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NATIONAL TRANSPORTATION SAFETY BOARD 

on S a f e t y  Board i s s u e s  t h e  i o l l o w i n g  

responded kD t h e  s c e n e  w i t h i n  a few minutes  

remen, r e p o r t e r s ,  pho tographe r s , and  s p e c t a t o r s .  
c a r  were found approx ima te ly  400 f e e t  from the d e r a i l -  

s a c c i d e n t  a r e  markedly s i m i l a r  t o  t h o s e  of 

e r a i l m e n t  r e s u l t e d  i n  t h e  i n i t i a l  r e l e a s e  of  propane 

ho tograph  of  t h e  e x p l o s i o n  i s  shown i n  
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The S a f e t y  Board h a s  i n v e s t i g a t e d  o t h e r  r a i l r o a d  a c c i d e n t s  i n v o l v i n g  
haza rdous  m a t e r i a l  where t a n k  c a r s  have exploded and r o c k e t e d .  A s y n o p s i s  
of t h e  p e r t i n e n t  d e t a i l s  of  t h e s e  a c c i d e n t s  i s  i n c l u d e d  a s  Appendix No. 1, 

G e n e r a l l y ,  t h o s e  a c c i d e n t s  t h a t  have r e s u l t e d  i n  c a s u a l t i e s  t o  
emergency s e r v i c e  pe r sonne l  o r  o n l o o k e r s  have had two d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  c h a r a c -  
t e r i s t i c s ,  namely: 

1, S e v e r a l  tank c a r s  l a y  a d j a c e n t  t o  one a n o t h e r  i n  t h e  wreckage. 

2 .  F i r e  e n s u e d ,  enveloped one o r  more t a n k  c a r s ,  impinging upon 
o t h e r  r e l a t i v e l y  undamaged t a n k  c a r s  c o n t a i n i n g  hazardous m a t e r i a l s .  

These a c c i d e n t s  demons t r a t e  t h a t  whenever a r a i l r o a d  a c c i d e n t  i n v o l v i n g  
s e v e r a l  a d j a c e n t  t a n k  c a r s  o c c u r s ,  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  f i r e  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  i n c r e a s e s  
t h e  p r o b a b i l i t y  of a d d i t i o n a l  f l a r e u p s  o r  e x p l o s i o n s .  The r e d u c t i o n  i n  
p r o p e r t y  damage ach ieved  by f i r e  s u p p r e s s i o n  methods used i n  p a s t  a c c i d e n t s ,  
h a s  been g e n e r a l l y  i n s u f f i c i e n t  compared t o  t h e  r i s k  assumed o f  i n j u r y  and 
d e a t h  when a c t i n g  w i t h  i n a d e q u a t e  o r  improper i n f o r m a t i o n  a s  t o  t h e  c o n t e n t s  
of  t a n k  c a r s .  

The r i s k s ,  however, should be s t u d i e d  a s  c l o s e l y  a s  p o s s i b l e  i n  t h e  
p a r t i c u l a r  c i r cums tances  p r e s e n t ,  b e f o r e  i n i t i a t i n g  f i r e  s u p p r e s s i o n  e f f o r t s  
t o  s a v e  t h e  p roduc t  o r  o t h e r  p r o p e r t y .  Necessary i n f o r m a t i o n  f o r  t h i s  d e c i s i o n -  
making p r o c e s s  shou ld  i n c l u d e  t h e  r a p i d  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of  a l l  commodities i n -  
volved,  t h e  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  of t h e  f i r e f i g h t i n g  methods by which t h e  r i s k s  
a s s o c i a t e d  iyith t h e s e  commodities can  be  c o n t r o l l e d ,  and whether  t h e  r e s o u r c e s  
needed t o  cope e f f e c t i v e l y  w i t h  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  are a v a i l a b l e .  

In t h e  absence  of  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  a n  e v a l u a t i o n  of  t h e  
r i s k s  of e x p l o s i o n  o r  r o c k e t i n g  i n  a f i r e  i n v o l v i n g  s e v e r a l  t a n k  c a r s ,  a 
p ruden t  c o u r s e  of  a c t i o n  may be  t h e  complete  e v a c u a t i o n  of t h e  a r e a  w i t h i n  a 
r a d i u s  of 2,000 f e e t .  Exposure of emergency p e r s o n n e l  t o  a b r u p t  f l a r e u p s  o r  
e x p l o s i o n s  can  be  k e p t  t o  t h e  a b s o l u t e  minimum by t h i s  method when no o t h e r  
pe r sons  o r  minimal p r o p e r t y  a r e  a t  r i s k .  Under no c i r cums tances  shou ld  
s p e c t a t o r s  be  al lowed i n  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  danger  r a d i u s  of  2,000 f e e t .  However, 
i t  i s  no t  p o s s i b l e  t o  g i v e  a l l - i n c l u s i v e  a d v i c e  conce rn ing  t h e  d e g r e e  o f  
r i s k  which shou ld  b e  t a k e n  t o  f i g h t  t h e  f i r e  i n  such a c c i d e n t s  because  t h e r e  
a r e  s o  many v a r i a b l e s  invo lved .  Fo r  example, t h e r e  may be t a n k  c a r  f i r e s  i n  
t h e  v i c i n i t y  o f  h o s p i t a l s ,  s c h o o l s ,  o r  o t h e r  occupied premises  which canno t  
be evacuated q u i c k l y .  

Research work t o  c o r r e c t  t h e  problem of exp lod ing  and r o c k e t i n g  t a n k  
c a r s  h a s  been underway i n  t h e  Department o f  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  and t h e  r a i l r o a d  

January 25 ,  1969.  The problem i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  r e d u c i b l e  by t e c h n i c a l  changes 
which a r e  under s t u d y ,  

-,' i n d u s t r y  s i n c e  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h e  a c c i d e n t  a t  L a u r e l ,  M i s s i s s i p p i ,  on 
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