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about this report
The western coal industry’s twilight years are upon us. Reclaiming the many thousands 
of acres mined for coal is required by law and presents a signifi cant opportunity to extend 
employment for miners, with substantial economic benefi ts for coalfi eld communities. This 
report builds upon our previous publications on this topic by analyzing the workforce required 
to complete reclamation at surface coal mines in Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, and 
Wyoming. 
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introduction

As the coal industry’s decline continues, workers and communities face an uncertain future. 
One bright spot is that reclamation requires a sizable workforce that can mitigate the impact 
of layoff s associated with mine closure. The Western Organization of Resource Councils 
(WORC) estimates that the workforce needed to complete surface mine reclamation is 
between 4,893 and 9,786 job-years in Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, and Wyoming. 
Much of this work could be completed within a relatively quick timeframe1, both during 
mining and after closure. Thus, each year of reclamation will require thousands of workers2. 

This is an enormous opportunity to mitigate the negative impacts of the coal industry’s 
downturn, but decision makers need to act decisively to ensure this work is fully funded by 
coal companies, and that the jobs are made available to local workers. 

Western coal communities have a lot to grapple with as the coal industry declines. 
Communities suff er from mass lay-off s and local budgets shrink signifi cantly from reduced 
tax revenues. Many coal communities have mine-mouth facilities where the local mine 
supplies all the coal for the local power plant, and the shut-down of one facility typically 
guarantees the imminent closure of the other. And, when mining and plant jobs end, there 
are often scarce alternatives available in isolated, rural coal towns so the sudden nature 
of mine layoff s can devastate workers, families, and communities for many years. In 2019, 
surface mines in these four states employed 7,564 workers3. 

*Note: Since reclamation is typically done in 2 to 3 years, these jobs would be spread out over that timeframe. 
Th ese calculations refl ect the middle (15%) of a range of high, medium, and low projections for post-1977 mines 
reclamation job creation.
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There is no one simple answer to these myriad impacts but reclamation provides one of 
the few, immediately available job opportunities for local workers and should be seen as 
one part of a proactive response to changing conditions in coal country. Reclamation work 
will not replace mining employment for all of these workers, but it can mitigate layoff s and 
provide a bridge to future employment, retirement or retraining for some.

WORC’s recent report “Planning for Coal’s Decline” outlined the scope of the reclamation 
yet to be completed in the West and recommended solutions to ensure these lands are 
fully restored. This report found that, after decades of coal mining in these four western 
states, 234 square miles or nearly 150,000 acres of coal pits and mine facilities still require 
reclamation. This area is equivalent to 37% of all land mined for coal in these states since 
1977. Although state and federal laws require reclamation of this mined land, reclamation 
work may be delayed or abandoned during the industry bust4.

This report builds on the fi ndings and recommendations in our earlier report, “Planning for 
Coal’s Decline.” In addition to estimating the overall job creation potential in the four-state 
region (Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, and Wyoming), this report includes six case 
studies to illustrate the risks facing communities and the benefi ts that reclamation jobs 
could provide. These case studies include the Colowyo Mine (Colorado), Rosebud Mine 
(Montana), Absaloka Mine (Montana), Freedom Mine (North Dakota), Eagle Butte Mine 
(Wyoming), and North Antelope Rochelle Mine (Wyoming).  Communities will benefi t most 
if mining companies complete reclamation work with local workers, but this isn’t guaranteed. 
Decision makers need to act decisively to ensure this occurs. This report’s recommendations 
add to those outlined in “Planning for Coal’s Decline” emphasizing measures that would 
increase the potential of local hire and economic benefi ts for communities. 

Job-Years is a term to denote the total number of people working full-  me for an en  re 
year to complete the job at hand. Essen  ally, one job-year is equivalent to one person 
working full-  me for a year (or two people working half-  me for a year, etc.) on a 
project, typically 2,000 hours in a year. But many big construc  on projects take longer 
than a year to complete, so to get a more straight-forward  idea of how many people 
(or full-  me equivalents) will be employed, it’s helpful to know the dura  on of the 
project5. Dividing job-years by the number of years the project is projected to take 
provides a snapshot of how many full--  me equivalent employees will be needed, on 
average, for each year of the project6.
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findings

1. Reclamation jobs provide years of employment for coal miners at the end of mine 
life. Completing reclamation work at surface coal mines in Colorado, Montana, North 
Dakota, and Wyoming will require between approximately 5,000 and 10,000 job-years. The 
most labor-intensive mine reclamation work can be completed in two to three years. In 
2019, surface mine employment in these four states was 7,564. Thus, as the coal mines 
slow or stop production altogether, reclamation jobs can be a bridge of employment for 
numerous workers facing sudden lay-off s.

2. Mine cleanup can and should be done by the local workforce. Many current mine 
employees have the skills and experience to do reclamation work. Reclamation work often 
utilizes the same heavy equipment as mining activities, and many miners today switch 
between production and reclamation tasks. 

3. Delayed reclamation means fewer jobs for lcoal workers. The timing of reclamation 
activities has signifi cant implications for the local community. Delayed reclamation -- 
especially after 
a mine’s closure 
-- will reduce the 
number of local 
workers hired to 
complete the work. There are no laws or incentives in place to help the most impacted 
workers obtain the thousands of jobs that will be required to complete reclamation at mines 
across the country.

4. Reclamation job creation is dependent on availability of clean up funding.  
Reclamation job creation is dependent on the availability and adequacy of cleanup funding. 
Although by law, mine operators are fi nancially responsible for reclamation, there are ways 
for these operators to delay or even abandon their obligations. In this era of coal’s decline, 
it is likely that many will walk away without funding the full cost of cleanup, leaving state and 
federal regulatory agencies responsible for completing reclamation. If no action is taken, 
these agencies will be forced to either fi nd funding elsewhere (potentially from taxpayers) 
or leave mined lands unreclaimed. 
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methodology to calculate reclamation 
jobs

WORC estimated employment fi gures for full mine cleanup using a simple engineering 
cost calculation regularly performed by mining engineers to project labor costs for heavy 
construction activities, such as coal mine reclamation7.

Our primary assumption is that the labor cost as a percentage of total direct costs of 
surface coal mine operations is in the range of 10-20%8. WORC collected the amounts of 
reclamation bonds held by Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, and Wyoming for active coal 
strip mines and prevailing wages for reclamation-type work, and then applied a range of 
payroll cost assumptions. Our methodological approach and calculations are described in 
much greater detail in Appendix A of this report. 

Using a wage estimate of $30/hour (typical of heavy construction) and 2,000 hours per full-
time employee equivalent per year, we calculated three scenarios: low (payroll = 10% of 
bond amount), medium (payroll = 15% of bond amount), and high (payroll = 20% of bond 
amount). The result yields units of job-years. This provided the estimates for the overall 
surface mine reclamation workforce needed across the four states. 

The case study analysis takes a similar approach but provides a more detailed review of 
coal mine reclamation bonds. Utilizing the data available on the direct and indirect costs 
in the bond cost estimation documents submitted by mining companies to regulators, a 
specifi c calculation of labor needs was conducted for selected mines. From the equipment 
and labor cost calculations, the job types and workforce size could be estimated.  WORC 
conducted these calculations under the advisement of Jim Kuipers, a mining engineer with 
decades of industry experience. A complete write-up of the methodology can be found in 
Appendix A of this report.
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findings 
Reclamation Jobs Provide Years of Employmennt for 
Coal Miners at the End of Mine Life
If labor accounts for 10% of the bond amount, then 4,893 jobs-years would be created 
(the low end scenario). If labor accounts for 15% of the bond amount, then 7,340 jobs-
years would be created (the medium end scenario). And if labor accounts for 20% of bond 
amount 9,786 jobs-years would be created (the high end scenario). 

To provide a sense of the scale of work to be done and the annual full-time workers re-
quired for that work, these job-years can be divided by the number of years it typically 
takes to reclaim a surface coal mine9. The vast majority of coal mine reclamation work 
is completed in two to three years. Thus, we can assess the yearly employment needs 
associated with these estimates of low, medium, and high reclamation employment in the 
four-state region within these timeframes. If reclamation takes two to three years, it would 
provide jobs for 1,631 to 4,893 workers.

Table 1.  Yearly average of coal mine reclamation FTE employment estimates across four western 
states (Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, and Wyoming)

It is important to note that much of this reclamation workforce is needed for the early 
stages of cleanup and can therefore serve as immediate “bridge” employment for mine 
workers facing the end of active mine production. Reclamation work broadly requires four 
stages: earthmoving, topsoil replacement, reseeding, and monitoring. Of these, the fi rst 
steps, earthmoving and topsoil replacement, are the most labor-intensive. If operators and 
regulators initiate full mine reclamation immediately after mine shut down, they can keep 
a signifi cant portion of the current, local workforce employed. The scale of workers need-
ed for cleanup is illustrated in the North Antelope-Rochelle Mine case study in this report, 
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where it is estimated that 748 job-years are needed to complete reclamation (or 249 aver-
age jobs per year if reclamation is completed in three years).

It is important to note that much of this reclamation workforce is needed for the early 
stages of cleanup and can therefore serve as immediate “bridge” employment for mine 
workers facing the end of active mine production. Reclamation work broadly requires four 
stages: earthmoving, topsoil replacement, reseeding, and monitoring. Of these, the fi rst 
steps, earthmoving and topsoil replacement, are the most labor-intensive. If operators and 
regulators initiate full mine reclamation immediately after mine shut down, they can keep 
a signifi cant portion of the current, local workforce employed. The scale of workers need-
ed for cleanup is illustrated in the North Antelope-Rochelle Mine case study in this report, 
where it is estimated that 748 job-years are needed to complete reclamation (or 249 aver-
age jobs per year if reclamation is completed in three years).

For reference, the graph below details the most recent federal data available on mine em-
ployment in the four selected western states compared with this analysis’ yearly average 
of coal mine reclamation FTE employment fi ndings10.

At the six case study mines, the number of expected job-years for each mine’s reclama-
tion range from 49 to 748. 
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Table 2.  Yearly average of surface coal mine FTE employment estimates across four 
western states (Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, and Wyoming)

Table 3 – Base Case Labor Estimate from Financial Assurance Estimates

This report uses 15% of direct bond costs as the Base Case scenario. To refl ect an 
accurate range of potential jobs, a full sensitivity analysis was conducted to understand 
the low (10%), middle (15%), and high (20%) employment scenarios for each of the case 
study mines. The results of the full sensitivity analysis can be found in Appendix A. 
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How is Mine Reclamation Done?

All U.S. surface coal mines are required by law to reclaim the land disturbed by mining, 
so that the land returns to its pre-mining condition11. Operators must fi rst do a lot of 
earthmoving so that the land surface is similar to its pre-mined state and blends in with 
the surrounding area. Then, operators must demonstrate successful revegetation. In the 
arid West, this means the presence of persistent vegetation ten years after planting. There 
are also various structure demolition and disposal tasks, like removing conveyor belts, 
maintenance facilities, or storage facilities. Finally, each mine must address other direct 
reclamation tasks specifi c to its permit or mine conditions, such as pumping and treating 
impacted water, sealing underground entries, or replacing wetlands. 

Overall, earthmoving comprises the vast majority of reclamation work and cost at any 
strip mine12. Of this study’s fi ve case study mines that include a detailed breakdown of 
costs in their bond cost estimates, earthmoving tasks account for 69% to 89% of the 
direct reclamation costs13. Common earthmoving activities include backfi lling, grading, 
and topsoil replacement. These are signifi cant tasks because surface mines are quite 
expansive and deep with features like spoil ridges, cut-and-fi ll slopes, highwalls, and 
diversions. This stage requires blasting highwalls, road ripping, and/or scarifying. Next, 
the land must be backfi lled and graded to its approximate original contour. Regrading 
must complement the drainage pattern of the surrounding landscape, reduce erosion, and 
replace surface features like streams. Finally, appropriate topsoil must be replaced so that 
revegetation can be successful14.

For a typical western surface mine that is no longer actively mining coal, the majority of 
reclamation work can take between two and three years to complete. Most earthmoving 
tasks can be done year-round whereas replanting or reseeding takes place at specifi c 
times, usually in the Spring or Fall15.

Mine Cleanup Can and Should Be Done by the Local 
Workforce
There are several reasons why the existing workforce is the ideal workforce to hire for the 
labor-intensive fi rst stages of reclamation work.

Firstly, mine workers have several overlapping skills needed for reclamation work. In 
fact, at least some workers at most mines already switch between active mining tasks 
and reclamation tasks depending on the season, coal production schedule, and other 
operational needs16.  Secondly, the local mining workforce also has experience with 
the specifi c equipment already at a mining site that would be used for reclamation, like 
scrapers, dozers, haul trucks, front end loaders, and water trucks. 

In practice, it is common for a mining company to cease active mining operations and 
keep on a smaller workforce just to complete reclamation. For example, in 2016 the 
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Beulah mine in North Dakota retained 40 of 145 mine workers to fi nish the last bit of 
active coal mining and then transfer to full-time reclamation work17. At the New Horizon 
mine in Nucla, Colorado, 19 of the 26 mine workers transferred to reclamation activities 
after the mine ceased production18.

It’s also worth noting the positive local economic benefi ts of hiring the local labor force 
to do cleanup work. Reclamation is a crucial cornerstone of social and economic 
recovery for communities dependent on natural resource extraction19. If coal mine 
reclamation is timely and well-enforced, it can provide a critical bridge of employment and 
other economic and community benefi ts. These benefi ts are multiplied when the cleanup 
work is done by the local workforce. 

Delayed Reclamation Means Fewer Jobs for Local 
Workers
Local communities are greatly impacted by the timing of reclamation because it aff ects 
who gets those reclamation jobs and when those jobs are available. However, hiring the 
local workforce to do reclamation is not required by law. 

If fi nal reclamation work is initiated immediately after mine closure, workers, community 
members, and unions can exert pressure on mine owners to ensure reclamation jobs 
go to local miners. In the case of the New Horizon Mine referenced above, workers 
with the local United Mine Workers of America fought for and eventually entered into 
an agreement with mine owner Tri-State that would help workers transition after the 
mine shut-down. In addition to severance payments, medical benefi ts, and continuing 
education, this agreement included the option for mine workers to continue employment 
with the mine as reclamation workers. Final reclamation work at the New Horizon Mine 
took 18 months and employed 19 retained mine workers20. Alternatively, if reclamation is 
deferred, it is less likely that the current workforce will get those reclamation jobs. There’s 
only so long a laid-off  miner can or will wait around for reclamation work to materialize. 

Finally, it is increasingly more likely in the current context of coal’s decline that more 
mining companies will forfeit their bonds and these Western states will have to assume 
additional reclamation duties. The current shaky fi nancial state of some of the region’s  
largest mines and mine owners in Wyoming21 should serve as a warning to regulators that 
they must prepare for a potential onslaught of bond forfeitures. Such planning is critical 
to ensure state administered reclamation can begin quickly and therefore provide more 
economic benefi ts -- like local reclamation work hiring -- for the host communities.  

Because the timing of reclamation activities has such a direct and signifi cant impact on 
the employment outlook for the current mine workers, it is imperative that communities 
advocate for reclamation that begins swiftly -- whether it is a mining company or the state 
that administers the project. 
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Reclamation Job Creation is Dependent on 
Availability of Cleanup Funding
In the last few years, coal mines ownership in the West began turning over quickly and 
this presents new concerns for cleanup. Older coal basins, like in Appalachia, have 
seen rapid changes in mine ownership and new owners who have disregarded fi nancial, 
worker, and environmental obligations22. In 2019, the OSMRE reported that mine health 
and safety violations have signifi cantly increased in Kentucky23, which corresponds 
with increased turnover in mine ownership. This should serve as a warning to western 
communities and regulators as new and unproven operators have recently acquired mines 
in the Powder River Basin [see the Eagle Butte case study in this report for more details]. 

Thus, as mine ownership changes, it is up to the regulators to ensure these new 
operators can post suff icient, liquid fi nancial assurances and are performing 
contemporaneous reclamation at a satisfactory pace. Additionally, a poor track record of 
reclamation, safety violations, and fi nancial malfeasance at other mines should preclude 
an operator from receiving a permit at a new mine. 

Regulators can provide more rigorous oversight on undercapitalized companies which 
have a track record of putting reclamation on the back burner. This may require more 
frequent mine inspections. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

1. End insuff icient and insecure reclamation bonds

Secure reclamation bonds will create the most reclamation jobs. Because the coal 
industry is in a structural decline and unlikely to recover, it is increasingly likely that more 
companies will walk away from reclamation obligations, leaving reclamation funding and 
work up to the states. If a state fi nds itself holding an inadequate reclamation bond that 
does not produce the money required to complete reclamation, the state will be forced 
to hire fewer workers. Thus, states must be vigilant about ensuring suff icient and secure 
bonds are in place. Self-bonding must be eliminated, especially in North Dakota, and 
the use of collateral bonds and bond pools must be discarded. Where insuff icient bonds 
are already in place, they must be replaced as soon as possible with liquid, secure, and 
adequate fi nancial assurances from a surety company. Additionally, states should not 
grant mine permits to companies without secure fi nancial assurances. The increasingly 
frequent changes in mine ownership mean that state and federal regulators must be 
diligent about requiring fi nancial assurances associated with new mine permits. 

2. Regulators must ensure that all cleanup liabilities are assumed by new mine 
owners and that new mine owners are poised to fulfi ll those obligations. 

Mine permits should be denied to operators who have a track record of insuff icient 
reclamation, fi nancial mismanagement, safety violations, and other workforce violations, 
and/or cannot provide secure, liquid, and adequate fi nancial assurances for cleanup. 

3. State regulators need to be ready to seize bonds immediately when a mining 
company abandons its mines in order to initiate reclamation immediately.

It is very likely that coal companies in the Western region will not pursue fi nal bond 
release for all mined lands and states will be responsible for administering cleanup on 
at least some mines. In preparation, regulators should be ready to seize the bonds and 
initiate cleanup right away. Agencies would also be wise to ensure funds are available 
immediately to commence reclamation in case bond monies are delayed. Regulators 
should also remove any policy or administrative barriers that would prevent reclamation 
from being initiated immediately after mine operation cessation and bond forfeiture. 

4. Federal and state authorities should work to accelerate the pace of 
contemporaneous reclamation at active mines. 

Contemporaneous reclamation is not being done on all disturbed acres where it could be 
done. For instance, some large Powder River Basin mines have spoil ridges that have 
been sitting for several years when they could be backfi lled and graded. Regulators could 
address this “backlog” of unreclaimed lands where reclamation has been unnecessarily 
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delayed, by forcing coal companies to fully staff  reclamation crews and complete this work 
ahead of mine closure. With declining employment in the coal industry, completing some 
of this reclamation before mine closure will ensure local miners get paid for completing 
the work. 

5. Federal, state, and local policymakers should institute policies that facilitate and 
incentivize local hiring for mine reclamation. 

Hiring the local workforce to do reclamation is not required by law. It can be diff icult to 
require private companies to hire local through legislation, but when a state administers 
reclamation, it is somewhat easier to implement local hiring through ordinance or statute. 
Options might include a right-of-fi rst refusal for former miners when a state administers 
reclamation or retraining opportunities for local workers for cleanup jobs. In addition to 
these measures, tax incentives could be off ered to companies that hire displaced workers 
and/or newly funded retraining programs could prioritize enrolling mine workers and 
provide them with the necessary additional certifi cations to do reclamation work. Workers, 
community members, and other local decision makers can also look for ways to ensure 
that reclamation jobs are good jobs (i.e. fairly compensated and safe).

Please see Appendices A and B online at https://bit.ly/ReclamationJobs for more 
information on the data and metholodogy utiliized for this report.
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CASE STUDIES

Holding New Mine Owners Responsibile for 
Reclamation

The Eagle Butte Mine near Gillette, Wyoming, exemplifi es the complex problems that a 
local community faces as the coal industry declines and mines change ownership. When 
a coal mine operator declares bankruptcy in this new era of coal decline, it often leads to 
less certainty for reclamation work and less security for mine workers.

In 2015, Eagle Butte’s former owner, Alpha Natural Resources, declared bankruptcy and 
split the company, giving Eagle Butte to newly-formed Contura Energy, owned by Alpha’s 
senior creditors. After eighteen months, Contura sold Eagle Butte and its sister mine, 
Belle Ayr, to Blackjewel LLC. This new owner had a well-documented history of buying 
up bankrupt mines in Appalachia, then accumulating serious safety and environmental 
violations24. 

In July 2019, Blackjewel abruptly 
closed the Eagle Butte and Belle 
Ayr mines without any warning 
right after fi ling for Chapter 11 
bankruptcy25. Around 580 workers 
were suddenly out of work, having 
no idea if or when the mine might 
reopen and if they could resume 

work. Shortly thereafter, the company terminated their employment-based health care 
plan and workers could not access their retirement accounts26. Eagle Specialty Materials, 
LLC  eventually took over the mines during the bankruptcy process and started operating 
the Eagle Butte and Belle Ayr mines in October 201927. 

In some ways, this mismanagement could have been predicted. Blackjewel’s owner, 
Jeff  Hoops, had racked up 42 mine permit violations at other operations in Appalachia28, 

29.  Some of these environmental and safety violations were serious enough to prompt 
regulators to shut the mines down for periods of time. At the time of their bankruptcy 
fi ling, Blackjewel owed $60 million in unpaid royalties to the federal government and $37 
million in taxes to Campbell County, as well as $11 million in back taxes to the state of 
Wyoming30. Wyoming regulators and courts are beginning to scrutinize the unpaid royalty 
and tax debts Blackjewel and other coal companies owe to local governments, which is 
certainly a step in the right direction31. 
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The Blackjewel example illustrates why it is prudent for regulators and decision makers to 
keep a close eye on new mine owners’ reclamation activities. Ensuring new owners post 
suff icient bonds and that contemporaneous reclamation is being performed at a suff icient 
rate need to be top regulatory priorities.

This analysis estimates that approximately 269 job-years will be needed to complete 
reclamation work at Eagle Butte. If this work is completed in 2 years, around 134 full-
time workers will be needed each year.  And if the work is done in 3 years, around 89 full-
time workers will be needed each year.  

The 2019 Eagle Butte shut-down also illustrates how suddenly mine operations can 
cease, leaving workers stranded. Clearing the bureaucratic and fi nancial barriers to 
initiating reclamation work during a temporary shut-down or after a closure would help 
keep local workers employed for at least 2 to 3 years while they fi gure out their next steps. 
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Reclamation is a vital part of the 
Bridge Economy

Covering nearly 25,000 acres and long-producing 100 million tons or more of coal per 
year, the North Antelope Rochelle Mine (NARM) is the largest coal mine in the US and 
one of the largest in the world32. Even as production has decreased in recent years, 
dropping to 85 million tons in 2019, the mine still employs around 1,200 people.

Like most mines in the Powder River Basin, the mine’s fi nancial outlook is poor. The 
market for NARM’s thermal coal continues to shrink with no plausible rebound in sight33. 
Many of the coal-fi red power plants that burn NARM coal are scheduled for retirement in 
the next few years.  

Despite this bleak outlook for 
NARM’s active mining future, 
there is a signifi cant amount of 
unreclaimed land at the mine which 
means that there is an equally 
signifi cant potential for reclamation 
jobs. This analysis estimates that 
approximately 748 job-years will be 
needed to complete reclamation 
work at NARM. If this work is 

completed in 2 years, around 374 full-time workers will be needed each year.  And if the 
work is done in 3 years, around 249 full-time workers will be needed each year.  

The potential of mine reclamation work at NARM illustrates how the cleanup economy can 
provide a bridge between a coal community’s past and its future. As production slows, 
hundreds of workers can transfer over to reclamation activities rather than being laid-off . 
This isn’t a long-term or permanent solution, but it aff ords workers and communities a few 
years to plan their next steps. 
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Reclamation Helps Agricultural Producers

The Rosebud Mine in Colstrip, Montana, is a mine-mouth operation, meaning that it 
supplies coal to one buyer, the local 2100 megawatt Colstrip power plant. This plant has 
supplied power to much of the Northwest since 1978, but shut down is within sight. One-
third of the generating capacity was retired at the end of 2019 and most analysts predict 
the remainder will be retired before 203034. This means the corresponding shut-down of 
the Rosebud mine is within sight.  

Without the contracts or infrastructure in place to supply coal to other power plants, a 
mine-mouth operation is dependent on the viability of the associated power plant. And 
since these facility retirements usually happen in tandem, it results in large reductions of 
local government revenues and mass lay-off s.  In Colstrip, the closure of the mine and 
power plant will mean the loss of approximately 800 direct jobs and many hundreds 
of indirect jobs – a signifi cant impact for a rural town of just 2,300 people and 800 
households35.

The Rosebud Mine still has many acres of reclamation work yet to be done. According to 
this analysis, between 255 and 509 job-years will be needed to complete this work. If the 
mid-range of this estimate (402 job-years) are needed for reclamation for the fi rst 3 years, 
approximately 134 full-time workers will be needed each year. And if the high end of this 
estimate (509 job-years) are needed for reclamation for the fi rst 3 years, approximately 
170 full-time workers will be needed each year. These jobs are well suited for the current 
workforce.The current miners have the skillset for reclamation and these jobs will be 
needed before and after shut-down.

There’s another substantial economic 
benefi t for timely reclamation in the 
Colstrip area. Small-scale agriculture 
was the original industry of the 
Colstrip area and will be there long 
after the coal industry has faded. 
Local farmers and ranchers depend 
on water resources which have been signifi cantly degraded by mining activities through 
groundwater contamination. Mining also often changes surface drainage patterns, lowers 
the water table, and increases sedimentation in local waterways – all massive impacts for 
water users and wildlife36.

Montana law requires that successful reclamation restores the local hydrologic balance.  
Restoring this natural resource will have long-term economic benefi ts. The more quickly 
this is accomplished, the greater the benefi t to local agricultural producers and the county.  
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Local and Tribal Governments Benefit 
from Reclamation

The Absaloka Mine illustrates the potential of reclamation work for the local communities 
-- both in terms of government revenues and overall employment rates. 

While all coal communities’ governments will be impacted by the industry’s downturn, Big 
Horn County and the Crow Tribe will be among the hardest hit. The Crow Reservation 
makes up almost all of Big Horn County in the remote southeastern corner of Montana. 
In addition to the Absaloka Mine (located on the Crow Reservation), Big Horn County is 
home to two other large coal mines, Spring Creek and Decker, both of which neighbor 
the reservation. Analyses looking at local revenue collection and relative proportion of 
jobs conclude that Big Horn is one of the most coal dependent counties in the West37. As 
of 2013, the coal mining industry accounted for 30% of the jobs in the county38. Property 
taxes from coal mines account for around a quarter of Big Horn County’s budget and 50% 
of the Crow Nation’s annual budget39.

As is typical for many natural 
resource-rich, rural communities, 
this abundance of coal has not 
led to widespread, long-term 
prosperity. The per capita income 
is approximately half of the US 
average and 26.2% of people in Big 
Horn country are living in poverty, 
whereas the national average is 
14.1%40.

This is where the potential of mine reclamation jobs is especially meaningful. Reclamation 
at the Absaloka Mine will require approximately 49 job-years – or 24.5 full time jobs 
per year if reclamation is completed within 2 years. If reclamation is completed 
in 3 years, 16 full-time jobs will be created per year. Employed workers help the local 
economy in many ways, including creating indirect jobs (when they spend wages locally) 
and revenue from property taxes. Employed workers also rely less on local or state 
government resources. Absaloka is the smallest of the mines in Big Horn County.  Full 
reclamation at all mines in the area (including the immense Decker and Spring Creek 
mines) will require hundreds of workers. Ensuring these jobs will go to the current local 
workforce will be especially important for the Crow Nation and Big Horn Country.  
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Ending Self-Bonding is Critical for Creating 
Reclamation Jobs in North Dakota

The Freedom Mine is the largest lignite mine in the US but the funds for cleanup are 
not secure – which should worry both North Dakota taxpayers and potential reclamation 
workers. North Dakota is one of a few states that still allows self-bonding for cleanup, the 
least reliable method to fund reclamation. And if reclamation is not fully funded, workers 
cannot be hired to do the work.

SMCRA requires that all mines provide fi nancial assurance to the state so that if the mine 
company walks away before all the reclamation is done, the state will have the funds to 
cover the remaining cleanup. Some states, including North Dakota, still allow a practice 
called self-bonding wherein the mining company is deemed fi nancially secure enough to 
cover reclamation costs at any time and therefore is not required to post a substantive 
bond. This was always a very risky loophole, but it is now blatantly irresponsible 
considering the severe fi nancial distress of the entire coal industry.  The reality is self-
bonding allows a company to close up shop and abandon the mine, leaving the state on 
the hook for cleanup. At that point, the state can fi nd other funds to complete the cleanup 
(most likely from taxpayers), do minimum reclamation tasks or leave the mine abandoned 
altogether.

The immense size of the Freedom Mine illustrates the risks of self-bonding for North 
Dakota. The most recent total estimated reclamation cost is $143,733,543 -- a massive 
expense for a state government to cover. Mine shutdowns are already happening in 
North Dakota and there are signifi cant tracts of unreclaimed land left. North Dakota could 
be facing a tragic scenario: a massive, abandoned mine needing swift reclamation to 
protect local natural resources and hundreds of unemployed, skilled workers ready to do 
the work, but no funds because a 
company was not held accountable in 
time.

According to this analysis, between 
236 and 471 job-years will be 
needed to complete this work. If the 
high end of this estimate are needed 
for reclamation for the fi rst 3 years, approximately 157 full-time workers will be needed 
each year. If reclamation is done over two years, approximately 235 full-time workers will 
be needed each year.

North Dakota can choose a diff erent path. States like Wyoming and Colorado have limited 
self-bonding to ensure mines post more secure, reliable, and liquid bonds such as surety 
bonds. This kind of funding ensures that if a mine closes up shop before reclamation is 
complete, the state can quickly hire the workforce needed to complete all reclamation. 
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Communities Can Benefit From Both Reclamation 
Work and New State Policies

The Colowyo Mine and associated Craig Station in northwestern Colorado are both facing 
shut down dates within the next 10 years, which means a loss of 500 jobs in the area. 
But new state policies coupled with a robust reclamation plan could ease the transition 
for many workers, and potentially serve as a template for other states looking to plan for a 
carbon-free future that does not punish coal workers.

The Colowyo Mine is located primarily in Moff at County and spills into Rio Blanco County, 
both are exceptionally dependent on coal mining for jobs and local revenue. In 2017, 
coal mining comprised 37% of total private employment in the country – a staggering 
percentage considering that coal mining accounts for 1% of private employment in 
Colorado as a whole and 0.5% for the US41. As of 2016, there were 345 people employed 
in coal mining in the county10. And according to a Rio Blanco county commissioner in 
2019, 85% of the county’s property taxes come from the coal, oil, and gas industries42.

The Colowyo Mine supplies coal 
to the nearby Craig Station, where 
Unit 1 is scheduled for retirement 
in 2025, Units 2 and 3 will close by 
203043. Neighboring Rio Blanco and 
Moff at Counties will be the hardest 
hit by these retirements, since 
they are home to both the Craig 
station and Colowyo mine workers. 

Collectively, these two mines and power plant directly employ between 500 and 600 
workers44, 45 – the loss of those jobs and the loss of revenue to the local governments will 
have a tremendous impact on the communities. 

Colorado does have some policies in place that can help ease the transition away from 
coal. The state recently passed a law to establish an Off ice of Just Transition that will 
help impacted coal communities with emergency funding and job retraining. In addition to 
funding that can help fi ll revenue gaps and directly help workers, the law also established 
two important directives:

• To create a template for establishing an early warning system of 
impending coal plant and coal mine closures, and

• Guidelines for formulating plans and programs for addressing the local 
employment impacts of such closures. 
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This source of funding and other resources could be tremendously helpful for Moff at and 
Rio Blanco counties. Additional training and planning through the Off ice of Just Transition 
could help mine workers obtain available reclamation jobs at the mine. Other decision 
makers can work to ensure that reclamation timelines are not dragged out which will help 
local workers secure reclamation jobs and ease the uncertainty associated with transition. 
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