Small Mines Compliance
The majority of mines in the United States are generally 1-5 employees.  They play an important part of our economy in every corner of our country.  They provide significant employment when added together and continue the infrastructure and growth of our nation by supplying material to many small communities throughout to connect our massive infrastructure.  
Mining plays an important role in our economy, infrastructure, and national defense.  If it were not for all of our mines, we would not experience life as it is today.

Compliance with the applicable statutes, whether it is the EPA, MSHA, State regulations, county or city ordinances, can be challenging.  Small mines are often restricted in their resources as business and knowledge may be limited in their specific geographical areas.  They need all the help they can get.

MSHA (the Mine Safety and Health Administration) oversees the safety and health of small operators, as well as all mining in the United States.  They have recognized the need for assisting small mines as they have formed a “Small Mines Group” within the agency.  Many small mines have experienced high incident rates and fatalities in the past years and the agency recognized the need to provide more assistance.  Agency employees of the “small mines group” assist those small operators with compliance inspections, training, and general knowledge of the regulations.  This is valuable for our nation’s success.
MSHA often times is looked as an adversary to mining, and the small mines.  However, the opposite is really true.  Compliance is not really difficult or costly in the long run.  The benefits of complying with the regulations is very important to the security of the small mine continuing to exist.  MSHA has encouraged its inspection force not to only issue citations, but to educate the mine personnel during the inspection process – to talk with as many miners on their inspections as possible.  
A mine should never have more than one bad inspection experience – it should have been a learning experience.  Accidents happen only to someone else, somewhere else?  The problem is, every mine is the “someone – somewhere else.   This must be recognized by the mines.  An accident can occur at any time when unsafe conditions or practices exist.
Most all accidents can be prevented.  In reviewing the fatal accidents in Metal/Nonmetal mines for the current year, how many have occurred when employees continue to go under suspended loads, or continue to fail to wear their seat belts?  Most of the accidents have happened before.  Why do they keep continuing?  

Every accident should be a learning experience.  Every mine should review these accidents with their employees and take the necessary precautionary measures to ensure that same accident does not occur at their mine.   Education, communication, and enforcement the safe work conditions and practices, does work.
There are some very high impact regulations that can prevent accidents at mines.  
· The work place examination required by 30 CFR 56/57.18002 is one of those.  It requires that every workplace be examined for hazards each shift to ensure conditions and work practices are being conducted safely.  

· 30 CFR 56/57. 14100 requires pre-shift of mobile equipment before its use, and that all defects affecting safety be repaired before putting into operation if it can be hazardous.  And, all tools and equipment that are defective be taken out of service.  

· 30 CFR  56/57.12028 requires that all electrical circuits be tested for continuity and resistance of grounding once a year, or whenever there is repair or modification, which will provide electrical safety for the employee.  

· 30 CFR Part 46 requires training of all employees on mine sites.  

You can see how much ground has been covered by complying with even those few common sense regulations.  It should be good easy compliance for every mine in reducing injuries and fatalities.  Knowing the regulations is important.   “If it doesn’t look right, it is most likely a hazard, and a violation”.
Mine management is held legally responsible for complying with the regulations and ensuring the well-being of the employees.  Whether it is a small mine or a large mine, the process is the same.  Employees must be trained in the proper work procedures and the requirements of the regulations – then it must be enforced by management and supervisors.  Complacency for employees will come back to the mine operator in the long run.   “You will get, what you accept”.  Only accept compliance with every work procedure.  If employees are continually allowed to work in an unsafe manner, eventually there will be an accident.   
Many mines are very busy and a safety or health issue may be put off until “tomorrow”.  This is not the thing to do.  As soon as an issue is brought to mine management (which places legal responsibility on management because now they have been notified), the correction needs to be pursued immediately.  This is not always accomplished and the compliance is not ultimately achieved, creating risk.
A safety meeting or safety contact at the beginning of every shift has significantly reduced accidents at mining operations.  This definitely has worked at many operations.  There are plenty of safety resource materials for this.    
Encouraging employee input, such as establishing a suggestion program, and a safety committee organization within the operation, works well also.  Who else would know their work area, work procedures, or risks in their work better than the employees themselves.  This is more valuable than you can imagine. 
Inspectors within MSHA often have varying degree of experience depending on where they came from and what they previously did.  This can often times be frustrating for the small mines, or any mine for that matter, during the inspection experience.  But also there is a benefit.  Eventually all areas of compliance will have been looked at and those type of hazards eliminated, whether it be electrical, mechanical, conveyors, health issues, or other.   If no violations existed, none could be written.  There are avenues in place that can challenge questionable actions by the agency.  
The term “inspection” generally has a negative connotation to it.  But in the end, it could be a life saver.  The mine owners and supervisors ultimately lead the safety program where it will go.  By doing it correctly and getting all the employees on board, that will be the success of the operation.
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