FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE


Twenty Years Later: Southwestern PA Residents Pay the Price in Agency’s Failures
Reform of 1994 Pennsylvania Act 54 is Needed Now


Bridgeville, PA.///January 7, 2015///  The December 30th release of the Fourth Act 54 Five-Year Report, completed by the University of Pittsburgh and issued by the PADEP, reveals the agency’s continued inability to properly monitor and enforce underground coal mining activity.

At 470 pages and a price tag of $600,000, the latest Act 54 Assessment reveals glaring problems in PADEP recordkeeping that serve to obscure the true impacts of longwall mining.  The Fourth Act 54 Assessment conveys a baffling array of issues with incomplete, conflicting, confusing, or missing electronic and paper files, leaving little doubt that the PADEP simply cannot monitor underground mining adequately enough to fulfill its legislatively-mandated responsibility to protect Pennsylvania citizens and the environment. 

In addition to the inherent difficulties in obtaining, organizing, and analyzing the data, the University had to construct a database to identify properties, surface and hydrologic features, and evaluate changes and effects over time.  This database comprised a large portion of the expense incurred by the University, paid for by taxpayers, in compiling the report.  Inexplicably, the PADEP’s agreement with the University demanded that the University make full use of the PADEP’s GIS database, yet the PADEP refused to allow the University access to this database (“Act 54 Report on the Impacts of Underground Coal Mining”, 2008-2013, XI-3), casting some doubt as to whether the PADEP’s GIS database even exists. 

PADEP map labeling “systems” show a clear disregard for the importance of surface structures, evidenced by the University’s findings that the PADEP commonly misclassified buildings such as homes and garages as “land” for the purposes of recording the impacts of underground mining (X-4). The difficulty in understanding the true impact of longwall mining is exacerbated by the PADEP’s lackadaisical “requirements” for mining companies’ water monitoring reports: “mine operators do not use [the PADEP’s] forms and instead create their own.  One consequence is that data [that] is required [on the PADEP’s forms], is only occasionally submitted.” (X-7).  

The PADEP’s method for tracking surface features and water resources is woefully poor, to the extent that the agency’s “data collection exceeds the ability to manage the data, precluding the data from being included in decision making frameworks” (XI-9, emphasis added).  It was only after the University had completed its data collection that they learned the PADEP received biology data from two of the largest longwall mines in the country.  The PADEP stated that the “data had been misplaced for several months” (X-8, X-9).  

“The PADEP has had over 20 years to properly and efficiently monitor coal mining activities.  The fact that significant damages associated with longwall mining continue to occur throughout southwestern Pennsylvania is largely due to a failed regulatory process and for this reason reform of Act 54 must begin now” states Aimee Erickson, Executive Director of the Citizens Coal Council.

CCC has filed a Right to Know Law request to obtain a copy of the GIS database and all other information that went into the preparation of this Fourth Act 54 Assessment and which should be publicly available.  CCC has also commissioned Schmid & Company, Inc. (of Media PA) to conduct a comprehensive independent analysis and review of the Fourth Act 54 Assessment.  This analysis is expected to be completed later this month.  A similar review by Schmid and Company of the Third Act 54 Assessment examined problems associated with that report, many of which have yet to be addressed in the latest Act 54 Assessment.

Media Contacts:  

Aimee Erickson, Citizens Coal Council, at (412) 257-2223 or aimee@citizenscoalcouncil.org
Stephen P. Kunz, Schmid & Company, Inc., at (610) 356-1416 or spkunz@aol.com 

Other Sources of Information

http://www.act54reform.net
http://www.citizenscoalcouncil.org/longwall-mining.html
http://www.longwallminingreform.org

About CCC

The Citizens Coal Council is a national network that advocates for full enforcement of the federal Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act (SMCRA) and its delegated state programs. Our mission is to inform, empower and work for and with communities affected by the mining, processing and use of coal. For more about us, see our website at http://www.citizenscoalcouncil.org.
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