half of the SEEDS 
crew painted bathrooms 
during a work day at LHA.
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went 
down 
in LA
Here’s a day-by-day break 
down of what we did each day 
on the Louisiana trip at the 
Dulac Community Center 
(DCC), Common Ground Relief 
(CGR), and Langston Hughes 
Academy (LHA).

11
Today the flower planting was 
finished and all the land was 
tilled! Hard work! The raised 
garden beds still needed a 
little more work though

14
Today at CGR, SEEDlings 
power-washed the same house 
that they worked on the day 
before.

14
SEEDlings showed their guns 
by shoveling mulch in the LHA 
garden. They took their lunch 
break with the 4th graders & 
kindergarteners!

what 
went 
down 
in LA
Here’s a day-by-day break 
down of what we did each day 
on the Louisiana trip at the 
Dulac Community Center 
(DCC), Common Ground Relief 
(CGR), and Langston Hughes 
Academy (LHA). 12

All projects finished! The LA 
SEEDS crew packed up and 
headed for NOLA!

15
They asked for a 4ft ditch for 
a barn foundation. The SEEDS 
crew gave ‘em about 3.5ft. 
Digging ditches ain’t no joke.

15
The rest of the mulch was 
shoveled and SEEDlings 
mentored 8th graders on the 
college application process.

Lessons from Lauren by 
Amanda Lineberry

Her name was Lauren, and she was 
upset. To be honest, upset is putting it mildly. 
She was screaming at us while we were trying 
to clear out a lot of a home in the Lower 
Ninth Ward. The house had been gutted and 
abandoned since Katrina in 2005. Eight years 
of abandonment and even the house seemed 
angry. But Lauren, in particular, seemed 
angry with us

We were volunteering in the Lower Ninth 
Ward with Common Ground Relief, a 
rebuilding organization that had been in the 
Lower Ninth since the beginning. They have 
since adapted and grown their services to 
include a legal clinic and wetlands restoration 
program. However, they couldn’t do 
everything. One of their initiatives that didn’t 
get completely off the ground was a 
community garden at Martin Luther King Jr. 
Elementary School.

Lauren was a volunteer in the art 
program at MLK, the first school back in the 
Lower Ninth Ward since the Hurricane. 
Common Ground Relief and other community 
members had even broken into the school in 
2007 to gut it and get it back into business 
before the government took any initiative. But 
Lauren wasn’t thinking about that when she 
came by the house we were working on. She 
was thinking about that community garden, 

which only had flowers and a failed sprinkler 
system. She was thinking about the kids she 
worked with, who asked her about the 
garden every day. She was thinking about the 
broken crayons and paper plates that her kids 
have to use every single day in her art class.

Lauren had been hurt by the neglect and 
pain the city received from the disaster and 
incomplete relief response, like many in New 
Orleans. The failure of Common Ground 
Relief to give MLK a working community 
garden was the final item that she could 
handle on a laundry list of concerns. Thus, she 
lashed out against us as we worked on a 
house for Common Ground Relief that just 
didn't seem as important as MLK’s garden. 

She was not the first to be angry with 
Common Ground Relief, and her story brings 
up an often-untold side of community work: it 
doesn’t always go well with the community. 
Common Ground Relief has been criticized 
before for not working more with the 
community. In fact, their staff is entirely from 
out-of-town, and entirely white in a 90% black 
community. However, Lauren is also white and 
from out-of-town. Both talk about the Lower 
Ninth using the self-inclusive pronoun, “we.”

These stories make us reflect on the 
balance between intention and impact within 
community work. There is little doubt that 
Lauren and Common Ground Relief have 
good intentions, but the impact of their work 
isn’t always perfect, and within that work they 
have claimed to be part of a community that 

isn’t theirs. Thus, their impact on the 
community’s members and collective identity is 
sometime harmful even while they 
simultaneously do great work.

Within SEEDS, we recognize that we are 
a drop in the bucket of service that happens 
every year in New Orleans. However, we also 
know that we are very intentional about the 
relationships we create and how we serve 
communities, which is why we return to New 
Orleans every year. We know our impact is 
small, but it’s concentrated and continual. This 
is why we reflect and try to learn from our 
service every year: so that we can take the 
lessons we learn from SEEDS on to the 
communities we serve and become members of 
on our own. 

“Nah nah nah nah nah!”
- Garret Lanigan
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Marsha’s Lake
by Michelle Jewett

	 For us, it started as 
somewhere to eat our lunches. The 
lake was an abstract location where 
we were all to meet back up after 
spending time at our worksites. Sitting 
in my van on my way to the lake, I had 
never expected to experience such 
beauty. Yet, there I was, descending 
from the van, completely awestruck by 
the light emerald water, surrounded by 
grassy banks speckled with fishermen 
enjoying the sunny day. 
	 After eating our lunches, we 
decided to take a walk around the 
lake. On the path around the lake, I 
could feel all of us, mostly strangers 
before the trip, growing closer as we 
swapped bits of information about our 
lives outside of West Virginia. We 
reflected on what we had seen in the 
past 24 hours, as this was one of the 
first moments, comforted by the quiet 
peace of the lake, when everything 
could all settle in. 
 It’s peculiar how one 
moment can stand out from all the rest, 
especially on a week as incredible as 
this one was. At the lake, we had the 
privilege of meeting Garland, an 
elderly fisherman taking advantage of 
the beautiful weather. He had been 
sitting on the bank of the lake, when 
we came upon him. After introducing 
himself, he told us all about his life. 
Once he began, he spun story after 
story about growing up in West 
Virginia, the dangers of coal mining, 
even warning us against eating the fish 
in the lake. All the while, we all sat on 
the hillside, captivated by his personal 
tales, hoping his stores of stories would 
never deplete. 
 Moments like these are the 
most incredible and inspiring aspects 
of SEEDS. It is amazing how one walk 
around a lake can mean so much 
more, and you can find amazing 
people, just by taking the time to listen. 
Individuals like Garland who are so 
genuine and open are absolutely 
miraculous, and I will always look 
back fondly on this trip, remembering 
sitting on the bank of the lake, 
surrounded by new friends, listening to 
Garland’s memories. 

Fuzzy’s Community 

by Stella Han
After spending a tireless day of work at Fuzzy’s house, we finally completed the kitchen. 

During the past week, our group laid down a brand new floor, painted a fresh coat of sky blue 
paint on the walls, constructed wooden cabinets, inserted a new laminate countertop, and 
vigorously scrubbed off the countless layers of grime and filth plastered on their dilapidated 
stove and refrigerator. Fuzzy, his wife, Sandy, and his son, JJ, smiled and laughed in their new 
kitchen as Will and Kenta snapped a few shots of them on their cameras. 

It was a happy moment for them and for us, but there was still a part of me that felt 
unsettled. As I scanned the rest of the house for the last time, I took a mental photograph of the 
dark bedroom with the countless number of dolphin collections—dolphin figurines, dolphin snow 
globes, dolphin mugs—on top of more bits and pieces of ripped clothing, broken furniture, and 
soiled bed sheets. I peered into the small, dingy bathroom one last time, with ragged towels 
strewn everywhere and a bathtub, spotted orange with rust and black with sweat, grease, and 
mold. As I walked out of the bathroom into the backyard, I still smelled the sulfur; a smell we all 
agree we’ll never forget. We walked past the backyard to the front of the house, making our 
way around the pool with green, murky water and the heaps of defective appliances and 
electronics. And as we got into our van, backed out, and drove forward, I took one last glance at 
Fuzzy’s decrepit home, ready to collapse at any moment, and we drove away. 

There was something about leaving Fuzzy’s home the way it was that saddened and 
frustrated me to no end. I wanted to start over--tear down the house and build a completely new 
one. There was a part of me that felt that no matter how much time and effort I put into my 
service, it didn’t really make a difference. There was only so much we could do for a home in 
that kind of condition. It was as if we were sugarcoating something that was already broken. 

After pondering more about my experience at Fuzzy’s, I realized that although I may have 
felt insignificant, our mere presence meant a lot to the community. Like Chester stated, “If you 
change one life, that makes all the difference.” Our willingness to serve and the fact that we took 
the time to acknowledge, learn, and react to the brokenness we witnessed was reassuring to the 
community because it had been taken advantage of and neglected one too many times. Most 
importantly, I was touched by the community’s genuine appreciation for us listening and being 
with them. I had very little previous exposure to the struggles like the ones that these people 
were going through, but I was able to relate with them simply on a fundamental level and form 
that human connection that grounds all of us to reality. Although we can’t completely rebuild 
McDowell County or change the circumstances for these people, we can be there with them and 
let them know that they’re not forgotten by retelling their stories and our experience.  

photo by Josh Grice



Relationship with 
the Land in Dulac 
by Omar Farooq

We spent the first part of the SEEDS 
trip at Dulac, helping the Native 
American tribe, Houma. Dulac is a 
rural settlement about an hour south 
of New Orleans. The tribe of Houma 
survives on subsistence fishing in the 
Mississippi River Delta. But the 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 
southern Louisiana poisoned the 
fishing industry. The Oil Companies 
(mainly British Petroleum) tried to 
control the devastation and treated 
the oil spill with strong chemicals like 
ethylene glycol and corexit to make 
the oil settle to the bottom. Exposure 
to these toxins caused a variety of 
symptoms among fisherman, ranging 
from seizures and skin allergies to 
memory loss. A lot of these symptoms 
were unrecognized, and the legal 
agreement didn’t provide 
compensation for people with these 
symptoms.

Over the course of the trip we visited 
Mike and Brenda, two ex-senators of 
Louisiana. Mike is also a doctor, and 
he played an important role not only 
providing shelter to people at his 
home during Katrina, but also 
attending to people with symptoms 
from the oil spill. It was very 
interesting to know how billion dollar 
corporations like British petroleum 
can buy out all the lawyers and strip 
people of the compensation they 
deserve. Because the Oil and Gas 
Industry is of tremendous importance 
to America, any toxic compounds 
used in oil industry were declared 
non-hazardous.

Despite the fact that all the people 
suffered, why did they still stay at 
Houma? This was an important 
question to ponder. One of the things 
that I noticed was that the community 
of Houma was very tightly knit. Most 
people knew everyone in the 
neighborhood as they all lived in 
their ancestors’ houses. In such a 
case it is very difficult to leave the 
house of your family and all the 
people you know to start a new life. 
To add to this, the financial difficulties 
of a lot of families didn’t allow them 
to leave. 

What Ties People to a 
Place? by Taylor Holden

On our first day at the Dulac Community 
Center, we were asked to come up with a list of 
goals and expectations for the SEEDS trip. After 
our initial discussion, my mind had been pulled 
towards the idea of place. My goals sheet 
consisted of a series of questions about place, 
with one core question starred in the middle of 
the page: 

“What ties people to a place?”
When I reported my goal back to the 

group everyone agreed it was an excellent focus 
for our trip. So I kept that question in the back 
of my mind for the remainder of the trip, seeking 
an answer that I wasn’t sure existed.  I can 
organize the different explanations I uncovered 
in two different categories, economic reasons 
and a personal connection. Personal reasons 
are still very hard for me to identify, mostly 
because each person has a different experience 
in each place. In order to try to understand 
personal connections to a place, I must look at 
my own ties to place and try to understand how 
others might feel as well. I still cannot answer 
my question, because the reason is different for 
each person, but I would be failing myself if I 
didn’t attempt to answer it here.

After talking with Brenda, Mike, and John 
in Dulac, I came to realize that people in the 
area were tied to the land for survival. When 
the BP oil spill poisoned fish, shrimp, and other 
seafood in the area, people still ate them 
because those were the staples of their diets. 
Grocery stores were sparse, and the few that 
existed in the area had fewer options than the 
stores we are accustomed to, especially for fresh 
vegetables and other non-packaged foods. The 
economy of the bayou region is almost 
completely dependent upon two industries: oil/
gas and fishing. Both are methods of resource 
extraction, with specialized skill sets that do not 
transfer easily to different jobs or industries in 
other places. This lack of transferrable skills is 
exacerbated by an education system that 
graduates a low percentage of the population 
and sends an even smaller portion to college to 
learn more transferrable skills. Those who do 
receive an adequate education have few job 
prospects in the area and often have to look 
outside of their community. This education 
problem is mirrored in the lack of opportunities 
for low-income people living in New Orleans as 
well.

Most of the industry within New Orleans 
has been chased out, leaving tourism as the 
main driver of the economy. Unfortunately this 
means that the majority of positions are 
minimum wage service jobs. These jobs saw no 
increase in wages while the costs of hotel rooms 
and other tourism goods increased; none of 
those increases trickled down. Another 
economic reason that residents of areas with 

large elderly populations—like the Lower 9th 
Ward—did not leave during the storm was 
because many were waiting for social security 
checks to come, as it was the end of the month. 
An interesting phenomenon within New Orleans 
was that most people’s social and family 
networks were largely contained within their 
neighborhoods or within the rest of New 
Orleans. Therefore, they did not have people to 
stay with in other cities or states.  Thus, they 
stayed put. This lack of outside networks also 
explains why the residents want to come back to 
the Lower 9th: it’s all they’ve ever known. When 
we talked with Oliver Thomas he started by 
repeating the old motto of the Lower 9th Ward 
for us “I’m from the nine, and I don’t mind 
dyin.” However, the neighborhoods have 
changed substantially through the development 
of the “Brad Pitt Houses” and the dramatic 
decrease in housing density. This change in the 
look and feel of a place is one of the more 
personal aspects that is nearly impossible to 
quantify. 

One of the saddest moments of our trip was 
when we realized that the Lower 9th Ward 
would never be the same as it was before the 
storm. It took decades to create that community, 
made up primarily of multi-generational family 
homes. One of the reasons returning residents 
didn’t like the “Brad Pitt Houses” was because 
they didn’t have front porches, and sitting on the 
porch use to be an integral part of the 
community. Customs and characteristics of a 
place that define it are hard to replicate, as they 
sprung up organically and cannot be 
manufactured again. This porch culture is just 
one example of that intangible personal 
connection to a place that is different for 
everyone. When I was in Dulac I was amazed 
that we were never more than 100 yards away 
from the water. The landscape was so flat, but 
so beautiful. There is no way to replicate that 
visual that makes you become tied to a place 
and feel at home there.

My home is nestled in the foothills of the 
Blue Ridge Mountains. That is why the flatness of 
the Bayou area shocked me so much (it was a 
similar shock to move to Richmond as well). I 
always feel a familiar tug whenever I see the 
softly rolling mountains I call home in a picture 
or on my drive back to Franklin County. That 
familiarity for a place is especially powerful 
when residents of an area rarely venture outside 
their communities. If the furthest you have ever 
gone is to the other side of the city, would you 
be so quick to abandon your home, especially 
when no other storm has ever flooded you out 
before? Couple this with economic issues, and I 
no longer question why people do not want to 
leave and desire to return despite the danger 
and difficulty of starting over. I have been lucky 
enough to visit many places and feel a tie to 
each of them; however, each is different, and 
the tie to home is and will always be among the 
strongest for me.



The Voice of the Mountain 
by Miki Doan

For days, The Mountain grieved.
The people let her weep until her cries became unbearable.

They came. 
They saw flat land.

They smirked to themselves, “We were imagining the voice of the mountain!”
Little did they know,

Each of their silent moments had buried her with greed.
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No Outsiders Here by 
Kenta Murakami

The inexplicability of SEEDS is precisely 
what makes it so compelling. The problems 
West Virginia faces seem so complex; the 
relationships we form are so intimate, yet 
equally intangible. As soon as we returned to 
campus I felt a need to share our experience, 
yet every time I tried I was left feeling 
frustrated. I realized that rather than telling my 
own experiences, it was more effective to 
simply repeat the stories we stumbled upon 
while there. And no one we met was a 
storyteller quite like Marsha.       

I remember the five and a half hour ride 
to McDowell County quite distinctly. As we 
drove through the rugged Appalachian 
Mountains, the empyrean scenery of the New 
River Gorge was maculated with collapsing 
skeletons of a once humbly prosperous society. 
Garbage poured out of houses, across lawns, 
and into the rivers. I don’t think I’d ever seen 
such visible poverty, and I remember the 
various stereotypes of Appalachia racing 
through my thoughts. I remember the various 
SEEDS sales pitches pop into my mind: “You’ll 
meet some of the most beautiful people in the 
world”. It was hard for me to reconcile what I 
was seeing with such a claim. 

Once we arrived at Big Creek People In 
Action, we sleepily gathered our things and 
made our way into the abandoned school 
building. I remember stepping through the 
doorway, still disoriented with numb legs and 
a foggy head, and being greeted with a 
disarmingly genuine hug by a smiling woman 
in a “5x5” frame. This woman was Marsha, 
the co-executive-director of the community 
center. She had an energy about her; a 
contagious eagerness and drive. We were all 
tired after our journey, but we couldn’t help 
but gather around her in the kitchen. 
Thankfully, Marsha is perfectly able to hold a 
conversation on her own. 

She explained the history of the 
community center (it was purchased by a 
woman who lives across the street for $1 from 
the school board; becoming the headquarters 
for a successful campaign to get the city clean 
drinking water). She explained that she left 
WV as soon as she graduated high school; 
living around the country after university for 
years, until returning to her home in her middle 
age for some inexplicable reason. She said 
she that she ties her work back to one night, 
some 40 something years past: 

That night was a particularly cold one. 
She remembers because she was sleeping in 
the dining room instead of her and her sister’s 
room in the attic; the dining room was heated 

by the coal-fired stove. Someone knocked at 
the door, which wasn’t normal late at night – 
especially ‘cause it was past 10, and 
everyone knew her daddy would be out at 
the mine (back then you weren’t supposed to 
visit a home if the man of the house was 
gone). She and her sister crowded ‘round the 
door, all chance of sleep gone. Her ma 
nervously opened the door to find a young, 
jacket-less girl on the doorstep. Her ma 
gasped and pulled the girl indoors in a warm 
embrace. She ushered her daughters to bed 
and spent the remainder of the night 
whispering with this new girl by the fire. The 
next morning Marsha found out the girl’s 
name was Annie. Annie stayed with them a 
week or two, and every night Marsha would 
lay awake listening to her mother and Annie 
talking well into the morning. 

She had no idea who this girl was, but 
she knew that she and her ma must be pretty 
good friends. As it goes, eventually Marsha’s 
mother told the girls that Annie would be 
leaving. By this point they’d developed quite 
an attachment to her, so they cried and 
begged her to stay. She told them it’s the 
way things must go, gave Annie a kiss on the 
forehead and placed her winter jacket 
around her shoulders. Marsha couldn’t 
believe it! Her ma only had two jackets, one 
for spring and one for winter, and she knew 
her dad would surely kill her. Annie tried to 

refuse, but by this point everybody was crying. 
Eventually she said thank you in one of those 
impossible ways, and then was gone. 

The two girls turned to their mother wide-
eyed, “Who was that mamma? She must be 
your best friend”. Their mother shook her head, 
“She was my friend, yes. But I laid my eyes on 
her for the first time just the other night. I saw a 
girl who needed a warm place to stay and a 
warm heart to talk to. I hope you remember 
Annie, ‘cause there’re a lot more Annie’s out 
there”. Marsha remembers nodding her head, 
not sure she knew what she understood for the 
first time. 

Amidst all the horrible facts Martha told us 
about McDowell County, she told us one with 
glowing pride. Despite War’s troubles, there’s 
nobody in the town that’s homeless. Anybody 
that needs a home will have one offered to 
them. 

She remembers a visiting student who 
asked her how the citizens feel about having so 
many outsiders moving through. She told him, 
“We don’t have any outsiders here”. He said, 
“What do you mean? What do they feel about 
people like us?” She just laughed: “You’re not 
outsiders, you’re our guests – While you’re 
here this is your home”. Over the next four 
days we found this to be true; through Marsha 
and everyone else we met, even those we met 
by chance around the endangered lake or the 
abandoned coalmine.

A hike that Marsha used to do as a kid - photo by Neal Peterson

West Virginia SEEDSlings heard two explosions from 
mountain removals while hiking.



Health in Louisiana by 
Addy Asante
	 Health care in Louisiana 
continues to be a big issue and an area 
where major improvements are needed. 
The health care system in New Orleans 
was greatly devastated by Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005. The city lost several 
hospitals, including Charity Hospital, which 
served as a public hospital where low-
income families and individuals without 
health insurance could seek medical care. 
Healthcare in the state of Louisiana had 
been an issue even before Katrina, but the 
devastation of the hurricane seems to have 
brought the issue to limelight. 
Understandably, Hurricane Katrina 
resulted in a large number of mental health 
problems among children and adults. For 
instance, one teacher at Langston Hughes 
Academy explained that before Katrina, 
each grade level had about five students 
who needed special education. However, 
there has been an increase in the number 
of current second grade students needing 
special education. This, he says, appears to 
be a common trend in other schools. These 
second graders were born around the time 
Katrina hit. Sadly, mental health is one 
aspects of healthcare that seems to be 
ignored, as indicated by the cut in funding 
for mental health. 
	 Fast forward to the 2009 BP oil 
spill. The oil spill undoubtedly resulted in 
health concerns. Dr. Michael Robichaux 
opened a detoxification center where he 
worked with individuals who suffered 
health consequences from the oil spill and 
the chemicals used in the clean up. He 
received funding that allowed him to treat 
100 patients, and though the detoxification 
program has come to an end, he continues 
to be an advocate for those who suffered 
from the oil spill. According to Dr. 
Robichaux, the majority of doctors would 
be unable to identify the symptoms that 
were caused by the oil spill. Therefore, 
treating patients was and still is difficult. To 
make matters worse, the symptoms are not 
acknowledged, as this would make the 
health consequences of the oil spill real; it 
would warrant treatment that would cost 
money for BP and the state. In essence, the 
health consequences of the BP oil spill are 
ignored to in order to relieve the top dogs 
of the responsibility of treating those who 
suffered. There is an obvious need for the 
problems in the healthcare system to be 
examined and addressed for improvement. 
When this will happen on a statewide level 
is questionable, but the hope must be kept 
alive. 

Cyclical Patterns by Wesley Meredith
To consider a journey, one must first confront their place of origin. For me, this includes 

the grandiose veneer of white privilege; the acute narcissism of my queerness; and the hopeful 
cognizance of social justice work. From this I traveled to Louisiana.  

Dulac provided an abrupt reminder of the relativity of poverty. Larger, higher houses were 
juxtaposed with smaller houses on cinderblocks. “Stilt culture,” as I have come to call it, is 
definitely an interesting phenomenon generated through necessity. Perhaps the most striking 
example came from our construction of raised garden beds for the Houma Nation. Even their 
gardens were getting some stilts. 

These stilts were becoming a mechanism for preservation, sustainability, and the final 
attempt for material retention. When Katrina hit Dulac, an area more south than New Orleans, 
gardens flooded and crops were simply eradicated. Then, with the BP Oil Spill, waters were 
contaminated and surrounding seafood and plants were questionable. The Houma Nation lost 
the means for the staples of their diet, and has been steadily making strides to regain the 
precious shrimp and vegetables. That being said, it’s by no means a simply feat. 

In the absence of their garden-grown vegetables and fresh seafood, the many families of 
the Houma Nation began to rely more on Super Markets for groceries. For certainly many 
others and myself, the grocery store is a reality of life. Unfortunately, for Dulac the closest 
grocery stores are about twenty minutes away. Socio-economic status is weaved throughout 
this narrative, more explicitly affecting access to the grocery stores themselves, but also to 
healthier choices inside the grocery stores. Fresh, natural vegetables (what we would likely 
consider organic) costs a pretty penny more than boxed foods and processed goods; what 
once grew right from their own community gardens is now unobtainable because of the 
market’s price sticker. 

The only means to survive then became the store’s food: processed goods, fried shrimp, 
and other foods that have now caused health problems. SEEDS confronted this “food desert” 
effect when attempting to locate a place to eat once arriving in Dulac. We turned down a 
street and were overwhelmed by all the fast food specials screaming at us from giant signs. 
With limited resources, the Houma Nation was forced to confront this on the streets and in the 
grocery store on a regular basis. Continued consumption of the cheaper, unhealthier foods has 
lead to diabetes, obesity, high cholesterol, blood pressure problems, and more according to 
John, our coordinator during service with the Houma Nation. These health side effects have an 
impact on any community, but particularly affected those in Dulac in light of the recent 
hurricane and oil spill, socio-economic status, and access to affordable healthcare. 

Cyclical patterns of poor and impoverished community members and cheap, unhealthy 
food seem inevitable; however, members of the Houma community are determined. During our 
stay, we helped till seven rows for community gardening and built two raised garden beds for 
smaller plants. As SEEDS continues to emphasize sustainable impact, I look forward to 
watching community gardening and education grow from these seven lines and two boxes. 
Accessible and healthy food is clearly an ideal not entirely realized, but the sheer courage and 
perseverance this community displayed during our short visit gives me confidence that our small 
seven lines and two boxes will grow into so much more. I stand in solidarity as the Houma 
Nation makes strides to reclaim their culinary heritage from tragedies such as the BP Spill, and 
from institutional obstacles. 
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Why We Travel by 
Stewart Wesley
 "Sus viajes serían los de un 
investigado social que camina para 
comprobar, pero también para tratar 
de aliviar en lo posible el dolor 
humano." - Che Geuvara 
	 This translates to something along 
the lines of "Your travels should be a 
social investigation to understand, but 
also to try to alleviate human suffering 
when possible".  It is not to take 
interesting pictures, or to see 
landscapes that we should travel to; 
instead, it is to learn about why people 
suffer and seek to solve those 
problems.
	 On the SEEDS trip, I came to 
understand a few of the problems that 
people face in Louisiana.  I heard 
about illnesses caused by the BP oil 
spill, crime rates caused by various 
types of inequality, injustice in the 
compensation of those affected by the 
BP oil spill, and the problems with 
rebuilding poorer areas of New 
Orleans among many others.  What 
struck me most poignantly was the 
degree to which the government is 
oriented towards industry and away 
from its people.  
	 For a country that is founded "by 
the people and for the people", it was 
difficult to understand why BP was able 
to avoid paying for the full damages 
that they caused in Louisiana.  Illnesses 
caused by chemicals used to disburse 
oil and the difficulty of receiving 
compensation for damages illustrates 
the failure of the Louisiana and federal 
governments to prioritize its 
responsibility toward its people and not 
its businesses.  It seems that government 
interests are where the money is, and 
that is a truly terrifying concept.  
Furthermore, the fact that any chemical 
used in the production of oil is, by law, 
non-toxic in Louisiana is an absurdity 
created by a biased government.  
	 While I came to understand some 
of the issues that face this part of the 
United States, I did not alleviate them.  
How could I change the goals of 
government in a week?  Instead, I have 
recommitted myself to a life oriented 
towards changing the way that the 
United States government operates.  I 
am motivated towards developing and 
educating myself and others to that end 
in all ways that I can.  While the work 
we did was useful, there is an 
incredibly large amount of work left to 
be done.  More than anything, this trip 
has reopened my eyes to the mountain 
of social and political issues that affect 
our country, and it has created in me 
the desire to discover their causes and 
devote myself to their solutions.

LHA by Crystal Koczot 
At Langston Hughes Elementary School in 

New Orleans, living an eco-friendly and 
“green” lifestyle is thoroughly enforced 
through education, healthy eating habits, and 
a hands-on experience in the garden. Scholars 
are offered the chance to take a course that 
occurs in the garden of the elementary school. 
During this time period, scholars are allowed 
to wander the garden. From looking at the 
school’s chickens or rabbits, to sitting next to 
some inspirational quotes drawn all over the 
fence, scholars fully embrace the earthly 
atmosphere. Specifically, scholars are taking 
the course to learn about the environment and 
the impact that humans have on it. The day I 
visited, the second graders were learning 
firsthand about photosynthesis. While the 
instructor taught them the process, the children 
were able to witness photosynthesis in action 
as they observed the sunlight on the various 
plants leaves.

 Not only do the scholars learn about 
school topics, but they also acquire many core 
values. Hard work and determination are 
especially highlighted when it comes to the 
scholars’ work in the garden. The students 
maintain many of the garden beds during their 
garden class. They first plant the seeds and 
then continue to care for them by watering 
them regularly. On my visit to Langston 
Hughes, the scholars helped me create a 
butterfly garden by shoveling soil into 
wheelbarrows and then placing pine needles 
on top of the mounds in preparation for 
specific flowers and plants to be grown. These 
plants and flowers will hopefully attract 
butterflies for the scholars to experience while 
outside in the garden. The scholars learn to 
appreciate the concept of hard work when 
their efforts pay off. They also learn that if they 
continually care to the plants in the garden 
they will have more food in their cafeteria. 
One aspect of the garden class is to provide 
vegetables for the elementary school to serve 
to the scholars at lunch. The hope is that the 
scholars will learn to garden, thus providing 

healthy food alternatives for themselves rather 
than continuing to eat at the plentiful amount of 
fast food restaurants around them. New 
Orleans is filled with fast food restaurants that 
do not provide enough healthy options. 
Especially because it is a poor community, it is 
financially easier for a parent to stop at 
McDonald’s for dinner rather than drive thirty 
minutes out of the way to a grocery store that 
has fresh vegetables. Instilling the idea of 
healthy eating at an early age should transition 
into adolescence and beyond. 

Being eco-friendly is also strongly 
encouraged through the garden class. 
Compost stations are found outside the 
cafeteria as well as in the garden. The scholars 
learn the basics of composting; (for example, 
the types of trash that can go into it). Then, 
they put their trash into bins that are crushed 
up and stacked on the composting piles in the 
garden. The trash decomposes and provides 
nutrients to the ground, and it saves the time 
and energy that would otherwise be spent 
producing waste products that could 
potentially harm the environment. Recycled 
tires, wood, and other objects can be found 
scattered throughout the garden as 
decorations. The tires were painted and then 
used as plant pots. By recycling objects, it 
teaches the children to not waste the resources 
around them. 

Garden classes offered at the Langston 
Hughes elementary school go above and 
beyond to teach the scholars the importance of 
saving the earth and it gives them hands-on 
experience in their science class. It is pretty 
awesome to see the kids learn important 
values through their own hard work rather 
than just sitting in class reading about someone 
else’s process. I especially like the idea of the 
scholars learning how to grow their own 
vegetables at school, because that knowledge 
could be taken back home with them and 
possibly used in the future. It gets the scholars 
thinking about healthy food options rather than 
just the fast food found around them. I know 
that if I were their age, I would have loved to 
have a class in the garden! 
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what 
went 
down 
in WVA
The West Virginia SEEDS trip 
split their time between two 
locations: McDowell County 
and Huntington. During that 
time, they served with Big 
Creek People in Action 
(BCPnA), the Rock Lake 
Community Life Center 
(RLCLC), and other various 
projects around Huntington.

BCPnA Huntington RLCLCwhat 
went 
down 
in WVA
The West Virginia SEEDS trip 
split their time between two 
locations: McDowell County 
and Huntington. During that 
time, they served with Big 
Creek People in Action 
(BCPnA), the Rock Lake 
Community Life Center 
(RLCLC), and other various 
projects around Huntington.

10
The day started with a 
beautiful hike & lunch on 
Marsha’s lake and ended with 
various construction projects.

13
After packing up and doing 
chores around BCPnA, 
SEEDlings headed to 
Huntington and resettled.

14
The other half of the SEEDS 
crew stayed at RLCLC to paint 
a mural and do other various 
chores.

what 
went 
down 
in WVA
The West Virginia SEEDS trip 
split their time between two 
locations: McDowell County 
and Huntington. During that 
time, they served with Big 
Creek People in Action 
(BCPnA), the Rock Lake 
Community Life Center 
(RLCLC), and other various 
projects around Huntington.

11
Construction projects 
continued today, including 
putting up sheet rock, laying 
down linoleum, sawing planks 
for cabinet frames, etc.

14
Half of the group went out into 
Huntington to construct a 
community garden and start a 
clean-up project.

15
Today, SEEDlings started 
garden projects around the 
community center.

what 
went 
down 
in WVA
The West Virginia SEEDS trip 
split their time between two 
locations: McDowell County 
and Huntington. During that 
time, they served with Big 
Creek People in Action 
(BCPnA), the Rock Lake 
Community Life Center 
(RLCLC), and other various 
projects around Huntington.

12
Today, SEEDlings visited a 
high school in McDowell 
Country to mentor seniors 
looking to apply to college.

15
SEEDlings travelled to a 
school to help with drop-in 
activities and tutoring with the 
neighborhood kids.

16
SEEDlings stopped at Kayford 
Mountain for a powerful tour  
of the devastation caused by 
mountaintop removal.

West Virginia in our 
Hearts by Patrick Love

During our time spent in West Virginia, 
our group talked to everyone that we had 
the opportunity to come across—coal 
miners, community volunteers, bluegrass 
musicians, school children, activists, and 
teachers. In each one of these 
engagements, the conversation often 
focused on the problems that West Virginia 
was currently facing; problems that are so 
deep-rooted in the area and so inextricably 
linked and complicated that it is paralyzing 
to even start to think about solutions to 
them. 

The issues that they face are among all 
parts of the spectrum of human suffering: 
injustices in education, the power of large 
corporations, a lack of decent healthcare, 
pervasive poverty, no access to clean 
drinking water, environmental degradation 
of their land, alcoholism, and rampant drug 
use. Thinking about these collectively can 
cripple even the most optimistic of souls. 

Regardless of the magnitude, depth, 
and pervasiveness, of these problems, every 
single individual that we met was trying 
their hardest to help combat the injustices 
that they themselves and their communities 
faced. These individuals are all united in a 
common goal: they just wanted to make the 
lives of the people that they love a little bit 

easier. Irrespective of the opposition and 
extent of the problems that they met, these 
individuals always seemed to exhibit an 
endless sense of optimism and hope. 

But what is important to realize is that 
the people of West Virginia’s problems are 
our problems too. The issues found in West 
Virginia are not strictly defined by their 
geography—they are also found all across 
the United States. This means that solving 
West Virginia’s problems will mean 
collectively attempting to solve our 
problems as a Nation. 

The artificial geo-political boundaries 
that separate our states and nations does 
not separate our problems. The coal that is 
mined in West Virginia is burnt in New 
York, emitting carbon dioxide which 
exacerbates climate change, causing an 
individual in the Maldives to lose their home 
to sea-level rise. The coal that is mined in 
West Virginia makes its way through the 
Appalachian Mountains via train, running 
just a quarter mile from our campus along 
the James River. The train arrives in Norfolk 
and the coal is shipped to Germany where 
it is burnt and causes acid rain in Poland. 
West Virginia to Poland and the Maldives—
who knew?

As college students, our education 
should be utilized to solve the problems that 
the world is facing. After college we should 
choose our vocations in order to go where 
the world’s largest problems, and our great 

passions intersect and overlap. It is 
important to realize that we will all do this 
in different capacities—as teachers, business 
leaders, scientists, politicians, community 
organizers, and academics. Some of us 
might be in charge to make large decisions 
that have powerful positive impacts, while 
some of us might be interacting with and 
affecting people on a more personal level. 

It is important to realize the power that 
one individual can have to do both good 
and bad. The actions that we take have 
repercussions that are well beyond our 
scope of understanding. If our actions are 
good, then the consequences that 
reverberate from them will be good as well. 
If this week has taught me anything, it is to 
consistently stay optimistic in all our 
endeavors and to do good actions. 
Wherever we decide to go and whatever 
we decide to do, I think it is important to 
carry a little bit of West Virginia in our 
hearts. 
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The Difference 
between Enabling & 
Empowering by Taryn 
Smith 

Oliver Thomas, a politician from New 
Orleans, Louisiana, left us speechless when 
he ended his discussion at Tulane University 
with the sentence, “As a leader, your 
personal feelings don’t matter.” We 
reflected on his words as a group and 
ultimately arrived at this understanding: 
when an individual is placed at the 
forefront of their organization, it is their 
responsibility to know when to withhold 
certain emotions for the benefit of the 
collective. The spokesperson of a group 
must always be aware that their words and 
attitudes provide the foundation that others 
will follow. 

Thomas’ discussion initially centered 
on crime in the city, particularly the 
increased rates of homicide in New 
Orleans’ Lower Ninth Ward. The murder 
rates in New Orleans have continued to 
increase and in 2011, the city had the 
highest murder rate per capita in the United 
States. The main focus of this dialogue was 
to help us understand the murder and gun 
culture that has become more visible in the 
area, and to think about a feasible solution 
to this issue. Although outsiders have 
entered the city and implemented various 
campaigns to change the violent climate, it 
has left a seemingly small impact. 

Thomas’ partner, Melanie, then 
introduced an interesting concept: the 
problem was not that members of this 
community were seeking this life of crime in 
order to fit in among peers or maintain a 
certain lifestyle, but instead that these 
individuals lacked encouragement. Without 
a sense of empowerment, they resorted to 
this dangerous lifestyle, often feeling as 
though they were incapable of succeeding 
by other means. Instead of strangers 
entering the city and trying to make a 
change, they need to motivate the residents 
to speak up and create it themselves. 
Volunteers should not keep attempting to fix 
things for the people, but fix things with the 
people. Stimulating confidence in a 
person’s own abilities will be more 
beneficial to their community in the long 
run. To lead this movement, one must keep 
Thomas’ advice in mind regarding one’s 
personal opinions. When entering this 
community, it is critical that we don’t let our 
own desires for the community interfere 
with the communities’ desires for 
themselves. We must listen more than we 
speak, and support this dialogue. Although 

there is no method that will automatically put 
an end to the violence in New Orleans, giving 
these at-risk individuals a voice is a step in the 
right direction. 

It is important to consider the difference 
between enabling a people and empowering 
a people. Although any assistance is greatly 
appreciated, it is imperative that we do not 
hinder a community through our help. Our 
purpose is to inspire change, to encourage 
individuals to use their voice to transform their 
world. Not only is this crucial to stimulating 
self-confidence among the people, it is 
essential to the sustainability of the 
community’s culture. After all, who knows what 
a place needs more than those who inhabit the 
land?

Expectations by Aarti 
Reddy
 We spend a lot of time reflecting during 
the trip to Du Lac and New Orleans. Before 
the trip, I had no time to even think about what 
exactly we were going to do – I had heard it 
would be an amazing trip, but apart from that 
I came with no expectations in mind. 
	 Our first morning at Dulac, after ice 
breakers of course, we sat down in a fried egg 
shaped circle and looked down at the first 
page of our journals as we wrote down our 
goals and expectations for the trip. This is 
when I began thinking about the role of 
expectations, and because I was consciously 
thinking about it, I could connect moments and 
experiences during the rest of the week 
towards these goals and expectations. 
Throughout the course of the next week, there 
were many instances in which I saw how 
expectations had significant implications on 
various aspects of people’s lives and the 
overall process of social change.
	 A few examples:
	 New Orleans: They were not prepared 
for the levee breach; they were told not to take 
insurance and were assured that the levee 

would protect them, giving them a false sense 
of security and making the situation worse 
when the levee did breach. If they had 
expected it, the situation before, during and 
after would probably have been better. The 
people we met at Du Lac had no false sense of 
security during such storms, and therefore they 
were better equipped.  They had houses on 
stilts and a better plan of action in case of 
flooding or emergency hurricane situations.
 As a leader: What people expect from a 
leader, and vice versa, plays an important role 
in the dynamics of a community in the process 
of social change. Understanding one another’s 
goals and expectations and aligning them with 
each other is important for group efforts to be 
effective. Expectations also need to be 
balanced between realism and idealism for the 
people to be motivated enough to keep going, 
especially since social change often occurs 
slowly. Mike showed us how they were 
managing their expectations of progress: If 
they were to expect absolutely no progress, 
they would not be motivated to keep up their 
efforts, which are essential grassroots 
initiatives. However, if they expected a lot to 
happen quickly, they would be disappointed 
very easily and also be unmotivated and bitter, 
which would not be productive.
	 Personally - Both in our daily lives, as well 
as in the pursuit of creating a more just society, 
what we aim for and how the situation ought to 
be ideally shapes our efforts. The amount of 
progress we make is also a part of our 
expectations that needs to be maintained at 
just the right balance to keep us going.  
Support and enthusiasm from co-workers and 
stakeholders, how our decisions and actions 
will affect others and be received by them, and 
the challenges that come along the way all 
shape the way we approach service.  This is all 
common knowledge and not something unique 
to the SEEDS trip, but the process of reflection 
both before and after our activities and 
experiences made me realize the importance 
of thinking about our expectations, discussing 
them with others, and constantly revising them 
to meet changing situations.
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Leave Your Story Behind by Liz Brunello

What echoes are left by each dust-worn footstep,
what myths, legends and sweet-twanged songs 

remain still etched in the crumbling sand and stones?
Though I know I will no longer find you here,

does this tired, arrhythmic symphony still hum beneath your skin, 
and through your creaking bones?

Spin me your yarn in a voice rich and strong:
True, it is not well known, neither shouted nor rewoven 

beyond these hallowed hills that cradle your birth in their palms,
but when I remain peaceful and silent, 

I can hear it whistling through the brittle leaves,
words still soft, avid and defiantly spoken as life lingers on.

You told me once that you never really left,
that the cold, burning metal carrying you out of these woods
with the wrinkled and discolored remnants of every precious, 

worthless thing you own in the world,
could never truly strip your soul away from the fragrant soil.

It continues to cling like glue to the place where your story began,
to where it will someday end.

One day you came back to this subdued home still softly bustling with life;
out of hope or out of fear, you returned with a weathered, heavy heart,

searching for light, or perhaps a frayed, hanging thread from your old saga
to pluck back up out of the mud and rot.

You asked me if it had really changed all that much,
if the acidic air, the weeping rocks, and the gaping roofs

had perhaps always been there, revealed only now by natural erosion,
and by the mountains’ flattened truths.

Had the wild beauty all been imagination, 
the enveloping intimacy a child’s dream, an adult’s deliberate myth?

you asked me plaintively.

Listen: a fragile crackle in the air, the warble now a low murmur;
Yet it is still your story that remains – 

left behind, dampened, but never destroyed.

Pick the ravaged shards back up, and carry them with you;

Shell, rock, or wall, share every piece.

Exploring the abandoned Caretta Mine, photo by Neal Peterson



Smitty by Jenni Swegan
 One doesn’t easily visit the post-Katrina Lower 9th Ward without 
encountering Smitty. He’s the self-appointed neighborhood historian—
but so are all of his fellow residents, he’ll insist. For years, he’s made 
it his task to discover and share the richness of the Lower 9’s recent 
history, and he spends his humid Louisiana days swapping tales with 
locals and visitors. Smitty has become a familiar face at Common 
Ground Relief, stopping by almost every evening to share these 
stories with volunteers. 
 Dr. Ooten met Smitty years ago when he offered to give her a 
tour of the area. “I wound up spending six hours in his house,” she 
told me. “He’s got maps and books everywhere.” She was certain 
we’d run across him, and by our first morning in the city I was 
brimming with questions for him. Aarti and I had explored the 
neighborhood a little, and the accidental-looking pastel shoebox 
houses that now line the streets make the atmosphere a blaring 
contrast to the way its residents must have known it for generations. I 
knew I couldn’t possibly begin to understand the Lower 9’s socio-
economic, aesthetic, and emotional trajectories without locals’ 
perspectives.
 When I walked outside to start our service project that day, an 
unmistakable Smitty was on the sidewalk with some other SEEDS 
volunteers, in the middle of recounting his Katrina experience. He’d 
grown up in the Lower 9th but hadn’t returned until the spring of 
2005, getting his house in order just a few months before the storm 
hit. “And that’s the way it goes sometimes,” he said. “But why me? 
I’m a nice guy.” He told us about his interest in existentialism, aghast 
that I’d never read Kafka’s Trial. And when Maya asked him about 
his neighbors’ standpoint on federal conspiracy theories surrounding 
the levy breach, his eyes darkened. “Those theories used to dominate 
around here,” he said. “But people have forgotten about Katrina. It’s 
been eight years—it’s time for us to move on.”
 Those words rang in my ears all day as we cleared overgrowth 
and debris away from a home near CGR, which had been virtually 
untouched since the storm. How could lifelong residents of this 
neighborhood have forgotten about Katrina’s devastation when it was 
still so evident? How could they not still be fuming about the 
inefficiency, bureaucracy, and blatant injustices of response efforts so 
far when so many of their neighbors are still prey to them? Surely 
some of them were still fuming, but Smitty seemed firm in his view that 
Katrina was largely behind them. I admired that resilience, but I 
couldn’t understand it, and I was relieved to find Smitty chatting in 
CGR’s common room when I came in later that evening.
 I sat down in his group and immediately he turned to me. 
“Nothing is something,” he said gravely. “How do you respond to 
this?”
“In complete disagreement,” I said.
He grinned, and we all debated amicably until Smitty threw up his 
hands. “Y’all are tryin’ to confuse an old man,” he barked in mock 
frustration. “I can’t speak in abstractions.”
 Smitty’s self-deprecating warmth was contagious, and I felt 
instantly at ease with him. I told him I wanted to hear more about his 
view of the neighborhood, how it’s changed and where it’s headed. 
“One thing I know for certain,” he said, pronouncing “certain” the 
way only a Louisianian can, “is that this neighborhood is gonna 
gentrify. It’s bound to—that’s the way cities go.”
 And Smitty’s known his share of cities. He moved to Chicago in 
his twenties, where he found his place in a tight-knit community of 
black southerners who’d migrated in search of equality. He worked in 
labor unions there until the cold got too brutal for him and he moved 
to Los Angeles, intending to write some essays on existentialism. He 
wound up opening a string of theaters and coffee shops in 
Hollywood, and he loved the atmosphere, but against his better 

judgment he returned to New Orleans, on the brink of unimaginable 
disaster.
 Like many of the locals we encountered during our stay, Smitty’s 
unwavering optimism was a humbling surprise. There was no 
bitterness or indignation in his account of his Katrina experience.
 “I’m here to stay,” he said proudly. “There’s no better place than 
the place where you are.” 
 Later, Smitty told me about the book he’d published a few years 
ago, titled Exiled in Paradise. It recounts his weeklong relocation to 
the Convention Center and eventually to Texas in Katrina’s aftermath, 
and includes the stories of the many other victims he encountered in 
those trying days.
 “It took two years to write that book,” Smitty said, “and the 
whole time I was terrified.”
 “Of what?” I asked.
 “You know, I’m not sure. But I wrote it, I published it—that was 
what I’d always wanted to do.”
	 I told Smitty I study literature, and that I believe strongly in the 
power of stories to effect social change. But in light of my SEEDS 
experience, I found myself questioning whether giving voice to those 
stories has any real power, pitted against staggering government 
corruption and a society that can seem so firmly stagnated in violence 
and hatred.
 Smitty smiled. “You find your enlightenment, and you share it 
with as many other people as you can. That’s all you can do.”
 That brief evening was the last time I saw Smitty, but his words 
stayed with me. And it wasn’t until I read his book on the plane ride 
home that I realized the full significance of my encounter with him. 
Smitty’s stance in the book was more racially charged than I was 
expecting—his theory, essentially, is that New Orleans authorities used 
the Katrina evacuation to prevent most of the black population from 
returning to their homes, seeking to eliminate them from the 
community entirely. But Smitty’s ultimate goal was beyond asserting 
his own opinion. He recorded the stories of all the victims he met 
during Katrina’s aftermath, and the compilation of these personal 
narratives illuminates the reality of that time more fully than any 
statistic can. Smitty used the skills and resources available to him to 
contribute to the ongoing and essential work of preserving and 
dissecting a historical moment. His book is a powerful reminder for me 
that sharing stories like these is a critical element in the push for 
genuine social change. And Smitty himself exemplifies the power of 
an education—he worked to break out of the structures of poverty and 
violence that can seem inevitable in his area, and he’s developed 
himself into an accomplished, well traveled, and thoughtful community 
leader. I know I’ll continue to recall Smitty as I continue my own 
education here in Richmond, and particularly as I continue 
volunteering at Overby-Sheppard Elementary in the North Side of 
Richmond. An education is an indispensable gift, and anything I can 
do to help just a few young Richmonders develop themselves the way 
Smitty has is truly important work. Armed with critical thinking skills, 
literacy, social awareness, and a firm sense of self-worth, these kids 
can grow up to share their own stories, publicize the issues that are 
important to them, and genuinely impact their world.
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West Virginia & 
Louisiana: 
Connections by 
Maya Tatro

 I would say that the SEEDS 
Project has become part of my identity 
here at the University of Richmond. 
After going on the Louisiana trip my 
sophomore year, then to West Virginia 
as a leadership member my junior 
year, I didn’t know how much more I 
could learn during my final trip. Going 
to Louisiana this year has been the 
most amazing thing I’ve done in a 
long time. Going as a president of the 
organization, I felt a lot of pressure to 
make the trip the best that it could be. 
I think that it worked out as a result of 
the incredible group of leadership 
team members and participants. 
 During the trip this year I 
couldn’t help but compare the things I 
learned in West Virginia the year 
before. The parallels are incredible, 
and I can only imagine how similar 
they are in other poverty stricken 
areas in the United States that are 
neglected by the government. The way 
the trips are planned ensures that 
there are places where themes will 
converge, but many of the parallels 
happen because of organic 
interactions with people and real life 
scenarios that affect the people we 
meet.
 One theme that always 
comes up is the environment and its 
effect on people in the area. Whether 
we are talking about Mountain Top 
Removal, or the destruction of the 
coast or manmade bodies of water by 
oil spills, it seems that the environment 
has a great affect on people’s 
everyday lives. 
 Hiking up a mountain and 
seeing a moonscape instead of a 
mountain range was one of the most 
tangible images of nature’s destruction 
that I have witnessed in my life. The 
irreversible damage done to the earth 
doesn’t only have aesthetic 
drawbacks, but it also enables our 
dependency on oil and coal for 
energy. We need these high points to 
have efficient wind energy, but when 
we blow the mountains up it decreases 
the locations we can use. The.... 

Omarion by Aastha Minocha
He filled in the circles with sloppy pencil marks: _________ like to eat cake. The circle next to 

“me” was filled in.  Me like to eat cake. _________ goes to school everyday. The circle next to 
“I” was filled in. I goes to school everyday. “Omarion, you have to finish your homework before 
we can go out to play” I said. “I did finish it,” he said with his crooked teeth smiling at me. “Can I 
check it?” I said with a smirk. “Fine,” he sighed, taking off his sunglasses and erasing the pencil 
marks to redo the questions. As he stuffed the paper into his bag, I heard the teacher telling him 
he could not go out alone. He sat on a chair, eyes to the floor, with a dejected expression 
strategically adorning his face. “I can take Omarion out to the basketball court if that’s alright 
with you” I whispered.

As I followed him to his house, balancing on a narrow pavement, the wind blew a dense 
cloud of dust from a nearby construction site and a few particles got in his eye. He stood still as I 
pacified him that my blowing in his eye would make it all better. I knelt down, held his shoulders in 
my hands, and inhaled. I breathed in an overpowering whiff of cigarette smoke. Satisfied with my 
blowing on his closed eyelid, he said he felt better. I hugged him. His navy blue sweater had 
acridness in its fibers. Its woven threads contained the lingering stench of unwarranted exposure 
to adulthood and negligence. He ran into his house and after a few minutes, returned with two 
basketballs—one red and another a colorful mix of blue, red and white. 

He was so enthusiastic. “This is how you play the game—you stand behind this line and 
bounce the ball two times and then touch your basketball with mine and then shoot. Whoever 
scores first wins.” I smiled and did as he had explained. After several misses, I finally scored. “I 
wasn’t ready!” he exclaimed, “I was taking off my jacket! I can’t decide whether I am hot or 
cold.” I laughed and tickled him, knowing very well that his this was just an excuse for why a girl 
had defeated him in basketball. He squealed and left to put his jacket on the metal fence 
surrounding the court. 

We had been playing for half an hour, when Omarion abruptly dropped the ball and went 
to sit on the pavement. I followed him. He leaned back and placed both his hands on a tier of 
sand and pebbles behind him, an inch from a patch of grass. “What is your favorite subject?” “I 
like lunch time!” he shrieked. “Really? Me too!” I laughed. “What’s your favorite food?” “I like 
pizza and burgers and French fries…” he replied enthusiastically. “What a healthy little boy,” I 
remarked. He giggled and said, “I am not tired anymore! Lets go!” He brushed his hands together 
to dislodge the tiny rocks from the indentations in his small palms. 

As we shot the basketballs towards the hoop, mine deflected off the backboard. Instead of 
continuing to shoot so he could win, Omarion ran to get my ball and passed it to me. A loud male 
voice from his house unexpectedly broke the silence. It was directed at a construction worker: 
“fuck you—we don’t deal with this motherfucking bullshit here.” “That’s just my brother,” Omarion 
remarked casually. 
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Empowering 
Communities by Idil 
Cazimoğlu
 Through my experience with SEEDS, I 
learned that real communal progress could only 
come with a true understanding of the 
community’s issues, culture, and sensitivities. 
Providing a community in need with health 
supplies, food, or free labor (volunteers) does 
little to address the central cause that puts the 
community in a disadvantaged situation in the 
first place. In fact, these aids might even be 
harmful if they replace the role of local 
businesses and workforce.
 After my rigorous but short-term 
engagement in service learning during a week 
with SEEDS, I was inspired to explore how 
volunteers might have a long-term impact on the 
communities they touch. In addition to addressing 
the issues that require immediate action such as 
disease, hunger and natural disaster relief, 
volunteer actions might also aim to heal the 
community permanently through solutions to the 
more systematic issues: hygiene, economic 
welfare and improving infrastructure. Lasting 
progress, I think, can be achieved only when it is 
led by the community. How can things be done 
not for the community but with the community? It 
is important that the community members 
themselves have the opportunity to initiate 
change. Volunteers, although with good 
intentions, are outsiders. They could have 
difficulties in understanding a community and its 
needs the way a community member would. If a 
volunteer group works without consulting the 
community, the things it assumes the community 
needs may not match with what the community 
actually needs. In that case, the volunteers’ time 
is less effective and the community is 
disappointed. Even if the changes are indeed 
what the community needs, the community might 
be left feeling dependent on outside aid, unable 
to lead any of the changes. Volunteers should 
exchange ideas and work together with 
community members. An empowered community 
is able to do things for itself in a long-term, 
sustainable way. Through my experience with 
SEEDS, I realized that volunteers themselves can 
have limited impact on the community in a 
relatively short period of time. Volunteers cannot 
and should not be there forever.
	 The goal then should be to empower 
the community so it does not depend on our 
charity. This requires us, volunteers, to be free of 
the desire of being needed. Genuine help is help 
that does not make the community dependent on 
more help. Unless community members 
participate in it, any improvement is likely to be 
left without anyone to take over, and eventually 
fade away. Every community deserves to lead its 
own change and is capable of doing so.

Hope for a New Lower Ninth Ward by 
Adrienne Schmidt 

I have been participating in service learning trips with The SEEDS Project for the past 
three years. My first trip was to Louisiana (the only trip offered at the time), where I 
witnessed the lingering dysfunction from several years’ worth of particularly destructive 
hurricanes, the Deepwater Horizon oil spill, and decrepit systems of education, justice, 
healthcare, and countless other issues. Last year, I was part of the inaugural trip to 
Appalachia where we unpacked public health and environmental justice issues, largely 
caused by Mountaintop Removal coal mining, as well as other similar problems to 
southern Louisiana. I had the unique opportunity this spring break to return to Dulac, 
Louisiana and the Lower 9th Ward in New Orleans to compare the current state of the 
area to what I had seen two years before. Before leaving for the trip, I did not anticipate 
seeing major changes. After all, my first trip was six years after Hurricane Katrina, which 
had exposed many of the structural problems in existence, and it still seemed like the 
region was rebuilding from destruction rather than being in a state of growth and 
progress. However, I was surprised this year by being greeted with a much more 
functional city, and particularly a more unified community in the Lower 9th Ward.

Two years ago, the Lower 9th Ward community was still cluttered with destruction 
wreaked by Hurricane Katrina. Some areas were considered food deserts, where the 
nearest convenience store was your only chance for a meal if you didn’t own a car. No 
schools had been rebuilt. Skeletons of houses sat withered and crumbling. I remember 
from my first trip there the shock I felt after seeing several homes with markings left over 
from when bodies were being counted after the storm. Although the neighborhood had 
been plagued with crime and poverty, it also had the highest home ownership rates in the 
city pre-Katrina, and generations of families gathered on their porches each night. With 
so many of those families still displaced, it seemed that the vibrant culture of the 
community would never return. 

More visible than the crumbling remains of houses were several dozen “Make It 
Right” homes, an effort by Brad Pitt to encourage migration back to the area. An eyesore 
for many, a sign of hope for some, the homes adjacent to the repaired levy are marked 
by solar panels and futuristic architecture. Upon my return to the Lower 9th this year, I 
was not surprised to see that the project had slowed to a halt before many of the 
intended homes were built because people were not buying them. They were too 
expensive and they were not consistent with what the residents of the community 
envisioned for their neighborhood. Beyond the fact that many of the houses lack front 
porches, I myself had a hard time envisioning anyone sipping sweet tea and sharing 
conversation in this eclectic part of the neighborhood. 

The failure of the “Make It Right” project to attract large numbers of residents back 
to the Lower 9th Ward is an indicator of larger themes in the community’s development. 
For a community like the Lower 9th Ward to successfully rebuild, the motivation and 
vision cannot come from outsiders. The efforts for community development have to come 
from within if they are to create sustainable and positive changes. It is this trend that I 
began to see rippling through the community this year that gave me hope for the future of 
the Lower 9th Ward. While outside groups cannot be successful if they ignore the needs 
of the community, groups like ours are, if not necessary, certainly beneficial for furthering 
the vision of community development that comes from within the community. This year I 
left the city not feeling sad for the loss of the vibrant community that had once resided in 
the Lower 9th Ward as I did two years ago, but excitement for what lies ahead for the 
community that had been empowered to begin creating their own future. 
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West Virginia & Louisiana: Connections, cont’d.
continued from page 16  
....argument for coal for jobs and energy can 
be negated: According to experts, coal will not 
last forever, and Mountain Top Removal does 
not hire many people. In the area we visited in 
West Virginia the coal there will only last for 
ten more years. 
 In Louisiana, environmental issues are 
strongly connected to the destruction of the 
coast. This destruction began with the creation 
of the Industrial Canal in New Orleans and oil 
drilling off the coast. Coastal restoration would 
help prevent the damage that hurricanes and 
storm surges cause without having to build a 
massive wall around New Orleans or other 
areas outside of the city. The BP oil spill and 
the dispersants used to hide the spill are still felt 
in Louisiana. Most people simply want 
recognition for the problems that were caused, 
as well as accountability on BP’s part. The 
people in Dulac, LA deserve compensation for 
the health and financial problems caused by 
the oil spill. Their main sources of employment 
are working on the oilrigs and fishing, which 
means the oil spill directly affected their 
livelihood. The fact that they use the oil industry 
for employment and energy doesn’t mean that 
the oil companies should be able to take 
advantage of the people in the area. 
	 With environmental concerns also come 
health concerns. Though this topic arises in 
many different ways, the similarities between 
the trips in this regard are uncanny. Locations 
of hospitals, the type of health care coverage, 
and accessibility to public care are all concerns 
that people in McDowell County, WV and in 
New Orleans, LA deal with. 
 In McDowell County, the hospitals are so 
far away that helicopters must airlift people if 
they have heart attacks or other health 
emergencies. These health issues are largely 
brought on by the unhealthy food sold and 
bought in the area. People’s weight and 
immobility are issues that we confronted 
frequently during our stay. Many of the older 
people in the area are prescribed drugs that 
they in turn sell to the younger generation. This 
issue with the abuse of medications was 
something that many had mentioned; it is a 
factor hindering growth of the younger 
generations. Another health concern comes 
from the coal industry: Black lung is something 
that coal miners deal with at age 40; the rest of 
the population near Mountain Top Removal 
sites must deal with the polluted air and water. 
The high rate of tumors and cancer in the 
valleys cannot be explained in any other way. 
 In Louisiana it is clear to see that food 
deserts and unhealthy eating habits are 
consistent themes. In Dulac and in the Lower 
9th Ward, it took us half an hour to find a 
grocery store or a place with decent food. Dr. 

Mike talked to us about the health effects that 
the government refuses to acknowledge due to 
the BP oil spill. The strange symptoms and 
poison from the oil spill are not considered to 
be connected events. Besides these direct 
health concerns, crime also has an effect on 
health. Gunshot wounds are a frequent 
occurrence, and after the closing of the only 
public hospital—Charity Hospital—in New 
Orleans, people don’t have anywhere to go. 
 Another area that is discussed on both 
trips is the education system, or rather the lack 
of a solid one. There was a story about a 
Spanish teacher in McDowell County who 
could not even speak Spanish. This neglect 
present at the city, county, state, and federal 
level is not a surprise in the area. The coal 
companies infiltrate the educational system with 
their resources. They educate children from a 
young age to love the coal industry and to 
depend on it for work. Charleston has the same 
issues many major cities do with education 
because there aren’t enough resources, 
teachers, or funding. 
 The two places we visited in Louisiana had 
different problems with education, but all 
stemmed from the mismanagement of 
government funds. Dulac is far out in the 
boonies, so people forget about it and the 
people who live there. The United Houma 
Nation has had a history of neglect and 
segregation that has been felt even after the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964. New Orleans has a 
different education issue that goes back far 
before Hurricane Katrina. The public school 
system was poor before the Hurricane, and so 
the government took the opportunity to start 
anew. They did this by firing all the previous 
teachers and creating a Charter School system. 
This system incorporates public and private 
funds, which creates some problems. Elected 
officials aren’t the ones organizing the schools 
and their curriculums, so parents feel as if no 
one is being held accountable. Also, the 
teachers in these Charter Schools in New 
Orleans are white AmeriCorps volunteers that 
leave after a year or two. Despite this, the 
schools are getting good feedback because of 
improving test scores. 
 During our personal group reflections and 
those led by speakers, one point that arises 
often is the role of the government in the 
situations we encounter. This discussion always 
leads to the debate between the freedom of 
corporations and the government. Many times 
this manifests itself in a talk about corruption. 
The problem with big coal and big oil buying 
out government officials is one that I’ve seen in 
both West Virginia and Louisiana respectively. 
It also coincides with the theme of land 
ownership. In West Virginia, people don’t own 
their land all the way through; if coal is found 

seeds

they can easily be bought out of their land. In 
Louisiana the coast is drilled for oil right by 
people’s houses and no one can claim to own 
that land. The fees and taxes for drilling go to 
the government, but are usually not allocated 
to the poor areas being exploited. 
 Laws and policies should be used to help 
the people and not the corporations extracting 
natural resources. Unfortunately, that is not the 
case in either West Virginia or Louisiana. 
Health concerns and safety regulations aren’t 
followed because paying the fines is cheaper 
than following the rules. Also, laws are 
constantly changed to help the companies. For 
example, coal trucks are now able to carry 
more coal because they kept getting fined for 
having too much. Where is the logic in that? In 
addition, oil companies lobbied to not include 
the poisons used for drilling as toxic waste. By 
themselves, these chemicals are considered 
toxic waste, but once they are used for drilling 
oil they lose that component. This, too, seems 
illogical.
 The parallels that I’ve noticed reaffirm my 
belief that these issues come from deeper 
institutional flaws. Something needs to change 
or else these problems will never be fixed. As 
Dr. Scharf told us, we must infiltrate the system. 
People make change and we can’t just wait for 
something to be done. We have to do it 
ourselves, and we have to be the leaders of 
tomorrow that don’t compromise our values 
and morals. Changing the norm and how 
people think seems daunting, but if it can be 
done, why can’t we be the ones to do it?
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