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MINING, INFRASTRUCTURE, AND AMERICA’S FUTURE  

S kelly and Loy has been a consultant to the coal mining industry since our founding in 1969. 

We’ve seen its highs, and we’ve seen its lows. Today, the outlook for the coal industry is 

bleak, at best. Experts from the private sector and government agencies, many much wiser 

than I, have analyzed the industry from multiple angles and have reached many different conclu-

sions. However, most foresee the likely decline of the coal mining and coal-fired electric utility 

industries in America, an ironic occurrence considering that today’s developing nations are 

relying heavily on coal-fired electrical generation to spur their economic and physical growth. 
 
 



It is difficult to 
find much positive 

news in the coal industry, 
although some point to the 

Obama Administration’s delay of 
additional new air quality regulations and the 

growth in export markets as good news. The fact is 
the Administration intends this delay in new 
emissions regulations to be only just that, a delay. 
There is nothing to suggest that these new 
regulations won’t eventually become reality. Nor is 
it realistic to expect that a growth in the export 
coal market will fill the continuing market deficit 
created by the closing of domestic coal-fired power 
plants. At the same time, a review of publically 
traded stocks of several major coal producing 
companies’ prompts a fundamental question: will 
these companies survive long enough to enjoy a 
predicted emerging export coal market? 
 
The coal industry faces stiff competition from gas 
as a source of boiler fuel for power generation. 
Some experts suggest that the dynamic nature of 
gas prices and the uncertainty of future gas pricing 
leave hope for continued use of coal as the fuel of 
choice to generate power. However, price dynam-
ics will be of less concern as utilities make their 
fuel choice decisions and planned new generating 
facilities proceed through the regulatory approval, 
final design, and into construction. Though the 
shale gas industry is its infancy stages and is 
struggling with its own environmental and 
economic challenges, the opportunity to advance 
shale gas as an option to gain greater energy 
independence is just too important not to be 
pursued. 
 
Nevertheless, the huge tax funded subsidies paid 
to support many forms of alternative energy are a 
continued concern. While there is certainly a place 
for renewable energy, we can’t afford to throw 
reliable and affordable coal-fired energy under the 
“green bus.” Affordable energy has been and will 
continue to be the foundation of America’s 
economic success and future growth. Without a 
full range of energy options competing in the 
marketplace, we may find ourselves forced in the 
not too distant future to make purchasing 

decisions on what we can best afford, if 

at all: food, health care, or energy. Or, perhaps we 
can take the complacent route and rely on 
government assistance to provide these life-
sustaining needs. 
 
According to a July 2013 survey by Rasmussen 
Reports, voters rate their confidence in the coal 
industry more favorably than their faith in the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency. Other recent 
Rasmussen surveys have indicated many voters 
believe the Obama Administration’s ultimate goal 
is to “kill” the coal industry and that 58% expect 
the Administration’s new EPA regulations to 
increase energy costs, while smaller numbers 
believe Americans are selfish for putting the 
economic concerns ahead of global warming. 
 
These results suggest that a large segment of 
Americans believe the coal industry should not go 
away. Yet, because of the efforts of certain elected 
officials, environmental interest groups, and 
misinformed individuals, the industry is likely to be 
seriously diminished, resulting in a negative 
impact on the lives and well-being of millions of 
people.  
 
Skelly and Loy’s consulting to the mining industry 
goes beyond coal. While the coal industry has 
been very good to us, and we are committed to it 
in the future, the construction minerals industry 
has been good to us as well. Just as the coal 
industry faces challenges from all directions, sand, 
gravel, and aggregate producers are facing 
challenges of their own. 
 
A few years ago, The History Channel aired a series 
entitled “The Crumbling of America.” (The series is 
still available for purchase on its website.) This 
program focuses on the age and deteriorating 
condition of the nation’s infrastructure and paints 
an alarming picture of the future reliability of our 
highways, bridges, power grid, dams, dikes, 
potable water supply, sewage conveyance and 
treatment, and other basic needs. The documen-
tary’s bottom line is simply this – a warning “to be 
afraid, very afraid!” These systems were built 50 to 
100 years ago, and generations of Americans have 
enjoyed the conveniences, personal safety, and 
economic benefits they have provided, yet we are 
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reluctant to make the required capital investment 
to maintain, replace, or expand these systems to 
serve our 21st century needs. The program 
reminds us that “throughout world history, great 
civilizations have survived and extended their rule 
through dependence on great infrastructures,” and 
“the U.S. infrastructure is collapsing and it impacts 
every single person in this country.” Meanwhile, we 
are choosing to ignore history, catastrophes, and 
subtle inconveniences by not funding the mainte-
nance and expansion of our infrastructure 
systems. 
 
I have been an active participant in several 
transportation improvement funding advocacy 
groups in Pennsylvania throughout the last three-
plus years. These groups have looked beyond 
bridges and highways to all forms of transporta-
tion, including mass transit, rural transit, railroads, 
ports, airports, bikeways, pedestrian transit, and 
the like. A wide range of stakeholders from both 
the public and private sectors were represented, 
including business and industry, health organiza-
tions, chambers of commerce, the military, labor 
organizations, bicycle clubs, county and municipal 
officials, visitors bureaus, and many more, totaling 
more than 150 interests at the local, state, and 
national levels, all with an appreciation of the 
basic needs that a healthy transportation system 
provides.  
 
By Executive Order, Pennsylvania Governor Tom 
Corbett, formed a diversified, 40-member advisory 
commission made up of experts in transportation, 
finance, and local governments tasked with 
evaluating  the Commonwealth’s transportation 
needs  and finding  means to fund them. The 
commission’s final report (available at 
www.tfac.pa.gov), issued in August 2011 was 
successful in defining a sustainable, common-
sense approach to addressing Pennsylvania’s 
transportation needs. Over the next two years, 
advocacy groups spent countless hours promoting 
the report’s findings to public and elected officials. 
On June 30 of this year, literally in the eleventh 
hour of the state’s final day of legislative session, 
politics got in the way of passing funding legisla-
tion intended to address these so very badly 
needed transportation initatives. Legislators have 

promised to 
make transportation 
a priority upon their return 
in the fall. Time will tell if this is a 
promise kept. 
 
Sustainable transportation funding will provide a 
blueprint for the future that will play a major role in 
allowing construction aggregates producers to 
remain financially sound and provide job security 
to thousands of industry employees. Unfortunately, 
the federal government has failed the nation year 
after year by providing Band-Aid solutions to a 
program that needs surgical repair. Similarly, many 
of Pennsylvania’s neighboring states have followed 
the federal government’s inadequate infrastruc-
ture funding formula by simply sticking their finger 
in the hole of the dike. We, as a great nation, can 
and must do a better job in providing our citizens 
with basic needs that support safety and security 
to all. 
 
The coal industry and construction aggregates 
industries often seek separation on controversial 
issues, yet the two are kin. Both industries face 
numerous economic and environmental challeng-
es. Both provide our citizens with valuable 
commodities and resources. Both rely on coal-fired 
electric generation to sustain their markets. Both 
add billions of dollars to our economy. Both are 
necessary to sustain life. Both are highly regulated 
by local, state, and federal government agencies. 
And, both are in a survival mode. 
 
We must continue working hard to promote the 
importance of a sustainable national infrastructure 
and the mining industries’ essential role in its 
health. Hopefully, these efforts will bring the 
American public to its senses. Otherwise, we face a 
future without the ability to meet our most basic, 
energy, transportation, health, and safety needs, 
and without mining industries which will suffer the 
fate of our once great and since forgotten 
American steel industry. 
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If you have any questions about 
this article or would like more 
information about the mining 
services that Skelly and Loy 
provides, please contact the 

author: 
 

Mark A. Williams 
Executive Vice President 

Engineering Services 
mwilliams@skellyloy.com 

(717) 232-0593 
 
 

extraordinary people—  
—extraordinary results 

Skelly and Loy's Mining Services Group is staffed with experienced mining engineers (surface and under-
ground), mineral processing engineers, geologists, and mineral economists who can guide proposed and ac-
tive mining operations from a pre-feasibility stage through geologic investigations, detailed design, permit-
ting, financial considerations, and reclamation. The group is recognized nationally and internationally for its 
experience and expertise. The Mining Services Group is complemented with state-of-the-art engineering 
tools and augmented by our staff of technicians and environmental specialists experienced in working with 
a variety of mining projects, including, but not limited to the following services. 
 
  Coal Ash Management 
  Coal Preparation/Mineral Processing Studies 
  Due Diligence Investigations 
  Fatal Flaw Analysis 
  Financial Evaluations/Valuations/Mineral Economics 
  Fuel Procurement Investigations 

  Geological Investigations and Reserve Studies 
  Market Studies 
  Mine and Quarry Planning 
  Mine Feasibility Studies 
  Mine Operation Audits 
  Mine Permitting 
  Reclamation Planning 
  Sale/Acquisition Analysis 

Visit us on the Web!  
www.skellyloy.com 

       


