Direct Impacts on Salamanders 
“Based on literature values (Williams 2003) for mean densities within reference reaches of Pigeonroost Branch, Bend Branch (another tributary of Spruce Fork), and Ash Fork (a tributary of Gauley River) and a 2004 USFWS study in White Oak Branch, EPA estimates aquatic salamander density in Pigeonroost Branch and Oldhouse Branch at approximately 5-6 individuals per square meter along stream channels. The loss of this density over 6.6 miles of stream reflects a substantial loss (Final Determination, p 48).”
While it’s true that salamanders will be buried by the valley fill, as they are ubiquitous in Appalachia, the EPA is exaggerating. The EPA cites Williams 2003 for mean densities of salamanders, but that study only examined perennial streams. Of course, salamanders are much less prevalent in intermittent and ephemeral, which comprise 99.6% of the buried streams.
The EPA has a history of overstating the case on the issue of salamander loss. In its proposed determination, the EPA gave a “conservative estimate” that more than 20 million salamanders would be buried (Proposed Determination, p25). Evidently, this estimate wasn’t “conservative” enough, because the EPA, in its Recommended Determination, concluded that 200,000 salamanders would be buried (Recommended Determination, p 58). Yet even this estimate wasn’t sufficiently “conservative,” because, the EPA dropped any reference to the total salamanders buried. However, in its Final Determination, the EPA incorrectly cites Williams (2003). After three revisions, the EPA is still overstating the case!
“It is not expected that stream salamanders will return to the site due to the burial of their existing habitat. Gingerich (2009) found no expected stream salamanders inhabiting 3-20 year-old sedimentation ditches (5 out of 5 mines) in West Virginia mountaintop mining areas. Furthermore the USFWS has indicated that, to its knowledge, it has not been demonstrated that salamanders return to mined areas at densities similar to those that occurred prior to mining (Final Determination p 48).”
Allow me to be of assistance! HAMILTON, M. S. 2002. Effects of developmental activities on streamside salamander communities in Boone County, West Virginia. M. S. Thesis. Marshall University, Huntington, West Virginia. 81 pp., found that streamside salamanders in a valley fill stream appeared to reach abundance levels similar to that of reference streams.
“Additionally, the loss of these salamanders will have broader food web implications, as they also serve as prey for numerous terrestrial and aquatic species found within the Spruce No. 1 Mine site, including fish, snakes, birds, mammals, turtles, frogs, crayfish and other salamanders (Davic and Welsh 2004) (Final Determination p 48).
I read the Davic and Welsh 2004 study, and here is the part that EPA referenced: “Many animals are known to consume salamanders, including birds, mammals, snakes, fishes, turtles, frogs, crayfish, predatory insects, and other salamanders (Petranka 1998).” The authors do not draw any definitive conclusions about the “broader food web implications” that “these” salamanders “will have.” 

Moreover, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Environmental Impact Statement of the Spruce No 1 Mine finds that the project would have “little impact” (Environmental Impact Statement p 3-162) and “little effect” (ibid) on white tailed deer, birds, small mammals, amphibians, and reptiles, because, “suitable habitat adjacent to the project area would be available for use by these species.” That is, the animals higher up on the food chain will survive by eating salamanders in any of the thousands of acres encircling the mine that aren’t being mined. The EPA’s claim that the buried salamanders will impact the larger food web is akin to saying that a New York City neighborhood would starve because one pizzeria closed. 

