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The Buchanan County Park Highwall Elimination Project is located off State Route
604, approximately 4.0 miles southwest of Grundy in Buchanan County, Virginia. Through
this project, the Virginia Department of Mines, Minerals and Energy (DMME) totally
eliminated 3200 feet of dangerous highwall and left 20 acres of flat ground suitable for
recreation. DMME accomplished the project under the AML enhancement rule, wherein
incidental coal was recovered from the project area and used to offset the cost of
reclamation. DMME realized an estimated cost savings of $220,000 on the project through
AML enhancement. The site is now used as a practice soccer field and for other uses to
complement the county’s recreational opportunities at the park.

Using land donated by a large coal company, Buchanan County constructed a county park
covering approximately fifty acres. Facilities include a football field, basketball courts, a softball
field, outdoor amphitheater, volleyball court, and playgrounds. The park is also the site of the
annual county fair.

Abandoned mine land highwalls adjacent to the park exposed visitors to dangers from
climbing accidents, falls from atop the highwall, and falling rocks. Park users reported children
playing underneath the highwall and some actually trying to scale the highwall. The abandoned
mine site was used for dispersed recreational activities such as mountain biking, hiking, and
hunting. The county also used the area for overflow parking during the county fair.

Park photo showing before and after

In 1999, county officials expressed their safety concerns of the abandoned mine lands to
DMME. Upon review and site evaluation, DMME rated the site as a Priority 2 dangerous
highwall. This included 3200 feet of dangerous highwall. DMME’s initial reclamation concept
was to eliminate the entire highwall through a succession of grant years. Reclamation would be
accomplished through backfilling and highwall reduction.

Concurrent with DMME’s evaluation of the highwalls, the Office of Surface Mining
(OSM) was finalizing rules for AML enhancement. OSM recognized that in some states, there
would never be enough public money to abate the most serious types of AML problems. Under
the AML enhancement proposal, agencies would work in partnership with contractors to
leverage finite AML Fund dollars to accomplish more reclamation. Through a revision of the
definition of government financed construction, the AML contractor would be allowed to sell
coal found incidental to the project and recovered as part of the reclamation and use proceeds to
offset the cost of reclamation. OSM believed AML enhancement was an option to achieve more
reclamation at no cost to the government, improve the environment in areas scarred by past
mining and, at the same time, provide an economic benefit to coalfield communities. Virginia
supported the enhancement rule.

DMME submitted Buchanan County Park Highwall Elimination as a project in its FY2000
grant request. The 3200 feet of dangerous highwall completely encircled a small knob. During
initial project scoping, DMME learned the project area had been surface mined, auger mined,



and deep mined. There was no likelihood that this area would ever be mined and reclaimed
through a Title V permit. DMME quickly realized this site would be a good candidate for AML
enhancement.

Following discussions with Buchanan County officials, DMME decided to pursue AML
enhancement at the project with a planned post-reclamation land use of recreation, specifically
soccer fields. With the cooperation of Buchanan County’s Industrial Development Authority
(IDA), DMME planned a project to totally eliminate the dangerous highwalls and leave as much
flat land as possible for recreation.

The United States Soccer Foundation was founded in 1993 with a mission to enhance,
assist, and grow the sport of soccer in the United States. Through contacts with OSM and state
reclamation programs, the Foundation expressed the desire to work cooperatively to bring soccer
to underserved areas. One goal was to explore reclaiming abandoned mine lands for use as
soccer fields and allowing the Foundation to support start-up soccer programs.

In September 2000, DMME hosted a soccer initiative tour to generate interest in reclaiming
abandoned mine lands to soccer fields. Guests for the tour included the executive director of the
United States Soccer Foundation, OSM’s chief of staff, local governments, and representatives
of federal and state reclamation programs from throughout the country. At Buchanan County
Park, DMME personnel explained how this abandoned mine land could be reclaimed to help
bring soccer to an underserved area.
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For its first AML enhancement project, DMME worked closely with OSM to ensure that
the new rule would be correctly implemented. Virginia AML personnel consulted with Title V
personnel to make the required findings and to show the limits of coal extraction under the
government financed construction exemption. DMME found there was little likelihood of the
project being mined as a permit and that AML enhancement would not result in any
environmental problems.

Project design was a collaborative effort of Buchanan County, a local coal company, the
United States Soccer Foundation, and DMME. As the coal seam had been extensively deep
mined, DMME believed it necessary to remove all overburden and the coal seam to eliminate the
highwall and subsidence worries. This plan would result in recovering incidental coal and would
create a safe and useable recreational site.

In December 2000, DMME contracted with the Buchanan County IDA to accomplish the
reclamation. The contract amount was $100,000. The contract noted all coal incidental to the
project could be recovered with the proceeds going to offset the cost of reclamation. DMME did
not make a statement as to the tonnage of coal that might be recovered, as there is risk and
reward involved with AML enhancement. The IDA subcontracted the site construction to
Motivation Coal Company, a company with a nearby active surface mining operation.
Subcontracting the reclamation would allow the company to maximize the use of its surface
mining equipment in a manner that would not impact production at the permitted mine.



Buchanan County hosted a project groundbreaking on January 24, 2001. Guests included
OSM and DMME personnel, county officials, coal company representatives, and local media.
County officials praised the spirit of cooperation between state, federal, and local governments
and expressed their desire to implement a youth soccer program at the site. Reclamation
construction commenced after the groundbreaking ceremony and proceeded through 2001 and
into 2002. DMME routinely inspected the construction to ensure the plans and specifications
were being followed.
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In November 2001, DMME assisted the Buchanan County Board of Supervisors in
preparing and submitting a soccer grant request to the United States Soccer Foundation. The
grant requested funds for equipment, fences, lighting, and uniforms. Due in part to lower than
anticipated investment returns and a highly competitive grant cycle, the Foundation was unable
to award the county any funds for soccer. However, the Foundation encouraged the county to
reapply the following year and to consider a non-competitive award of a soccer start-up kit.

During May and June 2002, the subcontractor completed all grading and requested DMME
to inspect the area prior to seeding. DMME’s inspection found all highwalls completely
eliminated. DMME instructed the subcontractor to conduct final seeding.
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The project eliminated 3200 feet of Priority 2 dangerous highwall and left 20 acres of flat
ground for recreation. In order to estimate the savings, DMME used costs experienced with
similar highwall elimination projects and estimated a cost savings of $220,000 by accomplishing
the reclamation as AML enhancement. The savings allowed DMME to reclaim additional sites
in its FY2000 grant.

Buchanan County has been a strong partner throughout the project. In addition to
providing valuable assistance in implementing the project, the county recently planted native
trees on outslopes of the project.

In early 2003, DMME assisted the Buchanan County Board of Supervisors in obtaining a
soccer start-up kit from the Foundation. Using balls, goals, and field marking equipment
provided by the Foundation, interested soccer parents and individuals in Buchanan County
implemented a highly successful youth soccer program. Over 200 children, ranging in ages from
4 tol7, organized into 32 teams; four fields were created at Poplar Gap Park (Buchanan County
Park). The first games were played on April 6, 2003.

In the summer of 2003, American Youth Soccer Organization’s nationally distributed
magazine, Soccer Now, profiled the Buchanan County Soccer Association with the article,
“Grundy, Virginia Region Lives For Soccer.”



In March, the Buchanan County Soccer Association held registration for its Spring 2004
season. Enthusiasm for the sport is infectious for children and adults. Children between the ages
of 4 and 18 will be playing in their second spring season from March 27 to April 24.
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Playing a role in bringing soccer to Buchanan County is only one part of the success story
of the Buchanan County Park Highwall Elimination Project. The project area is also used for
parking and as a staging area for the annual Buchanan County Relay for Life. For the relay,
teams come together to build community spirit, to honor loved ones and fight cancer, and have
fun in the process. Use of the AML project area assisted the county in raising over $153,000 for
the American Cancer Society during 2003.

In 2003, Buchanan County also used the project area as overflow parking for its annual
county fair. The fair was a weeklong event with carnival rides, games, food, and entertainment.
There were in excess of 5000 attendees for the week. County planners are also hoping to
construct a horse rink on the reclaimed area.

At the Buchanan County Park Highwall Elimination Project, DMME and others were able
to realize the goals of AML enhancement by achieving more reclamation at no cost to the
government, improving the environment in areas scarred by past mining and, at the same time,
providing an economic and social benefit to coalfield communities.
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