EDITORIAL; Pulling punches

Courier - Journal - Louisville, Ky.

	Date:
	Jun 16, 2009

	Start Page:
	A.4

	Section:
	Forum

	Text Word Count:
	362


Document Text
During his election campaign, President Obama hinted at change environmentalists could believe in: hope that he would take serious measures to curb strip mining in Appalachia.

Now the White House Council on Environmental Quality is acting as if last week's new regulatory standards realize that campaign promise. Actually, Mr. Obama's new initiative comes as a disappointment.

The new rules provide some stricter federal regulation of mountaintop removal, whereby miners blast away sections of mountains blocking access to coal, then dump the excess rock into valleys and rivers. The result is dirty water, desolate land and destroyed mountains. Mountaintop removal is a violent attack on the Appalachian landscape.

Mr. Obama is taking no steps toward outlawing mountaintop removal, nor is he really even attempting to reduce the number of mountaintop removal operations. The primary difference between the old rules and the new is a little more red tape. Whereas before, the federal government issued what Bill Caylor, president of the Kentucky Coal Association, called "nationwide" permits, by which coal companies could employ mountaintop removal at their will, now permits will be awarded on a case-by-case basis.

The Kentucky Resources Council acknowledges that the initiative is a step in the right direction, but rightly says that it falls far short of what Appalachia needs.

To outlaw mountaintop removal would require federal legislation. Unless and until that happens, it is the charge of the Obama administration to enforce the Clean Water Act and the Surface Coal Mining and Reclamation Act -- and the Resources Council believes that Mr. Obama has not shown his commitment to those laws. Five months after taking office, he has yet to appoint a director of the Office of Surface Mining.

The fact that Mr. Caylor called the news "a relief" should be cause for concern. If the coal industry sees its reliance on mountaintop removal as unthreatened, then Mr. Obama is not paying his proper dues to the environment. Installing a more elaborate federal bureaucracy is a poor substitute for substantive reform.

The Appalachian mountain chains are one of our region's, and indeed our country's, greatest resources. Mr. Obama should make clear that he won't stand for their continued destruction.

