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Hawk's Nest Tunnel Disaster: 
Worst Industrial Disaster in U.S. History
An observer in 1930 said, "That's where the water's going in. They'll
build a dam across the river there, and then the water will run in that
hole. It comes out down near Gauley Bridge." The completed tunnel
would be three miles long, with a descent of 162 feet, straight through
Gauley Mountain in West Virginia.  The water coming out the other end
of the tunnel would flow over four Westinghouse turbines, and "the 
generated electric power would then be carried over six miles of cable,
strung on 23 towers. Crossing and re-crossing the river and surmounting
other natural obstacles, it would reach the plant at Boncar." Boncar 
(subsequently renamed Alloy) was a village where Union Carbide
Corporation planned to build a new metallurgical complex to 
manufacture ferro-silicate alloys that required far greater power than
was available before 1930.

"What worsened the health conditions inside the tunnel was the use of dry drill bits and inadequate ventilation
systems in violation of standard practice. The practice of wetting drill bits controlled airborne dust to some
degree, but wet drill bits also made for slower drilling, impeding the progress of the tunnel, and thereby cut into
contractor profits.  Drilling began in March 1930 and was completed in December 1931, three months ahead 
of schedule. 

One indicator of the stress of the tunnel work was the extraordinary work
force turnover rate, as documented in payroll statistics. "Sixty percent 
of the men worked on the tunnel less than two months, 80 percent less 
than six months, and 90 percent less than a year. The average length 
of employment was 15 weeks for a black worker, 16 for a white worker." 

The epidemic of silicosis that slew hundreds of men during the building
of the Hawk's Nest Tunnel qualifies as perhaps the worst industrial disas-
ter in American history.

The problem with building the tunnel was that
hundreds of men, possibly 764 (estimates vary) or
more (of a total 5,000 on the work force), died of an
acute rapidly progressive form of silicosis during 
the breakneck construction.  Most of the deceased
workers were African-American migrants who
worked underground.
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Special Emphasis Program

In order to focus inspection activity in the areas of the most concern, federal
OSHA has instituted several National and Special Emphasis Programs.  TOSHA
is participating in a number of them.  Here is an update on that activity, also with
information on the Compliance Directives that describe policies and 
procedures for inspection of relevant workplaces.   The directives can be found
on www.osha.gov.

Combustible Dust (Reissued)-CPL 03-00-008
For workplaces that create or handle combustible dusts. In some circumstances
these dusts may cause a deflagration, other fires, or an explosion. TOSHA is 
participating in this program.

Flavoring Chemicals/Diacetyl-CPL 03-00-011
To identify and reduce or eliminate exposures to butter-flavoring chemicals used
in microwave popcorn manufacturing facilities.  TOSHA is participating in this
program, although there are not identified companies in Tennessee engaged in
this activity.

Hazardous Machinery-CPL 03-00-003
To identify and to reduce workplace machinery and equipment hazards which are
causing or likely to cause amputations.  TOSHA is participating in this program.

Hexavalent Chrome-CPL 02-02-076
TOSHA is participating in this program.

Lead-CPL 03-00-009
To direct inspection efforts to address lead exposures in the workplace, including
General Industry and Construction.  TOSHA is participating in this program.

Nursing Home Industry
TOSHA has completed this activity.

Petroleum Refineries- CPL -3-00-010
TOSHA has completed this activity.

Shipbreaking-CPL 02-00-136
TOSHA will not participate in this program.

Silica-CPL 03-00-037
TOSHA will not participate in this program.

Trenching and Excavation-CPL 02-00-069
To inspect trenching and excavation activities wherever they are found in
Tennessee.  TOSHA is participating in this program.

OSHA 300 Log Recordkeeping-10-02 (CPL 02)
TOSHA has completed this activity.

In addition TOSHA has state special emphasis programs on occupational noise,
carbon monoxide, amputations, and fall protection.  TOSHA also has a targeting
initiative on sharps injury prevention in hospitals and ambulatory surgery centers.
You may find information on these initiatives at www.tn.gov/labor-wfd/tosha.html.
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Condition: No engineering and work practice controls used to eliminate or minimize exposure to bloodborne
pathogens
Potential Effects: Exposure incidents involving contact with blood and body fluids infected with hepatitis B and/or
C and HIV with possible transmission of infection to employees
Standard: 29 CFR 1030(d)(2)(i)
Correction/prevention: Section (d) of the bloodborne pathogen standards requires use of many engineering and work
practice controls. Review this section of the regulation and ensure that all procedures as described are in place.
Requirements include, among others, providing handwashing facilities which are readily accessible to employees and
ensuring that employees wash their hands as soon as feasible after removal of gloves and other personal protective 
equipment.  Never bend, recap, or remove contaminated needles or other sharps.   Ensure that all sharps that are used
for patient care are designed with engineered sharps injury prevention.  Dispose of contaminated sharps, after the 
safety feature has been activated, in sharps containers that are puncture resistant, leakproof, closable, and labeled or
color coded.  Sharps with engineered sharps injury prevention protect not only the employee using the sharp, but
downstream workers such as housekeeping staff and garbage handlers.  If possible, all sharps used should be a 
safety sharp.  If there are procedures for which such a device is not available or its use in a medical procedure would
jeopardize the successful outcome of the procedure, document that in the Exposure Control Plan.  Make sure the 
documentation can be substantiated by qualified medical personnel.
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TOSHA  TIPS

Signs of Heat Stress
Headache
Dizziness or fainting
Weakness
Wet skin
Irritability
Thirst
Nausea or vomiting
WARNING:  If you feel faint, confused or
if you vomit - you need help fast!

Signs of Heat Stroke
May be confused
May be unable to think clearly
May pass out
May have seizures (fits)
May stop sweating

Heat Stress Alert 
Water, Rest, Shade
Summer in Tennessee brings the sun and
high temperatures outdoors.  Working in
the sun and heat can cause heat illness,
which can be a matter of life and death.  
Workers die from heat stroke every 
summer, and every death is preventable. 
Deaths from working in the heat have
occurred in Tennessee in recent years.
When heat stroke doesn't kill immediately,
it can shut down major body organs caus-
ing acute heart, liver, kidney and muscle
damage, nervous system problems, and
blood disorders. Having a serious injury or
death occur at work affects everyone at the
worksite.  Workers suffering from heat
exhaustion are also at great risk for 
accidents since they are less alert and can
be confused.   

Daily Checklist to Prevent Heat Stress or Stroke
Drink water often

Report heat symptoms early
Rest in the shade

Know what to do in an emergency
A training program designed to train workers to recognize heat stress is vital.  A program can be

obtained at http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/heatillness/osha_heattraining_guide_0411.pdf
Other information about heat stress is to be found at http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/heatstress/index.html
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L EARN & LIVE
A Tennessee manufacturer of front and rear end suspensions for automobiles uses stamping presses, automated
welders and manual-rework welders in their process.  A formal complaint from an employee was filed with
TOSHA, and an inspection was conducted at the facility.  Monitoring revealed that employees were exposed above
the Permissible Exposure Limit for welding fume in the rework booths, and press operators were 
overexposed to noise.  A hearing conservation program was in place at the facility, but it was ineffective in 
protecting employees’ hearing as evidenced by standard threshold shifts (STS) suffered by many employees. 
Recordable STS were not logged on the OSHA 300 log.

To Prevent Incidents of Hearing Loss and Welding Fume Overexposure

Institute engineering controls where feasible to reduce noise to levels as low as possible
Establish or monitor an existing hearing conservation program to ensure that the program is effective in
protecting employees’ hearing
Retrain and refit with hearing protectors all employees who sustain an STS
Monitor welders' exposure to welding fume and institute engineering controls to maintain exposure levels
below the Permissible Exposure Limit
Ensure that welders wear appropriate respiratory protection while engineering controls are being instituted
Complete OSHA 300 logs and 301 forms and monitor the entries periodically to ascertain any trends that
are occurring in the workplace
Contact TOSHA Consultative Services at 1-800-325-9901 for help

A TOSHA Case File Summary

1.
2.

3.
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7.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


