COAL-MINE SPOIL BANKS OFFER GOOD POTENTIAL
FOR TIMBER AND WILDLIFE PRODUCTION

More than 300,000 acres have
been strip-mined for coal in the
Anthracite and Bituminous Regions
of Pennsylvania—most of this since
World War II. And an additional
10,000 to 15,000 acres are strip-
mined each year. Since 1945 coal
operators have been required to
revegetate the areas disturbed by
mining. Although the primary pur-
pose of revegetation is to provide
permanent cover for stabilization
and protection, the spoil areas are
also potentially good for timber and
wildlife production.

Timber Production

Strip-mined land is often better
suited for growing timber products
than is generally recognized. Planted
trees survive and grow well over a
wide range of spoil conditions. Areas
cleared by mining operations can be
planted to preferred species with
assurance that competition from
undesirable trees and other plants
will be minimal. Another advantage
of strip-mined land is that the roads
constructed to haul out coal will
later provide access to establish,
manage, protect, and harvest trees.

Since most of the strip mines in
the state are located in densely
forested areas, approximately 80
percent of the spoil banks have been
replanted to trees. Although some
products can eventually be harvested
from these areas, very few of the

* Mr. Davis is project leader of the
Northeastern Station’s strip-mine area
restoration project, located at Berea,
Kentucky. From 1959 to 1966 he
worked at the Northeastern Station’s
Kingston, Pennsylvania, unit on vari-
ous strip-mine problems. Mr. David-
son is associate silviculturist at the
Kingston unit.

By Grant Davis and
Walter H. Davidson
U.S. Forest Service*

early plantations were designed spe-
cifically for timber production.

At first, strip-mined land was
thought to be unproductive waste-
land incapable of producing any-
thing valuable. Many species of trees
were planted on these areas in the
hope that some would grow well
enough to provide adequate cover.
However, studies of these first plan-
tations soon dispelled the initial pes-
simism.

In 1961 a growth-and-yield study
of older plantations indicated that
good timber crops could be grown
on some spoils. The study revealed
that several plantations had pro-
duced more than 100 cubic feet per
acre per year over the first 25 years.
And some species of trees grew
faster on spoils than on undisturbed
sites. On favorable spoil sites, plan-
tations that are properly managed
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for timber production should pro-
duce pulpwood in 20 to 25 years
and sawlogs in 30 to 40 years.

Although most spoils will produce
timber products, only about one-
quarter can be classed as really good
sites; and about one-quarter of the
spoils are too poor to be managed
for timber.

Additional studies were conduc-
ted by the U.S. Forest Service in
cooperation with other state and
federal agencies and the Pennsyl-
vania Coal Mining Association to
determine the best species to plant
on each type of spoil. These studies
confirmed that conifers do espe-
cially well on the acid spoils com-
monly found in Pennsylvania.
Conifers are particularly desirable
because they are in low supply
throughout the state. Also, bands of
evergreens break up the continuity

Strip-mined lands offer almost unlimited opportunities to develop readily accessible

sites for timber and wildlife production.







