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SUSTAINABLE  DEVELOPMENT  IN  APPALACHIA :   A  NEW WAY  OF 

LOOKING  AT  MOUNTAINTOP  MINING  

 

J. Steven Gardner and Paul Sainato
À
 

 

I. INTRODUCTION . 

  Ever notice that when a newspaper or television journalist reports on mining, and 

specifically on mountaintop mining, the photos and video focus on where the machines are 

working and where the land is disturbed?  (See Figure 1).   

 

FIGURE 1. ACTIVE MTM  OPERATION.1 

The camera is rarely panned back 400 to 500 yards to show the surrounding rolling green hills 

with newly planted trees and several species of animals.  (See Figure 2).  
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FIGURE 2. RECLAIMED MTM  OPERATION.2 

   Certain members of Appalachia promote the concept that the short-term existence of land 

disturbance is the entire image of mountaintop mining.  Nothing is further from the truth.  

Mountaintop mining focuses on sustainable development, ñdevelopment that meets the needs of 

the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.ò
3
  It 

is long-term orientated; looking at projects in three phases: (1) the beginning phase; (2) the 

operational phase, and (3) the post closure phase.  Media representation of only one phase of the 

project, generally during operations, leads to wrong impressions, wasted resources, and missed 

innovative opportunities for greater sustainable enhancement. 

There has been recent debate between environmentalists and mine operators concerning 

the current regulation and operation of mountaintop mining.
4
  Because miningôs response is 

perceived to be primarily reactive and the stance of environmentalists is primarily proactive, 

                                                
2 ECSI FILE PHOTOS. 
3 Mining, Minerals, and Sustainable Dev. Project, Breaking New Ground: Mining, Minerals and Sustainable 

Development, 21 (Earthscan Publications 2002). 
4 Lori Valigra, Mountaintop Mining Raises Debate in Coal Country, 

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2006/01/0113_060113_mountain_mine.html (Jan. 13, 2006). 
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most of the dialogue has been adversarial.
5
  Therefore, the rift in communication between the 

two sides has widened.
6
  This rift adds to the misconception in the community regarding mining. 

 In order to be more proactive and to combat shortsightedness that adds to the disconnect 

between the Appalachian community and mining, this article will focus on the positive aspects of 

mining.  Section II of this article will explore the positive sustainable impacts of mountaintop 

mining.  Section II I of this article will analyze why mountaintop mining, performed in a 

particular manner, can have a positive impact. 

II.  POSITIVE ASPECTS OF M OUNTAINTOP M INING . 

  Mining creates jobs.
7
  For generations, miners have been digging and blasting into the 

mountains to unearth thousands of tons of coal.
8
  Mining is inextricably intertwined with the 

lives of the people of Appalachia and in many places is the culture of the region.
9
 

  Still, the coal companies of Appalachia have for decades been characterized as robber 

barons that take the wealth of the area and leave nothing but poverty and environmental 

damage.
10

  Despite such a characterization, evidence supports that the United States owes its 

rapid industrial growth and economic base to the coal industry.
11

  And still today, the United 

States relies on coal for its economic base, of which the Appalachian coalfields is an important 

                                                
5
 Mining, Mineral, and Sustainable Dev. Project, supra, n. 3 at 22. 

6
 Id. 

7
 See Tom Mast, Natural Resources and Mining Led for Job Creation,  

http://www.casperstartribune.net/articles/2007/03/14/news/casper/b34b28516986b1588725729e00063c3f.txt 

(Mar. 14, 2007); PAPower, Governor Rendell Announces Creation of 310 New Jobs at Amfire Mining Co.,  

http://www.state.pa.us/papower/cwp/view.asp?Q=441710&A=11 (Mar. 2005); Lindsey Stockten, Mine Expected 

to Cause Economic Boom, E. Ariz. Courier (May 23, 2005) (available online at 

http://www.theminingnews.org/news.cfm?newsID=541). 
8 The Moonlit Rd., Cultural Background:  Coal Mining in Appalachia, 

http://www.themoonlitroad.com/archives/greaterlove/greaterlove_cbg001.html (last accessed Mar. 24, 2007). 
9 EPA, Mountaintop Mining/Valley Fills in Appalachia Draft Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement, 60 

http://www.epa.gov/region3/mtntop/pdf/mtm-vf_fpeis_full-document.pdf (Oct. 2005). 
10 J. Steven Gardner, Mountaintop Mining, Energy and Sustainable Development, 16 Energeia 5 (2005). 

11 Barbara Freese, Coal:  A Human History 233-36 (Perseus Publg. 2003). 
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component.
12

  

In recent years, the rise in large surface mines in Appalachia, particularly mountaintop 

mining operations, has been portrayed by the environmental community as a destructive evil that 

forces people from their homes and destroys the land and water forever.
13

  This image has been 

conveyed to the public across the country,
14

 resulting in politicians, religious organizations, and 

many others demanding the abolishment of the practice of mountaintop mining.
15

  However, 

another side to the story remains unconsidered. 

Coal companies in the central Appalachian region have conducted mountaintop mining 

for decades.
16

  (See Figure 3).  During the 1970s, federal research efforts and regulatory agencies 

developed and promoted mountaintop mining.
17

  Over time, large landowners, some of whom 

were mining companies, realized the value of mountaintop mining for the central Appalachian 

region; the creation of productive land in a region that was in short supply of it.
18

 

 

                                                
12 Gardner, supra n. 10. 
13 Id. 
14 Ronald L. Lewis, Senior V.P., John T. Boyd Co., Address, The Ownership Changes in the U.S. Coal Industry and 

the Effects on the International Coal Market, (U.S. Intl. Coal Conf., June 12, 2000) (available online at 

http://www.jtboyd.com/PDF/Boyd-mining-consultants-coal-industry.pdf). 
15 Gardner, supra n. 10. 
16 Id. 
17 Id. 

18 Id. 

 




