
 
 
January 4th, 2010 
 
As the 7th and 8th grade of the Manhattan Country School (MCS), we believe that the world depends 
on our activism.  This year, we have chosen to focus our annual class Activism Project on the issue 
of mountain top removal, a destructive type of coal mining that causes serious health issues and 
increases poverty.  In order to raise money for a 45-person volunteer project in Appalachia and 
lobbying mission in Washington DC, we are initiating a large scale fundraising campaign.   
 
Manhattan Country School envisions us, its students, as future leaders whose shared experiences in 
learning and activism inspire us to champion excellence and justice, compassion and peace, and the 
rights of all people to racial, economic, environmental, and educational equity.  Reflecting the vision 
of the civil rights movement, Manhattan Country School is a community with no racial majority and 
broad economic diversity.  We are unique among NYC independent schools in having a 180-acre 
working farm integral to the curriculum and a sliding scale for tuition. 
 
Every year, the 7th and 8th grades embark on a yearlong Activism Project, centered on issues of social 
justice.  Past projects have involved political lobbying in Washington D.C. and Albany, volunteering 
with community-based NYC nonprofits, a trip to the Mississippi Gulf Coast following the 
devastation of Hurricane Katrina, a “Speak-Out Against Hate” in Central Park, a collaboration with 
Camp Sunshine, and a 17-mile walkathon to raise funds for the MCS farm’s new solar panel system. 
 
This year’s campaign focuses on mountain top removal (MTR) in the Appalachian Mountains, an 
important civil rights and environmental issue.  MTR is the process of blasting the tops off of 
mountains to make it easier to retrieve the coal buried in them.  Mountain top removal destroys 
forests, mountains, habitats, vegetation and waterways.  It has already damaged more than 1,200 
miles of streams, posing health risks and damaging communities in Appalachia.  The goals of our 
project are: to raise awareness in our communities about mountain top removal; to help people in 
Appalachia who are struggling with the effects of mountain top removal; to draw government 
attention to the issue; to promote alternative energy locally; and to reduce energy use in our 
community.  Through these goals, MCS can gain awareness about today’s pressing issues of 
environmental justice. 
 
Mountain top removal is an issue that should be addressed not only because is it an environmental 
disaster but also a human and civil rights crisis.  The people of Appalachia are among the poorest 
people in the United States and they are being harmed so that the rest of us can get cheap electricity.  
As New Yorkers, we benefit from the exploitation of the Appalachian people and environment; we 
get our electricity from plants that burn coal mined by mountain top removal.  Martin Luther King, 
Jr., taught us to think about these kinds of connections. He encouraged us to be concerned about the 
exploitation of poor whites as well as racial injustice, especially at the end of his life. This issue also 
allows us to connect issues of civil rights with the new global movement for environmental justice, 
which Majora Carter taught us is another dimension of civil rights.  
 



Every year we put so much effort into our project and we hope that it will echo for years to come.  
We are planning a community screening of the documentary Coal Country in February and a folk 
music concert in the spring.  We hope that you will support our campaign and join us for our 
“mountain awareness” events. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
The Activism Committee of the Manhattan Country School 
 
Kelsey Barbosa, 8th grade 
Karina Caban, 8th grade 
Emmett Dienstag, 8th grade 
Kira Felsenfeld, 7th grade 
Brandon Johnson, 8th grade 
Louisa Lennon, 7th grade 
Ari Peritz-Means, 7th grade 
James Richards, 8th grade 
Djuna Schamus, 8th grade 
Vaughn Simmons, 7th grade 
Itai Zarom, 8th grade 
 


