
 

Mortality higher in Appalachian coal mining
counties compared to non-coal mining areas

March 18 2013

West Virginia counties with coal mining activity have higher total
mortality rates than their non-coal mining Appalachian counterparts, a
University of Pittsburgh Graduate School of Public Health analysis
revealed.

"We've known for several years that adverse health outcomes occur at
higher rates in Appalachia," said Jeanine Buchanich, Ph.D., deputy
director of epidemiology for Pitt Public Health's Center for
Occupational Biostatistics and Epidemiology. "For the first time, we've
compared Appalachian coal mining counties to non-mining counties
matched by median family income and found higher rates of cancer,
respiratory disease, diabetes and heart disease in the mining counties."

The findings are reported in the Appalachian Research Initiative for
Environmental Science (ARIES) Research Bulletin. Dr. Buchanich will
present them in April at the Environmental Considerations in Energy
Production symposium in Charleston, W.Va., and they will be
concurrently published in the peer-reviewed symposium proceedings
published by the Society for Mining, Metallurgy, and Exploration, Inc.

Dr. Buchanich and her colleagues matched 31 West Virginia coal mining
counties to non-coal mining counties with comparable family incomes
that were still within Appalachia. Some of the non-coal mining matches
were outside West Virginia.

The study looked at data on mortality rates related to cancer from 1950
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to 2007 and non-cancer deaths from 1960 to 2007.

The data for 2005-2007, the most recent years included, shows that men
in coal mining counties had a death rate of 1,200.1 per 100,000,
compared to 1,086 per 100,000 in non-coal mining counties. For women
the rate was 825.2 per 100,000 for mining counties, compared to 767.2
per 100,000 in non-coal mining counties.

For all types of cancer from 2005-2007, the death rate for men was
266.3 per 100,000 in mining counties, compared to 252 per 100,000 in
non-mining counties. For women, it was 180.6 cancer deaths per
100,000 in mining counties and 167.7 per 100,000 in non-mining
counties.

"It is interesting that there were higher rates of non-malignant
respiratory disease mortality among men, but not women, in coal mining
counties," said Dr. Buchanich. "This is indicative of occupational, not
environmental, exposures and could reflect lung diseases, such as
pneumoconiosis, that are found among people who work in mines."

There were 19 more non-malignant respiratory disease deaths per
100,000 men in mining counties compared to non-mining counties.

Despite the higher overall mortality and cancer death rates in the mining
counties, the non-mining counties had higher rates of kidney cancer
deaths and stroke.

"The categories where we found excesses in mortality rates in the coal
mining counties are arguably heavily influenced by personal behaviors
and risk factors, such as smoking, which can cause increased rates of
heart disease, diabetes and lung cancer," said Dr. Buchanich. "More
studies will be needed to understand the complex interactions of
environmental factors, personal behaviors and other risks to determine
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the extent coal mining plays in elevating mortality rates."
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