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C
oal mining has

been ongoing in

A p p a l a c h i a

since the first coal

seam was discovered

in 1750 in Virginia.

Mining became a pre-

dominant part of the econ-

omy of many Appalachian areas in

the 1900s, which grew and declined as coal prices boomed and

busted. Over time, the coal was mined out or operations shifted

to other areas. As mining operations ceased or moved, many of

the workers and their families left, leaving barren lands, polluted

waterways and a struggling local economy. Hundreds of small

towns in Appalachia, often developed from these early coal

towns, struggle with the many environmental and economic is-

sues left from pre-regulation coal mining. More than 3.5 million

Appalachian residents live within a mile of an abandoned mine

land site.

In recent years, watershed groups throughout Appalachia

formed independently, all with similar aspirations to repair the

environmental degradation left from historic coal mining

while creating the economic stability needed in rural commu-

nities. These change-minded community improvement groups

are typically small in size and rely on community volunteers to

bring real change to their community and their economy.

Bypassing barriers of age and class, these organizations are

uniting communities and working with government to create

a stronger future.

The Appalachian Coal Country Watershed Team (ACCWT) was

created in response to requests from watershed groups through-

out coal country. Founded in 2002 by its director, Dr. T. Allan

Comp, the ACCWT is an innovative partnership between

AmeriCorps VISTA, concerned with poverty, the Office of Surface

Mining, concerned with environmental reclamation and safety,

and local watershed/community groups. The ACCWT places de-

termined, energetic college graduates in Appalachian communi-

ties for a year or two of full-time service, providing opportuni-

The Appalachian Coal
Country Watershed Team 

OSM/VISTA’s Evan Smith, Head of Three Rivers, Letcher County, Ky.,
tests water conductivity.

OSM/VISTA’s Kelly Martin monitors stream quality in the George’s
Creek watershed area, Maryland. Martin helped secure the grant
that allowed the George’s Creek Watershed Association to build
the SAPS Railroad AMD cleanup site.

OSM/VISTA’s Cassie McCrae plants Chestnuts on Arbor Day at an
AML site in the George’s Creek watershed area, Maryland.

National Service and
America’s Environmental ChallengesBy Jessica Vierling
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ties for the community they might not otherwise have.

OSM/VISTA write community development grants, they have or-

ganizational skills to bring more community members and other

partners to the table, education skills to help local citizens break

the cycle of poverty and help change attitudes toward the de-

graded environment that surrounds them. OSM/VISTA address

not only immediate and pressing water quality problems, they

support their local communities in the longer, more hard-fought

struggles of community sustainability, job stability, and success-

ful futures for citizens in rural America. Overall, OSM/VISTA are

aiding the transition from mining to other suitable and available

economies, driving alternative energy development and refor-

estation on abandoned mine lands, reconnecting people to their

rivers and their environment, and making sustainable change

more possible through training and education.

Site specific remediation

The George’s Creek Watershed, located in Allegany and Garrett

Counties, Md., serves as an exemplary ACCWT project. Head -

waters for George’s Creek begin above Frostburg, Md., and the

creek ends as it empties into the North Branch of the Potomac

River in Westernport, Md. The drainage area for the watershed

lies between Danâs Mountain and Big Savage Mountain. Coal

mining in the George’s Creek region began to boom in the 1830s

when the first Maryland Geological Survey reported the area had

coal of “extraordinary thickness.” By the early 1900s deep min-

ing in the region peaked and 4.5 million tons of coal was being

produced annually in Western Maryland. The deep mining that

had once almost solely supported George’s Creek communities

is now the source of environmental problems throughout the

area. Because of the mountainous topography of the George's

Creek area, many of the deep mines were mined “up dip” from

the bottom of the hill, allowing mine water to drain out, thereby

polluting George’s Creek and its tributaries with acid mine

drainage (AMD). AMD has left portions of George's Creek and its

tributaries fishless with little hope of re-establishing a fishery in

these streams.

The George's Creek Watershed Asso ciation (GCWA) began in

1995 and it has been committed to finding solutions to envi-

ronmental problems in the watershed and assisting other agen-

cies in their efforts to remediate these problems. The GCWA has

been effective in determining the extent of AMD, developing pas-

sive treatment systems, and evaluating flooding issues in the

George's Creek area.

The GCWA first partnered with the ACCWT in 2003 while they

were working on the Knapp’s Meadow Stream Bank Restoration

Area. The Knapp’s Meadow site, formerly the Allegany County

Garage, was to become a community park that would provide

handicapped access to George’s Creek. However, human activi-

ties over the past years at the site altered the natural floodplain,

THE APPALACHIAN COAL
COUNTRY WATERSHED 

TEAM

OSM/VISTA’s Megan Williams, OSM/VISTA Luke Elser and Wayne Lehman
view an Acid Mine Drainage treatment site outside of Pottsville, Pa. This
area of Pennsylvania falls under the Schuylkill Conservation District;
AMD treatment ponds such as this are commonly used in the area.

A fish shocking in George’s Creek, Md.

CONTAINMENT SOLUTIONS 
                       FOR A BETTER WORLD.

International Lining Technology  
681 S. Edison Way Reno, NV 89502  866.740.2929  www.intlining.com

Carlota Copper Mine Miami, AZ



12 AMERICAN SOCIETY OF MINING AND RECLAMATION ◆ Fall 2009

placing half of the planned parking lot in

a flood plain. In order to proceed with the

park plans, the GCWA partnered with sev-

eral agencies to secure funding to restore

the natural flood plain of the site.

OSM/VISTA’s Melissa O’Neal wrote and

received a Kodak American Greenways

Grant, and a Chesapeake Bay Trust/Fish

America Foundation Grant to provide

funding for the Knapp’s Meadow Stream

Restoration and Park Project. The site is an

excellent demonstration of stream bank

restoration, as well as a park with fishing

access to George’s Creek.

In 2005, OSM/VISTA’s Kelly Martin

began her work with the GCWA. Martin

helped secure a Watershed Cooperative

Grant and applied for a National Fish and

Wildlife Foundation/CBT Small Water -

sheds grant for the construction of a

Successive Alkalinity Producing System

(SAPS) in the Railroad Street Mine

Drainage Remediation Project. This SAPS

technology is suited to the Railroad Street

Mine site and is incorporated into the

drainage remediation design. Martin also

assisted in obtaining a Special Project

Grant through Canaan Valley Institute

(CVI), which funded cleaning and re-

design of the Pulse Limestone Bed in-

stalled to address the major AMD seep in

Mill Run. In February 2005, the Pulse

Limestone Bed system earned GCWA with

the prestigious Conservation Service

Award from the United States Department

of the Interior.

The type of successful remediation

work accomplished for the GCWA illus-

trates the hard work of both OSM/VISTA

Volunteers and the community groups

with whom they work. The Appalachian

Coal Country Watershed Team and all its

partners continue to make similar accom-

plishments throughout the Appalachian

coal region every year. In the last 12

months alone, ACCWT and its

OSM/VISTA, working with their local wa-

tershedgroups logged 4,200 hours of vol-

unteer time, over a half-million dollars of

in-kind services, $650,000 in cash grants

and nearly 400 partnerships – all this in a

region where money and time are scarce. 

For more information please

see www.accwt.org. ■
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