
July 18, 2011 

 

Director Conrad Spangler 

Department of Mines, Minerals and Energy (DMME) 

Washington Building, 8th Floor 

1100 Bank Street 

Richmond, VA 23219 

 

Dear Director Spangler, 

 

Thank you for taking the time to meet the Southern Appalachian Mountain Stewards, 

Sierra Club, and Appalachian Voices to hear our concerns about mountaintop removal coal 

mining in Virginia. We appreciate your willingness to engage in dialogue with us to include 

citizen input in the process. 

 

We write today with our concerns over the egregious practice of mountaintop removal 

coal mining. This method of mining is known to cause significant health impacts to surrounding 

and downstream communities, as well as deteriorating the quality of life for area residents. 

According to several new studies, the rate of birth defects and premature mortality is 

significantly higher among people who live near mountaintop removal coal mining as compared 

to elsewhere (Ahern, et.al., Epstein et. al.). Cancer, heart disease and respiratory disease are 

much more prevalent in these communities. We hope and expect that future decisions by DMME 

will consider these facts and acknowledge the impact that MTR is having on people’s health. 

 

We are very concerned about Ison Rock Ridge, the proposed 1,200-acre surface mine 

permit that would impact five communities and over 1800 local residents. The DMME has been 

made aware of the numerous citizen concerns through filed complaints, participation in public 

hearings in 2007, and the 2,300 petition signatures asking the EPA to deny this permit. There is 

overwhelming opposition to this permit and we believe it is absolutely essential to include citizen 

input in every step of the permitting process for new and renewed surface coal mines. People 

should have a voice in shaping the future of their communities and your agency plays a key role 

in this process by including meaningful public hearings in the directly-impacted communities, 

listening to individuals’ concerns, and taking into account quality of life for area residents in all 

permitting decisions. Your agency has a responsibility not only to factor public health concerns 

into the permitting process, but to be responsive to the concerns of communities and to follow 

the letter of the law to a tee for every permit issued. 

 

Members of the Southern Appalachian Mountain Stewards and the Sierra Club have been 

engaged with the DMME’s Total Maximum Daily Load process for the Callahan Creek 

watershed, and these meetings have brought to our attention the imminent danger our watershed 

is in. Heavy metals including selenium, as well as total suspended solids, total dissolved solids, 

and sediment load all pose a significant threat to our watershed and we believe any new or 

renewed surface mines should not be approved within this watershed. In general, our groups 

support EPA’s specific objections to the Ison Rock Ridge NPDES permit as stated on 12/2/2010. 

However, we interpret A&G’s proposed TDS and TSS offsets somewhat differently.  While the 

EPA objects to the proposed offset due to a lack of proper documentation and transparency, we 



object to this offset project on principle, because citizens should not have to feel that they must 

consent to their communities being blown apart before their polluted waters are restored to 

health.  Under no circumstances should A&G be permitted to discharge TDS and TSS levels 

above the numeric instream endpoints as identified by the Callahan Creek TMDL out of outfalls 

C1, P1, P6, P7, or any other location, whether or not there is an additional reclamation project. 

The work to reclaim the offset project has already been done, and yet Callahan Creek is still 

impaired, even without the proposed surface mining activity occurring on Ison Rock.  What this 

shows community residents is that the DMME wants to permit excessive discharge of known 

stressors in an already impaired watershed. A&G’s attempt at an offset for this permit is 

unacceptable; issuance of this permit using said offset language as justification is similarly 

problematic. Public health and community viability should always be a priority in these 

decisions, and, therefore, offsets to allow new or renewed surface mine permits are simply an 

unacceptable course of action for the Callahan Creek watershed. 

 

Our concerns over the impacts of mountaintop removal mining extend beyond the Ison 

Rock Ridge permit. The nature of mountaintop removal mining precludes healthy waterways, 

people, communities and economies, and true compliance with the Clean Water Act as it should 

be interpreted. Therefore, we respectfully request that the Ison Rock Ridge permits be denied and 

that a permanent moratorium be imposed on all future mountaintop removal and valley fill 

mining permits. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration.  

 

Respectfully, 

 

The Southern Appalachian Mountain Stewards, Sierra Club, and Appalachian Voices 

 

 

 

 

 

 


