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The Didion Milling Explosion

Combustible Dust 

The OSHA Inspection and 
Didion’s Logbooks for Cleaning 
and Maintenance

The Indictment Against Didion 
and Six Executives

What Employers Should Do

What We’re Going to Talk About Today
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Grain mills contribute grain dust 
in high volumes.

Dust accumulates on horizontal 
surfaces and in air handling 
systems.

Dust also collects inside dust 
capture receptacles.

Inside an air filter, an explosion 
was set off. Deflagration spread 
in waves to the general work 
area, setting off further 
deflagration throughout the 
inside of the mill.

Five workers died. Many 
injured, some severely.

The Didion Milling Explosion Background
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Combustible Dust as Regulated by 
OSHA (1)

OSHA Standard = Grain Handling Standards

Requires written housekeeping program 
to manage dust

Regular frequency, sufficient methods for 
managing dust accumulation

Filter collectors, baghouses, capture dust. 
Negative pressure pulls dust into 
baghouse, filtered, air exits

– Focal point for combustibility hazard

– Locate outside of facility or installed 
with suppression system or explosion 
venting.

Grain is organic, capable of catching fire
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Combustible Dust as Regulated by 
OSHA (2)

When grain dust is sufficiently fine, it can 
be suspended in air and, if concentrated 
enough, can cause an explosion, a flash fire.

Deflagration can kick up more dust and 
ignite it. Successive explosions.

Sanitation schedule for accumulated grain 
dust is essential

To address environmental emission, 
combustibility, infestation, mold, 
pathogens

Sanitation schedule records

Signed off by shift superintendent, then 
food safety superintendent
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When conducting 
investigation, OSHA examined 
the sanitation logbook,

Conducted interviews. (We 
don’t know what information 
OSHA learned during 
confidential interviews.)

Then it asked for email 
correspondence. 

OSHA’s Inspection After the Explosion
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Supervisors shared the auditor’s 
tour route to staff in order to 
clean those areas up ahead of 
time
Supervisors shut down or limited 
normal operations to address 
pre-audit issues
Forged initials on the sanitation 
logbook, looking like cleanings 
had been done.
Backdated shift superintendent 
sign-offs
Backdated food safety 
superintendent sign-offs

The Discovery
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The Discovery (2)
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The Discovery (3)
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The Discovery (4)
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Grand jury in the U.S. District Court 
for the Western District of 
Wisconsin

Indicted Didion and six 
management officials at the corn 
mill

Nine criminal counts

Willful violations of OSH Act

Conspiracy to commit fraud

Conspiracy to conceal violations 
and unsafe conditions

Hess, Clark and Didion 
obstructed justice by providing 
false and misleading testimony 
after the explosion

Grand Jury and Criminal Indictments
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Vice President Derrick Clark: Convicted. 
Conspiracy to falsify logbooks; false 
compliance certifications; obstructing OSHA 
investigation.

Environmental Mgr. Joseph Winch. Pleaded 
guilty. Conspiracy to falsify compliance 
certifications. 

Food Safety Superintendent Shawn Mesner
convicted of conspiracy to commit fraud and 
to falsify the sanitation log. 

Shift Superintendents Anthony Hess, Joel 
Niemeyer, and Michael Bright. All convicted. 
Crimes re falsification of sanitation log. 

Outcome in Criminal Charges



||© 2024 Keller and Heckman LLP 1 5

Nicholas Booker pleaded guilty previously to making false entries in 
Didion Milling’s cleaning logbook and false entries in baghouse log.

Didion the company pleaded guilty to falsifying environmental and 
sanitation logs. Sentenced to pay $10.25 million in restitution to the 
victims of the May 2017 explosion, a $1 million fine, as well as to 
serve five years of probation with special conditions related to 
oversight of Didion’s operations

Outcome in Criminal Charges (2)
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Compliance and Governance 
Policies

Training for managers on how 
to handle inspections

Training for managers on 
document management, 
recordkeeping

In-house or outside counsel 
should participate in 
responding to inspection 
requests, subpoenas, discovery 
requests

What Employers Should Do:



||© 2024 Keller and Heckman LLP 1 7

The entire library of prior

OSHA 30/30s at:

www.khlaw.com/OSHA3030
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More From the OSHA 30/30:

The OSHA 30/30 is now available as a Podcast!
Find it on your favorite podcast platform:

The OSHA 30/30 is available on YouTube! 
Subscribe to Keller and Heckman today

Connect with us on LinkedIn:
Manesh Rath and Taylor Johnson 
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Please join us

at 1:00 p.m., Eastern Time

April 24, 2024 

www.khlaw.com/OSHA3030
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Please join us at 1:00 p.m. Eastern U.S.
April 10, 2024

www.khlaw.com/TSCA-3030

Please join us at 10:00 a.m. Eastern U.S.
April 10, 2024

www.khlaw.com/REACH-3030
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Thank You
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Stick around for Off the 
Record
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