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Opening remarks from the Chair 
 

 

Representatives of the governments of the member states of the UNECE, delegates, experts and 

members of Secretariat, it is an honor and pleasure welcome all of you and Chair this session of 

the Ad Hoc Group of Experts on CMM. When I look around the room I am humbled by the level 

expertise that this entity offers.  We represent a broad range in background from technical 

professionals, business leaders, policy experts and government officials; all of whom possess a 

working knowledge of some aspect of coal mining and an appreciation of the costs and benefits 

of managing gas that is at once a hazard to the miner, an agent of climate change and 

undervalued source of energy. Depending on our individual point of view and the framework of 

our working life, we may count the costs as we examine the economics of drainage and use of 

the gas, or perhaps when forecasting the yet to be fully realized cost of the degrading the global 

environment resulting from release of methane gas to the atmosphere. None of us like to count 

the social costs of losing lives when coal mining communities suffer the aftermath of needless 

explosions—yet communities located in coal mining countries throughout the world have had to 

engage in that calculus. Over the past three years there have been explosions and ensuing 

investigations proving the same thing repeatedly—these explosions are not inevitable—they are 

preventable. We would, I am certain, rather count the benefits of capturing and using methane by 

employing best practices, but as an illustration I want to add definition to the losses associated 

with a mine disaster. The Upper Big Branch mine located in Raleigh County West Virginia, 

mining 1.2 million tonnes per year and at that time owned by Massey Energy, suffered a gas and 

coal dust explosion on 5 April 2010.  There were 29 miners killed. In the ensuing legal battles, 

mine owners agreed on a $220 million USD settlement of legal claims, and mandated safety 

investments. In addition, the mine owners paid $11 million USD in fines and penalties and there 

is an ongoing criminal investigation.  The coal mine superintendent pled guilty to negligence and 

conspiracy to defraud; he will serve 21 months in prison and was fined $21,000 USD. Although 

Massey Energy found jobs for the displaced workers, the remaining coal reserves at the mine are 

considered to be unminable and a total loss —the mine has been closed permanently. Further, 

other Massey Energy assets were sold to Alpha Natural Resources for $7.1 billion USD. Since 

the purchase of Massey’s assets, all of Massey’s former employees, miners and managers have 

gone through aggressive safety training programs— training that should have been received 

before the disaster. There was no degasification system at the mine, though most gassy mines in 
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West Virginia employ them, and many of those are less gassy than Upper Big Branch at the time 

of the explosion. 

 

Later that in 2010, there was an explosion in New Zealand at the Pike River Mine, killing 29 

miners. Recently, the Royal Commission that was convened to investigate the disaster released a 

report on the disaster. It is still too early to completely understand and account for the economic 

and social costs, but we do know that the disaster occurred as a result of a failure to properly 

manage the gas. The Royal Commission found that the mine inspection authorities did inspect 

the Pike River Mine and that the mine management was warned that the mine had dangerous 

levels of gas building in certain areas of the mine. The commission also found that legislation 

enabling safety regulation and enforcement are inadequate and after the disaster took place, the 

system for mine accident response was woefully inadequate. 

 

Since November of 2012, there have five methane-related mining accidents in China, the most 

recent a week ago — total fatalities in the accidents are 89. In February 2013 a mine accident in 

Vorkuta, located in the Pechora basin of Russia, caused the loss of 19 lives.  

 

We will talk later in some detail about this group’s Terms of Reference (TOR), and a work 

programme that we will undertake to further the good work that this group has so far undertaken. 

But allow me to summarize our work in this way: 

 We have defined terms related to coal mine methane throughout the life cycle of coal 

mining that allow us to communicate on a common basis. 

 We have investigated the economics of mining accidents and the impact on attaining a 

sustainable future mining coal in gas prone coal basins.. 

 We have engaged the UNFCCC in useful discussions, offering our services as a group of 

experts to the UNECE sister body. 

 We have published a document in three languages that describes the framework of 

principle-based guidance to employing best practices. During the review process, we 

engaged the ILO to make certain that we do not infringe or interfere in the portfolio for 

which that organization is responsible. 

 We have held workshops to further disseminate the concepts conveyed in the Best 

Practice Guidance for Effective Methane Drainage in Coal Mines. 

 

And now we are poised to move in three exciting directions: 

1. Expand the topics and continue of dissemination of Best Practices as decided by the 

Economic and Social Council of the UN.  (Items 6 & 7 on today’s agenda) 

2. Work on a project located at two mines in the coal basins of Russia utilizing 

extrabudgetary funding from the Russian Federation—we will discuss this further 

under agenda item 8, inviting help from the ILO where necessary. 
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3. Prepare to develop the TOR for an International Center of Excellence (item 11 on 

today’s agenda). Work has begun in determine the level of interest in China as a host 

and we hope to make progress toward a European location as well. 

 

We start the day with a strong mandate. We have to modify our TOR to update them to be 

consistent with activities and priorities of the Committee on Sustainable energy, and following, 

we will adopt a programme of work consistent with our TOR. As you can see we have a great 

deal to consider today – please help by making your valuable inputs concise and helpful. Finally, 

I will say that I know from observing the diligence with which this body pursues its work that we 

are only limited by our imagination… so far that seems boundless.  


