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Ever-Increasing Damage from Longwall Mining in Pennsylvania: 

7 Common Mining Industry Myths Exposed  

 

University of Pittsburgh researchers have provided more than 500 pages of text and maps derived from 

agency files for the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection’s third report on underground 

coal mining (2011).  Act 54 of 1994 mandated a report every five years on the damages actually 

recorded from underground mining after Commonwealth law was changed to authorize surface 

subsidence, with the expectation that mining companies would mitigate if allowed to damage structures 

and water supplies.  The first five-year report was prepared by Department staff in 1999 (with 

supplement in 2001), and the second was prepared for PADEP by California University of Pennsylvania 

in 2005. 

 

Coal traditionally was mined in Pennsylvania by room-and-pillar methods, which leave nearly half of 

the coal in place for support to prevent collapse of the mine roof.  By the 1990s industry was eager to 

utilize high-extraction, longwall technology by which automated machinery could remove more coal, 

faster, with fewer workers and, therefore, at lower cost to the mining companies.  As a result of the 

removal of all coal from ever-growing panels miles long and thousands of feet wide, however, roof 

collapse is guaranteed, and overlying rock layers subside into the void, creating hydrogeological 

disruptions often all the way to the land surface.   

 

Surface subsidence affecting structures built before 1966 had been prohibited for decades in 

Pennsylvania by the Bituminous Mine Subsidence and Land Conservation Act, until the Act 54 

amendments allowed restoration/replacement/compensation for damaged structures and water supplies.  

Act 54’s reporting requirement was intended to inform legislators and the public how extensive the 

resulting subsidence damage is, how much repair is needed, and how effective restoration is proving to 

be. 

 

Now after 15 years of reporting, 7 coal mining industry myths are exposed and proven to be untrue: 

 
INDUSTRY MYTH #1:  The 1966 PA Bituminous Coal Mining Law provided no protection from 

loss of water supplies, and Act 54 corrected that. 
 

THE REALITY IS: 
 

 Pennsylvania’s progressive 1966 Mining Law prohibited damage to homes built before 1966, as well as 

to schools, churches, hospitals, public buildings, and cemeteries.  The protection directly afforded by 

those prohibitions on damage effectively protected a larger area around each of the protected features, 

and thus indirectly protected many streams, wetlands, groundwater aquifers, and wells in the vicinity of 

those features. 

 Permanent water loss is increasingly a problem under Act 54.  Of 269 private water supplies damaged 

during just the 2003-2008 period, only 7% recovered on their own and only 2% were repaired in situ.  

Half of the water supply losses were settled by private agreement or purchase of damaged property with 
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no recorded repair or replacement of the water supply.  Alternative permanent water supplies 

(particularly public water) that were provided did not always replace water quality equal to that lost.   

 Water loss is a consequence of current longwall mining technology, which ignores backstowing of 

coal waste and other means to minimize surface subsidence.  Water loss attributed to underground 

mining during this latest Act 54 review period was found to be twice as common above longwall 

mines as above room-and-pillar mines. 

 
INDUSTRY MYTH #2:   Act 54 extended the same protections to homes built after 1966 as to pre-

1966 structures. 
 

THE REALITY IS: 
 

 Act 54 allowed all homes and other structures to be damaged by underground coal mining, so in that 

sense it extended the same consideration – or lack of consideration – to homes no matter when they 

were built and regardless of their historic significance.  The “protection” afforded to structures by Act 

54 only begins after they have been permitted to be damaged, in the form of repair, restoration, or 

compensation that may take several years to resolve after subsidence ceases, with severe disruption to 

prior uses in the interim. 

 
INDUSTRY MYTH #3:   Act 54 makes mine operators liable for all damages caused by subsidence. 

 
 

THE REALITY IS: 
 

 Act 54 specifically provides remedies only for certain damages to structures and to water supplies.  Other 

collateral damage now occurs to streams, wetlands, and aquifers which indirectly had been protected by 

the 1966 Mining Law’s prohibition on damage to structures, but those damages are not being addressed.  

Likewise, physical and emotional distress caused by subsidence damage and dealing with its 

consequences, as well as business and economic disruptions, are afforded no compensation or reparation 

under Act 54.   

 The PADEP now collects credible data on structure and water supply impacts and associated 

“resolutions,” but is not collecting comparable data, and thus cannot properly evaluate, individual or 

cumulative impacts to hydrologic resources (streams, wetlands, aquifers, and water quality) that 

result from underground coal mining. 

 
INDUSTRY MYTH #4:   Damages from longwall mining are predictable, limited, and manageable. 

 
 

THE REALITY IS: 
 

 No statistics are being compiled, and there is no mention or evaluation in any of the Act 54 Reports, 

on the number, nature, location, or severity of impacts that were predicted versus those not predicted 

in permit applications.   

 Overall, impacts during the 2003-2008 (3
rd

) Act 54 report period increased 14.4% from impacts 

reported during the 1998-2003 (2
nd

) period, including an 86% increase in land impacts and a 31% 

increase in structure impacts. 
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 Acreage of active room-and-pillar mines more than doubled from the second to the third reporting 

period, while acreage of active longwall mines decreased 10.5% --- yet longwall mines caused 100% 

of reported damage to streams, 95% of damage to land, and 94% of damage to structures during the 

2003-2008 review period.   

 Of 1,879 structures undermined by room-and-pillar mining in 2003-2008, only 29 (1.5%) 

experienced damage, compared to 427 (23%) of the 1,856 structures above longwall mines.  Actual 

repair of structures occurred in only 19 (6%) of the 300 “resolved” cases.  In 211 cases (70%) the 

mine company either bought the property or relied upon a (confidential) landowner agreement.  

Homes are being abandoned in many small communities. 

 Act 54 fails to acknowledge the massive landscape-scale damages and water losses which are 

occurring, and the consequent widespread disintegration of rural agricultural communities is neither 

socially acceptable nor good public policy.    

 
INDUSTRY MYTH #5:  Environmental impacts of longwall mining are being regulated and 

controlled. 
 

THE REALITY IS: 
 

 Dewatering of southwestern Pennsylvania streams, springs, wetlands, and aquifers is incompletely 

documented and seldom corrected.  Two-thirds of the 55 stream damage cases reported during the Third 

Act 54 review period (all due to longwall mining) were not “resolved” as of August 2008, and some 

dewatered streams determined by PADEP to be “resolved” were still not functioning, illustrating that 

“resolved” does not mean “restored.”  

 The documented long-term loss of several once-thriving streams appears likely to be permanent as a 

result of longwall mining. 

 Minimal pre-mining data on streams and wetlands are available, despite PADEP regulations and 

prior Act 54 report recommendations, so evaluation of stream damages remains scientifically 

inadequate and woefully incomplete. 

 Stream pollution enforcement data are not reviewed as specifically directed by Act 54. 

 Groundwater aquifers are being destroyed and never repaired. 

 Designated “Special Protection” waters receive no more consideration by PADEP than ordinary or non-

attaining (polluted) waters when underground mining permits are approved. 

 The cost to repair longwall mine damage to public highways and other infrastructure is borne entirely 

by taxpayers and not by the mining companies that cause the damage. 

 
INDUSTRY MYTH #6:   Longwall mining impacts on people are temporary and unavoidable. 

 
 

THE REALITY IS: 
 

In addition to the tragic realities listed above – 
 

 The long-standing statutory incentives for mining companies to avoid surface impacts were removed by 

Act 54.  Room-and-pillar mining remains as an economically viable alternative allowing operators to 
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extract coal with vastly smaller impacts on people, water supplies, and the environment of southwestern 

Pennsylvania than those caused by longwall mining. 

 Subsidence damage from centuries of underground room-and-pillar mining in Pennsylvania is 

infrequent and minor in scale, and is covered by inexpensive insurance available from the 

Commonwealth, which – because of the rarity of room-and-pillar subsidence – is a net positive 

income stream to the Mine Subsidence Insurance Program. 

 Minimal damage to surface resources occurs from the 42 room-and-pillar mines as compared with 

the massive damage from the 8 longwall mines, with much faster resolution of impacts from the few 

room-and-pillar damage cases. 

 Major disruption to the homes, businesses, and water supplies on land undermined by longwall 

technology lasts for years.  The repairs cannot even begin until subsidence is complete, if repairs are 

ever attempted.  Oftentimes, the resolution is simply to buy-out owners and demolish homes.  

 Water supply damages that occurred during the third Act 54 review period required 321 days on 

average to reach a “final” resolution.  32 cases of water loss reported from the 1998-2003 period were 

still unresolved in 2008, averaging 6.8 years without final resolution.   

 
INDUSTRY MYTH #7:    Act 54 is working fine. 

 
 

THE REALITY IS:   
 

 Act 54 is seriously flawed and directly conflicts with longstanding Pennsylvania environmental 

protection laws, the Commonwealth agencies’ public trust responsibilities, and the constitutional 

guarantee of environmental protection embodied in Article 1, Section 27 of the Pennsylvania 

Constitution.   

 Act 54 allows damages that are avoidable; those damages are continuing to increase; and restoration 

of all damages is not occurring.  These deficiencies, which now are clearly recorded in the Third Act 

54 5-Year Report, must be addressed and corrected immediately for the benefit of the 

Commonwealth, the welfare of the residents of Pennsylvania, and for generations to follow. 

  

--- 

 
“The people have a right to clean air, pure water, and to the preservation of the natural, 

scenic, historic and esthetic values of the environment.  Pennsylvania’s public natural 

resources are the common property of all the people, including generations yet to come.  As 

trustee of these resources, the Commonwealth shall conserve and maintain them for the 

benefit of all the people.” 

 

        ---Article 1, Section 27 (Declaration of Rights) of the Pennsylvania Constitution 

 

 


