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Honorable Russe l l  J. R i t t e r  
Mayor o f  Helena 
Ci ty /County A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  B ldg  
316 N o r t h  Park Avenue 
Helena, Montana 59623 

About 4:30  a.m. mountain s tandard t i m e  on Februar,y 2, 1989, f r e i g h t  ca rs  
f rom Montana R a i l  L i n k  I n c .  (MRL) westbound t r a i n  1-121-28 ( t r a i n  121) r o l l e d  
eastward down a mountain grade and s t r u c k  a stopped h e l p e r  locomot ive  
consist . ,  He lpe r  1, i n  Helena, Montana. The locomot ive  c o n s i s t  o f  t r a i n  121 
i n c l u d e d  t h r e e  h e l p e r  u n i t s  (Helper  2) and t h r e e  road u n i t s  p o s i t i o n e d  a t  t h e  
head end o f  a 49-car. t r a i n .  The crewmembers o f  t r a i n  121 had uncoupled t h e  
l ocomot i ve  u n i t s  f rom t h e  t r a i n  t o  rea r range  t h e  locomot ive  c o n s i s t  w h i l e  
stopped on a mountain grade. I n  t h e  c o l l i s i o n  and dera i lment ,  15 ca rs  f rom 
t r a i n  121 d e r a i l e d ,  i n c l u d i n g  3 t a n k  ca rs  c o n t a i n i n g  hydrogen perox ide ,  
i s o p r o p y l  a l c o h o l ,  and acetone. Hazardous m a t e r i a l  re leased  i n  t h e  ar.cident 
l a t e r  r e s u l t e d  i n  a f i r e  and exp los ions .  About 3,500 r e s i d e n t s  o f  Helena 
were evacuated. The 
es t ima ted  damage ( i n c l u d i n g  c lean-up and l a d i n g )  as a r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  acc iden t  
exceeded $6 m i  11 i o n .  

Two crewmembers o f  He lper  1 were o n l y  s l i gh t1 ,y  i n j u r e d .  

The N a t i o n a l  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  Sa fe ty  Board determined t h a t  t h e  p robab le  
cause o f  t h i s  acc iden t  was t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  crew o f  t r a i n  1-121-28 t o  
p r o p e r l y  secure t h e i r  t r a i n  by p l a c i n g  t h e  t r a i n  brakes i n  emergency and 
a p p l y i n g  hand brakes when i t  was l e f t  s tand ing  unat tended on a mountain 
grade.  C o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  t h e  acc iden t  was t h e  d e c i s i o n  o f  t h e  eng ineer  o f  
He lper  2 t o  rea r range  t h e  locomot ive  c o n s i s t  and l e a v e  t h e  t r a i n  unat tended 
on t h e  mounta in grade, and t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  t h e  extreme c o l d  weather  on t h e  
a i r b r a k e  system o f  t h e  t r a i n  and t h e  crewmembers. A l s o  c o n t r i b u t i n g  was t h e  
f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  o p e r a t i n g  management o f  t h e  Montana R a i l  L i n k  t o  adequate ly  

' F o r  m o r e  d e t a i l e d  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  r e a d  R a i l r o a d  A c c i d e n t  R e p o r t - -  
" C o l l i s i o n  end  D e r a i l m e n t  o f  H o n t a n a  R a i l  Link F r e i g h t  T r a i n  w i t h  L o c o m o t i v e  
U n i I E ,  a n d  h a z a r d o u s  M a t e r i a l s  R e l e a s e  a t  H e l e n a ,  M o n t a n a ,  F e b r u a r y  2 ,  1989." 
( N T S B / R A R - 8 9 / 0 5 )  
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assess t h e  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  and t r a i n i n g  o f  employees p laced i n  t r a i n  se rv i ce .  
C o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  t h e  s e v e r i t y  o f  t h e  acc ident  was t h e  r e l e a s e  and i g n i t i o n  o f  
hazardous m a t e r i  a1 s .  

The i n i t i a l  n o t i c e  f rom MRL was made t o  t h e  HPD d i s p a t c h e r  about 0431 by 
t h e  y a r d  c l e r k .  A l though t h e  c l e r k  d i d  no t  reques t  ass i s tance  a t  t h a t  t ime,  
he s a i d  he would c a l l  back i f  t h e r e  was any th ing  e l s e  t o  r e p o r t .  Du r ing  t h i s  
p e r i o d ,  t h e  HPD d i s p a t c h e r  d i d  no t  advise t h e  HFD o r  reques t  t h e  ass i s tance  
o f  t h e  HPD o r  HFD t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  t h e  acc iden t .  F o l l o w i n g  t h e  e x p l o s i o n  t h e  
MRL y a r d  c l e r k  c o u l d  n o t  c o n t a c t  t h e  HPD d ispa tche r .  The y a r d  c l e r k  and t h e  
a s s i s t a n t  t r a i n m a s t e r  then drove t o  t h e  HPD headquarters;  however, t hey  cou ld  
n o t  ge t  i n  t o  see t h e  d i s p a t c h e r .  Th i s  d e l a y  r e s u l t e d  i n  t h e  l o s s  o f  t ime  
and hampered t h e  emergency response personnel .  About 5 t o  15 minutes be fo re  
t h e  e x p l o s i o n  occurred, t h e  HPD d ispa tche r  r e c e i v e d  two "compla in ts "  o f  a 
"smal l  a c c i d e n t "  a t  t h e  r a i l r o a d ' s  Benton Avenue c ross ing .  S t i l l  t h e  HPD 
d i s p a t c h e r  d i d  not  d i s p a t c h  personnel t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  t h e  acc iden t .  P r i m a r i l y  
due t o  t h e  d i s r u p t i o n  o f  t h e  r a d i o  and telephone communications i n  Helena, 
l o c a l  s a f e t y  o f f i c i a l s  were no t  advised by MRL o f  t h e  hazardous m a t e r i a l s  
involvement i n  t h e  de ra i lmen t  u n t i l  a f t e r  0500, 30 minutes f o l l o w i n g  t h e  
de ra i lmen t ,  when another y a r d  o f f i c e  c l e r k  c a l l e d  t h e  HPD d i s p a t c h e r  and 
requested  t h a t  someone come t o  t h e  ya rd  o f f i c e  t o  p i c k  up hazardous m a t e r i a l s  
i n f o r m a t i o n .  

A l though MRL d i d  no t  i n i t i a l l y  request ass is tance,  t h e  HPD d i spa tche r  
shou ld  have d ispatched t h e  HPD t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  t o  determine i f  
t h e  c i t y  needed t o  be i nvo l ved .  The Safe ty  Board b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  C i t y  o f  
Helena and MRL should cooperate t o  develop s p e c i f i c  i n s t r u c t i o n s  and 
procedures f o r  responding t o  r e p o r t s  o f  r a i l r o a d  acc iden ts .  A t  a minimum, 
these procedures should address t h e  i n i t i a l  n o t i f i c a t i o n ,  t h e  a c t i o n s  t o  take 
when respond ing  t o  a r e l e a s e  o f  hazardous m a t e r i a l s ,  t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  
key c o n t a c t  personnel ,  t h e  need f o r  emergency d r i l l s ,  and t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  
o f  resources  and a c t i o n s  t o  be taken by r a i l r o a d  personnel  and t h e  c i t y .  

Dur ing  t h e  f i r s t  severa l  hours, t h e  i n c i d e n t  commander was w i t h o u t  t h e  
b e n e f i t  o f  e f f e c t i v e  te lephone / rad io  communications. As  a r e s u l t ,  command 
and c o n t r o l  were adverse ly  a f f e c t e d  by t h e  l a c k  o f  e f f e c t i v e  communications 
l i n k s  between a l l  o f  t h e  responding agencies. The power outage d i s r u p t e d  t h e  
power supp ly  o f  t h e  r a d i o  r e p e a t e r  on M t .  Helena, which p rov ided  r a d i o  
communications t o  c i t y  emergency response personnel, and also t h e  te lephone 
swi tchboard  i n  t h e  c i t y / c o u n t y  b u i l d i n g .  The S a f e t y  Board b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  
C i t y  o f  Helena needs t o  i n s t a l l  a r e l i a b l e  independent emergency power supp ly  
source a t  i t s  M t .  Helena r a d i o  r e p e a t e r  f o r  rad io / te lephone communications. 

The Hazardous M a t e r i a l s  Emergency Response Plan (HMER) des ignates  t h e  
[ a c t i n g ]  f i r e  c h i e f  as t h e  i n c i d e n t  commander and a l l  response a c t i o n s  a re  t o  
be under one command. The i n c i d e n t  commander c o u l d  n o t  implement t h e  



incident command system2 during the absence of radio communications and 
therefore was unable to effective1,y exercise control over the multiple 
command posts for the city, county, and state. As a result, there was a 
break down in communications and lack of coordination at the communications 
center, command posts, and operations center. The lack of training of some 
of the responding agencies on the incident command system further compounded 
problems as some o f  the responding agencies did not know that with the 
incident command system the [acting] fire chief was the incident commander. 
As a result, many of the emergency responding agencies were unaware of the 
HFD command post, had difficulty obtaining information, and did not recognize 
anyone as being in overall command. The Safety Board believes that the City 
of Helena needs to coordinate with Lewis and Clark County DES and Montana DES 
and revise the Hazardous Materials Emergency Response Plan defining the role 
of each agency, the duties and authority of the incident commander, and the 
training for personnel to implement the plan. 

Therefore, the National Transportation Safety Board recommends that the 

Develop, in cooperation with Montana Rail Link, specific 
instructions and procedures for responding to reports of rail 
accidents. (Class 11, Priority Action) (R-89-84) 

Review and revise, in cooperation with Montana Rail Link, 
the emergency response procedures to address hand1 ing the 
unintentional release of hazardous materials. (Class 11, 
Priority Action) (R-89-85) 

Install a re1 iable independent emergency power supply source 
for the Mt. Helena radio repeater for radio/telephone 
communications. (Class 11, Priority Action) (R-89-86) 

Cooperate with Lewis and Clark County Disaster and Emergency 
Services (DES) and Montana DES, to revise the Hazardous 
Materials Emergency Response Plan to define the role of each 
aqencv. the duties and authoritv of the incident commander. 

City of Helena: 

a;d t h e  training for personnel i o  implement the plan. (Clas; 
11, Priority Action) (R-89-87) 

Also as a result of its investigation of this accident, the Safety Board 
issued Safety Recommendations R-89-68 through R-89-77 to Montana Rail Link, 
Inc., R-89-78 and R-89-79 to the Burlington Northern Railroad Company, R-89- 
80 to the Secretary of the U.S. Department of Transportation, R-89-81 and R- 
89-82 to the Federal Railroad Administration, R-89-83 to the Research and 
Special Programs Administration, R-89-88 to the State of Montana, R-89-89 to 
the Lewis and Clark County Disaster and Emergency Services, and R-89-90 

2 T h e  i n c i d e n t  c o m m a n d  s y s t e m  p r o v i d e s  f o r  e m e r g e n c y  m a n a g e m e n t  b y  t h e  
i n c i d e n t  c o m m a n d e r  w h o  h a s  l i a i s o n  w i t h  o t h e r  a g e n c i e s ,  d i r e c t s  t h e  u s e  o f  
e q u i p m e n t ,  d e s i g n a t e s  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  a c t i v i t i e s  t h r o u g h  o t h e r  q u a l i f i e d  
o f f i c e r s ,  a n d  h a s  L i a i s o n  w i t h  o n - s c e n e  t e c h n i c a l  e x p e r t s .  
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through R-89-92 t o  the Association of American Railroads. 

The National Transportation Safety Board is an independent Federal 
agency with the statutory responsibility “...to promote transportation safety 
by conducting independent accident investigations and by formulating safety 
improvement recommendations.. . .“(Public Law 93-633). The Safety Board is 
vitally interested in any actions taken as a result o f  its safety 
recommendations and would appreciate a response from you regarding action 
taken or contemplated with respect to the recommendations in this letter. 
Please refer to Safety Recommendations R-89-84 through R-89-87 in your reply. 

KOLSTAD, Acting Chairman, and BURNETT, LAUBER, NALL, and DICKINSON, 
Members, concurred in these recommendat ions. 

James L. Kolstad 
Acting Chairman 


