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MOUNT PLEASANT — Despite overcast skies and occasional drops of rain, Kathy Boyer, Tower City, pushed her fingers into rocky coal land in Foster Township on Friday morning and planted hardwood seedlings.  Watch the video

“It will help stop erosion, keep the streams cleaner, provide some clean air and habitat for animals,” said Boyer, 66, a retired Tri-Valley High School teacher. She and her husband, Terry Boyer, 67, are volunteers for the Schuylkill Headwaters Association and Schuylkill Conservation District, which organized this project, a reforestation initiative which is the first of its kind in the anthracite region.

They were among the 25 volunteers who donned gardening gloves and rain ponchos and wielded dibbles, a hand-held gardening tool, to plant about 2,000 tree seedlings on land owned by Schuylkill County and leased by Mountaintop Coal Mining Inc., Elysburg. Wiping sweat and rain drops from their brows, the volunteers completed the planting in four hours, said Michael Myers of the Office of Surface Mining/Volunteer In Service To America for the Schuylkill Headwaters Association, Pottsville.

“We’re planting really fast, getting a lot of trees in the ground. The rain keeps coming. It’s spitting a little bit here and there. Some people ran and got some rain jackets, but it seems to be holding off. The weather didn’t stop anybody,” Myers, of Lock Haven, said, a plastic bucket filled with a variety of hardwood seedlings in hand.

The Schuylkill Headwaters Association and Schuylkill Conservation District partnered with the Appalachian Regional Reforestation Initiative, the Appalachian Coal Country Watershed Team and the Eastern Coal Regional Roundtable to make this project possible, Myers said.

George Rieger, chief of the U.S. Office of Surface Mining Reclamation and Enforcement’s Pittsburgh Field Division, Harrisburg, was sweating in the field Friday, ripping up earth with a dibble.

“We’ve taken the initiative to go out and do public tree plantings only in the past four or five years. Before that, surface mining operators were encouraged, particularly in areas where they deforested an area, to put it back to forest. We’re just encouraging them to use hardwoods more,” Rieger said.

Mountaintop Coal, which leases the land from the county for a strip mine operation, has donated time and equipment to prepare the land for the project.

Bill Reichert, president of the Schuylkill Headwaters Association, said the project is cost-free.

Organizations including the American Chestnut Foundation and the Pennsylvania Game Commission are donating trees. They will include American chestnut, Washington hawthorn, crab apple, white oak, sawtooth oak, Norway spruce and white pine.

Earlier this week, the group was planning to plant 1,200 hardwood trees, but state and federal officials brought more trees than anticipated and the group ended up planting about 2,000, Myers said.

“We planted a variety of trees. Some will come up quickly and some will take a while,” Rieger said.

“They should grow some this spring, a few inches depending upon the species. Basically this spring it will be roots growth. Next spring or summer you might to see 8 to 10 inches of growth depending on the species of tree,” said David Hamilton, a regulatory program specialist with the U.S. Office of Surface Mining, Harrisburg.

The 25 volunteers were representatives of the Schuylkill County retired senior volunteer program; Penn State Master Gardeners; Sapa Industrial Extrusions, Cressona; Schuylkill Products, Cressona; and Wal-Mart Distribution Center, Highridge Industrial Park, Myers said.

Representatives from the state Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, the Office of Surface Mining, Schuylkill Conservation District, the Appalachian Coal Country Watershed Team were also providing support and getting their hands dirty.

“We have a lot of volunteers here who care about trying to get these mine lands replanted,” Wayne Lehman, county natural resource specialist with the Schuylkill Conservation District.

Lehman wielded a dibble, pushing and stomping it into the rock-laden dirt, to make way for Elizabeth Hinkel, the conservation district’s preservation coordinator, to plant seedlings.

“This is physical labor. Not everybody can do this,” Terry Boyer said as he cracked the earth again and again with the dibble. He and his wife are part of the county retired senior volunteer program.

At 10 a.m. Thursday, Myers and county representatives will host 20 Minersville Area High School students on a class trip to the site. Mel McDonald, Minersville Area High School biology teacher, said most of the students will be ninth-graders from his applied biology class.
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