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Public Sector Safety
Professionals: Focused
on Activity or Results?
By Fred Fanning, CSP, M.Ed., M.A.
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mine safety agencics and the
‘min company of the hazands on
‘more than one occasion. Officers
of the mine’s union had also.
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inthe loss of 111
hard-working men who had spent
much of their lives mining coal
“This article reviews the history
of the mine before the disaster,
the people involved and the cir-
cumstances that allowed the
explosion to occur. The author
belicves that the analysis and its
resuls are relevant to today's
public sector safety professionals.

evant and long-
lasting. Recent minc accidents
remind us that lessons once leamed
are often forgotten, This article
docs not present information about
individuals to impugn their charac-
ter but o explain the sitvation in
which people find themselves.

On March 25, 1947, a deadly
coal mine explosion rocked the
calm, peaceful town of Centralia,
IL. During World War IL, this mine
provided coal 1o the war cffort. A
charge ignited built-up coal dust
and caused the cxplosion. This.
explosion should have surpriscd no
one. Many public scetor safcty pro-
fessionals from statc and federal
agencies knew of the hazards as a
result of inspeetions, union com-
plaints and lettrs (o statc offcias.
These same safety professionals
hd notified various officials of

A Brief History
This aricle reports the circum-
stances that surmunded a mine
explosion that Killed 111 miners
i small town in Winois. The
analysis will answer the qucsiion,
“Should public sctor safety pro-
fessonals focus on actviy o
resuls?” Althovgh this incident
occurred 60 years ago, s lessons
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[image: image2.png]arc as applicable today as they were in
1947, Knowledge of these lessons makes
this artcle relevant to today’s public scc-
for safety professional

In 1883, the satc of Mlinois was divid-
edinto five inspection districts, and.
‘Goveror John Hamilton appointed an
inspector for cach distrct o oversee prac-
tices and safety regulations. In that same
year, a Boand of Examiners for Minc
Inspectors was created to judge the quali-
fications of candidates for the position of
mine inspector.In 1899, ths boand's
name changed (o the State Mining Board.
It further supervised the state mine
inspection service,

“The Ilinois Department of Mincs and
Mincrals was created in 1917. It sbsorbed
several boards and commissions created
cartir to regulate mining This department
carried out the policics of the Stac Mining
Boand (Ilinois Sccretary of Stae, 2003).

In May 1946, the coal mincrs went on
anational strike. In response (o the need
for coal to support the war, President.
Harry Truman ordered the mincs scized.
That same month, a ltter was signed
between the United Mine Workers of
America (UMWA) and the Department of
Interior o the departmen 1o run the.
mines. This leter also authorized the
enforcement of federal safety rules in the
mincs. In 1946, the federal government
developed an organization called the Coal
Mines Association (CMA) to administcr
the mincs.

“The Centralia Coal Co. owned Centralia
Mine Number 5. It opened in 1907 and
covered nearly 6 square miles under-
ground. The mine cmployed 250 men and
produced 2,000 tonsof coal cach day. On
March 25, 1947, the minc exploded, killing
111 miners (Bariow, 1945). In the 1947
reporton the explosion, the Burcau of
Mines described the reason for the explo-
sion a5 “coal dust raised in the air and
ignited by explosives fired in a dangerous
and nonpermissible manner” Heavy
deposits of coal dust were present along
the roadway's and on the rof, ibs and tim-
bers in working places and entrics (Burcau
of Mincs, 1947).

According o the Centers for Discase
Control (CDC), from 1839 t0 2001, 717
mine disasters oceurrd, kiling 15,196
people. CDC ranked the Centralia Mine
No. 5 disaster s 23rd n the nation

n ASSE Practice Specialties

(€DC, 2001), The U.S. Mine Reseue
Association (USMRA) lists the Centralia
disaster as one of the five worst coalmine
disasters since 1940 (USMRA, 2003).

Events Leading
Up to the Explosion

In 1941, linos Govcmor Dwight Green
appointed Robert Medil, who worked on
the govemor's campig, as dirctor of the
Tinois Department of Mincs and Minerals.
In 1941, the govemar also appoinicd
Driscoll Scanlan, recommended by his
s representaive, 35 onc of the saes 16
mine inspctors (Martin, 1945)

Seanlan was the inspector of the dis-
et tha inluded Centralia Mine No. 5
Scanlan inspected the mine several imes
in the years before the explosion. He
made a eportof cach inspection and sent
therm tothe Mlinois Department of Mincs
and Mincrals, In many of these repors,
e noted tha the mine was highly cxplo-
sive due o coal dust buildup. Robert
Weir,assistant dirctor for the linois
Department of Mines and Mincrals,
eccived and processed his rports. Weir
signed a letcrfor cach inspecton that
dentified issucs, provided recommenda-
tions and requesied a esponse from the
company. In 1942, Frank Prez, a mine
inspector from the U.S. Burcau of Mines,
conducted a federal inspecion of
Centalia Mine No. 5. His indings and
recommendations were snilr to
Seanlan's, Prez alo noted the mine was.
highly cxplosive (Martin, 1948),

n Novernber 1944, William
Rowekamp, the UMWA Local 52 recond-
ing scretary,sent a et to Medil not-
ing that the conditions of the roadways
were diry and dusty and becoming dan-
‘gerous. The letier aiso said the company
gnored Seanlan’ recommendations and
begzed for Medill's prompt action. Weir
reccived the leter and sent Scanlan to
invesiigatc. Scanlan conducted an inspec-
tion that dentified the hazards, nd
Norman Prudent, mine supcrintendent,
sid he would spray the roads within 3
weck. In his Decenber 1944 inspection,
Scanlan noted that the mine was again
diny and recommended closing the mine
untl it was cleancd. Weir'slter on this
inspection did not speciy closing the
‘mine (Stillman, 2000).

In carly 1945, Seanlan phoncd Medill
about the hazards. Medill told him to
write him a letter. In February 1945,
Medill reccived the leter and forwarded
it 1o William Young of Bell and Zoller
Coal and Mining Co., the parent compa-
ny of Centralia Mine No. 5. Young.
answered that he hoped coal production
would slow down in the future o he
could respond o these recommendations
(Stillman, 2000).

In March 1945, Scanlan told Meill that
if an explosion oceurred, it would spread
throughout the min and probably killthe
men in it. Scanlan also claimed that Medil
said they would need to take that chance.
Medill denicd the conversation.

In April 1945, the UMWA Local 52
filed charges against mine manager Brown
for blowing a charge with the mincrs in the
mine. In May 1945, Weir wrote to the Statc
Mining Board stating that the company
admitted to the charge but claimed it was
an emergency and would not happen again.
‘The State Mining Boand refused to uphold
the union’s charges against Brown (Stll-
man, 2000).

In April 1945, Scanlan told Prudent that
he had to shutd own the minc or clean it.
The mine dug coal 4 days a week and
cleancd for 3 days. The conditions in the
mine improved uniil June 1945 when
Scanlan and Prez both found dust buildup.
In October 1945, Scanlan wrote another
letter to Medil, Based on this letter, Medill
wote another one 1o the company.

In December 1945, Medillcalled a
mecting of the Statc Mining Board.
Seanlan was on the agenda (o speak to
the board. However, before the board
mecting, Ben Schull, a member of the
State Mining Board, asked Scanlan to
withdraw a request he had made for
sprinklers to be installed in Centraia
Mine No. 5. Scanlan refused and was
never called before the board.

A commitice was sent o the mine (o
investigate charges filed by the UMWA
Local 52 against Brown and Prudent.
Prudent led the commiltic through the
mine. The UMWA Local 52 was not noli
fied of the visit nor was asked any ques-
tions pertsining o the visitor o the
changes. Medill notificd the UMWA
Local 52 that the commitice found insuf-
ficient evidence for the charges the union
had filed against Brown. This information





[image: image3.png]was only provided 10 the union after a
request by the union seeretary (Stillman,
2000). Readers may recall that represen-
tatives of the company aditied to Weir
that they had commilcd the charges.

In February 1946, Rowekamp wrotc to
Medill 0 tel him that UMWA Local 52
members vire dissatisficd with the com-
mittee findings. A sccond letier was sent to
the governor A secretary to the governor
sent the letier to Medil. Medill responded
by explaining the situation from his per-
spective. The governor's secretary sent &
response 1o the union staing that the State
Mining Board would consider their
request. Medill reprimanded Seanlan and
directed him to cut down his reports.
Medill also asked Scanlan's politcal spon-
sorif he could fic him. The sponsor
refused (Stillman, 2000)

In November 1946, Prez conducted
an enforeeable inspection of Centralia
Mine No. 5. Also in Noember, a CMA
representative sent & leter 1o the mine
directing management to fix all hazards
idenificd in Prez’s report and to respond
1o CMA in writing to confirm abatcment.
In Noverber 1946, Noman Nicrmiann,
the new mine superintendent, sent a letier
10 CMA telling them they could not com-
ply because of the miner strke (Stllman,
2000)

In January 1947, 3 CMA representa-
tive wrote a second leter to Centralia
Mine No. 5 dirceting management o cor-
rect the hazands and to reply by February
1947, A representative of Bell and Zoller
Coal and Mining Co. sent a response stat-
ing that many hazands were corrected. In
February 1947, a representative of CMA
wrote back asking for details. In March
1947, & representative of Bell and Zoller
Coal and Mining Company sent the
details to CMA. On March 25, 1947, the
mine exploded, killing 111 mincrs
(Stillman, 2000).

Investigation Resuits
The U.S. Burcau of Mines conducted an
investigation int the explosion. In 47
pages, the investigation team cxplaind the
cireumstances of the explosion. The team
found that “the cxplosion was localized
and confined to four working sctions of
the mine. However, the two remaining scc-
tions into which the explosion filed to

propagatc were affceted by afterdamp. The
explosion failed to propagate further in
every instance when it reached or as it
approached the mck-dusicd zones on the
entres.” In particular, the finding that the
propagation of the explosion stopped when
it rached rock-dusied zoncs supports the
inspectors, identfying rock-dusting as the
control measure for dusty conditions
(Burcan of Mines, 1947),

Many employees in mine man-
agement violated the Federal
Mine Code for Bituminous Coal
and Lignite Mines by not ade-
quately rock dusting. Mine
inspectors Scanlan and Prez
made these violations known
to the mine company and their
agencies. Many actions were
taken by many parties, but few
actions when taken by mine
management to abate hazards.

As for an ignition source, “The investi-
‘gaton team belicved the anly possible
nition sources present at the faces at the
time of the explosion were the open lights
of the shot firrs,a few others and the
detonation of explosions” To further sup-
port the investigation teanr’s belcf that
explosives ignied the coal dust, they
found “indications that the top right shot
in Face | was under burdencd. This was.
evidenced by the shot not pulling down
all the coal 25 in nomal fashion.”
Finally,the explosion could have been
ignitcd by an improperly scmmed shot
The investgation tearm found “a blown-
out shot of explosivs that was siermed
with coal dust o an underburdened shot
of cxplosions could have ignied the coal
dust that was aiscd by preceding shots of
explosions” (Burcau of Mincs, 1947).
Earie, it was noted that in Apil 1945,
the UMWA Local 52 made charges
aganst the mine manager for firing
explosives in an unsalc manncr with min-
ersin the minc. The Statc Mine Boand
reviewed the case, but it id not uphold
the charges. The board faled to uphold

the charges despite the mine manager's
‘admission to them. Compare that incident
with the investigation team’s finding that
“permissible explosives were being fired
in a non-permissible manncr with caps.
and fuses, and coal dust was being uscd
for siemming”

In summary, the U.S. Burcau of Mincs
investigation found that the cxplosion
originated at the face of one west cniry;
that it was strietly a coal dust explosion,
which was propagated by coal dust
throughout four working sections of the
mine; and that the coal dust was raised
into the air and ignited by explosives fired
in a dangerous and nonpermissible man-
ner (Burcau of Mincs, 1947).

“This was the scenario Scanlan and
Prez idenificd. It is unfortunate that minc
‘management did not accept the inspee-
tor's findings and recommendations. The
investigation report supporied Scanlan’s
and Prez's recommendations when the
team identificd that the presence of rock
dustin entrics, even though somewhat
deficient in quanity, was the most impor-
tant factor in preventing the spread of the
explosion throughout the minc and to the
shaft bottom (Burcau of Mincs)

To clearly sce what should have becn
Known before the cxplosion, it is important
o understand what the Federal Mine Code
for Bituminous Coal and Lignite Mincs in
the U.S. said. Article VI Coal and Rock
Dust, Section 1a-Coal sated that dust
should not be permitted to accumulae on
haulage ads or on roadways of working
places. Furthermore, Scctions 2a and 2b.
Stated that rock dust should be applied
within 80 t of the faces in all open,
unsealed rooms, haulage entrics and paral-
el cniries connccted by open crosscuts,
Scctions 2a and 2b also stated that bck
enirics should be rock-dustcd for at lcast
1,000 ft within the junction with the first
active entry (Bureau of Mincs, 1947)

Many employees in mine management
violated the Federal Minc Code for
Biturminous Coal and Lignite Mines by not
adequatly rock dusting. Minc inspecors
Scanlan and Prez made these violations
known o the minc company and their
agencics. Many actions were taken by
many partics, but few actions when taken
by mine management to abatc hazards.

contined on page
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resulting from the hazand. This informa-
tion was also known. The U.S. Burcan of
Mines conducted a test which indicated
that coal dust equired a presence of 33%
incombustible mater to prevent gnition
when no gas was present and 59% in-
combustible matter with gas present. This
reference is to methane gas. These test
results indicated that rock dusting that
provides 3% of the incombustible matter
can prevent explosions.

“The investigation board came o this
same conclusion, Based on these test
results, the investigation team concluded
that much of the untreated dustin the
face regions was capable of inifiating and
propagating an explosion. The prescnce
of coal dust in the treated arcas was on
the borderline safe side and was sill
effective (Burcau of Mines, 1947). The
investigation team recommended that
rock dustbe applicd up to and including
the last open crosseuts in rooms and.
entries. The team also recommended that
the face arcas from the end of the rock-
dusied zone 1o the faces should be kept
‘damp with water or a weling soluion.

Despite this information, many minc
personnel at the time il considercd
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methane gas as a key ingredicnt in any
mine explosion. In the case of Centralia
Mine No. 5, no evidence showed methanc
‘gas as a cause or contributing factor in
the explosion. The investigation team
addressed this very issue and included in
the minc report that “the oulstanding les-
son to be leamed from this disaster is that
mines, which liberate it or no methane
gas, are not immunc from widespread and
tragic cxplosions if dry and dusty condi-
tions exist therein and adequate measres
are not taken o control the dust hazard”
(Burcau of Mines, 1947), Perhaps more
importantly,the investigation team went
on to say that “if cxplosions of this type
are to be prevented, it will be necessary to
regard dry and dusty conditions in mincs.
as being imminently dangerous in the
future and to withdraw the men from the
mine or portion thercof where such dan-
gerous conditions exist, until appropriate
measures have been taken 1o remedy such
conditions” (Burcau of Mincs, 1947)

Conclusion

Public scctor safety profcssionals must be
relevant, esults-oriented and purpose-dii-
ven. A public sector safety professional
must be relevant o the needs of the pub-
lic by focusing on resuls, noton activity.
The story of the Centralia Mine No. 5
explosion is onc of falure to focus on
results. Because of that, the mine cxplo-
sion killed 111 men.

This case study also deseribes a classic
focus on activity or doing things and no
focus on achicving results. Great control
was taken in inspections, writing letters,
having meetings and visiting the minc.
This represents a significant amount of
work. However, as the case demonsirated,
activity does not create results, B
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