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A Rural Progressive Platform must be built upon three central elements: land, livelihood
and community. Over generations, these three pillars of rural life have shaped the economies
and cultures of much of the countryside; they have forged our commitment to self-reliance and
belief in hard work. Though much of rural America has changed greatly over the past several
decades, land, livelihood and community continue to shape the way we see the world, ourselves,
and therefore our politics.
What follows here is a framework for Progressive Values within a rural context, particularly that
of Central Appalachia. It frequently uses “us” and “we”, not to stereotype or diminish others –
“them” – but because we write from our own experience, in our own words. This platform is not
intended to be comprehensive, but should be understood as a background document from which
rural progressives can develop more focused and fully developed positions, or platforms better
suited to their particular regions. It is accompanied by a one page summary, which we hope will
help spread the ideas more widely.
Our land
In southwest Virginia, our forests provide lumber for building, wood for heating, deer and turkey
for food and ginseng for a little bit of cash. Cattle and sheep graze on lush pastures, while
narrow strips of bottom land have grown tobacco, produce and home gardens. Creeks and rivers
offer bass, trout and perch, as well as irrigation for crops. And underneath all of this, in some
parts of our area has been coal, which historically provided well-paying jobs and a good chunk
of the tax base for many local services.
In Kansas, they have prairies; in Louisiana, bayous. Though each place is different, rural regions
share a sense that nature is part of how we meet our needs, feed ourselves, create jobs and
livelihoods. That the mountains, forests, valleys and streams are a practical part of our lives and
economies. No doubt this is at least part of why we look at a chainsaw or a rifle so differently
from most city folks. Yet it’s also true that many urban communities have begun to revitalize
and rebuild their own land base, whether as community gardens, farms or public parks. The time
is right for rural and urban folks to come together around the idea of working landscapes that
respect the environment while helping people meet their needs.
Our livelihoods
There are “environmentalists” in rural communities and small towns across Appalachia, the
Midwest and every other part of the country. Nevertheless, because the environmental
movement has emerged most strongly in cities or suburbs, its focus has been on protecting the
environment, more so than using it well to meet people’s needs. It often seems that
environmentalists forget just how much everyone depends upon the food, materials and energy
that primarily come from rural areas, thanks to the work that rural folks do. Raising food, cutting
logs, mining coal or minerals, drilling for gas – these are some of the jobs we do, along with the
mechanics, the welders and carpenters, the engineers and the truck drivers that finish the work
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and get these products to market. If we seem to resent people telling us how to manage our land,
it’s because we do a lot of the work that enables so many others to eat well, be warm and live
comfortably.
Of course our jobs are far more diverse now, and many rural people no longer even raise a
garden, let alone work in the outdoors. But the sense of ‘livelihood’, of taking care of our own
needs through hard, sometimes dangerous work, of being self-reliant, that sense is still strong in
most rural people, still part of what we believe and what we want. We’re encouraged to see that
an increasing number of people in cities, especially young people, are yearning to work with
their hands, to learn how to raise food or live closer to the land.
Our community
In rural places, family and neighborliness are the starting point for community. And church.
Small towns and rural places, like many bigger cities, have seen community eroded by empty
store fronts, consolidated schools, addiction and more. Even so, we still tend to set down roots
in our place, so when we’re told to just ‘move to where the jobs are’, we think it’s a choice we
shouldn’t have to make.
We believe that a caring local community offers the best means to support and help our
neighbors.
It’s true that too often we’ve not welcomed people who look or act differently from our norms.
But not always. After 911 and Katrina, many first responders traveled from rural towns to New
York and New Orleans. For years, the UMWA offered help to Chinese miners in their struggles
to make their coal mines safer. We can be neighborly to others, far away. But we need to
believe that our own communities are valued and respected, not dismissed or ridiculed.

If land, livelihood and community are central to rural identity and culture, what would a
progressive platform look like in these places? How should it be different from the progressive
ideas and language that we usually hear? What are some examples of public policies to
support these values?

Rural Progressive values and the land
We love the land and all it has to offer. However, we want people who don’t live from the land,
who experience nature mostly through tourism or recreation, to understand this: It’s hard to
make a living from the land without harm, without impact. Farmers understand this, as do
fishermen, hunters, loggers and miners. Those of us who farm, fish or hunt see ourselves as
good stewards, because we know that our livelihoods depend on healthy land.
If we’re going to do a better job sustaining the environment while still meeting people’s needs,
progressive policies must make partners of those who live from the land, rather than just
regulating and restricting what happens in the countryside. Progressive policies should make
major investments in the most promising rural sustainable businesses, particularly in
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communities historically dependent on coal. Rebuilding local economies so that people can care
for themselves and their families should be as much of a priority as protecting the environment.
We need to see that we are truly in this environment thing together, sharing the challenges
equally.
Policy examples:
•
•
•
•

Increased investment in sustainable farming, fishing, forestry research and practices,
rather than subsidies for corporate farming, fishing, and forest products
Support for the RECLAIM Act and reinvestment in coal communities
Investment and tax credits for community wind energy, solar gardens and other
renewable energy that also provides revenue to local communities, in combination
with a modernized electric grid that supports distributed energy
Environmental regulations that are ‘scale appropriate’, ie less burdensome on small to
mid-sized farms, businesses and manufacturers

Rural Progressive values and livelihoods
We say without hesitation that working men and women must be at the center of a Rural
Progressive platform and must form the foundation of the broader progressive movement.
Working folks in rural Appalachia and urban Baltimore might look different, but in city and
country alike working people often do work that is physically demanding, work that requires a
practical intelligence, and jobs that so many others have come to take for granted. We think it’s
long past due that rural and urban workers share in the wealth our work creates, and be respected
by politicians with their actions, not just their words.
We come from generations of resourceful people, folks “who were poor but didn’t know it”
because they made the most out of what they had. A Rural Progressive platform should thus be
built on responsibilities at least as much as rights, with policies that help people help themselves,
and build on our strengths and assets.
Policy examples:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

An end to policies that undermine organized labor
Increase in Earned Income Tax Credit , and other savings vehicles for lower income
and working folks;
Policies and programs that build the wealth of workers, including cooperatives
‘Asset-based’ economic development that addresses real community needs, rather
than subsidies for big boxes and outside corporations
Free community college
College education without onerous debt, in part through reduced university
administrative costs, and income-based loan repayment
Dramatically increased internet access, including publicly owned options

Rural Progressive values and community
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We’ve not yet given up on community – real community, built around a place. We need
progressive economic, tax and trade policy that supports healthy, self-reliant local communities,
instead of polices that suck the life out of our businesses, homes and downtowns.
Strengthening local communities should be a central goal of progressive policies.
Policy examples:
•
•
•

Tax incentives for regional manufacturers and other businesses that commit to longterm local employment, rather than supporting corporations who offshore jobs.
Regulatory relief for community banks, and support for credit unions and community
development financial institutions
Expansion of rural health clinics, addiction treatment and prevention, and incentives
for doctors and health practitioners to work in rural and underserved communities

Rural citizens believe in fairness and understand that some people start with advantages that
ordinary people just don’t have. After all, Jesus honored the widow, who gave in spite of her
poverty, and rebuked the Pharisees, who gave only from their surplus. It seems fair, then, to ask
more of those with wealth and privilege, to oppose policies that further their economic or
political power, and to protect and care for those who are struggling.
Policy examples
•
•
•
•
•

Dramatic changes in campaign financing and lobbying laws to eliminate the
extraordinary influence now exercised by the wealthy and big corporations
Full support for veterans’ health, mental health and job training
Long-term support of Social Security and Medicare, by requiring the wealthy to pay
into the system on all their earnings, as working and middle class people already do
Taxing dividends, capital gains and other unearned income at the same level as
earned income, so that we all pay our fair share
Maintaining full rights and protections for all people in our country – who are, after
all, our neighbors - regardless of race, gender, sexual orientation or ability.

This document was developed during the Spring of 2017 by members of Progressive 9th, based in southwest Virginia.
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