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Bonding of Coal and Industrial  
Mineral Operations in Pennsylvania 

On all mine sites in Pennsylvania, operators are required to post bonds in order to guarantee that the reclamation 
obligations stipulated in the approved mining permit will be met. The bonding program is administered by the 
Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection’s (PA DEP’s) Bureau of Mining and Reclamation. The 
methods for calculating bond amounts for coal versus non-coal (i.e., industrial minerals) are different, although the 
objectives of the bonds are the same. The differences in the methods of bonding for coal and industrial minerals 
as well as the evolution of the current bonding systems are described in this issue of Portal To The Mining 
Industry. 
 
Coal 
Until the implementation of full-cost (a.k.a. “conventional”) bonding system in 2001, Pennsylvania’s bonding 
program had only been adjusted once since its implementation in 1982. Since 1982, Pennsylvania had been 
using two methods of bonding. An alternative bonding system (ABS) was used for surface coal mining, coal refuse 
reprocessing, and coal preparation plants; and a full-cost bonding system was used for coal refuse disposal and 
surface activities related to underground coal mining. The alternative bonding system used an approach of paying 
a flat per-acre bond and contributing to a pool of funds (known as the “Surface Mining Conservation and 
Reclamation Fund”) that could be used to supplement forfeited bonds on any site that was covered by the pool. 
The payment into the pool was based on the area to be impacted by the coal mining activity, not on the specific 
impending reclamation needs of the site. Experience proved that this methodology did not reflect the actual 
reclamation obligation of any particular site and made it difficult for PA DEP to ensure that sufficient bonds were in 
place. 
 
The Federal Office of Surface Mining notified PA DEP that the ABS no longer served the purpose or met the 
requirements of the Federal Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act (P.L. 95-87). An assessment of 
Pennsylvania’s bonding program was initiated in the spring of 1999, defining deficiencies in the program, and 
ultimately resulting in the implementation of a full-cost bonding program for all coal mine sites. The table below 
indicates the bond rates under the former alternative bonding system (prior to implementation of the full-cost 
bonding system). 
 

As indicated in the 
adjacent table, 
support areas were 
bonded at a flat per-
acre rate of $1,000 
and the rates for pit 
areas were variable 
depending on height 
of highwall. The 
“pool” fee previously 
mentioned was $50/
acre between 
August 1, 1981 and 
August 6, 1993, 
and then increased 

to $100 per acre. 
 
As a result of the 1999 study that evaluated Pennsylvania’s bonding program, PA DEP now develops bond rate 
guidelines for coal from competitively bid contracts for mine reclamation (from the state Abandoned Mined 
Lands and Bond Forfeiture Programs) using a 3-year average for most categories. In general, the bond rate for 

Activity Variables Bond Amount 
Surface Coal Support areas $1,000 / acre 

Highwall: 0 – 85 feet $3,000 / acre 

Highwall: 86 – 115 feet $4,000 / acre 
Highwall: 116 – 150 feet $5,000 / acre 

Highwall: > 150 feet Site-specific evaluation 

Coal Preparation Plants Land reclamation $3,000 / acre 

Demolition of structures Site-specific evaluation 

Coal Refuse Reprocessing $1,000 / acre 

Coal Refuse Disposal $1,000 / acre 



a given unit 
operation is the weighted 

average of the three lowest 
bids for each contract. The table on 

the opposite page indicates the standard 
bond rate guidelines for the year 2009. 

 
There are also rates for mine sealing of underground 
mine openings. They may be found in PA Bulletin, Doc. 
No. 09-266. 
 
The implementation of the full-cost bonding system has 
generally resulted in an increase in bonding costs for 
coal mine operators. Every year, the operator is 
required to recalculate their bond at each permit based 
on how much mining and reclamation was completed 
that year (and based on the new bond rates which may 
change annually). If an operator has completed a 
significant amount of reclamation, it is possible that 
they could have “extra” bond posted for the site. This 
extra bond money can then be applied to a future 
phase of mining. The operator also has the option of 
requesting return of the bond money, but it is generally 
not requested until the site is ready for bond release 
since the next year, the bond amount could go back up 
(the annual rates for various activities typically 
increase). Surplus bond monies may not be applied to 
a different permit. 
 
Bond monies are released in three stages from coal 
mines in Pennsylvania. Stage 1 bond release is 
achieved when an area has been backfilled and 
graded. The released amount is 60% of the bond 
amount for the completed area. Stage 2 release is 
achieved when topsoil is replaced and the area is 
revegetated. The amount of money released for Stage 
2 is calculated by subtracting the bond amount by the 
current reclamation cost. Stage 3 is achieved upon five 
years since the date of the successful planting. Stage 3 
bond is calculated at $500/acre unless there is a post-
mining water liability. This bond, which could also be 
handled through a treatment trust agreement, would 
be calculated to ensure perpetual treatment of the 
post-mining pollutional discharge. 
 
Industrial Minerals 
Bonding in the industrial minerals industry has 
changed comparatively modestly over the years. Until 
2007, bond rates had not changed in several decades. 
In 2007, PA DEP adjusted the applied bonding rates, 
although there is nothing official to document these 
changes. 
 
Highwall reduction by blasting has not changed and is 
still bonded at $10.00 per lineal foot of each face or 
lift, but the rate for grading and revegetation of support 
area and pit floor has increased from $500 to $1,000 
per acre. Also, in areas where backfilling is required to 
achieve final grade (as opposed to blasting), the coal 

bond rates for grading are now applied ($0.95/cubic 
yard (cy) for <500 foot push and $1.20/cy for >500 
foot push) to the bond cost calculation. A summary of 
the current rates for industrial minerals is shown 
below. 
 
• Reduction of Highwall or Final Working Face by 

Blasting = $10.00/lineal foot (no change) 
 
• Reduction of Highwall or Final Working Face by 

Backfilling = ($0.95/cy for <500 foot push and 
$1.20/cy for >500 foot push 

 
• Grading and Revegetation of Pit Floor and Sloped 

Faces = $1,000/acre 
 
• Grading and Revegetation of Support Area = 

$1,000/acre 
 
• Construction of Berms = $3.00/lineal foot (no 

change) 
 
Non-coal operators are not required to recalculate their 
bonds annually; however, PA DEP typically requests 
that the bond be recalculated upon submitting a permit 
revision.  
 
Bond release for non-coal mines is achieved in two 
stages. Stage 1 bond release may be obtained upon 
grading, installing drainage controls, and topsoiling. 
The amount of bond released upon completion of 
Stage 1 is 90%. Stage 2 (remaining 10% of bond) is 
released five years after the planting and such planting 
is deemed a success. 
 
Comparative Summary 
There are some obvious differences in the bonding and 
bond release procedures for coal and industrial mineral 
operations in Pennsylvania. Many of these differences 
result from the more complicated and environmentally 
sensitive nature of reclaiming a coal mine (with the 
intent to prevent post-mining discharges) as well as the 
generally larger areal extent of physical disturbance 
(both annually and throughout the life-of-mine). 
Categories for unit operations of reclamation activities 
are different with those for coal mines being somewhat 
more specific. Again, this is likely related to the relative 
complexity of reclaiming a coal mine. Grading and 
revegetation fees for industrial minerals are 
significantly less than those operations for coal. There 
are no mobilization/demobilization costs applied to 
non-coal sites. It could be argued that fees charged for 
highwall reduction by blasting for non-coal mines are 
not sufficient. Generally speaking, bond rates for coal 
mines are more representative of actual costs that 
would be incurred to reclaim a site by an independent 
party should reclamation not be achieved by the 
operator and the bond be forfeited. 
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Source:  www.dep.state.pa.us 
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Unit Operation  Unit Measure  Unit Costs ($)  

Mobilization/demobilization  Job  4% of direct costs or $40,000, 
whichever is less  

Grading (< 500-foot push)  cubic yard 0.95  

Grading (>= 500-foot push/haul) cubic yard  1.20  

Selective Grading  Acre  1,250.00  

Revegetation  Acre  1,600.00  

Tree Planting  Tree  0.15  

Ditch Excavation  cubic yard  5.25 

Jute Matting  square yard  3.25  

High Velocity Erosion Control  square yard  3.50  

R3 Rock Lining  square yard  25.00  

R4 Rock Lining  square yard  22.00  

R5 Rock Lining  square yard  21.00  

Geotextile/Filter Fabric  square yard  2.00  

PVC Lining square yard  11.00  

Subsurface Drain  lineal foot  18.50  

Erosion and Sedimentation Control 
(Temporary Installation)  Job  Lump sum 

(5% of direct costs for site)  

Pond Removal Active Phase  Pond  3,800.00  

Stage 3 Maintenance Bond 
Non-Cropland Areas (land uses where 

crop yields are not required)   
Acre  100.00  

Stage 3 Maintenance Bond Cropland 
(not row crops) Pastureland or Land 

occasional cut for hay (excludes seed 
cost)  

Acre  550.00  

Stage 3 Maintenance Bond Cropland 
Area-Row Crops 

(includes seed cost)  
Acre  800.00  

Stage 3 Mobilization Job 2,500.00 

Pond Removal-Stage 3 

Cubic yards 
(Embankment volume) 

Plus Topsoiling and  
Revegetation Cost  

Use <500 grading for pond embank-
ment volume plus Topsoiling and 

Revegetation cost for the area disturbed  

Ditch Removal-Stage 3 Lineal Foot  0.75  

Equipment Tire Removal and Disposal  Tire  300.00  

Structure Demolition  Costs will be calculated using costs listed in the construction industry’s latest annual 
cost publications, such as ‘’Means Building Construction Cost Data.’’   
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