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RECOMMENDATION CONCERNING


AREAS UNSUITABLE FOR MINING


PETITION 56959901


SHADE TOWNSHIP


SOMERSET COUNTY





EXECUTIVE SUMMARY





A petition to designate an area in Shade Township, Somerset County, as unsuitable for mining was received by the Department on September 27, 1995.  The petition was submitted by the Shade Township Supervisors.  The petition area includes approximately 565 acres located immediately northeast of the village of Reels Corners.  The Department determined that the petition was complete and notified the petitioners on October 27, 1995, that the petition was accepted for technical study.





The Department and the Environmental Quality Board held a public hearing on the petition on August 14, 1996, and the Department prepared a comment and response document responding to pertinent issues raised during the public hearing and the subsequent public comment period.





The petitioners alleged that surface mining activities could result in the degradation or loss of surface and groundwater resources, including aquifers and aquifer recharge areas used for water supply.  The petitioners sought designation of all coals occurring within the petition area and alluded to adverse effects on water resources which occurred after surface and underground mining were conducted in other parts of Somerset County. A primary concern identified was the alleged potential loss of private water supplies through surface effects of underground mining in the petition area.





The petition area coincides with the approximate boundary of the Coal Mining Activity Permit Application Number 56961301, known as the Agustus Mine, submitted by RoxCoal, Inc. proposing to conduct underground mining on the Upper Kittanning coal seam.  The permit application is being reviewed by the McMurray District Mining Office concurrently with the Department’s technical study of the petition area.





As part of the permit review process, RoxCoal, Inc. identified alternate water supply sources which could be developed in response to any adverse effects caused by mining the Upper Kittanning coal.  A well field developed adjacent to the eastern boundary of the petition area, and other wells drilled through strata at or above the Upper Freeport coal horizon, were identified as suitable sources of replacement water supply if any existing wells are rendered unusable by underground mining operations.





Based upon the technical study and evaluation of public comments the Department found that, although there is a potential that underground mining operations within the petition area could result in loss of some water supply wells, there are strata which contain aquifer zones that are suitable as replacement water supplies.





Because the petition was filed under the discretionary criteria concerning the substantial loss or reduction of long-range productivity of water supply, we believe that the Department’s recommendation to the Environmental Quality Board should be that none of the petition area be designated as unsuitable for surface mining activities.  This recommendation would allow for evaluation of the hydrologic impacts of mining specific coals or areas through the permit review process and would provide for protection of water supplies within the constraints of mining and reclamation technology.





This recommendation would not affect any rights or responsibilities of the general public or the regulated industry.





The Mining and Reclamation Advisory Board (MRAB) is scheduled to review this recommendation at its meeting of October 3, 1996.





The authorizing act requires that a decision on the designation of an area as unsuitable for mining be made within 60 days after a public hearing on the petition.  The petitioners, intervenors, and interested persons known to the Department will be notified of the recommendation.





A 30-day comment period on the EQB decision is recommended.  No other public meetings or hearings are scheduled.


