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The mountains of East Tennessee are not only a source of state pride; they are a national treasure.

This is true whether you are talking about the Great Smoky Mountains, the most-visited national park, or the Cumberland Mountains, lesser known today but important as a path for America's frontier migration.

The sight of these peaks, far older than the Rockies, makes it almost inconceivable that anyone would want to blast away their mountaintops, dumping the debris into the verdant valleys below.

Yet, there are coal-mining companies that undertake this practice routinely in the Appalachian mountains of West Virginia and Kentucky, and seek to resume this deplorable method in Tennessee.

Standing in their way is U.S. Sen. Lamar Alexander, R-Tenn., who, along with Sen. Benjamin Cardin, D-Md., has filed legislation that would amend the Clean Water Act, effectively banning mountaintop removal.

Coal miners from West Virginia and parts of Kentucky have struck back, by boycotting Tennessee tourism. It seems unlikely Alexander could have anticipated a group canceling personal and industry trips to places like Dollywood because of his stand for the environment. Fortunately, the senator has not backed away from his bill.

"I understand their feelings," Alexander told The Associated Press last month, "but I have feelings, too. And my feelings are that millions of people come to Tennessee to see the beauty of the mountaintops, and not to see mountains whose tops have been blown off with the waste dumped in our streams -- which is all I am trying to stop."

Coal miners have a relatively small presence in Tennessee these days -- about 500 work here. But boycott leaders accuse Alexander of supporting Tennesseans' use of coal mined in other states while interfering with their operations. Tennessee produced 2.3 million tons of coal last year, compared to 158 million tons in West Virginia and 120 million tons in Kentucky, according to a Washington Post report.

But this argument has holes big enough to drive a drill through. The Alexander-Cardin bill does nothing to stop other types of surface mining. Coal companies can extract plenty of coal through those means, but many prefer mountaintop removal because it's quicker and cheaper.

Besides, if Tennessee buys coal from companies in West Virginia and other states, that means our money is already flowing in their direction. Tennessee is not hurting coal miners; it simply doesn't feel that irreparable damage to its scenic beauty and valley ecosystems is a fair exchange for coal companies boosting their profits.

Mining organizations in Tennessee and just over the border in Kentucky have opted out of the boycott; they have a bigger economic stake in Tennessee than the occasional pleasure trip. And the boycott has understandably riled leaders of Tennessee's multibillion-dollar hospitality industry. They would like to know how reducing mountaintops to rubble could do anything but discourage visitors to Tennessee. How, indeed?

The mining industry is powerful in West Virginia and Kentucky, which together are home to nearly half of the nation's 81,000 miners. More than any others, those states bear the scars of their sometimes-harmful practices. Tennesseans, with the help of Sen. Alexander, are signaling that they will reject destruction of its mountains. They will still be standing, when miners are ready to relent and visit the Volunteer State once again.

