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Facts about coal mining in Appalachia

Economy

Coal industry employment has sharply decreased as a result of the mechanization involved with mountaintop removal coal mining.  In 1950, West Virginia coalmines employed 143,000 miners; by 2002, that number was down to 13,653.

In West Virginia in 1998, the coal industry accounted for 18,635 jobs – only 3 percent of all jobs in the state—a steep drop from 1979 when coal mining provide 9.5 percent of the state’s jobs.  Also in 1998, mountaintop removal strip mines employed a total of 2,300 people, less that 0.5 percent of all state jobs.

Although coal production rose 32 percent between 1987 and 1997, mining jobs dropped 29 percent during that same period.  As more coal is produced in mountaintop removal strip mining, the number of coal mine workers decreases.

Tourism nowadays pumps far more money into the West Virginia economy than the coal industry.  Mountaintop removal strip mines are ruining the very reason why tourists pour money into the Appalachian economy – people spend money to see beautiful mountains, not strip-mined moonscapes.

Coal producing counties are among the poorest in the nation.  McDowell County has produced more coal than any other county in the US, yet it suffers from a 37.7% poverty rate.

Environment

Topsoil and trees absorb rainfall, which helps protect valley communities from flooding.  Mountaintop removal sites are hard and barren resulting in water rushing down to the valleys.  Flooding has increased dramatically in areas around mountaintop removal sites, leaving hundreds dead and thousands homeless.  In 2001 and 2002, over the span of 10 months, McDowell County was designated a federal disaster area due to flooding.  Thousand were left homeless and damages were estimated at over $95 million.

Heavy rains in 2001 filled the coal impoundments at the old Alpheus Preparation Plant releasing between 5,000 and 10,000 gallons-per-minute of “black water” – water that contains coal particles and toxins – into the Tug Fork of the Big Sandy River.  Had the Alpheus impoundment – two huge ponds of coal waste 23 and 45 acres – ruptured, millions of gallons of black water would have been sent into the Tug Valley, killing all aquatic life.

On October 11, 2000, in what the EPA called the worst environmental disaster ever in the South East, an impoundment near Inez, KY failed, spilling 250 millions gallons of slurry and waste-water (more than 20 times the amount of oil lost by the Exxon Valdez in the nation’s worst oil tanker spill).  The spill killed all aquatic life in more than 70 miles of West Virginia and Kentucky streams.  Forty-five other impoundments in West Virginia are considered at high risk for failure, and 32 are at moderate risk.

The forests of Southern Appalachia are the most biodiverse temperate forests in the world and are some of the best forest habitat in the United States.  Over 400,000 acres of this mountain terrain has been blasted into moonscape by mountaintop removal coal mining and over 1,200 miles of streams buried.  Arial inspections show that between 15 and 25 percent of southern West Virginia’s mountains have been leveled by mountaintop removal mining.

Communities

Coal companies are allowed to mine up to 300 feet from homes.  This is dangerous for families and damaging to homes and property values.

Property values plummet from communities near mining sites leaving life long residents no option but to sell to the coal companies or live with the continual blasting from 24 hour a day mining operations.  In the town of Blair, West Virginia, the coal company purchased property for a pittance from homeowners then forced sellers to sign a contract stating they would never move back to the area or publicly denounce the company.

Toxins from coal impoundments leech into the soil and groundwater in coalfield communities.  These toxins are not removable once they enter the soil and water.  They are known to bioaccumulate in the food chain, so the long-term affects are yet to be fully evaluated.

Mountaintop removal strip mines regularly set of blasts with 10 to 100 times the force of the Oklahoma City bombing.  These blasts shake and crack homes, destroy wells and roll huge rocks into peoples’ yards and public roads.  Mines have blasted rocks and debris into homes and cars, making it dangerous in some areas for people to work in their yards or allow children to wait outside for the school bus.

As a result of the nation’s demand for cheap, low-sulfur coal – the kind found in Appalachia – residents in the small mountain communities are losing their way of life.  Many small towns are losing their populations and economies because of the negative effects that mountaintop removal mining has on jobs and the environment.  In many instances, citizens are being forced to abandon their family lands due to the intense water pollution and the danger of living in the vicinity of the blasting.

In addition, the unique way of life found in these small communities is threatened because the survival of the culture is dependent on survival of the mountain ecology.  As coal companies chew up ever-expanding tracts of land, community residents lose access to the forests where they traditionally hunt and gather plants such as ginseng, mushrooms, and ramps.  And the destruction of the mountains themselves, objects of great reverence and spiritual attachment for people in West Virginia, is an indescribable blow to the hearts of folks who have spent their entire lives nestles in these protecting hills.

Source:  Jessica Azulay:  “West Virginia, National Sacrifice Area”:  Znet Sustainer Program:  December 6, 2002:

available: http://www.zmag.org/content/showarticle.cfm?SectionID=1&ItemID=2713
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