



March 17, 2010 

The Honorable Nancy Sutley, Chair

White House Council on Environmental Quality

722 Jackson Place, NW

Washington, DC 20503

The Honorable Lisa Jackson, Administrator

Environmental Protection Agency

1200 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W. 

Washington, DC 20460

The Honorable Jo Ellen Darcy

Assistant Secretary for Civil Works

108 Army Pentagon 

Washington, DC 20310-0108

Dear Chair Sutley, Administrator  Jackson and Assistant Secretary Darcy:

Justice - Wisdom - Stewardship. 

These core faith values instruct us as people of faith in the way we make choices, the way we exist in this world. Even more, these values are the foundation of good leadership, leadership that wields influence for the betterment of all members of society. We write out of concern for the communities in Appalachia, who are now subjected to the incredible and unprecedented injustice of mountaintop removal mining.  We urge you to take action to prevent mountaintop removal and protect these communities by immediately excluding all waste from the definition of “fill material.”
In 2002, the Bush administration changed a key Clean Water Act rule to broaden the definition of legal fill material to include mining waste. This decision effectively legalized mountaintop removal, leading coal companies across Appalachia to seize on this rollback of the Clean Water Act to use valleys and streams as dumping grounds for waste from their mountaintop removal mines. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) estimates to date, close to 2,000 miles of streams have been contaminated or destroyed by this practice. Furthermore, thousands of acres of forests and at least 450 mountains and summits in Appalachia have been destroyed. Many more are slated for mountaintop removal mining. 

As a result, communities throughout Appalachia suffer daily from polluted drinking water, increased flooding, damage to homes and buildings due to mining blasts, massive amounts of dust, related health ailments, and a devastated landscape. .  The increase in mountaintop removal mining has also meant a decrease in jobs as people are replaced with machines. Mining jobs in Central Appalachia fell by 23,500 miners, or 50%, from 1993 to 2003 – a rate two and a half times faster than the decline in overall coal production in the region. 

Peer-reviewed research published in the distinguished journal Science found the impacts of mountaintop removal to be “pervasive and irreversible, and that mitigation cannot compensate for losses” to waterways or biodiversity. Leading scientists agree current attempts to regulate water pollution runoff from mountaintop removal sites are “clearly inadequate,” and stronger, more rigorous federal regulations are immediately needed to protect water quality in mountaintop mining regions.   

Further, the negative impacts of mountaintop removal decrease the quality of life in an area of our country that is already plagued by incredible poverty, high unemployment, and high illiteracy rates. The true costs of mountaintop mining as measured by damaged ecosystems and degraded human health are being borne by the people who get little benefit and can least afford to pay these external costs. All Americans should have equal access to a just economic system and a healthy environment, yet this is not being realized in Appalachia and the situation is getting increasingly worse. We, therefore, ask the Obama administration to demonstrate the wisdom and fortitude needed to stop this injustice.  

Specifically, we respectfully ask that the EPA, the Army Corps of Engineers (AOC), and the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) take immediate action to close the Clean Water Act loophole and explicitly exclude all waste from the definition of “fill material,” restoring the policy that was in place for the first three decades of the Clean Water Act. Immediate action on this issue is needed to prevent further damage and threats to the people and wildlife of Appalachia. 

Forty years ago, our government demonstrated the visionary leadership needed to protect the citizens and ecosystems of this country by establishing the Clean Water Act. Now, we call on you, our national leaders, to exercise similar bold and visionary leadership to protect the mountains, streams, and people of Appalachia. 

We would welcome the opportunity to meet with you at your earliest convenience. Thank you in advance for your prompt attention to this matter; we greatly appreciate your consideration. 
Sincerely,
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