EDITORIAL
Get out of the woods and into Congress
Last week, Roanoke County police charged a woman for taking a stand on her own land.

Theresa Ellen Terry, a 61-year-old nicknamed “Red,” who has camped in a tree platform on her property for about three weeks, was charged with trespassing, obstruction of justice and interfering with the property rights of the Mountain Valley Pipeline.

Similar charges were brought against her daughter, Theresa Minor Terry, 30, who joined her mom’s protest.

The women have been blocking crews sent to their family land to cut trees for the 300-mile, $3.7 billion pipeline to be laid from West Virginia to the Transco pipeline near Chatham.

Police have made no move to arrest the women, according to The Roanoke Times, but blocked supporters trying to get food and water to the women. A handful of Democratic lawmakers in Richmond have publicly criticized the police response to the women as inhumane, and police began bringing food to the women.

It began with a 2-1 vote last fall, when the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission gave “a certificate of public convenience and necessity” to the Mountain Valley Pipeline. Then a Jan. 31 ruling by a federal judge against nearly 300 landowners allowed the project to proceed.

The certificate and the ruling give MVP eminent domain on private property along the pipeline’s route through the counties of Giles, Craig, Montgomery, Roanoke, Franklin and Pittsylvania. Most localities in the path of the pipeline oppose it, but their efforts are largely symbolic.

Last week, the Franklin County Board of Supervisors entered into an agreement with the Virginia Department of Environmental Quality to have its own monitors on pipeline construction sites in its borders. DEQ is tasked with protecting the state’s waterways. 

Out of legal remedies, “Red” Terry took to the trees April 1 and has yet to come down.

Let’s be clear: Mountain Valley Pipeline has every legal right to build on private property along its route.

But legalities aside, it’s still breathtaking to realize that a landowner can be charged with trespassing on property she owns – and that a federal agency can declare parts of her land subject to the will of a private company without a clear public interest.

FERC Commissioner Cheryl LaFleur, a Democrat, voted no last year on the pipeline, saying that Mountain Valley has agreements with two end users, Roanoke Gas and ConEd, for about 13 percent of the project’s capacity and noted that “the ultimate destination for the remaining gas ... is unknown.”

Others, including former FERC Chairman Norman Bay, have raised red flags that the commission’s criteria to determine public need could be flawed because affiliates that would benefit from the projects can vouch for its necessity to the public good.

One of those affiliates is RGC Resources, the CEO of which, John D’Orazio, praised the approval last year.

RGC’s “subsidiaries include RGC Midstream, a partner in the joint venture hoping to build the pipeline, and Roanoke Gas, a shipper of gas on the pipeline,” The Roanoke Times reported last year. “MVP will provide the capacity to meet the growing demand for natural gas in the Roanoke Valley and Southwest Virginia,” D’Orazio said.

But the notion that natural gas moving underground will be an economic boon to “Red” Terry, or any of the property owners in the pipeline’s path, is the vaguest of promises – especially since at least a portion of that gas is intended to be sold across the U.S. and even overseas.

As with many such protests, however, it’s too little, too late. The project is legal. It will go forward. 

We’re all guilty of ignoring bad public policy until it affects us directly, and even then we sometimes make an initial fuss only to then give up. Take the uproar over the loophole that allows President Donald Trump to withhold his tax filings. 

Democrats, and even some Republicans, continue to criticize him and fret over suspected conflicts of interest. But nobody’s lifted a finger to close the loophole.

[bookmark: _GoBack]If anti-pipeline activists want to stop the next project, it’s time to get out of the woods and into the halls of the statehouse and Congress as elected officials willing to work to change the system.

