2005 Northeast Forest Soils Conference a Success

The 2005 Northeast Forest Soils Conference was held in southern West Virginia July 18th through July 21st, 2005.   This year’s conference was a very successful cooperative effort between the US Forest Service, NRCS, and the coal industry.  Participants had the unique opportunity to visit active and reclaimed mountaintop removal mines on private company land, as well as look at many soil profiles, on both reclaimed and native soils, see firsthand the effects of wildfire on southern West Virginia forests, and learn about the local history of the area. 
On Monday evening, June 18th, the conference started with dinner and after dinner introduction to Forest soils related issues in West Virginia.  Thirty participants from 9 northeastern states and Ontario received a thorough introduction to the forests of  West Virginia  from Ed Murriner, West Virginia Division of Forestry.  Larry Emerson, from Arch Coal, provided an introduction to mountaintop mining, and important safety briefing was provided by Bernie Rafferty.  Last, but definitely not least, David Ledford, from the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation talked about using elk to restore ecosystems and provided numerous examples  from Kentucky coal mining sites.  The question and answer sessions were lively, as interest in all these topics was obviously quite high.  

Tuesday morning, July 19th, the participants loaded into vans to head to the Dal-Tex mine site in Logan County.  Dal-Tex is not active at this time, and has about 10,000 acres of reclaimed mine land.  At our first stop on the Dal-Tex site, we viewed two soil pits to decide for ourselves about soil development processes in reclaimed soils.  Both of these pits were of the Fiveblock series  and showed development of a brief O horizon, and A horizon, and either a C/A or and AC horizon over C1 and C2 horizons, all developed within about 7 years post-reclamation.  Jeff Skousen talked about the reclamation research that he had been involved with, and the publications that were included in the handouts. The minesoils had higher bases, pH and base saturation than native soils, but lower carbon and nitrogen concentrations.  
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 Larry Emerson provided information on reclamation processes, legal requirements and guidelines for vegetation, and we viewed areas that had been reclaimed for wildlife purposes.  Although not nearly as many trees as the foresters wanted, every one agreed that Arch Coal had done a pretty good job of reclaiming the site.  We discussed the suitability of a site such as the Dal-Tex site for  elk habitat, and practiced our plant identification skills.  For lunch, we ate under a much-appreciated tent at a site overlooking the reclaimed drainage channel, and Rob Pate located some wild boar tracks as evidence that some wildlife, in particular the black European wild boar, is doing well on this site, which was reclaimed for wildlife.  
On Tuesday afternoon, we traveled to The Hobet 21 mine in Boone County, which is active and produces about 4 million tons of clean coal a year.  Driving on the left is nerve racking for visitors on this 20,000 acre mine site.  (Employees and visitors drive on the left, so the coal trucks can stay safely on the inside of the hill.)  We had the opportunity to view a Kaymine soil on an area reclaimed in 1976.  The rain showers dampened most of us, but not our enthusiasm.  We successfully climbed up steep slopes in the rain  (thanks to Aron and Eileen for the ropes!!) to view the Kaymine soil in a surprising stand of red maple and black cherry, which apparently had seeded in naturally.  Thirty year old trees that were approximately 14 “ d.b.h. provided a demonstration that  non-compacted soils provided more favorable conditions for the regeneration of trees.  It was surprising to see these more mesic species on a dry South-facing aspect, particularly as the trees above, on the unmined area were predominantly oaks.   
After we had dried off, we viewed an area that had received an application of composted municipal solid waste.  This was an area of reclaimed mine land specifically set aside for this purpose.  The organic matter appeared to be quite high, as might be expected on the site, and there were few, if any, problems with metals or other contaminants. This was an example of a win-win situation for both the coal company and the municipality.  We were amused to hear of the “problem” of lush growth of tomato plants late in the first season after land application.  
Tuesday evening after dinner at the convention center, WVAPSS (West Virginia Association of Professional Soil Scientists) held their annual business meeting.  

Wednesday morning, we loaded the vans and headed to the Stollings Trucking mine, a fascinating site covering a great variety of interesting topics.  At our first stop, we viewed an Itmann soil profile, located on an old gob pile, which prompted much argument about the definition of a soil and much speculation as to the real or imagined E horizon, and the rationale for mapping disturbed soils.
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The Stollings mine produces less than a million tons of clean coal a year, and is one of the few smaller mining companies left.  This area has been repeatedly burned, and we were able to view a Laidig soil in one of the areas that had been burned repeatedly.  Tony Evans, of the West Virginia Division of Forestry provided us with excellent information on the history and distribution of these repeated fires and was able to explain quite graphically the microclimatology of some of these fires and why they are so severe.  We also viewed part of the Fiveblock coal seam that is on fire along one of the ridgetops and smelled the sulfur!   
Native Americans traveled this Blair Mountain ridge, and many artifacts have been found by miners, one of whom was kind enough to show us some of the stone implements he had found in the area and to share some of the artifacts with NEFSC participants.  Lunch was enjoyed in some natural air conditioning – in front of a deep mine opening in a cliff, so that refreshing cool air was available.  Tony Evans and Eric Jarrell provided us with interesting information about the mine wars and the history of mines and unions in this area, since we were  on Blair Mountain ridge, and not far from most of the famous happenings.  Their knowledge of local history was most impressive and made these sites come alive for us.  

After lunch, we viewed the wonderfully productive Guyandotte soil, as Charlie Delp and his crew worked on extracting a monolith, and provided a good demonstration of the method that they have used so successfully in the past.  The Guyandotte site was shady, relatively cool and the forest was impressive (site index50 = 90 (northern red oak)).  The Guyandotte soil is unusual in that a mollic epipedon will develop, which is not expected on steep forested sites. 
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After the monolith was extracted and packed up the steep hillside (the rest of us again appreciated the ropes that  Aron and Eileen had provided), the vans headed off to visit the site of Devil Anse Hatfield’s grave.  Located near the top of a hill, up a steep, eroded , bad example of a road (no water control devices, no maintenance and too steep), this was fascinating from the historical standpoint as we discovered not just the Hatfield cemetery, but tombstones written in Greek, and ranging from simple to elaborate.  The hollow was so narrow at this point that it seemed one could reach out and touch the trees on the other ridge – a good example of the extreme topography in southern West Virginia.  Unfortunately, the steepness, and the poor condition of the road with loose surface rock, felled one of our participants, as JoAnne Hole slipped on the loose rocks, and broke her leg.  Thanks go to Eric Jerrell for quickly summoning the  rescue squad, and to all those who helped direct traffic, and helped all the rest of our folks make it down safely.  JoAnne had surgery  the next day and was walking again the day after her surgery, thanks to the good care at Logan General Hospital. 

Later that evening,  Devil Anse Hatfield himself appeared in person, to give an account of the Hatfield-McCroy feud.  Dr. Paul Lutz, History Professor from Marshall University, appeared as Devil Anse which made for a great evening of entertainment.
Thursday morning found us heading to the Samples mine site in Kanawha County.  This mine is the largest surface mine east of the Mississippi River.  It produces 6 million clean tons of coal per year.  It is an active mine site, and we had the pleasure of watching the 115 cubic yard drag line at work.   

Larry Emerson and John McHale  provided us with an overview of this interesting site,  and Paul Emerson, and Paul Ziemkiewicz spoke about some of the reclamation trials which they are conducting,  to evaluate tree species for their reclamation potential, and to compare compacted vs. non-compacted deep (5’) vs not so deep (4’) overburden for reclamation potential with trees. Most of the young trees we looked at were doing well in this near-neutral substrate, with only the white pine looking somewhat puny, which was diagnosed as a probable iron deficiency.  
The conference adjourned at about 1:00, and everyone headed their own separate ways.  
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Lunch in air-conditioned comfort! 
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Reclamation discussions 
Reclaimed DalTex mine site.





Mike Jones shows the scale of the 115 cubic yard dragline at the Samples mine.





Huge “Mine Breaks” opened up, where the burning underground Fiveblock coal seam cracked the heavy sandstone above it. 
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