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Amanda Lucas, who works as a respiratory therapist, at home with her daughters Carley and Bella in Thornton, Ky.
For generations, the archetypal worker was a coal miner. But today health care is the region's economic backbone.

When coal mining jobs left Kentucky,
the women went to work in health care

By CamrrerLn ROBERTSON

NEW YORK TIMES
FLEMING-NEON, Ky. — In
the predawn hours when all is

dark and quiet, Amanda Lucas
leaves her house and begins
the long drive to her job at 4
hospital an hour away.

In wvears past, it was the
men who would empty out of
the hollows of Letcher Coun-
ty before sunrise. All day long
they would be underground,
digping out coal as their fa-
thers and often their grand-
futhers had done. Lueas” hus-
bund, Denley, had a job with
one of the big mining compa-
nies, with good bhenefits and
an income approaching six
figures when all the overtime
was added. She stayed at home
to raise their four children.

“We had a good life,” she
said.

Then everything changed.

It has been & hot and mean
summer in Letcher County,
with & tash of coal mine bank-
rupteies and layoffs even cru-
gler than the ones that came
before. From the barstools at
the American Legion post to
the parking lot of the unem-
plovment office, there was lit-
tle debute: The coal business
around here is going under
The only question was what
would keep evervone afloat.

These days, the answer
has been: wormen, From 2010
to 2017, Letcher County saw a
gregter shift in the gender bal-
anece of its labor foree than al-
most any other county in the
United States.

The share of women in the
workforce rose substantially
in places throughont Central
Appalachia, as well as in parts
of the industrial Midwest and
the rural South. But few plac-
es have seen & more dramatic
change than Letcher Coun-
ty, in hilly Eastern Kentucky,
where for generations the war-
chetypal worker was a brawny,
codl-dusted man in reflective
overalls, Just 10 vears ago,
neurly three-fifths of the work-
force was male. Now the ma-
Jority is fernale.

“The mines have shut down
and the women have gone to
wink,” said Billy Thompson,
a district director of the Unit-
ad Steelworkers union, which
represents thousands of loeal
medical support workers, “It's
not complicated at all.”

There are over & thousand
fewer coal mine jobs in Letch-
er County than there were a
decade ago, and virtually all
of those lost jobs were held
by men. The number of min-
ing jobs, aceording to state fig-
ures, fell to under 50 in 2017,
from over 1,300 at the begin-
ning of 2008, The number has
inched back up; this summer
it was 100

Coul mining has always
been boom-and-bust, but it is
hard to shale the feeling that
this might be the last bust
Some men picked up and left
at word of mining jobs else-
where, some went to worlk as
linemen or truck drivers, and
others, figuring they were too

old or physically broken to
start over, just dropped out
of the labor forve. Tt was as if
the very identity of a Letch-
er County man had been de-
clared insolvent.

“l could always tell the man
who worked in the mines,”
said Debbie Baker, 4 cleaner
in Whitesburg, the Letcher
County seat. For one thing,
“they had money.”

She recalled a family who
lived comfortably where she
srew up; the father worked
underground and his sons fol-
lowed, one by one.

“The next would get old
enougzh and get a wife and go
working in the eoal mines”
she said. “T don’t think any
of the men did anything else.
When the mines left, they all
ended up on drogs. And their
women went to worll”

Women in coal country al-
ways found paying work in
greater nmumbers during the
lean times, cleaning hous-
s or muaking burgers, earn-
ing enough to get the family
by until the mines picked up
awain. When that happened -
and it alweys did — wives often
returned home or cut back on
hours beeause they could and
because someone had to, child
care being an elisive comimod-
ity. But just tiding the farnily
over 1s not enough anvmore.

There iz little hope of find-
ing work that could replace
& miner’s neome; women in
Letcher Connty still on aver-
age make substantially lower
sularies than men. But in &
place stricken by chronic dis-
ense and opioid overdoses,
there is one ares where work-
ers are in constant demand:
health vare. Signing bonuscs
for nurses can reach into the
five digits.

It is impossible to miss driv-
ing into Whitesburg, Heading
in from the east, there is an
outpatient menta] health ¢lin-
i taking up & roadside mall
and then, on a perch overlook-
ing downtown, the countys
mujor hospital, founded by
the miners’ union in the 1950s
and recently expanded. Com-
ing in from the west, there is »
brand-new heart, vaseular and
neurology elinie that opened
in the old Super 8 hotel build-
ing, and just bevond it is the
T5,000-square-foot  Mountain
Comprehensive Health Corp.

This is the region’s econo-
my now, and its workforee., At
the regionsl network of MCHC
clinics alome, there are more
than 110 ourses, according to
Mike Cuudill, the chief execu-
tive. Four of them are men.

“We wouldn't have half
the nurses that we do if we
still had coal mines.” said Ci-
ars Bowling., She certainly
wouldn't have decided to zo
to work herself. As far back as
she can remember, she wanted
only to be 4 coal miner's wife,

But Bowling, 25, came ont
of high school into the coal
bust. Her boyfriend, already
laid off, drove the county
roeads asking about openings
at the mines, while she earned

their living at the dollar store,
then the Pizza Hut, then the
MeDonald’s, Most of the wom-
en she worked with were wives
of out-of-work miners.

The idea was always toquit
when the men found jobs, This
was the arrangement articn-
lated by a friend of Bowling, &
former miner named Jody Ray
Rose: “A man works and does
what he’s supposed to do, or
has to do,” Rose said, “to take
care of his famiky™

But without the mines this
was nearly impossible. Bowl-
ing and her boyfriend sold
their TV and refrigerator; at
one point they had their water
cut off. He never found 4 min-
ing job. After they split up and
Bowling started seeing o new
man — dlso looking for work
nndergronnd - she enrolled at
the local community college to
become a medical assistant.

“Take care of your hus-
band, that's all you want to
do,” she said. “But when that
doesn’t work out, von've gotto
go to work.”

This is the conversation
Amanda and  Denley  Luo-
s began having when the
coul business started fall-
ing apart. Fven before Den-
ley was laid off, the Lucases,
with four yvoung children and
a mortgage, had bheen watch-
ing mines shut down one after
another. More than a decade
after dropping ot of eollege,
Amanda, 38, raised the idea of
going back to school.

“To be honest, [ wasn't real
crazy about it to start,” her
husband said, sitting with his
wife in a living oom noisy
with children on a Fourth of
July afternoon. He saw it as
his obligation to ensure that
she didn’t have to work, un ob-
ligation he'd kept for 18 years,
But she wanted this, he said. so
he didn't get in the way.

As it was, they needed it. A
state program for miners’ fam-
ilies not only paid tuition but,
critically, also provided money
for living expenses. Amanda
Lucas spent long days study-
ing while her mother and sis-
ter-in=law helped Denley Lucas
with the children.

After graduation, Amanda
Lucas went straight to worl
a8 o respiratory therapist, The
job comes with health insur-
ance, bt it doesn't draw the
salary Denley Lucas used to
earn in the mines. That is a
reality comunon to care work-
ers, looking after people who
made more money than they
likely ever will. She sees for-
mer miners suffering from
black lung and other aillments
she has known firsthand in
her own extended family. She
thinks of the work as an act of
reciprocity.

“They helped us to estab-
lish everything around here,
and now [ can help them.”
suid Amanda Lucas, who is
now training other wives of
out-cf-work miners at the eol-
lege, “Tve alweays heard if you
lowe what you do it don't seem
like a job, and that's how [ feel
right now.”

The family has learned

io live on less. Denley Lucas
works construction johs when
the opportunity arises, but he
hasn't ruled out going back
undergronmnd.

“T liked it pretty zood the
way it was and I'm sure she
did, ton” he said, nodding to-
wiird his wife, Tt was troe that
working in the mines was
roigh, and he appreciates his
wife's success.

“I'm sure she's glad she's
done what she did, and I un-
derstand that,” he said. “But [
did like it pretty good the way
it was.”

Bowling  had  ulimeately
found a life like the way it was,
orthe way she'd long wanted it
to be. Her fiance, Blake John-
som, had found a job in the
mines. Every day he went in
before sunup and came home
12 hours later, exhausted and
coated in coal dust,

“We 4s a community are so
proud of our miners,” Bowl-
ing said. She was sitting on a
hot afternoon at the Hemphill
Community Center, in a build-
ing that once housed a long-
shuttered grade school. In the
parking lot stands a shrine to
those who died in the nearby
mines, the names listed on
black marble of miners “who
guve 5o much that future gen-
erations may benefit with a
better life.”

Johnson's father was killed
in the mines. His brother was
laid off this summer, after de-
cades with one company. He
had few illusions about coal
work, He wanted to go back
1o school himself and when he
zot a4 good job, he said, Bowl-
ing would no longer have to
wonk, She has different ideas.
“Things have just changed.”
she said.

She didn't drop out of
sthool when Johnson got his
mining job, as she would have
done in vears past. There was
now the prospect of real inde-
pendence, of not always hav-
ing to defer to s hushand be-
canse he paid the bills,

“Women now, they got a
little taste of freedom,” Bowl-
ing said. “Men has been able
to do whatever the hell they
want for so long while women
has had to sit in & chair and
keep their legs closed and be
nice and polite. Now they don't
heve to,”

There were plenty of men
less open to change than
Johnson, who had supported
her going to school, she said.
Her friend Rose, for example.
He didn’t want his wife work-
ing at all. But none of them,
she said, understood how hig
. shift was underweay.

“All these men, they just
dont lknow whats about to
heppen,” she snid,

“They're not going to be
able to sit at the house and
do nothing. They are going to
have to help. Because she is
Foing to have just as much in-
vested in their life as he does.”

In August, Bowling started
her lomg days of clinieal rota-
tions. Johnson was laid off.

“Were definitely a dying
breed,” he said.

California aims
to put abortion pills
in public universities

By Pam Brrruvck
HEW YOHRE TIMER

At & time when conserva-
tive states are sharply limiting
ahortion access, Califormia sig-
naled o new frontier in aboe-
tion-rights Friday with the pus-
sagze of legislation that would
require all public universities
in the state to provide medies-
tion ubortion on campus,

The bill, which would use
money raised from private do-
nors to eguip and train cam-
pus health centers, grew out of
u student-led movement at the
University of California, Berke-
ley, and it has sparked the in-
troduetion of & similar hill in
Massachusetts.

Anti-abortion groups  say
they are likely to challenge the
legrislation if Gov, Gavin New-
som signs it into law. He has a
month to decide. A spokesman
declined to say what he will do,
but during his campaign for
governor, Wewsom said he sup-
ported & similar effort.

The bill would apply to 34
campuses throughout the state,
with nearly 750,000 enrolled
students - 11 under the umbrel-
la of the University of Califoe-
niaand 23 under the California
State University System. A 2018
study estimated that hundreds
of students at these schools
seek medication abortion each
month.

“We can show the rest of
the country, especially while
there’s these erazy abortion
buns sweeping the country” |
said Zoe Murray, 23, a recent
graduate of the University of
California, Santsa Barbara, who
sought 4 medication abortion
from the student health center
there when she was a sopho-
more, but had to go off cam-
pus,

Under the bill, as of 2023,
campus health centers would
e required to offer medica-
tion abortion — a proeess that
involves taling two types of
pills, legally approved to ter-
minate pregnancies that are
within 10 weeks of gestation.

Private domations of about
$10.3 million, which organiz-
ers siy has already been raised,
would be used to train staff at
university health centers and
to buy ultrasound muachines.
State law requires that insur-
ers cover the cost of abortion.

The two California high-
er education systems did not
take & position on the bill. They
raised converns about whether
they would have to bear costs
for logistics, liability or securi-
ty, which they might then pass
on to students.

The abortion pill method,
approved by the Food and
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Drug Administration in 2000,
now aceounts for about a thied
of 115, abortions, and studies
have shown it to be safe and
effective in most cases. The
FDWA reguires that the first of
the two drugs, mifepristone,
be dispensed by a certified
medical provider after a con-
sultation, but women can then
take one or hoth of the drogs
at home.

Most campus health centers
now provide gynecological ex-
ams and contraception, but re-
fer students seeking abortions
to outside clinics. Advocates
for the bill argued that send-
ing students off-campus for a
provess that typically involves
medical visits before and af-
ter the medication was taken
posed hurdles,

*The barriers are about
economics and schedules and
frankly alsoabout stigmea,” said
Marj Plummb, campaizn direc-
tor of JustCARE. “It's the idea
that this procedure, which re-
ally is simple and really is safe,
that there is something wrong
that they had to go somewhere
else to zet this medicine.”

Eristi Hamrick, a spokes-
wiomman for Students for Life of
America, contends that medi-
cation abortions are damaging
to wiormnen’s health,

“We dlso are very concerned
about the conscience rights of
people — students whose fees
will be uwsed to underwrite
these health centers,” she said.
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191-acre Miagara Falls Siorage Site

The record of decision documents

the record of decision,

enviranment, complies with federal

The Corps of Englneers s the lead

call (800) 833-5390.

Interim Waste Containment Structure
Cperable Unit
Niagara Falls Storage Site

The U2, Army Corps of Engineers Buffalo District is pleased 1o
annaunce the evallabiity of the record of decision for the Interim
Waste Containment Structure (IMICS) Operable Unit (OU) of the

York, on the web al: hitps:faww kb.usace.army. mil MdissionsHTREWS
FUSRAFMiagara-Falls-Storage-Sitel in the Reports Section,

remedy far the IWCS, which is excavation, parfial treatment, and
off-site disposal of the entire contents of the WCS. Responses to
comments recalved from the community are included as Part 11l of

The selected remedy is protectve of human health and the

ara applicable or relevant and appropriate io the remedial action,
15 cost-effective, and utilizes permanent solutions and alternative
treatment technologies to the masimum extent precticable

Comprehensive Environmental Response,
Liability Act actions at the NFSS, which is baing addressed as part
of the Fermerly Utlized Sites Remedial Actlon Program (FUSRAR).
The IWCS OU s an engineerad landfill that occupies 10 acres in

the southwesiern porlion of the NF32

The record of decision and supporting documeants, are available
elecironically in the adminisirative record file for the NFSS located

in the Town of Lewiston Public Library, 305 South Eighth Street,
Lawiston, Mew York; the Youngstown Free Library, 240 Lockport
Sireet, Youngstown, Mew York: and the Ransomville Free Library, 3733
Ransomvile Road, Rensomyille, Mew York, The adminisirative record
file &= alzo availabla for review by appointmeant at tha Buffalo District
Ciffice Library located at 1776 Miagara Sireet In Buffalo, New Yok,

For further informalion please e-mail kismp@usace. army.mil, or

Decision Available

F35) located in Lewiston, Naw

the Corps of Engineers’ selected

and state requirements that

federal agency responsible for
Compensation, and
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