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Quebec police 

Buildings burn after a derailed train exploded in Lac Megantic, Quebec. 

LAC MEGANTIC, Quebec—An explosion ripped through this small town early 

Saturday, destroying dozens of buildings and triggering a large-scale evacuation 

and search for missing residents after a runaway train carrying crude oil derailed 

and caught fire. 

Authorities on Sunday confirmed five deaths and said that about 40 people were 

still reported missing. A police spokesman said several investigations were under 

way. Because deaths were involved, Quebec police will conduct a criminal 



investigation into the incident, and the spokesman told the media at a noon 

briefing Sunday that they "cannot rule out foul play." 

Teams from the train operator and the Transportation Safety Board of Canada 

have been on the scene since early Saturday, but the continuing fire has limited 

access to the site. 

Earlier, local media had reported as many as 60 residents missing and up to 30 

buildings destroyed. The scale of the explosion and evacuation already would 

rank the accident as one of the most dramatic rail incidents in North America in 

recent years. 

 

WSJ's Carolyn King reports from the scene of the train derailment that caused a massive explosion in Lac 

Megantic, Quebec. Video: David George-Cosh via #WorldStream. 

 

Video captured in Lac-Mégantic, Quebec shows the explosion that erupted after a train carrying crude oil 

derailed and caught on fire. Photo/Video: YouTube/Francois Rodrigue. 

The train, operated by Montreal Maine & Atlantic Railway Inc., a unit of privately 

held Rail World Inc., of Rosemont, Ill., derailed early Saturday morning in Lac 

Megantic, Quebec. Oil has leaked into the town's namesake lake and a nearby 

river. 

A company spokesman said the train had been stopped and secured outside town 

just before midnight. Its crew was off the train when it started moving again, for 



unknown reasons, eventually traveling almost 7 miles before derailing in Lac 

Megantic, the company said. 
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Numerous cars have derailed, said Canada's Transportation Safety Board, which 

has deployed a team of investigators. TSB officials said they were focusing their 

initial probe on the train, its brakes and the track. 

The derailment is the latest in a string of railroad mishaps involving crude oil 

shipments in Canada and the U.S., amid a boom in North American crude 

production and crude shipments by rail. So far, though, recent derailments have 

resulted in only minor spills, typically far from urban centers. The recent spate of 

derailments has ratcheted up scrutiny of the North American railroad industry's 

safety record in carrying crude. 

A spokeswoman for the provincial police force, the Surete du Quebec, Aurelie 

Guindon, said about 1,000 residents have been evacuated. Another 1,000 have 

been evacuated from a nearby town because of worry over air quality, authorities 

said at a news conference in the late afternoon. 
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A firefighter walked past the remains of buildings after the explosion. 

See photos from the scene. 



The Canadian Broadcasting Corp. aired video of flames and black smoke billowing 

above the town as emergency-services vehicles jammed a road leading into the 

municipality. CBC also posted raw video footage, taken by residents in the early 

hours of the morning, of buildings ablaze and residents running for cover through 

the town's streets. 

A large blast woke Bernard Deners at around 1.30 a.m. Mr. Deners, who lives 

about a half mile from the blast scene, said the air was scorching hot outside his 

home when he went outside to investigate. Flames leapt high in the air. More 

explosions rattled the town hours later. 

"It was terrible, just terrible," he said. The entire town, a close knit lakeside 

community, came out onto the streets. 

"We think there are many people dead, many, but we just don't know," the 58 year 

old said. Mr. Deners said everybody in town knows someone who is missing. 

Local hotels were fully booked with residents seeking temporary shelter and 

emergency officials. Jean St-Pierre was working at the Hotel Oriental when he 

heard the first blast and rushed to the window. 

He raced into his car and drove to the scene, but was turned back by more 

explosions. 

"It was like hell, there was fire everywhere and explosions," he said. 

Mr. St-Pierre fears the worst. Guests who witnessed the explosion up close said a 

bar at the center of town was full of people outside enjoying a drink when the first 

explosion struck nearby. 

"It's like a nightmare," he said. 

The police have blocked off a large no-go zone around the site of the derailment. 

Lac Megantic, a town of about 6,000, is located about 155 miles east of Montreal 

in Quebec's Eastern Townships. 

Joe McGonigle, Maine-based vice president at Montreal Maine & Atlantic, said the 

train had been stopped outside of town for a crew change, and that there was no 

crew on the train at the time that it somehow started to roll again. The train's 



engineer had inspected the train at just before midnight and all was secure. 

However, sometime after that, the train started to move, eventually traveling 6.8 

miles, and part of it derailed and several cars exploded, he said. 

"The train was released, we don't know how," he said. All safety measures were in 

place, and the train was "secure," he said. 

Rail World, in a statement late Saturday, said the derailment happened at about 

1:15 a.m. Saturday. The train involved had 72 carloads of crude and five 

locomotive units. The company said railway personnel were able to pull 13 

carloads intact from the site at the rear of the train. 

The crude oil originated from North Dakota and was destined for St. John's, New 

Brunswick, said Ed Burkhardt, head of Rail World, MM&A's parent. The train had 

been handed over to MM&A-operated tracks, and switched to MM&A locomotives, 

fromCanadian Pacific Railway Ltd., CP.T -0.41% he said. A CP spokesman wasn't 

immediately available to comment. 

"The fact is the train ran away," said Mr. Burkhardt. He said the company is not 

sure of the cause—whether an improper application of the brakes had occurred or 

if there was some other reason. The engineer has told company officials that he 

complied with all the safety procedures, he said. The company hasn't been able to 

go near the train to investigate because of the ongoing fire. The rail cars were 

leased, not owned by Rail World or MM&A. He would not name the lessor's name 

or disclose the customer's name. 

MM&A is a regional rail company with 510 miles of track in Maine, Vermont, 

Quebec and New Brunswick. It operates about 15 trains daily with a fleet of 26 

locomotives and employs about 170 people, according to its website. 

The rail network, the former Bangor & Aroostook Railroad Co., was acquired, and 

its named changed to MM&A, a decade ago by Rail World, a privately held rail 

management and investment company founded by Mr. Burkhardt, railroad 

veteran. 

Mr. Burkhardt is the former head of the Wisconsin Central Transportation Corp., 

which had owned or operated rail networks in the U.S., Canada, the U.K., New 

Zealand and Australia before it was dismantled early last decade. Mr. Burkhardt 



has rail investments through an affiliated company, Rail World Holdings LLC, in 

several countries, including Estonia, Poland and the Ukraine. He wasn't 

immediately available to comment. 

MM&A has recorded seven incidents involving hazardous materials spills in the 

U.S. since 2000, according to data kept by the U.S. Pipeline and Hazardous 

Materials Safety Administration. 

The most recent was an August 2012 incident in Brownsville Junction, Maine, 

where an inspector discovered a small anhydrous ammonia leak due to a loose 

valve. 

The largest was an April 2011 release of 105 gallons of gas oil in Easton, Maine, 

which occurred when several tank cars derailed during a low-speed switching 

operation. There were no injuries reported in any of the incidents. 

—David George-Cosh and Alistair MacDonald contributed to this article. 
 


