The Upper Monongahela River Watershed Crisis

(Northcentral West Virginia and Southwestern Pennsylvania)

Volunteers have devoted untold hours, days, weeks and years to the sampling, monitoring, study, and advocacy for cleaning up the surface waters in the Upper Monongahela River watershed. A number of volunteer groups have existed for decades (mentioned later) and more recent coordinating groups have emerged as the Upper Monongahela River Association (UMRA) and the new WV/PA Monongahela Area Watersheds Compact (COMPACT), the latter having held six monthly meetings in Morgantown, WV. We have a crisis, the total dissolved solids (TDS) is at very troublesome levels approaching 500 ppm.

Coal mining over the past eighty years has left major problems in the Upper Monongahela River Watershed.  Both underground and surface mines have disturbed the earth’s strata and left scars on the surface and extensive openings undergound.  Iron pyrites associated with the coal easily oxidize when exposed to air resulting in suspended ferric oxide and sulfuric acid, hence pH values of perhaps 3.5, or lower.

Ground water accumulates in depleted undergound mines, water that must be pumped and treated to prevent interference with other mines or breakouts to local streams.  This treated water is released into various streams and this water adds significantly to the total dissolved solids (TDS) in these streams.  Water is also now being withdrawn from many streams for hydrofracking the Marcellus shale to promote natural gas production.

The Monongahela River reached a level of concern for TDS in 2008 and a crisis level in 2009, where TDS values of 500 ppm or more are not uncommon.  In fact, the US Army Corp of Engineers has declared that our watershed has now reached its assimilative capacity for dissolved solids. This brings a warning for the future of the approximately 100,000 users of the Morgantown water supply as well as the drinking water for over 300,000 people in southwestern Pennsylvania.

The Monongahela River is formed at Fairmont (WV) by the West Fork River and the Tygart Valley River.  The West Fork has carried high TDS values for years as a result of extensive mining in north central WV. The Tygart has consistently been below 200 ppm over the years, but is now under threat due to new mines and the hydrofracking of the Marcellus shale.  The Save The Tygart group of volunteers monitors this stream.  Buffalo Creek is quite high in TDS, often showing over 3000 ppm, but is not consistently monitored.

Deckers Creek joins the Monongahela River just upstream of Morgantown, flowing east to west.  The Friends of Deckers Creek have done an outstanding job of recent years in monitoring and promoting treatment of the highly acidic conditions along this Creek.  Dosers to add limewater are used in some locations here, and in the other streams.  Dents Run, flowing west to east at Morgantown, received special attention in the 1970’s when mine water was diverted over to Little Indian Creek for subsequent treatment.

Robinson Run drains the extensively mined out areas around Maidsville, flowing west to east just downstream of Morgantown.  UMRA and other volunteer groups have studied this stream over the past 10 years. A significant portion of the offending water, from the old Maiden mine, is being diverted as a result of the pumping down of the water table in that area to permit the Dana Mine operations for the new Longview 690 MW coal-fired power plant.  What will happen, after the Dana Mine is shut down, is not known. 

The Cheat River drains a wide area of north central West Virginia, from Shavers Fork in the Monongahela National Forest, the Blackwater River and the Dry Fork River of Tucker County, as well as the Big Sandy of Preston County.  The Cheat River has received substantial attention, primarily in Preston County, by the Friends of the Cheat, this being called the “River of Promise” program.  Primarily, passive treatment schemes have been employed using crushed limestone to neutralize the acid mine water sources.  Again, these activities eliminate the acidic condition but the TDS is increased in the process.

Cheat Lake has enjoyed reasonably clean water over the past 10 years, thanks to the efforts of the WV Department of Environmental Protection (WV-DEP), the Friends of the Cheat and the Cheat Lake Environment and Recreation Association.  The US EPA has just issued a new TMDL report for the Cheat River with limitations to total iron, dissolved aluminum, pH and fecal coliform bacteria.

Dunkard Creek drains the western portion of Monongalia County and then flows through Greene County, PA to the Monongahela River, a path of about 42 miles.  Some 38 miles of Dunkard Creek experienced a disaster in September of 2009 in which 22,000 fish and 14 species of mussels were killed.  TDS values were measured as high as in seawater, over 30,000 ppm.  Golden algae somehow got into the stream and multiplied exponentially, generating a toxin that was responsible for much of the killing.  The Dunkard Creek Watershed Association has been active in sampling the WV portion while the Friends of Dunkard Creek are active along with the Isaac Walton League on the Pennsylvania portion.

Over the years Dunkard Creek has varied over its length from 200 ppm up to 4,000 ppm as a result of both active and abandoned coal mines.   The Blacksville 1 and Blacksville 2 mines are upsteam in the West Virginia portion, as are Federal 1 and a portion of the Loveridge mine.  In the Pennsylvania portion, the old Shannopin mine adds a significant burden of acid mine water to Dunkard Creek.  The new Dana mine is in this watershed as well as a proposed new mine, named the C. W. Morgan Mine, now in the permitting phase.

The WV-DEP proposed a new state-wide in-stream standards rule of 500 ppm for TDS to the State Legislature this past January, as recommended by the US EPA.  This is a rather modest proposal in my view, but the mining and drilling interests have successfully prevented its adoption. The bottom line is that volunteers can and do make a difference, but sometimes that difference is not enough.  

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Submitted by Duane G. Nichols, Ph.D. Chemical Engineer, President of the Cheat Lake Environment & Recreation Association, Spokesperson for the Upper Monongahela River Association, and Co-Chair of the WV/PA Monongahela Area Watersheds Compact.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Contact information:  Duane G. Nichols, 330 Dream Catcher Circle, Morgantown, WV 26508;

Duane330@aol.com, Home:  304-599-8040,  Cell: 304-216-5535.

CAPTION:  Dead fish due to golden algae bloom of September 2009 in Dunkard Creek near Blacksville, WV Photo by D. Nichols. (Dunkard Creek Sept-09 004.jpg)

CAPTION:  Inactive Humphrey Mine Loadout Facilities on the Monongahela River near Morgantown. Photo by D Nichols. (2010-Mon-river-boat-tour 070.jpg)

CAPTION:  Abandoned mine seepage to Dunkard Creek in October 2010 near Bobtown, PA. Photo by D Nichols. (Water-Quality2010 045.jpg)

