Environmental Close-Up: Mountain Top Removal
Most seams of coal are found in horizontal layers under various depths of overlying rock and soil known as overburden.  To get to the coal, several methods have been used.  In mountainous regions, this coal may be exposed in the valleys, and for many generations, miners have penetrated into the mountain along these seams to extract the coal.  The invention of large machines made it possible to move huge amounts of overburden to get to the coal seams.  The overburden was removed in strips, followed by the removal of the coal, and the overburden from a new strip was then deposited in the hold where the coal had been; thus, the method became known as strip mining, or surface mining.  About 60 percent of the coal mined in the United States is from surface mines. 


Mountain top removal is a relatively new variation of surface mining being used in Appalachia that has generated a considerable amount of controversy.  The method uses explosives and heavy machinery to remove the large amount of overburden to get at the coal.  However, the disposal of the large amount of overburden is a problem and involves depositing the waste material in the valleys adjacent to the mountain.  In addition to changing the topography from mountainous to flat, the method buries valley vegetation and streams.


This new variation of surface mining has generated intense lobbying in Congress by both opponents and proponents.  Coal companies argue that mountain top removal is the only cost-effective way to mine the coal and that they are providing cheap energy at minimal environmental cost.  Furthermore, they argue that they must reclaim the land and that the flatter land left behind is suitable for industrial development, which would bring large numbers of jobs to areas that need them.


Others argue that the destruction of the landscape costs many tourism-related jobs because the scenery is degraded.  Furthermore, the exposed mountain surfaces and piles of waste rock in the valleys are subject to severe erosion during periods of heavy rain.  The streams are degraded by runoff from the waste materials pushed into the valleys, and flooding can cause the unstable material to wash down the valley, destroying homes and the landscape.  They argue that these environmental damages are too much to pay for cheap coal.  Both sides will continue to lobby Congress and introduce legislation.  Meanwhile, mountain top removal continues in several Appalachian states. 

