
articipants in our listening sessions were asked to pinpoint 
the most significant impacts of the global economy on their 
communities. Following are the primary areas of impact 
they described.

JOB LOSS, DECLINING WAGES AND BENEFITS

JOB LOSS

The loss of jobs in many Appalachian communities continues. Many of
those who attended our listening sessions insist that this trend is 
becoming more pervasive and more destructive. Manufacturing jobs—
in textiles, furniture, shoes, electronics, and so on—have continued to
disappear, often reappearing in countries like Haiti where an apparel
worker earns as little as thirty cents an hour, compared to the average of
$8.42 per hour that U. S. apparel workers earn. (1) It is abundantly clear
that this race to the bottom is a really good deal for multinational cor-
porations and a really bad deal for workers. (The “race to the bottom”
is a popular expression used to describe the relentless search by interna-
tional corporations for lower and lower wages.)

Studies of NAFTA-related job losses have shown that 766,030 actual
and potential jobs were lost in the United States between 1993 and 2000.
Seventy-two percent of these jobs were in the manufacturing sector.
Of these losses, 279,141—or 36%—occurred in Appalachian states.

Textile and apparel job losses numbered 51,695 during this period,
with North Carolina, Alabama, Tennessee, Georgia and Pennsylvania
among the national leaders. In electronics, Pennsylvania lost 5,042 jobs,
New York lost 6,288 jobs and Ohio lost 4,185 jobs.

Lumber and furniture jobs were also hard hit, with a total of 28,291
Appalachian jobs lost. In this sector, North Carolina, Mississippi,
Alabama, Georgia, Ohio, Pennsylvania and Tennessee were among the
hardest hit.

Jobs in motor vehicles and equipment have been lost in great num-
bers, too. Ohio, with a loss of 9,826 jobs and Tennessee, with a loss of
3,658 jobs, were national leaders in this job loss category. (2)

Jobs in agriculture and mining have continued to decline as well.
Figures supplied by the United Mine Workers of America indicate that,
since 1990, the number of working coal miners in Appalachia has plum-
meted from 95,417 to 44,529. In 1950, there were 143,000 miners in the
state of West Virginia. By 1997, that number had dropped to 22,000.

The UMWA attributes many of these job losses to automation. It has
been estimated, for example, that a dragline can replace up to 100 miners.
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Draglines have caused an estimated 29% reduction in mining jobs from
1987 to 1997, a period during which coal production increased by 32%.

The trend towards more mechanized forms of mining (and the
resultant environmental destruction) is seen in the developing world 
as well. This trend leads to less, not more, employment. What’s more
troubling is that the labor movement seems powerless to reverse or stall
these developments.

Another cause of job loss among U. S. miners is the movement of
coal production to other countries. For example, over a sixteen year
period, Alabama lost almost 2,000 mining jobs because the Drum-
mond Company closed thirteen mines and moved production to
Colombia, where miners are paid $1.50 to $2.75 an hour, and working
conditions are deplorable. Drummond is now exporting four million
tons of coal every year into Alabama and Florida from its Colombia
operation. (3)

JOB QUALITY

The quality of jobs remains a deep concern. In Appalachian communi-
ties where mines and factories once supplied decent jobs for working
families, there is now a growing struggle for existence. The jobs which
have been growing in much of the region—fast food, service sector jobs,
telemarketing, jobs related to tourism—have not been the kind that 
people can raise a family on. The poultry business, which employs many
migrant workers, and WalMart, have been identified as the employer of
many workers who “take what they can get” in Appalachia. Listening
group participants reported many instances of workplace abuse: of peo-
ple required to work overtime, paid as part-timers or temporaries, and
feeling they “have no choice” because of the scarcity of jobs.

WalMart is now the largest employer in the state of West Virginia.
The world’s largest corporation—with $220 billion in sales and profits of
$7 billion annually—it has made the heirs of its founder, Sam Walton,
fabulously rich. Five of them, in fact, are among the ten richest people in
the world. Behind the smiling yellow face of the “low price” leader lies
another story. WalMart is a corporation where the average employee
makes $15,000 a year for full time work. WalMart imports more goods
from China than any other company in the world, profiting handsomely
from the fact that Chinese apparel workers make an average of twenty-
three cents an hour—sixty-four cents below the living wage. Walmart is
a corporation whose operations eliminate three local jobs for every two
it creates, destroying small local businesses. (4)

All of this job stress, uncertainty and inadequacy has led to despair
and frustration, as reported by the participants in our listening sessions.
Former workers attempt to remain in the communities where they and
generations before them once prospered, falling between the cracks and
suffering a loss of self-worth. Families are disintegrating and family vio-
lence is on the rise. According to our listening session participants, many
people turn to drugs and other destructive habits. Labs which produce
methamphetamine are proliferating, and the trade in pain killers such as
oxycontin has reached epidemic proportions in some Central Appa-
lachian communities.

The decline in quality jobs may also be said to contribute signifi-
cantly to the decreased tax revenues available for such things as schools,
roads, parks and social services. Ironically, as more people slip into
poverty, the services available to help them are dwindling.
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Yet, we have heard of discouraged workers who welcome the jobs
available at WalMart, in the service sector and at fast food chains. As bad
as low-wage, part-time employment may seem to some of us, it is seen
as a necessity in many communities where desperate workers, especially
women, struggle to provide the basic needs of life for their children. All
this, while they search with increasing frustration for ade-
quate public education, childcare and transportation.

Mr. Barney Oursler, of the Mon Valley Unemployed
Committee, based in Rochester, Pennsylvania spoke at
CORAÕs hearing in March 1986. He reflected upon human
dignity and the capacity of people to have control over their
lives. He spoke of the debilitating effect of unemployment
and described the family living under such circumstances as
Òa place of battles,Ó a place where children become Òsome-
thing you are guilt-stricken about and unable to help.Ó

The strategy of the committee, as Mr. Oursler described
it, was to develop Òself-helpÓÑ to help people get beyond the
feeling that they are just Òtaking charityÓ by creating opportunities 
for them to be Òempowered in some sense to help themselves.Ó

Asked to reflect on these words in the light of present realities, Barney
Oursler spoke of his work with the unemployed and how it has changed.
ÒThe problem today is not finding a job,Ó he said, ÒitÕs how many jobs do you
need to find to make ends meet?Ó In the 1980s there was a feeling that you
could find a job, that you could get people to rally around jobs, but Òtoday
underemployment is much more a reality.Ó Mr. Oursler ended his reflections
by talking about the living wage. ÒThe Living Wage Campaign got folks excit-
ed. We found in Allegheny County that 80% of registered voters supported a
living wage for all publicly supported jobsÑof $12 to $14 an hour.Ó

PRISONS

Prisons have come to represent a major form of economic development in
rural Appalachian counties where plants have closed and mining jobs have
dwindled. Connections between prisons and economic globalization may
not be immediately obvious, but this connection has influenced the dou-
bling of the prison population over the past couple of decades. The
decline in quality jobs, the cutbacks in welfare and the increase in the
length of prison sentences, particularly for minor drug offenses, have all
had an effect on the burgeoning prison population. Some people in
CORAÕs listening sessions are aware that many of the inmates of these
prisons have committed drug offenses and are, in fact, part of the growing
underground economy developing in high-unemployment urban centers
where decent manufacturing jobs may once have existed.

The United States now leads the world in the rate of incarceration of
its citizens. In August of 2002, a record high of 6.6 million peopleÑ3.1%
of the populationÑwere on probation or parole or locked up in a prison
cell. About half of all persons in prison are there for non-violent drug
offenses. One particularly troubling aspect of this trend is that people of
color are increasingly swept into the system. African-American youths
are 48 times more likely to be convicted of a drug offense than are
European-American youths. In fact, it has been estimated that approxi-
mately one third of all young African-American males are in prison.
Hispanic youths are 13 times more likely than European-American
youths to be convicted of drug offenses.(5)
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