Mountaintop removal coal mining stakeholder simulation for students

By Julian Martin - martinjul@aol.com
This is a play and students will be the actors. As an actor you put aside what you really think and perform your part like you are the person you are representing. It might be a better experience if you chose to play a part you disagree with and try to understand the opinions and feelings of your character. Your character or group might make signs expressing your feelings and opinions or wear a symbol of your group or expression of your opinion.

Feel free to make up characters or groups not listed here.

THE STORY
Almost Heaven Coal Company, jointly owned by the Rhineland Energy Corporation of Germany and the Greenhills Coal Corporation of St. Louis, is asking the West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) to approve a permit for a mountain top removal coal mine on White Oak Mountain

The DEP is holding a hearing to listen to evidence from  Almost Heaven Coal Company, Citizens To Save White Oak Mountain, The United Mine Workers, the White Oak County Commissioners and any other individual citizens or groups who wish to testify.  Time will be given for groups and individuals to offer rebuttals to what others have said and to ask question of others. The DEP  will then vote on whether or not the permit should be granted.

IMPORTANT INFORMATION

3000 acres of earth and rock will be removed and the mountain will be flattened. The ridge top to be removed is five miles long. When the mining is complete the mountain will be two hundred feet lower and sowed in grass. There will be a one acre wildlife pond on the flattened mountain.       

Coal operators create valley fills when they remove mountaintops to uncover coal then fill nearby valleys with the leftover earth and rock.

The company's plans call for 1800 acres of valley fill to cover 6 miles of creeks.

Three Creeks on White Oak Mountain will be filled in, one mile of Sang Creek, two miles of Sugar Tree Creek, and three miles of Sycamore Creek.

White Oak Mountain is in a remote area and now has twenty families living on Sang, Sugar Tree and Sycamore creeks just a few hundred feet below where the valley fills will end. Three families from out of state bought farms in these hollows and moved in about twenty years ago. All of these communities used to be much larger and many of the men worked in underground mines which have been closed.  There is a lot of trash in the creeks along with a few old cars and other household appliances. One man living on Sang Creek and a woman living on Sugar Tree Creek will be working on the new mine.

Some families sold their property to the coal company and moved out. They had to promise to move at least twenty five miles away and to never protest any of Almost Heaven’s permit applications.

A community organization called Citizens to Save White Oak Mountain(CSWOM) has been formed to oppose the permit.  They are being advised and provided with information by an environmental group called West Virginia Highlands Conservancy(WVHC). 

There will be a ten acre coal sludge settling pond where the waste water from cleaning the coal will be dumped. The dam for the sludge pond will be located on Sycamore Creek about five hundred feet from the Sycamore Elementary school and it will be about six hundred feet above the school.

Under the proposed sludge pond are abandoned underground mines . The coal company claims the underground mines are one hundred feet below the bottom of the pond and pose no risk. Recently a similar pond broke into underground mines and out into creeks and rivers on the West Virginia and Kentucky border. Some citizens claim that the company’s maps are not accurate and that the underground mines might be dangerously close to the bottom of the sludge pond.

The mine will employ 300 miners. Except for the two miners living on Sang Creek and Sugar Tree Creek,  all the miners live at least ten miles from the mine and many live outside the county. A few live in Kentucky and Ohio. Almost Heaven Coal Company just closed two underground mines that employed 600 men.

Because they use large draglines and earth moving machines, mountain top removal strip mines employ fewer miners than underground mines and  are cheaper to operate. They are also safer.

The United Mine Workers of America(UMWA) is in favor of the permit if it is a union mine. The two underground mines that were closed were union mines and the union wants those miners to be hired at the new  mine.

The three White Oak County Commissioners are in favor of the mine. They see it as a source of jobs and taxes to replace  some of the jobs lost when the underground mines were closed. All three commissioners own large amounts of land in White Oak county. One of the commissioners sold  three hundred acres on White Oak mountain to Almost Heaven Coal Company.

Almost Heaven Coal Co. has offered to donate the reclaimed land to the county after the mining is completed.

In West Virginia 1000 miles of streams have been filled in and 4000 coal mining permits have been granted that fill some portion of streams.

300,000 acres of mountain tops have been removed by mountain top removal strip mining in West Virginia.

Mountaintop removal produces about one-third of West Virginia coal.

Coal mining is one of the state's biggest employers, with about 17,000 direct miners and over 30,000 contract workers, and a payroll of over two billion dollars. That's one of every five dollars of the total statewide payroll.

With overtime the average yearly pay will be $50,000 for each miner.  This is $30,000 more than any other industrial job in White Oak County.

West Virginia coal mining jobs have decreased from about 120,000 in 1960 to about 17,000 in 2003.

The coal industry pays $188 million in coal severance taxes each year to West Virginia.

Over 50% of the electricity in the U.S. and 98% in WV comes from coal.

There is a beautiful waterfall on White Oak Mountain that attracts tourists from all over the state.

