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energy-efficient town that not 
only would  save money but 
attract tourists and worldwide 
media attention. It would be a 
living model of a sustainable 
small town of the future. 

Greensburg still struggles, 
but its “green” strategy has 
paid off in spades. Tourists, 
civic leaders and journalists 
come to Greensburg from 
around the world to see 13 
public buildings and many 
homes and businesses that 
were rebuilt with the latest 
energy-efficient designs and 
technology. 

Greensburg residents who 
chose to rebuild “green” have 
seen huge reductions in their 
utility bills, Wallach said. 
Annual energy costs for the 
town’s public buildings are 
about $200,000 less than they 
would have been with conven-
tional construction, according 
to an analysis by the U.S. 
Department of Energy.

“If we had not pursued 
this strategy,” Wallach said, 
“I don’t think the town 
would still be there.” 

Wallach heads Greensburg 
GreenTown, a non-profit that 
promotes the vision to other 
communities devastated 
by disaster. The group is 
currently assisting Joplin, 
Mo., where an EF-5 tornado 
on May 22, 2011, killed 158 
people and left a huge path 
of destruction.

A week after tornadoes 
struck Kentucky in March, 
I wrote a column offering 
advice from leaders in other 
disaster-damaged towns 
across the country. Among 
them was former Mayor 
John Janssen of Greensburg, 
whose experience seemed to 
offer a good model for West 
Liberty. Several people in 
West Liberty thought so, too.

After reading that column, 
they said, they began looking 
at Greensburg. They asked 
Bobby Clark of Lexington-
based Midwest Clean Energy 
Enterprises, a consultant 
to one of West Liberty’s 
 reconstruction  planning 
groups, to arrange for Wallach 
to meet with local officials 
and speak at a public meeting 
Tuesday that more than 50 
people attended.

As I rode to West 
 Liberty with Wallach, Clark 
and his business partner, 
Jason  Delabre, Wallach 
explained that Greensburg’s 
energy- efficient reconstruc-
tion  strategy faced some 
 opposition at first in the 
conservative town, where oil 
and gas exploration is a big 
part of the economy.

“We had to explain that 
this was not about tree-
hugging, this was about our 
town’s viability and survival,” 
he said. “We stayed away 
from any language that had 
become politicized.”

Wallach and others who 
started Greensburg Green-
Town promoted the idea as 
common-sense economics: 
lower energy costs for homes, 
businesses and taxpayer-sup-
ported government buildings. 

But they also talked 
about faith-based values, 
such as caring for God’s 
creation. And they said that 
if Greensburg could become 
an international example for 
other towns, outsiders would 
have a reason to visit and 
invest in the community.

Eventually, Wallach said, 
most of the skeptics got it. 
Some green-oriented busi-
nesses have announced plans 
to locate plants there, and ex-
isting businesses have found 
new niches. For example, he 
said, the rebuilt John Deere 
dealership now has a good 
side business selling wind 
turbines throughout Kansas.

Greensburg officials didn’t 
require anyone to rebuild 
with energy-efficient design 
or technology, but it helped 
the majority who did find 
expertise and incentives. 
The few who didn’t now 
envy their neighbors’ much 
smaller utility bills, he said.

During our ride to West 

Liberty, Wallach said he 
thought the idea of sustain-
able reconstruction might 
also get some pushback in 
West Liberty, a  conservative 
town on the edge of the 
coalfields. But leaders there 
were way ahead of him.

Hank Allen, president of 
Commercial Bank and the 
West Liberty Chamber of 
Commerce, said he plans to 
rebuild his bank using super 
energy-efficient design and 
materials as soon as he settles 

with his insurance company. 
Allen also is  considering 

a brilliant idea: adding 
 incubator space onto his 
Main Street bank building 
to help small businesses get 
back on their feet. One of 
the biggest problems West 
Liberty faces, he said, is that 
reconstruction will mean 
higher rents for businesses 
that were struggling to stay 
afloat before the tornado.

“In my mind, we can’t 
recover until Main Street 

recovers,” Allen told Wallach. 
“I’m very optimistic because 
I know there’s such a desire 
for the town to come back. 
I think this is the first step, 
having you here.”

Allen and several other 
Morgan County leaders said 
they were impressed by 
Greensburg’s example and 
are organizing a trip there 
this fall. 

Wallach said he sees no 
reason West Liberty can’t do 
what Greensburg did — and 
more — because Morgan 
County is in a less-remote 
 location and has more 
 natural resources than his 
area of Kansas.

“All of the elements seem to 
be here, and they seem  really 
enthused by that,”  Wallach 
said of Morgan County and 
its leaders. “What Greensburg 
offers is an example of hope. 
It’s remarkable what happens 
when people see for themselves 
what’s possible.”

Several Morgan County 
groups are looking at rebuild-
ing strategies with help from 
experts at Morehead State 
University and the University 
of Kentucky. One proposed 
strategy is called B.E.G.I.N. 
Again!, the acronym stand-
ing for Building, Entrepre-
neurial, Green, Innovative, 
Networked-enterprises.

In addition to  encouraging  
energy-efficient  reconstruction, 
the strategy envisions West 
Liberty  using its natural 
 potential for geothermal 
 energy to build a shared 
 system that downtown 
 businesses could tap into. 

The plan also offers  several 

ideas for better  positioning 
West Liberty, a former 
tobacco farming community, 
in the 21st-century economy. 
One is capitalizing on nearby 
Cave Run Lake, the Red River 
Gorge and hunting and fishing 
assets to make West Liberty 
a tourist hub for eco-tourism 
and outdoor  recreation. That 
would include developing 
trails and other attractions 
along the city’s lovely Licking 
River frontage.

Other ideas include 
developing a 21st-century 
model for rural health 
care using West Liberty’s 
recently restored hospital; 
fostering local entrepreneur-
ship; putting a free wireless 
Internet system downtown, 
where cellphone coverage is 
spotty; and trying to develop 
a world-class data recovery 
 system that could be market-
ed to companies elsewhere.

Wallach, a Colorado 
 native, thought adventure 
tourism was an especially 
good idea. He kept remarking 
on Morgan County’s  natural 
beauty and its potential 
for attracting outdoor 
 enthusiasts and sportsmen.

State Rep. John Will Stacy 
said he was impressed by his 
meeting with Wallach and 
many of the ideas it sparked. 
Judge-Executive Tim Conley, 
who talked with Wallach on 
Wednesday, was similarly 
enthusiastic, Clark said.

Meetings are planned this 
week among West Liberty’s 
various reconstruction groups 
to refine ideas and begin 
 setting priorities, Clark said.

As horrible as disasters 
are, they can provide a 
clean slate for renewal if 
 leaders seize the opportunity. 
 Wallach stressed that the best 
hope for small towns such 
as West Liberty is to create 
authentic, innovative visions 
for economic development 
that will generate excitement 
and investment from locals 
and outsiders.

“Everybody loves a 
 comeback story,” he said. 
“The more innovative you 
are with the project, the 
more outside help you’re 
 going to get.”

Tom Eblen: (859) 231-1415.  
Email: teblen@herald-leader.com. 
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Looking from the south end of Greensburg, Kan., the view has changed since an EF-5 tornado destroyed the town on May 4, 2007. 
Greensburg now claims to have the most Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design-certified buildings per capita in the world.
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The LEED Platinum SunChips Business Incubator in Greensburg provides space for start-ups.
COURTESY OF GREENSBURG GREENTOWN

The 1915 S.D. Robinett building was the only one left in  downtown 
Greensburg after the tornado. It is now commercial and 
 residential space and on the National Register of Historic Places.
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THE VILLAGES, Fla. — 
Presumptive Republican vice-
presidential candidate Paul 
Ryan brought his 78-year-old 
mother to The Villages, Fla., 
on Saturday to make a point 
about Medicare. 

During his speech at the 
sprawling retirement com-
munity northwest of Orlando, 
Ryan said his mother, Betty 
Douglas, has depended on the 
government program for more 
than 10 years. It was promised 
to her and millions of today’s 
seniors, and it won’t go away 
for now. 

But  Medicare  needs 
 changes, he said, and he plans 
to engage the opposition on 
how to reform it. 

“We want this debate. We 
need this debate. We will 
win this debate,” he said to a 
cheering crowd. 

It was the first time the 
seven-term Wisconsin repre-
sentative, 42, has appeared in 
Florida since being selected a 
week ago as Mitt Romney’s 
running mate. 

Ryan opened his 20-minute 
speech by asking the crowd to 
greet Douglas, who lives part 
time in Lauderdale-By-The-
Sea. Ryan then began by say-
ing America has a choice. 

“We want to deserve vic-
tory so that when we win, we 
have the mandate and moral 
authority to stop kicking 
the can down the road and 
get this country back — on 
track,” he said. 

“This is no ordinary elec-
tion,” Ryan said. 

A large banner behind him 
said, “Protect and strengthen 
Medicare,” a crucial theme 
of his speech to the mostly 
55-plus crowd. Meanwhile, 
an airplane circled above the 
event with a banner that read, 
“Paul Ryan: Keep Your Hands 
off Our Medicare.” 

Ryan focused on Medicare 
seven minutes into his speech. 
He said older Americans, 
including his mother, have 
planned their retirements 
around the program. 

“We have got to keep that 
guarantee,” he said. 

But to save Medicare, Ryan 
said, it must be reformed for 
his generation and beyond. 
Ryan has called for a voucher 
program in which individuals 
can shop for coverage. 

He contrasted his plan to 
leave the program intact for 
current seniors with Presi-
dent Barack Obama’s plan, 
which Ryan said would take 
decision-making power away 
from seniors and give it to a 
panel of 15 bureaucrats. 

Mary Sharpe, an Obama 
supporter who attended the 
rally, said she was concerned 
about Ryan’s plan: “I don’t 
want anything to happen to 
my Medicare.” 

Sharpe, 69, added that she 
trusts the Democrats to take 
care of the program created un-
der Lyndon Johnson in 1965. 

An Obama campaign 
spokesperson criticized Ryan 
in an email, saying the con-
gressman didn’t tell seniors 
at the rally “that if he (Ryan) 
had his way, seniors would face 
higher Medicare premiums 
and prescription-drug costs, 
and would be forced to pay out 
of pocket for preventive care.” 

Though Medicare took up 
the bulk of Ryan’s speech, he 
also touched on Romney’s 
leadership, the nation’s debt, 
jobs and the economy.

MEDICARE NEEDS A FIX 
FOR NEXT GENERATION, 

HE TELLS SENIORS
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