
MINUTES OF THE MEETING 
NATURAL RESOURCES COMMITTEE 

MONTANA STATE 
HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES 

January 25, 1985 

The meeting of the Natural Resources Committee was 
called to order by Chairman Dennis Iverson at 3:10 p.m. 
in Room 312 of the State Capitol. 

ROLL CALL: All members were present except Rep. Garcia, 
who was excused. 

HOUSE BILL 158: Rep. Marian Hanson, District 100, into­
duced HB 158, which she sponsored at the request of the 
Dept. of Labor and Industry. Rep. Hanson said that the 
current Montana statute requiring quarterly inspections 
of coal mines was enacted when most mines were underground. 
She said that changing the inspection interval to every 
six months would result in no loss of safety and a net 
biennial savings of $67,984. 

Gary Blewett, Administrator of the Workers' Compensation 
Division of the Dept. of Labor and Industry, spoke in 
support of HB 158. A copy of his testimony is attached 
and labeled Exhibit 1. 

James Mockler, representing the Montana Coal Council, 
spoke in favor of HB 158. He said that two inspections 
annually by the State, in addition to two inspections 
annually by the Federal Mining Safety and Health Admini­
stration (MSHA), would be sufficient to assure safe 
operations of surface coal mines. 

No further proponents spoke in favor of HB 158. 

Leonard Colvin of Forsyth, a member of the United Mine 
Workers, spoke in opposition to the measure. A copy 
of his testimony is attached hereto, labled Exhibit 2. 

Randy Siemers of Billings, representing a group of 
operating engineers, opposed HB 158, saying it would 
compromise the safety of surface coal miners. He presented 
a petition signed by 80 workers at the Sarpy Creek Coal 
Mine against the proposed change of inspection intervals. 
He said that a similar petition is being circulated at 
Colstrip. A copy of the petition is attached hereto as 
Exhibit 3. 
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Responding to questions from the committee, Ed Gatzemeier 
of the Workers' Compensation Division said that surface 
mine inspections include a search for ground control 
hazards and potential dangers from electrical systems, 
flammable materials, heavy equipment and mine walls. 

Rep. Asay asked Mr. Colvin about the existence and 
authority of mine safety committees comprised of employees. 
Mr. Colvin said that most mines have a safety committee 
made up of employees, and that such committees have the 
authority to cease operation of a mine if dangerous 
conditions are found. He told Rep. Raney that most 
companies are responsive to the complaints or concerns 
of such employee safety committees. 

Rep. Ream asked Mr. Blewett if there is any coordination 
of State and MSHA inspections and was told that the 
inspectors of each agency are so busy that there is little 
time for coordination or cooperation. Blewett said that 
some mines show more problems than others and that mine 
safety inspectors could do more service if they had time 
to do extensive follow-up inspections after safety problems 
were noted. 

Rep. Krueger asked Mr. Blewett if inspections every six 
months were adequate to cover potential problems with 
electrical systems. Mr. Blewett said that he would not 
have supported HB 158 if he thought there would be any 
loss of safety resulting from a six-month inspection 
interval. 

Mr. Blewett questioned the accuracy and adequacy of the 
fiscal note that accompanied HB 158, saying he was unfamiliar 
with the figures noted. 

Rep. Iverson asked Mr. Blewett if the purpose of HB 158 
was to save the state money or to promote more flexibility 
in the jobs of mine safety inspectors. Mr. Blewett said 
the primary purpose of HB 158 would be to allow safety 
inspectors to do a better job of addressing mine problems 
and training employees in safety procedures without the 
expense of additional mine inspection staff. 

Rep. Hanson closed by saying she was confident that HB 158 
would allow mine safety inspectors to do a more thorough 
job, and that she would not have supported a bill that 
would result in less safe surface coal mine operations. 



Natural Resources Committee 
January 25, 1985 
Page 3 

HOUSE BILL 316: Rep. Kurt Krueger, District 69, introduced 
HB 316, which he sponsored at the request of the Dept. of 
Natural Resources and Conservation. Rep. Krueger said 
HB 316 is a "housekeeping" measure which would reduce 
the Rangeland Resources Committee from a membership of 
23 to a workable group of six. He said the measure would 
still allow the remaining six members to consult with 
those representatives no longer on the committee. 

Ray Beck, administrator of the Conservation Districts 
Division of the Dept. of Natural Resources and Conservation, 
spoke in support of HB 316. A copy of his testimony is 
attached hereto as Exhibit 4. 

Dave Donaldson, representing the Montana Association of 
Conservation Districts, said his group supports passage 
of HB 316. 

No opponents spoke against HB 316. 

Rep. Raney asked Mr. Beck if reducing the committee to 
a membership of six ranchers would result in harm to 
rangeland resources. Mr. Beck said he was confident 
that the committee would continue to ask for information 
from representatives of other interests and that a balance 
would be maintained. He also said that the committee has 
no power to determine rangeland resource policy, but 
only gives advice to the Dept. of Natural Resources. 

Rep. O'Hara moved to pass HB 316, and the measure received 
a unanimous Do Pass vote. 

The committee agreed to discuss HB 158 following preparation 
of a new fiscal note. 

There being no further business before the committee, the 
meeting was adjourned at 4:15 p.m. 
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Testimony on HBISS 
Before the House Natural Resources Committee 

By 
Gary Blewett, Administrator, Workers· Compensation Division 

Department of Labor & Industry 

The Department of Labor & Industry requests a change in 
the inspection interval for surface coal mines from the current 
3 months to 6 months. 

This bill would not change the inspection interval for 
underground coal mines. It only changes the inspection interval 
for surface mines. 

The law requiring quarterly inspections for all coal mines 
was enacted in 1911. To our knowledge the inspection interval 
has not been reviewed by the legislature since then. There are 
currently 9 surface coal mines in Montana and no underground 
mines. We are able, with our current one coal inspector, to 
conduct the required 36 inspections a year. Our inspector is 
also able to do a few follow-up inspections as well. If more 
surface coal mines or an underground mine go into operation, we 
will need to add staff. Before that becomes a necessity, we 
thought it important to have the existing schedule reevaluated. 

It is the professional opinion of my staff in the Safety 
Bureau that it is reasonable and consistent with responsible 
safety management standards to require semi-annual inspections 
for surface coal mines, while maintaining the quarterly schedule 
for underground mines. We believe the change is advisable for 
three reasons: 

(1) In 1911 when the current law was enacted, almost all 
coal mines were underground. Now the situation is 
reversed and all the coal mines are surface mines. 
Surface mines provide a far safer work environment 
than underground, as was recently evidenced in the 
underground coal mine disaster in Utah. 
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(2) 

(3) 

In 1969 the Federal Mining Safety & Health 
Administration (MSrm) was established. MSHA 
conducts its own inspections of all coal mines in 
Montana with a staff of one working out of Billings, 
Montana, and assistance out of Wyoming. The MSHA 
inspection schedule is identical with the proposed 
amendment in this bill. MSHA inspectors inspect 
Montana surface coal mines once every 6 months and 
underground coal mines once every 3 months. 

It makes good management sense to allow the Safety 
Bureau coal mine inspector to target very frequent 
inspections at problem mines and limit mandatory 
inspections at safe surface mines to twice a year. 
The additional flexibility would also allow an 
opportunity to coordinate inspection efforts with 
MSrm. Targeting limited resources on problem mines 
and having the flexibility to coordinate with other 
existing resources will contribute to effective 
safety management more than maintaining frequent 
routines. 

We are well aware of the concerns of employees who work 
Montana's coal fields. We have received petitions and letters 
expressing their fear that any reduction in the inspection 
schedule could jeopardize their safety. We are reminded how 
dangerous mining can be with the Utah disaster in an underground 
coal mine. 

This bill is presented to you in full recognition of these 
concerns. First, the frequency of inspections for underground 
coal mines would not change. Second, we believe we can be far 
more effective in ensuring safety in surface coal mines by 
reducing the mandatory schedule to twice a year and, thus, 
allowing us the flexibility to both target extra effort on 
problem coal mines and coordinate efforts with MSHA. 

Your approval of this bill is requested in the interest of 
both safety and effective management. 
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MEMORANDUM 

TO: 

FROM: 

SUBJECT: 

DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES 
AND CONSERVATION 

CONSERVATION DISTRICTS DIVISION 

TED SCHWINDEN, GOVERNOR 

L-~t\;lvi,i-- .~, 

{/J,j/6~-' 

32 SOUTH EWING 

gNEOFMON~NA---------
(406) 444-6667 HELENA. MONTANA 59620 

January 25. 1985 

House Natural Resources Committee 

Ray Beck. Administrator 
Conservation Districts Division 

Testimony on House Bill 316 

House Bill 316 was requested by the Department as a law clean-up 
measure. The reasons for this requested change are as follows: 

1. Since 1981. the committee has basically operated with the six 
executive members (a-f). Most of the remaining 23 members 
have shown little interest. if any. to participate. 

2. The Division's administrative funds are somewhat limited for 
this program. The added duplication expense. mainly from 
lengthy loan applications. could be avoided with the 
reduction of committee members. These funds could be better 
spent for monitoring loans. 

3. Although the committee does not receive daily compensation. 
the Division is responsible for travel and lodging 
reimbursement. These funds would not be available if every 
member requested travel expenses. 

4. Most state advisory committees have 6-12 members. Whereas 
this committee contains 23 members. it would be very 
unworkable if everyone participated. The division will 
continue to ask these agencies and groups to participate in 
an advisory capacity. 

We urge your support for HB 316. 
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IF YOU CARE TO WRITE COr1MENTS, ASK SECRETARY FOR LONGER FORM. 

WHEN TESTIFYING PLEASE LEAVE PREPARED STATEMENT WITH SECRETARY. • 
FORH CS-33 



WITNESS STATEMENT 

Name J .. /-,/ /!GC/,/4c 
Address ;;20/ {l,h/?/Ct/ fo 
Representing MZ: aCt / Gu;,c. 'I 

Commi t tee On ./f{;/ ~5 , 

Date 4/P5-
7 

Support L. .. 

Bill No. __ ~A~~~,~/~1 __ ~~~S-~~~~ __________________ Oppose ____________________ __ 

Amend --------------------------
AFTER TESTIFYING, PLEASE LEAVE PREPARED STATEHENT WITH SECRETARY. 

Comments: 
1. 

2. 

, 3. 

4. 

Itemize the main argument or points of your testimony. This will 
assist the committee secretary with her minutes. 
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