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July 21, 2006
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The Honorable Rick Santorum
U.S. Senate
511 Dirksen Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510

The Honorable Arlen Specter
U.S. Senate
711 Hart Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510  
Dear Senators Santorum and Specter:


As Chair of the Citizens Advisory Council
 to the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection, I am writing to thank you for your leadership and to express our support for your legislation, S.2616, which would re-authorize the Abandoned Mine Lands program and help bring economic opportunity and environmental restoration to communities and resources damaged by abandoned coal mines.  Modifying and reauthorizing the Abandoned Mine Reclamation Fund is critical to helping us complete the job of restoring the lands and waters polluted by this country’s abandoned mines and to protecting our communities and families from hazards posed by coal mines abandoned before 1977.

NATIONAL ISSUE


Eastern coal states like Pennsylvania fueled the coal boom in the early and middle part of the last century and helped fight two World Wars.  However, these same states also have the largest legacy of remaining adverse mining impacts created before 1977.  The price tag for cleaning up Pennsylvania’s abandoned mine legacy alone has been estimated to be as high as $15 billion.  Now it is time to heal the scars created by this legacy.  This is a national issue, not just a Pennsylvania issue.


The Commonwealth receives about $25 million per year from the Abandoned Mine Reclamation Fund, and we have successfully used the fund to clean up toxic mine water, extinguish mine fires, and eliminate other dangerous abandoned mine hazards. In addition, Pennsylvania has committed substantial state and private dollars and countless hours of professional and volunteer time to addressing the abandoned mine problems through a wide variety of watershed support, mining and other programs and efforts.

FULL FUNDING


When the program began in 1977, production in the eastern states was high enough to ensure that our states received a proportion of the funds that roughly aligned with the extent of our problems. Since then, production has shifted away from the eastern states - including Pennsylvania - with high historic production and the vast majority of the abandoned mine land problems.


In addition, over the years Congress has not allowed all the money in the fund to be spent by Pennsylvania and other historic production states still dealing with the deaths, injuries and degraded lands and waters harmed by abandoned mines.  Although the AML program was set to expire in 2004, Pennsylvania still has more than 3,000 miles of streams and rivers that are biologically dead from pollution caused by abandoned mines, and more than 184,000 acres of unreclaimed AML sites directly affecting 44 of Pennsylvania’s 67 counties.


Many economically depressed communities in Pennsylvania have little hope of revitalization until their water supplies are made safe and usable again by stopping the pollution that continues to pour from abandoned mines.  The guaranteed funding of your legislation is the best hope for all our communities trying to plan the multi-year job of reclaiming AML sites.  The funding assured by S.2616 means that state and community leaders can devise cost-effective strategies for using limited funds to hire contractors to engage in the long, difficult work of reclaiming the sites.  

FEES


As you know, since 1977 the coal industry has paid a small fee, from 15 to no more than 35 cents per ton, for all coal mined in the U.S., in order to fund the environmental restoration of lands and waters damaged by the thousands of abandoned coal mines left unreclaimed by the mining industry prior to passage of the Surface Mine Control and Reclamation Act of 1977.  These fees have remained unchanged for nearly 30 years.


We recognize that you and other Pennsylvania leaders felt pressures from Wyoming and the coal industry that had to be accommodated in an effort to build sufficient Congressional support for re-authorizing the AML program.  One such compromise was the proposed reduction in the per ton fees paid by the industry.  The Citizens Advisory Council appreciates the fact that the reduction has been phased in for the first five years through your efforts but disagrees with reducing fees that have not even been adjusted for inflation in 29 years.  We hope that, at minimum, the fees can be held at current levels to provide more revenue to the fund.  

FLEXIBILITY


We also urge restoration of an important environmental tool now eliminated by the bill, the General Welfare provision.  This provision is of particular value to communities trying to deal with waters contaminated by AML sites; in Pennsylvania, acid mine drainage is our largest source of water quality impairment.  Retaining this tool as well as the 30% set aside for water proposed in S. 2616 will provide all states with the maximum flexibility.

SUMMARY


To be clear, while in our judgment it would be best to keep the fees at the current levels, and not eliminate any of the AML Program’s environmental provisions, we believe the specific and guaranteed funding of AML cleanup efforts provided in S.2616 is critical.  It is very much in the interest of Pennsylvania and other historic coal production states that your legislation becomes law as soon as possible.  We are in strong support of your efforts to bring help to coalfield communities through S.2616.


We appreciate and respect your leadership and diligence in helping Pennsylvania try to deal with our enormous abandoned mine lands problems.  Thank you for working so hard on behalf of our lands, waters and communities.  

Sincerely,


Walter N. Heine 


Chair  
cc:
U.S. Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor, & Pensions


U.S. House Committee on Ways and Means


PA Delegation in Washington, D.C.


Governor Edward G. Rendell, Commonwealth of Pennsylvania


Senate Environmental Resources and Energy Committee


House Environmental Resources and Energy Committee


Secretary Kathleen McGinty, Department of Environmental Protection

  
Bcc:
  
  
Allegheny County


Cynthia Carrow


Bedford County


Bernie Hoffnar, Ph.D.


Bucks County


Richard J. Manfredi


Crawford County


Burt A. Waite


Cumberland County


Walter N. Heine


Dauphin County


Brian J. Hill


Delaware County


Scott H. Cannon


Gail M. Conner, Esquire


Erie County


Pat Lupo, O.S.B.


Jefferson County


David L. Strong


Lackawanna County


Joyce A. Hatala


Lancaster County


Jolene E. Chinchilli


Mercer County


Margaret Urban


Montgomery County


Curtis N. Kratz


Schuylkill County


Bruce M. Tetkoskie


Tioga County


Thaddeus K. Stevens
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� The Council is a legislatively created advisory committee charged with reviewing all environmental issues, legislation, regulations, policies and programs relating to Pennsylvania.





