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Recent media coverage has derided coal operators for exploring a logical solution to the current coal
mine labor shortage in central Appalachia – use of immigrant laborers. The operators have been wrongly
portrayed as exaggerating, or outright fabricating, the current labor shortage, being motivated solely by
cheap replacement labor, and ignoring safety. These criticisms ignore economic reality, explicit
assurances that pay will remain the same despite the national origin of the worker involved, and
operators’ offers to address any safety concerns with logical and straight-forward safeguards.
A fact lost on the media during this discussion is that immigrant laborers are already working in the
country’s coal mines, even those in central Appalachia. A recent examination of this issue’s treatment
outside the region shows that any language barriers related to training and safety have been considered
and resolved by the western coal states’ regulatory agencies and MSHA. Based upon published
statements, it appears that regulators and organized labor officials in central Appalachia are now
struggling for alternating rationalizations of positions which, in truth, originate from a misguided nativist
policy of economic protectionism advanced largely by the United Mine Workers Association.
The alternating rationalizations of those resisting the use of immigrant workers in the mines have taken
several forms, including: 1) denial of the labor shortage; 2) the position that workers who cannot read
and speak English fluently are incapable of working safely; and 3) predictions that immigrant workers
would be so “foreign” in Appalachia, that they would be the targets of violent reprisals. None of these
assertions can withstand even minimal scrutiny.
Contrary to recent news reports, a labor shortage exists among coal operations, especially in eastern
Kentucky. In the fall of 2005 the Energy Department’s Energy Information Administration reported that
despite an overall increase in nationwide coal production, production in eastern Kentucky had
substantially decreased. The denial of a labor shortage in the face of that information, coupled with the
current healthy economic conditions in the industry, seems to lack a rational basis in fact. Around the
same time as the EIA report, the Department of Labor reported that a 3500-mine worker shortage existed
in the Commonwealth. Whatever the cause, there is no rational way to deny the labor shortage.
In denying the existence of this shortage, organized labor’s response has been to rely on statistics
showing the number of new miner’s cards issued by regulatory agencies in the same time period.
However, that approach is misleading in various ways. First, reliance on those statistics fails to recognize
that increased demand for all forms of energy, including coal, has outpaced supply. It is logical to
conclude that a corresponding supply and demand curve would exist in the labor market for that industry.
In other words, the number of certified new miners simply does not meet the demand for labor, and as a
result, production is down.
Anecdotally, several operations in eastern Kentucky can only staff one production shift. Any assertion
that some marginal training expense, or the marginal time and cost of training “green hat” miners for a
relatively brief period is the cause of a labor shortage, ignores the fact that such costs pale in comparison
with the profits which could be achieved by adding additional production shifts.
As to language barriers, it appears that most states and MSHA have done something Appalachian state
agencies simply refuse to do – deal with the issue. In most of the coal producing states which have
substantial populations of immigrants seeking employment and already working in the mines, the
regulatory agencies assure proper training, education and communication, and shift part or all of the
expense related to dealing with language issues to the coal companies. Other states simply provide
training and education, both written and oral, in multiple languages.

