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Chairman Bingaman, Senator Domenici, Committee members, I am Pat Williams from Montana.  For 18 years I was a member of the U.S. House and your counterpart committee, Natural Resources.  During the latter half of my nine-term congressional career, I engaged in two efforts to pass Mine Law Reform legislation through our committees and the full House and on to this honorable body.  Both times we were successful.  As many of you remember, however, neither the House nor the Senate bills made it to the President’s desk. 

Most of us from the Rocky Mountain West who support reform in the nation’s critical mining industry do so primarily for two simple but important reasons: economic opportunity and landscape restoration.  Actually, those two reasons are one and the same.

 
We understand there are those who believe that support for mining reform is simply an old grudge against the industrial sins of the past two centuries; others, it has been said, want to financially gouge an industry, which, for the moment, is making record profits.  For others still, reform is a matter of complying with the gains that technology has brought to mining during the past 126 years.
Too much debate about Mine Law Reform focuses on the past. I urge you to focus on the future. Many of us out West regard with genuine anticipation the potential for the restoration and renewal of our region’s abused land and water as well as needed stability for our often boom-and-bust economy.  I grew up in the copper mining city of Butte, Montana, and came of age seeing both the good and bad of the mining economy.  I know, as do so many thousands of other westerners, both the high times and the ruins.

Senators, seven members of your committee represent six of the states of the Rocky Mountain West.  Within those six states are tens of thousands of abandoned mine sites: adits, both open and sealed; ore dumps; scablands; abandoned equipment; crumbling shacks, rusted metal; and far too much acid discharge and heavy metal pollution threatening our streams and ground water. 

Do you remember that old adage, “There has never been a mine without a good view”?  Miners follow the ore, and those riches were and are in our most beautiful places.  Too many of those landscapes are spoiled, too many of the streams polluted – still spoiled and polluted a century after mining’s western heydays.

But, those of us in the West are starting to understand that it’s all pay dirt.  Those abandoned mine sites offer more than just danger.  Although dangerous they are; properly considered, those sites present the West -- our West -- with a brand new economy: jobs, profits, revenue, salaries and benefits -- for your constituents.

As you know, it isn’t often in the history of any region that a wholly new economy awaits recognition and support.  But we face just such an opportunity.  Envision it: a new economy in restoring the waterways and landscapes.  Your Congressional Budget Office estimates that for each $1 million spent on a mine cleanup we will create between 14 and 33 new jobs.  As with many first-rate private or public investments, the down payment is not inexpensive.  In part that’s because restoration is labor intensive:  men and women with shovels and heavy equipment: rakes as well as road building and road removal equipment, tree planting as well as trucks and loaders and low boy trailers.  This economy will have a place for the laborer but also the engineers, hydrologists, biologist and other scientists – fine paying jobs all.  It sounds like those “good old days” we enjoy reminiscing about out our way.

Important as they are, the hands-on restoration work itself and jobs funded through new mining royalties are just the beginning. Investment in restoration promises far greater economic rewards over the long-term. Healing the scars of past mining will restore the usefulness and productivity of impaired land and watersheds. It will turn degraded landscapes into areas of new opportunity and help more rural communities plug into the quality-of-life-driven new economy of today’s West. We’re seeing a dramatic example of this near Missoula, Montana. Right now, scores of heavy equipment operators are hard at work removing millions of cubic yards of mining waste from Milltown Reservoir, restoring the natural confluence of the Blackfoot and Clark Fork rivers. Their work is far from over, but it’s already triggered new investment and a wave of revitalization in the surrounding communities.

Senators, we westerners believe there is an imperative here, both environmental and economic.  Let’s do it.  And let’s get today’s mining companies to help both us and themselves.  Forward-looking companies with wise management recognize the opportunity to become a partner in the new West.  Certainly mining can and will recognize this moment.

Surely the companies will bid on and get contracts in the restoration economy and that will mean profit for them, the use of the skills of their workers, and income for our rural communities. Undoubtedly this same mining industry can contribute a relatively small portion of the nation’s restoration costs through the application of an appropriate royalty fee on the minerals extracted from the public’s land.

Mr. Chairman and Senators, there is a genuine opportunity here and this committee can lead us to it.  Old abandoned, dangerous mining property needs restoration and reclamation; so do many old and unnecessary timber-sale roads and dense stands of forest underbrush, as well as overgrown, fire prone forests.

Let’s get on with it. Starting with Mine Law Reform.

Thank you for having me.

