Environmental Issues

Landslides

Intenserainfal, rapid snowmelt and steep hillsdesare prime conditions
foralanddide. Landdidesrangefromwatery mud to thick mud carrying rock,
bouldersand trees, to toppling rocks of f steep dopes. Moving asfast as60
kilometers’hour, landdides can potentialy cause millionsof dollarsof damageto
buildingsand roadsaswell ashumanfatalities. Inthe Northeast, landdidesare
common inthe Appalachian M ountains, New England, and the Appal achian
Plateau dueto steep dopes, afairly rugged landscape and clay-rich soils.
Thoughthe Appalachian Plateauiscalled aplateau, it isdeeply dissected by
river valleysthat haveformed steep dopesaong which landdidesare common.

Clay and clay-rich soilsthat become saturated with water havedrastically

reduced friction, allowing other rock layersor sediment to diderapidly uponit.

Intheglaciated areas of the Appal achian Plateau, including northern Pennsylvania

and most of New York, clayswere deposited at the bottom of glacial lakes
occupying glacialy carved valeys. Though many of thelakesnolonger exist, the
clay depositstill remain and areasource of landdidesintheregion.

Other causesof landdides, especidly inthe Appalachian Plateau region,
aretheresult of theactivitiesof humans. Underground mining, commoninthe
bituminous coal fieldsof western Pennsylvaniaand Maryland, reducesthe
stability of overlying rock and often resultsinlanddlides. When older minesare
filled, the settling rocks and sediments can causelanddides. Poorly engineered
fillsondopescanasotrigger landdides.

Recognition of landdide-proneareasisimportant for land use planning
and zoning decisions. Damagefrom landdlides can be prevented by not building
inareasthat commonly experiencelanddidesor show evidence of past land-
dides.

Radon

Radonisachemica e ement: an odorless, colorless, radioactive gasthat
commonly formsfrom the breakdown of the element uranium. Radonfirst came
towide public attention asan environmentd issueinthe mid 1980'swhen high
concentrations of the gaswerefound in houses overlying the Precambrian rocks
of the Reading Prong in southeastern Pennsylvania. Though scientistscontinue
to debatethe health risks of radon, itisclear that smokersexposed to high levels
of radon gashave an increased risk of lung cancer.
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The term landslide includes rock

) falls, avalanches, debris flows,

mudflows and the slumping of
rock layers or sediment.

The topographic term, Appala-
chian Plateau, includes part of
New York, Pennsylvania and
Maryland, and corresponds with
the Inland Basin region.

see Topography,
p.109, for more on
the Appalachian
Plateau.

see Glaciers,
p.70, for more
about glacial
deposits.

see Non-Mineral
Resources, p.
154, for more on
coal.

see Rocks, p.40, for
more about
Precambrian
prongs.
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