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States and tribes with mining in their territories are supporting, at least in principle, an Obama administration 
proposal to create a system for reclaiming abandoned hardrock mines. 

The coal industry has long paid a fee to the federal Office of Surface Mining for abandoned coal mine cleanups. 
No such system exists for non-coal operations, something the White House and many Democrats in Congress 
are wanting to change. 

"There is clearly a need to establish both the funding mechanism and the administrative program to address 
these legacy sites," Colorado mining regulator Bruce Stover wrote to congressional appropriators this week on 
behalf of the National Association of Abandoned Mine Land Programs. 

NAAMLP is on the same page as the Interstate Mining Compact Commission, an association of states, in 
suggesting that OSM could oversee reclamation funds for both coal and non-coal mines. 

Greg Conrad, IMCC's executive director, wrote in his own comments to lawmakers that hardrock mining 
reform can come "through a fee or through a meaningful Good Samaritan program that provides liability 
protection for those undertaking this type of work." 

In 2012, U.S. EPA released a memo meant to clarify the rules for groups, called Good Samaritans, wanting to 
help clean up the long roster of abandoned hardrock mines. Liability concerns have left many on the sidelines. 

Congress, however, has been reluctant to enact Good Samaritan legislation, with Democrats in particular wary 
of reopening the Clean Water Act and inadvertently creating new liability loopholes. 

When it comes to enacting a new reclamation fee, as President Obama has proposed, pro-mining lawmakers 
worry that further taxing companies will hurt job creation. 

The National Mining Association has called the proposed fee a "dirt tax" because one calculation would charge 
companies for the amount of material they displace. 

NMA has also questioned the calculation for a proposed royalty for hardrock mine production on federal land. 
Currently, no such royalty exists. 

Ending payments 

Even though state regulators have spoken positively about hardrock mining reclamation reform, they have 
consistently blasted the Obama administration's plan to end coal mine reclamation payments to states and tribes 
that have finished their priority coal mine cleanups. 

"To reduce the deficit and ensure AML funding is used for reclaiming high-priority AML sites, the 
Administration proposes terminating mandatory payments to states and tribes that have finished reclaiming their 
abandoned coal mines," OSM said in a recent statement, "saving $295 million over 10 years." 



Unlike previous years, the spending blueprint by House Budget Chairman Paul Ryan (R-Wis.) appears to make 
no mention of cutting coal reclamation payments for unrelated purposes. 

Lawmakers from certified states, including Wyoming Rep. Cynthia Lummis (R), jealously guard the funds 
because they are part of a 2006 amendment compromise to the Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act. 
Colorado's Stover agrees. 

"The elimination of funding for certified state and tribal AML grants not only breaks the promise of State and 
Tribal Share funding," Stover said, "but upsets the balance and compromise that was achieved in the 
comprehensive restructuring of SMCRA accomplished by the 2006 Amendments following more than 10 years 
of discussion and negotiation by all affected parties." 

IMCC's Conrad added, "We urge the Congress to reject this unjustified, ill-conceived proposal, delete it from 
the budget and restore the full mandatory funding amount of $250 million." 

Like last year, state advocates also pushed back against Obama administration concerns that states are not 
spending their coal reclamation dollars fast enough. 

"There seems to be a fundamental disconnect between the way the states and tribes are required to administer, 
manage and record the dispersal of their AML grant funds and the way federal agencies like the Office of 
Surface Mining report the usage of grant funds," said Stover. 

Cutting grants 

Just yesterday, a group of coal-field advocates, organized by the Pennsylvania-based Citizens Coal Council, met 
with Interior Secretary Sally Jewell to press for stronger oversight by OSM of state coal mine regulatory 
programs. 

"The federal Office of Surface Mining needs full funding and more staff to enforce our existing laws," Joyce 
Blumenshine, conservation chairwoman for the Illinois chapter of the Sierra Club, told Jewell, according to 
prepared remarks. "My state mining program is not doing enough to enforce existing mining regulations." 

Even though OSM's budget would go down by $5.3 million under Obama's proposed fiscal 2015 budget, the 
agency would get almost $4 million in additional funds for implementing SMCRA (Greenwire, April 8). 

"In our view," Conrad wrote, "this is code language for enhanced and expanded federal oversight of state 
programs and reflects a move by OSM to exert a more direct role in state programs, especially regarding 
permitting decisions, thereby weakening state primacy." 

Conrad not only is at odds with the administration and coal field groups on OSM funding, but also wants 
lawmakers to ignore the president's request to cut regulatory grants to states and tribes by more than $13 
million. 

"As states prepare their future budgets, we trust that the recent increases approved by Congress will remain the 
new base on which we build our programs," said Conrad, questioning OSM's suggestion that states make up the 
difference through industry fees. 

http://www.eenews.net/greenwire/2014/04/08/stories/1059997544


"OSM's proposal is completely out of touch with the realities associated with establishing or enhancing user 
fees, especially given the need for approvals by state legislatures," he said. 

Conrad equally complained to congressional appropriators about the White House proposal to zero out Mine 
Safety and Health Administration grants to states. 

MSHA head Joe Main has defended the proposal as a way to shift the burden for mine safety training from his 
agency to mine operators, according to his interpretation of current law. 

Conrad sees the law differently. He said it "was structured to be much broader in scope and to stand as a 
separate and distinct part of the overall mine safety and health program." 

"MSHA appears to be playing the 'training card' in its budget justification," said Conrad, "to duplicate the 
excellent work that has already been undertaken by the states in this area solely to increase funding for MSHA 
staff." 
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