Tuscaloosa plant celebrates 20 years without lost-time accident
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The last time a lost-time accident occurred at what's now the Unimin industrial sand and gravel plant, a first-class postage stamp cost 22 cents, Microsoft was about to release the first version of Windows, New Coke, now long gone, was new, and the late Gov. George Wallace was still calling the shots in Montgomery.

To put it another way, it was 7,336 days ago (as of Thursday) and counting.

In fact, it was more than 20 years ago when someone missed work because of an accident at the Tuscaloosa plant, which wasn't even owned by Unimin back then.

The plant hit the 20-year mark on Oct. 10, and Unimin commemorated the achievement earlier this month with a luncheon on the plant grounds at the end of Crabtree Road, just south of Tuscaloosa. Corporate executives and government safety and health representatives attended, bearing commendations, awards, T-shirts and caps for the employees.

It was akin to a family gathering, appropriate enough for a group of employees who think of themselves that way - and who believe their bond has a lot to do with the safety record.

Statistics on the length of time between lost-time accidents must be kept somewhere, said representatives of the various agencies that oversee industrial health and safety. But they weren't quite sure where to find them.

They agreed, however, that it's rare, especially for a mining operation, to go two decades without a lost-time accident.

"We don't have any other plant in our field office area, which is Alabama, Mississippi and the Florida panhandle, that has achieved that," said Doniece Schlick, an inspector for the U.S. Mine Safety and Health Administration who works out of Birmingham.

"I can remember the 15-year event they had, and that was remarkable then," said Gary Key, a mine inspector for the Alabama Department of Industrial Relations. "It's a good record. It may be the best one around."

To go half a year without a lost-time accident is more the norm, he said.

Peggie Fryer, director of the statistical division for the Alabama Department of Labor, said the department doesn't keep that statistic.

But avoiding a lost-time accident for more than 20 years is "highly unlikely" for employees who work around heavy equipment, she said.

Unimin dredges sand and gravel from a pond on the 345-acre plant site. The sand is washed, separated into three sizes and sold primarily as filler for concrete and other industrial uses.

"This is very dangerous work," said plant manager Glenn Robertson. "Everything is big machines and powerful motors. These guys are phenomenal at watching out for each other. They don't take shortcuts."

The company stresses safety above all else, he said, which might seem like a company line, except that those charged with oversight of the mine say the emphasis is evident.

"You can tell the difference between one that wants to show you what they've got and one that doesn't. This is one that does," Key said.

The plant was that way before he arrived in 2000, Robertson said.

When Unimin acquired it, the lost-time accident record was already more than 10 years in the making.

"The atmosphere was always here," Robertson said. "We just perpetuated that."

The mine began as Hardy Sand Co. in 1968 and was sold to the Morie Co. in 1980. Connecticut-based Uninim, a privately held mining company with worldwide operations, bought it in 1996.

Although the plant has had no more than nine employees since being acquired by the Morie Co., most of them have been there for at least two decades. Except for Robertson, the shortest tenure of any of the employees is 16 years.

Arlee "Peanut" Johnson, the dredge operator, has worked at the plant the longest - more than 32 years.

Johnson said the employees treat every day, every task, like it's their first one to avoid complacency.

Accidents happen when people lose awareness of what could happen, he said.

"It's like a family thing. We all have to look out for each other just like you do your family," Johnson said. "You have to trust each other. We try to be careful each time because if we hurt one, we hurt all. That's what it amounts to."

Office administrator Delaine Williams, who has worked at the plant for 20 years, believes the family culture contributes to an accident-free workplace.

"Most of us have been here so long," she said. "There must be something to it. 
You want to be a part of it."

Schlick inspected the plant a couple of months ago - MSHA is mandated to inspect plants at least twice a year - and found no safety violations.

That only made sense, she said.

"MSHA does feel that the violation history and the safety history run together. This is a safe plant. The mining industry has a lot of accidents.  It's a harsher environment. We're real proud of Unimin."

The praise from inspectors, the recognition from corporate headquarters, even the caps and shirts are nice, but the safety record has a greater meaning, Robertson said.

"We talk about numbers and reaching plateaus, and that's great, but ultimately it comes down to one thing and that's a guy being able to make a living for his family," he said. "That's the true reward."

