Blackjewel’s Bankruptcy Portends Trouble for the Plummeting US Coal Industry
by James Bruggers
March 3, 2021 – The company wants to walk away from almost 200 mining permits in 4 states, potentially leaving 1,000s of acres of environmentally damaged land.
Unemployed Blackjewel coal miner David Pratt holds his daughter Willow as he walks across railroad tracks that lead to one of the company's mines near Cumberland, Kentucky in 2019.  Blackjewel miners found themselves unemployed when the company declared bankruptcy.  The workers' final paychecks bounced, leading them to blockade the tracks, to prevent the train carrying the mine's final shipment of coal from leaving until they were paid their wages. 
A federal bankruptcy judge in West Virginia could soon decide whether to allow the Blackjewel coal mining company, once the nation’s 6th-largest coal producer, to shed responsibility for 1,000s of strip-mined acres, setting up a potential crisis over clean-up and reclamation of the land.
With other U.S. coal-mining companies in similar financial straits and demand for coal plummeting, Blackjewel’s situation is a harbinger of the trouble ahead in coal country.  Coal mining companies are required to post bonds to cover the costs of reclamation should they go bankrupt.  They are also supposed to reclaim idled mine sites contemporaneously, as they are mining new areas. 
An Industry in Free Fall
The news just gets worse for the coal industry.  Last week, the U.S. Energy Information Agency reported that, in 2020, renewable energy sources generated more electricity than coal for the 1st time.  The agency attributed that to the continuing rise of wind and solar power, combined with the steady performance of hydroelectric power.
Coal plants have been closing for years.  The coal industry’s share of the nation’s electricity generation has fallen from nearly 50% in 2011 to about 20% in 2020.  As of last year, there were still about 300 coal plants remaining, but many of those are not operating as much as they previously did, because of costs.
Kentucky has been hit especially hard, with coal production falling 76% since 2010, according to Kentucky Energy and Environment Cabinet figures.
From Wyoming to West Virginia, the industry has experienced a series of bankruptcies and consolidations in the last decade.
***
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