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Royal Commission on the Pike River Coal Mine Tragedy

Te Komihana a te Karauna mō te Parekura Ana Waro o te Awa o Pike

Draft Chronology Seven - Search, Rescue and Recovery: Communication 
with Families

	Date
	Event
	Reference /page / para

	19 November 2010

	1544
	First explosion: CCTV video footage taken at the mine shows a 50 second rush of air emerging.
	SOE.001.00002/23 20

	1818
	Families start arriving at Greymouth Police Station.
	SOE.014.00118/8

	2030
	Police ask Pike River Coal Limited (PRC) to communicate with families and prepare a media statement.
	SOE.014.00118/12

	2145
	Gas samples taken by hand at the ventilation shaft are 700 parts per million (ppm) Carbon Monoxide and 0.4% Methane. 
	SOE.014.00118/13

	2339
	A Welfare Centre is established at the Greymouth Red Cross Training Centre to support family members.
	SOE.014.00118/14

	20 November

	0500 approx.
	Peter Whittall instructs Dick Knapp (PRC Human Resources Manager) to contact all next of kin.
	PW0061/9 29

	0730
	Superintendent Gary Knowles briefs families at the family meeting on the operation. He reinforces that safety is paramount. 
Peter Whittall informs families of what is happening at the mine and explains the gas level readings. He displays plans of the mine and offers to show the locations of where the men were working and the mine features. He said that PRC would assist families in arranging meetings with the media and asking the media to respect families privacy if required.
	POLICE.BRF.18/25 133
FAM00030/2 3.2

PW0061/10 33(a)



	1012
	Superintendent Gary Knowles undertakes to brief families on an hourly basis.
	POLICE SOE 18

	1400
	After gas sampling is complete, Mines Rescue Service (MRS), Department of Labour (DOL) and Police will determine whether it is safe to enter the mine. 
	NZFS0015/42 D67



	1521
	The results from gas readings suggest there is an active fire in the mine. 
	NZFS0015/39 D49



	1630
	Superintendent Gary Knowles updates families at the family meeting on the process the Police intend to follow. He advises families that: 
· emergency services are ready to act as soon as the environment is stable and safe;
· support services are available to families, including Red Cross and Victim Support; 

· accurate contact details are required. 
Peter Whittall notifies families that John Robinson (PRC Fixed Plant Coordinator) has been appointed Family Liaison Coordinator for PRC to provide frontline and immediate assistance to the families.
	POLICE.BRF.18/34 179

PW0061/12 40, 41


	21 November

	0700
	Superintendent Gary Knowles informs families at the family meeting that the Police still view this as a rescue operation.
Superintendent Gary Knowles states there may be a loss of life.

Peter Whittall informs families that the men underground would have access to water and fresh air, but not food.
Families are notified that briefings will now take place every three hours unless new information comes to hand.
	POLICE.BRF.18/38

199, 200
FAM00033/13 74

FAM00033/6 26
SOE.014.00118/26

	1000
	Families visit the mine site. Peter Whittall explains the mine development, some site facilities and safety procedures. Steve Ellis, Production Manager, answers questions about the gas sampling. 
	SOE.014.00118/26
PW0061/14 50

	1220 approx.
	Peter Whittall is made aware for the first time by Russell Smith (PRC miner) that there might be footage of the explosion. 
	PW0061/15 52

	1530 approx.
	Families of foreign nationals trapped in the mine have all been notified.


	POLICE.BRF.18/41

215

	1900
	Police Inspector Brigitte Nimmo is appointed to the role of Family Liaison Manager.
	SOE.014.00118/29

	22 November

	0602
	Police National Headquarters (PNHQ) approves decision to deploy a robot into the mine.
	POLICE.BRF.22/7 32

	0810
	Superintendent Gary Knowles updates families at the family meeting on a plan to deploy an army robot. He asks families if they are strongly opposed to the Police releasing the names of the men underground to the media.

Peter Whittall updates families on the progress of drilling a borehole.
	PW0061/19 68

	1200
	Drilling of borehole (PRDH43) reaches 117m.
	SOE.014.00118/33

	1300
	Families are sent a text message advising that the Department of Conversation (DOC) has approved a track to be cut though bush to the air vent. Three cutting gangs are deployed.
	FAM00038/4 13

	1400
	New Zealand Defence Force (NZDF) robot trials a 2.5km distance.
	SOE.014.00118/34

	1500
	Peter Whittall plays video footage of the first explosion to the Police, and another video of Daniel Rockhouse (PRC Miner) and Russell Smith walking out of the mine.
	PW0061/21 74

	1634 
	Superintendent Knowles notifies families at the family meeting that the situation is grave and that they “unfortunately needed to be realistic as rescue staff planned for all possible outcomes”.

Families are advised that it is still a “rescue operation”, although it is still too dangerous to initiate a rescue.
Peter Whittall updates families on progress with the drilling and the logistics of using the robot.
	PW0061/21 75
FAM00033/7 35
PW0061/22 75

	2107
	Families are notified by text message that drilling progress has slowed due to hard rock.
	SOE.014.00118/36

	23 November

	0630
	NZDF robot travels 500m until breaking down.
	POLICE SOE 37

	0800
	Families are notified at the family meeting that:

· a camera will be installed and sampling will occur when drilling breaks through (at 142 metres at 2200 last night);
· high gas is expected when drilling breaks through;

· a second drill site has been selected, and third drill site is being considered in consultation with international experts;

· consideration is being given to bringing in more drill crews and permission is sought from DOC to drill multiple sites;
· a robot went into the mine, was moving around and then broke down. Another robot is coming from NZDF;
· sampling onsite indicates that gas has dropped but it is still too unsafe for mine re-entry;
· the plan for the day includes onsite air sampling, temperature checking, NZDF robot;
· it still remains a rescue operation.

	FAM00018/5 

	1300
	Camera inserted down the slimline shaft shows evidence of wind blast damage but no evidence of personnel.


	PIKE.00152/1

	1517
	Families are sent a text message advising that the second army robot is now on site.


	FAM00038/4 13

	1612
	A Mines Rescue Action Plan is prepared, which includes the entry criteria, personnel, equipment, task duration for re-entry.


	SOE.014.00118/41

	1700
	Superintendent Knowles informs families at the family meeting that arrangements are underway to obtain a second drill platform and plans for a rescue are continuing. He states that the likelihood of finding the men alive is diminishing. He advises that the risk of a second explosion remains.
Peter Whittall shows families CCTV footage of the explosion on 19 November.

	PW0061/28 106
PW0061/28 107

	24 November 

	0149
	NZDF Robot 2 enters the mine.
	SOE.014.00118/43

	0200
	Drilling of borehole (PRDH43) reaches 164 metres.
	PIKE.01222/1

	0200
	NZDF Robot 1 reaches its maximum range at 1060 metres.
	SOE.014.00118/43

	0700
	Incident Action Plan shows the gas reading is 1000 parts per million carbon monoxide, and “off scale” methane.
	PIKE.01204/1

	0805
	Superintendent Gary Knowles notifies families at the family meeting that:

· robot 1 has past 1 kilometre, and that video footage is currently downloading, robot 2 is in the tunnel, and robot 3 (Australian) has arrived at Hokitika airport and will be deployed as soon as its ready;

· families will see the footage first;

· gas samples taken overnight show the mine is still unstable; 

· rescue teams are still onsite and are ready to enter the mine once it is safe to do so.

Peter Whittall notifies families that:

· it is a very dangerous and explosive atmosphere;

· drilling is at 170 metres;

· gas sample shows high carbon monoxide and explains that methane up to 15% is explosive; 

· robot 2 is currently at 800 metres (and has 3 km capability);

· debris at 770 metres, no people seen, nothing conclusive, Russell Smith’s cap lamp found at 546 metres with lamp on; 

· camera footage taken from the slimline shaft was too dark to see anything; 
· cross section map of the mine will be shown to families.

Families ask for a representative from Mines Rescue Service (MRS) to speak to them.


	FAM00018/6

PW0061/31 122

FAM00018/7 

PW0061/31 123

	1300 approx.
	A Calscan image of an open self rescuer box is taken immediately before the second explosion.
	FAM00033/18 99
PIKE.18310/5 

	1437
	Second explosion: CCTV footage shows a 30 second “rush of air coming out of the portal”, then sucking back in and blowing out again.
	SOE.001.00002/23 27

	1455
	A text message is sent to families recommending that all families attend a significant update at the 4:30pm family meeting.
	FAM00033/8 37

	1630
	The family meeting is attended by Minister of Energy and Resources, Gerry Brownlee, Superintendent Knowles and Peter Whittall. 

Families are informed that there has been a second explosion and that no-one would have survived it.
	FAM00033/8 39

	1654
	Families are sent a text message with contact details for accessing support and counselling services in the community.
	FAM00038/5 

	2100
	Inspector Mark Harrison is appointed to lead the recovery.
	POLICE.BRF.33/25 89

	25 November

	1210
	Peter Whittall informs families at the family meeting that:

· the focus is on bringing the mens’ bodies out of the mine;

· gas monitoring and drilling are in progress;

· gas samples show no change; 

· a decision needs to be made quickly about stabilising the mine; 

· it could be weeks until the men’s bodies come out.

Inspector Mark Harrison states that:

· it is now a recovery operation (and he will run it);

· specialists have been engaged; and

· the Police will deal with the Coroner.


	FAM00018/8 

PW0061/37 154



	1730
	A tunnel inspection robot is ready to be deployed at the portal.
	SOE.014.00118/52

	26 November

	1200


	The Minister of Police, Judith Collins, speaks to families at the family meeting.

Peter Whittall informs families that:

· a third robot has been deployed underground;

· a GAG machine has arrived at Hokitika airport (the GAG is a specialised inertisation unit);  

· staff and emergency services onsite will observe one minute’s silence at 1544 to mark one week since the explosion.

Superintendent Gary Knowles explains the options for stabilising the mine.
	PW0061/38 158

QMRS00011/3 1.5



	1539
	Third explosion: CCTV shows great force of air coming out of the portal, then sucking back in and blowing out again.
	SOE.001.00002/23 30

	1805
	Families are sent a text message advising families of a third explosion at 1540. It mentions that initial indications are that it will not impede planning for recovery.
	FAM00038/6 

	27 November

	0700
	Chief Coroner signs Certificate as to Extinction of Life.
	POLICE.BRF.12/29 127

	1100
	A marquee is set up for families at the mine site, where further information is provided. Families receive a safety briefing beforehand.

Peter Whittall updates families on the recovery operation at the mine. He explains that gas levels are still fluctuating and that the portal area is still dangerous. 

Families receive more information about the remembrance service to be held on 2 December 2010. 
	FAM00033/9 51

SOE.014.00118/59
PW0061/39 167

	1517
	Inspector Brigitte Nimmo’s request for additional staff for family liaison is approved.
	PNHQ.10620/28

	1400 approx.
	Following the Inquest, families view a Calscan image to show what was visible within the mine.
	FAM00033/16 93, 96



	1830
	A management plan for sealing the portal and the vent is underway. MRS will focus on sealing the vent and the Queensland Mines Rescue Service (QMRS) will concentrate on the portal.
	SOE.014.00118/61

	28 November

	1350
	Fourth explosion: CCTV footage shows “ball of orange flame” at the main vent shaft. Billowing black smoke recorded and flames extending beyond the top of the ventilation shaft.
	SOE.001.00002/24 5



	1707


	Peter Whittall notifies families at the family meeting that a fourth explosion has occurred, which appears to be more violent than the first three explosions. 

He explains that the fire appears to be in the pit bottom area, and the GAG machine will be used to inertise the mine. Families were also informed that MRS were being remobilised so that as soon as the mine was safe, they could enter.
	PW0061/40 170-171

	1911
	Families are notified by text that the Department of Labour (DOL) may insist on temporarily sealing the mine to starve it of oxygen until the fire is out. Options will then be reassessed.
	FAM00038/6

	29 November 

	1300
	A risk assessment for sealing the mine ventilation shaft is completed.


	SOE.014.00118/68

	1330 - 1400
	The DOL approves the process for sealing the portal.


	SOE.014.00118/68

	1710
	Superintendent Gary Knowles notifies families at the family meeting that a coal fire underground changes the recovery process.

Murray Dudfield, National Rural Fire Officer, New Zealand Fire Service (NZFS), explains that the NZFS will implement a command structure before stabilising the environment.

Peter Whittall informs families that:

· the GAG machine will be deployed later that evening; 

· Carbon Monoxide is now at explosive and poisonous levels;

· video footage is shown of the first explosion on 19 November, second explosion on 24 November, third explosion on 26 November, and fourth explosion on 28 November;

· a fire is close to the bottom of the shaft but is not necessarily “where the boys are”;

· fire situation has “added an element of difficulty to an already difficult recovery”; 

· explosions will continue until the environment becomes inert.


	FAM00018/8-9



	30 November
	
	

	1710
	Hon Judith Collins attends the family meeting.
Peter Whittall informs families that there was a fire at the tunnel entrance which was caused by a polyurethane filler.
	SOE.014.00118/70
PW0061/45



	1 December
	
	

	1700
	Superintendent Gary Knowles informs families at the family meeting that the GAG is operational.
	PW0061/46 195

	2200
	The GAG machine starts. 
	QMRS00014/ 3
PW0061/46 196

	2 December
	A Remembrance Service is held.
	SOE.014.00118/71

	3 December

1700
	At the family meeting, Associate Professor David Cliff (Australian mining expert) advises the families that experts are trying to reduce the mine temperature.
	PW0061/47 202

	8 December 

1700
	At the family briefing, Peter Whittall advises that:

· gas levels are better and flames from the shaft are smaller;

· a Nitrogen Unit has arrived in Hokitika and work is underway to determine if it can be used for stabilising the mine.
The Chief Coroner speaks to the families and answers some questions.
	PW0061/50 218

	10 December
1700
	Police Commissioner Howard Broad informs families at the family meeting that:

· the police involvement in the operation is coming to a natural end;

· the GAG machine had stabilised the mine;
· he has asked PRC to prepare a plan for the safe entry into the mine.
	SOE.014.00118/71
PW0061/52 232

	13 December
1700
	Peter Whittall advises families at the family meeting that PRC is now placed in Receivership. 
	PW0061/53 238

	22 December
	Police Commissioner Howard Broad issues a media release stating that he has received a draft re-entry plan from the PRC Receivers. 
	SOE.003.00090

	14 December 

1700
	Peter Whittall explains the operation of a floxal machine to families (the Nitrogen Unit did not process – refer 8 December briefing).
	PW0061/54 243

	-
	Peter Whittall sends Christmas cards to next of kin.
	PW0061/55

	2011



	6 January 
	The GAG machine is stopped and placed on standby.
	SOE.014.00118/71

	10-11 January
	MRS risk assessment teams (comprising MRS and mining personnel) commence risk identification and risk management strategies. This involves MRS meeting with families to discuss the risk assessment process.
	MRS0030/49 281 - 284

	13 January 


	Families meet with Hon Gerry Brownlee, Minister Energy and Resources, Police Commissioner Howard Broad, Alistair Morrison, (Chief Executive, Department of Conservation), David Reece, (Australian Mine Management Consultant), and Superintendent Gary Knowles. 

Families are advised that Police would soon relinquish its role in recovery and is handing the matter to the PRC Receivers. 

	POLICE.BRF.33/27 103



	11 May 
	Families are shown an image of a body that has been detected underground. 


	FAM00033/18 103

	23 May 
	At a meeting in Christchurch, agreement is reached between Police, DOL, Engineering Printers and Manufacturers Union (EPMU), PRC Receivers and MRS to formulate a plan for mine re-entry and recovery of bodies.


	FAM00033/19 106



	3 July


	The temporary seal construction is successfully completed, including the installation of gas monitoring lines.


	MRS0030/53 315, 316
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