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Good morning ladies and gentlemen.  It is a real pleasure to be among such an impressive group of mines rescue experts gathered here, at this, the 1st International Mines Rescue Conference held under the auspices of the International Mines Rescue Body since its formation in May 2001.  

I am honoured to make the keynote address at this historic occasion.  Mines rescue work lies close to my heart and although I today represent mining industry management, I am also privileged to be among old friends as I was once a serving member of South Africa’s Mines Rescue Service, colloquially known as the Proto Teams.  Unfortunately, it’s nearly too far back to remember!

I wish right at the outset to pay tribute to mines rescue workers worldwide.  They are the unsung heroes of our industry, and they deserve all the praise they receive.  I wish to quote from a paper by Christo de Klerk, delivered at an ISSA/Chamber of Mines conference held here in South Africa earlier this year, as he aptly summarises my own views in this regard:

‘’The phrase ‘Mines Rescue’ has a magical connotation.  It conjures up pictures of humanity and camaraderie in the face of adversity.  Tales of hardship, courage and tenacity, of purpose, of disappointment and achievement, interwoven with cryptic humour.  

“Internationally, volunteer brigadesmen are the salt of the earth.  Miners know that brigadesmen, risking their own lives and health, will come to their rescue during emergencies.  Brigadesmen have to fight the natural elements and work in extremely harsh conditions whilst using their experience, expertise, wisdom and determination to assist victims and avoid injury to themselves.  Mines Rescue organisations and their brigadesmen are the elite of the international mining industry and deserve to be supported ….”  

It is this elite that I salute and pay tribute to today.  Brigadesmen allow mining people at all levels to sleep easier at night, whether they are in management or at the working face.  

Management in particular can sleep easier because business nowadays has to contend with the so-called triple bottom-line reporting.  As is rightly so, business now has to consider not only its financial performance, but also how it is faring on the environmental and social fronts.  In fact, the concepts of “Sustainability” and “Good Corporate Citizenship” are well on their way to driving the way we do business.  

What has this to do with mines rescue work and the purpose of this conference?

Within the ambit of good corporate citizenship, the social responsibility of mining companies manifests itself not only in social investment in the communities within which they operate, but clearly also in the safety, health and well-being of their own workers and their families.  While safety, health and environmental management has improved significantly over the years, the nature of mining remains inherently risky and any responsible management will recognise the need for a competent and professional rescue service to be available at all times, as back-up and as last line of defence.  

In many ways mines rescue organisations in South Africa and around the world have been at the forefront of good corporate citizenship without necessarily recognising it as such.  Think of aspects such as:

· The deep-rooted value system that underpins such organisations, putting the safety and health of others above that of the rescuers.  

·  The non-discriminatory nature of rescue operations, where during emergencies, issues such as rank, race, religion and other man-made barriers are cast aside and all focus is placed on those in need of assistance, whoever they are.  

· The professional conduct of brigadesmen in the execution of their task.  

· The need to conduct rescue operations efficiently and effectively to contribute to the continuing viability of the mines.  

· The role of rescue organisations in the management of risk in mining companies.  

We all know from experience that no single mine or mining company on its own can entirely meet the demands of a major emergency such as an underground fire or explosion.  That is why there is a need in most countries to co-ordinate the mines rescue activities at various mines, on a regional or national basis, to enable a combined effort to assist one another during times of emergency.  

While nowadays legislation in most countries makes it compulsory to have some form of collective mines rescue organisation in place to provide adequate rescue capabilities, the initial move in this direction was entirely voluntary.  Over the years, rescue organisations have developed into fully integrated national service organisations, staffed either by volunteers or professional rescue brigadesmen.  

In South Africa, the umbrella mines rescue organisation, Mines Rescue Services (Pty) Limited (MRS), has always comprised volunteers from various mines.  Allow me to expand on how the MRS was formed, as this will lead me to the important aspect of shrinking numbers in mines rescue organisations today, which needs our attention.  

Organised mines rescue work in South Africa has its roots in gold mining on the Witwatersrand.  Gold mining started in this area in the 1880s but as the number of mines increased and became deeper, the number of fires and other emergencies increased.  This eventually led to one mining group, Rand Mines, establishing a Central Rescue Training Station in Johannesburg in 1924 for the training of rescue brigadesmen.  In due course the base of this organisation was broadened to include other companies and in 1946 the station was placed under the management of the then Transvaal and Orange Free State Chamber of Mines.  As the mining industry evolved, the organisation opened a further two training stations to serve collieries and metalliferous mines other than gold.  Its name changed to Rescue Training Service – known as RTS – and the Chamber was re-named the Chamber of Mines of South Africa.  

During the 1980s and 1990s the mining industry in South Africa experienced tough times and it’s collective structure in the form of the Chamber of Mines adapted to these circumstances by shedding many of the services it provided to its members.  Services were unbundled into stand-alone, self-funding service entities.  RTS was no different and in 1996 it was unbundled into a stand-alone, private sector company called Mines Rescue Services (Pty) Limited.  This company is today a non-profit organisation that trains rescuers and administers a scheme to provide rescue and recovery services, resources and expertise for an effective emergency service.  These services are primarily for the South African mining industry.  

When the mining industry went through the tough times I referred to earlier, the number of mines with rescue teams decreased from 129 in 1989 to 78 in 2002.  The number of rescue teams serving these mines reduced from 191 to 131 over the same period with a loss of some 434 trained brigadesmen! At the same time the number of member mines of the rescue organisation which were too small to train and maintain their own rescue teams, increased from 32 to 38.  

This trend is of concern to me.  While some people may contend this is merely a reflection of what has happened to our industry, we must ask ourselves whether mines rescue is receiving adequate attention in an era where cost control sometimes overrides common sense.  Just as I did when I was a Mine Manager, today as Chief Executive of a mining group I draw comfort from knowing that a professional rescue service is just a phone call away.  Having been involved in many emergencies that include fires, explosions, rock bursts and the like, I can give a first-hand account of the enormous sense of relief and gratitude experienced when members of rescue teams appear on the scene to prepare their rescue operation.  

Although, as a former brigadesman myself, I may well have a biased view regarding the manner in which mines rescue is being downscaled throughout the industry, I nevertheless remain of the opinion that our mines rescue capacity needs constant and careful evaluation if we are to professionally manage risk in the mining environment.   

If you will allow me a moment of personal reflection: my doctoral thesis completed in 1981 dealt with the control of underground fires in South African collieries.  This was not borne out of a dire need to further my academic qualifications but rather the outcome of practical experience gained during emergencies on our mines and a need to research and identify possible improvements.  While I am pleased that many of the research findings are today common practice at our mines, one key issue that arose, and which I stress to you today, is the critical importance of the rapid deployment of professional mines rescue services during an emergency and the disastrous consequences to life and property when this is not achieved.  The cost in terms of life and property more often than not increases exponentially with every minute or hour lost in this regard.  

Fortunately, in South Africa, the MRS is an extremely capable rescue organisation that supports the good governance of our mines, providing services such as:

· coordination of rescue operations

· training of rescue personnel

· provision and maintenance of rescue equipment

· consultancy services related to mine emergencies

· record keeping and information 

· research and development on rescue methods and equipment

· international contact with other mine rescue organisations.  

It is this latter point that brings me to the main purpose of this conference, namely international co-operation.  One may well ask whether there is any point to international exchange and co-operation, given the local or regional nature of mines rescue organisations and the need for rapid response during emergencies.  

A brief look at international co-operation from a South African perspective will serve to answer the question.  


In the regional context:

· South African brigadesmen were extensively deployed at the Wankie Colliery disaster in Zimbabwe in 1972 when a methane and coal dust explosion over-ran one of the pits of the mine, killing 427 people.  

· In 1976 and again in 1977, South African teams assisted at similar incidents at Moatize Colliery in Mozambique where 99 and 150 mineworkers respectively died in two methane/coal dust explosions.  These were particularly traumatic and arduous rescue missions as the rescue teams went to Moatize well knowing that:

· It was a time of civil war in the country and many of the senior staff members of the mine had been murdered;

· There was no-one in charge of the mine;

· The ventilation system was non-existent and the mine was full of lethal quantities of methane, making the task of searching for and rescuing possible survivors arduous and dangerous.

· In 1991 South African rescue teams used the large diameter rescue drill of the RTS at Emaswati Colliery in Swaziland to rescue miners trapped by the extensive collapse of underground workings.  

In the international context:

· Rescue efforts at the Wilberg Colliery in Utah, United States, included a two-man team from South Africa when Peter Marais, then head of RTS, and I went to assist with the control of an underground fire.  

· The GAG inertisation unit was brought to South Africa from Poland to contain an underground fire at the Libanon Gold Mine in 1992.  

· In a much broader sense, earlier this year a member of the MRS team travelled to Algiers, Algeria, to help locate people trapped under rubble after the country suffered a major earthquake.  The Trapped Person Location Device owned by MRS was used to do the work.  

Let’s look at the benefits of this cross-border co-operation.  Apart from the benefit of learning from each other and promoting international solidarity among mines rescue organisations and miners in general, tangible benefits include:

· In the case of Wankie and Moatize, while lives could unfortunately not be saved as a result of the devastating nature of the explosions, the mines were eventually restored to production.  

· At Emaswati, 26 trapped miners were located and brought to surface via the 630mm diameter drill hole, which took just nine hours to drill from surface to 70m below ground! Without this rescue effort those miners would not have survived.  

· The GAG inertisation unit from Poland helped with the effective control of the Libanon fire, thus saving the owners millions of rands in further damage.  In fact, the operation was so successful that the owners, Goldfields of South Africa, bought two units of their own to use on future fires in their group of companies.  

· Again I would beg your indulgence to allow me a moment of personal reflection about the case of the underground fire in the Wilberg Colliery in the State of Utah in the United States.  In early 1985 I was asked to travel to the USA to assist with the control of an extensive underground fire in this mine.  This request came a few days after the fire had started and as it was not clear whether trapped miners were still alive in the mine, I asked Peter Marais (then Manager of RTS) to join me in this effort.  Unfortunately we arrived too late to be of assistance to save lives.  The fire had already claimed 27 lives probably soon after it had started.  The fire by then had over-run the entire mine and we were only able to assist with final arrangements to bring the fire under control.  At that stage the owners were contemplating to write the mine off and claim $129 million from their insurers (a hefty sum in 1985).  They also discussed with the local community in Price, Utah the need to keep the mine sealed and to erect a memorial for the deceased miners in the mine, including, as I have it, the first woman to die in a mine accident in the USA.  Peter and I persuaded the owners and operators that the mine could be re-entered and recovered.  This had not been done before in the USA.  Based on a plan we proposed, the mine was recovered and production restarted one year later at a total cost of only $9 million – a saving of some $120 million on the insurance claim.  More importantly, the bodies of all 27 miners were recovered and returned to their families.  

Against this background I am totally persuaded that the International Mines Rescue Body is an idea whose time has come.  I congratulate everyone who has contributed to its creation, and I commend their vision and initiative.   

We must remind ourselves at the start of this conference of the objectives and purpose of the IMRB, namely:

· To promote mines rescue operations in the international arena, to initiate as well as support co-operation aimed at progress in the mines rescue area;

· To establish co-operation with other professional organisations involved in mines rescue services;

· In striving to these objectives the Body intends:

· Exchanging information between rescue brigades in different countries;

· Exchanging information on rescue operations;

· Sharing information on methods and principles of rescue training;

· Sharing information on the technical equipment used by the rescue staff;

· Pooling research findings on rescue equipment, the respiratory system protection equipment in particular, that is in use or to be used in the future;

· Presenting new technical solutions and new technologies for rescue operations.  

I believe that when the International Mines Rescue Body was formed in Poland in 2001, a solid foundation was laid for international co-operation among rescue organisations.  This conference is the first visible manifestation of international co-operation on an organised basis.  What has started here will grow in stature and importance and make a constructive contribution to further improvements in mine rescue efforts worldwide.  The IMRB will no doubt contribute to the competent governance of mining companies, particularly as it relates to risk mitigation.  

In closing, I again laud mines rescue brigadesmen and organisations around the world for the unselfish and professional service they render to mines and their mining colleagues.   

Here in South Africa, as I’m sure is the case elsewhere, mines rescue teams have saved thousands of lives.  Unfortunately, in our 79-year history of organised rescue work 30 brigadesmen have lost their lives in the line of duty.  Let us remember them and acknowledge the highest sacrifice they made.  


Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for allowing me to share some of my thoughts with you at the start of this important conference.  I wish you well with your deliberations and trust that this will be the beginning of a great new era in mines rescue work.  

Good luck and thank you.  
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