
Quebec explosion latest hit to rail system 
Lac Megantic explosions: NDP blames Conservative cuts to train safety and lack of 

government oversight. 
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The deadly train explosions in Lac Mégantic, Que., are the latest incidents to hit the country’s 
rail industry. 

In June, a sinking bridge caused a train loaded with petroleum to derail during the Calgary 
flooding. 

Closer to home, in February 2012, a VIA train derailed in Burlington, Ont., killing three 
engineers. The investigation said the cause of the crash was speed. 

The Transportation Safety Board of Canada is calling for mandatory emergency braking 
systems and black boxes on all trains. But Transport Canada, the regulatory body, gives rail 
companies control over their own safety procedures. 

What caused the Quebec train derailment remains a mystery. The 73-car train, which carried 
crude oil, had been parked for the night and the conductor was not on board when it 
somehow continued to chug along the tracks, flying off the rails just after 1 a.m. near the 
town centre of Lac-Mégantic. 

Four cars caught on fire, causing massive explosions and at least one death. 

A Bangor Daily News article in 2010 reports that the train’s owner, Montreal, Maine, and 
Atlantic Railways, reduced the number of crew members on its freight trains to cut $4.5 
million in annual losses that year. 

Over the second half of 2010, the company increased the number of trains with only one crew 
member to about half of its fleet. 

Jarod Briggs, an engineer, left the company because of the change. “So much could happen in 
a 12-hour shift on one of those trains, such as a washed-out tracks, downed trees, or 
mechanical failure,” Briggs told the Daily News at the time. 

Often, high speeds can lead trains off the tracks. But the train that derailed in Lac-Mégantic 
had been parked for the night. A railway expert told Radio Canada that the train’s weight 
could have caused it to pick up speed if the brake failed. 

Curiously, last year a rail car rolled across the border from Niagara Falls, N.Y. to Niagara 
Falls, Ont., in the wee hours of Aug. 12. 

The rail car left the CSX rail yard on American soil and rolled across the Whirlpool Rapids 
Bridge before halting in the Niagara Via Rail station, which was closed for the night. 

like an atomic bomb: Resident 

The rail car went undetected until Via Rail employees reported the migrant boxcar to 
authorities when they arrived at work. 



In Quebec, the safety board was still looking for the train’s black box at the time this story 
went to publication. 

Whenever a train derails, there is always a threat of fire. The force of the metal train parts 
grinding along the metal tracks can create sparks. 

“It’s going to get very hot very quickly,” said Toronto Fire spokesman Stephan Powell. 

But Powell said the crude oil aboard the Lac-Mégantic train is actually harder to ignite than 
other types of fuel like gasoline or propane. 

In 1979, a 106-car Canadian Pacific freight train carrying propane derailed in Mississauga, 
causing massive fires. Over 200,000 people were evacuated because of fear that chlorine gas, 
which was stored in one of the cars, would be spread into the air. 

An explosive fire can spread toxic chemicals for kilometres. CN, which operates the largest 
rail network in Canada, said on their website that “dangerous goods” account for about 10 
per cent of traffic volume. 

Powell said firefighters try to determine the contents of the cars first, before they attack the 
fire. Train cars carry identifying placards on the outside, letting inspectors and emergency 
services know what lies within. 

Sometimes, it’s not what’s inside the car that catches on fire, but what has leaked outside. 
Flammable gases can create a halo of flames around a train car. If that’s the case, Powell said 
firefighters try and keep the tanker cool to keep the car’s contents protected. 
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