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Nellysford, VA. – “All politics is local.”  So goes the famous statement attributed to the late Democratic Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, Tip O’Niell.  Another Democrat, Ralph Northam, the current Lieutenant Governor of Virginia, is betting his campaign to be the next Governor of Virginia that O’Neill’s dictum no longer has applicability – at least in his pursuit of office.
Here in Nellysford, a small village on the eastern slopes of the Blue Ridge Mountain, most properties, have signs, some quite large, saying, “NO PIPELINE.”   The pipeline in question is one of two under consideration for construction in the region by large utility companies.  The one near here is being proposed by Dominion Energy Corporation to transport natural gas obtained by fracking operations in neighboring West Virginia.  The project, called the Atlantic Coast Pipeline, will be used to move large quantities of gas 302 miles passing through this part of Virginia to service customers not only in this area but also into the densely populated regions of eastern Virginia (the Hampton Roads metropolis) and south into heavily populated areas of North Carolina.  This is not a small project.  The pipeline will have a diameter of nearly four feet and will involve tunnels through parts of the mountain range.  It will pass under the Blue Ridge Parkway and the Appalachian Trail.  The cost is estimated to be over $5 billion and will create a large number of new jobs, primarily during the construction phase.  The other project, the Mountain Valley Pipeline, will also run 300 miles, but enter Virginia in the southwest part of the state and extend into North Carolina along a different route.  It is also both costly and contentious, and has its own set of supporters and detractors.
In order to obtain land for both pipelines, the corporations will have to exercise right of eminent domain in many areas from current property owners who contend that the value of their land will plummet. Their obvious opposition to the pipeline is understandable, particularly here in Nelson County where many wealthy retirees have re-located to enjoy the scenic quiet of the mountains.  Wintergreen, a large sports and vacation development,  occupies a considerable portion of the county and is home to many politically active seniors and second-home owners. Most of the other opponents are hard-core environmentalists, many from outside the region (e.g., the Sierra Club), who strongly condemn on principle any pipeline project.  They contend that the natural beauty of the region will be unalterably scarred and that a pipeline rupture would permanently damage the area and its wildlife.
Both sides of the dispute have nearly encyclopedic “research” showing the economic benefits or the disadvantages of the pipeline.  It became quickly obvious as I read these reports that all of these studies were conducted by “hired guns,” that is, groups who will produce on demand exactly the results demanded by those who paid for the research.

What is interesting is that Northam, the Democratic gubernatorial candidate, has chosen so far not to side with the locals here in Nelson County who almost universally oppose the pipeline.  He is also thumbing his nose at the environmentalists who have a long history of supporting essentially every Democrat running for office.  He is apparently willing to write off the locals and allow them to sit out the election (the Republican candidate, Ed Gillespie, is a strong supporter of building the pipeline) in order to continue receiving campaign funding from Dominion and other pipeline supporters, such as the labor unions who stand to gain jobs.  His strategy is to count on the large Democrat base in the more populous regions of the state far from here to continue to see him as a preferable alternative to Gillespie on traditional Democratic issues.  If he loses a few votes here in Nelson County, so be it. 
As a stockholder in Dominion Energy, I can attest to the efforts they have been investing to mobilize public opinion to support the pipeline.  I have received numerous mailings, both as a customer and a stockholder, urging me to send letters to public officials and the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) in support of the pipeline.

Just this past week, the FERC released its final environmental impact study approving the construction.  However, there are numerous other bureaucratic hurdles remaining before construction begins, and opponents have even further ramped up their opposition. In North Carolina, opponents are now enlisting members of Native Indian tribes to join their cause, presumably on the grounds that parts of their sacred land will be violated by the pipeline.
So, although local groups may be vociferously opposed to these pipelines, establishment Democrats here in Virginia are gambling that they can sufficiently finesse this issue and still gain election.  I would not bet against them.  With this much at stake, follow the money.
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