Reviving ancient giants: enable the reforestation of Appalachia with genetically modified American Chestnut trees 
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(Rationale: The ‘theme’ of this OpEd is about seeing the problems we have nationally, then locally, then appealing to regional pride (and potentially historical interest) to promote climate solutions that could bolster the local economy.  Thus, publishing it in a local outlet that has good reach makes sense to me.  Further, the calls to action are about 1. Engaging a local politician and 2. Supporting an organization from Asheville, NC)
As the LA wildfires devastate Western forests, NC residents may be reminded of another natural disaster that hit closer to home.  Hurricane Helene, the effects of which are still being felt in Western North Carolina, puts into relief the unexpected damage that climate change can cause.  But the very site that Helene hit may be harboring a solution for economic and ecosystem resilience to a changing climate.
	The American Chestnut Foundation (ACF), located in Asheville, NC, is dedicated to restoring the American Chestnut in its native Appalachian forests.  Hundreds of years ago, the fast-growing American Chestnut tree dominated Eastern forests, providing abundant food, fuel, and fiber for humans and livestock.   However, in a span of about 50 years, 4 billion trees were wiped out by a fungal blight.  The ACF is focused on restoring the American Chestnut to its former glory, benefitting humans and the planet alike.  Importantly, the tree can grow on degraded lands which has the dual benefit of providing a source of income and restoring soil health.   So, what’s the catch?  The trees use a gene from wheat to resist the blight that crippled it a century ago, thus giving it the much-maligned “GMO” label.
	The time is right to begin the cultivation, propagation, and introduction of genetically modified American Chestnut trees into marginal lands in Appalachia, not only to restore ecosystems and improve climate resilience, but also to unlock a substantial food, fiber, and fuel resource to improve our local economy.  It could be a way to connect with our heritage while uplifting those in low-income areas.  As a long-time resident of North Carolina and a researcher in plant genetics at North Carolina State University who is well-versed in biocontainment strategies for genetically modified organisms, the downsides of reintroducing modified American Chestnut trees to their native range are minimal.  The USDA would seem to agree, forecasting “little risk to the environment by the introduction and spread of a genetically modified chestnut tree.”  While genetically modified trees have not ever been introduced into the environment, genetically modified crops are already prevalent in agriculture and are arguably crucial to feed the billions that live on this planet; the precedent is already there. 
Global climate change is an intimidating, multifaceted problem; the solution is to think globally and act locally.  If you are interested in bolstering our local environment and economy, I urge you to support the ACF’s restoration efforts in the following ways: first, contact the North Carolina Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler, urging him to publicly support the introduction and propagation of genetically modified American Chestnut trees.  Public support from a well-respected local politician with roots in restoration and biotechnology support will go a long way to swaying regulatory agencies like the USDA, FDA, and EPA to enable this project.  Second, if you have the means, plant chestnut trees – by yourself, with a friend, or with a community group.  Alternatively, consider volunteering to connect with community in this beneficial endeavor  Finally, if you have money but not time, donate to the ACF to promote their work.  
Millions of Americans watch the news, barraged by scenes of devastation from natural disaster, displaced populations, and economic livelihoods gone in an instant.  It is natural to adopt a stance of helplessness, but not necessary.  What I’ve outlined here is just one local solution to a complex, global problem that requires all our efforts.  Do your part for North Carolina, the betterment of our country, and the future of our planet. 
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