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We'll never know for certain what caused the collision between a Via Rail passenger train and a CN

Rail freight train on this day 25 years ago, but we do know the freight train went through a red light at a

speed over the 80-kilometre-per-hour limit and that neither train braked before the impact.

The Feb. 8, 1986, crash about 18 kilometres east of Hinton killed 23 people and injured 71 others.

A commission of inquiry headed by Alberta Court of Queen's Bench Justice Rene Paul Foisy held 56

days of hearings and heard from 150 witnesses before reaching the conclusion that human error was a

main factor in the tragedy.

It found that the three crew members of the westbound freight train failed to obey stop signals, likely

because they were fatigued and possibly sleeping. The three had about 12 hours of sleep among them.

One had the flu.

The commission expressed shock that the engineer, who died in the crash, was an alcoholic, a diabetic

and had a history of performance and rules infractions that placed him on the verge of dismissal, yet

CN failed to take "appropriate measures" to provide necessary supervision and discipline.

The commission also expressed concern about a "railroader culture" that placed more value on loyalty,

endurance and productivity than safety. It said the disregard for safety was institutionalized.

CNcommitted at the time to improve its shift schedules, install safety controls on all its trains and

establish national disciplinary standards.

CNinsists it now operates "an entirely different railway" and that the Hinton tragedy is a reminder to

everyone at CN that safety has to be a defining focus of its culture.

Amen to that.
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