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Wilberg Tragedy Helped Build Utah Mine Safety

Coal Mining History

Steye &~rfTbe Salt LaIooTnbune

citatIons lor pOSSible appeals
Just how mfluentIal govern

ment fIDes ~ue In dnvmg safety
comphance IS debatable After
all, the then-record $110,000
!me assessed agamst Utah Pow
er for Wilberg was pocket
change compared to the $98 mll
hOb at stake In a products-babil
Ity tnal spawned by the disaster

The latter flgUre Illustrates
how costly aCCidents can be,
even mmor ones "You can't af
ford to have aCCidents and com·
pete," saId Sam QUlgley, general
manager of Andalex Resources,
which owns three mmes outsIde
of Pnce "You should see the
programs we have m place to re
duce lost-tIme aCCidents "
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1981 16 2' 4,166
1982 16 29 4,296
1983 15 25 2,707
1984 15 2. 2,525
1985 15 22 2,563
19B6 16 21 2,BBl
1987 16 20 2,650
1988

"
17 2,559

1989 14 20 2,471
1990 13 18 2,791
1991 12 19 2,701
SOurce FIIIdfr.al&'ld slallll raml'lla. UlElh El'Iergy Dlfitv

Years Operators Mines Miners

...~., '\\... '"Utah Coal Operators,
Employment and Production

Coal Mine Fatalities
Years ~ Deaths::l

Utah Nation
1884-1912 338 42,898
1913-1933 627 45,425
19034-'940 55 8.794
'941-1945 123 6,554
1946-1952 73 5,686
1953-1969 90 5,516
1970-'980 32 1.687
1981-1991 55 938
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TOTAL 1,394 117,516

extra VOids created by more tun
nels generate extra pressure,
which IS released In the form of
falhng roofs and col1apsmg
walls that kill and maim more
mmers than expJOSJons Dr bres

Such was the case of Utah's
latest fatalIty, Thomas Kubota
He died Feb 11 In the Skyline
No 1 Mine when he was buned
under fallIng rock and coal m a
tunnel whose roof he was rem
toremg

"We had an unfortunate accI
dent," said Vernal Mortensen of
Coastal States Energy Co , par
ent company of tbe mme owner,
Utah Fuel Co MSHA Issued
Utah Fuel tour citatums Com
pany lawyers are revlewmg the

miners more hands-on tramlng
wlth breatbmg apparatus Alu·
nunum ventilation structures
susceptible to heat {allure are
banned MOTe attentmD is paid
to escape dnlls and keepmg po
tential escapeways free of cave
lnS

A complete upgrade of venb
latlOo regulations also was uutl
ated ~elgbtyears later, new rules
were Issued m mld-May) Wd
berg demonstrated how qUickly
a problem can escalate mto a
tragedy when the mtegrlty of an
underground mIlle's mtflcate
ventIlatIOn system IS compro
mIsed

In years smce, MSHA has InI
hated a "Job Safety AnaIys}s
Program" to help mmers evalu
ate Job hazards MSHA also has
lDcreased penalties for major VJ'

oIanoRs fivefold, cracked down
on mmes With a hIstOf)' at vmla.
hans and mcreased Its control
over small mmes where aCCIdent
rates are highest

Safety has Improved, umon
leaders say, even If the Umled
Mme Workers' lalest Journal
attacks compames far IDdlffer·
ence to safety and MSHA for 10

effectIve enforcement
Mr Tattersall shrugged off

the cnu.cu,m "It's not true that
we're lax. on enforcement," he
said "ObVIOusly, that's a union
house organ deSigned to m!lu
ence their membershiP It's
good umODlsm "

UMWA safety comnutleemen
Ralph Keele, Harry ReddIngton
and Jnn Stevenson said worker
management cooperation IS bel
ter since WIlberg and MSHA m
spectOTS are around more "It's
tao bad It takes romers dymg to
get somethmg done," Mr Ste
venson said

After the fIre, the Unlon
fought agamst "two-entry sys
tems" In wIDch only two parallel
tunnels are dnlled to a secbon
where coal IS mmed It said Wll·
bel'g proved that two tunnels do
not prOVide enough escape
routes

But an adnuDlstrahve law
Judge agreed With the company
and agen~ pOSitIon that two
tunnels were suffICient If both
had sophIStIcated atmospheriC
momtormg and flre-delectlOD
systems

The Judge also deternllned the
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The WIlberg Mme dIsaster
struck home to Utah coal
people

"ThIS can happen to us," they
reahzed, not Just to mlDers with
unfamIl\ar names m faraway
places They knew the 27 mmers
who died m 1984 when a fLre
bLoke out m the Emery County
mme because of a senes of mIS
takes and shortcuts

An aIr compreSSor WIth two
bypassed safety devices was
turned on madvertently and ran
unattended for 69 hours before
Igmtmg The mine's ventIlatron
system carrIed the fIre's deadly
gases dIrectly toward the VU:tllUS
and fdled their escape routes

Most mIners say that smce
WIlberg, they are more safety
conscIOUS, compames are more
commItted to safe mmmg prac
hces, and U S MIne Safety and
Health AdmmlStl'atmn Inspec
tors, accused then of bemg lax,
are enforcmg the law more dIll
gently

Ai; a result, Utah's coal mmes
are safer than ever

"We're seemg tremendous
cbanges and Improvements 1ZI
mmers' attItudes toward safe·
ty," sald Greg Ferderber, ChaIr
man of the lD.l.ID.ng department
at the College of Eastern Utah m
Pnce

Utah had no underground fa
talItIes m three of the last .sIX
years, be said, and tbe frequen
cy of 10st·tIme aCCidents was cut
In half from 1977 to 1991

NatIonally, 3,000 mmers died
each year at t1Ie turn of the cen
tury, MSHA dIrector WIlham
Tattersall noted The Dumber
dropped under 100 for the first
time In 1983 and has remamed
there except for 1984, when dJ
saster struck at Wilberg

Disasters alwaYs have tng
gered reVISions of safety laws,
and Wilberg was no exceptIon
Shortly after the InvestlgatJon
waS completed, MSHA enacted
16 rule changes to prohIbit prac
hces or Correct defiCienCies
made painfUlly eVldent by the
fire

All' compressors now must be
kept ID fireproof structures and
eqUipped wIth flTe-SUppresslOn
deVIces Companies must give
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