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NEWS RELEASE 

 

CN Fire Burns Wildlife Conservation Area 

 
 
(Strathcona County) May 18, 2011. A fire started by Canadian National Railway (CN) on 
May 17, 2011 burned 1.5 to 2 acres of forest and meadow in a wildlife conservation area 

located in southwest Strathcona County about 1km east of the Edmonton City limits. 
 

Owners of a 100-acre private wildlife conservation area, Bretona ConservAction Area, were 
notified just before 4:00 p.m., May 17 of a small fire on the CN mainline adjacent to the 
conservation area. A 911 call was made for assistance from the Strathcona Fire Department, 

and the owners and neighbours immediately attempted to put the fire out with shovels, rakes 
and brooms. Their fire fighting attempts were unsuccessful, and the gusting winds quickly 

spread the fire into the conservation area.  
 
Fire trucks and the RCMP arrived quickly and the RCMP immediately secured road access to 

the area. The Strathcona Fire Department had four trucks on the scene and many firefighters 
who worked efficiently to contain the fire and extinguish it within a relatively short time. 

 
Once the fire was under control, the owners surveyed the scene and determined that the fire 

had been started by CN, most likely either from sparks caused by friction between rail car 
wheels and the tracks or by hot carbon fragments released from a locomotive stack. The 
Strathcona Fire Department will formally determine the cause. 

 
Photographs of the May 17, 2011 wildfire are attached. 

 
Fires caused by CN also raged through the Bretona ConservAction Area in April 1991 and 
through the neighbouring Bretona Pond Buck-for-Wildlife Area in May 1992, burning many 

acres of wildlife habitat. Wildfires along railways are a common occurrence and are most often 
caused by friction sparks or hot and glowing exhaust particles. Landowners, municipal 

governments and provincial governments across the country have a difficult time dealing with 
railway-caused wildfires, in terms of extinguishing the fires, seeking firefighting costs from the 
railway companies, and seeking compensation for damages. 

 
Owners of the Bretona ConservAction Area sought redress from CN for 2.5 years starting in 

April 1991 before finally receiving compensation for fire damages to the conservation area. 
 
In 1989, Strathcona County and the Alberta Government recognized the ecological 

significance of the Bretona area by designating the Bretona ConservAction Area just south of 
Bretona Pond (see attached map). The area is a private land conservancy initiative by the 

Kristensen family which purchased this property in 1987 for purposes of protecting and 
developing the 100 acres for the conservation of natural vegetation and wildlife. 
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The May 17, 2011 wildfire was approximately 100 metres from a rail yard built in 2010 by 
Cando Contracting Ltd. on CN right-of-way to store up to 225 petroleum tank cars owned by 

Imperial Oil. Local landowners have been fighting with Cando Contracting Ltd., CN, Imperial 
Oil, the federal government and the Alberta government since they first became aware in May 

2010 of plans to build this industrial facility immediately adjacent to Bretona Pond Buck-for-
Wildlife Area and Bretona ConservAction Area.  
 

Had this most recent wildfire started or moved into the rail yard, it would have been 
disastrous, considering the flammable petroleum tank cars. Local landowners have warned 

CN, Cando Contracting, Imperial Oil, the federal government and the Alberta government 
many times about this hazard. 
 

Many laws, policies, railway operating rules and guidelines have been breached during the 
construction and operation of this rail yard. Following are a few of these: 

• No notice was given to neighbouring landowners.  
• No opportunities were provided to object to the project. 
• No approval of the rail yard was provided by the Canadian Transportation Agency.  

• There were no formal environmental assessments conducted under federal or provincial 
legislation. 

• Although landowners have lodged formal complaints regarding noise and vibration during 
construction of the rail yard, no investigations have been conducted. 

• Noise limits have been breached because two homes are too close to the site. 
• Proximity rules have been breached. Rail yards are not supposed to be built within 300 

metres of homes. The two nearest homes are 68 metres and 163 metres from the rail 

yard. 
• Threat and hazard to the health of adjacent homeowners because their homes are so close 

to where carcinogenic diesel exhaust and other toxic fumes will be given off. 
• Threat, safety and damage to the environment, private properties, safety of railway 

personnel in relation to siting of mainline switches, and safety of motorists and railway 

personnel regarding proximity of stored tank cars to a public road and railway crossing. 
• Appropriate engineering and construction standards have not been met. 

• False or misleading information has been provided by the owners. 
• The most recent breach brought to the attention of the federal and provincial governments 

is the flooding of farmland and conservation lands caused by the owners because they 

have seriously altered the natural drainage patterns of the area when they filled in a 
lowland and built the rail yard. 

 
Local residents have phoned, e-mailed and written federal and provincial Cabinet Ministers, 
their Member of Parliament, the Canadian Transportation Agency, CN, Imperial Oil, Cando 

Contracting Ltd., the Railway Association of Canada, the Federation of Canadian Municipalities, 
and the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers. So far, no one has been willing to 

accept responsibility for any role or approvals for construction and operation of the rail yard. 
 
Local residents say an occasional train running by on the existing CN mainline is one thing, 

but an industrial rail yard with 225 petroleum tank cars that will leak and could spill is a totally 
different matter. This latest wildfire hazard is but one more example of an accident waiting to 

happen. Residents vow to continue their fight to stop this rail yard from operating.    
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For details on local landowners’ battle to get rid of this rail yard, including petitions, letter 
writing, e-mails and phone calls, visit www.Railroaded.ca. 
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For more information, contact: 
 

John Kristensen 
 

780-722-9866 (cell) 
780-467-1432 (home) 
john@railroaded.ca 

www.Railroaded.ca   
 

 
Attached: Map 
  Photographs of May 17, 2011 CN wildfire 

            


