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INTRODUCTION

The Harlan County Listening Project has interviewed over 400 county residents on matters pertaining to the drug abuse epidemic and economic conditions in the county.  
Analysis of survey results is ongoing.  As Harlan County Listening Project Coordinator Joan Robinette said, “we can’t understand how to respond to drug abuse until we understand its roots in our economic situation.”  
Among the project’s preliminary findings are the following: 

People are selling pills to pay their bills.  Another comment often heard from those interviewed is that for many, help with substance abuse came only after people get in trouble with the law.  People wish there was more to help the drug abuser—more rehab, more counseling—before they get arrested.

Many of those interviewed said that current rehabilitation options are inadequate.  Many people told interviewers that you can’t send people to a thirty-day detox and expect them to get out and lead normal lives.  Another common story is well-meaning neighbors who share medicine with those without health insurance who are trying to cope with pain and depression.  A pill taken to relieve pain leads to addiction and a “hermit’s life” where people are afraid if they aren’t on pills people are going to beg or steal their money and if they are on pills they’re afraid someone is going to turn them in.

Many of those interviewed said they were concerned with fairness on the part of the courts and law enforcement.  People are confused when they see confidential informants paid with drugs and money to catch drug traffickers continuing to abuse and sell drugs.  People don’t understand when people up on the same charges get different sentences.

The group reported that people also see signs of hope.  Many people see Drug Court and [the faith-based] Celebrate Recovery as positive.  People say they want things that protect the closeness of the community.  According to the research, residents think the county needs more activities that bring youth and adults together for positive reasons. People have to have something to do, something to give them hope. The people we talked to remind us that drug addicts and their families are human beings, too, and until we understand how they got where they are and what they need to recover, we are not going to solve the problem of drug abuse.

The Listening Project is part of the Harlan County PACT (Partnerships Affirming Community Transformation) Project.  The Harlan County PACT Project began in fall 2001 in two Southeast Kentucky Community & Technical College (SKCTC) courses, “Survey of Appalachian Studies” and “Sociology of The Community," taught by Robert Gipe and Roy Silver respectively.  Students were asked to assess the assets of Harlan County, threats to those assets, and strategies for using the assets to address the threats.  

Out of their discussions and study the students stated that one of the most serious threats ever to the way of life in the county was the epidemic in prescription drug abuse. They also believed that one possible means of bringing the people of Harlan County together would be the arts.  Students from these classes continued their work the following semester and along with Robert Gipe wrote a grant to the Rockefeller Foundation.  SKCTC was awarded a Rockefeller grant to address issues of community development and the county’s drug problem through the arts, community organizing, a listening project and other elements.  

Listening Project interviewers are trained in listening and note-taking skills, and use a common set of open-ended questions. Listening Project interviewers focused their conversation on nine topics:  

· The good things about Harlan County

· The definition of good work

· The drug problem

· The causes of the drug problem

· Preventing drug abuse

· Helping addicts

· Helping the families of addicts 

· Making Harlan a better place 

· The most important things to teach our children.


SKCTC contracted with Herb Walters and Rural Southern Voices for Peace (RSVP) to assist in the design and development of a Listening Project.  Harlan resident Joan Robinett was hired as project coordinator.  During 2003 and 2004, in community college classes and community meetings, hundreds of county residents worked on the development of the survey.

A six-hour training workshop for the Listening Project interns and other members of the community took place in March 2005.  In May of 2005 SKCTC, in partnership with Lindsey Wilson College was awarded seven Lee B. Ledford fellowships.  The seven Ledford Fellows, all of whom are residents of Harlan County, were assigned to work with SKCTC Harlan County Partners Affirming Community Transformation (PACT) Project.  Six of the interns are seeking a Bachelors of Human Service and the seventh is pursuing a Masters of Counseling and Human Development. Intern and graduate student Tony Sweatt, was awarded a four-month fellowship was asked to serve as an Assistant to the Project Coordinator.

The critical values of Listening Projects are the beliefs that the best way to solve community problems is to reduce polarization and increase understanding. Listening project interviewers try to create an environment where all sides can freely explore issues and consider new ideas and solutions. The goals are to reduce conflict that can serve as an obstacle to positive change and empower people to work cooperatively to find practical solutions for the good of the entire community.


Interviewers were responsible for identifying a broad cross section of interviewees. The interviewees identified were diverse geographically, racially and by social class.  Each survey took an average of one hour to complete.  Collectively more than 400 surveys were completed.  This report is based primarily on interviews conducted by he seven interns and excerpts from an interview with Listening Project coordinator Joan Robinett.  Each of the interns completed approximately fifty interviews.  They participated in debriefings and story circles in an effort to determine the common themes.
 

REPORTS FROM PROJECT STAFF and VOLUNTEERS

Alisha Thomas

Ledford Scholar  


I worked with Bonnie Thomas and we conducted interviews mainly in the Wallins and Coldiron area, with a few interviews from other parts of the county.  We interviewed recovering addicts, active drug users, parents, teachers, and a variety of other people. Each was very different but everyone shared at least one opinion of the community. 


Almost everyone agreed that we have a very bad drug problem and that something needs to be done about it. Some felt we needed a drug free treatment center, some thought we needed to put all the drug users in jail.


I was not surprised that most of the older church going crowd still viewed addiction as a moral issue. I was surprised to see how many now see the importance of treatment for those who are addicted. For years addiction was not recognized as a disease.


Some people were reluctant to talk about the drug problem and how they had been affected. On the other hand some were very eager to share their stories, it was almost as if it was a relief for them to have someone who was willing to listen. I felt that most were crying out for help either for themselves or for a love one.


Some of the stories were heart wrenching. The damage that drugs have done in the lives of these people and in our community is outrageous. I felt the need for treatment centers in our community was overwhelming. People spoke of not having anywhere to go for the help they needed. 


One example was a family of six, they grew up very poor and the father was an alcoholic that sold drugs to support his family. He and his wife had four children two boys and two girls. The kids had been exposed to drugs all their life. As they grew older, they all struggled with their own drug addictions. Their father went to prison for selling drugs, the youngest boy was sent off to a juvenile facility and things got worse from there. The youngest girl was murdered by other drug addicts because they wanted to steal her money and her drugs.  She was found dead on the side of the road about three miles from her home. At first they thought it was just another overdose but as the investigation progressed they found she had been given a very high dose of oxycontin through a syringe by two other individuals. This shows how drugs are affecting our community. Her family has suffered great loss and her two-year-old daughter is left behind to be raised by her grandmother. It is very tragic.


The results were the same in the concerns about quality employment. Most of the younger generation felt they were going to have to leave Harlan just to obtain a job. Everyone spoke of how you cannot afford to live on minimum wage and how most people were better off on welfare then not.


 Some thought there were too few good jobs because this is a coal mining town and others felt it was because those who have money do not want things to change. People feel those in positions of power strive to keep other small businesses from succeeding. Some mentioned five wealthy families in Harlan and how they paid to keep others from bringing in more jobs.  One talked about real estate owners raising rents to keep certain people from renting the space that is available. 


There were also mixed views on our judicial system. People spoke of the unfairness in the court room and how the judges show favoritism depending on who you are and what kind of money your family has. Some felt the punishments did not fit the crime and that repeat offenders were often given chance after chance whereas a lot of first time offenders were given very harsh sentences.


Most people were in agreement that poverty played a role in the drug problem and in the education of our children. They spoke of how some people sold prescription medications just to pay their bills and put food in their mouths. They felt this often lead to other problems like abuse of drugs and criminal behavior.


Some thought that kids in poor families did not receive the same attention in the school system as those coming from wealthy homes. They felt this contributed to the dropout rate in our community. 


I feel all together we interviewed a large portion of the community and most people feel the same on a lot of issues. Overall I felt this was a great project and the results will show what we need in Harlan County. There are most definitely problems that need to be addressed. I felt this project helped give people in the community a voice. The results represented truthful opinions.  We did not sway them. We just asked the questions and wrote down their responses.


I am looking forward to helping my community. I feel we have made great progress with this project and I am hopeful that we can use our results to get the help we need in Harlan County.


Bonnie Thomas

Ledford Scholar


This experience touched me.  Not only did I learn more about the community in which I live but I got to know a whole lot of very special people. I heard a lot of stories of triumph, heartache, love, devotion, hope, and faith. The woman that touched my heart the most was a lady who was about 40 years old and had been in and out of drug addiction for many years. She said that after she had her child, she stayed very tired all the time and one of her neighbors approached her with this pill and told her it would make her feel better and give her some energy. The one thing that they didn't tell her how hard she would have to fight to get it when she was using and the bigger fight was to stay away from it when she was trying to get clean. She also told me that people have become hermits now because of these pills, she said neighbors used to hang out and talk on their porches but now if they are addicts, they are scared someone will get their pills and if they do not use drugs they are scared someone will rob them or try to bum them for money. This lady really touched my heart and I really felt sorry for her in her situation. She has overcome a great deal of adversity because of drug addiction and poverty. She has become a very strong woman and she continues to grow stronger every day.  

Ten Things Bonnie Thomas & Alisha Thomas found out in their interviews

1. Everybody interviewed had been affected in some capacity by the problem. Whether it is themselves, a friend, a family member, or having to lock up their possessions, being harassed, robbed or, hustled by the community drug dealers.

2. Everybody seemed to think that poverty does play a role in the problem. Either people are poor because they do drugs or the state of being poor had caused them to do drugs. 

3. People also felt very strongly about the judicial system in our community being very unfair. They felt that 10 people could go in front of the judge with the same background and facing the same charges and their sentences would be different according to their religious affiliation and who their family or attorney was. Their ideas are to wipe it out and start over. 

4. People also said that the reasons there are so few jobs is because of the five wealthy families that run our county. These families prevent jobs from coming in because they have successful businesses in the community and they pay people off to keep the other businesses out because they are afraid they will lose money.

5. Individuals were also talking about the lack of resources in our community to help the drug addicts and their family members. Programs such as, prevention programs that would teach their children to avoid them and teach the parents how to talk to their children about drugs. There also should be more counseling programs and support groups, such as Al-Anon and ALA.

6. Another problem is the lack of major highways into our county. 

7. A lot of people also talked about the fact that kids are getting lost in one of the high schools here. They say their kids are honor students upon completion of middle school. In high school and they fall through the cracks or the teachers are doing more babysitting than teaching. 

8. One thing that was very sad was the terrible stories of what people who have been addicted all of their lives have gone through. They don't want to be addicted but they are. They have no clue of how to get help, and when they call community officials to find out about getting help they are put off and told there is nothing available. 

9. Many people in this county think that drug addiction is a moral issue and not a disease. They do not understand the disease concept or anything regarding it. One of the things we hope to talk about is the disease concept and to help people make sense of why people do drugs and how to get them off the drugs successfully.

10. The people are not too impressed with Operation UNITE. They seem to think that it is not a safe idea for people to go busting into people's houses on just a tip and without evidence to back it up. They are ripping apart people's homes and their lives and walking away with nothing.

Tony Sweatt

Ledford Scholar, Listening Project Intern Coordinator


For the past several years I have served as a member of the Harlan County Partners Affirming Community Transformation (PACT). A major goal of PACT is to develop a community based plan through the arts to better the quality of life in the county and create a sustainable work force.


I either conducted by myself or assisted in on approximately 90 surveys. Laura Harris and I interviewed the Circuit Court Judge, Commonwealth Attorney, teachers, preachers, concerned citizens, addicts and recovering addicts. We traveled around Harlan city limits and also up Cloverfork in search of participants. It was our goal to interview people from all ethnic backgrounds and social economic classes, in hope of getting a wide variety of answers and or opinions on the problems we all face. For the most part, folks we interviewed acknowledged that drugs and jobs were a big problem. A majority of the people interviewed thinks drug abuse is a moral decision and people need to turn back to Jesus. On the other hand, some believe drug abuse is a disease and should be treated as such.

The drug problem here is terrible and a big concern. One older lady we surveyed had her identity stolen by a family member. That family member used credit cards and checks and finally the lady had to file bankruptcy. Another person talked about her sister dropping her children off on any one who will keep them in order to sell herself for a pill. Many of the people interviewed talked about losing close friends or loved ones. 


I learned there are several reasons why people sell drugs. One reason is to supplement the loss of an income or to increase a fixed income. Another reason is they enjoy the power and prestige that comes with being a player in the drug game. Finally, the more common reason is that it helps them support their own habit of drug abuse. In the case of the user, most are suffering from low self-esteem. Reality seems horrible and they see no signs of things getting better, so they abuse drugs as a way of escaping a harsh reality. A lot of the surveys indicated that this area has always had a problem with drugs whether its was alcohol, marijuana or pain killers, but over the last several years the drugs have become more powerful, resulting in deaths.


What to do about the drug problem?  According to my surveys there is no one solution. Every individual is different and what works for one may or may not work for another. You have to take a holistic approach and take into account the persons family history, educational level and economic status before you can begin to help them. Even when you have taken all of this into account, no therapy or counseling is going to help unless the individual is tired of his or her current situation. An overwhelming majority of people interviewed think it is going to take a long term drug free facility with caring qualified personnel to stop or at least control this epidemic.


What to do about the Job problem?  Most of those interviewed felt that as long as the powers that be are controlling the economy and can continue to pay minimum wages, they will. 


In my opinion, we do not need someone from the outside to come in here to save us. They have already tried and look what that got us. Throughout history outsiders have been traveling in the Appalachian region telling folks how unfortunate they are and giving handouts. Tell a group of people anything long enough and eventually they will start to believe it. Although with good intentions, the outsiders helped created a population of people that have became dependent on welfare and disability. We need to begin within and start being more empathetic to our neighbors and those who are less fortunate. I am not promoting charity, but provide our people with an opportunity to succeed. Together we need to develop a new and innovative ways for our culture to blossom as an economy and build on the assets we have in place.  It’s going to take collaboration from everyone to get this community headed in the right direction. We cannot continue to be afraid to try new ideas.


The listening project brings people out of isolation and assures them they are not alone with their concerns or problems. For a long time our community has looked at people with a drug problem as an embarrassment and with shame. The listening project discovered that when it comes to drugs, no family is exempted and all have been affected one way or another. 


Gandhi said, "be the change you expect to see in the world,” so start with getting your priorities in order. Because you have to help yourself before you can begin to think about helping anyone else. Drug prevention and awareness has to be in every aspect of our lives including: home, education, sports and work. The LP will make the biggest difference by simply bringing awareness out in the open and letting people know our problems are okay to talk about. It also gives individuals a chance to be part of the solution and not the problem.

The Top 10 Concerns of Tony Sweatt’s Interviewees

1. Jobs or the lack of decent enough jobs to raise a family on.  Many people cannot afford to work a minimum wage job and take a chance on losing their medical card.

2. Drugs are destroying our young adults. Most of the people who I interviewed blame the drug companies, doctors, police and of course the individual using.

3. Our education system is below the national average. Everyone has to take their share of the blame from the superintendent down to the parents. Expectations need to be raised for every child. Parents need to push their children toward academic excellence.

4. Politics is corrupt now more than ever and the people of Harlan are responsible because we continue to put the same old faces in office. The reason it is so corrupt is because in this small town everyone owes someone a favor and it usually involves the same folks. We are quick to forget the promises these people make and never fellow through on.

5. Not enough activities for children, adolescent, young adults or older adults. Communities are not perceived as being as active with the young people as they once were. The residents do not use many of the things we do have such as: Martins Fork, Kingdom Come, and Camp Blanton.

6. We need concerts and other events for pleasure.

7. Our communities are so isolated from one another. We tend to only worrying about what is best for our smaller community instead of the community as a whole. 

8. The low expectations that we have placed on ourselves also contribute to our current situation. We have been conditioned that winning is not everything but the only thing. So therefore, we have set the bar so low that is damn near impossible to lose but if we raise the bar and don't meet our own expectation we would still be in a better situation than now.

9. We have lost the importance of family. Our children are being raised to feel inferior to those who have a little more than them. This causes low self-esteem and that is one the biggest contributing factors lead to drug use/abuse.

10. An overwhelming amount of people follow the parents and grand parent's occupation. Doctors’ children go on to work in a medical setting, policemen’s' children go into some kind of criminal justice. In the case of a lot of our youth they have no other choice but to follow their ancestors and that is a life time of disability.  We need more outgoing positive role models.

Laura Harris

Ledford Scholar

I met so many wonderful people. I went to parts of Harlan County I had never been and I have lived here 38 years. The Listening Project allowed me to work with different populations, which will be very helpful in the future when I begin my career as a Human Service Professional, after my graduation from Lindsey Wilson College. 


The majority of the people I interviewed were very happy living in Harlan County and would not want to live anywhere else. Harlan has been the foundation of their heritage. I heard many stories about how simple life used to be, when men worked hard and women stayed home and took care of the family.  Of course this was not true for the younger population. They spoke about the lack of opportunities they have here to earn a good salary and to use their education in the field they have chosen to pursue. 


Everyone I talked to agrees that Harlan is a beautiful place; the mountains seemed to be their peace and security. Family ties are strong in Harlan County; it is a place where we take care of one another. One person spoke about how their neighbors would watch after their home if they were gone, they did not have to lock their doors, however that is not possible anymore.


The drug problem in Harlan is significant, and it has ties to everyone in the county. Not one person I interviewed had escaped being touched in one way or another. The family and friends of the addicts were traumatized by the whole experience of OxyContin.


OxyContin became well known to Harlan County in the 90's. Since then, few people have seen peace. Their stories were heartbreaking; not only about their loved ones becoming addicted, but what most said was that they had lost what they had worked hard for their whole lives. Money was spent on attorneys; property was stolen and taken to the pawnshops so someone could get high. One addict I interviewed said, "I did not possess drugs, they possessed me. My addiction took everything from me and I gave it away freely to get high. I lost my home, marriage, children and anything else that had value to me."  This person came from a good home and family.  This leads me to believe that drug addiction is not a moral issue, it is a disease. I do feel there is hope for recovery, I know many people who are living a drug free life, but the people who are clean work at staying clean.


The community agrees that long term treatment would be the most beneficial for the addict, but many said no treatment would work if they did not have the desire. People say you have to lose it all and hit bottom before the addict can come to terms with what they had become.


Harlan has many new things that are beneficial for our county. The new ATV Park in Evarts will help the economy and will allow people to see the beauty of the hills in Harlan County. Celebrate Recovery is a new program that started in Harlan about three months ago, it provides support groups for the addict and the family members of the addict. Celebrate Recovery has been a huge success; a local minister who is recovering from alcoholism began this after attending one in Tennessee. It bridges the community together, especially for the family members who feel at time they are the only ones going through this as we don't discuss our problems outside the family.


I feel Harlan is on the "Road to Recovery,” we have good people, and people who want Harlan to become stronger. I believe this can happen through listening; sometimes we all need to be heard.

The Ten Most Discussed Topics by Laura Harris’ interviewees

1. Long term treatment is the best option for recovery

2. Parents shouldn't enable their children

3. We need more activities for our children

4. We need to more arteries in and out of Harlan for industry

5. People need to have spirituality

6. Is addiction a disease or a moral issue?

7. Drug Court seems to be a positive form of treatment

8. Does Unite arrest anyone other than drug users?

9. Politics determine who works where especially with regard to state jobs

10. How we can make the doctor's more liable?

Janet White

Ledford Scholar


I conducted many surveys on my own and was assisted by a listening partner to write for me at times, due to problems with my wrist. I conducted these surveys from every type of person.  I interviewed lawyers, teachers, coal miners, professionals, students, machinist, preachers, nurses, unemployed workers, drug addicts and recovering addicts. I traveled to many areas around the county.  They were from Lenarue, Cawood, Smith, Cranks, Harlan, Baxter, Coldiron, Pathfork, Rosspoint, Putney Cumberland, etc.


My goal was to touch each ethnic and social economic background. I felt by interviewing people from different classes it would lead me to what I needed to know and how the people of our county would go about putting an end to drugs or slowing the process of that brings them into the county.  Of the 69 interviews that I completed, only three felt there was not a problem with drugs. These three interviews were families that did not have other homes around them, they did not have any children, and they do not have any drug abusers in their families. The other families felt that drugs, recreation, and jobs were big problems. I found many answers for the drug problems. 


One of the problems concerned people who were hurt in accidents and innocently start out on drugs to stop the pain.  In the process they become addicted and need more for their pain. Another problem was when they started taking drugs to be in the “in crowd,” they became addicted.  Many became addicted while selling drugs to make their house payments, car payments, and utility bills. I had so many people tell me that drugs were an escape from reality, to forget their problems. 


Many also thought that the doctors were the problem. They believe that many doctors are just giving the drugs freely without confirming the pain that the patient said that they had. I had a lot tell me that the drug abusers and dealers needed to get in church and let the Lord take care of their problems. The surveys also showed that people get a rush out of abusing and dealing because of the adrenaline rush they get out of not being caught. Others have said that Harlan County has always had a problem with drugs such as, alcohol, marijuana, and pain killers, but more deaths are reported since the drug Oxycontin has come into the picture.


How do we control drug dealers and abusers?  According to my surveys there is not a simple solution. The problem is different in most of the situations that were talked about. The drug abuser in these situations may have health problems, a family history of dependency, been a school drop-out, suffered from depression or simply trying to escape reality. The drug abuser needs help, but will they get the help? Can you force them to get counseling and therapy?  Will counseling and therapy help them?  So many people interviewed felt that unless the abuser wanted help, nothing would help them. The need for a long-term rehabilitation center was in just about every survey that I completed. The people felt that many have to travel too far.  The cost of travel and entering a center was a major problem in getting the help needed.


Another subject of the interviews was Harlan County Operation UNITE.  Many felt the drug enforcers that work with our area and the police officers are doing a good job arresting the drug dealers and abusers.  However, many stated that the judicial system continues to let them go and the charges continue as a first offense. The people want to know why. I interviewed someone who told of a man who was put in jail for 10 years for selling one pill and while another charged for selling five oxycodones received one-year probation.  This individual felt because the man had a military record he was given special treatment. 


In another interview one healthcare provider said that a doctor was continually giving out pain medication without a complete examination.  They said that patients were in and out in no time at all.  This person feared losing their job if they turned the doctor in because he had important friends in high places. Other people that I interviewed also spoke of getting rid of the people in high places during the next election time.


What do we do with the Job Situations?  In my interviews over and over again I had people to say the rich in Harlan County, control many of the food chains, coal mines and properties.  This is what keeps the jobs out of Harlan County. The small and narrow road situation is another problem we have with businesses bringing in factories. Harlan County is another Appalachian region that gets a lot of bad publicity.  It is said continually that we are a very poor region that needs clothes, food and running water. How do we break the stereotypes that think that our county has ignorant people and who do not how to do anything without the help from outsiders? Through interviews, I have heard that Harlan county people are the hardest workers. When the people have to leave here for jobs, I have heard they will hire people from Harlan over others in the area, due to their attendance and hard work.


Many felt that Harlan County has the best people.  People who will stand behind you no matter what, and will help you succeed in that area. The Listening Project interviewees told of how they did not want to move away from here, although we do not have many jobs with high pay to keep them here. They spoke of the control of the rich and said when we do get a factory or better paying jobs it does not stay here long because the rich push them out.  They also control the properties around Harlan. 


I feel if all of Harlan County stood together to get things done then our economy would grow and bloom into a thriving community. We need to connect our bridges and connect those barriers. In the words of Jeff Warner, "We are not put on this earth for ourselves, but are placed here for each other. If you are there always for others, then in time of need, someone will be there for you."


My role in the Listening Project has really opened my eyes to a lot of different things.  I now realize the depth of the problems.  I plan on carrying on the project through Operation UNITE, which I am the chairwoman.  I felt the trust and respect in the people, what they want and need, and that I truly am proud to be called a Harlan Countian.  

The Ten Most Discussed Topics of Janet White’s interviewees

1. Why do we have elected officials that don't care what some of the drug addicts do and let others be locked away?

2. Why don't we have a Drug Rehabilitation Center?

3. Why do the rich in Harlan want to control what jobs come in, knowing the jobs will help the people?

4. Why are the police officers and UNITE not going after the BIG Drug Dealers?

5. Why doesn't Harlan County receive monies and backing like Hazard and other Governor's and State Representatives hometowns?

6. Why is interstate 66 not coming through the mountains at Bell County?

7. How do the lawyers, doctors and pharmacist get away with buying drugs for self use?

8. When certain people get caught how can they be busted over and over again and it be the 1st offense and they get off as 1st offense?

9. Why do we not have more family oriented gatherings around the county?

10. Why do the prostitutes that are pimping themselves out to buy drugs not get charged or convicted?

Tammy McClain

Ledford Scholar


I was enlightened by the variety of thoughts and ideas people had about the drug problem in our county. The people that I interviewed came from all walks of life, teachers, retired teachers, home makers, construction workers, county and state workers, and nurses.  I interviewed people that work in the judicial system.  They feel like they are doing what they can at this point.  However, they think the laws should be stricter.  Basically the response from everyone was that the laws should be stricter and we need to put more emphasis on drug prevention and treatment programs.  Few people had sympathy for drug abusers because they saw it to be a sign of weakness.


Many thought the county was not trying to help people recover.  People wondered where are the treatment facilities and in the beginning I had no idea.  I found out by interviewing that people have to go out of the county or state in order to get help for their drug problem.  Typically they go to Corbin, where they have a Drug Treatment facility.  Unfortunately, most treatment facilities only treat patients for thirty days or less.  I believe that the treatment should be on going even after the patient has been released, depending on the severity and the individual.

Ten Things That People Talked about in Tammy McClain’s Interviews

1. People wondered why we did not already have drug rehab.

2. Some people were even unaware that they had to leave our area to get help.

3. They were concerned on where these people obtained drugs in the first place.

4. Why can't the police make arrest when they know who sells and buys?

5. Why aren't there more prevention programs in schools?

6. Why aren't churches more involved in helping their fellow man?

7. Treatment should be on going even after the patient has been released, depending on the severity and the individual.

8. People wanted to know what they could do to help.

9. People could not understand why when they make an arrest that they get out the following day.

10. A lot of people had no idea what Operation Unite was.

Jonathan Carr

Ledford Scholar

          Drugs, law enforcement, crime, education, high unemployment rate, and the "Good-Ole-Boy System," were some of the key issues brought up during the interviews.  There were several individuals that were very unhappy with the way Operation Unite works extremely hard to arrest numerous people for drug trafficking, but they are released shortly after and continue sell drugs until going to court for sentencing.  It often seemed that people in the community felt betrayed by the judicial system and their local and state police because the drug problem continues to worsen in all areas except where the more prosperous families reside.

         Due to the ongoing drug problem in Harlan County the crime rate continues to rise.  Theft and burglary are the two most prominent drug related crimes.  It is my impression that Harlan Countians feel insecure at home because they are not only victims of addicts who don't know them, but victims of family members that are controlled by an addiction to pills and methamphetamine.  One of the most common statements from people was:  "I can remember when I use to leave my front door open for hours when I was away from home, but this is no longer a behavior that I can practice.” 


 The younger population seemed to be more focused on the importance of education.  Parents feel that education has taken the back seat to sports in Harlan County for many years, which later hinders our children from becoming successful adults because they don't receive practical life skills and other skills that are needed when they go off to college.  In addition, younger individuals and couples feel that Harlan will continue to be the same because those with the resources or power to make things different won't unless there is something in it for them. 

          Many people talked about how there are 4-5 families that have a monopoly on Harlan County and refuse to allow other businesses or industries to come into our communities.  We must not think that this only applies to the work force, because the "Good-Ole-Boy System" includes county and city government as well, which affects all Harlan Countians.

Reflections on the Harlan County Listening Project 

Excerpts from an interview with Joan Robinett, Listening Project Coordinator

I. Methods  

When you go out to listen to people, it doesn’t mean that you have to agree or disagree; you just listen and ask questions that get the person to really think and feel deeply about matters.   So we heard things as individuals that we didn’t agree with politically or religiously but we listened and documented what people had to say.  We also felt like that if we were going to listen to people that we needed to have absorbed enough knowledge about what experts were saying about the problem, that we needed to educate ourselves, so that we could have a better understanding of what could be done to help solve the problem.  We spent months, lots and lots of hours researching. 

A goal for me was to see what people have to say, and not just learn about the problems, but what people thought would be good solutions, what they thought caused the problem and how they viewed their role in either being part of the problem or part of the solution. If you ask people and give them the space and the opportunity then they’ll tell you.  It was amazing that people were so free and just opened up.

The way people were chosen was word of mouth.  The volunteers that came through the training would talk to a family member or a neighbor.  Then that person would say you might want to talk to so-and-so.  And so there was no predetermined list of who was going to talk to who.  We did try to balance income levels, geographic area, the ages, and we interviewed drug addicts.  We interviewed families of addicts.  We interviewed teachers, all kinds of people.

One of the interviewers, Carla Barrett said, “We’ve got to get to find out what is causing this problem.  It’s like killing a weed.  You can go out and stomp a weed down all day long and the next day come out and it’s growing back up again.  You’ve got to kill that root.”

I use the example of a tree with dead roots, and you can fertilize the soil a little bit and you might get a leaf on a branch or something.  That could be a government program or a school program, but it’s one little leaf on one branch and it’s going to die, it’s dying, but your tree basically is still dead.  So we wanted to try to get to the root of the problem.

II. What We Learned from the Surveys  

People feel a lack of jobs was a major problem that contributed to drug use.  Lack of jobs or lack of opportunity.  Prescription drug use, abuse, and selling are a symptom of a much larger problem.  Many people were either self-medicating or they’re selling drugs to feed their families.

You have to know an individual and you got to listen to them, and find out what it is that’s going on in their lives, and what it is they think they need to make their life better.  Poverty might be the only thing that’s driving somebody to drugs.  Another root might be somebody got hurt in the mine and they have surgery and got hooked by a doctor.  Another root might be domestic violence. 

We got to heal a whole community.  You got to take the individual first, then you got to bring the family in, and then we as a community have to really look at how we view this problem. There’s always talk about people going to Drug Court, and giving them thirty days “detox,” and then they’re supposed to come out clean. 
As Carla said in one of our meetings, there is a need for long term treatment where somebody can go and get the treatment as long as they need to be there, where their families can go and get treatment with them—and not just drug treatment—family counseling, training people how to overcome all this, self-esteem, everything.

We learned that the “haves” can send their children away for treatment, and the “have-nots” do not have the financial means to get the treatment and the therapy that the individual needs and the family needs.  Some people we interviewed would get in trouble with the police in hopes of getting ordered into rehab. People do want help, a lot of them, but there’s nothing, there’s nothing here for them.

One of the solutions people talked about is giving people the options, access to help before they get in trouble.  What is it that we need to do as individuals in the community to help people before they get in trouble?  They don’t know what to do and where to go, and how to get there.

One of the things that I learned losing my brother to drug addiction, is that families are the greatest enablers.  You have to start right in the house, right at the kitchen table with everybody, whether you got one addict in the family, whether you have no addicts in the family, and we’ve got to get families and people to understand what addiction is, and that it’s a disease.  It could happen to anybody, and people don’t, people don’t wake up one morning and say, “I think I’m going to be a drug addict!!” That does not happen. 

People within families do not recognize that there is a serious problem till it’s too late.  When somebody gets arrested or somebody OD’s in the family, it’s like, “Oh!”  That’s when they realize, and begin to try to respond.  And there’s all kind of signs in advance, before that happened.  If family members are educated, and strong enough and get the coping skills, and even these children that’s growing up in homes where their parent or parents are addicts; these small children need to be armed with coping skills.  There needs to be a way for them to get whatever it is that that they need to understand.

I learned with the LP that people had real legitimate reasons not to participate.  We discovered a lot of silence—we asked really hard questions from and some people would say I work for a coal company or I work for so and so’s uncle.  A lot of the silent supporters came back and said I can make phone calls for you.  They identify things they can do without being visible. There’s a lot of shame that comes with addiction, and a lot of people will keep that hid.  It’s known in the community, but it’s not talked about, and so there’s a lot of embarrassment.   The church has a role to play in that, because a lot of people lean to the church for support. 

One of the most important things is figuring out a way to empower people, to empower individuals.  That might be just guiding them through the process as to helping them get their electric bill paid, things that have to do with their day to day struggle.  We realized through the interviews is that people’s needs are not being met even when they’re willing to take the step.  It’s not like they’re sitting back waiting on somebody to give them something or hand them something.  They don’t know how to get through the process.  If they try to get through the process, they’re stonewalled. There’s a big breakdown in communication.

I have always envisioned that we would have a center, a safe place where people could come. It would be an independent, stand-alone center and people could either come or we could have mobile buses that go out in the community to meet the needs, to meet people, and have qualified people.  You have to raise money to pay staff and overhead, but you could also work with a lot of volunteers.  You could have folks who had different expertise that would come in and help.  Like we have the bookmobile, you could have a community-based therapy bus.  And you might go into a community and the first thing you might have to deal with is to help them get drinking water. That might be the first thing that someone would have to do, but while you’re doing that, you could say, “well, what about…”

Some of this is just out of need that has nothing to do with addiction.  The interviews helped us realize that when you are dealing with addiction you are dealing with the drug not the person, that if the person were not an addict this person wouldn’t make these choices.  Fear drives a lot of action, sometimes that fear turns into anger and they function out of anger.  But there’s a lot of fear in their community that drives how people make decisions. So I try to put myself in their situation. If I had to keep five kids and selling drugs was my only way to feed them, would I take that risk?  Well first and foremost my kid ain’t gonna go hungry.  I’m not saying that I would or wouldn’t but that listening might get us farther towards understanding where people are coming from instead of standing on the outside and saying they are just bad and a lot of trouble because they’re in jail all the time.  It might be better for the community to try to comprehend the logic of that decision. We all make bad decisions. 

Most people have a good heart.  The thing that I learned through the LP is that this is way bigger than us, this is not something that you can love out of people because it’s a disease and it has to be looked at that way. You got to have people that are knowledgeable and qualified and non-judgmental, and while religion might work for one person, that doesn’t mean it’s going to work for the next person.  It may turn another person off.  So, individuals need to have the right to choose. I think the community is getting better in realization of the problem. 

III. Who Are You Going To Call?  

We learned with the drug problem that we had neighbors ratting out neighbors, family members ratting out family members.  People became confidential informants because they were getting money and drugs and this and that.  We knew there was a lot of mistrust in the community and there still is.  There is a lot of fear.  It came out in interviews that people were afraid to associate with particular family members.
There’s no way at this point no matter how clean they come out and how much education and training and stuff that they get in jail once they get out, there’s no way for us to know if what’s happening.  The jailer can clearly keep a record of who’s coming in and out but if I go to jail, or drug court, and I get my GED and I deal with my anger problems; and I’m going to be on the right path and I get out and go back into my neighborhood where I am surrounded with all the stuff that contributed to me going back to jail in the first place --who am I going to call?   That’s where we are stuck at.  There’s nothing there for people to fall back on.   

IV. The Harlan County PACT Project  

One of the things that we learned, and it came out clearly in the play Higher Ground, is that people are really good here at responding to a crisis.  In the time of crises people will come together and they will respond.  

One of the most important things about PACT is building relationships, it doesn’t matter what kind of programs we’ve been creating, no matter how many jobs we make.  It does not matter, if we do not have good relationships with each other as individuals and the community.  It really doesn’t make any difference. 

We all have faults and are fallible human beings. Everybody has a soul and everybody has good in them. PACT gives everybody opportunity—addicts, recovering addicts.  It’s not what you did yesterday its what are we going to do today.  That’s not to say that tomorrow you don’t slip and make a mistake, but PACT doesn’t give up on people.  It’s giving people the opportunity to pull themselves up by their bootstraps and supporting each other, but there’s a lot of fear and anger in our community. People are angry, they don’t like the way they have to live. 

The thing that I’ve learned through this project is that we all have different things we bring to the table.  We don’t have to agree on everything.  If we are open minded enough, we can all see that what somebody has over here and what somebody has over there can all complement each other.  That’s where you do good in community building. 

I always called it getting right with ourselves first.  We all come in and we are going to work with our community and we are going to make it a better place to live and then we had to take a step back and say well, if we are going to do that we have to be better individuals to make the community better and that goes back to relationships and how we treat each other.  It’s painful; it’s hurtful, but if we sit down and we have to be better individuals we have to keep our soul right and not to be some big hero.  The only way to teach is by example. 

If my goal is to be the best person I can be, then the other stuff will fall in place. It takes work.  It’s not just going to fall down from the sky.  It’s something I really made an effort with through this project, because always the things that I’ve been involved with before were always issue-driven.  It was about getting clean water, or justice, or equal rights. But this project was about relationships and being a better individual, the best individual I can be.

There’s going to be results from our work that we want to see in our lifetime.  But I always saw the listening project as the foundation, as the way to do that long-term community building.  A listening project to me is the grunt work, where you get to the root.  You have to beat the doors, get into people’s lives to solve the problem of the community.  And I have to be honest.  It’s a real emotional thing because we know all these people.  They’re our neighbors, our family.  You know my brother died in the middle of this project.  Snow had two cousins to die.  Tony knew people that died from drug overdoses and then when you start hearing people’s stories, and you read those interviews it is very emotional, it’s very painful.  It’s been the most people painful thing I ever worked on. 

V.  Organizing for the Common Good  

If a listening project is done right there’s some immediate things you can see, but then there’s things you can cling to for 5 years from now.  We have a diverse group of over a hundred folks come together for different reasons to volunteer and go out and listen to people, and interview.  And they gave their time and energy and went through training.  We now need to give the interviewers the opportunity to come back and talk about what they experienced—what changes they have seen happen in their community since they interviewed. It’s never too late to do that.  But when we do that we should be able to create a space where they feel free to talk about what they experienced.  What it was like for them in the interview, because I’m sure they saw things and heard things that didn’t actually get on the interview form.  And they’ve seen changes in their community, I mean I am curious to see from all the stuff, has any good come out of it, is it worth it, is it better, what is it?  What is it that people are talking about in your community, since you were there?  We also need to take something back to the community to begin to work on solutions. We owe it to the community to do that.

Reflections on the Harlan County Listening Project 

-- Robert Gipe, Harlan PACT Coordinator

Harlan PACT (Partnerships Affirming Community Transformation) has continued to work on processing and applying the results of our 400 Listening Project interviews.  Many taboo subjects about drug abuse and other problems in our county are now more out in the open and being discussed.  Movement is happening towards community-based solutions.  

Meetings with the Harlan County Jail have resulted in initiation of a counseling program at the jail.  Also, Joan and Andy have gone on to put together meetings with our local district judge and county attorney and a counselor who has developed a non profit organization which specializes in providing counties with a system where folks on probation have better access to counseling and training that will help them figure out ways to avoid the behaviors that put them before the bar.

I have enjoyed watching how the Listening Project and the PACT play entitled, Higher Ground, intertwine.  The play’s script would not have had near the resonance, or some of its stories, if it weren’t for the Listening Project.  Both the play and the listening project oriented people to first look at the community’s strengths and assets before leading folks into an exploration of the challenges, particularly drug abuse, that we face.  In many ways, the play was part of the community report on the listening project.  It certainly put before nearly two thousand people the issues surfaced by the listening project in a way that kept them (for the most part) from becoming too defensive.  I felt like the play also demonstrated how addressing problems could be something that is in part affirming of our community.

 
We’ve accepted three invitations to present parts of the play and discussion about its development, including the Listening Project.   One is at a community-based responses to drug abuse conference in Johnson City. Another will be at the University of Kentucky College of Medicine, which is considering working in rural area.  The third will be for the East Kentucky Leadership Conference.  

 
I am also interested in connecting the listening and the community arts to a creativity-based approach to helping people address their mental health issues—particularly depression, anxiety, and despair, which are prevalent in economically, depressed Appalachian communities like ours.  These were primary needs revealed by the Listening Project.  

Reflections on the Harlan County Listening Project -- Andy Jones

We have pursued funding from ARC to work on economic opportunities around our trails systems.  We’re going to continue seeking support for the project, so I think you are safe in saying that there is a Listening Project link to emerging economic development activity in the county.
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