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Executive Summary

W

e are witnessing an era of coal bankruptcies. The rise of inexpensive natural gas, reduced demand for coal
exports, and steady action to reduce domestic greenhouse gas emissions, among other factors, has placed
pressure on coal company profits and called into question the business model of undiversified coal companies.
Between August 2015 and May 2016, three of the largest coal companies in the United States declared Chapter 11
bankruptcy, including Peabody Energy Corporation, the world’s largest private-sector coal company.1
Federal law requires coal companies to reclaim and restore land and water resources that have been degraded by mining.
But at many sites, reclamation occurs slowly, if it all. As the coal industry experiences financial distress and coal companies
declare bankruptcy, the viability of future reclamation work is endangered. Without decisive action by policymakers,
taxpayers may be saddled with the financial burden of funding costly environmental reclamation after coal mining ceases.
The Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act (“SMCRA”) requires mining companies to post performance bonds
to ensure the successful completion of reclamation efforts should they become insolvent.2 These bonds are intended
to cover the cost of reclamation in the event a coal company fails to complete the required work itself. However, under
current law, regulators have discretion to accept “self-bonds,” which allow coal companies that satisfy certain financial
conditions to operate without posting any surety or collateral—in effect, offering only their promise to pay once mining
operations have concluded.
The total value of self-bonded reclamation obligations in the United States is sizable: according to the Office of Surface
Mining Reclamation and Enforcement’s (“OSMRE”) own calculations, outstanding self-bond obligations currently total
$3.86 billion nationwide, of which $2.4 billion is held by coal companies currently in bankruptcy.3 When a coal company
enters bankruptcy, the government may be unlikely to recover the full value of the self-bond.
To qualify for self-bonding, coal companies must meet certain financial health requirements that were intended to limit
the availability of self-bonding to companies at low risk of default. But the current regulatory regime fails to meet this goal.
First, existing regulations do not account for parent-subsidiary corporate structures. A subsidiary mining company may
meet the financial health requirements and qualify for self-bonding even though its parent company does not. If the parent
company files for bankruptcy, the subsidiary’s assets may be required to satisfy the parent company’s debts; meanwhile,
the subsidiary may still be permitted to operate under a self-bond even though its assets are effectively unavailable to
government regulators. Second, regulators do not routinely evaluate the financial health of self-bonded companies on a
sufficiently frequent basis. As a result, when indicators of financial distress become apparent, regulators are often caught
in a bind: the company no longer qualifies for self-bonding, but requiring the company to post alternative bonds or
collateral may drive it into bankruptcy, further jeopardizing the company’s ability to meet reclamation obligations.
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The ideal solution would be for Congress to amend SMCRA to abolish self-bonding or to significantly tighten its
requirements. But given the current political environment in Congress, this solution may not be forthcoming. This report,
therefore, proposes reforms that are achievable within the current statutory framework. These reforms are designed to
help OSMRE and state regulatory agencies better assess coal companies’ financial health and take steps to curtail selfbonding:
•

OSMRE should issue guidance to state regulators on implementing and enforcing its current
regulations—including the power to deny requests for self-bonding.

•

OSMRE should require self-bonded companies to update financial records with the regulatory
agencies on at least an annual basis, and require state regulators to make an annual affirmative finding
based on that information that an operator still qualifies for self-bonding, or revoke self-bonding
approval and demand bond substitution.

•

OSMRE should require state regulators to collect financial information about both the applicant and
its parent entity, and report this information to OSMRE. OSMRE should serve as a central repository
of information, to avoid problems of double-pledging assets.

•

OSMRE and state regulatory agencies should coordinate with the Department of the Interior’s
Bureau of Land Management (“BLM”) to evaluate the financial health of parent corporations so that
BLM can consider outstanding reclamation obligations and bonding status before it approves a new
coal lease, lease extension, or lease modification.

In short, barring a legislative end to self-bonding, OSMRE should impose more stringent obligations on coal companies
and work with state regulators in order to avoid saddling taxpayers with the cost and burden of unfunded coal reclamation.
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Overview of Coal Company Self-Bonding
The Federal Statutory and Regulatory Regime

F

ederal law requires coal companies to reclaim the land affected by their mining operations to a condition capable
of supporting the uses which it was capable of supporting prior to any mining.4 Reclamation work involves the
expenditure of funds to restore land and water resources that have been degraded by the adverse effects of mining
practices—for example, by managing waste materials, reconstructing and stabilizing drainage features, reconstructing
slope stability, and re-establishing vegetation.5 Each mining operation is governed by a site-specific reclamation plan that
aims to facilitate ecosystem reconstruction and the development of a safe and stable landscape.6
Reclamation costs are often sizable, totaling hundreds of millions of dollars for some mining operations.7 To ensure that
regulators will be able to complete reclamation in the event a mine operator forfeits its permit, federal law requires mining
companies to provide specified financial assurances. The Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act (SMCRA)8
establishes a cooperative federal-state regime in which the federal government, through OSMRE in the Department
of the Interior, sets minimum standards and retains some oversight authority. After their programs are approved by
OSMRE, states have primacy for enforcing the requirements of SMCRA.9
SMCRA requires mining companies to post performance bonds, which protect against the risk that a company may have
a reduced incentive to reclaim land after its mining operations have concluded. Bonds must “cover that area of land . .
. on which the operator will initiate and conduct surface coal mining.”10 The amount required for bonds is determined
on a case-by-case basis, depending on the reclamation requirements and “the probable difficulty of reclamation” due to
geographic and geological factors, but must “be sufficient to assure the completion of the reclamation plan if the work
had to be performed by the regulatory authority” and must not be less than $10,000.11
By tying the value of the bond to the total cost of reclamation, SMCRA theoretically ensures that reclamation work can
be completed without imposing costs on taxpayers. However, regulators have discretion in many cases to accept “selfbonds,” which do not require separate surety, but rather rely on the applicant’s financial health. Under self-bonding,
some companies operate mines without setting aside assets or arranging for third-party guarantees that regulators can
draw upon in the event that a mining company becomes insolvent, or otherwise refuses to complete its reclamation plan.
The relevant statute states: “The regulatory authority may accept the bond of the applicant itself without separate surety
when the applicant demonstrates to the satisfaction of the regulatory authority… a history of financial solvency and
continuous operation sufficient for authorization to self-insure or bond such amount” as would otherwise be required in
the form of a guaranteed bond.12
Implementing regulations promulgated by OSMRE establish the minimum requirements for self-bonding. However,
states may impose additional requirements or may choose not to allow self-bonding at all. State programs must be “no
less stringent” than the federal statute, and “no less effective” than federal regulations.13
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A company is currently permitted to self-bond its reclamation obligations pursuant to federal regulations if it meets each
of the following conditions:
•

The company has continuously operated for at least five years;14

•

The company meets one of the following financial criteria—
•

The company’s most recent bond issuance was rated “A” or higher by either Moody’s Investor
service or Standard and Poor’s Corporation;15

•

The company has a tangible net worth of at least $10 million, a ratio of total liabilities to net
worth of 2.5 times or less, and a ratio of current assets to current liabilities of 1.2 times or
greater;16

•

The company has at least $20 million of fixed assets in the United States and a ratio of total
liabilities to net worth of 2.5 times or less and a ratio of current assets to current liabilities of
1.2 times or greater;17

•

The company submits specified financial documents, including audited statements for the most
recently completed fiscal year, unaudited statements for completed quarters in the current fiscal year,
and additional unaudited information as requested by regulators.18

•

The total value of self-bonds guaranteed by the guarantor, including guaranteed self-bonds, does not
exceed twenty-five percent of the guarantor’s tangible net worth in the United States.19

Even when a company satisfies these criteria, a regulator retains the authority to deny a self-bond based on additional
factors.20
Federal regulations permit self-bonding obligations to be satisfied by a parent entity (a “parent guarantee”), provided
that the parent meets each of the conditions described above “as if it were the applicant.”21 If a subsidiary with a parent
guarantor fails to complete the reclamation plan, the guarantor is liable under the indemnity agreement for the full cost
of land reclamation, not to exceed the initial bond amount.22 Non-parent guarantees are also permitted under the same
conditions, for instance from a utility that buys coal from a mine mouth facility. In addition, the mining company itself is
required to have continuously operated for at least five years, and regulators may require the mining operator to submit
its own financial information “in order to determine the financial capabilities of the applicant.”23
Once a self-bond is approved, regulators “may require self-bonded applicants, parent and non-parent corporate guarantors
to submit an update of the information required under paragraphs (b)(3) and (b)(4) of this section [pertaining to the
credit ratings, net worth, and asset/liability ratios] within 90 days after the close of each fiscal year following the issuance
of the self-bond or corporate guarantee.”24 Per the current federal regulations, regulators are thus empowered—but not
required—to request updated financial information on an annual basis under existing regulations.
Finally, if the financial health of a mining company or its guarantor changes at any time such that the enumerated
requirements to-self bond are no longer satisfied, “the permittee shall notify the regulatory authority immediately and
shall within 90 days post an alternate form of bond in the same amount as the self-bond.”25 If the permittee fails to
post an adequate substitute bond “the operator shall cease coal extraction and . . . shall immediately begin to conduct
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reclamation operations” and cannot resume mining operations until an acceptable bond is posted.26 This language is not
discretionary—mining operations are not permitted until an acceptable replacement bond is in place.

The Role of State Regulators
Although federal legislation sets a regulatory floor, states are free to establish their own regulatory bodies to fulfill
the Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act’s mandate and impose more stringent requirements, including for
self-bonding.27 OSMRE must approve the state regime before delegating to the regulatory agency; most states have
successfully created state agencies that fulfill SMCRA’s mandate.28 States are also obligated to amend their regulations
if OSMRE increases the stringency of federal regulations.29 As discussed above, states are not required to allow self or
alternative bonding methods, and many states, including Tennessee30 and Ohio, require full third-party surety bonds
for some or all mining operations within their borders. Other states—such as Kentucky, Virginia, and West Virginia—
utilize additional alternative bonding programs such as pooled bonding.31

The Current Extent of Self-Bonding Obligations
If available, self-bonding is an attractive option for qualifying mine operators because it frees up cash or other assets that
would otherwise be necessary to collateralize a company’s reclamation obligations. As a result, some mining companies
are liable for hundreds of millions of dollars in reclamation obligations secured only by the company’s ongoing financial
health and ability to pay. In 2014, for example, Cloud Peak Energy received approval from the Wyoming Department of
Environmental Quality to replace $200 million in surety bonds with self-bonds, which Cloud Peak estimated would save
approximately $2 million in annual premiums.32
The total value of self-bonded reclamation obligations is sizable, totaling nearly $2.8 billion across just four U.S.
companies: Peabody Energy Corp., Alpha Natural Resources, Inc., Arch Coal, Inc., and Cloud Peak Energy Inc. (three of
which are currently in bankruptcy).33 Peabody, for example, has guaranteed approximately 73% of its total reclamation
obligations through self-bonds, totaling more than $1.15 billion;34 however, it’s reported net worth at the end of 2015
was only $870 million.35
Table 1. Reclamation Obligations by Company
Company

Peabody Energy*
Alpha Natural Resources**
Arch Coal*
Cloud Peak Energy*

Self-Bonds

Other Reclamation Bonds

$1,150,000,000
$676,100,000
$485,500,000
$200,000,000

$592,000,000
$399,000,000
$237,200,000
$433,900,000

* Current as of December 31, 2015
** Current as of December 31, 2014 [2015 SEC filing is forthcoming]

Self-bonding or guarantees by a parent or non-parent corporation are currently permitted in at least 15 states,36 and
self-bonds comprise more than 50% of reclamation obligations in at least five states: Colorado (57%), Indiana (56%),
New Mexico (70%), North Dakota (69%), and Wyoming (63%).37 Other reports suggest that the total proportion of
reclamation obligations secured by self-bonds may be even higher.

5

Self-Bonds and Bankruptcy
The most significant risk associated with self-bonding is that self-bonds are not secured by any assets—in essence they
are a bond to nothing, defeating the purpose of requiring financial assurances for “worst case” events like bankruptcy. In
the event a mine operator enters bankruptcy, the government may not be able to recover the full value of a company’s
reclamation obligations because a self-bond is treated by the company like unsecured debt, which falls to the end of
the collection line. This problem is exacerbated because the value of a typical coal company’s main assets—mining
equipment, the company’s equity, leases and rights to mine, and coal itself—are all closely linked to the price of coal.
As the price of coal declines, as it has in recent years,38 many of the assets pledged toward reclamation costs lose their
value, as well. As a result, the reclamation work necessary to fill in abandoned mines and return them to their natural
state may not occur unless taxpayers absorb some of the cost.39 Deteriorating financial conditions in the coal sector—
and in particular, the recent bankruptcies of companies like Arch Coal, Patriot Coal, Peabody, and others—have drawn
mounting attention to this problem.
Federal regulations governing self-bonding do not permit companies that fall below the designated financial thresholds
to continue to self-bond.40 If the applicant or guarantor’s financial condition changes at any time during the period of
the self-bond such that the requirements are no longer met, the permittee is required to notify the regulatory authority
immediately and post an alternate form of bond within ninety days, or be forced to cease coal extraction.41 However,
in the case of the Alpha Natural Resources, the company filed for bankruptcy before the end of the 90 day compliance
period, negating the effectiveness of the enforcement action.

Self-Bonding Enforcement Challenges
While SMCRA contains some financial health requirements that are designed to prevent financially vulnerable companies
from being permitted to self-bond, as applied in practice, these provisions pose enforcement challenges.
First, regulators may not be able to accurately monitor the financial health of large and complex mining companies.42
A subsidiary mining company may meet the financial health requirements and qualify for self-bonding although its
parent does not.43 If a parent entity enters bankruptcy, the subsidiary’s assets are likely to be implicated in the bankruptcy
proceedings because their assets are often pledged to the parent entity, even while the subsidiary company continues to
technically meet the specified criteria for self-bonding. In the cases of Arch, Peabody, and Alpha, the mining subsidiaries
joined the parent entity in bankruptcy. Some reports suggest that Cloud Peak is the only large mining company with
outstanding self-bonds that currently meets the financial requirements for self-bonding at the parent level.44
Second, even if indicators of financial distress are apparent, regulators might be reluctant to require mining companies
to cease operating if they are unable to obtain a surety bond, or if acquiring a surety bond will force the company into
greater financial distress.45 If a mining company continues to operate, it can at least generate some revenue to offset the
ongoing costs of reclamation. But if regulators force the company to shut down its operations, they might thereby reduce
the company’s liquidity and push it company into bankruptcy, at which point the company may be unlikely to pay the
full value of the bond.46 The Executive Director of the Interstate Mining Compact Commission describes this decision
as a Catch-22: “[I]f the state chooses to insist on alternative financial assurances or collateral as a result of the company’s
diminished financial situation, the threat to the company’s financial solvency would only increase.”47
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Current regulations regarding the financial health of companies that self-bond are not being strictly enforced.48 According
to outside analysis, Peabody’s self-bonding obligations comprised more than 25% of the company’s net worth, in violation
of the federal requirement to limit self-bonds to 25% percent of the company’s net worth49, from at least 2003 through
2006, and again from 2012 to at least 2014.50 Additional problems are visible in the bankruptcy proceedings of several
prominent companies, including Alpha and Arch Coal, discussed below.

Case Study: Wyoming’s Self-Bonding Woes, and Lessons from Texas
In Wyoming, as much as $2.25 billion in reclamation obligations are guaranteed by self-bonds.51 Peabody Energy, which
filed for bankruptcy on April 13, 2016,52 has over $700 million in self-bonded obligations in Wyoming alone.53 Two other
companies, Alpha and Arch Coal, have already filed for bankruptcy protection and hold $411 million and $458 million,
respectively, in self-bonds within Wyoming.54
We first describe Wyoming’s regulatory regime and then compare the ongoing bankruptcies of Alpha and Arch Coal with
Texas’s successful recovery of self-bonds just prior to and during Luminant Mining’s bankruptcy.

Wyoming’s Regulatory Regime
The state-federal cooperative agreement with Wyoming charges the Wyoming Department of Environmental Quality
(WYDEQ) with the regulation of surface coal mining and reclamation pursuant to SMCRA.55 Wyoming has primary
enforcement responsibility, including during joint inspections by itself and OSMRE. However, OSMRE retains the
right to take any enforcement actions necessary to ensure compliance with SMCRA, and Wyoming must “obtain
the concurrence of the Department [of Interior]” before releasing any operator from any obligation under a bond.56
OSMRE’s enforcement and oversight authority in Wyoming is especially critical given the reliance of mining operations
in Wyoming on federal lands and coal resources.
Wyoming’s self-bonding regime by-and-large tracks the federal requirements,57 but imposes some additional requirements
based on past performance.58 If the operator, or its guarantor, relies on its bond issuance rating, it must have received a
rating of “A” or higher on each bond issuance action over the preceding five years.59 If the operator or guarantor qualifies
under ratio requirements, the ratio requirements must have been met the previous year and for the four years preceding
that.60 The ratio requirements are more lenient if the operator or guarantor offers personal property as collateral.61

The Bankruptcies of Alpha Natural Resources and Arch Coal
Alpha Natural Resources, Inc. and its subsidiary, Alpha Coal West, Inc., (collectively “Alpha”) and Arch Coal, Inc. (“Arch
Coal”) both recently struck deals with the WYDEQ that threaten reclamation efforts in Wyoming.
On May 26, 2015, WYDEQ ordered Alpha to obtain replacement bonds worth approximately $411 million in place of
existing self-bonds for the Belle Ayr and Eagle Butte Mines in Wyoming. Not long after this order, Alpha filed for Chapter
11 bankruptcy protection. WYDEQ and Alpha then entered into an agreement, approved by a federal bankruptcy court,62
in which WYDEQ would “stay any enforcement action regarding self-bonding until reorganization of Alpha’s debts
could be finalized,” in exchange for a $61 million superpriority claim in any bankruptcy proceedings—a far cry from the
$411 million pledged for reclamation through self-bonds.63 Under this agreement, Alpha can continue extracting coal in
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Wyoming, even though WYDEQ believes its finances to be inadequate for self-bonding.64 Additionally, Wyoming agreed
to approve permit renewals and other permit actions for the company, in spite of bonding deficiencies.
As a result, and pursuant to its authority to enforce SMCRA, OSMRE filed a “ten-day notice” letter with WYDEQ,
stating that “Alpha coal may be in violation . . . because it may have allowed the bond amount to fall below the amount
necessary to assure that the operator will faithfully perform all requirements [for bonding and reclamation].”65 Although
the bankruptcy judge approved the settlement over environmental organizations’ objections,66 OSMRE may still pursue
regulatory enforcement.67 WYDEQ responded to the ten-day notice and asserted that the agreement with Alpha was
appropriate under SMCRA.68 In particular, WYDEQ argued that “Alpha remains liable under the existing self-bond,
indemnity, and corporate guarantee agreements, as further secured by the settlement agreement, for the entirety of
its reclamation obligations in Wyoming.”69 It also drew comparisons between this agreement and a similar agreement
between Alpha and the West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection, which was upheld by a bankruptcy
court.70
Wyoming made a similar deal with Arch Coal, which also filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy, agreeing not to pursue any
enforcement action related to Arch Coal’s self-bonds, in exchange for $17 million in secured financing and a $75 million
superpriority claim: only 16 percent of the estimated $458 million in reclamation obligations.71 Following bankruptcy,
Arch Coal is still required to provide new bonds for its remaining $393 million reclamation obligation.72
The Arch Coal agreement was approved in federal bankruptcy court on February 23, 2016, despite criticism from
OSMRE and environmental groups.73 In response to a citizen complaint filed by a local landowners’ group in December
2015, on January 21, 2016, OSMRE formally requested information about Arch Coal’s self-bonding status. Even after
the bankruptcy filing, WYDEQ responded on February 22, 2016 and asserted that Arch Coal’s subsidiary, Arch Western
Resources, continues to meet the requirements for self-bonding, notwithstanding Arch Coal’s poor financial condition.74
Moreover, the WYDEQ argued that, “if approved by the court, the agreement between Wyoming and Arch provides
additional security . . . and a commitment that upon exiting the bankruptcy Arch will post substitute bonds sufficient to
cover the full amount of its reclamation obligations in Wyoming.”75
Although WYDEQ asserts that these deals will not affect reclamation claims, others are skeptical.76 In any event, pursuant
to SMCRA, self-bonding should not be available to companies that are going through or have recently gone through
bankruptcy. SMCRA requires a “history of financial solvency,” which should prevent qualification for self-bonds.77 And
pursuant to existing regulations, if the financial health of a mining company or its guarantor changes at any time such
that the enumerated requirements to self-bond are no longer satisfied, “the permittee shall notify the regulatory authority
immediately and shall within 90 days post an alternate form of bond in the same amount as the self-bond.”78 If the
permittee fails to post an adequate substitute bond “the operator shall cease coal extraction and . . . shall immediately
begin to conduct reclamation operations” and cannot resume mining operations until an acceptable bond is posted.79
Therefore, a company entering bankruptcy should lose its self-bonding status, and regulators can and should exercise
their discretion to deny new requests for self-bonding from companies emerging from bankruptcy.
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Lessons from Texas: the Luminant Mining Bankruptcy
Despite the difficulty associated with requiring a potentially troubled company to provide a financial bonding instrument,
it has been done successfully in the past. Texas regulators’ experience with Luminant Mining’s imminent bankruptcy
represents a successful preservation of reclamation goals in the face of financial distress.
News reports regarding Luminant Mining’s potential bankruptcy first surfaced in October 2012.80 Energy Future
Holdings Company (EFH), Luminant’s parent company, was experiencing financial difficulty.81
As detailed in an October 2013 report prepared by the Institute for Energy Economics and Financial Analysis,82
Luminant’s asset and liability representations to Texas regulators regarding its self-bonding obligations were inconsistent
with financial reports filed by the parent company.83 Luminant’s representations to Texas regulators assumed that its
assets were “decoupled” from the parent company’s network of debt. In other words, the company’s filings ignored the
fact that its assets were already pledged to its parent company’s creditors—creating the possibility that nothing would be
left to cover its reclamation obligations if Luminant itself went bankrupt. This approach elided the risk that Luminant’s
assets would be entirely unavailable to regulator, to guarantee its reclamation obligations.84 In other words, Luminant was
not sufficiently liquid in order to cover its reclamation obligations, and had roughly $1 billion in uncovered reclamation
costs.85
The Railroad Commission of Texas, which regulates surface coal mining operations in the state, acted quickly. It required
Luminant to submit quarterly statements to the Commission certifying continued compliance with the relevant financial
requirements beginning around July 2013—about eight months after news reports initially indicated that its parent was
experiencing financial difficulty.86
In April 2014, Luminant notified the Commission that its parent guarantor was entering bankruptcy, and that it no longer
met the financial requirements for self-bonding.87 The Commission then successfully obtained replacement collateral
for $1.1 billion in reclamation obligations through the bankruptcy process—specifically, by obtaining a carve-out from
an existing superpriority lien on “substantially all of the assets of ” the parent company and its subsidiaries, which is
senior to other creditors.88 The bankruptcy court approved the carve-out through an order on June 6, 2014. The assets
that were pledged as collateral included a nuclear power plant in Texas, several coal facilities, thirteen lignite mines, gas
assets, and other assets, including nuclear fuel and mineral interests.89 The total assets securing the $1.1 billion collateral
commitment were valued at roughly $10.7 billion,90 providing a significant cushion in the event of asset depreciation.
Comparing Texas’s successful management of Luminant’s crisis with Wyoming’s current predicament makes clear
that early detection of financial distress is critical to a functioning self-bonding system.91 When Luminant first began
bankruptcy proceedings, the company held unencumbered assets sufficient to obtain replacement collateral. In contrast,
by the time WYDEQ acted, Alpha and Arch Coal were not in a position to provide replacement collateral. In the case of
Alpha, Wyoming’s request came three months before the company declared bankruptcy,92 and a similar request by West
Virginia came only two weeks beforehand93—in other words, the requests were “essentially imposed by the state at a
time when the company could no longer afford it.”94 By this stage, state agencies may be reluctant to force the company to
cease coal operations, as that may increase the likelihood of bankruptcy and reduce the likelihood that the coal company
will be able to fund reclamation.95 A second difference was that Energy Future Holdings, Luminant’s parent company,
secured a large bankruptcy loan, placing it in a better position during bankruptcy proceedings.96
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Recommendations

T

he following recommendations seek to curtail the unnecessary approval of self-bonding by state regulators,
and improve enforcement and information gathering by regulatory agencies. Many of these recommendations
are achievable within the current statutory and regulatory framework, and emphasize exercising discretion
to reject self-bonding, and requiring more frequent and thorough financial reporting by coal companies. Additional
recommendations would require amending regulations through rulemaking. The fifth recommendation—abolishing or
severely restricting self-bonding—would require legislative action.

1. OSMRE should issue guidance to state regulators on implementing and
enforcing its current regulations—including the power to deny requests
for self-bonding, including for companies emerging from bankruptcy.
OSMRE should immediately issue guidance to clarify and affirm that regulators have discretion to reject requests for
self-bonding, even if minimum financial standards are satisfied. SMCRA and existing regulations make clear that even
if financial tests are met, regulators can deny applications if self-bonding will not fulfill the purpose of SMCRA or state
implementing laws.97 OSMRE highlighted this point in the Federal Register notice describing its final federal self-bonding
regulations, stating that “regulatory authority discretion to allow or disapprove a self-bond application on a case-by-case
basis is an important part of the self-bonding program” and “the regulatory authority should consider its own experience
with local operations when making a final decision on whether to allow a self-bond.”98
OSMRE should assist state regulatory authorities that wish to phase out self-bonding by clarifying that regulators retain
the authority to deny applications for self-bonds even where all enumerated criteria are satisfied. OSMRE should clarify
that: (1) state regulators retain discretion to deny applications for self-bonding; (2) the financial tests outlined in the
federal regulations should be relied upon by regulators only if they accurately assess the current—and expected future—
financial status of a company, which may be difficult to assess in the current climate of coal bankruptcies; (3) a regulator’s
decision about self-bond qualifications can be re-evaluated at any time; and (4) regulators should deny requests for selfbonding from companies emerging from bankruptcy, as they have failed to demonstrate a history of financial solvency
and continuous operation, as called for in SMCRA.99

2. OSMRE should require self-bonded companies to update financial
records with the regulatory agencies on at least an annual basis, and
require state regulators to make an annual affirmative finding based on
this information that a company still qualifies for self-bonding,
or revoke approval and demand bond substitution.
As discussed above, early notice that a company is at risk of becoming unable to self-bond increases the likelihood that
state regulators will be able to ensure the company can still fulfill its reclamation obligations. Under current regulations,
if the applicant or guarantor’s financial condition changes so that they no longer qualify for self-bonding, the permittee
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is required to notify the regulatory authority immediately and post an alternate form of bond within ninety days.100
However, there is no additional penalty if a permittee fails to notify the agency immediately, and there is no obligation for
permittees to notify the regulatory authority if they anticipate being ineligible for self-bonding in the near future.
OSMRE and state regulatory authorities should impose an affirmative obligation on companies to report financial
information demonstrating their financial health on at least an annual basis. In addition, state regulators should be
required to make an annual affirmative finding based on that information as to whether the operator still qualifies for selfbonding. If a regulator finds that a company does not still qualify, it should immediately revoke self-bonding approval
and demand bond substitution.101
Moreover, we recommend that companies be required to file additional financial documents that assist the regulatory
authority in judging the financial health of companies. In particular, we recommend that both the operator and the
guarantor, if different companies, file annually: (1) a comparative balance sheet for the next five years, (2) a comparative
income sheet showing all revenue and expenses for the next five years, (3) a report, completed following the most recent
fiscal year, containing a third-party accountant’s audit opinion of the relevant documents, and (4) the companies’ most
recent credit rating, if any. Several of these documents are required of companies when they apply for a self-bond in
Wyoming.102 This information could be provided at a relatively low cost by companies by having them report at the same
time they must file an annual 10-K report with the Securities Exchange Commission. Additionally, we recommend that
OSMRE and state regulatory authorities make this information public.
These requirements are permitted pursuant to SMCRA,103 and are consistent with existing federal regulations.104
However, state regulators currently have discretion whether to request this financial information, or not. OSMRE should
amend its existing regulation to require state regulatory agencies to: (1) collect this financial information on an annual
basis, for both applicants and their parent companies; (2) make an affirmative finding based on this information that a
company still qualifies for self-bonding, or immediately revoke approval and demand bond substitution; and (3) report
this information to OSMRE.
Furthermore, we recommend that OSMRE amend its regulations to explicitly require a history of financial solvency
and continuous operation for a five-year period. While SMCRA calls for a “history of financial solvency and continuous
operation,”105 OSMRE’s existing regulations only explicitly require continuous operation, which creates a potential
loophole—especially for companies emerging from reorganization bankruptcy.106 The regulations should also require a
history of financial solvency for this five-year period.107

3. OSMRE should require state regulators to collect financial
information about both the applicant and its parent entity, and
report this information to OSMRE. OSMRE should serve as a central
repository of information, to avoid problems of double-pledging assets.
OSMRE should require state regulators to provide OSMRE with information regarding companies’ self-bonding
applications and financial status, including information about parent entities’ health. OSMRE should consolidate and
disseminate this information to states in order to prevent double-pledging of assets and excessive self-bonding.
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Regulations require that the total value of self-bonds used by a guarantor not exceed twenty-five percent of the guarantor’s
tangible net worth in the United States.108 However, this requirement is not easily implemented in practice. For one, some
coal mining companies “double pledge” the financial health of the company holding the self-bond through a parentsubsidiary structure. A subsidiary is created that holds substantial assets, e.g., the coal mines, but the parent corporation
retains the debt.109 This makes the subsidiary seem financially healthy enough to qualify for self-bonding, when in fact
the subsidiary and its assets also guarantee the parent company’s indebtedness.110 Therefore, the assets relied upon to
qualify for self-bonding will not necessarily be available to any state regulator in the event of forfeiture. In addition,
companies may attempt to exceed the twenty-five percent requirement by self-bonding in multiple states. Absent a
central coordinator to accurately measure companies’ aggregate self-bonding levels, state regulators may approve selfbonding in excess of twenty-five percent of net worth. According to one report that examined SEC filings, both Peabody
Energy and Arch Coal were in violation of the 25 percent limit in 2014.111
OSMRE should require state regulators to report information regarding companies’ self-bonding applications and
financial status, including information about parent companies’ health. OSMRE should consolidate and disseminate
this information to states in order to prevent double-pledging of assets and risky self-bonding. Because federal and
state regulators have the discretion to refuse self-bonding even when a company may qualify,112 this information can be
particularly useful.
However, some coal companies have argued that their financial information, including information on the financial health
of their parent entity, is confidential. For example, Colorado’s response to OSMRE’s ten-day notice regarding Peabody’s
self-bonding compliance was heavily redacted when provided to the public.113 Still, this does not prevent state regulators
from reporting net worth, ratios of assets to liabilities, and other critical information to OSMRE, to help determine
whether a company meets the financial requirements for self-bonding. Moreover, the very fact that coal companies may
shroud their true liabilities through veiled corporate structures should give regulators pause before approving requests
for self-bonding—particularly when surety or collateral bonds are available substitutes. Self-bonding is, at heart, a benefit
provided to qualifying companies. If a company is unwilling to share its financial information, then it should be prepared
to forego this benefit and instead avail itself of one of the multiple other available bonding instruments.
In short, OSMRE should require state regulators to report information regarding companies’ self-bonding applications
and financial status, including information about parent companies’ health, and should serve as a central repository of
information.

4. OSMRE and state regulatory agencies should coordinate with the
Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Land Management (“BLM”) to
evaluate the financial health of parent corporations and so that BLM can
consider outstanding reclamation obligations and bonding status before
it approves a new coal lease, lease extension, or lease modification.
OSMRE and state regulatory agencies should coordinate with the Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Land
Management (“BLM”) to evaluate the financial health of coal companies and their parent entities, and so that BLM can
consider outstanding reclamation obligations and bonding status before approving a new coal lease, lease extension,
or lease modification. Interior should also revise its coal leasing eligibility criteria to include proof of that a coal lease
applicant is in compliance with bonding and reclamation requirements.114
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As described above, self-bonding is less secure than requiring coal companies to post surety bonds or collateral bonds,
and poses risks to the public in the event that these companies enter into bankruptcy. In an era of coal bankruptcies and
mounting unfunded reclamation, Interior should proactively limit the risk that taxpayers may be saddled with the burden
of paying for costly reclamation.
Interior should revise its coal lease eligibility criteria to include evidence that a coal lease applicant is in compliance
with all bonding and reclamation requirements. This can be done through a rulemaking to revise its basic coal lease
eligibility criteria.115 For example, regulations already require than any prospective lessee is in compliance with federal
acreage limitations;116 it would be reasonable to add a requirement that any lessee be in compliance with bonding and
reclamation requirements.
Interior should identify a method by which BLM, OSMRE, and state regulatory agencies can share information about
the financial health of coal companies, so that BLM has this information when considering whether to approve a new
coal lease, lease extension, or lease modification. Prompting such information sharing could entail a new regulation, or
could be achieved through a memorandum of understanding.

5. Congress should amend SMCRA to eliminate or severely restrict
self-bonding.
Given the many difficulties with self-bonding detailed in this report and in the work of several other organizations,
Congress can help OSMRE better fulfill its mandate under SMCRA by amending the Act to eliminate or severely restrict
self-bonding. Other performance bonds, including sureties and collateral, provide a more stable guarantee that land will
be reclaimed in accordance with statutory and regulatory requirements.
SMCRA requires that an alternative bonding system, such as self-bonding, will only be approved where it “will achieve
the objectives and purposes of the bonding program pursuant to this section.”117 It likewise mandates that “[t]he amount
of the bond shall be sufficient to assure the completion of the reclamation plan if the work had to be performed by
the regulatory authority in the event of forfeiture.”118 The purpose of the statute is to ensure sufficient and effective
reclamation of mined lands. Yet, the self-bonding regime has not accomplished this goal. Congress should amend
SMCRA to eliminate self-bonding or significantly tighten its requirements.
This is particularly appropriate in light of the financial difficulties that the coal industry is experiencing. OSMRE itself
acknowledges that “[l]ow domestic and global demand for coal, plentiful low-cost shale gas and fuel switching and coal
power plant retirements by utilities, the highest coal stockpile inventories in 25 years, unsuccessful business decisions,
and projections of declining coal demand have created significant challenges for the coal industry.”119 And the U.S. Energy
Information Administration projects that “In 2016, coal production is expected to decrease by more than 100 MMst for
the second consecutive year, with a forecast annual decline of 168 MMst (19%), which would be the largest decline in
terms of both tons and percentage since data collection began in 1949.”120 Many mine operators in the United States face
a significant risk of insolvency, making a Congressional end to self-bonding in its current form appropriate.
Short of eliminating self-bonding or otherwise amending SMCRA through legislation, which may be unlikely in the
near-term, OSMRE should continue to recommend that state regulators withdraw approval self-bonds, particularly for
companies who have failed to demonstrate robust, ongoing financial health. OSMRE and BLM should also consider the
other recommendations outlined in this report.
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Conclusion

T

his report proposes reforms that are designed to help OSMRE and state regulatory agencies better assess coal
companies’ financial health and take steps to curtail self-bonding. Barring a legislative end to self-bonding,
OSMRE should impose more stringent obligations on coal companies and proactively work with state regulators to avoid saddling taxpayers with the cost and burden of unfunded coal reclamation.
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