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April 7, 2011

Governor Steve Beshear








700 Capitol Avenue, Suite 100

Frankfort, KY 40601

Dear Governor Beshear,

On behalf of the Harlan County Chapter of KFTC, welcome to the beautiful community of Lynch, Kentucky, and our neighboring towns of Cumberland and Benham. We are glad you are here. We urgently and respectfully request your help.

Our communities are nestled at the base of Black Mountain, Kentucky’s tallest peak. We enjoy the fresh, clear, good water that flows out off the mountain. We look after our neighbors. And we feel blessed to live in the loveliest place we know. 

But all of those things are now threatened by proposed surface mine permits that would, if granted, endanger our homes, historic sites, and source of pure drinking water. In fact, the National Trust for Historic Preservation has listed Black Mountain as one of “America's 11 Most Endangered Historic Places.”

These towns were originally built as coal camps: Lynch by US Steel and Benham by International Harvester. During and after World War I, the population of Lynch soared to nearly 10,000 men, women and children representing 38 different nationalities. But jobs declined sharply starting in the 1960’s as mechanization and surface mining replaced underground miners. US Steel pulled out in 1984. Today Lynch is home to about 800 residents. 

After the big coal companies left, our towns were left to pull ourselves up by our bootstraps. With the help of many people working together, and with significant investments from Southeast Community and Technical College and the Commonwealth of Kentucky, we’ve made a lot of progress. We are aware that you have already visited our Coal Mine Museum in the old Benham Commissary.  Visitors can also stay in the School House Inn, housed in Benham’s old “white” school and visit with the good people at the Eastern Kentucky Social Club, located in Lynch in the old “black” school. It is possible to tour our state of the art underground coal mine, Portal 31. And everyone here can enjoy beautiful views of big Black Mountain, thanks in part to a deal negotiated by Governor Paul Patton to prevent strip-mining on the upper elevations.
These are just a few examples of the opportunity we have, today, to build a stronger, healthier economy based on the natural beauty and unique history of this valley. And there is so much more that could be done. Our water is pure and ideal for a water bottling plant. The force of the water running off Black Mountain could turn small turbines and provide affordable energy for our communities. We’ve got good potential for community scale wind development. With some vision and a little support, we could put people to work weatherizing all these homes that were built by the coal companies back in the 1920’s. In other words, we’re off to a good start. If we protect what we’ve got, this valley could provide a model for the whole region about how to begin to transition and diversify our economy. 

But all of that is now in jeopardy. A company called A & G now proposes to strip-mine part of Looney Ridge above Lynch. They plan to mine through streams that feed into the Lynch public water system, which now provides water for 747 people and could potentially serve Cumberland, Benham, and all communities from the top of Pine Mountain to the Virginia line. They would also build 18 sediment ponds above our town, putting our homes and perhaps our lives at risk in the event of a rupture or overflow. Blasting damage will also threaten our homes, along with many historic community buildings.
In addition, Nally & Hamilton have proposed a new strip-mine that would butt up against the new A & G mine.  This surface mine would be directly above Portal 31 – the jewel of our town’s tourism development efforts. If they blast, it will likely destroy the portal and its potential as a magnet for tourism. 
Both of these companies have bad records when it comes to polluting water and damaging the health and safety of nearby communities. As you flew in and out of here today, we hope that you got a first hand view of the destruction caused by A & G’s mountaintop removal operations on the Virginia side of the mountain. We simply cannot allow that to be our destiny.
For all these reasons, our communities have organized to oppose these permits. We have followed all the channels and participated in every step of the permit process. We’ve asked all the necessary questions and raised key concerns. We’ve met with coal company officials to discuss alternative mining plans that could protect our water and reduce the impact on our landscape. We’ve even filed Lands Unsuitable For Mining petitions, under a provision in the 1977 Surface Mining Reclamation and Control Act that exists precisely to protect communities like ours. 

Unfortunately, the response from your administration has been disappointing. Twice, our Lands Unsuitable For Mining petitions have been rejected by Secretary Len Peters as “frivolous,” a decision which we believe violates the letter and spirit of the law. The pending surface mining permits (Nally and Hamilton # 867-0472 and A & G # 848-0287) are close to completion and could be acted upon any day by the Kentucky Division of Mine Permits. 
Unless you step forward to oppose these permits now, our last remaining hope lies in the US Environmental Protection Agency, which could use its powers to review and reject the water discharge permits associated with these mines. This is why we find the state’ lawsuit against the EPA so objectionable, and why we urge you to actively support EPA’s rigorous efforts to enforce the laws that protect our health.  

We look to you, as governor, to help us build a better future and to protect our communities from the destruction that will surely follow if these mine permits go through. Specifically, we urge you to take the following immediate actions:

· Declare your support for designating key areas around Benham and Lynch as “Lands Unsuitable for Mining” and direct your Energy and Environment Cabinet to revisit and reverse their recent ruling on this matter. 
· Instruct the Kentucky Division of Mine Permits and Kentucky Division of Water to deny mining and water discharge permits that threaten the water supply, quality of life, and economic development assets in the communities of Benham and Lynch.
· Encourage the Kentucky Department for Local Government to support an application from the City of Lynch for an Energy Efficiency and Conservation Block Grant that would provide seed money for retrofitting public buildings and exploring the development of local renewable resources. (This application was submitted more than one year ago.)

· Direct the Kentucky Energy and Environment Cabinet to withdraw from the lawsuit it joined last October, in which your administration joined with the National Mining Association against the EPA’s efforts to protect our health and water quality.
· Direct the Kentucky Division of Water to stop using a rubber-stamp process (known as the 402 general coal mining permit) which allows companies to pollute our water with minimal restrictions and without public input about site-specific health and environmental impacts.
· Meet with a delegation of KFTC members and top state officials before the end of May to discuss in detail additional actions that could be taken to support an economic transition in the mountains and better protect our health and communities.
Thank you for your urgent attention to the issues we’ve raised today.  

Sincerely,

Stanley Sturgill and Carl Shoupe

Members of the Harlan County Chapter of KFTC 
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