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I T MAY BE MONTHS before we know exactly what happened to VIA Rail’s train 92 
last Sunday when it derailed, taking the lives of three crew members and injuring more 
than half the 75 passengers aboard the train as it headed to Toronto’s Union Station from 
Niagara Falls. 

However, it’s safe to say that the accident ought not to have happened, and that initial 
indications that the train had been attempting to switch tracks suggests that the trackage 
in question is itself an accident waiting to happen. 

Incredibly, coverage of the fatal crash in Monday’s Toronto Star included not only 
reports that the train had indeed been switching tracks but an explanation that the 
required movement was totally unsuitable for the tracks in question and the trains using 
them. 

Videos of the crash scene showed that the rail line is perfectly straight and that at the site, 
near GO Transit’s Aldershot Station, there are four sets of tracks. 

This particular trackage is owned by the CNR, which presumably as owner has full 
control over movements by the three types of trains using it: CN freights and passenger 
trains operated by VIA and GO Transit. 

Since it was a Sunday afternoon, one can assume that relatively few freight trains were 
then using the particular stretch, and we know that on weekends all the trains on GO’s 
Lakeshore West service turn at Aldershot (in the west end of Burlington) and run only 
once an hour instead of every 20 minutes during rush hours. 

We also know, from VIA’s website, that the train was pretty much on time, the schedule 
calling for it to leave Niagara Falls at 2:06 p.m. and to arrive at Toronto’s Union Station 
at 4:01 p.m. 

In the circumstances, there’s not a shadow of doubt that the VIA train should have had 
top priority on the relatively little-used trackage, and ought to have had no risk of being 
shunted off onto a siding. 

However, the Star story quoted regional senior Transportation Safety Board investigator 
Tom Griffith as saying that some data about speed and whether the brakes were on would 
have been downloaded from a badly damaged black box recovered from the locomotive. 

“When a train is crossing tracks, Griffith said, the normal 80 m.p.h. (129 km/h) speed 
should be scaled back to 15 m.p.h. (24 km/h).” 



“The download will tell us exactly what was happening, the speed, the brake pressure, 
[and] if the brakes applied.” 

That being the case, someone has some explaining to do, and we suspect it will be 
someone at the CNR. 

Clearly, there is no way a passenger train travelling at 70 or 80 miles an hour should be 
on tracks where there is any risk of hitting a switch that directs them onto other tracks at 
speeds below 60 m.p.h. or so, and definitely not at a maximum of 15 m.p.h.! 

There should be no need to await the safety board’s final report on the crash before 
replacing such wholly inadequate switching, something that would likely have happened 
many years ago had the CNR not had such a cavalier attitude toward safety. 

Interestingly, we are told that the derailment occurred at the same spot where a freight 
derailed in 2008, with the cause then determined to be a broken wheel. 

These days, switching on main-line railways is done electronically from control rooms 
sometimes thousands of miles away, raising the possibility that human error or a signal 
malfunction suddenly activated a lethal switching operation.  

 


