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History of the National Mine Health and Safety Academy

Beginnings

Language in both the Federal Metal and Nonmetallic Mine Safety Act of 1966 and the Federal Coal Mine Health 
and Safety Act of 1969 addressed the need to train mine safety inspectors . The National Mine Health and Safety 
Academy, celebrating its 40th anniversary in 2016, has its origin in these laws .1, 2

Senator Robert C . Byrd (1917-2010), from Raleigh County, West Virginia, was instrumental in locating the “coal 
mine health and safety institute” in Beaver, West Virginia .3

Location and land availability were the main issues discussed in a series of negotiations between local repre-
sentatives and the United States Bureau of Mines in 1971 . The Bureau was willing to locate the “institute” in the 
Beckley area provided that enough land be given to them since there was no money in the budget to purchase 
land and to build the Senator’s “dream facility… .”4 

Agreement to build the facility near Beckley, either near the Raleigh County Memorial Airport, or the Pinecrest 
Sanitarium received final approval.  The Bureau, by January 1971, decided to build on a site “at the Raleigh 
County Airport… donated by the Raleigh County Airport Authority .”5

News reports began referring to the pro-
posed facility either as the “Bureau of Mines 
Academy” or the “Mine Academy .”  Pre-
liminary reports suggested that up to 800 
students would attend a two-year associate 
of arts degree program including class work 
in mine health and safety with an emphasis 
on coal mining .  Training would be  
open to groups such as Federal and State 
inspectors and industry personnel .  The 
Academy would offer short classes in spe-
cial topics .
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The original conception of the Academy was a series of 
buildings housing classrooms, offices, dormitory space, a 
cafeteria, laboratories, a library, shops, and a gymnasium . 

Plans also called for development of an on-site “unmined” 
coal seam as a hands-on laboratory to teach mine electric-
ity, roof and rib control, dust, ventilation, and explosives .

Planning was underway approximately a month later . The 
U .S . Congress appropriated $50,000 for engineering  
studies .  The Deputy Director of the Bureau of Mines, 
Henry Wheeler, stressed the need to find a qualified 
“administrator” for the Academy to assist in laboratories 
and other aspects of the Academy’s programs . 

Original plans called for completion of construction by 
1973 when staff and students would move to the new 
complex. Chatelain, Samperton and Nolan, a Washington, DC-based architectural firm was selected by the  
General Services Administration to provide design work for the Academy .6

First Training Classes

The Academy opened on September 7, 1971 with initial classes conducted at the Raleigh County Armory pend-
ing opening of a temporary storefront facility on South Fayette Street in downtown Beckley . Donald P . Schlick, 

the Bureau of Mines’ Assistant Director for Coal Mine 
Health and Safety, addressing the new students, re-
minded them that, “Health and Safety is not just a frill 
or passing involvement – it is an essential to protect the 
industry’s most important asset, the miner .” He contin-
ued stating that the Academy was an attempt to “…cre-
ate a new profession – the coal mine health and safety 
enforcement official.”   Schlick told the new students 
they had “…18 months to learn the persistent truths and 
new facts which [have] changed the business, our lives, 
and our professional development .”   He concluded that, 
“This academy is an experiment that will grow into a 
tradition, an experience that will grow into a formula for 
success… .”
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The Academy’s curriculum included classroom work combined 
with on-the-job training in the field. According to James R. 
O’Neal, Director of the Academy,  “Training in addition to the 
obvious work on mine ventilation, blasting, and other safety 
related subjects [was to] include classes in English, math-
ematics, the social aspects of the industry, a limited exposure 
to psychology, environmental problems, and the background 
of the development of the Bureau of Mines .”7

Groundbreaking

A groundbreaking ceremony occurred on July 29, 1972 . 
News reports covering the upcoming event commented 
that the Academy was to be the “West Point of the min-
ing industry .” The planned building was a “megastruc-
ture” housing a variety of facilities under one roof .8 

“Student inspectors,” in training at temporary facilities 
in Beckley, “followed a bulldozer into the space roped 
off for Saturday’s ceremonies and did the final work of 
grubbing to clear a location for the trailer [owned by 
the State of West Virginia] which served as a speaker’s 
platform and for the guests .” 

Both of West Virginia’s Senators, Robert C . Byrd and 
Jennings Randolph, were at the groundbreaking along with other Federal, State, local and union officials.  

Typical of July weather, rain started to fall promptly at 11:00 a .m . on the 29th, just as the groundbreaking ceremo-
ny began . The event was broadcast on live TV from a “mobile color van .”  

Senator Randolph introduced Senator Byrd, who gave the keynote speech .  Randolph said “The purpose of the 
1969 Act must not be breached .” He took note of the weather, remarking that “The sun may not always shine in 
West Virginia, but the people always do .”
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Senator Byrd turned the first shovel of ground as more than 100 spectators stood huddled under umbrellas.  His 
keynote address stressed that, “The purpose behind the Academy deserves the support of everyone whose con-
cern is the betterment of life for the brave men who risk their lives so that the quality of life for all Americans may 
never diminish .”9
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Academy Construction: 1972-1976

Construction of the Academy complex began in January 1972, when site preparation including clearing, grading, 
parking lots, road construction, and paving was complete .    Local press reports mentioned that J .W . Bateson 
(the prime contractor) was on site on January 15 .  Foundation excavation and construction began the week of 
January 28 . The scheduled completion date for the project moved back to February 1976 .

A summary report, issued in July 1973, updated Academy 
construction and planning . A plan to extend sewer and water 
lines to the Academy site was in place, and the report said 
that 90 percent of this work would be complete by the end of 
July .10

In 1973, the Secretary of the Interior ordered creation of the 
Mining Enforcement and Safety Administration (MESA), to 
assume health and safety functions of the Bureau of Mines 
and, thereby, separate these responsibilities from mineral 
development interests . The Academy became a part of this 
organization .

Money issues were a concern and a news release men-
tioned that there was $13 million available for construction 
and an additional $2 .8 million was needed . 

An ongoing shortage of structural steel (because of high demand) slowed completion of the Academy complex . 
Schedules called for manufacture of the steel ordered for the project in February 1974, but the “rolling date” was 
postponed several times .  

Residents of West Virginia followed development of the Academy closely .  A scale model of the Academy went 
on display at Beckley area banks, the West Virginia State Fair, and the West Virginia Coal Show throughout the 
summer of 1974 . Senator Byrd toured the site with Morgan Huntington, an engineer with the Bureau of Mines 
and Charles G . Railey of the General Services Administration (GSA) to review the progress of construction .

The Academy’s design had not deviated much from its original plan.  There were to be five interconnected build-
ings including a dormitory, administration building, classroom wing, gymnasium, and shop, but Railey mentioned 
that the Academy presented “…intriguing problems for the contractor because of its innovative and unusual de-
sign . . . .” He said the Academy had “four different types of structures and none of them are conventional .”  Struc-
tural work on the administration building was finished and pouring concrete for the dormitory was well underway. 
The overall completion date for the complex was July 1976 .11
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MESA Magazine - November-December 1975
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Dedications – April 3 and August 17, 1976 

There were two separate dedication ceremonies for the National Mine Health and Safety Academy.  The first 
dedication was for the classroom building, on April 3, 1976 .  The Raleigh County Airport Authority hosted the 
event .  Senator Robert C . Byrd, called the “…patron saint of the National Mine Health and Safety Academy,” by 
local newspapers, cut two ribbons and delivered remarks to the audience . He said that it had taken seven years 
of hard work to “…secure this facility, the only one of its kind in the United States .” Byrd also stressed the poten-
tial economic benefits for Beckley and Raleigh County.12  

The United States celebrated its 200th birthday on July 4, 1976 . Six weeks 
later, Senator Byrd dedicated the Academy on August 17 . Senator Byrd, de-
scribed in a Department of the Interior Press Release as “…the moving force 
in securing the $20.6 million to construct, equip and staff the Academy…,” 
was the keynote speaker . Secretary of the Interior Thomas A . Kleppe spoke 
as well . 

Kleppe began his remarks by saying that, “Good mining is safe mining . Safe 
mining begins with education and training for everyone connected with the 
mine .”  He continued by noting that the Academy would train mine inspectors; 
however, “…through all the programs that will be devised as the Academy 
progresses, there will be an enormous spread of this education and training 
throughout the mining industry .”

“Built at a cost of $20.6 million for construction and equipment the 
Academy is situated on a 40-acre tract adjacent to the Raleigh [County] 
airport just outside the city of Beckley. The tract and an additional 30 
acres for future expansion were donated by the Raleigh County Airport 
Authority and the County Commission.

The Academy is a huge building, a quarter of a mile in length containing 
the administration section, academic [classroom] wing, dormitory wing, 
mining equipment shop, equipment storage section, and recreation sec-
tion. A centrally-located cafeteria is equipped to handle 600, with expan-
sion possibilities to handle 800.”

“MESA Academy Dedicated.” MESA  Messenger, August, 1976, p. 1
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The Secretary noted that, “If supplying the energy needs of America is one of the great challenges of the future, 
then where could America possibly invest its money more wisely than in the protection of the health and safety of 
the men who will do so much to supply that energy?” 

He concluded by recognizing groups and individuals who had worked together to make the National Mine Health 
and Safety Academy a reality . “Working together, many people were able to build this academy . Working togeth-
er, many people can guarantee that it will fulfill its mission.”

The theme of Senator Byrd’s address was that the miner was “…a special kind of person” whose job required 
a “combination of skill, energy, and courage .” He remarked that the new Academy would draw mine safety and 
health professionals from throughout the Nation to receive high quality, practical training to help them reduce ac-
cidents, injuries, and illnesses in the Nation’s mines .

 “The main work of the Academy will center around three residence programs. A 12-week course of 
study will prepare experienced mining personnel to become mine inspectors. A 36-week course of 
study will prepare students with little or no direct mining experience to become mine inspectors. A 
24-week safety management and health management program will be offered to persons interested 
in pursuing a mine safety or occupational health management career in MESA, other Federal or 
state government agencies, or the mining industry.

A seminar program will provide annual up-to-date training and retraining of mine inspectors and 
will also organize timely seminars.

The workload of the seminar department will be divided among three primary areas: coal mine 
health and safety, metal/nonmetal mine health and safety, and management training, professional 
development, and special programs.

The continuing education department will provide education and training to MESA employees as 
well as to other personnel in government and the mining industry. The program will include corre-
spondence courses, programmed instruction and audiovisual materials which can be administered 
by mail to the non-resident student.

The first class of inspectors making full use of the facility is presently in residence.”

“MESA Academy Dedicated.” MESA Messenger, August, 1976, p. 113
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Copy of the originial program from the August 17, 1976 dedication.
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Copy of the originial program from the August 17, 1976 dedication.  
(Continued)
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MSHA Established

Congress enacted the Federal Mine Safety and Health Act of 1977 (Mine Act) not long after the Academy’s  
dedication .  The Mine Act combined all Federal regulations (coal and metal/nonmetal) into a single law .  “The 
1977 Act “strengthened and expanded the rights of miners and enhanced the protection of miners from retaliation 
for exercising such rights .”13 

The Act transferred MESA’s enforcement activities to the Department of Labor in 1977 . The Department of Labor 
named the new agency the Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) .  The Academy remained part of the 
Department of the Interior until its transfer to the Department of Labor on July 25, 1979 .
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Growth and Expansion - Publication Center

Developing and distributing print and nonprint training materi-
als for all parts of the mining community was a big part of the 
Academy’s mission from its beginning .  The Academy found 
itself overwhelmed for requests for training materials less than 
four years after its dedication .  Therefore, the agency decided 
to add a Publications Distribution Center to the Academy 
complex “because the “…demand for printed materials in mine 
safety and health [had] grown much faster than expected and 
the distribution of these materials was not part of the original 
Academy concept .”

A fact sheet about the new center said it would serve “…all of 
MSHA [by providing] health and safety information to labor, 
industry, government, and the general public .” 

The center design specified a 22,000 square-foot two story 
building connected to the rest of the Academy complex .  
Construction began on June 1, 1980, and with completion in 
June 1981 it was under budget and approximately five months 
ahead of schedule .   

The first floor contained the Academy Print Shop as well as a 
warehouse and distribution facility. The center’s second floor 
included a large classroom, the Academy’s Audiovisual and 
Photography sections (including a TV studio and edit suite for 
on-site production), the Continuing Education Department, the 
Beckley Training Center, and a Graphics shop .  These facilities 
moved from locations throughout the academy into a single 
location .

Senator Robert C . Byrd spoke at the center’s outdoor dedica-
tion on August 14, 1981 .  He said that “…from this center will 
come books, pamphlets, and manuals that will help miners 
avoid accidents and death .”14
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Growth and Expansion - Mine Simulation Laboratory

Hands-on instruction has always been an important part of the Academy’s work .  The idea of having an under-
ground coal mine on the Academy’s property was in the thoughts of planners, but they shelved the idea because 
of extreme costs and potential danger .

By 1976 an article in the MESA Magazine mentioned that the Academy was “…looking toward an above-ground, 
simulated mine that could be used for a variety of training programs [such as] ventilation and mine rescue train-
ing .” 

“As presently envisioned, the simulated mine would be a complex of tunnels . It would include sections with a 
4-foot roof for low-coal training as well as sections with a 7-foot roof for high-coal training .”

The Mine Simulation Laboratory was built to “…enable the Academy to further expand its role as the national 
center for mine health and safety inspection and investigation training by delivering realistic, practical, and useful 
mine inspector training to Federal mine inspectors and other State and private sector mining industry personnel .” 

An introduction to the laboratory explained that instructors could use the facility to “Create different mining en-
vironments by building stoppings, beltlines, regulators, hanging brattice cloth, and installing simulated mining 
machines. Fighting actual fires gave students hands-on fire safety training.” 

“The simulated underground coal mine is on the laboratory’s lower level. It has four entries and 
nine crosscuts.  The metal/nonmetal simulated mine is on the upper level.  It has a series of pas-
sageways designed to simulate “manways” in an underground metal/nonmetal mine. 

The facility has a 100 thousand cubic feet per minute (CFM) mine fan.  Three concrete burn pads 
were built outside the structure for use in fire training exercises.

The laboratory is used to teach Mine Ventilation, Mine Rescue, Mine Emergency Response Devel-
opment and Fire Protection along with other academy training courses.”

Excerpted from National Mine Health and Safety Academy.  About the Mine Simulation Laboratory 
(1993)
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As built, the 48,000 square-foot building contained both a simulated coal mine and a simulated metal/nonmetal 
mine .  The Mine Simulation Laboratory, “one of seven laboratories at the Academy” was dedicated on  
September 1, 1992 .15   The Federal Mine Safety and Health Act of 1977 was amended by the Mine Improve- 
ment and New Emergency Response Act of 2006 (MINER Act) on June 15,16 increasing the requirements for 
mine rescue training .
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Carrying the Mission Into the Future

The Academy is now 40 years old . Through the years it has continued to accomplish successfully its mission of 
improving the health and safety of our Nation’s miners through education and training . 

Mine safety training has developed continually and rapidly since the Academy opened its doors four decades 
ago. Training was conducted in a classroom setting with media such as motion pictures, filmstrips, and tape and 
slide programs . Instructional media evolved into videotape and satellite-delivered training, and then into today’s 
instructional and interactive DVDs and online training via the internet .  

Training, however, is more than electronically-delivered programs . The Academy continues to develop and pre-
sent onsite and offsite classes for MSHA inspectors, other safety personnel, and to the national and international 
mining community while at the same time exploring constantly ways to deliver even more effective training to its 
clients .

The National Mine Health and Safety Academy has, since its beginning, facilitated conferences and seminars  
designed to give health and safety personnel opportunities to meet, network, and exchange and explain new 
ideas on how to make mines safer places in which to work . It also has served as a venue to explain changes  
and new developments in all phases of mine safety, technology, and health and safety law to all . 

Cooperative agreements with other safety, academic, industry, and related organizations (both here and over-
seas) have been a hallmark of academy outreach since its beginning . 

The Academy staff looks forward to continuing its work in all of these areas and to exploring new opportunities to 
provide the best, most up-to-date training and training materials to all of our clients . 
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First Graduating Class

Beckley Training Center Offices

Beckley Training Center Classroom

Beckley Training Center AV Setup

History in Pictures

1972 - Academy Faculty
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1973 - Mr . Byrd (right) and Mr . O’Neal 
view construction

1974-1975 Construction

March 1974 - Construction

June 1975 - Construction

July 1972 - Groundbreaking

1976 Faculty
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Reception Area - Then

Reception Area - Now
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Faculty Offices - Then

Faculty Offices - Now
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Auditorium - Then

Auditorium - Now
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Cafeteria - Then

Cafeteria - Now
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Dorm Room - Then

Dorm Room - Now
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Classroom - Then

Classroom - Now
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Student Street  
TV Area - Then

Student Street 
TV Area - Now
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Library - Then

Library - Now
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