




About the film

OVERBURDEN is a disarming and 
powerful new film that shows the 
human stories from coal country – 
including stunning events that will 
either divide or unify a community, 
its coal workers and their families. 
The story, unfolding over eight years, 
follows a fiery, pro-coal right-winger 
and a tenacious, environmentalist 
grandmother as they join forces to 
take on the most dangerous coal 
company in America. According to 
The Guardian, the coal industry is in 
a “terminal decline,” leaving these 
communities facing an uncertain and 
dire future. OVERBURDEN is the first 
film of its kind to document the end 
of the age of coal and celebrate the 
heroes who are standing up to rebuild 
their fractured communities.
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History / Background

A great battle is raging in America over the 
future of energy, and in no place is the battle 
line clearer, and more illuminating, than in the 
coalfields of Appalachia. In the ancient mountain 
hollows, the highly destructive process of 
mountaintop removal coal mining has pitted large, 
multinational corporations against citizens and 
environmentalists fighting to save their land, their 
communities and their way of life. 

The process of mountaintop removal, which is 
more economical for mining companies, involves 
blasting up to 800 feet off the top of a mountain 
allowing the coal seams to be scraped out with 
heavy machinery. The soil and rock covering 
the coal seam, referred to by the industry as 
“overburden,” is then dumped into adjacent 
valleys and streams, often causing severe 
environmental and health issues for surrounding 
communities. The non-profit group Appalachian 
Voices estimates that 1.2 million acres of forest 
have been destroyed by surface mining. These 
tracts of forest support some of the greatest 

biodiversity on the continent, including several 
endangered species. Two thousand miles of 
streams have been filled with debris from 
mountaintop removal, resulting in increased flash 
flooding and air and water pollution.

Despite evidence of the negative health and 
environmental effects of mountaintop removal, 
support for the coal industry remains strong in the 
region, and the industry remains entwined with 
policy makers. While these mountaintop removal 
proponents maintain that the process improves 
the Appalachian economy, these claims are 
unsubstantiated. In fact, recent studies suggest 
the opposite.

West Virginia is the second poorest state in 
the nation, and the coal-producing counties are 
consistently the poorest in the state. A West 
Virginia University study reported that the coal 
industry “costs the Appalachian region five times 
more in early deaths than it provides in economic 
benefits.” Beyond that, due to cheaper natural gas 



prices and cheaper coal available in other areas, 
demand for coal is expected to decline 50 percent 
by 2024, causing further economic burden on 
residents of coal-dependent counties.

The relationship between the coal industry and 
the people of Appalachia remains a complicated 
one. Despite the negative health, environmental 
and cultural impacts of mining, many residents 
rely on it for their livelihoods. Politicians continue 
to halt attempts to diversify the economy. More 
than a quarter of West Virginia candidates for the 
state senate received more money from the coal 
industry than any other special interest group. In 
2015, President Obama introduced a program, the 
POWER+ Plan, to provide $55 million in funding 
for economic diversification, job training and other 
efforts to revitalize communities impacted by the 
decline of coal. 

It is abundantly clear that coal is no longer 
king. Coal production in central Appalachia 
has plummeted in the last five years. (In fact, 

nationally, there are now more people employed in 
the solar energy sector than employed in the coal 
industry.) And then the explosion at the Upper Big 
Branch mine on April 5, 2010 caught the world’s 
attention, bringing heightened attention to the 
plight of coal miners, mine safety issues and the 
conceit of Massey Energy CEO Don Blankenship.    

Five years after the Upper Big Branch mine trag-
edy, federal prosecutors made an unprecedented 
move by indicting Don Blankenship on conspiracy 
charges for his involvement in the mining disas-
ter that killed 29 coal miners. Blankenship is the 
first coal executive ever to be indicted on charges 
linked directly to the deaths of workers under his 
watch. His trial is set to begin in fall 2015.

And now, with Blankenship facing 30 years in 
prison and coal in a terminal decline, what’s in 
store for Appalachia? Will others, like Lorelei 
and Betty, find power in coming together to 
fight for better alternatives and to rebuild their 
fractured communities?  

Themes

• Environmental stewardship
• Environmental justice
• Alternative energy
• Economic diversification
• Workers’ rights

• Corporate personhood
• Women as leaders
• Folklore studies
• Cultural commons
• Appalachian culture



Director Statement

Having grown up in Kentucky, I thought I 
knew Appalachia. I thought I knew what 
it meant to be a coal miner. I thought I 
understood the ways in which the land had 
shaped the people. I thought I knew what it 
looked like to raise a family there, to provide, 
to do what’s right. But after beginning this 
project nearly 10 years ago, I learned that it’s 
a place of coal and contradictions. 

This film is largely about those contradictions. 
For those on the outside, like myself, the 
answers seem easy. Coal is bad. Water is life. 
Don’t blow up the mountains. What’s hard 
to see from the outside is the reason folks 
are so dedicated to the very industry that 
ultimately, and statistically, ends their lives 
10 years earlier than other Americans. This is 
because the region has been engineered to 
support only one economy, a coal economy, 
leaving families with only one option: a job 
in the coal mine. Even though that very coal 
company may blow up your land, it’s also 
the company that signs your paychecks, that 
gives you health insurance, and that feeds 
your children. And people fight fiercely to 
defend their families. 

In the process called mountaintop removal 
coal mining, “overburden” is a term 
used to define the rock, soil, trees and 
ecosystem that lie above a seam of coal. 
This overburden is blasted and bulldozed 
away to access the coal below. It is shoved 
into valleys, discarded, much like the people 
who live and work in those valleys are cast 
aside. The goal of this film is to humanize 
those people, to explore the complicated 
issues and to spark conversation that can 
move beyond the expected and polarizing 
debates and allow viewers to access an 
empathetic view of a people and a place that 
few Americans truly understand. 





Chad A. Stevens is an Emmy-winning filmmaker, 
editor, journalist and teacher. Before becoming 
a professor at the University of North Carolina, 
he was a producer and editor at MediaStorm, 
where his work focused on a range of topics 
from PTSD to the aftermath of genocide in 
Rwanda. After beginning this project in 2006, the 
lion’s share of Stevens’ work has centered on 
environmental visual communication. This creative 
focus intersects with his scholarship in innovative 
projects ranging in topic from hydraulic fracturing 
to the BP Gulf oil spill and includes Powering a 
Nation, an interactive documentary series funded 
by the Carnegie and Knight Foundations. These 
efforts have led to many awards, most notably an 
Emmy in New Approaches in Documentary for his 
collaboration in the Pulitzer-Prize-winning project, 
Caught in the Crossfire. Other awards include a 
Special Merit Award from the Grantham Prize, an 

Elena Rue is the co-founder of StoryMineMedia, 
a visual storytelling company specializing 
in documentary storytelling. She is part-
time program director of the Lewis Hine 
Documentary Fellows Program at the Center for 
Documentary Studies at Duke University, where 
she also teaches multimedia classes. As a Lewis 
Hine Documentary Fellow in 2006, Rue spent 
ten months working with a nongovernmental 
organization, Hope for Children, in Ethiopia. 
She spent three years coordinating the Literacy 
Through Photography program at the Center 
for Documentary Studies, working with teachers 
in Durham and abroad to use photography as a 
tool for learning in the classroom. She is a 2011 
graduate of the master’s program at the University 
of North Carolina – Chapel Hill School of Media 
and Journalism, where she was a 2010 Carnegie-
Knight News21 Fellow and a 2010–11 Reese Felts 
Digital Newsroom Fellow.

Alfred I. DuPont - Columbia University Award silver 
baton and a win at the SXSW Interactive Festival. 
Stevens’ first short, Leveling Appalachia, received 
the National Magazine Award for Digital Media 
and has been used in university curricula across 
the country. Excerpts of the project are featured in 
the eBook version of Al Gore’s new release, Our 
Choice, a sequel to An Inconvenient Truth.

Director and Cinematographer:

Co-producer and Editor:



Catherine Orr is the co-founder of 
StoryMineMedia, a documentary production 
studio that produces independent projects and 
partners with nonprofits, foundations, and other 
organizations to create video stories that move 
people to action. Orr is a graduate of the master’s 
program at the University of North Carolina – 
Chapel Hill School of Media and Journalism, 
where she was a Roy H. Park Fellow, and the 
editor-in-chief of Coal: A Love Story, an interactive 
documentary funded by the Carnegie and Knight 
News21 initiative. Her individual and collaborative 
work has been recognized by Picture of the Year 
International, College Photographer of the Year, 
SXSW Interactive, and the Grantham Prize for 
Environmental Journalism.

Toby Shimin – a distinguished documentary 
film editor, began her film career as a sound 
editor, where she worked on such projects 
as Fire from the Mountain and Working Girls, 
winning a Special Jury Prize at the Sundance 
Film Festival. She switched to picture editing in 
1988 when she cut The Children’s Storefront, 
which was nominated for an Academy Award 
for Best Short Subject Documentary. Since then, 
she has cut numerous films that have been 
accepted at Sundance, including A Leap of Faith, 
Martha and Ethel, and Out of the Past, which 
won an Audience Award. She has edited several 
projects for PBS, including AIDS Warriors for the 
2003 season of Wide Angle and two projects 
for American Experience: Miss America, which 
premiered at Sundance in 2002; and Seabiscuit, 
for which she received a 2003 Emmy nomination. 
More recently she edited episode two of the 
Emmy-nominated Reporting America at War, 
Three of Hearts: A Post-Modern Family, which 
premiered in September 2004 at the Toronto 

Consulting Editor: 

Co-producer and Editor:

Film Festival, and Two Square Miles which was 
part of the 2006 Independent Lens series on 
PBS, Everything’s Cool, premiered at the 2007 
Sundance Film Festival and A Sea Change has won 
several festival awards, including the NOAA 2010 
Environmental Hero award and was screened and 
broadcast internationally. Her most recent project, 
Buck, won the 2011 Audience Award at Sundance 
and is currently in theaters nationwide.



Discussion Questions for Expert Panel 

• How are the issues presented in 
Overburden relevant to people living 
outside of Appalachia?

• Tell us about the decline of coal in America. 
How does it affect people living in 
Appalachia? And what will replace coal in 
electricity production? 

• Can wind power really replace coal in 
electricity production? 

• Explain the role of the EPA and the WV 
Department of Environmental Protection in the 
regulation of mountaintop removal coal mining. 

• How has the Citizens United decision, 
impacted plight of communities, like 
Lorelei’s, who are struggling against 
corporate entities, like Massey Energy? 

• If the people of Appalachia care so much 
about the land, why do they work jobs that 
destroy that land? 

• Why are there no other employment 
options in Appalachia? How did this happen 
and who is responsible? 

• If mountaintop removal accounts for only 
7% of the coal used in America, how can 
we justify a process that destroys millions 
of acres of forest and pollutes streams 
and groundwater? 

• If mountaintop removal was outlawed 
tomorrow, what would the consequences be? 

• How can regular folks get involved in the 
issues and help? 

Chad A. Stevens

Betty Harrah



Discussion Questions for Audience 

• What did you learn from this movie? What 
insights did it provide?

• How is the story you saw in this film different 
from your original ideas of what Appalachia 
is like? Did it change your perceptions of the 
people and places of Appalachia? How are the 
people and culture like those where you come 
from? How are they different?

• Was there anything that you saw or heard 
in this movie that changed the way you 
think about Appalachia, West Virginia and 
coal miners? 

• Who are the people you identify with the 
most? What is it about them that lead you to 
relate to them or their experience? 

• If you could ask one of the people in the film a 
question whom would you ask and what would 
your question be?

• Which character surprised you the most 
and how? 

• Was there a specific moment in the film that 
moved you or that you found troubling in some 
way? What was it about that scene that you 
found particularly compelling? 

• Think of three facts you learned in the film and 
explain how each fact relates to an important 
theme in the film. 

• Do you think the filmmaker is from 
Appalachia? Did you feel you were able to 
see what it’s like being an “insider” versus an 
“outsider” in this culture?

• What do you think of when you hear the term: 
“the common good”? In what ways do the 
actions of the coal company reveal a conflict 
between individual/private rights (which 
includes corporations) and the common good?

• Think of a natural space that is important to you. 
Describe the connection you have to that place. 
How you would feel if that place was destroyed? 
Would it be worse if it was destroyed by humans 
instead of a natural cause? Why?

Lorelei Scarbro



Resources and Readings - Conservation

Tending the Commons: Folklife and Landscape 
in Southern West Virginia
www.loc.gov

A collection of the Library of Congress, Tending 
the Commons hosts an array of sound recordings, 
photographs and manuscripts documented 
traditional uses of the mountains in the Big Coal 
River Valley of southern West Virginia.
 
Journey Up Coal River
www.auroralights.org/map_project

Journey Up Coal River is an interactive mapping 
project that combines music, audio, photography 
and the written word to tell the story of the Coal 
River Valley, West Virginia. The site includes 
curricula for educators on topics ranging from 
renewable energy to the public health impacts of 
mining.

I Love Mountains
www.ilovemountains.org

Produced by Appalachian Voices, ilovemountains.
org is an invaluable online resource for news, 
education, and information about how individuals 
can get engaged in fighting mountaintop removal. 

What’s My Connection to Mountaintop Removal
www.ilovemountains.org/my-connection

Another powerful tool created by Appalachian 
Voices, What’s My Connection allows users to 
enter their zip code and reveals connection to 
mountaintop removal coal mining. 

Peer-reviewed Environment and Health Studies
www.ilovemountains.org/the-human-cost/study-summaries

From 2007 to the present, 21 peer-reviewed 
scientific studies have proven the negative 
impacts that coal mining has on the economy, 
ecology and human health in Central Appalachia. 
The evidence is overwhelming. Read about the 
research here. 

Plundering Appalachia
www.plunderingappalachia.org

Plundering Appalachia is a searing exposé, in 
words and images, of the greatest ecological 
calamity that is mountaintop removal – all justified 
in the name of “cheap” electricity. 



Resources and Readings - Miner Rights Safety 

Upper Big Branch Memorial
www.ubbminersmemorial.com

This organization built a permanent memorial in 
Whitesville, WV in honor of the 29 coal miners 
killed in the Upper Big Branch mining disaster that 
occurred on April 5, 2010. You can see images and 
read bios of those lost in the disaster. 

The Appalachian Citizens Law Center
www.appalachianlawcenter.org

The Appalachian Citizens’ Law Center is a 
nonprofit law firm that fights for justice in the 
coalfields by representing coal miners and their 
families on issues of black lung and mine safety 
and by working with grassroots groups and 
individuals to protect the land and people from 
misuse and degradation caused by extractive 
industries.

United Mine Workers of America
www.umwa.org

For nearly a century, the UMWA has been an 
advocate for mine safety, fair wages and benefits 
for coal mine workers. 

Mine Safety and Health Administration
www.msha.gov

As part of the U.S. Labor Department, MSHA 
administers the provisions of the Federal Mine 
Safety and Health Act of 1977 (Mine Act) and 
enforces compliance with safety and health 
standards to eliminate fatal accidents; to reduce 
the frequency and severity of nonfatal accidents; 
to minimize health hazards; and to promote 
improved safety and health conditions in the 
nation’s mines. 

Free Speech for People
www.freespeechforpeople.org

Focused on improving our democracy, Free 
Speech for People, along with Appalachian Voices 
and the Rainforest Action Network, led the charge 
to revoke Massey Energy’s corporate charter 
and delivered 35,000 signatures to the Delaware 
attorney general calling for the revocation of 
Massey’s charter.  



Big Coal: The Dirty Secret Behind America’s 
Energy Future
by Jeff Goodell. Houghton Mifflin Harcout, 2009.

Bringing Down the Mountains: the Impact of 
Mountaintop Removal on Southern West 
Virginia Communities 
by Shirley Stewart Burns. West Virginia University 
Press, 2007.

Azrael on the Mountain 
by Victor Depta. Blair Mountain Press, 2002.

Missing Mountains: We Went to the 
Mountaintop But It Wasn’t There 
by Kristin Johansen, Bobbie Ann Mason, and Mary 
Ann Taylor-Hall. Wind Publications, 2005.

The Long Haul 
by Myles Horton. Teachers College Press, 1997.

Moving Mountains: How One Woman and Her 
Community Won Justice from Big Coal
by Penny Loeb. The University Press of Kentucky, 
2007.

Books

The trial of Don Blankenship
On November 13, 2014 former Massey Energy CEO Don Blankenship was indicted
on charges that he orchestrated the routine violation of federal mine safety rules during the 
period leading up to the worst coal mining disaster in 40 years. The four-count indictment, filed in 
U.S. District Court, alleges that Blankenship led a conspiracy to cover up violations and provided 
advanced warning of federal safety inspections. The indictment also alleges that Blankenship made 
false statements to the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission about Massey Energy’s safety 
practices leading up to the explosion.  The three felonies and one misdemeanor carry a maximum 
combined penalty of 31 years in prison.

The People vs. the Coal Baron, published June 20, 2015
www.nytimes.com/2015/06/21/business/energy-environment/the-people-v-the-coal-baron.html

Excerpt: “What changed? How did Mr. Blankenship become the first coal chief in the region to 
face charges that could put him in prison? One answer is that the tragedy of Upper Big Branch was 
of such a scale and its apparent causes so mercenary — prosecutors say the explosion stemmed 
from a hellbent emphasis on production at the expense of safety — that a criminal case may have 
been inevitable. It came, too, at a time when economic shifts have reduced the power of coal 
kings, who now rule over fiefs in decline.”

Strange as this Weather has Been: A Novel 
by Ann Pancake. Shoemaker & Hoard, 2007.

Lost Mountain: A Year in the Vanishing 
Wilderness 
by Erik Reece. Riverhead Books, 2006.

Coal River 
by Michael Shnayerson. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
2008.



Call to Action

1. How to help Lorelei and the Community
In 2010 Lorelei, and small group of concerned citizens, created the Boone-Raleigh Community Group, 
a community center located in Whitesville, WV. The space, intended to be a place to find common 
ground, provides opportunities for locals to sell crafts, for children to use the free kids’ library, for high 
school kids to access the internet for their studies, for the local line dancers to practice, banjo 
lessons every Tuesday night and much more. 

The main event organized by the community group is the Christmas food and toy drive. Last year 
Lorelei and the group gave away more than $6000 in food, clothing and toys to families in need. If you’d 
like to help make the holiday a little easier for families in Lorelei and Betty’s community, you can donate 
to the Boone Raleigh Community Group through their fiscal agent, Challenge WV. Donations are tax 
deductible and make checks payable to the Boone Raleigh Community Group. 

Send donations: Lorelei Scarbro Boone Raleigh Community Group
110 Travelers Lane Beckley, WV 25801

2. Impacts of Coal and Public Policy
Appalachian Voices is an environmental organization focusing on the critical issues affecting the land 
and people of the central and southern range of the Appalachian Mountains. They work directly and 
creatively to end mountaintop removal, to protect water, to create energy savings programs, to clean up 
coal ash spills and to halt the rapid expansion of fracking. They do this through innovative technology as 
they engage audiences with interactive awareness-building tools and through public policy campaigns 
to create change by engaging public officials to end mountaintop removal and rebuild communities in 
Appalachia.

Appalachian Voices is an organization with real impact, and you can get involved. You can take action by 
donating to support their programs or by volunteering in their public policy efforts in Washington, D.C.  
For more information, visit: http://www.appalachianvoices.org/

3. Urgent Action on Coal River Mountain
Alpha Natural Resources, who bought out Massey Energy, has applied for an 847-acre mountaintop 
removal permit on Coal River Mountain. The future mine, Long Ridge #1, could be the first or many 
permits and could spell destruction for the mountain. For immediate action and ways to get involved 
contact Coal River Mountain Watch at (304) 854-2182 and learn about more ways to get involved here: 
http://crmw.net/get-involved.php

4. MTR and Health
A growing body of scientific research points to mountaintop removal as a central cause of serious 
health issues in central Appalachia, including accelerated rates of cancer, respiratory diseases and 
birth defects. One study reveals that residents in communities near mountaintop removal sites have a 
predicted life expectancy 10 years shorter than their fellow Americans.

The ACHE Act is the Appalachian Community Health Emergency Act, House Resolution 192, would pause 
all mountaintop removal permits and halt existing permits and direct the federal Department of Health and 
Human Services to complete a comprehensive health study on the impacts of mountaintop removal.  To 
learn more, visit: www.acheact.org



Audiences Everywhere: Finding the Good: Overburden takes on 
Mountaintop Removal

Excerpt: “Chad A. Stevens has authored a documentary about a 
problem that needs to be more widely known, about a people who 
need to be better understood, and about courageous heroism that 
needs to be seen to be believed.”

“Stevens begins his film with the birth of Scarbro’s grandchild (in a 
serendipitous coincidence, this occurs on Earth Day). This chosen 
starting point frames the entire conflict as being one that must be 
won for the future and it colors the film’s final victory as one that 
inspires immense hope.”

“…the vile practices of institutional evil serve as the perfect foil for 
the film’s quietly giant heroes.”

“Stevens, as a storyteller, seems to have a special gift for telling his 
stories from a place of hope.”

News & Reviews

Awards

Special Jury Prize in World Cinema (Documentary Feature) at the Amsterdam Film Festival.

Nicholas School Environmental Award, honorable mention, at the Full Frame Film Festival.

Official Selection at the San Francisco Green Film Festival.

Official Selection at the DocuWest International Film Festival.

Official Selection at the Syracuse University Human Rights Film Festival.

Official Selection at the American Conservation Film Festival.

Official Selection at the AMFM Fest Flagstaff. 
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