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WPA Minc-Sertl i w ,; (}ne r r..t i oEs Shm, Hug e Profit. 

Destrnctive fl oods of sulphuric n..cid, p nu r il!g into t he Ohio nnd Potom'1c 

Rive r tribuk,rios f r o!:l n.o.-,nd.0ned c oo.l miirns , h,".vo b eon r 0duced 60 p e r cont t o d.'.'.te 

by WPA mine-se . .-,_,lj_ng opo r.'.'.t i nns , ,..,_c c or di ng t o r eports mn.do t oa . .-,_,y b? Htcrry L. H,,pkins, 

Works Progre ss A<i,1Llist r o..to r. The p r o j e ct ht,s beon i nd0r secl by the United Sta t e s 

Public He".lth Service, Unit ed Stntes Buroru of Mi ne s r:.nd t ho Nn.ti rmri.l Res ourc e s 

Committee . 

The t otcl r:12:u_:-tl disch:,r ge of n.cid from tha se . .-,_,b::md,:med \7orkings , p:,rti

culnrly doY:n tho 0}1io n..."ld thence i nto the Mississippi River, wn.s ster,dily in-

cren.s i ng c1.1:.d hn.d r e:-.cllo cl 2 , 000 , 000 t o,1s . To ;:,.,dd. t o t h i s men/1.co , :,ctive miile s 

,1ero also dischr,r gi:~g ::-,brm t 2 , 000 , 000 t ~•"1 s n, yor.r int o those t ribut ,'lrie s. 

the unp r ot ected hulls of bo~t s 11here tho p::-.i:1t hn.•3 become sc r n.pod off, nnd even to 

concre t e .,.,_butrnents of cl."l!ls ri.110. r;.,.,_ll s of l ocks, :,mounts t n mill i on s o f doll.'lrs 

annu...-,_,il;y , 11 Lt. Col. J. C. Mehgffey, executive assistn2~ t t o tho Ch i e f Enginee r, 

Works Pr,,gres s Acl.mi:1istro..t i on, ':TI'i tes in his rep ort. 11 The cost of treating ncid 
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waters to make them fit for human consumption or to countera ct t1~eir 

corrosive effect on boilers, amounts to additional million s of dollars . 

On a f ifty-mile stretch in the Monongahela River, it is estirnatecl that 

t he cost of purification alone rea ches $800,000 a y0.ar, without taking 

i nto a ccount the damA.ge done by corrosion to unprotected structures . 

"In addition to these effects wh ich can be evaluated in terms of 

dollars, the losses du e to the pollution of wa ter formerl y used for 

livesto ck, to the €,Tadual ruin of grazing lands and to the killing of 

fi sh constitute tangible damages which a r e difficult of e vc,lua tion. 11 

The general health menace was also a cons tant concern of the United 

StateG Public Health Servi ce . 

Under the WPA project more than 1, 000 abandoned bituminous IT. ine s, 

with approxima tely 50,000 separate openings, have been sea l ed in 

Pennsylvania, Ohio, West Virginia a nd. Kentucky, a nd work i r-. also 'be ing 

carried on in Indiana , Mi ssouri and Alabama. 

In sllinming up the r 8sults of the project up to dat e , Colone l 

Mehaffey reports : 

11 The waters of many streams in West Virginia and other states 

contributing to the Ohio a nd Po tomac River system s have b uen cha nged 

from 2. h i ghly a cid condi t ion to a practically neutral one . Fish are 

now found in streams f r om which they have been a'bsent for years . 

Ino.ustrie s have been enabled to reduce or elimina te their expenditures 

fo r soda ash in order to provide sa~e boiler water, rr.unicipalitics ar e 

a ble to operate their wate r treatment pla nt s and the ir s e·::age dispo sal 

plants with gr eat l y reduced expenditures fo r che micals , and. farmers 

fi nd that their lives to ck a re now able to drink river water in loca li-

ties where the pollution had previously be en so great that t hey had 
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been forced to pu.~p or haul water for their cattle. 

11 The total expenditures t0 d!3.te have been. less than the annml.l 

damages to Federal locks and other n,'.;,,vigatlon structures, so that the 

funds expended will be saved many times over er.ch year. 11 The cost of 

the project so far is slightly more than $3,000,000. The peak employ-

ment, mostly of unemployed minors, reached 5,3()7 Men, and now ste.nds 

about 3,000. 

A number of Penn£ylvania, Ohio and West Virginia State officials 

have also sr:mt Administrator Hopkins detailed reports on the beneficial 

results of the project, those reports showing a range of reduction of 

sulphuric acid content from a minimum of 50 to well over 90 per cent 

in some caso s. 

The State health officials of Pennsylvania, Ohio, West Virginia 

and Kentucky have campaigned for years, with the cooperation of the 

United States Public Health Service, to overcome the se1·ious health 

menace and enormous economic lossfls of acid pollution by 'nine-sealinc, 

but State laws proved inE:ffectiv"'l until Uncle Sam stepped in. 

Some fifteen years ago the Bur-3au of Mines discovered that coal 

mines, particularl;;r id.le or a"bc.ndcne1 ones, vmre huge factories in 

wilich suJ.phuric acid wan prod:1ced by the oxidation of sulphides for::i.ing 

a JJ.9,:'.'t of the rock from which the CQ?..l had beer. taken, or 8. pa.rt of the 

coal fo:i'.'mation itself. In the ab sence of air, tl1ese sulphides rerr..ain 

in an incoluble form not easily atta ck8d unless the "'aters fil ter in6 

through the ground are themsel,res acid. E,ren though dissolved '!Jy acid 

waters, air containing oxygen is nei::e ssa ry for the forr.iation of in-

jurious sulphurous or sulphuric acid. 
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The sealing of mines, as carried out under the WP.A pro,ject , does 

not a ttempt a complete impoundinr; of water. 

The technique has been: (1) to close all possible entrances for 

surface air and to divert as much as possible all streams that might 

percoJ.ate into the mines; (2) to build water traps in the drift e.xi ts 

so that any water in the workings is free to come out but air cennot 

enter. 

The project dates historically from stud.ies made by the Fede ral 

Bureau of Mines, ancl from the creation of a.n "Ohio River Interstate 

Stream Conservatio n Ag:teement 11 by health commi s sioners of eleven 

States in 1924, the reduction of sulphuric acid content in the river 

beine one of the objectives . 

The project actually starteo. with a CWA grant in the autumn 

of 1933, with the approval of the Public Eeal th Service and health 

departments of ten of the SttJ.te s signing the Stream Conse rvation 

ag-reoment . 

It has "been carried on intensively by t he WPA for more than two 

years. 
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