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Senate Committee to Take Hard Look at Mine Safety Progress
Byrd, Harkin to Press on Improved Technology, Tougher Enforcement

WASHINGTON, D.C... A Senate hearing later this month will f ocus on progress made
in mine safety initiatives, U.S. Senators Robert C. Byrd, D-W.Va., and Tom Harkin, D-
Iowa, announced Wednesday.

"The deaths of two miners last month in Southern W est Virginia serve as a somber
reminder that we must redouble our ef forts on mine safety.  We must be innovative.  It
is time for us to stop simply addressing mine disasters as they happen.  W e must seek
opportunities to avoid the dangers," Byrd said.

Byrd and fellow West Virginia Senator Jay Rockefeller last summer helped to write the
bipartisan MINER Act -- the first federal mine safety legislation signed into law since
1977.  The MINER Act promotes increased mine saf ety, better enforcement, and faster
rescue in case tragedy strikes.  Byrd included $25.6 million in special f unding legislation
last summer for additional mine safety inspectors and $10 million to develop new mine
safety technology.  

The Senate Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education Subcommittee will hear
from the federal Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA), the National Institute
of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), as well as from state, labor, and industry
officials about the efforts underway to put those funds to work and to implement the
MINER Act.  

Iowa Senator Tom Harkin is chairman of  the subcommittee and a long-time advocate
for workplace safety.  Harkin and Byrd each were raised in coal mining families.

"Senator Byrd has been a leader in mine saf ety for years, and he has shown his
dedication again in the months since the Sago, Alma and other mine disasters.  I was



proud to have worked with him to secure additional funding for mine safety inspectors
and new technology last year, and I look forward to learning about the progress being
made as a result of this funding. We owe it to the miners who risk their lives everyday to
continue to keep watch and make sure this dangerous occupation is as saf e as
humanly possible," Harkin said.

The subcommittee also will focus on the budget priorities for MSHA and NIOSH.  In
funding legislation set for final Congressional approval later today, Byrd and Harkin
worked to invest $300 million in the MSHA for the current fiscal year -- an increase of
more than $23 million from the previous year.  This increase is designed to allow the
agency to continue its national efforts to hire and train new mine safety inspectors.

The subcommittee will examine how quickly those dollars can be put to work, and what
additional funding might be necessary for the next fiscal year.

The West Virginia Senator plans to focus not just on the implementation of  the MINER
Act, but also on what further steps need to be taken on mine saf ety.

"For instance, we must work to make special emergency refuge chambers available to
miners underground.  Additionally, wireless communications should be available to coal
miners.  We should look at how we could further strengthen seal requirements and belt
air safety protections," Byrd stated.

"We have a moral obligation to protect our coal miners.  New inspectors and updated
mine safety laws are good steps forward.  But stronger mine safety will take vigilance
and innovation," Byrd said.

The hearing will take place on February 28, 2007, at 2 p.m. in the Dirksen Senate
Office Building in Washington, D.C.
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