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An emergency vehicle rushes to the scene in Lac Mégantic Montreal, on Saturday, July 6, 2013. An overnight train 
derailment of rail cars carrying thousands of litres of crude oil exploded in the centre of the small town 3 hours east 
of Montreal, Quebec 
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The fatal derailment that caused a freight train to explode in Lac Mégantic Saturday is raising 

questions about railroad safety in Canada. 

While many of the technical specifications surrounding the crashed locomotive remain 

unknown, the 73-car train was carrying thousands of litres of crude oil when it exploded and 

killed at least one person in the southeastern Quebec town. 

And, as environmentalists are pointing out, the tanker carts most commonly used to transport 

crude oil have a “high incidence” of failure during accidents according to investigations by 

U.S. and Canadian authorities. 

DOT-111 tankers make up the majority of North America’s tank car fleet and are prone to 

spilling their contents during a derailment. A U.S. Transportation and Safety Board 

investigation into a 2009 CN derailment and fire concluded that the tankers be fitted with 

head shields, tank jackets and other additional safety measure to mitigate against potential 

disaster. 



It’s unclear if any of the recommendations of the investigation were implemented throughout 

Canada but a representative from Greenpeace said Saturday’s accident highlights 

environmental threats posed by the county’s oil industry. 

“Whether it’s pipelines or rail, we have a safety problem in this country,” said Greenpeace 

climate and energy campaign coordinator Keith Stewart in a release issued Saturday 

afternoon. 

Adding to concerns is the fact that there were 588 train derailments in Canada in 2011, 

according to the Canada Safety Council. Approximately 20 per cent of Canada’s oil is 

exported on rail. 

While an investigation will ultimately determine what caused the freight train, owned by 

Montreal Maine & Atlantic rail company, to derail and explode in Lac Mégantic, one expert 

says there’s a good chance human error is behind the crash. 

Balbhir S. Dillon says that human error accounts for 70 per cent to 90 per cent of 

transportation mishaps across the world. The University of Ottawa engineering professor has 

spent years studying accident reports, flaws in safety inspections and other evidence that led 

him to conclude that people are at fault in the vast majority of transportation crashes. 

“Whether it’s something that was missed during an inspection, whether it’s a momentary 

lapse of judgment or a flaw on the design side, the fact is we make mistakes,” said Dillon, 

author of the book Human Reliability and Error in Transportation Systems. “Any task 

somebody is performing, it doesn’t matter if there are safeguards in place, any task 

performed 100 times there’s a probability it will be performed 85 times correctly, 15 times 

incorrectly.” 

Early reports indicate that the locomotive’s engineer locked the vehicle’s brakes and parked 

it a mile outside of town before retiring to a hotel in Lac Mégantic for the evening. Somehow, 

the locomotive’s air brakes appear to have failed, allowing the train to roll forward under its 

own weight. 

The freight train then rapidly gained momentum as it travelled down a slope in the tracks, 

derailed and exploded near downtown Lac Mégantic. 

There are fail-safes in place to ensure no one could have tampered with the brakes or the 

train’s controls, according to a spokesperson for the company that owns the locomotive. 



“That’s what confuses us. How did this happen?” said Joseph R. McGonigle, an executive at 

the Montreal, Maine & Atlantic. “There are many fail-safe modes. How this happened is just 

beyond us.” 

The brakes and safety system on a train carrying hazardous materials must be inspected 

before and during every trip, according to federal law. The Transportation Safety Board of 

Canada outlines a detailed process by which employees of the locomotive company must 

conduct the inspections. Employees must also be certified and regularly re-certified by the 

federal government. 

A TSBC investigator told reporters Saturday he’ll be looking at the condition of the brakes, 

the tracks, the train’s mechanical state but couldn’t say how long the investigation would take 

given how dangerous the scene of the accident remains. 

According to Transport Canada spokesperson Marie-Anyk Côté, Transport Canada, a 

federal government department, is in contact with local officials in Lac Mégantic as well as 

the Montreal, Maine & Atlantic Railway. Côté said the Transportation Safety Board is in 

charge of the investigation. Transport Canada has appointed a minister’s “observer,” Côté 

said, who will keep Transport Minister John Baird informed of the progress of the 

investigation. 

In a statement, Côté explained that “Transport Canada’s oversight role includes monitoring 

railway companies for compliance with rules, regulations and standards, as well as the 

overall safety of railway operations through audits, inspections, and investigations, and takes 

appropriate action as required.” 

Railway companies are responsible, she said, “for the safety of their rail line infrastructure, 

railway equipment and operations. This includes ongoing inspection, testing and 

maintenance programs in accordance with regulatory requirements, as well as any particular 

operating and environmental conditions.” 

The Transport Department “will take appropriate immediate actions should any safety 

deficiencies be identified,” said Côté. 


