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The Associated Press (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists call for end to mountaintop removal
http://www.newsobserver.com/356/story/273206.html  
Reuters (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
US should stop mountaintop coal mining - scientists
http://www.reuters.com/article/idUSN0719066720100107
The Washington Post (Fri 8 Jan, 2010)
Scientists say mountaintop mining should be stopped
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/01/07/AR2010010702530.html?hpid=topnews  
The New York Times Dot Earth Blog (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists Reject Mountaintop Mining Methods
http://dotearth.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/01/07/scientists-decry-mountaintop-mining-methods/
NPR's All Things Considered (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Experts Urge Officials To End Mountaintop Mining
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=122297492 

Los Angeles Times (Fri 8 Jan, 2010)
Pressure builds against mountaintop coal mining: The Obama administration, which has pledged to heed scientific expertise on the issue, should reject all new mountaintop removal permits, scientists say, citing environmental and health effects.
http://www.latimes.com/news/nation-and-world/la-na-coal8-2010jan08,0,6439893.story
The London Guardian (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
US scientists demand government ban on mountaintop mining: Analysis of damage done leaves Obama no choice but to ban the highly destructive practice, say the authors of a new study 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2010/jan/07/us-scientists-mountaintop-mining/print
The Charleston (WV) Gazette (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Study: Mining damage 'pervasive and irreversible'
http://wvgazette.com/News/201001070420  
The Charleston (WV) Gazette Coal Tattoo Blog (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Bombshell study: MTR impacts 'pervasive and irreversible'
http://blogs.wvgazette.com/coaltattoo/2010/01/07/bombshell-study-mtr-impacts-pervasive-and-irreversible/
Tribune News Service (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Study: Mountaintop-removal mining has too many ill effects
http://www.theolympian.com/649/story/1094062.html  
McClatchy News Service (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
After review of mountaintop mining, scientists urge ending it
http://www.kansascity.com/444/story/1670460.html   

United Press International (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Study pans mountaintop removal for coal
http://www.upi.com/Business_News/2010/01/07/UPI-NewsTrack-Business/UPI-50341262905461/    

The Charleston (WV) Daily Mail (Fri 8 Jan, 2010)
Scientists urge end to mountaintop mining permits
http://www.dailymail.com/News/201001070481
Louisville (KY) Courier-Journal (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists call for mountaintop mining permit halt
http://www.courier-journal.com/article/20100107/GREEN/1070354/1008/NEWS01/Scientists+call+for+mountaintop+mining+permit+halt  
The Baltimore Sun B'More Green Blog (Fri 8 Jan, 2010)
Scientists call for halt to mountaintop coal mining
http://weblogs.baltimoresun.com/features/green/2010/01/scientists_call_for_halt_to_mo.html#more
Dayton (OH) Daily News (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Miami professor, scientists say mountaintop mining is damaging
http://www.daytondailynews.com/news/dayton-news/miami-professor-scientists-say-mountaintop-mining-is-damaging-482210.html
Clean Skies News Network (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Moratorium Requested for Surface Mining Permits (Video)
http://www.cleanskies.com/videos/scientists-stand-against-mountaintop-removal 
West Virginia Public Broadcasting (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists call for moratorium on mountaintop removal mining permits
http://www.wvpubcast.org/newsarticle.aspx?id=12705 

The Hill (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Study urges halt to mountaintop mining
http://thehill.com/blogs/e2-wire/677-e2-wire/74855-study-urges-halt-to-mountaintop-mining  
West Virginia Metro News (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists Say Stop MTR
http://www.wvmetronews.com/index.cfm?func=displayfullstory&storyid=34549   

Grist.org (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists call for halt in mountaintop removal mining permits
http://www.grist.org/article/2010-01-07-science-confirms-that-blowing-up-mountains-harms-mountains/print/PALL
The Washington Independent (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists: Mountaintop Coal Mining Is Decimating Appalachia
http://washingtonindependent.com/73439/scientists-mountaintop-coal-mining-is-decimating-appalachia
Epoch Times (Fri 8 Jan, 2010)
Scientists Call for Moratorium on Mountaintop Mining Permits 
http://www.theepochtimes.com/n2/content/view/27635/
The Associated Press (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists call for end to mountaintop removal
http://www.newsobserver.com/356/story/273206.html  
MORGANTOWN, W.Va. -- A group of scientists called on the federal government Thursday to stop mountaintop removal mining, arguing dozens of existing studies on the practice prove its ecological impacts are "pervasive and irreversible." 

In a Policy Forum opinion piece for Friday's issue of the journal Science, 12 researchers from Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina and West Virginia argue the effects are clear, and federal regulators must stop ignoring what they call "rigorous science."

In a teleconference Thursday, lead author Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland acknowledged it is unusual for scientists to offer a political position on their research but said her colleagues "all agree the evidence is overwhelming."
Quantcast

The National Mining Association, however, said some of the scientists have testified as expert witnesses for environmental groups and have what she considers "a long-standing feud" with the industry.

Palmer acknowledged she and two other scientists have testified in mining cases but said the team's time was donated, and its work was not funded by any organization.

NMA spokeswoman Carol Raulston also argues the scientists chose data selectively, ignoring water-quality information that didn't support its theories. While they're entitled to their opinion, she said, "they're incorrect in saying this review of the literature points to any new conclusions."

The scientists say mountaintop mining destroys forests and streams that can never be replaced, threatening both aquatic life and human health. Palmer also argues there is no evidence to suggest current reclamation methods are effective.

The scientists argue some of the oldest, most diverse forests in North America have been destroyed, along with 1,500 miles of Appalachian headwater streams.

The loss of trees and topsoil and the compaction of the earth by heavy equipment worsen historic problems with flooding, they argue, while runoff tainted with selenium is causing deformities in fish and could ultimately threaten human health.

The article is based on nearly three dozen studies that Duke University researcher Emily Bernhardt said federal regulators should view collectively. The Environmental Protection Agency and the Army Corps of Engineers should adopt a holistic approach, she said, rather than regulating individual contaminants.

The NMA says the scientists are trying to hold the industry to an unrealistic standard when it comes to reclamation.

"They in effect say the only legitimate standard is that once mining ceases, things have to be as they were before mining occurred," Raulston said. "Neither we nor the road building industry nor the construction industry nor anyone else could be held to that standard."
Reuters (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
US should stop mountaintop coal mining - scientists
http://www.reuters.com/article/idUSN0719066720100107
WASHINGTON, Jan 7 (Reuters) - A group of scientists on Thursday called on the U.S. government to stop issuing new permits for mountaintop coal mining, citing research that finds the practice is damaging to the environment and human health. 

An analysis of recent scientific studies showed mountaintop coal mining, which accounts for about 10 percent of U.S. coal production, does irreparable environmental harm, the researchers said in article published in the journal Science.

They said research also shows that mountaintop mining exposes local residents to a higher risk of serious illnesses.

"Its impacts are pervasive and long lasting and there is no evidence that any mitigation practices successfully reverse the damage it causes," said lead author Margaret Palmer of University of Maryland at College Park in a statement.

The scientists said no mountaintop mining permits should be granted "unless new methods can be subjected to rigorous peer-review and shown to remedy these problems."

An mining industry spokeswoman dismissed the report as "an advocacy piece" and said the end of mountaintop coal mining would mean job losses and higher electricity rates.

More than half U.S. electricity is generated from coal.

Mountaintop mining involves scraping the surface of mountains and pushing the crumbled mountaintop debris into adjoining valleys. Major energy companies, such as Arch Coal Inc (ACI.N) and Consol Energy (CEIW.PK), participate in this type of mining, which accounts for about 10 percent of U.S. coal production.

The practice has faced increased federal scrutiny under the Obama administration. The Environmental Protection Agency, the Interior Department and the Army Corps of Engineers have pledged to reduce the impact of surface mining, mostly done in the steep mountains of Appalachia across Virginia, West Virginia, Tennessee and Kentucky.

Still, this week the EPA supported issuing a permit for a new mountaintop coal mine in West Virginia proposed by Hobet Mining, LLC.

The researchers said their analysis of the latest data found that such mining destroys extensive tracts of deciduous forests while hurting fish and plant life.

Local residents also may be hurt by contact with streams or exposure to airborne toxins and dust, the scientists said. Residents of areas near mountaintop mining show elevated rates of lung cancer, heart disease and other ailments, they said.

Attempts to reverse or lessen the impact of mining on the environment have not been very effective, with many reclaimed areas showing little or no regrowth of woody vegetation even after 15 years, the researchers said.

National Mining Association spokeswoman Carol Raulston said the industry's environmental practices are sound and the study's conclusions are faulty.

"It attempts to draw correlations that should not be made," Raulston said. "It's really an advocacy piece intended to end mountaintop mining, which would put thousands of people out of work and hurt our ability to provide affordable electricity."

The Washington Post (Fri 8 Jan, 2010)
Scientists say mountaintop mining should be stopped
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/01/07/AR2010010702530.html?hpid=topnews  
Mountaintop coal mining -- in which Appalachian peaks are blasted off and stream valleys buried under tons of rubble -- is so destructive that the government should stop giving out new permits to do it, a group of scientists said in a paper released Thursday. 

The group, headed by a University of Maryland researcher, said it performed the most comprehensive study to date of the controversial practice, also known as "mountaintop removal."

Afterward, they did something that scientists usually don't: step beyond data-gathering to take a political stand.

"The science is so overwhelming, that the only conclusion that one can reach is that mountaintop mining needs to be stopped," said Margaret Palmer, a professor at the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science, and the study's lead author.

The group's paper, published in the journal Science, was released in the same week that the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency -- which has been scrutinizing these mines -- angered environmentalists by supporting a new mine permit. The EPA said the Hobet 45 mine, in West Virginia, had made changes that would eliminate nearly 50 percent of the environmental impacts, and protect 460 union mining jobs.

Palmer said the group's work did not echo the idea implicit in this EPA decision, that there could be a "good" mountaintop mine, whose environmental consequences were acceptable.

"The science is clearly against that," she said. Later in the day, the EPA issued a statement saying that the report "underscores EPA's own scientific analysis regarding the substantial environmental, water and health impacts" of these mines.

In West Virginia, however, Chris Hamilton of the West Virginia Coal Association disputed the report's conclusions.

"It's just flat-out wrong," Hamilton said, and added that the "so-called lead scientists have a history of activism against mining."
ad_icon

The scientists rejected that, saying they brought no bias to the topic, and that their conclusions had been rigorously reviewed by other researchers.

Hamilton said that, after a mountaintop mine is finished, the damage to nearby streams is usually "very short term" -- not lasting more than 18 months.

But in their report, the scientists said that the damage could last hundreds or even thousands of years.

"It obliterates stream ecosystems," said Emily Bernhardt, a professor of biology at Duke University and a co-author of the study. She said 1,500 miles of streams had been destroyed so far. "They've been wiped from the landscape."

Mountaintop mining occurs mainly in West Virginia and Kentucky, though there also are mines in far-Southwest Virginia and in Tennessee. At these sites, peaks are sheared off with heavy machinery and explosives, exposing the coal seams inside. Excess rock is used to fill steep Appalachian valleys, some with streams at the bottom, to the brim.

That jumbled rock is the problem, the scientists said. When rainwater falls on the filled-in valley, it trickles through the rubble, and picks up pollutants off rocks that came from deep underground. The water emerges, they said, imbued with pollutants like metals and chemicals called sulfates, which can be toxic to the insects and fish in small Appalachian streams.

"To us, it's like smoking and cancer. It's just so clear-cut" that streams below mine sites are left damaged, Palmer said.

The study also linked mountaintop mining to threats to human health, citing potentially toxic dust in the air, well water contaminated with chemicals from mines, and fish tainted with toxic metals.
The New York Times Dot Earth Blog (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists Reject Mountaintop Mining Methods
http://dotearth.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/01/07/scientists-decry-mountaintop-mining-methods/
In the new issue of the journal Science, a dozen environmental scientists make a case that current methods for extracting coal from America's mountaintops remain too harmful to humans and ecosystems to be permitted without big changes. (The Environmental Protection Agency just announced its support for a federal permit for a proposed mountaintop mine in Lincoln County, West Virginia.) The scientists say in the review article that change is urgent not only to protect the environment in Appalachia, but around the world, because poor countries are poised to replicate the practices established in the United States. 

Below is an independent recent NASA mapping effort showing active (red) and planned (purple) surface coal mining operations and planned reclamation areas (blue) in southwest West Virginia (as of 2007).

Here's the take-home section of the new paper, which uses the acronym MTM/VF for mountaintop mining and valley fill (the rock removed to expose coal seams is pushed into adjacent valleys):

The U.S. Clean Water Act and its implementing regulations state that burying streams with materials discharged from mining should be avoided. Mitigation must render nonsignificant the impacts that mining activities have on the structure and function of aquatic ecosystems. The Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act imposes requirements to minimize impacts on the land and on natural channels, such as requiring that water discharged from mines will not degrade stream water quality below established standards. Yet mine-related contaminants persist in streams well below valley fills, forests are destroyed, headwater streams are lost, and biodiversity is reduced; all of these demonstrate that MTM/VF causes significant environmental damage despite regulatory requirements to minimize impacts. Current mitigation strategies are meant to compensate for lost stream habitat and functions but do not; water-quality degradation caused by mining activities is neither prevented nor corrected during reclamation or mitigation.

Clearly, current attempts to regulate MTM/VF practices are inadequate. Mining permits are being issued despite the preponderance of scientifi c evidence that impacts are pervasive and irreversible and that mitigation cannot compensate for losses. Considering environmental impacts of MTM/VF, in combination with evidence that the health of people living in surface-mining regions of the central Appalachians is compromised by mining activities, we
conclude that MTM/VF permits should not be granted unless new methods can be subjected to rigorous peer review and shown to remedy these problems.

Regulators should no longer ignore rigorous science. The United States should take leadership on these issues, particularly since surface mining in many developing countries is expected to grow extensively.
NPR's All Things Considered (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Experts Urge Officials To End Mountaintop Mining
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=122297492 

 A team of scientists says the environmental damage from mountaintop removal mining in Appalachia is so widespread, the mining technique should be stopped. 

The scientific review of research on the effects of the practice, which dumps coarse rock down the mountainsides into nearby valleys, states that harmful chemicals such as sulfate and selenium are pervasive in streams below. 

Mountaintop removal is a pretty efficient and cheap way to mine coal. But when the rock or "overburden" above coal seams is blasted away and pushed over the side of the mountain, says Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science, "you expose material that, when it rains and water percolates through that, it dissolves a lot of chemicals, and those are very persistent in the streams below valley fill sites."

Cleanup Laws May Not Be Working

Federal and state laws require mining companies to clean up and restore mined areas. But Palmer and 11 other scientists who published their review in the journal Science say that's not working. "Even after a site has been reclaimed and attempts have been made to re-vegetate it," says Palmer, a biologist, "the streams that remain below that, that weren't filled, have high levels of all sorts of nasty things." 

Mountaintop removal is a pretty efficient and cheap way to mine coal. But when the rock or "overburden" above coal seams is blasted away and pushed over the side of the mountain, says Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science, "you expose material that, when it rains and water percolates through that, it dissolves a lot of chemicals, and those are very persistent in the streams below valley fill sites."

Cleanup Laws May Not Be Working

Federal and state laws require mining companies to clean up and restore mined areas. But Palmer and 11 other scientists who published their review in the journal Science say that's not working. "Even after a site has been reclaimed and attempts have been made to re-vegetate it," says Palmer, a biologist, "the streams that remain below that, that weren't filled, have high levels of all sorts of nasty things." 

Mountaintop removal is a pretty efficient and cheap way to mine coal. But when the rock or "overburden" above coal seams is blasted away and pushed over the side of the mountain, says Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science, "you expose material that, when it rains and water percolates through that, it dissolves a lot of chemicals, and those are very persistent in the streams below valley fill sites."

Cleanup Laws May Not Be Working

Federal and state laws require mining companies to clean up and restore mined areas. But Palmer and 11 other scientists who published their review in the journal Science say that's not working. "Even after a site has been reclaimed and attempts have been made to re-vegetate it," says Palmer, a biologist, "the streams that remain below that, that weren't filled, have high levels of all sorts of nasty things."
Los Angeles Times (Fri 8 Jan, 2010)
Pressure builds against mountaintop coal mining: The Obama administration, which has pledged to heed scientific expertise on the issue, should reject all new mountaintop removal permits, scientists say, citing environmental and health effects.
http://www.latimes.com/news/nation-and-world/la-na-coal8-2010jan08,0,6439893.story
Mountaintop coal mining, which involves blowing up mountain peaks to get access to coal seams below, should be halted immediately because of growing evidence of its environmental and health threats, scientists urged Thursday in the journal Science. 

The paper, by a group of hydrologists, ecologists and engineers, presents a new and difficult challenge to the Obama administration, which has upset environmentalists by continuing to approve such permits even as it has promised to rely on scientific expertise in deciding whether to grant permits for the controversial practice.

The Environmental Protection Agency recently released a permit for a large mountaintop removal mine in West Virginia, which raised objections from environmental activists.

Coal companies say the practice is more efficient and safer than traditional deep-shaft mining, and that steps are taken to mitigate damage. Environmentalists say it degrades the landscape, destroys habitat and pollutes streams that get filled with debris from explosions.

The issue is politically touchy for President Obama, who won his election with the support of environmentalists but also needs support from voters in coal states, such as Ohio, where he won by a narrow margin.

The authors of the paper urged the EPA and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to reject all new mountaintop mining permits.

"The scientific evidence of the severe environmental and human impacts from mountaintop mining is strong and irrefutable," said lead author Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science.

The paper, which analyzed findings from previous studies along with new water-quality data from West Virginia, outlined environmental degradation at mining sites and downstream, "including harmful consequences for both aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems."

The authors also described health effects associated with surface mining for coal in the Appalachian region where most of this mining takes place. The problems include elevated death rates, lung cancer and kidney disease in coal-producing communities.

The EPA said in a statement Thursday that the article "underscores EPA's own scientific analysis regarding the substantial environmental, water and health impacts that result from mountaintop mining operations."

But environmentalists said the EPA's efforts to regulate mountaintop mining have been inadequate.

"The permit that the EPA just released this week is not consistent with what the scientists are saying," said Joan Mulhern, counsel to Earthjustice, which has taken legal action to halt the practice.

"The Obama administration has pledged in general to . . . do what the science dictates. This unequivocal new study has got to drive them to phase out the practice," Mulhern said.

She and other environmentalists had been mystified and confused by the administration's approach, which blocks some permits but approves others. She said the administration has not responded to requests for clarification.

The London Guardian (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
US scientists demand government ban on mountaintop mining: Analysis of damage done leaves Obama no choice but to ban the highly destructive practice, say the authors of a new study 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2010/jan/07/us-scientists-mountaintop-mining/print
Mountaintop mining should be banned for causing vast and permanent destruction to US environment and exposing its people to serious health consequences such as birth defects, a new study says today. 

An article in the journal Science, by a team of 12 ecologists, hydrologists, and engineers, provides the most comprehensive analysis so far of the damage done by the controversial mining practice.

The process involves shaving off up to 1,000 vertical feet of mountain peak – including ancient forests – to expose thin, but highly prized, seams of coal.

Margaret Palmer, an ecologist at the University of Maryland Centre for Environmental Science, who led the study, said the science left no excuse for the Obama administration not to ban the highly destructive practice.

"Scientists are not usually that comfortable coming out with policy recommendations," she said, "but this time the results were overwhelming."

The article described river and forest systems that have been disrupted well downstream from the original dumping spot of mining debris. It also said there was virtually no chance of restoring mountain, forests or streams once the mining companies have moved on to new seams.

"There is a lot of evidence suggesting that there is significant degradation, and there just isn't the evidence at all that they can reverse this," said Emily Bernhardt, an environmental biologist at Duke University, who was another co-author.

She said there were signs that contamination from the mining debris was spilling into drinking water and wells. The debris is already killing off fish. In heavily mined southern countries, 50- 60% of young fish were deformed because of high concentrations of selenium.

"That was quite an eye-opener," said Dennis Lemly, a biologist at Wake Forest University and one of the authors. He warned the fish population could soon be wiped out. "The deformed young fish – that is really the red flag. You can see right away that you are over a serious threshold."

Selenium concentrations in fish caught in some of West Virginia's rivers were twice as high as in other states that had declared them unfit for human consumption. West Virginia authorities issued a health warning – but not a ban.

"To put it quite bluntly, my jaw dropped because right away I saw concentrations that were far above toxic thresholds," added Lemly.

The authors also logged significant dangers to human health, including lung cancer, and chronic heart lung and kidney disease, as well as birth defects.

Today's report – reinforced by the rare demand from scientists for specific government action – deepens the pressure on the Obama administration from environmentalists and liberal supporters to ban mountaintop mining.

Obama administration officials had promised to toughen the lax environmental regulations of the George Bush era. But grassroots activists in West Virginia accuse the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) of continuing to greenlight new projects – albeit with some additional restrictions on the mining companies.

Earlier this week, the EPA outraged activists by giving the go-ahead to two new mines. EPA officials argued that the new conditions imposed on the mining operator, Patriot Coal, would bury only three miles of mountain stream – instead of the six miles of waterways that would have been filled with debris under the company's original plan.

Until today's article, Mountaintop mining consequences, much of the research on the effects of mountaintop removal had been left to government scientists, and there was little understanding in the broader academic community of the sheer scale of destruction.

As many as 500 mountaintops across West Virginia, Virginia and Kentucky have already been replaced by dry flat plateau, and 1,200 mountain streams have been buried beneath dumped rock and dirt. By 2012, the Environmental Protection Agency estimates that more than 2,200 square miles of Appalachian forest will disappear.

At some sites, the mining companies have tried to rebuild the silhouette of the old mountain, or replant. But mostly they leave the mountain missing its crest.

In any event, there is no undoing the damage, and the scientists said the seriousness of the environmental and public health impacts compelled the EPA to ban mining.

"I think it is very clear. It is very compelling, and it would be a disservice to the people who live there to say we just have to study it more," said Michael Hendryx, a community medicine professor at the University of West Virginia. "The monetary costs of the industry in terms of premature mortality and other impacts far outweighs any benefits."

The Charleston (WV) Gazette (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Study: Mining damage 'pervasive and irreversible'
http://wvgazette.com/News/201001070420  
CHARLESTON, W.Va. -- Mountaintop removal is causing "pervasive and irreversible damage" to Appalachia's forests, streams and wildlife and new permits should not be granted unless a way is found to prevent such impacts, a group of leading scientists have concluded. 

A dozen top scientists in varying fields reviewed existing research on mining impacts and examined a huge new set of water quality data to develop a broad-picture look at surface coal-mining effects on the region.

Their findings are set to be published in today's issue of Science, a peer-reviewed publication of the American Association for the Advancement of Science and one of the top journals in the world.

"Mining permits are being issued despite the preponderance of scientific evidence that impacts are pervasive and irreversible and that mitigation cannot compensate for losses," the scientists concluded.

In their paper, the authors outline severe environmental degradation taking place at mining sites and downstream: The practice destroys extensive tracts of forests and buries small streams that play essential roles in the overall health of entire watersheds. Waterborne contaminants enter streams that remain below valley fills, and can be carried downstream into larger bodies of water.

"The scientific evidence of the severe environmental and human impacts from mountaintop mining is strong and irrefutable," said lead author Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland's Center for Environmental Science. "Its impacts are pervasive and long lasting and there is no evidence that any mitigation practices successfully reverse the damage it causes."

The paper called on the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the federal Army Corps of Engineers to not issue new mountaintop removal permits unless new mining and reclamation methods "can be subjected to rigorous peer review and shown to remedy these problems."

"Regulators should no longer ignore rigorous science," the paper said.

In mountaintop removal, coal operators use explosives to blast apart hilltops and uncover valuable, low-sulfur coal seams. Leftover rock and dirt is dumped into nearby valleys, burying streams.

A broad federal government study, published in 2003, also found mountaintop removal does significant damage. But rather than toughen rules on the practice, the Bush administration tried to streamline the permit process for new mines.

Soon after taking office last year, the Obama administration announced it plans to take "unprecedented actions" to limit mountaintop removal's impacts. But the administration has rejected calls from environmental groups to ban the practice.

Coal industry officials and coalfield politicians have opposed Obama's efforts to more closely review Clean Water permits for surface mining, but this week the West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection announced it plans to stop issuing new valley fill permits until it writes new guidelines aimed at reducing the impacts.

Several of the Science paper's authors have previously testified to Congress and in court on behalf of groups that oppose mountaintop removal. But the authors said Thursday research and writing of the new paper was not funded by those organizations.

Keith Eshleman of the University of Maryland's Appalachian Laboratory said he and other authors searched for peer-reviewed scientific papers that found mountaintop removal doesn't have damaging impacts or that reclamation projects work. They simply couldn't find any, he said.

"I expect people in the industry and the regulatory agencies are going to fuss about what we've done," Eshleman said in an interview. "[But] you'd be hard pressed to find many scientists who are familiar with the mountaintop removal issue who would find major flaws or objections to the work we've published here."

Palmer emphasized that federal regulators approve new valley fills based on their conclusion that mine operator "mitigation plans" to rebuild streams will properly replace waterways buried by mining.

But, Palmer said, no scientific literature has been published to show such plans work. Also, the paper said, corps officials have testified in court that they no of no such plan that worked.

Co-author Emily Bernhardt of Duke University explained that mining operations discharge a variety of metals and ions -- from sulfates to selenium -- that are toxic to aquatic life. Studies have found decreased biodiversity downstream from valley fills, where these materials all mix to make water quality unsuitable for fish and aquatic insects.

"It is a death by many cuts," Bernhardt said.

Another co-author, Michael Hendryx of West Virginia University, has published papers showing that Appalachians who live near coal mining operations suffer increased heart and lung disease and early mortality. Hendryx has also published a study showing that the adverse health effects of mining outweigh its economic benefits.

"Now more than ever, we need a 21st century approach to fulfilling our nation's energy needs," Palmer said. "No longer can we risk human and environmental health in our never-ending search for inexpensive energy. We need to move beyond filling valleys with mountaintop mining waste and temporarily storing fly ash in containment ponds to a modern energy production process built upon sound science, environmental safety and economic common sense."

The Charleston (WV) Gazette Coal Tattoo Blog (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Bombshell study: MTR impacts 'pervasive and irreversible'
http://blogs.wvgazette.com/coaltattoo/2010/01/07/bombshell-study-mtr-impacts-pervasive-and-irreversible/
"Mining permits are being issued despite the preponderance of scientific evidence that impacts are pervasive and irreversible and that mitigation cannot compensate for the losses." 

That quote above is the conclusion of a blockbuster study being published tomorrow by a group of the nation's top scientists, detailing the incredibly damaging environmental impacts of mountaintop removal coal mining and the failed efforts at reclaiming mined land or mitigating the effects.

Based on a comprehensive analysis of the latest scientific findings, the paper calls on the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the federal Army Corps of Engineers to stay all new mountaintop removal mining permits unless new mining and reclamation techniques "can be subjected to rigorous peer review and shown to remedy these problems."

According to the paper:

.. Clearly, current attempts to regulate MTM/VF practices are inadequate … Regulators should no longer ignore rigorous science.

A press release explained that:

In their paper, the authors outline severe environmental degradation taking place at mining sites and downstream. The practice destroys extensive tracts of deciduous forests and buries small streams that play essential roles in the overall health of entire watersheds. Waterborne contaminants enter streams that remain below valley fills and can be transported great distances into larger bodies of water.

The peer-reviewed paper, "Mountaintop Mining Consequences," is being published in Science, which is considered one of the world's most prestigious scientific journals. Science is the academic journal for the American Association for the Advancement of Science, and has an estimated readership of more than a million people.The paper was authored by a dozen scientists from various fields — from biology and hydrology to forestry and ecology — including several members of the National Academy of Sciences. A summary of the paper is available here for free. The full thing is subscription only.

It is without a doubt the most significant paper on mountaintop removal to ever hit a scientific journal. It cites nearly three dozen previously published peer-reviewed papers, government studies and a first-ever detailed analysis of West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection Water quality data:

Despite much debate in the United States, surprisingly little attention has been given to the growing scientific evidence of the negative impacts of MTM/VF.

Our analysis of current peer-reviewed studies and of new water-quality data from WV streams revealed serious environmental impacts that mitigation practices cannot successfully address. Published studies also show a high potential for human health impacts.

The authors note that the Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act imposes requirements to minimize impacts on the land and on natural channels, such as requiring that water discharged from mines will not degrade stream water quality below established federal standards.

Yet mine-related contaminants persist in streams well below valley fills, forests are destroyed, headwater streams are lost, and biodiversity is reduced; all of these demonstrate that MTM/VF causes significant environmental damage despite regulatory requirements to minimize impacts.

Current mitigation strategies are meant to compensate for lost stream habitat and functions but do not; water-quality degradation caused by mining activities is neither prevented nor corrected during reclamation or mitigation.

Lead author Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science said:

The scientific evidence of the severe environmental and human impacts from mountaintop removal is strong and irrefutable. Its impacts are pervasive and long lasting and there is no evidence that any mitigation practices successfully reverse the damage it causes.

Co-author Emily Bernhardt of Duke University explained:

The chemicals released into streams from valley fills contain a variety of ions and trace metals which are toxic or debilitating for many organisms, which explains why biodiversity is reduced below valley fills.

Palmer and Bernhardt and some of the other authors are familiar to some Coal Tattoo readers, and certainly to the coal industry. They've testified at Congress and in court cases about mountaintop removal's impacts, sometimes serving as expert witnesses for citizen groups working to curb the practice. But, they told me today that this paper was not funded by any non-profit groups, and that it underwent the most rigorous peer review by Science that they had ever seen.

Other authors included William H. Schlesinger, president of the Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies, Keith Eshleman of the University of Maryland's Appalachian Laboratory, Michael Hendryx of West Virginia University, and Orie Loucks of Miami University in Oxford, OH.

UPDATED, with audio of today's press conference about the study
[Click to listen]

Among the specific findings:

– Burial of streams: Burial of headwater streams by valley fills causes permanent loss of ecosystems that play critical roles in ecological processes such as nutrient cycling and production of organic matter for downstream food webs;

– Downstream water quality impacts: Below valley fills in the Central Appalachians, streams are characterized by increases in pH, electrical conductivity, and total dissolved solids due to elevated concentrations of sulfate (SO4), calcium, magnesium, and bicarbonate ions … We found that significant linear increases in the concentrations of metals, as well as decreases in multiple measures of biological health, were associated with increases in stream water SO4 in streams below mined sites … Recovery of biodiversity in mining waste-impacted streams has not been documented, and SO4 pollution is known to persist long after mining ceases.

– Selenium: A survey of 78 MTM/VF streams found that 73 had [Selenium] water concentrations greater than the 2.0p [micrograms per cubic liter] threshold for toxic bioaccumulation … In some freshwater food webs, Se has bioaccumulated to four times the toxic level; this can cause teratogenic deformities in larval fish, leave fish with Se concentrations above the threshold for reproductive failure, and expose birds to reproductive failure when they eat fish …

– Potential for human health impacts: Even after mine site reclamation (attempts to return a site to premined conditions), groundwater samples from domestic supply wells have higher levels of mine-derived chemical constituents than well water from unmined areas … Adult hospitalizations for chronic pulmonary disorders and hypertension are elevated as a function of county-level coal production, as are rates of mortality, lung cancer, and chronic heart, lung, and kidney disease.

– Mitigation effects: Many reclaimed areas show little or no growth of woody vegetation and minimal carbon storage even after 15 years … Mitigation plans generally propose creation of intermittently flowing streams off-site. Stream creation typically involves building channels with morphologies similar to unaffected streams; however, because they are on or near valley fills, the surrounding topography, vegetation, soils, hydrology, and water chemistry are fundamentally altered from the premining state … U.S. rules have considered stream creation a valid form of mitigation while acknowledging the lack of science documenting its efficacy.

Eshleman said:

Over the last 30 years, there has been a global increase in surface mining, and it is now the dominant driver of land-use change in the central Appalachian region. We now know that surface mining has extraordinary consequences for both aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems. Notwithstanding recent attempts to improve reclamation, the immense scale of mountaintop mining makes it unrealistic to think that true restoration or mitigation is possible with current techniques.

During an interview this morning, the study authors noted the Obama administration and EPA Administrator Lisa Jackson have promised to have science guide their regulatory decisions. Palmer said:

It is our hope that this will provide the science that the administration needs.

Tribune News Service (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Study: Mountaintop-removal mining has too many ill effects
http://www.theolympian.com/649/story/1094062.html  
WASHINGTON – A scientific study released Thursday says mountaintop-removal coal mining - the practice of blowing up mountain peaks to get access to coal seams below - should be halted immediately because of evidence of environmental and public health effects.
Quantcast 

The unusually strongly worded report in the journal Science presents a new and difficult challenge to the Obama administration, which has upset environmentalists by continuing to approve such permits but has vowed to rely on scientific expertise as it rules on whether to grant permits for the controversial practice.

The study comes days after the Environmental Protection Agency released a permit for a large mountaintop removal mine in West Virginia, which raised objections from environmental activists. Coal companies say the practice is more efficient and safer than traditional deep-shaft mining and that steps are taken to mitigate damage. Environmentalists claim it degrades the landscape, destroys habitat and pollutes streams with exploded debris.

The issue is politically touchy for President Barack Obama, who won his election with the support of environmentalists but also needs support from voters in coal states such as Ohio where he won by a narrow margin.

The scientists who wrote the article released Thursday urge the EPA and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to reject all new mountaintop mining permits.

"The scientific evidence of the severe environmental and human impacts from mountaintop mining is strong and irrefutable," says lead author Dr. Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science.

In the paper, written by a group of hydrologists, ecologists and engineers, the authors outline environmental degradation taking place at mining sites and downstream, "including harmful consequences for both aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems."

The authors also describe human health effects associated with surface mining for coal in the Appalachian region, where most of this mining takes place. The problems include elevated death rates, lung cancer and kidney disease in coal-producing communities.

The EPA on Thursday issued a statement saying that the article "underscores EPA's own scientific analysis regarding the substantial environmental, water and health impacts that result from mountaintop mining operations."

But environmentalists said the EPA approach to this form of mining does not comport with the new study's findings.

"The permit that the EPA just released this week is not consistent with what the scientists are saying," said Joan Mulhern, counsel to Earthjustice, which files suits seeking to halt the practice.

"The Obama administration has pledged in general to ... do what the science dictates. This unequivocal new study has got to drive them to phase out the practice."

Mulhern said she and other environmentalists had been mystified and confused by the Obama administration approach, which blocks some permits but approves others. She says so far the administration has not responded to requests for clarification.
McClatchy News Service (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
After review of mountaintop mining, scientists urge ending it
http://www.kansascity.com/444/story/1670460.html   

Scientific evidence that mountaintop-removal coal mining destroys streams and threatens human health is so strong the government should stop granting new permits for it, a group of 12 environmental scientists report in Friday's issue of the journal Science. 

The consequences of this mining in eastern Kentucky, West Virginia and southwestern Virginia are "pervasive and irreversible," the article finds. Companies are required by law to take steps to reduce the damages, but their efforts don't compensate for lost streams nor do they prevent lasting water pollution, it says.

The article is a summary of recent scientific studies of the consequences of blasting the tops off mountains to obtain coal and dumping the excess rock into streams in valleys. The authors also studied new water-quality data from West Virginia streams and found that mining polluted them, reducing their biological health and diversity.

Surprisingly little attention has been paid to this growing scientific evidence of the damages, they wrote, adding: "Regulators should no longer ignore rigorous science."

New permits shouldn't be granted, they argued, "unless new methods can be subjected to rigorous peer review and shown to remedy these problems."

The Science article cites a number of potential health risks from removing mountaintops and filling in valleys, including contaminated well water, toxic dust and fish that are tainted with the chemical selenium. It also looked at environmental damage to the mining and fill areas and to streams below them.

"The reason we're willing to make a policy recommendation is that the evidence is so clear-cut," said Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland, the lead author of the Science study and a specialist on the ecology of streams. Her co-authors were experts on chemistry, biology, engineering and health from Duke University, West Virginia University and other institutions.

Palmer said she started studying mountaintop mining's effects on streams in Appalachia, then sought help from the others to pull together scattered studies. Her family is from western North Carolina, and she spent much of her childhood there.

The assessment came days after the Environmental Protection Agency approved a permit under the Clean Water Act for Patriot Coal Corp.'s mountaintop Hobet 45 mine in West Virginia. The EPA reached a deal with Patriot to change the original plans. Instead of burying six miles of streams, the company will bury three. The EPA said that other changes would reduce stream contamination and protect public health.

At the same time, the agency acknowledged the environmental costs.

Mountaintop-removal mining has destroyed roughly 2,040 square miles of land in Appalachia and buried more than 2,000 miles of streams, EPA spokeswoman Enesta Jones said in an e-mail.

In a statement about the Science article, the EPA said: "This report underscores EPA's own scientific analysis regarding the substantial environmental, water and health impacts that result from mountaintop mining operations. EPA's responsibility under the Clean Water Act is to ensure that mining activities do not degrade the quality of water used by communities, and we intend to ensure this requirement is met.

"EPA will continue to rely on the latest scientific information to inform our Clean Water Act review of mountaintop mining permits. We look forward to reviewing the details of this latest study and considering carefully its recommendations."

The EPA's approval of the Hobet 45 mine, announced Tuesday, was the first major mountaintop mining permit the agency has approved from a batch of 79 that it said raised concerns. The mine is expected to employ 460 unionized miners.
United Press International (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Study pans mountaintop removal for coal
http://www.upi.com/Business_News/2010/01/07/UPI-NewsTrack-Business/UPI-50341262905461/    

COLLEGE PARK, Md., Jan. 7 (UPI) -- The author of an environmental study on U.S. coal mining said the practice of mountaintop removal "has got to be stopped." 

"Until somebody can show that the water (running from mining sites) can be cleaned up … this has got to be stopped," said Margaret Palmer, at the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science and a lead author of a paper published by the journal Science, The Washington Post reported Thursday.

Mountaintop removal is just as it sounds -- the wholesale removal of a mountaintop, which is sometimes replaced and sometimes left in its altered condition.

The problem comes with water filtering through the debris that contains toxins normally filtered out through root-bearing soil, the study said.

The Environmental Protection Agency recently issued a mountaintop removal permit to Hobet Mining Inc., which was criticized by environmentalists.

Palmer said, "the science is clearly against," the EPA's position that the mining technique was safe.

The study found rainwater that filters through mine sites and the rubble that builds up in streams contains sulfates, which are toxic to aquatic insects and fish.

"To us, it's like smoking and cancer. It's just so clear-cut," Palmer said.

The Charleston (WV) Daily Mail (Fri 8 Jan, 2010)
Scientists urge end to mountaintop mining permits
http://www.dailymail.com/News/201001070481
CHARLESTON, W.Va.--The country's existing mountaintop removal regulations are inadequate and are leading to "pervasive and irreversible" damage to the environment and threatening human health, according to an article in a leading national science journal. 

The article, penned in the publication "Science" by a dozen scientists from across the country, was immediately reported by national and international media and is likely to put more pressure on the Obama administration to continue a crackdown on mountaintop coal mining.

The scientists took a clear stand against valley fills, the industry practice of taking excess rock from mountains and putting it into nearby valleys and burying streams. About 9 in 10 West Virginia surface mines require valley fills. Surface mining accounts for about 40 percent of state coal production.

Citing the damage to ecosystems and human health, the scientists said valley fill permits "should not be granted unless new methods can be subjected to rigorous peer review and shown to remedy these problems."

"Clearly, current attempts to regulate (mountaintop mining with valley fill) practices are inadequate," the authors wrote. "Mining permits are being issued despite the preponderance of scientific evidence that impacts are pervasive and irreversible and that mitigation cannot compensate for losses."

The scientists added, "Regulators should no longer ignore rigorous science."

The authors also blasted efforts by coal companies to "mitigate" the effects of mountaintop mining. They said efforts to create new streams or enhance existing ones does little to reverse conditions on mine sites because they are "fundamentally altered from the premining state."

The 2-page article was mostly a review of existing studies. Environmentalists have been calling for an end to some of the practices for decades. The coal industry, likewise, has in the past defended its land use practices from similar criticism.

But the article's appearance in the nation's premiere science journal is likely to continue building a fire around the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, which is currently reviewing 20 valley fill permits in West Virginia.

Still, the article may do little to change the basic economic and political realities here or in Washington.

Chad Montrie, a history professor at the University of Massachusetts Lowell who wrote a book about efforts to abolish strip mining, said the article only tells people what they already know.

"This isn't about more facts, more validity for people's position," said Montrie, who opposes mountaintop removal. "This is a fight, a struggle over something. And it's about who has the ability to prevail, and, right now, as has been happening for the last few decades, it's been the coal industry. And they're on the ropes. But the question is, 'Will they go down or will they get up and keep fighting?'"

At one point, the article's authors write that though there has been debate over mountaintop removal, the science showing negative impacts has received "surprisingly little attention."

That is not how officials at the West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection see the state's long struggle with surface mining practices.

"Maybe that may be in other parts of the country, but clearly that debate has been going on in this state for at least two decades now," West Virginia DEP spokeswoman Kathy Cosco said Thursday.

This week, DEP Secretary Randy Huffman announced that the department would stop issuing valley fill permits while the Obama administration and the EPA decided how to regulate mountaintop mining.

Some environmentalists hailed the agency's permitting halt as major policy change.

Joe Lovett, an environmental lawyer who directs the Appalachian Center for the Economy and the Environment, said it looked like a new leaf for Huffman, who has been criticized by some environmentalists for going too easy on the coal industry.

"It's good to see he's finally got religion on this issue," Lovett said.

But the DEP's decision could signal nothing more than the continued wait-and-see game being played across the coal industry as the Obama administration decides on a set of regulatory standards. Coal industry officials and environmentalists alike have criticized the EPA for dithering.

Cosco called the decision to stop reviewing valley fill permits a "resource allocation" that allows the agency to work on other permits that don't involve valley fills while the EPA completes its examination. She said it was not a moratorium. 

She said it didn't make sense for the state to grant a valley fill permit if, by the time federal regulators approve it, it looks completely different.

Still, the EPA released a statement praising the DEP's decision as "a critical acknowledgement of the substantial" impacts of mountaintop mining. It said the state's decision puts everyone on a path to "closer coordination and dialogue."

The EPA also cited its own decision earlier this month to compromise on a valley fill permit for Patriot Coal's Hobet 45 mine in Lincoln County. In the deal, Patriot promised to bury 50 percent fewer streams than it had planned, while also having enough leeway from the EPA to mine 91 percent of the coal it had intended. The deal is credited with protecting the jobs of 350 union miners.

But it's not clear if the Hobet arrangement will serve as a template for future permits or was simply a concession. Environmentalists who call for an end to mountaintop removal were unhappy.

"The Hobet deal shows that this administration, though we were promised otherwise, lets politics trump science," said Vivian Stockman of the Huntington-based Ohio Valley Environmental Coalition.

DEP's Cosco said the agency doesn't know yet what the EPA will do next with the other 20 permits it's reviewing or what it will do with future permits.

"It may be that they are going to do this on a permit-by-permit basis," Cosco said. "Therefore, there isn't a set standard that can be applied."

Louisville (KY) Courier-Journal (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists call for mountaintop mining permit halt
http://www.courier-journal.com/article/20100107/GREEN/1070354/1008/NEWS01/Scientists+call+for+mountaintop+mining+permit+halt  
WASHINGTON — A group of scientists Thursday called on the Obama administration to impose a moratorium on new mountaintop mining permits, saying that the practice is endangering the public health and causing environmental destruction that will take 10,000 years to reverse. 

"The science is so overwhelming that the only conclusion one can reach is that mountaintop mining needs to be stopped," said Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science, the lead author of a study being published Friday in the journal Science .

Mountaintop mining, in which sections of a mountain are removed to extract coal, is a widespread practice in Eastern Kentucky and West Virginia.

Palmer and 11 other scientists with expertise in chemistry, biology, hydrology, engineering and public health contend in their study that current federal regulations aimed at preventing environmental damage and risks to public health are ineffective.

Further, the scientists contend, efforts by the industry to mitigate the effects of mountaintop mining by replanting trees and vegetation don't work.

Palmer and her colleagues based their conclusions on a vast body of scientific evidence that she said had never been pulled together for a broader picture of the impacts of mountaintop mining.

"The results were so clear-cut," Palmer told reporters at a press conference at the National Press Club.

"…Mine-related contaminants persist in streams well below valley fills, forests are destroyed, headwater streams are lost, and biodiversity is reduced," the scientists wrote in their study.

"Mining permits are being issued despite the preponderance of scientific evidence that impacts are pervasive and irreversible and that mitigation cannot compensate for losses," the scientists said.

Michael Hendrix of West Virginia University said studies show higher rates of heart, lung and kidney disease and some form of cancers in areas where there is mountaintop mining. In addition, he said, there are about 11,000 additional deaths per year in mining areas.

The regions where mountaintops are being removed have some of the oldest forests in North America with some of the most diverse plant and animal life, said William Schlesinger of the Carey Institute of Ecosystems Studies.

Returning the ecosystem to its pre-mining state will take 10,000 years, he said.

The Environmental Protection Agency issued a statement that it was reviewing the study and "considering carefully its recommendations."

"EPA's responsibility under the Clean Water Act is to ensure that mining activities do not degrade the quality of water used by communities, and we intend to ensure this requirement is met," the agency said. "EPA will continue to rely on the latest scientific information to inform our Clean Water Act review of mountaintop mining permits."

The National Mining Association called the scientists' work a "highly selective" review of existing studies.

"It's as much advocacy as science, perhaps more so, since authors extrapolate data — attribute it to (mountaintop mining) — and then advocate it should be banned," NMA spokesman Luke Popovich said in an e-mail.

The administration on Wednesday approved a couple of mountaintop mining permits, a sign that federal officials believe that "surface mining is compatible with the law and environmental protection when practiced in a certain way," Popovich said.

The Baltimore Sun B'More Green Blog (Fri 8 Jan, 2010)
Scientists call for halt to mountaintop coal mining
http://weblogs.baltimoresun.com/features/green/2010/01/scientists_call_for_halt_to_mo.html#more
A dozen scientists, including three from Maryland, have called for a halt to mountaintop coal mining in Appalachia, saying there's overwhelming evidence the practice of blasting the tops off mountains to get at the fuel is causing serious and long-lasting environmental damage and likely is hurting the health of the people who live nearby. 

In a paper published today in the journal Science, the researchers say mountaintop removal, widespread in West Virginia, southwest Virginia and eastern Kentucky, is destroying extensive tracts of biologically rich forest and degrading hundreds of streams. Fish and drinking-water wells are being contaminated, while the air downwind is fouled with high levels of hazardous dust.

And, they note, there are higher rates of hospitalization and deaths for heart, lung and kidney problems in mining regions than elsewhere. The health disparities cannot be accounted for by other factors such as smoking, diet, income or access to health care, they contend.

The scientists' call for an end to mountaintop removal comes amid a raging controversy over the practice, in which hundreds of peaks and ridges throughout Appalachia have been blasted away to get at thin seams of coal beneath. The rocks and rubble are bulldozed into adjacent stream valleys, burying the waterways. The mining industry and its supporters contend it's the only feasible way to get at the coal, and they contend that the blitzed areas, such as the one seen above on Kayford Mountain in West Virginia, are subsequently reclaimed in accordance with federal law and regulations.

But the researchers say the environmental and health effects have gotten "surprisingly little attention." They based their conclusions on a review of dozens of recently published scientific studies, plus an analysis of water quality from some 1,200 West Virginia streams.

"It was just clear to us that .. the evidence was absolutely overwhelming that the impacts are really severe and long-lasting," said Margaret Palmer, director of the University of Maryland's Chesapeake Biological Laboratory and the paper's lead author. They also concluded that government-mandated efforts to reclaim the mined areas were failing to replace the forests and restore the streams to their original condition.

"And so, we made the unusual decision," Palmer explained in a phone interview, "that as scientists we were going to make a policy recommendation – because the evidence was so overwhelming – to halt mountaintop mining."

Palmer, whose research has focused on the impacts of development on waterways, said she was originally drawn into the mountaintop-removal debate a few years ago, when she was asked by opponents of the mining practice to testify in a court case about the efficacy of efforts to restore buried streams. She said she realized then that because the impacts of mining were so complex, there was a need to bring together scientists from various disciplines to take a more holistic view of what was going on.

Their call for a halt to mountaintop mining comes within days of the Environmental Protection Agency approving the permit for another mine in West Virginia, after holding it up for weeks. The agency, under pressure from mining opponents, has been conducting extensive reviews of all pending mountaintop mine applications. Palmer said the research cited in the Science article was generally available to government regulators, and she noted that some of it actually was done by EPA scientists.

Luke Popovich, a spokesman for the National Mining Association, said he had not yet read the Science paper, but based on press reports of it declared that "there's nothing new here" and called the journal paper "an advocacy piece."

The higher incidence of health problems in mining regions likely stems from poverty and lifestyle, the industry spokesman said. The large-scale land disturbance caused by mountaintop mining unavoidably impacts the forests and streams, he said, but contended that was a tradeoff federal lawmakers had decided to make in favor of the economic benefits of producing coal in the region. The surface mining law basically requires only that mined areas be restored to their original contours, he noted, while the Clean Water Act is supposed to ensure stream water quality.

"Their real argument is not with us or the regulators," Popovich said. "Their argument is with Congress."

Palmer said the problems associated with mountaintop mining in Appalachia may also be occurring elsewhere where coal is being surface-mined. Maryland has no mountaintop-removal mines, but it does have 68 permitted mines, with about half of them actively producing coal, according to Jay Apperson, spokesman for the Maryland Department of the Environment. The agency recently approved a permit for a new surface mine in Garrett County, he said, but the permit is being challenged. 

Although Palmer and at least one other researcher who contributed to the Science article say they've been paid to testify as expert witnesses in court cases brought by opponents of mountaintop mining, Palmer said none of the scientists received funding from anyone to work on the paper. "We volunteered our time," she said.

Dayton (OH) Daily News (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Miami professor, scientists say mountaintop mining is damaging
http://www.daytondailynews.com/news/dayton-news/miami-professor-scientists-say-mountaintop-mining-is-damaging-482210.html
OXFORD — A Miami professor is among a group of scientists from around the nation calling for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S Army Corps of Engineers to stay all new mountaintop mining permits because of environmental impact. 

The group says there is extensive evidence of permanent environmental damage and health risks evident in peer-reviewed research of mountaintop mining in a Jan. 7 edition of the journal Science, according to a news release from Miami University.

The scientists, including Orie Loucks, professor emeritus of zoology at Miami University, say the United States should take a global leadership role on the issue as surface mining in many developing countries is expected to grow extensively in the next decade and is widespread in eastern Kentucky, West Virginia and southwestern Virginia.   
In mountaintop mining, upper elevation forests are cleared and stripped of topsoil, and explosives are used to break up rocks in order to access coal buried below. Much of this rock is pushed into adjacent valleys where it buries and obliterates streams. 

Research by Miami's Loucks focused on the effects of mountaintop coal mining on forest productivity in the central Appalachian States. 

"Many mid-sized watersheds in the region have had up to 20 percent of their timberland stripped off and the underlying rock blasted and pushed into nearby valleys," Loucks said in a news release. "Mine reclamation practices generally have not included re-establishing a forest cover, resulting in a huge loss of income from the land as well as destabilizing stream flow, soil erosion and stream chemistry."   
Loucks also notes that much of the coal being mined is burned in the Ohio Valley and the result is acid gas emissions that cause acidity in rainfall, which leaches essential bases such as calcium from the soil. 

"It forces the ecosystem to be hit by an uppercut and a stomach punch at the same time," Loucks said, adding that losses to the renewable resources economy are upwards of 80 percent. 

"Our studies show that states in the Appalachian region implemented their own local reclamation standards under the 1977 mine reclamation law, even as the scale, technology and impacts of mountaintop mining escalated," Loucks said. His students found the permitted forest and stream degradation to be unsustainable and may require reclamation throughout several centuries.   
Clean Skies News Network (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Moratorium Requested for Surface Mining Permits (Video)
http://www.cleanskies.com/videos/scientists-stand-against-mountaintop-removal
At the National Press Club today, a group of scientists from the University of Maryland cited environmental and health risks as the main reason for stopping the mass issues of mountain top removal permits. 

West Virginia Public Broadcasting (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists call for moratorium on mountaintop removal mining permits
http://www.wvpubcast.org/newsarticle.aspx?id=12705 

A group of scientists from universities in Maryland, North Carolina and West Virginia are calling for a moratorium on mountaintop removal mining permits. 

In an article published Friday in the journal Science , the scientists say mountaintop removal mining and valley fills together are an environmentally unsustainable practice that even after approved mitigation techniques harms the environment and potentially human health. 

Speaking at a press conference in Washington D.C. Thursday, scientists studying various effects of mountaintop removal mining say their review of existing research on mitigation practices, stream health and public health, led them to make a policy recommendation.

Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science is lead author of the paper.

"We made the recommendation, which is somewhat unusual for a group of scientists, that mountaintop mining permits should be halted," Palmer said.

In mountaintop removal mining the tops of mountains are deforested and carved away and the debris is placed in nearby valleys, clogging headwater streams.

One of the paper's co-author's Emily Bernhardt acknowledged the controversy over the mining practice and the argument that it's mayflies verses miners. Bernhardt says the presence of mayflies tells scientists about a lot more than the little fly.

"Regardless of your feelings for mayflies, the fact that they are disappearing from these systems is an indicator that these ecosystems are sick," said Bernhardt.

West Virginia University Department of Community Medicine researcher Michael Hendryx was another co-author of the paper. He spoke about the potential impact to human health. His research shows that disease and death rates are higher around surface mining, even when other health risks, like smoking and poverty are factored out.

"We also see that the effects become stronger as the level of mining increases," Hendryx said.

Hendryx's research has also found higher rates of low birth weight babies and babies born with abnormalities in communities where there's surface mining.

The scientists say techniques to fix some of the pollution problems from mountaintop removal sites exist, but cost is a factor. However, the scientists say there's no acceptable mitigation for burying a stream in a valley fill.

In September, the Environmental Protection Agency announced that it would scrutinize 79 mountaintop removal permits. Earlier this week, it approved one: for a mine in Lincoln County.

The Army Corps of Engineers subsequently granted the permit.

As a result, the West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection decided this week to stop reviewing mountaintop removal mining permits that include a valley fill. The agency will have to rework the permit that was approved this week, so it wants to wait and see what the EPA plans to do with the 78 permits still on hold.
The Hill (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Study urges halt to mountaintop mining
http://thehill.com/blogs/e2-wire/677-e2-wire/74855-study-urges-halt-to-mountaintop-mining  
Days after the Obama administration announced it would give a permit to a new mountaintop coal mine, a dozen environmental scientists said the mining practice is so destructive to the environment that it should be stopped altogether. 

Science published the study, the details of which were released Thursday. In addition to the environmental threat mountaintop mine removal poses, it also exposes local residents to a higher risk of serious illnesses.

"Its impacts are pervasive and long lasting and there is no evidence that any mitigation practices successfully reverse the damage it causes," said lead author Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland at College Park, according to Reuters.

In the same report, Carol Raulston, a spokeswoman for the National Mining Association, criticized the study as an "advocacy piece."

The Environmental Protection Agency approved this week a permit for Patriot Coal Corp.'s mountaintop Hobet 45 mine in West Virginia, over the objections of several environmental groups.
West Virginia Metro News (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists Say Stop MTR
http://www.wvmetronews.com/index.cfm?func=displayfullstory&storyid=34549   

A group of leading scientists says mountaintop removal coal mining should be stopped unless new techniques are developed that can deal with the current problems caused by the controversial practice. 

The group's paper will be part of the latest issue of the magazine Science that comes out Friday.

Lead author Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland says the scientists agree that mountaintop removal is so devastating that it should stop. "We made the recommendation, which is somewhat unusual for a group of scientists, that mountaintop mining permits should be halted," Palmer said during a briefing at the National Press Club in Washington Thursday. "There's overwhelming scientific evidence of the impact of this on the environment and the impact of surface mining on health."

The paper says attempts to regulate mountaintop removal and valley fill have been "inadequate."

William Schlesinger, president of the Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies, said Thursday mountaintop removal scars can be clearly scene on Google Earth. "When I first looked at it I couldn't believe what I was seeing," Schlesinger said. "There are some areas where 20 or up to 30 percent of the watershed area has been removed and left behind what looks like to me a moonscape."

Scientist Keith Eshelman of the University of Maryland looked at the impact of mountaintop removal mining on flooding in the southern coalfields. He says research concludes the practice doesn't cause flooding, but it enhances it. "The removal of forest vegetation, the loss of pervious topsoil, the massive compaction of the land owing to the use of heavy earthmoving equipment during the mining and reclamation process are important contributing factors," he said.

Palmer says the Obama administration has asked for policy to follow science and she hopes the study will help. She says the results of mountaintop removal mining are clear cut.

The authors say their study underwent a rigorous peer review and was not funded by any non-profit group.

Michael Hendryx of West Virginia University was also part of the study. He'll be a guest Friday on MetroNews Talkline.

Grist.org (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists call for halt in mountaintop removal mining permits
http://www.grist.org/article/2010-01-07-science-confirms-that-blowing-up-mountains-harms-mountains/print/PALL
Let's say you trundle a bunch of enormous industrial equipment into North America's oldest mountains (an intact temperate ecosystem boasting rich biodiversity, including a number of endangered species), clear cut the forests, blow millions of tons off the top of the mountains, dump the rubble into the pristine streams below, and carry out the coal you find on enormous trucks, at high speeds, on narrow roads, through some of America's oldest communities. 

Think that would cause any ecological or human damage? Hmm ...

It might seem obvious, but as the media will tell you, "opinions on shape of earth differ," so it's helpful that a group of scientists has come along to assess the existing body of research on the subject.

And what does Science say? Yes, blowing up mountains causes environmental and health damage! Who woulda thunk it? In fact, the evidence is so clear that the scientists have taken the extraordinary further step of calling for an immediate moratorium on mountaintop removal mining permits.

The information is contained in a new paper being published today in the journal Science: "Mountaintop Mining Consequences." From the press release:

Based on a comprehensive analysis of the latest scientific findings and new data, a group of the nation's leading environmental scientists are calling on the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to stay all new mountaintop mining permits. In the January 8 edition of the journal Science, they argue that peer-reviewed research unequivocally documents irreversible environmental impacts from this form of mining which also exposes local residents to a higher risk of serious health problems.

...

Co-author Dr. Emily Bernhardt, of Duke University, explains that "The chemicals released into streams from valley fills contain a variety of ions and trace metals which are toxic or debilitating for many organisms, which explains why biodiversity is reduced below valley fills." The authors provide evidence that mine reclamation and mitigation practices have not prevented the contaminants from moving into downstream waters.

The authors also describe human health impacts associated with surface mining for coal in the Appalachian region, including elevated rates of mortality, lung cancer, and chronic heart, lung and kidney disease in coal producing communities.

"Over the last 30 years, there has been a global increase in surface mining, and it is now the dominant driver of land-use change in the Central Appalachian region," says Dr. Keith Eshleman also of the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science. "We now know that surface mining has extraordinary consequences for both aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems. Notwithstanding recent attempts to improve reclamation, the immense scale of mountaintop mining makes it unrealistic to think that true restoration or mitigation is possible with current techniques."

Ironically, this comes on the heels of the Obama administration's decision to approve a new MTR permit in West Virginia. Perhaps the EPA doesn't believe that blowing up mountains harms mountains?

UPDATE: I'm listening to a conference call with some of the scientists who wrote the paper. It's a real horror show.

The forests that get cleared store tons of carbon; the vegetation it's replaced with doesn't. So there's a climate change connection (aside from the obvious coal connection).

Blowing all this stuff destroys the landscapes ability to absorb rainfall, which leads to increased flooding downstream. And those effects are expected to persist for centuries.

The industry claims it's "replacing" headwater Appalachian streams, but you won't be surprised to hear that hydrologists find that claim absurd. The hydrology ends up different and the streams end up polluted with trace metals (poisoning those downstream). These trace metals are also associated with decline in invertebrate biodiversity.

Permits are considered individually, but multiple permits granted in the same watershed leads to additive effects that persist for decades after abandonment.

Concentrations of selenium in the water bioaccumulate in the food chain and effects are magnified. The fish become poisonous.

And of course the human toll: poisoned water leads to more deformities in babies and worse academic outcomes. Air quality is degraded, leading to respiratory diseases. And on and on.

God this is depressing. I wonder how Don Blankenship feels about it.

UPDATE 2: Now in Q&A with the scientists. One says, "this is the most heavily peer-reviewed paper I've ever published—one review was 18 pages long."

The scientists received no outside funding for this; they donated their time. One says the project was sparked by a request from NGOs.

They're calling for a moratorium on permits until there can be a "rational hearing" on the science. Many of them were new to the issue when they started this; all of them seem kind of shocked by how horrific it is and by how little attention it's gotten.

Asked about new permit just issued for Hobet 45 mine, Dr. Dennis Lemly says the water issue weren't addressed. "This is just business as usual."

One problem with permits: they only address valley fill area. But pollutants escape and many of their cumulative effects are felt downstream.

Asked: are there technological options available to deal with the water quality properly? Lemly: sure, it's just a matter of cost. Dr. William Schlesinger adds: when you bury a stream, it's gone. There's no replicating it.

Dr. Emily Bernhardt: part of impetus of the paper was to provide regulators with a comprehensive overview. Met with a small group from U.S. EPA to present findings.

Bernhardt: all the data mining companies and the WV DEP collect information on surface water, but much of the pollution is found beneath the surface in water tables.

To me, the most amazing part of all this—and clearly the scientists are amazed as well—is the fact that there's never been a comprehensive assessment of MTR impacts before. We're blowing up mountains and we have no idea what the consequences are! The mind boggles. It's like the whole country is just discovering Appalachia.

The Washington Independent (Thu 7 Jan, 2010)
Scientists: Mountaintop Coal Mining Is Decimating Appalachia
http://washingtonindependent.com/73439/scientists-mountaintop-coal-mining-is-decimating-appalachia
Some of the nation's top environmental scientists are calling on the Obama administration to end the destructive practice of mountaintop coal mining, saying that the environmental holocaust it creates is irreversible. 

In an article appearing in the journal Science tomorrow, the scientists will present new evidence they say "unequivocally documents irreversible environmental impacts" associated with mountaintop removal, in which the tops of Appalachian peaks are blasted away and the debris pushed into nearby streams.

"The scientific evidence of the severe environmental and human impacts from mountaintop mining is strong and irrefutable," Margaret Palmer, environmental scientist at the University of Maryland and lead author of the study, said in a statement previewing the article. "Its impacts are pervasive and long lasting and there is no evidence that any mitigation practices successfully reverse the damage it causes."

Under the Obama administration, the Environmental Protection Agency has taken some steps to ensure that mountaintop coal projects don't harm local waterways. But the message has been mixed, with the agency refusing some new permits, while approving others even when it means burying miles of mountain streams.

Appalachian lawmakers on and off Capitol Hill have been critical of that inconsistency, arguing that it leaves the mining industry — not to mention its thousands of employees — in a constant state of uncertainty.

Earlier this week, officials in West Virginia, site of some of the largest mountaintop operations, took a long step toward reining in the practice themselves. In an interview with The Charleston Gazette Wednesday, Randy Huffman, secretary of the state Department of Environmental Protection, announced the state's own moratorium on new mountaintop projects that impact streams. Huffman said that mixed signals from the Obama administration leave the state no choice but to craft its own stricter guidelines.

"If EPA's not going to give us answers, we need to get our own," Huffman said. "We need to get our own posture on this, and the end result is going to be a reduction in the size and scope of these operations."

That's a far cry from Huffman's statement before Congress last summer, when he warned lawmakers that stricter regulations would threaten jobs in the state.

"The people that live in the steep, narrow terrain of southern West Virginia need the opportunities created by surface mining," Huffman said at the time.
Epoch Times (Fri 8 Jan, 2010)
Scientists Call for Moratorium on Mountaintop Mining Permits 
http://www.theepochtimes.com/n2/content/view/27635/
A day after a controversial permit was issued for mountaintop mining in West Virginia, a group of leading environmental scientists is saying the practice has a severe impact on the environment and humans. 

The article "Mountaintop Mining Consequences" appears in the Jan. 8, 2010, edition of Science. The internationally recognized group of hydrologists, ecologists, and engineers, which includes several members of the National Academy of Sciences, says the United States should stop issuing mountaintop mining permits.

The Science article argues that peer-reviewed research confirms such mining has irreversible environmental impacts and puts area residents at a high risk of serious health problems.

The Sierra Club environmental group said the article should be taken as a call to action.

"If the Obama administration is serious about science driving policy, then this report should be the nail in the coffin that prompts the administration to issue new Clean Water Act regulations that prohibit the dumping of mining waste into streams," stated Ed Hopkins, environmental-quality program director at the Sierra Club in a press release.

Mountaintop mining is considered by many environmentalists and scientists to be the most destructive form of coal mining. It involves clearing upper-elevation forests and stripping topsoil before using explosives to break up rocks to expose coal deposits. The process sends rock, sediment, and debris down the mountainside, where it buries and obliterates streams. It is widespread throughout eastern Kentucky, West Virginia, and southwestern Virginia.

The scientists argue the United States should take a global leadership role on the issue, as surface mining in many developing countries is expected to grow in the next 10 years.

"The scientific evidence of the severe environmental and human impacts from mountaintop mining is strong and irrefutable," states lead author Dr. Margaret Palmer of the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science and Department of Entomology in the article. "Its impacts are pervasive and long lasting and there is no evidence that any mitigation practices successfully reverse the damage it causes."

In the article, the authors say severe environmental degradation takes place at mining sites and downstream, including destroying extensive tracts of deciduous forests and burying small streams essential to healthy watersheds. Waterborne contaminants also enter streams below valley fills and can travel great distances to larger bodies of water.

"The chemicals released into streams from valley fills contain a variety of ions and trace metals which are toxic or debilitating for many organisms, which explains why biodiversity is reduced below valley fills," says Dr. Emily Bernhardt of Duke University, co-author of the report.

Human health impacts include elevated rates of mortality, lung cancer, and chronic heart, lung, and kidney disease.

"Over the last 30 years, there has been a global increase in surface mining, and it is now the dominant driver of land-use change in the Central Appalachian region," says Dr. Keith Eshleman, also of the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science. "We now know that surface mining has extraordinary consequences for both aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems. Notwithstanding recent attempts to improve reclamation, the immense scale of mountaintop mining makes it unrealistic to think that true restoration or mitigation is possible with current techniques."

Based on the evidence and conclusions, the scientists are urging the Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to stop issuing permits for mountaintop mining until solutions or alternatives can be found.

The University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science is the environmental research institution for the University System of Maryland.
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