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Executive Summary: Though coal was once a leading source of energy and economic growth,
negative health impacts, detrimental environmental effects, and market forces have led to a
rapid decline in production. Without nationwide legislation aiding them, coal-dependent
communities in the US are suffering from financial downfall during this shift. Here, we propose
three policy options to uplift these communities by providing subsidies to renewable energy
companies that expand operations in former coal communities, reclaim the land, and provide
job retraining. These options, alongside suggested federal funding for direct community aid,
work cohesively to provide a lasting source of economic stability, improve environmental and
public health in former coal-dependent communities, and mitigate the climate crisis. We call
upon the Interagency Working Group on Coal and Power Plant Communities and Economic
Revitalization (Interagency Working Group) to ensure the diversion of subsidies away from
the coal industry and towards these efforts to promote a just transition for the affected

communities.

I. The crisis of coal communities

Over the last decade, US coal production has rapidly
declined. Over 300 coal-fired power plants have been
retired (Palacios 2020), and more than 42% of jobs in
coal production have been lost since 2011, mostly
concentrated in the Appalachian region (Fritsch
2019). Without proper support during the phase-out
of coal, coal-reliant communities suffer from negative
economic consequences. Moreover, the economic
fallout of coal mine and plant closures extends far
beyond coal-adjacent jobs. In Boone County, WV, coal
plant closures led to bankruptcies, layoffs, and mass
relocation. The loss in county revenues subsequently
led to county employee and teacher layoffs as well as
benefit reductions (Skibell 2020). The closure of two
coal-fired power plants in Appalachian Ohio resulted
in the loss of over 1,100 jobs and $8.5 million in
budget reductions for the county, school districts, and
social services due to lost tax revenue paid by the
plant (Jolley et al. 2019).

The hardships faced in the wake of coal job losses are
exacerbated by the lack of other industry or
manufacturing jobs (Humphreys et al. 2014).
Additionally, former coal workers may be forced into
new, and lower-earning professions (Sainato 2020;
Milman 2020). It is therefore imperative that
sustainable and local job options be made available to
former miners. As of 2016, retraining the remaining
60,000 US coal workers would cost at most $1.8
billion, only 0.0543% of the federal budget (Louie and
Pearce 2016). With today’s remaining 45,000 coal
mining jobs, fully transitioning former miners to
clean energy positions would require an even smaller
investment in retraining (Milman 2020). Moreover,
training costs are far surpassed by the potential cost
of harmful coal-associated externalities, including
reduction in life expectancy, degradation and soiling
of buildings, and ecosystem loss, which could add up
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to approximately $420 billion annually (Louie and
Pearce 2016).

Coal extraction and processing is damaging to the
environmental and public health of the surrounding
community. Low-income communities and
communities of color are disproportionately affected,
with approximately 68% of Black Americans living
within 30 miles of a coal plant (Haynes 2012). In the
Navajo Nation, the use of groundwater for coal
transport has drained the local aquifer; consequently,
residents have to drive to community water stations
for access to water (Vanderpool 2020). Additionally,
a spill at the abandoned Gold King Mine in 2015
contaminated waterways with heavy metals in the
Navajo Nation and three states (EPA 2015;
O’Donoghue 2020). Land reclamation, which aims to
restore abandoned sites to their natural states, could
address these health and financial burdens. With an
estimated 500,000 abandoned hard rock mining sites
on federal lands according to the EPA, this crisis
needs to be addressed before a greater population is
impacted (O’'Donoghue 2020).

II. Current US response

Coal-dependent communities need support during
this transition, but there is no cohesive nationwide
plan to justly phase out coal. Many state-level policies
that aim to accelerate this phase-out while achieving
renewable energy targets often ignore the financial
burden for affected coal-dependent communities
(California Energy Commission 2020; Anderson 2007
43; Beyer 2016). In an attempt to fill this gap,
President Obama launched the Partnerships for
Opportunity and Workforce and Economic
Revitalization Plus Plan (POWER+) in 2015 to
financially uplift affected communities (Cecire 2019).
Unfortunately, many components were never
enacted because the plan only received partial
funding for Fiscal Year 2016. Some aspects of this
initiative persist, including funding for abandoned
mine land reclamation and assistance to coal
communities within the Economic Development
Administration (Cecire 2019).

While the Trump administration attempted to
deregulate the coal industry to increase production,
competition from natural gas continued to eclipse
coal production (Dennis 2019; Gross 2020). In 2017,
the Trump administration converted the funded
aspects of POWER+ into the Economic Adjustment

Assistance program, and Congress appropriated $30
million for Assistance to Coal Communities (ACC).
The majority of funds went to job retraining in
manufacturing fields and job creation through
infrastructure development, but the plan was
insufficient to replace job losses and no funds went
towards transitioning to renewable energy
(Economic Development Administration 2017). For
example, in Randolph County, WV, over 10,000 coal-
related jobs were lost from 2009-2017, and a $2.5
million federal investment from the ACC only created
50 new jobs in existing manufacturing fields. By not
supporting new industries, attempts to increase coal
production have exacerbated the economic
vulnerability of coal communities and discouraged
abandoned mine reclamation. Although several
pieces of federal legislation have been proposed since
2017 to aid coal communities (Cartwright 2021;
Duckworth 2020; Neal 2020; Grijalva 2020; Grijalva
2021; McConnell 2017), most never made it out of
committee, and others have had to be reintroduced
due to expiration from lack of action in previous
Congresses.

The Biden administration plans to prioritize climate
change and support for coal-dependent communities.
On January 27, 2021, an executive order established
the Interagency Working Group, which will use
policy-making and budget processes to address
climate change (White House 2021). This executive
order also aims to create jobs through abandoned
mine land reclamation and achieve a carbon
pollution-free electricity sector by 2035 (White
House 2021).

II1. Policy options

The realities of the climate crisis make it imperative
to phase out coal; however, the US policy response
has insufficiently supported coal-reliant
communities to provide the necessary and just
transition to renewable energy. The US has
committed to phasing out its estimated $4 billion in
annual, inefficient fossil fuel subsidies by 2025
(Doukas 2019; Neal 2020). Recent analyses identified
that regionally appropriate renewable energy is more
cost effective and reliable than over 75% of the
current US coal fleet (Neal 2020). The policy options
below detail ways to expand renewable energy
development by transitioning federal subsidies away
from the coal industry and towards the development
of renewable energy in current and former coal
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communities. Specifically, land reclamation, job
retraining, and community support chart a
sustainable path towards phasing out coal and
creating practical economic opportunities in affected
communities.

i. Land reclamation

The federal government would encourage land
reclamation by providing subsidies to renewable
energy companies that build their facilities on
abandoned mine sites. In turn, these companies
would accept the burden of reclamation. Additionally,
the Office of Surface Mining Reclamation and
Enforcement (OSMRE), within the Department of
Interior, would strengthen the Abandoned Mine Land
Reclamation Program, which was enacted in 1977 to
promote mine cleanup using funds collected from
coal companies. However, this program does not
strictly enforce deadlines for mine cleanup, leading to
many perpetually abandoned mines. Concrete
changes could improve this program, such as
expanding the OSMRE database of abandoned mines
(Office of Surface Mining Reclamation and
Enforcement 2020), extending fee collection past
September 2021, and requiring stricter timelines and
penalties for future reclamation.

Pro

Reclamation creates jobs such as filling in
underground tunnels and open mine pits (Erickson
2020), replacing topsoil, and removing infrastructure
(Vanderpool 2020). It is therefore a logical job
progression for coal miners, as retraining and
relocation are not required (Western Org. of
Resource Councils 2020). Available, skilled workers
combined with an updated database of abandoned
coal sites would lower the barrier for industry to
launch reclamation projects. With the support of
federal aid, this transition would create new
investment opportunities, reemploy former coal
workers, and alleviate financial and health burdens
on the affected community. Specific timelines and
penalties would make this policy more enforceable
than previous policies.

Con
Without an explicit plan for retraining in the newly
operational renewable energy sector, land

reclamation would result in healthier land and
communities, but only temporary jobs. Additionally,
after currently active mines are closed and land

reclamation is complete, the surrounding community
would lack a local energy source without additional
infrastructure added. The government can provide
subsidies but cannot guarantee that private sector
industries would participate.

ii. Job retraining

The federal government would subsidize private
renewable energy companies to expand operations at
closed coal power plant sites, hire existing
community members, and provide job retraining at
their power plants. Because most coal miners have
strong ties to their communities and do not wish to
relocate (Pai et al. 2020), clean energy companies
must be incentivized to bring training programs to
the workers, free of cost for both the company and the
trainee. Coal miners can be retrained for other
manual labor, such as maintaining wind turbines or
installing solar panels. Companies like Goldwind
Americas, CSX, and Lockheed Martin are pioneering
paid training programs for miners and guaranteeing
their employment upon completion (Marston 2018;
Bottino 2018). These programs can serve as a
successful model but must be expanded and reliably
funded to continue mutually beneficial and
productive training across the country.

Pro

The majority of coal mining areas in the US are
suitable for solar and/or wind power (Pai et al. 2020),
so former coal workers can be reemployed in
regionally appropriate clean energy jobs with similar
skill requirements, competitive salary, and benefits
(Louie and Pearce 2016). Job retraining for clean
energy jobs is a sustainable approach for assisting
coal communities, as an influx of jobs would stimulate
the economy, and those jobs would be permanent.

Con
Job retraining programs would take time to develop
and scale, leaving communities unsupported

immediately following power plant closure. Former
coal workers may be reluctant to change career paths.

iii. Community support

The Interagency Working Group would create a
comprehensive climate and energy policy outlining
timelines to phase out coal while supporting
financially dependent communities during the
transition. To provide direct community support, the
Interagency Working Group would expand funding
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for POWER+ and Assistance for Coal Communities.
These funds could be designated for job retraining,
career support, and direct economic aid to those
affected by the transition to renewable energy.
Remaining funds can be put towards developing and
distributing educational and technological resources
to the communities to increase accessibility and
awareness.

Pro

Published timelines for phasing-out coal would
reduce uncertainty, help communities plan for the
transition, and provide a strong cue from the
government that would encourage private sector
investment in renewable energy. Direct aid to coal
communities would reduce economic hardship
during the time-lag between coal mine or plant
closure and renewable energy replacement.
Community hesitation is still a considerable barrier
to the phase-out of coal, and economic aid and
community outreach would increase community
confidence in the transition.

Con

Interagency policy making is time consuming, and
these communities are in need of immediate support.
This aid would provide short-term economic relief,
but the long-term economic revitalization relies on
the successful replacement of the coal industry by
renewable energy. Additionally, the loss of coal
energy without replacement by renewable energy
would strain the existing electric grid.

IV. Policy recommendation

We recommend that the Interagency Working Group
implement policy that includes a combination of land
reclamation, job retraining, and community support
through expansion of POWER+. All three strategies
are reliant on each other, and when implemented in
tandem can provide holistic, long-term support for
coal communities: 1) Land reclamation would
repurpose mined land for more economically viable
renewables, 2) job retraining would ensure the
involvement of community members and restore
permanent job opportunities, and 3) community
support would ease the burden of the transition by
providing short- and long-term financial support.
Through this recommendation, the Interagency
Working Group would shift federal subsidies for coal
companies to renewable energy companies that
expand operations in coal communities. These
companies would work with the government to fund
and expand land reclamation, while the government
streamlines private purchasing of abandoned mines
through the improved database of shut-down mines.
Once the land is reclaimed, the companies would
receive subsidies to offer job retraining programs,
providing continued employment opportunities at all
skill levels. Federal aid towards these goals would
create new investment opportunities, reemployment
for former coal workers, and remove undue financial
and health burdens on the affected community.
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