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Stripmining for Western Coal: Not Necessarily Bad 

DONALD R. DIETZ 

Many people are punching the 
“panic but ton” now because the 
long-predicted energy shortage has 
finally hit them where it hurts, i.e., 
higher gasoline and other fuel costs 
coupled with the inconvenience we 
endured last winter of waiting in line, 
etc., etc. It’s also a great time for the 
so-called “experts” and “doomsayers” 
who are in their heyday because there 
are lots of people who will listen to 
them now. Amazing what a turned 
down thermostat or the unbelievable 
price rise of gasoline will do to shake a 
person out of his apathy. I keep 
hoping to hear a “voice of reason out 
of the wilderness” so to speak, but all 
I hear are polarized comments such 
as-“Forget the environment -we need 
Oil now”; or “Don’t touch the 
coal-get the power from atomic 
energy.” 

As a scientist recently associated 
with some of the surface mining 
activities 0 ccurring on western 
rangelands, I have been horrified by 
some of the terrific environmental 
destruction, and yet gratified by some 
of the spoils reclamation efforts. These 
experiences convinced me that surface 
mining does not have to be all bad, at 
least in the high plains, and that it may 
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even present a once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity to increase wildlife and 
recreation values. 

Before you scream “traitor” let me 
present my case and then just possibly 
you may want to look at some of the 
mining activities and decide for 
yourself. I have seen the disturbance 
to the range and the reclamation 
efforts around Colstrip, Montana, and 
Gillette, Wyoming, and other areas in 
the high plains. On some areas, I do 
not believe the moon surface could 
look much worse, while on others I 
think the disturbance and reclamation 
have actually improved wildlife 
habitat. The opportunities to create 
wildlife habitat, recreation, and 
improved livestock grazing areas are 
almost limitless, simply because of the 
high value of coal in relation to the 
cost of reclamation (at least where 
precipitation is adequate). On the 
better areas some coal seams are nearly 
100 feet thick. At $10 a ton and 
200,000 tons per acre the coal is 
worth roughly about two million 
dollars per acre. With these kinds of 
values involved we can afford to spend 
monies to reclaim the land. In fact, we 
can just about create what we want 
out of the overburden. Removing a 
seam of coal 100 feet thick, for 
example, will certainly change the 
natural contour of the land, so we may 
as well put it back the way we want it. 

This could take the form of lakes, 
valleys, fields, rolling terrain, etc., and 
in just about any combination and 
juxtaposition desired. I know of places 
now where gamefish are inhabiting 
lakes, ponds, and streams just below 
and fed from waters draining active 
coal mines in Wyoming. The low sulfur 
coal does not create the acid-waste so 
familiar in the eastern United States. 

Mule deer, pronghorns, sagegrouse, 
waterfowl, and other assorted wildlife 
congregate around the water-influence 
zone surrounding the surface coal 
mines. The reclaimed spoil areas 
around some mines are actually 
producing good stands of alfalfa and 
wheat. Can you imagine how attractive 
these fields are to the indigenous 
wildlife or would be to exotic species 
such as pheasant and Hungarian 
partridge. We are creating an explosive 
situation right now on the range-coal 
field complex of our western states. 
Each day more and more habitats are 
disturbed. While some of them are 
altered for the better through spoils 
reclamation, many are not. There is a 
crying need for adequate research so 
that effective management can be 
done now. We cannot afford to delay 
any longer. Legislation is needed 
immediately, except no one knows 
really what to legislate. What we really 
need to know is: (1) the present 
potential and capability of the land, 
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(2) the ecologic as well as economic 
cost to mine the minerals, and (3) the 
alternative choices involved in 
reclamation. What do we want this 
land to produce? What can it produce? 
Who should pay for it? Who should 
benefit from the changes? Reasonable 
men should be able to seek out these 
answers and come up with fair, 
workable solutions. 

The explosive situation I referred to 
earlier is the fact that some mined and 
r e claimed areas (such as alfalfa 
producing fields seem to attract 
wildlife such as sagegrouse, pronghorn 
and mule deer for miles around. This 
search for edge or variety or “what 
have you” in a sea of sagebrush and 
western wheatgrass could completely 
disrupt the natural order of the 
ecosystem in a way such as we have 
not seen since the prairie chicken 
invaded the great plains along with the 
homesteaders. We may see a long 
population boom, or a boom and bust, 
or just a quick bust. The feared quick 
bust could come from concentrating 
wildlife in areas where they may fall 
easy prey to poachers, pollutants, 
predators, pesticides, or parasite and 
disease vectors and/or legal hunting 
pressure. There are diseases that can 
rapidly deplete wild populations such 
as e pizootic hemorrhagic disease 
(EHD) in white-tailed deer, coccidiosis 
in birds, etc. The boom and bust could 

come from great initial activity in 
reclamation and then total disregard 
for the long term maintenance of 
reclaimed lands and a return to the 
dust bowl days or worse. The long 
boom may be achieved by long range 
planning based on adequate research, 
then effective and continued 
management for an optimum product 
mix. This would need to be supported 
by the desires of the people and 
enforced by legislation. 

I advocate stripmining for coal if, 
and only if, we go at it in the manner 
described above. Alternative sources of 
energy, to me, pose a greater 
environmental threat at this time. Oil 
is scarce and readily depleted and 
should be reserved for the highest 
priority uses such as gasoline. Besides 
we have yet to see the environmental 
effect of the Alaskan pipeline and all 
that involves. Use of atomic energy 
bothers me (and a lot of others too) 
because of the extraordinary time 
involved in radiation decay. The plants 
are potentially dangerous and there is 
no safe place to put the waste. Oil 
shale refining may be very costly, we 
are not tooled up for it yet, and much 
of it occurs in prime mule deer winter 
range. Apparently spoils disposition 
may be a real tough problem, too. But 
coal supplies are so extensive (enough 
to last 300-400 years) and the yield so 
high per acre, that the environmental 

impact could be spread out over 
hundreds of years and millions of 
acres. With sound ecological planning 
and a continuing effort the impact 
could even be beneficial rather than 
detrimental. 

The coal could be sent to where the 
need is, if the local impact of 
producing electricity would be too 
great near the source. The empty cars 
returning west could be used to haul 
solid waste and treated sewage (really 
just a form of organic and chemical 
fertilizer). Some waste could be used 
to partially fill some of the pits, while 
the more enriched portions could be 
used for fertilizers and organic matter 
on the harsher sites. 

It is just possible that instead of a 
western moonscape, the reclaimed 
lands could be a series of landscaped 
lakes, fields, meadows, and rolling 
uplands open to the public for 
recreation and enjoyment and teeming 
with wildlife. Livestock would be a 
vital part of the scene as they would 
be a prime tool in achieving and 
maintaining the desired vegetation 
type and successionary stage. 

This really is not as far-fetched as it 
may seem. I have seen enough to 
believe it can be done if we really want 
it that way. It is wholly up to us to 
decide if we want it, how we want it, 
and then go ahead and do it. 


