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Plans call 'fOI' teams to enter sealed mine soon

Emotions control most conversa-
tions about what happened at Willow
Creck mine the day before Thanks-
giving, But the emotions are chang-
ing a little.

The emotions that accompany a
shout of “all is safe and accounted for”
are now enveloping the emotions of
being thankful for the total commu-
nity who helped out and offered ser-
vices in a time of need.

John Boylen, Willow Creek Mine
general manager, explained that when
he got up to the mine on Wednesday
after he had been notified of the fire,
all miners had exited the smoke filled
mine. In fact all were out in approxi-
mately 30 minutes after an alarm was
set off.

Officials are using a new state of
the art emergency system called the
personal emergency (PED) device
with a conspec computer. Certain in-
dividuals in the mine that include
foremen, roving belt watchers and me-
chanics are equipped with the PED
device. It works by flashing the head
lamp on the miners hard hat when a
message is received. The miner can
then read an LED readout of the mes-
sage.

That evening on Nov. 25, the
longwall foreman contacted conspec
and reported a fire in the gob on the
tail gate. The gob is the area behind
- the longwall that caves in after the coal
is removed. He reported that the fire
was too big to fight, and that every-
one should get out of the mine.

At 18:30 the first message was sent
out through the conspec system. The
message read, “Everyone needs to
come out. Fire ”

A second message was sent out at
18:37 that read, “Need to come out.”

“Within 30 minutes all were out of
the mine. This part of the system
worked out just the way it was sup-
pose to,” said Boylen.

When Boylen arrived at the mine
all employees were out. The next big
decision dealt with when and how to
seal off the mine. Boylen, along with
Vern Watson and Richard Sherman
decided to enter the mine to assess
the situation. They went in about
3,000 feet to a man door doors. Boylen
explained that the door was hot, but
not excessively hot. He knew that they
were still 2,000 feet away from where
the fire was reported, and if the heat
had reached this far forward there
were big problems. It was at this point
that Boylen decided to exit'the mine
and start the sealing process.

Workers had already begun gath-
ering block to seal off the five en-
trances, but the smoke was so bad it
prevented the workers from seeing
what they were doing. There were
mounds of dirt close by so a decision
was made to fill the portals with avail-

The fire was reported at approximately 6:30 p.m. on Wednesday and by 3:00 a.m. on Thursday the last of the dirt was

and on Wednesday, very little smoke
was being omitted.

Boylen explained that this is good.
If it were still burning, the fire would
need oxygen and would be sucking in
the outside air. At present, the pres-
sure is greater from within, There-
fore, the mine air has been bleeding
through the brattice seal since it was
installed.

Inspectors are monitoring for oxy-
gen, carbon dioxide and methane.

There are three drill rigs on the
property that will tap into strategically
identified areas of the mine to deter-
mine what is going on inside. If
needed, a chemical will be injected

, through the bore holes to isolate and

extinguish the fire. The holes should
be completed by the weekend or early
next week.

Boylen indicated that officials ex-
pect the first exploration team to en-
ter the mine hopefully within two
weeks. He commented that plans are
being developed carefully, using
MSHA and mine personnel. A lot of
things must fall into place, but every-
thing is pointing to that timetable.

The team will enter the mine about

being pushed up to the portals to make the seal. This picture shows portal number 2 with the dirt that was transported 500 to 1000 feet and determine where
to the location by other companies in the county. Crews could reenter the mine as soon as next weekend to start the to build temporary seals. 0 et e
reopenlng process. (See additional picutres on page 8A)

able dirt along with dirt that couldbe  plays the pressure on the fans.

trucked in.

With mine rescue teams directing

traffic in the
dense smoke,
mine SCO0DS,
along with large
caterpillars,
started moving
the dirt into and
around the por-
tals. As time went
on more trucks
and equipment
were offered by
businesses in the
county. Dump

trucks started: ||

hauling dirt into
the site while cats
pushed the dirt up
to the entrances.
The belt line
entrance was
sealed first using
a foam sealent.
Next portal num-
ber three was
sealed, then two
and finally portal
number one, As
the final seal was
made on portal
number one, em-
ployees were at
the intake fan por-
tal reading a wa-
ter gauge that dis-

and sealed the fan pressure rose to

A normal water reading is 7.5  13.8 before it was finally shut down.

There are three drilling rigs on the property piercing the earths structure
to enter into the closed mine. At this angle the mines roadway is located
about 1,400 in and down. By extracting air samples mine technicians can
then determine if carbon dioxide should be pumped into the mine and
when the mine will be safer to enter.

inches. As the portals were shut off A brattice seal was installed over the

opening. With all
the three air lock
doors shut and all
portals closed in
with dirt and
brattice, the mine
was sealed. It
was 3:00 a.m.,
Thanksgiving
morning.

It hastakena
few days, but the
smoke has now
dissapated and
even the smell of
burning coal is
almost gone from
the site.

There are
plastic hoses that
now go into the
mine through
small tubes that
allow mine per-
sonnel and
MSHA inspec-
tors to monitor
the conditions.
They have been
watching the

hrattice around
the fan entrance.

To date there is
pressure coming
out of the mine,

be installed, with that portion of the
mine ventilated.

Team members will assess the dam-
age and prepare to move deeper into’
the mine.

Crews will seal off the bleeders, tail
gate and head gate of section D1, where
the longwall is located. When that por-
tion of the mine is sealed off, work
can continue to prepare section D?.. for
hoped coal production.

The first concern is to find out what
caused the fire and then take correc-
tive measures to ensure that it doesn’t
happen again, stated Boylen.

Conspec employees are gathering
data from the computers. The comput-
ers allow investigators to relive the day
of the fire by creating graphs and
charts of the specific location and time.

“Everybody did a great job during
this whole thing,” said Boylen. “I am
so proud of all the employees and how
they handled themselves. And then,
the response from the community was
just overwhelming.”

Help flooded in that evening from
everywhere, including other mines,
the power plant, Helper city, law en-
forcement and construction compa-
nies. Boylen couldn’t believe how will-
ing everyone was to help.

“The way the employees and the
community pulled together, it was a
miracle,” commented Tim Madden,
mine foreman.

There are more pictures of the mine
site, mine safety equipment used by
the miners to exit the mine safely, the
fan and drilling rigs on location.

Layoffs affect 180
mine support jobs

About 180 people are out of work
after a fire that broke out at Wil-
low Creek mine Nov. 25, but no
regular employees have been laid
off.

According to John Boylen, gen-
eral manager, 180 permanent em-
ployees were transferred from Wil-
Jow Creek to the company’s Star
Point mine to continue producing
coal. The company will run two
continuous mining crews seven
days a week until Willow Creek
reopens.

Approximately 80 people still
show up to work at Willow Creek,
including administration, safety
and mine rescue teams. But95 tem-
porary and casual workers were
laid off, along with another 85 con-
tracted laberers from Valley Ser-
vices. The casual workers were
mostly students. Temporary em-
ployees received a severence pack-
age.

Boylen did not know when every-

one will be hired back. The time
frame depends on how soon the The
can get back into the mine to de-
termine the cause of the fire and
develop preventative measures.
Also, a determination needs to be
made on the condition of the long
wall.

A “warn” letter was sent to all
employees advising of possible lay-
offs, explained Boylen. The notice
is customary when a layoff is pend-
ing.

“This is something you have to
do, but we are still planmng on get-
tmg back into the mine and min-
ing coal,” he said.

November was the best month at
the mine to date and production lev-
els were rising, added Boylen. Mo-
rale was good then and will be good
in the future.

“We will bring it back into pro-
duction. That’s for damn sure,”
declared Boylen.

In efforts to clear up the fence line and canal at his
field, Pete Ardohain is burning leaves and weeds
caught in the tangle. He's burns the weeds around

Eliminating '98 brownerv to make way for 1999 greenery

his field with the diesel fuel concoction every year to help
the field look better and cleaner and to also prevent ro-
dents from storming his home.




Portals sealed at Willow Creek
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Above: Piles of dirt are still present in front of the
portals that were closed fast Thanksgiving day. The
dirt was placed inside the portal entryways and then
pushed up against the openings to make the seal.
This was accomplished in dense smoke with the help
of mine rescue teams directing the equipment.

Below: Plastic tubes run the perimeter of the portals
and fan entry back to the command centers that are

set up to monitor the atmosphere inside the mine.
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Above: Tim McFarland
sits at the conspec
computer while the
computer recreates the
day of November 25
and the events that
took place prior to the
fire. The computer will
generate graphs and
charts to help explain

what happened. o I
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tative Mike Dmitrich : 1 ks
shows the readout on -
the battery pack
equipped with the Per-
sonal Emergency De-
vice system. This de-
vice was used to con-
tact the miners with a
message to evacuate
the mine.
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This is the brattice covering over the fan intake. It is bulged  less and less smoke as well as oxygen and greater amounts of  Tad Fausett reviews his rescue device. The 38 pound pack
outward as the air inside of the mine escapes. Crews in-  carbon dioxide and methane. This is agood sign as crews pre-  has enough oxygen for four hours of use. Mine rescue
spect the escaping air continually. The air is comprised of  pare tc enter back into the mine hopefully within two weeks.  teams used these packs to help direct heavy equipment

when the portals were being sealed.




