Phonecall with Scott Roberts 020926

Scott is the state official to whom CMU addressed the request for approval of robotic mine mapping at Quecreek.  Scott spoke with Ellsworth Pauley,  PA Deep Mine Safety representative for the Quecreek investigation.  Scott and Ellsworth discussed explosion as the principal concern, and specifically methane and hydrogen sulfide.  I informed Scott that methane was mentioned by MSHA last Wednesday, and we incorporated sensing for methane that night.  PA DEP discussed hydrogen sulfide Friday, and we incorporated sensing for hydrogen sulfide that night.  Scott and his technical team will continue to discuss the circumstances at Quecreek that pertain specifically to the explosion threat, if any. 

We talked about boreholes.  I described a borehole device that we are developing.  Scott described how borehole cameras are used now to evaluate downhole conditions prior to mine flushing.  This was intriguing agenda that I was unaware of. (borehole and enterprise teams, reach me if interested, I won’t take print space here).

Scott described ventilation as the motivation for the partition between the mines. He described how ventilation works currently,  how a block wall is proposed for a few years of interim mining, and how  a permanent concrete plug is discussed for years down the road.  Scott mentioned precedence for leaving metal doors for later access through ventilation partitions.  I indicate that if we leave a door, then we should consider leaving a light fiber down a nearby borehole.  He indicates that the partition is an open conversation, and that the “interest of the Commonwealth” is one voice in that conversation.

Scott relayed three specific concerns that Quecreek regulators expressed to him regarding the proposed equipment:  

(1) Ignition sparks from brushed motors

(2) Circuitry not integrated into explosion-proofed enclosures

(3) Batteries that might create sparks

I indicated that it was wonderful to hear specific feedback.  Everytime that we’ve heard specifics, we’ve addressed the specifics.  Our request to Scott is built on the premise of safe operation with the equipment as it exists. If regulators create an opportunity for robotic mapping, but only the condition that we upgrade our equipment, then it would be technically possible to upgrade equipment responsive to the three concerns at the cost of reduced mapping/survey capability.  If required/desired, we could…..

(1) Utilize hydraulic drives versus electric motors, eliminating brush sparks

(2) Integrate circuitry into explosion-proofed enclosures

(3) Respond to battery concerns

Scott suggested that there is a tremendous base of Pennsylvania expertise, resource and manufacturing that could be immensely supportive in the technical challenges.  I wholeheartedly agree.  We exchanged pointers, including the name and number of Jeffrey Kohler, director of NIOSH at Bruceton Mills.  I missed Jeffrey in a late afternoon call.  I will call until I communicate with Jeffrey. I have contacted others. CMU is on the case.

Scott is as interested in the prospect of robotics that may pertain to abandoned mines, as we are interested in abandoned mines that may pertain to robotics.  Scott complimented CMU and looks forward to interactions.  Scott will be on site at Quecreek tomorrow (Friday). Scott and I will meet in Harrisburg on Tuesday.  We left open the opportunity to speak with one another in the interim.  

