Asbestos Exposure Risk and Coal Mining
When most people think of the health hazards of coal mining, they immediately think of black lung disease, resulting from inhaling coal dust, but black lung is not the only hazard associated with coal mining. Coal miners also face a heightened risk of silicosis, from exposure to crystalline dust in the air, and asbestosis and mesothelioma from inhaling asbestos dust in and around mines.

Asbestos is not present in all mines, but the Mine Safety and Health Administration estimates that about 15% of mines are contaminated with asbestos and have exposure rates of above .1 per cc – the new level proposed by MSHA in 2005. Before 2005, the particulate exposure level was twenty times that density – 2 per cc.  
Exposure to asbestos in coal mines may also result from exposure to asbestos in equipment used in mining, including exhaust fans and heavy machinery used for drilling and digging. Asbestos exposure in all mines including coal mines is regulated by MSHA, as well as by OSHA and NIOSH. Among the laws and regulatory acts that apply are acts pertaining to acceptable exposure over the course of an eight hour day and to take-home asbestos contamination. 
If a mine is contaminated with asbestos, there is a possibility of exposure to asbestos not only for miners, but for those who work in the immediate area, for those who come into contact with the miners, and for those who live in the community. This was borne out strongly in the case of the Libby Vermiculite Mine owned by W. R. Grace in Libby, Montana. Vermiculite mined at Libby was contaminated by tremolite asbestos, one of the most hazardous forms. The administrators of the mine made no attempt to keep asbestos releases from the mine in check. The mine operated until 1994, spewing asbestos fibers into the air. In addition, mine administrators allowed workers to take home vermiculite from the mine and contributed it to public service projects, including new flooring for the school gymnasium. The end result of years of contamination from the vermiculite mine was over 1200 cases of asbestos related diseases, including mesothelioma, among townspeople who had not worked at the mine to date.

While the Libby case is one of the most extreme cases in the country, there are reports of elevated asbestos related diseases in other mining communities around the country. Because of the risk of exposure to asbestos and other air contaminants including particulate diesel, talc and taconite among miners, MSHA has committed to an air sampling program to track the levels of asbestos and other contaminants in mines, including underground coal mining operations. The MSHA program overview offers information about asbestos and exposure to asbestos among miners, including coal miners.
Asbestos Exposure – Types of Asbestos in Mines

Asbestos refers to minerals that separate into flexible fibers made up of fibrils. There are seven types of fibers and three types of asbestos measured in the coal mining air quality tests: amosite, crocidolite, chrysotile, tremolite asbestos, anthophylite asbestos and actinotlite asbestos. To learn more about these, please see “Types of Asbestos.”

Asbestos is often found as a contaminant in the host rock in non-asbestos mines. The limits of particulate fibrous talc is the same as that for asbestos, because fibrous talc produces the same or similar effects on the lungs as asbestos.
When asbestos contaminates the host rock of a mine, it may be released into the ambient air by basic mining operations, including breaking, crushing, drilling, grinding or handling of rock and solid material that contains asbestos fibers. Chrysotile asbestos is the type most commonly found in today’s commercial products, but crocidolite and amosite are the most toxic.

One of the reasons that fibrous dust particles like asbestos are so hazardous is that they do not settle out of the air and often remain suspended in the breathable atmosphere for long periods of time. Because of this, when asbestos is stirred up by the wind, foot traffic or vehicles it can remain in the air for long enough to become an inhalation hazard for those passing by hours or even days later.

While only about 15% of mines of all types are contaminated by asbestos, there is another source of asbestos contamination in coal mines that is recognized even by MSHA. The MSHA air sampling operators’ handbook states that asbestos exposure in mines most often occurs through products brought to the mine. Those products include brake linings and bearings for mine equipment, asbestos welding blankets and other safety equipment, pipe insulation and products like transite, used in building construction at the mine site. MSHA suggests strongly that those items that present an asbestos inhalation hazard be replaced with available asbestos-free materials.
The long-term health effects of exposure to asbestos in the workplace include 

· asbestosis, a type of pneumoconiosis (like black lung disease) that is also called interstitial fibrosis. The asbestos fibers cause scarring that may continue to grow even after exposure to asbestos has ended

· Lung cancer is related to the degree of asbestosis present in the lungs. High rates of lung cancer have been noted in miners exposed directly to asbestos dust and in their families exposed indirectly

· Mesothelioma is a cancer caused specifically by exposure to asbestos dust

· Cancer of the gastrointestinal tract

· Cancer of the larynx

Please see the Asbestos.com pages covering Mesothelioma and Asbestos Cancer to learn more about asbestos-related diseases.

MSHA has been campaigning since 2005 to reduce the full shift limit of exposure to asbestos fibers to .1 fibers per cubic centimeter of air. The current limit is 2 fibers per cc.
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