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Maybe the oil barons are right

I have bad news, and I have bad news. Which do you want to hear first?

1 don't know about you, but to me the spate of derailed crude- !
oil trains this year uncovers a troubling thought: Railroads aren’t -}
good at keeping them on the tracks. And when you concede that !
point, all sorts of other troubling thoughts tumble out. H

On Valentine’s Day, in the wilds of Ontario’s Canadian Shield, a |
Canadian National Railway train of crude oil derailed, spilling 29
cars. The cars ruptured, and 21 of them sustained fire damage. The 1
train was moving at 38 mph when it derailed. And the tank cars !

were of the CPC-1232 standard that are

deemed safer than the older DOT-111 cars.

A lot of good that did the train. News re-
ports said investigators found a broken rail
and a broken wheel, although no cause of

the derailment was revealed before this issue

went to press.

In addition, those tanks carried not vola-

tile light sweet crude from North Dakota,

whose explosions in derailments are frightening, but gooey; tarlike
bitumen mixed with condensate so that it could be made to flow.
Bitumen is a relatively safe crude; I've joked that you ¢an’t make it
burn with a flamethrower. But mixed with diluent, the stuff obvi- .

ously burns like any other oil.

Two days later in West Virginia, a CSX Transportation crude-oil
train heading from North Dakota to an oil-distribution terminal in
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i Yorktown, Va,, left the tracks, derailing 28 cars, at least one of them
into the Kanawha River. This time there was an explosive fireball
and fire involving 19 cars. This train was doing just 33 mph when
things went bad. And yes, again, these were CPC-1232 tank cars.
There was a third derailment in that two-day period, of a Ca-
nadian Pacific Railway crude-oil train in Crowsnest Pass, Alber-
ta. David Thomas of Railway Age reported that 12 cars left the
tracks and two of them toppled into a field of limestone rocks.

But the derailment occurred at slow speed,
and none of the CPC-1232 cars ruptured.
So if you go slow enough, the newer cars
may be safe in derailments.

Then on March 5, near Galena, Ill,, a
BNSF Railway crude-oil train derailed. More
fire, and another train of CPC-1232 tank cars.
Just two days later, back in Canada and just
23 miles from the first of these derailments, a

i second CN oil train derailed. Yes, another fire. Yes, CPC-1232 cars.

i These are the facts as I know them. What are we to conclude?

+ First, that it doesn't matter that 99.995 percent of loaded crude-oil
cars reach their destination safely. The 0.005 percent that do not ar-
rive are scaring the hell out of people. You may have read that the
Canadian government is requiring rail shippers of crude to take out
insurance against the risk of derailment damage. You can bet that
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the actuaries at Marsh & McLennan, who will write these policies,
are calculating the risk of another “OMG” event — a Lac-Mégantic
or a train of crude going on the ground in front of an Amtrak train.
Second, that the governments of Canada and the U.S. are proba-
bly wasting their time writing regulations that require yet a new
generation of tank cars more sturdy than even the 2011-era
| CPC-1232s. The U.S. Department of Transportation was in the final
stage of writing such regs this spring. But so powerful are the forces
unleashed by a derailment at or close to track speed that to insure
near-absolute integrity of the tank it would have to be built of near-
ly solid steel, to hold a thimble of oil. In fact, one railroad president
emailed me research that suggests a top safe speed of 20 mph for
CPC-1232 cars and 15 mph for the older DOT-111 cars.

Third, that imposing a 20-mph or even 30-mph speed limit on
trains carrying crude oil would cripple heavily used rail corridors.
It would be the equivalent of doubling the distance between sid-
ings on single track or between crossovers on double track.

Fourth, all this being the case, that maybe the poobahs of oil at
the American Petroleum Institute were right to say the best way to
prevent fireballs on railroad rights-of-way is not to derail the train.
At the time the institute adopted this position, I dismissed it as its
way to shift the blame off of oil producers and onto railroads, as in
I'm fine but you're not. Now I tend to agree.

You may wonder what the odds of a crude-oil-train derailment
actually are. The rate of railroad accidents outside of yards in 2014
was 1.09 per million train-miles. My back-of-the-envelope calcula-
tion is that oil trains in the U.S. produced 17.5 million train-miles
in the 12 months through last September — in other words, an av-
| - erage of 15 trains loaded per day on round trips of 3,200 miles

times 365 days. That works out to an expected 19 oil-train acci-
dents per year, or nine or 10 involving loaded trains (remember,

A CSX Transportation crude-oil train derailed 28 cars, fire engulfing
19, southeast of Charleston, W.Va., on Feb. 16, 2015. Chase Gunnoe

half of their miles are empty).

Are nine or 10 accidents annually involving loaded crude-oil
trains too many? I think so. I salute the railroads for cutting the
rate of non-yard accidents in half during the past decade. If rail-
roads are serious about staying in the crude-oil business, they need
to cut that rate in half again, and then again. Let’ start by increas-
ing preventative maintenance on crude-oil tank cars. Let's double
the number of track inspections on routes used by oil trains.
Check rails more often for defects. Add more equipment-defect
detectors. You get the idea. It's time to do a better job, and it's with-
in the capabilities of the rail industry to do that better job. 1

Fred W. Frailey is author of “Twilight of
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ffrailey@gmail.com.
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