
TweetTweet 0 0

Why Mine Deaths Are Up
The May 20 mine disaster presents more evidence that the Bush Administration places miners in peril with budget cuts, regulatory rollbacks
and industry-friendly appointees.

Peter Dreier May 25, 2006   |    This article appeared in the June 12, 2006 edition of The Nation.

The May 20 mine disaster, which killed five coal miners, occurred in Harlan County,

Kentucky--infamous for its history of conflict between mine operators and miners. In the

1930s violent strikebusting by Harlan County coal companies against the fledgling United

Mine Workers inspired Florence Reese's union anthem, "Which Side Are You On?"

The Bush Administration has made it clear which side it is

on. Mine workers have faced increasingly unsafe

conditions because of rollbacks of health and safety

regulations, the appointment of former mining industry

executives to federal mine safety agencies and the

slashing of the budget and staff for safety inspection.

The Administration has opposed legislation supported by

the United Mine Workers and Democrats in Congress that

would require stronger standards on oxygen availability for

mine emergencies, mine rescue teams, communications

and tracking devices; require immediate notification of

accidents and rapid emergency response; set mandatory

minimum penalties for egregious and repeated violations;

and prohibit the use of dangerous conveyor belts to

ventilate work areas.

The cozy relationship between the Administration and the

coal industry is sweetened with campaign dollars. Since

2000 the coal mining industry has contributed $10.7 million

to federal campaigns, 88 percent to Republicans,

according to the Center for Responsive Politics.

In reporting on the Harlan County toll, the mainstream media ignored the Administration's

complicity in this and other mine disasters. A number of papers reported that the Harlan

County deaths brought to thirty-one the number of miners killed so far this year--including the

twelve killed in the Sago disaster in West Virginia in January (see Erik Reece, "Who Killed the

Miners?" February 27)--compared with twenty-two in all of 2005. But only one major

daily--the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, and in only one sentence--connected this trend to

Administration actions.

The Administration's ties with the mining industry are catalogued in a report issued in January

by Democratic Representative George Miller, the leading mine-safety advocate in Congress.

According to the report, the Administration has brought in mining industry insiders to stack

the Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA), which oversees the nation's coal mines,

and the Federal Mine Safety and Health Review Commission (FMSHRC), which settles

disputes involving the Federal Mine Act.

Bush's appointees to top MSHA positions have included David Lauriski (former executive at

Energy West Mining), John Caylor (executive with three companies, including Cyprus

Minerals), John Correll (Amax Mining and Peabody Coal), Mark Ellis (former legal counsel for

the American Mining Congress) and Melinda Pon (executive at BHP Minerals). Lauriski was

forced to resign in 2004 after CBS's 60 Minutes reported that under his direction the agency
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had improperly awarded no-bid, single-source contracts to companies with ties to him and

one of his assistants.

Last September Bush nominated Richard Stickler, a former executive at a West Virginia

subsidiary of Massey Energy (which has one of the worst safety records in the industry) to run

MSHA. At a Senate confirmation hearing in January, Stickler said he believes the nation's

mine safety laws are adequate. West Virginia Democrat Robert Byrd has been keeping the

Senate from voting on the nomination.

Similarly, Bush appointed Michael Duffy, former deputy general counsel for the National

Mining Association, as FMSHRC chair and named two other industry executives--Stanley

Suboleski (an executive with Massey Energy) and Michael Young (director of regulatory affairs

for the Pennsylvania Coal Association)--to the five-member board.

Since taking office, according to the Miller report, Bush has proposed cuts (in real terms) in

the MSHA budget each year. Between 2001 and 2005 the MSHA staff was reduced from

2,357 to 2,187, with the bulk of the cuts occurring in coal mine safety enforcement staff. The

Administration has also dramatically reduced the number and size of fines, as well as the

number of criminal prosecutions and convictions, compared with the Clinton era. Bush's

appointees have weakened regulations requiring ventilation in coal mines, proposed rules

that would allow mine operators to increase coal dust in the mines and delayed

implementation of a Clinton-era rule improving air quality standards.

Moreover, in response to industry complaints, the Administration has demoted and

transferred MSHA staff who have aggressively sought to enforce safety rules and blown the

whistle on policies that jeopardize mine safety. In one example of blatant pro-industry bias,

the Administration interfered with MSHA investigations of a coal sludge spill at a mine owned

by a Massey Energy subsidiary that dumped 300 million gallons of toxic waste into Kentucky

and West Virginia waterways.

Four days before the Harlan County mine tragedy, miners who had survived accidents,

families of miners killed in accidents and union members held a rally on Capitol Hill to

demand Congressional action on mine safety. United Mine Workers president Cecil Roberts

said: "The time for talking about improving safety in the coal mines is over. Congress must

act, and act now. America's coal miners and their families cannot wait."

Peter Dreier May 25, 2006   |    This article appeared in the June 12, 2006 edition of The Nation.

Like 0

Suggested for you
From Soy to Sex: Why 'Natural' Often Means Bad
for Women

How America Became a Third World Country

Edward Snowden: One American Who Isn't For
Sale

Why Christians Like Me Should Listen to Critiques
of Evangelical Adoption

The $385 Billion Military-Industrial Boondoggle
You've Never Heard Of

Obama Did It for the Money

From around the web
Stocks soar--but some wealthy citizens are
preparing for the “End of... Stansberry Research

Men are finding an unlikely testosterone
booster... Test X180

The FDA has approved a solution for snoring &
sleep apnea that does no... American Sleep
Associate
Los Angeles - All California drivers should not pay
their insurance b... Consumer Daily

Did you know that your record is public? Search
anyone instantly! Chec... InstantCheckMate

Surprisingly simple solution to help your joints.
See why these ingred... Instaflex

Advertisement

Why Mine Deaths Are Up | The Nation http://www.thenation.com/article/why-mine-deaths-are

2 of 3 6/12/13 3:49 PM



Like

Sort by newest first

M  Subscribe by email S  RSS

Real-time updating is paused. (Resume)

Showing 0 comments

Trackback URL http://disqus.com/forums/the-nation/why_mine

Add New Comment

Before commenting, please read our Community Guidelines.

Type your comment here.

More Economy

Killing the Messenger: Greek
Government Shuts Down the
State Broadcaster (Media,

Corporations, World)

The Sword Drops on Food
Stamps (Senate, Poverty, Politics)

Josh Eidelson: Fighting
Back Against Walmart's
Exploitation (Labor Organizing and

Activism, Activism, Working Conditions)

How Spy Agency
Contractors Have Already
Abused Their Power
(Corporations, Politics, Society)

Nation Media

WATCH: Jeremy Scahill
Uncovers US Dirty Wars
Around the Globe

Bhaskar Sunkara: Beyond
the Welfare State

John Nichols: Chris
Christie's Conservative
Agenda

Bill de Blasio: New York's
'Tale of Two Cities'

Also From The Nation

INFOGRAPHICS: How the
Anti-Prostitution Pledge
Hinders AIDS Prevention
(Gender and Sexuality, The Courts, World)

The Meta Question (Internet and

New Media, Covert Ops, The Constitution)

The Two Faces of Marco
Rubio (US Politics, Immigration to the

US)

JFK’s Presidential
Courage—June 10, 1963
(Political Figures, World Leaders)

Home
Blogs
Columns
Current Issue
Magazine Archive
Multimedia
Puzzle
Community
Educators
Students

Politics
World
Books & Arts
Economy
Environment
Activism
Society

Advertise
Subscription Services
The Nation Builders
Newsletter
Nation in the News
Store
Spanish Translations

Help
About & Contact
Digital, Mobile and E-Reader
Community Guidelines
Work for Us
Privacy Policy
Terms of Use

   RSS

Copyright © 2012 The Nation

Why Mine Deaths Are Up | The Nation http://www.thenation.com/article/why-mine-deaths-are

3 of 3 6/12/13 3:49 PM


