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COALMINE EXPLOSION

Branch mine.

Los Angeles Times

NAOMA, W.Va. — Bob-
by Gray was beat. He'd just
worked the nine-hour over-
night shift at a coal mine on
Seng Creek on Wednesday,
and hewasduebackat4p.m.

But at least he was alive and
safe.

“Thank God,” said his wife
Michelle. “I worry every time
he goes down in that mine that
he won’t come home at the end
of hisshift.”

Three days after an explo-
sion at the Upper Big Branch
mine killed 25 miners, dozens
of other mines along the Big
Coal River are still running,
still sending men deep into the
earth to scratch out a living.

The deaths of their friends
and neighbors stunned other
miners here, but it didn’t keep
them out of the mines. Coal
families fear the mines and of-
ten resent mine operators, but
they know what pays the bills.

“There’s nothing else
around here,” said Gray,
scratching his bare belly and
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Judy Branham, employee at Country General store in Pettus,
W.va., embraces Patrick Hilbert of Eccles, W.Va., on Wednesday.
The Performance Co. Coal miner’s shift was set to start Mon-
day just before the explosion at Massey Energy Co.’s Upper Big

Miners stunned,
but return to work

sucking on a Marlboro after
napping between shifts. “If I
didn’t have this job, we’'d be
living ina trailer.”

Gray, 38, a third-generation
miner, worked at the Upper Big
Branch mine before the opera-
tor, Massey Energy Co., trans-
ferred him to another Massey-
owned mine. He earns $28 an
hour as a shuttle car operator.

“If he’'d stayed, he’'d have
been with that crew that died,”
his wife said.

Gray shrugged. He said he
had been glad to leave Upper
Big Branch, which he called a

“You could hear the methane
coming up out of the ground.
You could see it bubbling in the
water,” he said. “Everybody
figured that sooner or later,
that gas would be akiller.”

The Grays know several of
the miners listed as dead or
unaccounted for at the Up-
per Big Branch mine. In the
hollows and creek beds along
Route 3, everybody has heard
the stories of the missing and
the dead.

Major safety lapses
found long before blast

CHARLESTON, W.Va. (AP)
— Federal inspectors found a
string of safety violations at a
sprawling West Virginia coal
mine in the months and days
leading up to an explosion that
killed 25 this week, including
two citations the day of the ex-
plosion. Miners were so con-
cerned about the conditions
that several told their con-
gressman they were afraid to
goback into the mine.

Records reviewed by The
Associated Press paint a trou-
bling picture of procedures at
Massey Energy Co.’s Upper Big
Branch mine, the site of Mon-
day’s explosion in the heart
of West Virginia coal coun-
try. Safety advocates said the
mine’s track record, particu-
larly a pair of January viola-
tions that produced two of the
heftiest fines in the mine’s his-
tory, should have provoked
stronger action by the mine op-
erators and regulators.

In the January inspection,
regulators found that dirty
air was being directed into an
escapeway where fresh air
should be. They also found that
an emergency air system was
flowing in the wrong direction,
which could leave workers
without fresh air in their pri-
mary escape route.

Terry Moore, the mine fore-
man, told officials that he was
aware of one of the problems
and that it had been occurring
for about three weeks.

“Mr. Moore engaged in ag-
gravated conduct constituting
more than ordinary negligence
in that he was aware of the con-
dition,” the Mine Safety and
Health Administration wrote
in fining the company a com-
bined $130,000.

While records indicate
those problems were fixed the
same day, the mine’s opera-
tor, Massey subisidiary Per-
formance Coal Co., continued
to rack up citations until the
day of the blast. MSHA inspec-
tors ticketed the mine Monday
over inadequate maps of es-
cape routes and an improper
splice of electrical cable on a
piece of equipment.

Trouble had been building
at Upper Big Branch for a long
time. Violations in 2009 were
roughly double the amount
from any previous year, and
the January citation involving

Mines contesting more violations

Five years ago, mine operators nationwide contested less then eight
percent of the federal safety violations they faced. That rate steadily
climbed to around 30 percent of penalties last year, which translated
to nearly 70 percent of the dollar value of fines.
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Moore was one of atleast 50 “un-
warrantable failure” violations
assessed there in the past year,
the most serious type of viola-
tion that MSHA can assess.

The January problems could
have triggered an explosion if
they weren’t corrected, said
Celeste Monforton, who spent
six years as a special assistant
to MSHA's assistant director
and is now an assistant profes-
sor of environmental and oc-
cupational health at George
Washington University.

“It's definitely a big, big, big,
big signal — a red flag — about
major problems in the mine,”
Monforton said.

The most serious violations
could have warranted a crim-
inal investigation, said Tony

Oppegard, a Clinton appointee
who served as the adviser to the
assistant secretary of MSHA for
2% years. Oppegard said regu-
lators should have determined
that the mine has a “pattern of
violations,” a rarely used dis-
tinction that can allow officials
to shut down operations.

“Had it been on a pattern of
violations, maybe 25 lives or
more would have been saved,”
Oppegard said.

Democratic U.S. Rep. Nick
Rahall, whose district includes
the mine about 30 miles south
of Charleston, told the AP on
Wednesday that he'd been
hearing for at least two months
from Upper Big Branch work-
ers concerned about methane
levels at the mine.

W. Va. miner
talks about
explosion

MOUNT HOPE, W.Va. (AP)
— A West Virginia miner
working underground when
an explosion killed 25 col-
leagues saw the power go out,
but only learned of the devas-
tation when crews told him of
flying debris.

“It started to sink in then,”
Melvin Lynch told The Associ-
ated Press on Wednesday. “We
heard the lives werelost.”

Lynch’s brother, Roosevelt,
died in the blast but Lynch’s
nephew, who also was in
the mine, survived. Melvin
Lynch was working far from
the explosion and didn’t hear
or feel it. When the power
went out, no one panicked be-
cause it had happened before.

Lynch said he was doing
his best to cope.

“It’s hard. It's a day-to-day
thing. I'm just praying right
now,” he said.

Lynch said he has been
working in the mines for
more than 10 years and un-
derstands the risk.

“People walking down the
street can get hurt,” he said. “I
don’t know what else I would
do — work for a utility com-
pany? Railroad? Other than
that, I'd only find a mediocre
job making less money.”

Lynch said he wasn’t mad
at Massey Energy Co., which
owns the Upper Big Branch
mine where the blast oc-
curred. “There’s no reason to
be mad at Massey in particu-
lar,” he said. “There’s not a
coal mine in the world that
you can go to and not find
something wrong. It’s the na-
ture of the business and it’s up
to the men to make it safer.”

Celebrating

People
in Action

National Volunteer Week

April 18-24, 2010

On Sunday, April 18th the Sun Journal will be
publishing “Thank You” messages to help you
recognize a group, employee,
co-worker, family or friend who donates their
time, energy and talents to helping others.
The selfless effort by these

groups and individuals
reflects the power that

volunteers have to

"inspire by example!
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