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About 20 years ago, coal mine operators looking for a cheaper way to extract Appalachia's riches hit on an approach that is every bit as sinister as it sounds: mountaintop removal. Think of it as strip mining -- already an environmentally destructive enterprise -- on steroids.

First, the mining company clear-cuts a mountaintop. Then it uses explosives and bulldozers to flatten the top and expose seams of coal. The dirt and other debris are dumped in nearby valleys and, quite often, into streambeds -- Washington estimates that between 1985 and 2001, 724 miles of waterways were buried by mine waste. Whole communities are sometimes uprooted. When the mine is exhausted, the companies are supposed to reclaim and replant the land, but that usually produces excess debris and almost never succeeds in restoring the contours and, yes, the majesty, of an Appalachian mountaintop.

From the start, this practice has been controversial. Environmentalists and many community leaders argue that it violates even the skimpy regulations on strip mines and water pollution. But the companies generally have found favor with state officials -- the practice is heavily concentrated in parts of Kentucky, Tennessee, Virginia and West Virginia -- desperate for the economic benefits of mining. The Clinton administration belatedly began developing federal regulations that would have limited mountaintop removal, but failed to present them before leaving office.

The Bush administration, sympathetic to most requests from traditional energy producers, has exhibited few such qualms. In late August, it proposed regulations that purport to clarify conflicting laws. They do, in a rather perverse way, by exempting firms from the need to prove that waste won't hurt streams, fish and wildlife. Instead, they'll have to show only that they intend to prevent any such damage. Environmental lawyers say that standard is so low that it amounts to a green light for almost any mountaintop removal proposal.

The public has two months to comment on these regulations before they go into effect. But even if those comments are full of outrage -- as they should be -- the administration need not reverse course.

Congress, however, can force a different outcome. Reps. Christopher Shays of Connecticut and Frank Pallone of New Jersey have proposed a law that would expressly forbid dumping mine waste into waterways. Their colleagues need to get busy and pass it.

Greater energy independence is an important goal for this country, and efforts to see how coal can help to achieve it should continue. But devastating the mountains of Appalachia -- a natural treasure and a cultural touchstone for millions of Americans -- cannot be justified in its pursuit.

