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Little Nescopeck Creek appears blue from the bridge on Old Turnpike Road on Thursday. The creek is impacted by abandoned
mine drainage from Jeddo Tunnel, but a federal infrastructure law may pay to treat the polluted water.

Federal law may fund Jeddo Tunnel minewater cleanup

BY KENT JACKSON
STAFF WRITER

BUTLER TWP. — A federal
infrastructure law enacted in
November might pay to treat pol-
luted minewater from the Jeddo
Tunnel, one of the most challeng-
ing environmental problems in
the Hazleton area.

“You guys have probably the

biggest, ugliest polluter of the
Susquehanna River in your town-
ship,” mining engineer Mike Korb
told township supervisors during
ameeting Thursday.

Korb outlined how a treatment
plant on Little Nescopeck Creek
would work and said infrastruc-
ture funding possibly could pro-
vide $30 million to $40 million that

he estimated the plant would cost
to build.

From the infrastructure law,
Pennsylvania will receive $245
million a year for 15 years to
reclaim abandoned mine sites, of
which the tunnel is among the
most sprawling and expensive to
address.

U.S. Sen. Bob Casey and U.S.

Rep. Matt Cartwright, D-8, Moosic,
sponsored a bill that would let
states reserve 30% of their mine
reclamation money. After 15 years,
states could spend their reserves
to pay for annual operating costs
of facilities like a Jeddo Tunnel
treatment plant.

Please see TUNNEL, Page A11
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The tunnel is actually a
network of six tunnels built
between 1895 and 1934. They
drain 33 square miles that
Korb said touch parts of 17
different municipalities.

At a conference on mine
reclamation in Hazleton 11
years ago, a representative of
the Susquehanna River
Basin Commission said the
tunnel is responsible for 56%
of all aluminum flowing into
the river.

Aluminum gives the aqua
blue tint to the Little Nesco-
peck Creek near the mouth
of the tunnel in the town-
ship’s Fritzingertown section
where no fish have lived for
more than 120 years.

The tunnel also discharges
compounds of magnesium
and iron and raises the acid
level of the creek.

Charles Altmiller, chair of
the township supervisors,
said he would have to have
rocks in his head to oppose
an effort to clean the tunnel.

“It’s the biggest eyesore in
the township,” Altmiller said
after the meeting.

Korb, a mining engineer
for 55 years, has worked on
iron mines in Venezuela and
quarries in Michigan. He
learned about the Jeddo Tun-

nel when he moved to Hazle-
ton in 1974.

Although he retired as
environmental manager for
the state Bureau of Aban-
doned Mines in Wilkes-
Barre, Korb continues to
work part time for Tetra
Tech engineering and con-
sulting on reclamation proj-
ects like the tunnel.

His estimate for the cost of
a treatment plant is prelimi-
nary, as is all the planning for
the project.

After listening to Korb,
Supervisor Michael Reich
said the treatment plant is in
the exploratory phase. “Step
one of 20, it looks like to me,”
Reich said after the meeting.

Korb met with the supervi-
sors because the township
owns land around its sewer
pumping station in Fritzing-
ertown that might be large
enough for all or part of the
plant.

“We need a potential place
to put it,” said Korb, who also
will meet with owners of oth-
er land on which the plant
might fit.

When Dr. Frank Polidora,
a supervisor, asked if the
state would seize any land for
project, Korb said no.

He said the township, how-
ever, might benefit from sell-
ing or renting land or becom-

ing a partner in the project
and receiving a percentage
of annual costs for adminis-
tration.

As described by Korb, the
plant would treat most but
not all of the water from the
tunnel — about 30,000 or
40,000 gallons a minute,
which is the normal flow.

During storms when
water is flowing faster, the
tunnel would have a diver-
sion. It might be as simple as
a plate with a pipe through
the center.

“Some water would flow
over the plate and some
would enter the pipe and go
to the plant.

Even with the plant operat-
ing, Korb doesn’t expect that
the Little Nescopeck would
become a fishing stream
downstream from the tunnel.

But he said a treatment
plant would neutralize the
tunnel’s effect by where the
Little Nescopeck enters the
big Nescopeck Creek.

For 50 years, the state has
operated a similar, but small-
er treatment plant on Rausch
Creek in Valley View,
Schuylkill County, and super-
visors said they would like to
tour that plant with Korb.

Treatment would begin by
adding air; probably through a
hose, to start precipitation, the

process in which metals car-
ried in the water form solids.

The plant would add lime
or calcium hydrate to water
toreduce the acid and contin-
ue the precipitation process.

In round tanks, rakes
would swirl around as the
solids settled to the bottom
and the water flowed out.

Korb said three settling
tanks, each 100 to 125 feet in
diameter, would be outside
the plant.

Estimating that the plant
would need 10 to 13 acres,
Korb said more land would
offer room for more tanks
and, perhaps, settling ponds
in which the water would
become clearer on its way to
the creek.

Polidora said the plant
would look industrial.

“People along the creek
are probably not going to like
it,” Polidora said. “What’s
the bad side?”

Korb said the plant
wouldn’t emit odors or gas.

He thought one truck a
week would deliver chemi-
cals. Trucks also would carry
solids that precipitate out of
the water to a landfill.

“It’s non-toxic, but it’s
waste material,” he said.
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