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Flood trials a lot like an
old-time ‘witch hunt’

Every West Virginian should
know the story of the Salem
witch trials, in which a small
community, terrified by what
they didn’t understand, con-
demned 19 men and women to
death for being witches.

Today, some look back on this
period of history and are amused
by the simple-minded and irra-
tional behavior of the people of
Salem. :

I, however, am not amused, be-
cause I know that such hysteria
still abounds. In fact, the most re-
cent “witch trial” recently con-
cluded in Raleigh County.

A Raleigh County jury deter-
mined that Western Pocahontas
Properties and Western Pocahon-
tas Corp. contributed to the flood-
ing in the Upper Guyandotte Wa-
tershed in July 2001 as a result
of harvesting timber from their
land.

Most in the forestry profession
are stunned by this decision. Af-
ter all, the science on this issue is
clear and incontestable — har-
vesting timber in our eastern
forests has an inconsequential ef-
fect on the occurrence or severity
of flooding. Period. This is as
much a statement of fact as the
statement “the earth is not flat.”
There is no scientific debate on

either issue.

How then did a jury determine
that Western Pocahontas is liable
for contributing to the flood?

I suggest you re-read the story
of the Salem witch trials. When
fear and emotion are the order of
the day, there is no place for sci-
ence and rational thinking.

Next, I suppose we'll be putting.

people on trial for causing solar
eclipses and earthquakes. Maybe

" one day a jury will rule that the

sun does indeed revolve around

the earth.

We all feel sorry for those who
suffered great loss as a result of
the flood and there is a strong de-
sire to “set things right.”

_ But punishing innocent partxes
for the consequences of a natural
disaster simply makes a bad situ-

- ation worse.

Did the citizens of Salem feel
better after hanging someone for
causing their troubles? Probably.
Was justice served? Hardly. Do
the citizens of southern West Vir-
ginia feel better now that some-
one is to blame for the events of
July 2001? Probably Has justice
been served? -

I have no interest in the for-
tunes of Western Pocahontas. If
they go out of business tomorrow,
my life will continue without so
much as a second thought. So
why bother writing this letter?

Because I believe it is impor- -
tant that the citizens of West Vir-
ginia understand that the verdict
has nothing to do with logic, sci-
ence, or rational thought. Having
six people rule that the earthis
flat does not make the world any

~less round.

Those who perpetcrated the
witch hunts in 17th century New

- England would feel right at home

in 21st century West Virginia.
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