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Editorial

Coal mine safety's too serious for the Bureau Mines
WHEN CONGRESS PASSED the new Federal Coal
Mine Health and Safety Act in 1969 and entrusted
its administration to the United States Bureau of
Mines, there was some hope that at long last
life was going to improve for the nation s coal
miners.

Less than two years later, that hope has faded.
More than 300 men have been killed in the

mines since the Act became law; another
20, 000 have been maimed or injured; still
thousands more have begun to die the slow
death of Black Lung. If there has been progress,
it hasn't been the kind that a miner or a
widow could detect.

In Washington, the B ureau of Mines has become
the object of ridicule, bitterness, and despair,
both for its apparent inability to meet the
challenge given it by Congress, and for its
stubborn insistence on conducting business as
usual despite the urgency of doing something
drastic about the nation s most dangerous line of
work.

We have been watching the Bureau of Mines
closely ever since the Consolidation Coal Com-
pany disaster that killed 78 West Virginians in
November, 1968. During the past six months
since the death of M miners in Leslie County
we have watched the Bureau even more closely
than before, and it has been an overwhelmingly
depressing task, leading us to the unavoidable
conclusion that the Bureau is not fit to be in
charge of coal mine safety.

We have been forced to conclude that giving
the 1969 Health and Safety Act to the Bureau to
administer was like giving a sports car to your
grandmother: she may mean well when she
takes it out on the road, but someone's going to
get killed all the same. The Bureau of Mines is
a super-grandmot- of a bureaucracy, and the
Coal Mine Health and Safety Act, a well -- designed
and sophisticated piece of legal machinery, is in
dangerous hands. The result is that people are
getting killed.

"I DAMNED NEAR FELL OUT OF MY CHAIR, "

said Henry Wheeler, the Bureau's deputy director
for health and safety, when he learned last week
that one of Charles Finley's foremen -- - a man
who has been accused of collaborating with
Finley in the use of illegal explosives -- - had been
hired as a federal mine inspector at $10,470 a

year. "It's the most incredible thing I've ever
heard of and I've heard rf a lot of incredible
things these last two years. "

He"s not alone. The hiring of Ernest Hoskins
(who resigned from the Bureau a few days later,
after Congressmen threatened legal action to keep
him from inspecting any mines) may have been
incredible, but it is not necessarily the most
incredible event to take place in the Bureau's
dreary Washington headquarters. It is almost
equally incredible that no one on Wheeler's staff
bothered to screen the applicants for inspector's
jobs -- - but this kind of sloppiness is, by now, to
characteristic of the Bureau that it no longer comes
as a special surprise.

Henry Wheeler, who has been with the Bureau
for decades, ought to know everything there is to
know about mine health and safety. The evidence
is that he doesn't know much. According to his
own testimony, it was only after the Finley mine
disaster that Wheeler found out that the Bureau
doesn't require mine owners to notify inspectors
when a new mine is being opened; thus they can
sometimes operate for months without being
checked. He promised Congress that loopholes
such at that would promptly he closed. But the
Bureau does nothing promptly, and it was months
before the agency got arouna to drafting a
suitable regulation one which is only just now

going into effect.
That little oversight seems pretty incredible,

but it's only one of many. One reason there's so
much confusion these days about enforcement of
the new law is that Wheeler's division has somehow
failed to put together a manual for inspectors to
use. Inter-offi- ce memoranda at the Bureau
indicate that someone was working on a manual
back in October. 1969, when the'safety bill
cleared Congress. More than a year later, it had
not been finished, but the Bureau reported that it
was 90 per cent complete. Several months later
still, the Bureau was still fooling around with the
manual. And it hasn't been completed yet.
Meanwhile tome 250 federal inspectors are
roaming the coalfields with no uniform set of

instructions to guide them. This, too, is in-

credible. If the Bureau could do nothing else,
you would think it could get together a manual.
Federal agencies love to write manuals. They
do it all the time. But at the Bureau of Mines,
writing a manual takes two years.
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WHEELER, who is personally an amiable and
likeable man, is in many ways the perfect
Washington bureaucrat. He sounds reasonably
intelligent in front of a committee, he writes
reasonable memoranda, he knows how to answer
a reporter's questions, and he has a pretty good
command of Washington jargon. What he does
not have is any close contact with coal miners.
He might as well be a million miles away from
the nearest mine. And over the years it has
been easy for Wheeler to accept the idea that
coal miners are their own worst enemy that
they cause most of their own troubles through
personal carelessness. "Unnecessary risk-takin-

Wheeler calls it. There is some of that in the
mines, of course, and it is appropriate that the
Bureau attempt to discourage it. But Wheeler,
out of blindness or stupidity or wishful thinking,
has never been able to realize what his own
inspectors' reports tell him time and again: that
most coal-mi- ne deaths and injuries are the
direct result of management corner-cuttin- g. Too
many coal companies, geared purely to profits
with safety a poor second or third on their
priority list -- - are prone to taking short-cut- s, if
it appears that production will increase as a
result and if the risk involved seems reasonable.

The trouble is that there is almost no such
thing as a "reasonable" risk in a coal mine.
Mines are dangerous enough as it is without
thinking up ways to make them more so. But
management is always doing exactly that. It
should be obvious to anyone that if risk-taki- ng is
part of a company's way of doing business, the
company's workers will take risks too -- - especially
if they fear the consequences of speaking out. In
Eastern Kentucky, where the United Mine Workers
is mostly a memory, there is no job protection
for men who oppose company policy -- - and precious
few other jobs to go to, if they are fired. So they
engage in "risk-takin- g, " as Henry Wheeler calls
it, but only a fool or a bureaucrat would conclude
that they do it willingly.

And obviously the way to stop them from doing
it is to make management rigidly safety-conscio- us.

Instead of doing that, however, the Bureau it
currently caught up in yet another incredible
episode. When political hacks in the Interior
Department came up with the idea of paying
Richard Nixon's former public relations man
$250, 000 to develop a safety" crusade geared to
the idea that mine accidents are caused mainly
by carelessness, Wheeler reacted warmly to the
idea at a time when other Bureau officials at least
had the seme to realize that the principal
beneficiary would be the p. t. man, Harry T re lea-
ven. After all, it fitted in witn his own misguided
theories; why not endorse it? And so he did, ig

noring the Bureau's responsibility to miners for the
umpteenth time and coming down in favor of a
propaganda program that might be appropriate for
a coal company to underwrite -- - but not for a
government agency.

Quite properly, Congressman Hechler of West
Virginia termed the public relations campaign
"? snow job. .. cruel, heartless, arrogant, and
stupid. " On Tuesday he a parently succeeded
in blocking it by tacking a prohibiting amendment
to the Interior Department's fiscal 1972 appropria-
tions bill. Such a move should never have been
necessary, and wouldn't have been if Bureau
deputy director Wheeler had been doing his job.
He wasn't, and, true to form, when Hechler
ntroduced the blocking amendment, Wheeler

'complained that the public relations campaign '

had been "badly misrepresented. " The Bureau, he
said, would continue to campaign to make people
who work in mines take fewer chances. That, of
course, is part of its job provided that it
devotes at least as much energy to making mine
operators abide by the 1969 coal law. Thus far,
that kind of energy has been totally missing in
Wheeler's division; as the Government
Accounting Office concluded a few weeks ago
after a ths study of the Bureau, the
agency has been "extremely lenient, confusing,
uncertain, and Inequitable. "

LOOKING HARD AT THE BUREAU these past
several months, we came to realize that Henry
Wheeler's attitudes are anything but unique.
They typify the Bureau's policies through and
through. It would be nice to be able to suggest
that the situation could be quickly improved by
getting rid of a few bureaucrats, but such a
suggestion would be unrealistic. Back in 1910
when the Bureau was created, its inspectors
could enter a mine only with the operator's
permission -- - really only at his invitation
and it was not until the World War II years that
Congress gave inspectors the right to check
mines on their own initiative; even then, their
findings and recommendations carried no author-
ity and were generally ignored. The 1952 coal
mine act partially closed that loophole, but not
until 1069 were Bureau men empowered to take
whatever action was necessary -- - including
repeated forced closure --- to make mines safe.
By then, however, the Bureau had already
existed for more than half a century as an
agency almost totally controlled by the Industry
it was supposed to regulate. This sorry tradition
had become built into its policies and attitudes,
most especially at the Washington level, where
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