
Toxic Air Pollution from Coal Mining 
Slated for Public Review:

Federal Mine Regulators to Decide Whether to 
Grant “No Orange Cloud” Petition

Orange Clouds at Coal Mines

• Blasting at surface coal strip mines often 
produces visible nitrogen oxide gases, which 
create orange to red clouds, which are toxic.

• These orange clouds form from incomplete 
combustion of explosives, excessively large 
blasts, and poor blasting plans.

• Nitrogen oxides are toxic combustion 
byproducts.  Low levels pose harmful 
respiratory impacts.  High levels are lethal.

• When visible, nitrogen oxide concentrations 
exceed public health standards. 

• Orange clouds in fact contain nitrogen oxide 
concentrations 25-300 times greater than 
public health standards.

• Orange clouds are a recognized health risk 
and in major coal mining areas, such as 
Wyoming’s Powder River Basin, signs along 
public roadways warn of the dangers.

Safeguards Lacking

• Despite public health risks, state and federal 
coal mining and air quality rules do not limit orange clouds at coal mines.

• Workers, the general public, and those living near coal mines are at risk from 
exposure to these orange clouds.  Exposure has been documented in Wyoming.

• With no safeguards, orange clouds have become dangerously common.  In the 
Powder River Basin, 95% of overburden blasting produces orange clouds.

• It is possible to limit orange clouds through careful blasting management, but a 
lack of regulation is preventing implementation of such practices.

Above, orange cloud at Rosebud coal mine in 
Montana (image by Alexis Bonogofsky.  Below, 

sign warning of orange clouds in Wyoming’s 
Powder River Basin.



Protections Sought

• Under the federal Surface Mining Control and 
Reclamation Act, blasting at coal mines has to 
prevent injury to persons.

• With no standards to limit orange clouds, there are 
no safeguards to prevent injury to persons.

• In April 2014, WildEarth Guardians filed a petition 
with the U.S. Office of Surface Mining Reclamation 
and Enforcement calling on the agency to establish 
standards to prevent orange clouds.

• The Office of Surface Mining is the federal agency 
charged with ensuring coal mining nationwide 
complies with the Surface Mining Control and 
Reclamation Act.

• The petition called on the agency to adopt a simple 
rule prohibiting visible emissions of nitrogen oxides 
at coal mines.

• A “No Orange Cloud” rule would give companies 
flexibilty to decide how to limit blasting emissions 
while establishing a clear, straightforward standard 
based solely on whether pollution can be seen.

Office of Surface Mining Moving Forward with Review

• The Office of Surface Mining is moving forward to 
review the petition to determine whether to grant or 
deny it.  A notice soliciting public comment was 
pubished in the Federal Register on July 25, 2014.

• In a June 2014 letter to WildEarth Guardians, the 
Office stated it is “accepting” the petition and will 
publish a notice in the Federal Register soliciting 
public comment.

• By law, the Office of Surface Mining must grant or 
deny rulemaking petitions within 90 days, meaning 
that review will happen quickly.

• The Office of Surface Mining’s review will provide an 
opportunity for people impacted by coal mining to 
speak out for stronger safeguards and limits on 
toxic air pollution.

Tackling Orange Clouds 
at Coal Mines, What’s 
Next and What Does it 
Mean?

➡ The Office of Surface 
Mining’s review of the “No 
Orange Cloud” petition will 
provide an opportunity for 
public engagement.

➡ There is a strong legal 
basis compelling the Office 
to grant the petition, but 
public involvement will be 
critical for emboldening the 
agency to act.

➡ People affected by surface 
mining anywhere in the 
U.S. should be concerned 
and engaged.

➡ A “No Orange Cloud” rule 
would restrict blasting at 
coal mines to protect 
public health and is 
achievable through better 
blasting planning.

➡ If the petition is granted, 
the Office of Surface 
Mining will undertake a 
rulemaking process.

.
➡ The Federal Register 

notice seeking public 
comment is online here, 
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/
pkg/FR-2014-07-25/pdf/
2014-17592.pdf.

➡ For more information and 
a link to the petition, visit 
http://goo.gl/ZRBVaD or 
contact Jeremy Nichols, 
jnichols@ 
wildearthguardians.org, 
(303) 437-7663.
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