
Who 
controls 
Noaha? 
SOME i , workers tell the 
tale of a great snake-like mon
ster — Noaha — which lives 
deep down in the mines. Occa
sionally Noaha gets angry and 
storms down the tunnels leav
ing a trail of dead miners. 

This is their explanation for 
the fact that so many miners 
are killed far away from the 
scene of mine explosions. 

On August 13, 30 miners 
were killed in a methane gas 
explosion in the Middelbult col
liery which supplies the giant 
Sasol II and III p l a n t s a t 
Secunda in the Transvaal. 

Thirteen of them were killed 
near the blast but the rest were 
up to two kilometres away. 

Apparently the force of an 
underground explosion in the 
narrow tunnels of the mines is 
so great that even miners a few 
kilometres away from the blast 
are 'concussed' to death. 

In statements to the press, 
Sasol management said that 
m e t h a n e g a s had a l w a y s 
"plagued* the mine industry. 

The gas seeps out of the ex-
posed coal and because it is 
odourless and colourless, it is 
difficult to detect/ they said. 

However, it is possible to de
tect methane gas and many 
methods have been developed 
in order to make coal mining as 
s a f e a s p o s s i b l e f o r 
mineworkers. 

But mine bosses in the i r 
search for profits do not always 
stick to even the minimum 

safety measures laid down by 
law. 

At a similar explosion in Sep* 
tember 1983 at the Hlobane 
Colliery in Natal. 68 miners 
were killed. 

At the inquest, it was found: 
that the ventilation in the mine 
did not provide the amount of 
air laid down by law. that the 
venti lat ion in two sections 
would not have been able to 
clear the methane, that a week 
before methane gas had been 
found but it had not been re
ported, and that a number of 
electrical machines were not 
flameproofed. 

At the time of the Hlobane 
accident. Iscor*s Vryheid Rail
way and Coal Company had a 
four star safety rating awarded 
by the Chamber of Mines and 
two department of Mineral and 
Energy Inspectors had de
scribed it as 'not a bad mine\ 

Sasol's Middelbult has been 
recently awarded a full five 
stars for safety standards. 

But mineworker members of 
the Chemical Workers Indus
tr ial Union report t ha t al
though modern equipment for 
the testing of methane gas is 
supplied, often safety proce* 
dures are ignored. 

Production, they say, on this 
the world's most productive 
coal mine is more important 
than safety. Naturally Sasol 
has denied this. 

Soon after the explosion the 
union sent an investigating 
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team to Middelbult consisting 
of lawyers, mining engineers, 
union officials and shop ste
wards to inspect the area where 
the explosion took place. 

The CWIU will be represent
ing the deceased and injured 
workers at the inquest where 
the cause of the explosion will 
be established. 

The Middelbult explosion has 
once again highlighted the im
portance of health and safety. 
And has led the CWIU to de
clare 1986 as The year of the 
fight for our lives*. 

In a recent pamphlet, the 

union said that in South Africa 
2 800 workers were killed at 
work each year — roughly 
every 3 hours another worker 
is killed. 

There are also 355 000 acci
dents causing injuries each 
year and 'thousands more of us 
are dying slowly or getting sick 
from poisoning by the danger
ous chemicals and materials we 
work with.* 

"Let us begin to plan the fight 
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for our health and safety at 
work. Money is no good if you 
a re too sick to spend it, or 
dead/ it concluded. 

The CWIU has begun its bat* 
tie against Noaha — a monster 
which seems to be firmly under 
the control of the mine bosses. 


