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FOREWORD

Permitting Hydrology,
A Technical Reference Document for Determination of 

Probable Hydrologic Consequences (PHC) and 
Cumulative Hydrologic Impact Assessments (CHIA),

Baseline Data

This PHC/CHIA technical reference document provides a technically sound approach for obtaining
geologic and hydrologic information to be used in the review and preparation of coal mine permit
applications.  The document represents a snapshot in time - thus; it is subject to revision at some
future date.  While we believe the document represents a sound technical, good-science approach
for permit reviewers, CHIA preparers and policy makers, it does not have the power of regulation,
and we are not requiring its use by  regulatory authorities (RAs).  As we discuss in the introduction
, the requirements for both PHC and CHIA are set forth as performance standards in the Surface
Mining Control and Reclamation Act (SMCRA).  Regulators choose how best to meet those
standards.  They may choose to follow the guidance in this document, or they may adopt an
alternative combination of specifications, verifications and controls for hydrologic and geologic
baseline data.  Whatever approach is chosen, it must provide a framework for technically and
scientifically sound and supported hydrologic impact analyses, and it must ensure the hydrologic
performance standards of SMCRA are met.

Although this document describes a sound technical approach for meeting baseline requirements
for PHCs and CHIAs, there will be cases in which either more or less baseline data are appropriate
to characterize an individual site.  It may be prudent on the part of the RA to consider the need to
justify significant departures from the data and data-related procedures in this document or from
established procedures that are no less effective as those in this document.
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INTRODUCTION

The mission of the Office of Surface Mining (OSM) is to carry out the requirements of the Surface
Mining Control and Reclamation Act (SMCRA) in cooperation with States and Tribes in order to
ensure that: 

• Coal mines are permitted and operated in a manner that protects citizens and the
environment. 

• The land is restored to beneficial use following mining.

Coal mining has the potential to adversely affect the hydrologic balance.  SMCRA requires that
these adverse impacts be minimized and not cause an unacceptable degree of damage to the
hydrologic balance.  A permit application for coal mining must contain: 

• Baseline geologic and hydrologic information. 

• A determination of probable hydrologic consequences (PHC) within the permit and
adjacent areas resulting solely from the proposed operation.

• A hydrologic reclamation plan.

• Ground- and surface-water monitoring plans.

The PHC predictions of impacts for all mines in a designated area are the main source of input for
the development of the cumulative hydrologic impact assessment (CHIA) prepared by the RA. 
The CHIA is an assessment of the incremental hydrologic impacts of the proposed operation in
combination with the impacts of all other existing and anticipated mining within a defined
cumulative impact area.  The written finding by the RA that the proposed operation is designed to
prevent off-site material damage to the hydrologic balance is based on the CHIA.  This material
damage finding must be made before a SMCRA permit can be issued.

Although requirements for both PHC and CHIA exist in SMCRA and the permanent program
regulations, they are rather general performance-type standards in that they identify hydrologic
objectives but do not prescribe exact methodologies for their accomplishment.  As such, RA’s have
ample flexibility to set forth the combination of specifications, verifications and controls needed to
produce a technically-sound hydrologic impact analysis and, ultimately, supportable permitting
decisions.  The reasonable procedural support for the PHC and CHIA would thus include:

• Quality assurance for hydrologic and geologic baseline data.

• Selection of appropriate analytical tools and methodologies.
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• Selection of appropriate monitoring stations, parameters and frequencies.

Purpose And Scope

The purpose of this document is to provide new, updated guidance to assist in the review and
preparation of the PHC and CHIA hydrologic and geologic portions of coal mine permit
applications.  This document is intended to promote effective and economic collection of existing
and new  hydrologic and geologic data to meet the requirements of SMCRA and the permanent
program regulation.  Adequate data are needed to ensure that reasonable and technically-
supportable PHC’s and CHIA’s are prepared.  The technical reference document is intended also
to provide a national framework under which more detailed regional or State-specific documents
can be developed, if appropriate.  Discussions on the following topics are included in the Baseline
document:

• Hydrologic impacts of different types of coal mining.

• Baseline geology and overburden requirements including a discussion of acid mine
drainage (AMD).

• Baseline information for ground- and surface-water quantity and quality.

• Baseline information for CHIA.

• Quality assurance and quality control (QA/QC) procedures for data collection and
analysis.

• Sources of hydrologic and geologic information including national and State/Tribal
databases.

• The utility of OSM's Technical Information Processing System (TIPS) to present,
characterize and analyze baseline hydrologic and geologic information.

• Examples of baseline information summarized from planned or actual permits
representing differing regional settings.

This Baseline technical reference document focuses on baseline data needed to represent ambient
conditions at the site prior to starting a proposed mining operation, and is the first part of a two-
part independent series.  This document is written from the perspective of the permanent program
Federal rules.  States have approved regulatory programs that are the same or as effective as the
Federal rules.

The analysis and prediction document, which will deal with methodologies that can be used to
analyze the baseline data and predict hydrologic impacts from a proposed mining operation will be
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developed separately.  The purpose of both of these two documents is to assist the RAs in the
review of PHCs and the preparation of CHIAs so that technically-supportable hydrologic impact
analyses and permit findings can be developed.

This document and the analysis and prediction document, if completed, will replace the earlier
guidance by OSM (OSM, 1997, 1985a, 1985b, and 1985c).
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