Reclamation of Abandoned Mines
At New River Gorge, Gauley River, and Bluestone

By Carol A. Pollio

“Smokeless” coal from the New River Gorge once
fueled the navies and steamships of the world. Amer-
ica’s steelmills and industries depended on this clean
burning coal to meet their energy needs. Today, all that
remains of this industrial heritage is an abundance of
abandoned mine sites, including hundreds of mine
openings, refuse piles. deteriorating structures, and
dangerous highwalls.

The National Park Service administers three units in
southeastern West Virginia: New River Gorge National
River (NR), Gauley River National Recreation Area
(NRA), and Bluestone National Scenic River (NSR).
This part of West Virginia was mined extensively in the
past—for coal inthe New and Gauley River areas, and
for oil and gas near the Bluestone and Gauley Rivers.
This past mining activity created a wide range of safety
and environmental problems. which NPS managers
must now address.

Abandaned underground mines have serious poten-
lial health and safety hazards and environmental pros-
iems in New River Gorge NR and Gauley River NRA.
The greatest threat is from open or partially open mine
portals (entries). especially those mined out areas that
are exiremely unstakle and easily accessible to park
visitors and area residents.

Because of the geclogic formation of coal seams in
this part of West Virginia, coal was primarily “deep
mined.” (Diagram 1). Deep mine portals present
serious hazards to visitors, including the danger of roof
falls {loose, fafiing rack), the presence of paisonous
and explosive gases {methane). and deep pools of
water. In addition, numerous partially collapsed build-
ings and unstable walis, conveyors, rail lines, bridges,
hazardous equipment, and debris are associated with
deep mines. Specific environmental problems that go
with underground mines include mine drainage, subsi-
dence of mine voids {creating sink-haies}, and unvege-
tated, eroding mounds cf waste materials and coal
refuse.

Unreclaimed surface mines are a source of signifi-
cant landscape disturbances in all three of the NPS
areas. Hundreds of acres of unvegetated or partially
vegelated bench areas with steep unstable spails piles
and slides subject to slippage and erosion stili remain.
Major associated problems include ercsion and runoff
from highwalls. haulroad and spoil areas. rack falls.
slippage and siope failures. and lack of vegetation on
many sites.

In addition, many reclaimed surface mines within
park baundaries present problems. Surface mines.
reclaimed as contemporary standards require, are
often returned to grasslands, creating areas devoid of
woody vegetation surrounded by climax farest. Typical
reclamation seed mixtures often contain species of
grasses, £.g. rye, now known to be allelopathic (plants
which produce toxins that prevent other plants from
becaming established.)

Other types of abandoned mine sites in the three
park units include ail and gas operaticns - capped
wells and clear areas with sparse vegetation. The
Bluestone NSR contains the bulk of these abandoned
operations.

In 1988, an inventory of abandoned mine lands
{AML Inventory) was conducted through a Caoperative
Agreement with West Virginia University (Armstrang
and Yuill, 1988). Potential abandoned mine sites were

identified first by conducting thorough searches af his-
torical geological data; historical aerial photos; USGS
topographic maps; coal. oil. and gas permit and explo-
ration records, and numerous interviews with state and
local experts. The maost difficult task was ground truth-
ing the sites. The New River Gorge, often referredto as
the Grand Canyon of the East, contains rugged terrain
and few access roads. The gorge walls are steep, in
some places rising 1500 feet from river edge 1o ridge
top in as little as 100 yards.

The AML Inventory revealed 115 areas with aban-
doned mines located in the park or within a 1/2 mile of
the boundary. Each abandoned mine may contain
numerous hazards, including multiple open portals,
deteriorating structures. and scattered debris. Once
located, the sites were rated to determine which ones
presented the most serious proglems, using the follow-
ing hazard rating system.

Health and Safety

High - likely danger to exposed visitors:residents
inctuding features such as portals, unstable structures.
subsidence holes. dangerous equipment,

Medium - moderate potential for hazard if site is
visited - structures, unstable highwalls. slides. partially
accessible portals.

Low — potential for hazard but low likelihood based
on site conditions — unstable trail, low highwall, etc.

None - minimal or no hazard potential abserved.

Environmental

High - observed significant proeblem including active
slides, major polluted drainage discharges, etc.

Medium - high potential for significant future prob-
lerns — unstabie slide areas. impounded water in un-
stable areas or moderate problems observed such as
erosion and sedimentation.

Low — minor problems identified such as minor
drainage with no visual avidence of pollution or limited
erosion and sedimentation.

None —no problems observed with minimal potential
for future problems.

Eyesores
identified based on qualitative judgments in the field.
Unvegetated slides, refuse areas, dead vegetation.
coal piles and trash and debris were examples of areas
noted in this category. The visitity of mine features
from the river. trails, and major and minor roads also
was estimated and described.

Site Accessibility

Ease of access (vehicle, pedestrian. difficult pedes-
trian} and site visitation levels {based on physical evi-
dence. such as tire tracks, road use. trash, and per-
sanal interviews) were rated and described.

Inaddition, the Office of Surface Mining Reclamation
Priority System was used. It categorizes sites into six
levels that determine priorities for reclamation: Priority
1 represents a threat of substantial physical harm to
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Diagram 1. Typical Abandoned Deep Mine Site
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