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	COAL MINE PR SPINNING U.S. PUBLIC, CONGRESS

	 

	By Rene A. Henry 

Every time I hear the news about a coal mine disaster it brings back many old memories. 

I was born and raised in West Virginia and fortunate to live in Charleston, the capital city, and with ancestors whose backgrounds were in glass making and railroading, not coal.

During my career, I've had to deal with mining crises but I reluctantly have to give credit to those responsible for PR and lobbying for the owners and mining companies that have kept the regulatory, oversight and enforcement agencies weak and safety standards below expectations. They have done a great job in spinning the facts.

The most recent explosion that killed 29 miners at Massey Energy's Upper Big Branch Mine in Montcoal, W.V., is one example. The mine was cited for two safety violations just one day before the April 5 disaster and a total of 57 times in March, mainly for poor ventilation of dust and methane. 

The U.S. Mine Safety and Health Administration has cited this mine 1,342 times in the previous five years and proposed fines of $1.89 million. 

Massey has contested 422 of those violations and fines and much of the enforcement is stalled somewhere in the regulatory and judicial process.

The PR word on the company's website is that its safety performance has been stronger than the industry average. 

Don Blankenship, Massey Energy's CEO, has called members of Congress "greeniacs" and "all crazy" and said that House speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.) and Senate Majority Leader Harry M. Reid (D-Nev.) "don't know what they're talking about." 

The leadership and most members of Congress continue to ignore the facts, hear only the spin, and do nothing to speed enforcement and pass tougher safety standards.

One of my first experiences dealing with a coal mine disaster was November 13, 1954, when I was Sports Information Director at West Virginia University. 

Our football team had just defeated William & Mary 20-6 and the flight was ready to leave Newport News, Virginia to return home. 

The editor of a leading newspaper who was traveling with us had just received news that there was an explosion in Jamison Mine No. 9. This affected several members of the team but none more than Sam Huff. Had the explosion happened one hour earlier, he would have been the only surviving male in his family.

Huff, who grew up in the Jamison Mine No. 9 Coal Camp in a rowhouse with no running water, was the first in his family to ever graduate from college. 

His football ability earned him an athletic scholarship that made it possible, otherwise he would have become a coal miner. He is in both the College and NFL Pro Football Halls of Fame and considered one of the best linebackers to ever play the game. 

He also was the first NFL player to be featured on the cover of Time magazine. 

"My father would come home from work completely covered in black coal dust," he said. "Every day my mother would boil water so he could bathe in hot water in an old laundry tub. The rowhouses, stores and everything in the town were owned by the Jamison Coal and Coke Company.

Fourteen years later, Consolidate Coal Co. owned the mine then known as Consol No. 9. An explosion on November 20, 1968, took the lives of 78 miners. Huff lost five relatives. The bodies of 19 miners who perished were never recovered and the mine was permanently sealed.

"If you don't die in a coal mine, chances are black lung disease will kill you," Huff said. Black lung caused the death of his youngest brother when he was only 60 years old.  "‘Sixteen Tons' - another day older and deeper in debt - should be the theme song of our state."

Before the Upper Big Branch Mine disaster last week, since just 2001, there had been explosions in four other mines throughout the U.S. that killed 45 miners.

For five years, when I headed communications and government relations for the mid-Atlantic states region of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, we faced the challenge of communicating the destruction of the environment caused by mountaintop mining. 

This is a type of strip mining where entire mountaintops are cut away by explosives and giant machines as high as a 20-story building

The waste soil and rocks are dumped into adjacent valleys, burying hundreds of miles of what once were pure mountain streams sustaining fish. Some of the valley fills are 1,000 feet wide, 500 feet deep and a mile long. From 1985-2001, 724 miles of West Virginia streams have been buried by valley fills causing permanent loss of ecosystems. 

The coal operators talk about restoration of the landscape and creating new recreational areas, but environmentalists say this type of mining is destructive and unsustainable. In 2008, the Bush Administration rolled back and redefined regulations making it more profitable for the coal operators. These are being contested by environmental advocacy groups.

One story I heard years ago, but cannot confirm the facts, is how one company hired a New York PR firm to help it with its image and labor problems. The United Mine Workers was campaigning to organize the workers in one particular West Virginia mine. 

When the miners demonstrated, the company brought in hired thugs from Detroit and Chicago to physically beat them. 

To counter the negative image it was receiving in the media, the coal company worked with its PR firm to take another course of action – to dynamite a railroad bridge leading to the mine and blame it on the local miners. 

The PR firm brought in an explosive demolition team as well as a photographer to provide photos to the media. The bridge was destroyed but the PR man was arrested by the local sheriff as he was leaving the site.

The story makes for good fiction, just like so much of the rhetoric against increasing mine safety and enforcement. 

Based on its response, I'm beginning to believe Congress believes fiction more than fact, just like "smoking is good for you" and "the check is in the mail."

* * *

Rene A. Henry, Fellow PRSA, is the author of "Communicating In A Crisis" and many of his commentaries are posted on his website at www.renehenry.com.
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	Responses:

	 

	Wes Pedersen (4/14):
Rene, this story should be on the front pages of every newspaper in country...the lead story on every newscast. Congratulations...and thanks. (Early on, I came to the conclusion that the best writers around were those who had begun their careers as sports reporters. You have proved my case again.)

Joe Honick, GMA International Ltd (4/14):
A smart West Virginian, Rene knows whereof he speaks. These coal mine owners have gotten away with virtual murder and pay handsomely for lobbying to keep governmental regulation at bay...not unlike the profiteering defense contractors who are not terribly eager for wars to end.

arthursolomon4pr@juno.com (4/14):
Right on, Rene. Unfortunately, these lack of concerns for the safety of workers (and automobile drivers) are more widespread than in just the coal industry. 
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