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By Jonathan D. Salant
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

New procedures in place as GOP
nominees hit the trail in Michigan

GRAND  RAPIDS,  Mich.  —
Former President Donald Trump’s
first  post-convention  rally  Satur-
day looked a lot different than the
one  in  Butler  just  before  he  was
nominated for another term.

Security was tightened and new
procedures  were  put  in  place  fol-
lowing  the  attempted  assassina-
tion at the July 13 open-air rally at
the  Butler  Farm  Show  site  two
days  before  the  Republican  Na-
tional  Convention  began  in  Mil-
waukee.

Unlike  the  Butler  rally,  Satur-
day’s event took place indoors in a
12,000-seat arena here.

Unlike Butler, there was no way
for  anyone  to  take  aim  at  Trump
from a building outside the secured
area.

And  unlike  Butler,  the  Secret
Service  was  under  extra  scrutiny
for  not  adequately  protecting  the
former president eight days ago.

“The Secret Service is on notice
that the failures are unacceptable,”
said U.S. Rep. Glenn Thompson, R-
Centre.  “I  suspect  future  events

INSIDE

GOP now
banking
on Vance
to win Pa.
Will his ‘working-class’
appeal be enough to
propel a Trump win?

By Benjamin Kail
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

SEE VANCE, PAGE A-7

Vance

MILWAUKEE — Yvonne Julian, chair
of  the  Greenville  County  Republican
Party in South Carolina, cheered from all
the way in the back corner of the Republi-
can  National  Conven-
tion hall with the rest of
her delegation here.

After she joked about
her group’s distant real
estate,  she was asked if
it  was  disappointing
that  former  President
Donald  Trump  tapped
Ohio  Republican  and
“Hillbilly Elegy” author
Sen.  JD  Vance  as  his
running  mate,  instead
of  the  man  from  her
home state on the short
list, U.S. Sen. Tim Scott.

“No,”  Ms.  Julian,  a
self-described “America
first”  Black  baby
boomer said with a smile. “What’s Scott
bring us? We’re going to win South Caro-
lina  already.  Vance  gets  us  Michigan,
Wisconsin, Pennsylvania. Vance gets us
youth.”

Ms.  Julian’s  summation  of  Trump’s
motives in the choice captured the over-
whelming  response  among  Republican
delegates and strategists in the Keystone

Benjamin B. Braun/Post-Gazette
Dixie Weikle, 5, rests on the shoulder of her father, Kevin, a coal miner who suffers from black lung, in Peterstown, W.Va.

SEE COAL, PAGE A-10

By Michael Korsh
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

Phillip Powell
and Yiqing Wang
Medill Investigative Lab

Silica dust levels in coal mines
were concealed for years while

black lung cases surged

As  giant  machines
churned  through rock
far beneath the earth’s
surface,  coal  miner
Kevin  Weikle  found  a

way to hide from regulators the
toxic  dust  that  bombarded  his
lungs for hours at a time.

Each  shift,  he  stuffed  deep
inside his overalls the portable
air  monitor  that  he  was  re-

quired to wear.
Though  he  and  his  fellow

workers managed to hide dan-
gerous levels of dust from fed-
eral  inspectors  for  years,  he
couldn’t protect himself.

The 35-year-old father of two
young children is now ravaged
by the very toxins that he had

been concealing all those years
in the mines of West Virginia.

He is among the new genera-
tion  of  underground  workers
who have been inflicted with a
virulent form of black lung, an
irreversible disease caused by

HIDDEN DANGERS

��������

INSIDE
Biden cam-
paign tries to
keep control
of delegates.
Page A-3

POST-GAZETTE / MEDILL INVESTIGATIVE LAB SPECIAL REPORT

BLACK LUNG CRISIS
IN HIS OWN WORDS

Scan this QR code to watch
a short documentary about
West Virginia coal miner
Kevin Weikle’s battle with a
virulent form of black lung
disease.

Witnesses of the shooting
at the Trump rally in Butler

July 13 reect on that
tragic moment. Page A-9

Beyond Biden, Dems split
over who would be next

SEE BIDEN, PAGE A-4

By Lisa Mascaro,
Darlene Superville
and Will Weissert

Associated Press

WASHINGTON  —  As  Demo-
crats  churn  over  whether  Presi-
dent Joe Biden should stay in the
2024 race, the party turmoil is deep-
ening over whether his Vice Presi-
dent Kamala Harris is next in line
for the job or if  a “mini primary”
should  be  quickly  launched  to
choose  a  new  nominee  before  the

party’s August convention.
Ms.  Harris  hit  the  campaign

fundraising  circuit  Saturday  in
breezy  Provincetown,  Mass.,  and
picked  up  a  nod  from  the  state’s
prominent  Democratic  Sen.  Eliza-
beth Warren,  who said before the
visit that if Mr. Biden were to step
aside, his vice president is “ready
to step up.”

At  the  event,  which  organizers
said  raised  $2  million  and  was
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Courtesy of the New River Black Lung Clinic in Oak HIll, W.Va.
This X-ray shows an unidentified coal miner who has been
diagnosed with advanced black lung.

Silica dust levels
were concealed for
years while black
lung cases surged

SEE COAL, PAGE A-11
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Code of Federal Regulations standards cited in violations:
70.210(b)
The operator shall not open or tamper with the seal of any filter cassette or alter the weight 
of any filter cassette before or after it is used to fulfill the requirements of this part.
70.210(f)
If using a Continuous Personal Dust Monitor (CPDM), the person certified in sampling shall 
(1) validate, certify, and transmit electronically to MSHA within 24 hours after the end of 
each sampling shift all sample data file information collected and stored in the CPDM, 
including the sampling status conditions encountered when sampling; and (2) not tamper 
with the CPDM or its components in any way before, during, or after it is used to fulfill the 
requirements of this part, or alter any sample data files. All CPDM data files transmitted 
electronically to MSHA shall be maintained by the operator for at least 12 months.

Since 2000, the Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) has cited 
more than 103 coal mines for violations of the Mine Act related to 
tampering with dust samples. That includes four mines in Pennsylvania, 
while nearly half of mines flagged with violations were in Kentucky.

1 45
Mines with violations

Pennsylvania
Number of mines: 4
Total violations: 5

West Virginia
Number of mines: 27
Total violations: 32

Kentucky
Number of mines: 45
Total violations: 55

Source: Mine Safety and Health 
Administration Data Retrieval System

Michael Korsh/Post-Gazette (research)
Ed Yozwick/Post-Gazette (graphic)

Tampering-related citations in mines
since 2000: a state-by-state snapshot

Kevin Weikle started working in a coal mine six months after graduating from high school at 18. The single father of two chil-
dren collects black lung disability payments, but “it’s not enough,” he says. Now 35, he says his physical condition makes it
nearly impossible for him to work.

A pair of Kevin Weikle’s old
work boots sit in his living
room in Peterstown, W.Va.

Lisa Emery is the Breathing
Center director at the New
River Health Association’s
Black Lung Clinic and respi-
ratory therapist in Oak Hill,
W.Va.

breathing  in  the  silica  dust
that kicks up inside some of
the oldest manmade caverns
in the country.

Since his diagnosis a year
ago, his breathing has wors-
ened. He can no longer sleep
lying  flat  on  his  back  or  he
will  wake  up  choking.  He
struggles  to  walk  short  dis-
tances and carry out some of
the most basic tasks in life.

On some days, “it’s like a
ticking time bomb,” he said.

For decades, miners have
come down with the disease
after inhaling coal dust. But
as the layers of unmined coal
became  thinner,  young
workers  were  forced  to  dig
deeper  into  quartz  rock,
which  generates  the  silica
dust — a carcinogen that has
led  to  the  most  dangerous
spike of black lung in more
than a generation.

As of 2018, one in five cen-
tral  Appalachian  miners
who had worked at  least  25
years  were  found  with  the
disease, according to a study
by the National Institute for
Occupational  Safety  and
Health.

The  region’s  miners  are
eight times more likely to die
from the illness than anyone
else  in  the  country,  the
agency says.

Earlier  this  year,  a  long-
awaited  protection  was  put
in  place  by  federal  regula-
tors to cut in half the amount
of silica dust that miners can
be exposed to during a shift
—  a  critical  reform  that
safety experts say could save
hundreds of lives.

But  veterans  like  Mr.
Weikle say the biggest chal-
lenge over the next year will
be  enforcing  those  protec-
tions.

Because  mine  operators
are  largely  responsible  for
tracking  the  dust  levels  to
make sure the government’s
standards are met,  much of
the burden of upholding the
rule will  be placed on some
of  the  very  companies  that
spent  years  hiding  the  haz-
ards, he said.

“It’s  insane  to  let  these
companies  have  that  much
authority,” said Mr. Weikle,
of  Peterstown  in  southern
West  Virginia,  who entered
the  mines  after  graduating
from high school in 2007.

The  rule,  which  kicked
into effect in June, came af-

ter  long  and  often  conten-
tious  debates  over  the  new
protections expected to  cost
operators  tens  of  millions
collectively each year to put
into place.

To  meet  the  new  limit,
many  mining  companies
will have to install engineer-
ing controls to suppress,  di-
vert or capture dust, and in
some cases, improve ventila-
tion systems or put up physi-
cal barriers between miners
and dust.

Federal  regulators  esti-
mate the larger mining sec-
tor  could  incur  more  than
$57  million  in  costs  each
year,  while  industry  repre-
sentatives  say  some  of  the
sampling  alone  could  cost
more than $100,000 per mine.

‘Many will die’
While the measure sets up

potential  clashes  between
powerful forces in mining —
including  large  operators
and labor leaders — the goal
was to stem one of the most
insidious  diseases  to  ever
impact  underground  work-
ers.

“It’s heartbreaking. Many
of  them will  die  from this,”
said  Lisa  Emery,  a  respira-
tory therapist who directs a
black lung clinic in Oak Hill,
one of the hardest hit areas
of  West  Virginia.  “They
don’t  get  the  respect  that
they deserve.”

Day after day, Ms. Emery
tests  the  lung  function  of
coal  miners  to  see  how  the
exposure  impacts  the  way
they are breathing.

The number of miners di-
agnosed  with  progressive
massive  fibrosis  —  the  se-
vere  form  of  black  lung
caused by silica dust — has
increased  at  rates  she  has
never seen.

“I had five [cases] in Feb-
ruary.  I  easily  get  three  a

month.  These  are  younger
miners in their 30s, 40s, and
50s.  You  cry  together.  You
get  to  know them and their
families.  This  is  not  your
grandfather’s disease.”

Though  the  Centers  for
Disease Control and Preven-
tion pushed for the new stan-

dard  on  silica  starting  in
1974 — halving the limits to
50 micrograms per cubic me-
ter — the government didn’t
impose  the  reform  for  coal
mines,  leaving  some  work-
ers  exposed to  levels  of  tox-

ins  far  beyond  the  levels  of
safety.

Over the years, the combi-
nation of the coal and silica
dust  created  conditions,  in-
cluding  thick  walls  of  dust,
that left thousands of miners
vulnerable.

Danny  Johnson,  70,  a  re-
tired  West  Virginia  miner
from  Mercer  County  and
plagued  by  advanced  black
lung, said he’d be so covered
with  dust  after  working  a
shift  underground,  “you
could only see the whites of
my eyes.”

For Mr. Johnson and oth-
ers, tiny sharp particles tear
into  their  lungs,  creating
scarring and a thickening of
the inner walls of the tissue
that make it much more dif-
ficult  for  the  patients  to
breathe.

As  cases  of  the  advanced
disease began to increase —

Benjamin B. Braun/Post-Gazette photos
Coal country in West Virginia, where Kevin Weikle was raised, is dotted with some of the oldest mines in the nation. The longer the human-made caverns get mined, the greater chance that
workers are cutting into sandstone that produces the silica dust. This is one of the mines owned by Elk Run Coal Company, located off Coal River Road in Whitesville, W.Va.

It’s like a ticking
time bomb.”
Coal miner Kevin Weikle,
35, suering from a form
of black lung disease

“
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Dixie Weikle, 5, and her father, Kevin, search for Dixie’s sheep on his hobby farm.

Kevin Weikle, left, sharpens a chainsaw with his father, Brady Weikle, in Peterstown, W.Va. Kevin, now 35, went on disability a year ago after being diagnosed
with complicated black lung. He is unable to walk long distances or uphill without gasping for air. “It just keeps getting worse and worse,” he said.

Kevin Weikle’s inhalers are scattered around his home.
A photo of Kevin Weikle working in a mine at age 19 hangs
near the front door of his Peterstown, W.Va., home.

One of Elk Run Coal Company’s mines in Whitesville, W.Va.

the  first  wave  reported  in
2005  —  safety  advocates
pressed the Mine Safety and
Health  Administration  to
look for ways to crack down
and  impose  new  restric-
tions.

Even  when  the  new  rule
was  unveiled  last  year  —  a
half century after it was first
proposed — MSHA still left it
up to the operators to track
the dust in their mines.

As it now exists, the oper-
ators  will  collect  frequent
samples  in  each  mine  and
must report all cases of over-
exposure  to  federal  regula-
tors,  while  the  government
will  monitor  underground
mines four times a year and
collect data.

Tampering arrests
The new rule comes after

years  of  fighting  over  what
some  leaders  of  the  United
Mine  Workers  of  America
call  longstanding  cheating
in the industry to avoid vio-
lations  —  allegations  that
the industry has denied.

An  analysis  by  the  Post-
Gazette  and  the  Medill  In-
vestigative Lab found that at
least  103  mines  have  been
slapped  with  violations  for
tampering  with  samples
taken  from  the  mines  to
track dust levels since 2000.

That includes four mines
in  Pennsylvania,  the  fifth-
largest state for coal produc-
tion,  according  to  the  U.S.
Energy Information Admin-
istration.  Of  those,  three
were  owned  by  Rosebud
Mining Co., based in Kittan-
ning.

“Anyone  who  wants  to
tamper  with  samples  can
simply put the sampling de-
vice  in  a  lunch  box,  and
that’s  the  end  of  it,”  said
Richard  Miller,  a  former
U.S.  House  labor  policy  di-
rector who spent decades as
a federal regulator.

The hotbed for tampering
has been Kentucky — more
than a third of all violations,
according to the data. In the
past  two  years,  multiple
mine  operators  there  have
even faced criminal charges
for  their  roles  in  sampling
fraud.

In  2022,  a  federal  judge
sentenced  two  Armstrong
Coal  Co.  mine  managers  to
six  months  probation  after
they  repeatedly  removed
dust monitors off of miners.

And last year, a certified
dust examiner at Black Di-
amond  Coal  Co.  was  sen-
tenced  to  six  months  in
prison, six months of home
detention, and a year of su-
pervised  release  for  sub-
mitting  false  samples  and
“lying to MSHA special in-
vestigators,”  prosecutors
said.

In  their  own  public  let-
ters,  industry  representa-
tives such as the Pennsylva-
nia Coal Alliance continued
to reject allegations of wide-
spread manipulation.

“Frankly, as an industry,
[we]  are  weary  of  the  con-
stant  accusations  that  are
absent  of  evidence,”  the
state’s  primary  trade  group
said.

The number of mines that
will be impacted by the new
rule is formidable.

Consider:  at  least  439
across the country exceeded

the limits in sample tests in
the last five years and more
than half of those mines sur-
passed even the more lenient
former threshold, a Post-Ga-
zette analysis found.

The  changes  would  “im-
pose a tremendous, unneces-
sary burden on mine opera-
tors and miners,” the Silica
Safety  Coalition,  a  group  of
mining companies, wrote in
a letter to MSHA last year.

Some  companies,  which
must  fully  comply  with  the
rule by next June, said they
will do what it takes to meet
the  new  standards.  One  of
the  largest  operators  in  the
nation, Consol Energy, of Ce-
cil,  supports  the  new  stan-
dard,  according  to  a  state-
ment from its vice president
of safety, Todd Moore.

“We will continue to rely
on  a  comprehensive  use  of
controls  and  procedures  as
well  as  the  use  of  personal
protective equipment to best
protect  our  employees,”  he
said.

Mr. Weikle spent nearly a
decade  in  the  deep  seams
that run through coal coun-
try in West Virginia, which
includes some of the richest
mines in the nation.

Like  so  many,  he  began
drilling for coal at 18, at first
with  Massey  Energy  and
later,  Alpha  Natural  Re-
sources.

While  working  for  both
companies,  he  said  he  was
often  expected  along  with
other workers to make sure
federal inspectors only read
the samples of those pumps
placed  away  from  the  mas-
sive amounts of dust billow-
ing  up  from  the  coal  and
sandstone.

“I would put [the portable
dust  pump]  down  into  my
bib,” he said, adding, “or you
place them where there is no
dust.”

Massey  Energy  was  pur-
chased by Alpha Natural Re-

sources  in  2011  after  one  of
the nation’s worst mining di-
sasters:  The  Upper  Big
Branch  Mine  explosion  in
West  Virginia,  where  29
workers were killed in a coal
dust explosion.

Alpha Natural  Resources
was  acquired  by  Contura
Energy in 2018 and the com-
pany  has  since  been  re-
named  Alpha  Metallurgical
Resources, headquartered in
Tennessee.

Keeps getting worse
Mr. Weikle, who was diag-

nosed  with  black  lung  dis-
ease  in  July  2023,  said  that
during a meeting earlier this
year held by safety advocates
and attorneys for miners, he
told them that they needed to
make  sure  the  companies
keep up their end.

He said he believes that if
the  measure  had  been  in
place  during  his  years  as  a

miner,  he  would  not  have
been  exposed  to  the  same
level  of  toxins.  After  years,
“the silica dust cut my lungs
all to pieces,” he said.

He  said  he’s  forced  to
sleep in a reclined bed,  oth-
erwise he chokes on phlegm
that drains from his respira-
tory system. He is unable to
walk long distances or uphill
without gasping for air.

“It  just  keeps  getting
worse and worse,” he said.

He  said  if  his  lungs  con-
tinue to  deteriorate,  he  will
be placed on the organ trans-
plant list.

Much  of  his  time  is  now
spent with his two children,
ages 5 and 12, and driving to
the  lung  clinic  in  Oak  Hill,
W.Va.,  where  he  goes  for
check-ups. He said he became
angry recently after learning
that  some  members  of  the
U.S.  House  tried  to  stop  the
government  from  imposing
the protections by cutting off
any funding for enforcement.

So  far,  the  House  Appro-
priations Committee has not
adopted the amendment that
was  pushed  by  U.S.  Rep.
Scott Perry, R-York, but Mr.
Weikle said he fears that the
reform — the most sweeping
in  a  generation  — will  con-
tinue to be challenged.

“All they have to do is to
do what they’re supposed to
do,” he said.

Mr.  Weikle  said  much  of
the burden of ensuring pro-
tections are in place will de-
pend  on  how  vigorously
MSHA  enforces  the  rule.
Last  year,  he  was  inter-
viewed  by  Ted  Koppel  on  a
CBS special about the spike
in black lung and about his
years  in  the  mines  and  the
toll that it took on he and his
family.  “My lungs are turn-
ing to rock,” he said.

He said when he was first
diagnosed  with  advanced
black  lung,  “it  was  a  com-
plete shock to me. Everyone
you see who has it is old.”

As the disease progressed,
he became tired sooner and
struggled to take walks with
his  5-year-old  daughter,
Dixie. “She’ll be running up-
hill and say, ‘Hurry up, Dad.’
I  don’t  think  she  quite  un-
derstands.”

At times, he says, “it feels
like someone is standing on
my chest.”

He spoke at a black lung
conference  last  month  in
West  Virginia,  where  he
told his story to hundreds of
people.  The  public  often
hears  about  the  disease
from  older  miners,  but  “I
feel like I can make more of
a  difference  because  of  my
age,” he said.

“I don’t know what my fu-
ture holds,” he said. “But if I
can  keep  some  other  little
girl’s daddy alive so that they
can experience life events like
being there at her high school
graduation, then it’s worth it.”

Deputy  Managing  Editor
for  Investigations  Michael
Sallah contributed to this
report.  Michael  Korsh:
mkorsh@post-gazette.com
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