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Coal's crash creates a wide swath of woes 

By Calvin Kent Ph.D., A AS 

A
s the coal industry has col­
lapsed, so has the property 
tax base supporting county 
governments and school 

districts in West Virginia. 

From having the highest property tax 
bases per capita in the state, many 
coal counties now have the lowest. 
Unemployment has increased dramat­
ically; many of those residents have 
moved; the retail base has diminished; 
and schools have laid off teachers and 
workers and eliminated extracurricu­
lar activities. 

This article examines what occurs 
when the principal industry in an area 
fails and the loss of the property tax 
base has reverberating negative effects 
on the quality of life for those living in 
or dependent on the affected area. 

Also included are suggestions based 
on the West Virginia experience that 
may be of value to assessors faced 
with a market decline in a major tax 
base. 

West Virginia remains the sec-
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and-largest producer of coal in the 
nation after Wyoming (see table 1). 
West Virginia coal constitutes 11 
percent of the nation's supply. While 
there has been a slow, uneven decline 
in West Virginia coal production over 
the past few decades, the collapse 
began following the banner years of 
2008-2011. 

Background 
Coal mining in West Virginia began 
in 17 45, but production was first 
recorded in 1863 when 444,648 short 
tons (short ton= 2,000 pounds) was 
reported (West Virginia Office of 
Miners' Health, Safety and Training 
2007-2016a). 
For most of the period from 1860 
until the turn of this century, West 
Virginia's coal activity mirrored the 
national economy. Coal production 
was tied to industrial activity. When 
the economy boomed, coal prices 
and production followed, only to fall 
during periods of recession. As the 
demand for electricity rose, so did 
the demand for coal-generated power 
(Netschert 1960). 

Beginning in the 1840s, demand for 

coal was buoyed by the growth of 
railroads switching to coal from wood 
in steam locomotives. The railroad 
demand ended with the switch to die­
sel during the 1950s (Netschert 1960; 
King 2009; Park 2013). As manufac­
turing became less important in the 
U.S. economy, power plant efficiency 
increased, the use of natural gas and 
renewable fuels expanded, and the 
shift to a knowledge economy contin­
ued, coal and gross national product 
(GNP) became less tightly linked (EIA 
2016a). 

Coal production in West Virginia has 
varied dramatically, reaching peaks in 
1924 (156,570,631 short tons), 1947 
(173,653,816), 1990 (171,155,053), 
and 1997 (181,914,000) and then 
beginning a decline during the 21st 
century to 102,954,676 short tons in 
2015 (West Virginia Office of Miners' 
Health, Safety and Training 2007-
20166 ). 

Table 2 shows coal production and 
employment in West Virginia from 
2002 to 2015. As late as 2008, pro­
duction was 165,750,817 short tons. 
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Table 7. Coal industrial personal property valuation and percentage change in West Virginia counties, 2011-2015 

Industrial Personal Property Valuation Four-Year Per-
County 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 centage Change 

Marshall $169,237,640 $233,173,669 $303,996,904 $374,770,568 $424,220,402 150% 

Marion $147,951,090 $178,068,293 $198,259,028 $211,476,224 $166,373,948 12% 

Ohio $63,887,072 $60,869,089 $116,474,609 $140,929,395 $140,199,756 119% 

Kanawha $232,786,131 $297,486,389 $314,940,386 $295,675,472 $304,538,098 31% 

Logan $410,417,779 $491,312,839 $533,913,353 $523,071,589 $444,129,991 8% 

Boone $579,421,729 $742,003,386 $745,629,442 $489,446,547 $574,645,090 1% 

Raleigh $265,480,366 $282,467,644 $347,561,825 $292,606,063 $282,440,971 6% 

Mingo $262,813,375 $317,032,308 $357,266,390 $333,353,936 $293,952,960 12% 

Monongalia $105,072,505 $141,168,288 $148,497,779 $108,289,208 $131,332,124 25% 

Wyoming $162,664,532 $245,325,308 $287,299,237 $234,367,657 $260,505,585 60% 

All Other $979,217,395 $1,133,558,722 $1,405,125,680 $1,417,733,341 $1,142,427,096 17% 

Total $3,378,949,614 $4,122,465,935 $4,758,964,633 $4,421,720,000 $4,164,766,021 23% 
. . . .  

Source: West Vtrgmia Property Tax D1v1s1on n.d. 

Of the 34 mines that were open in 
2011, only 4 remain active. Wyoming 
County has seen its severance tax 
revenue drop by $300,000 and its 
property tax revenue fall by more than 
$1.2 million. In addition, the bank­
ruptcies of Alpha Natural Resources 
and Patriot Coal Corporation have left 
unpaid property taxes of more than 
$1.7 million. 

Among the county services that are 
being cut are answering nuisance 
dog complaints, landfill employment 
(from eight to three workers), card­
board pickup from businesses, and 
hours for the transfer/compactor sta­
tions to be open. As county positions 
become open, they are not planned 
to be filled. The school district cut 18 
positions. 

Raleigh County (Bias-Evans 2016-
2017) 

Raleigh County has an unemployment 
rate of 6.7 percent, which is the lowest 
among the southern coal counties. 
Being a tourism and transportation 
hub, the county has a more diversified 
economy than the other southern 
counties. West Virginia University is 
establishing a campus there. 

Although coal property taxes have 
dropped, with the county government 
receiving $500,000 less, this decrease 

has been offset by increases in other 
property values. To date there have 
not been any layoffs or reductions in 
services. The schools lost $2.4 million 
in tax dollars from coal property, but 
this decrease has been offset by in­
creases in other valuations, primarily 
new construction. 

It is not expected that these offsets 
will continue into next year. There is 
almost $2 million in unpaid property 
taxes because of coal company bank­
ruptcies . Residential foreclosures and 
listings are at an all-time high. The 
effects of the coal economy collapse 
are being felt in retail and commercial 
values as well. 

Kanawha County (Robinson 2016-
2017) 

Because of a 25 percent decrease in 
coal severance receipts, the Kanawha 
County Commission reduced the 
county budget by almost $580,000. 
Most of the coal severance money 
supported services for the coal-pro­
ducing parts of the county. The 
decrease in revenue necessitated cuts 
to outside agencies and a 3 percent 
cut in pay for county elected officials. 
Services experiencing cuts included 
fire departments and police officers. 

The school district experienced a 
"very tight budget" because of cuts in 

state aid tied to enrollment and a drop 
in property tax revenue. It was report­
ed that 25 positions were to be elimi­
nated, 21 of them teacher aides. 

Northern Counties 

Marion County (Cinalli 2016-2017) 

Marion County has an unemployment 
rate of 6.5 percent. Marion has been 
less negatively affected than other 
southern counties. Extraction is from 
deep mines that produce higher sulfur 
coal, which can be used in electric 
generators with scrubbers. 

Coal mines in the county have been 
idled or put on reduced shifts because 
of the decrease in demand. Coun-
ty government has seen a decrease 
in severance tax revenue of almost 
50 percent from its 2011 high. The 
decrease has been offset by the use 
of reserve funds and taxes on oil and 
natural gas production. While there is 
a hiring freeze, no jobs have been lost 
or services cut. 

Marshall County (Kessler 2016-
2017) 

Marshall County has an unemploy­
ment rate of 7.7 percent. Marshall 
County has not seen decreases in 
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