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Restoring mine-polluted rivers helps communities fight population decline 

Newly published research by researchers from the University of Pittsburgh, Kenyon College, Villanova 

University and the University of Nevada Las Vegas, Las Vegas found that restoring rivers polluted with 

abandoned mine drainage turns a symbol of community neglect into one of pride and optimism. In doing 

so, restoration helps communities attract and retain residents at less cost than traditional economic 

incentives.  

The Issue 

• As manufacturing and coal mining declined in the last 30 years, many Pennsylvania 
communities lost population. 

• From 1990-2020, communities whose waterways remained polluted by acid water draining 
from abandoned mines suffered an average population decline of 9 percent. 

The Findings 

What people say1:  

• Polluted waterways signal neglect and hopelessness. As one resident described, living near 
mine-polluted waterways can feel hopeless: “What does it matter. It’s not like it’s clean to start. 
The water is orange. Who cares.”  

• Restoring mine-polluted rivers replaces a signal of neglect with one of care and renewal. It 
creates a sense of pride and optimism in communities with roots in hunting, fishing and the 
outdoors. 

 

 
1 Harleman, M., Weber, J.G., Semanco, A., Black, Katie Jo, and S.J. McCoy, “Reversing signals of neglect: Legacy pollution, 
adaptive governance, and resilience in historic coal communities,” Global Environmental Change 99: 2026. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2026.103193
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2026.103193
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What people do2: 

• Communities with some river restoration had 6 percentage points more population growth 
than similar communities whose rivers  remained polluted.   

• In communities with restoration, population grew most among college educated residents, with 
10 percentage points more growth than in communities with unrestored streams. Young adults 
and those over 65 also saw above-average growth in restored communities.    

• Compared to a federal program offering traditional economic incentives, restoring mine polluted 
rivers costs less and does more to attract and retain residents.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Implications:  

• Restoration should be seen as economic revitalization, not just an environmental project. 
Economic development entities could help local groups secure funding and advance projects.  

• Recent federal appropriations for abandoned mine work could be transformational for many PA 
communities. A recent bill (House Bill 6938) proposes diverting some funds whereas another 
(Senate Bill 3796) creates a program to address waterway degradation in the Ohio River Basin.  

About the research:  

• The findings on what people say come from 39 interviews of restoration stakeholders across 6 
Pennsylvania watersheds with a history of mining.  

• The findings on what people do come from analysis of U.S. Census Bureau data on all PA 
communities in counties with a history of mine pollution, covering more than 1,700 census 
tracts.   

• For more findings and details, see this policy brief published by Resources for the Future.  

 

 
2 Weber, J.G., McCoy, S.J., Black, K.J., and M. Harleman, “Environmental restoration offsets population decline in post-
industrial communities,” MPRA Paper 129168, University Library of Munich, Germany.  
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*Adjusted for baseline socioeconomic characteristics and county-level growth trends.     

POPULATION GROWTH BY CENSUS TRACT WATERWAY STATUS, 1990-2020* 

https://cdn.prod.website-files.com/65f9f863036e7bbd0fc012f9/6a2040e263892ddd3e08ee27_REE%20Policy%20Brief%20-%20Weber%20et%20al.pdf
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