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A t  7 : 2 1  a .m. ,  on March 31, 1 9 7 7 ,  29 c a r s  of 2 Seaboard Coast Line 
(SCL) t r a i n  d e r a i l e d  i n  a r u r a l  a r e a  near Rockingham, North Caro l ina .  
Two d e r a i l e d  f l a t c a r s  were each c a r r y i n g  two 4,000-gal lon s teel  c y l i n d e r s  
con ta in ing  r a d i o a c t i v e  uranium hexa f luo r ide .  A 1 1  cy l inde r s  broke away 
from the  f l a t c a r s  dur ing  the  dera i lment  2nd were s c a t t e r e d  among the  
wreckage. The dera i lment  a l s o  t r i g g e r e d  a f i r e  involving 2 car load  of 
ammonium n i t r a t e .  One person was i n j u r e d  a s  a r e s u l t  of the  a c c i d e n t ,  
.md proper ty  damage was es t imated  t o  be $750,000. 

The Nat iona l  Transpor ta t ion  S a f e t y  Board i n v e s t i g a t e d  t h i s  a c c i d e n t  
and found t h a t  no s i n g l e  a u t h o r i t y  d i r e c t e d  o r  coord ina ted  the handl ing of  
the  emergency, t h a t  comuni .cat ions among t h e  personnel  a t  the scene were 
i n e f f e c t i v e ,  2nd t h a t  t he re  were s e r i o u s  de l ays  i n  eva lua t ing  the r a d i a t i o n  
hazard. 

Within about  10 minutes a f t e r  the dera i lment ,  the SCL d i s p a t c h e r  
n o t i f i e d  o t h e r  r a i l r o a d  personnel ,  the  l o c a l  po l i ce  2nd f i r e  o f f i c i a l s ,  
the  Hanufactur ing C h e m i s t s  Assoc ia t ion ' s  T ranspor t a t ion  Emergency Center  
(CHEMTREC), the U.S. Energy Research and DeveLopment Adminis t ra t ion  (ERDA), 
and the S t a t e  Highway P a t r o l  of the a c c i d e n t  2nd the r a d i o a c t i v e  m a t e r i a l s  
being c a r r i e d .  The Rockingham F i r e  Department a r r i v e d  a t  the a c c i d e n t  s i t e  
29 minutes a f t e r  the dera i lment  2nd immediately began f i r e f i g h t i n g  ope ra t  ions 
Five minutes l a t e r ,  the  Rockingham po l i ce  and a S t a t e  Highway P a t r o l  o f f i c e r  
a r r i v e d  a t  t h e  scene,  and began c o n t r o l l i n g  access  to  t h e  a c c i d e n t  s i t e .  
Five minutes l a t e r ,  the  SCL's s e n i o r  o f f i c i a l  a t  the a c c i d e n t  a r r i v e d  t o  
superv ise  removal of the  wreckage. Wrecking crews began ope ra t ions  appro--- 
imately 2 hours a f t e r  t h e  dera i lment .  

S h o r t l y  t h e r e a f t e r ,  2 S t a t e  Highway P a t r o l  r a d i o l o g i c a l  u n i t  a r r i v e d  
a t  the scene,  2nd made 2 walk-around s u r v e y  w i t h  DDV-700 "gamma" meters .  
The r a d i o l o g i c a l  u n i t  d id  not  know the l o c a t i o n  of the four  c y l i n d e r s  
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dur ing  the survey. More than 3 hours a f t e r  the a c c i d e n t ,  a n  Army 
Ordnance u n i t  from F t .  Bragg, North Caro l ina ,  a r r i v e d  and made a n  
a e r i a l  reconnaissance of the a c c i d e n t  a r e a  i n  a h e l i c o p t e r  t o  l o c a t e  
the c y l i n d e r s .  Approximately 3 hours and 40 minutes a f t e r  the  d e r a i l -  
ment, the u n i t  found the  f i r s t  c y l i n d e r  i n  the wreckage. Four hours 
and 20 minutes a f t e r  the dera i lment ,  another  cy l inde r  w i th  two l a r g e  
d e n t s  was loca ted  nea r  the f i r e .  
showed 1,500 counts  per minute (cpm) which i s  considered a n  unsafe  
r a d i a t i o n  l e v e l .  
Within 10 minutes S t a t e  and Army personnel  decided t o  halt t h e  f i r e -  
f i g h t i n g  and cleanup ope ra t ions  because of t h e  poss ib l e  r a d i a t i o n  
danger .  Un t i l  t h i s  time, r a i l r o a d  workers and publ ic  o f f i c i a l s  tiad 
been working i n  t h e  wreck a r e a  near  the f i r e  and the c y l i n d e r .  

Readings on a n  Army "alpha" meter  

An unseen leak  i n  the c y l i n d e r  was suspec ted .  

Seven hours a f t e r  the dera i lment ,  ERDA r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  from 
Oak Ridge, Tennessee, a r r i v e d  a t  the s i t e ,  and determined conc lus ive ly  
t h a t  no r a d i o a c t i v e  m a t e r i a l s  had escaped from the c y l i n d e r s .  The 
h igh  "alpha" count  was a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  m e t e r ' s  s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  h e a t  
from the f i r e .  

A t  l e a s t  1 7  Federa l ,  S t a t e ,  l o c a l ,  and p r i v a t e  agencies  responded 
to  t h i s  hazardous m a t e r i a l s  emergency. U n t i l  the Army r e a l i z e d  the  
p o s s i b i l i t y  of the r a d i a t i o n  danger,  each agency opera ted  r e l a t i v e l y  
independent of the o t h e r s .  No r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  from any o r g a n i z a t i o n  
assumed o v e r a l l  command of  the  ope ra t ions  a t  the scene u n t i l  the  Army 
o f f i c e r  d i sc losed  the p o s s i b i l i t y  of a r a d i a t i o n  danger.  A t  t h a t  time, 
most of the p a r t i e s  assumed t h e  Army had taken charge,  and followed the  
o f f i c e r ' s  i n s t r u c t i o n s .  The emergency opera t ions  were stopped f o r  2 1/2 
hours u n t i l  the  ERDA personnel  determined t h a t  t he re  had been no r a d i a t i o n  
leakage. 

In t h e i r  pos tacc ident  r e p o r t s ,  both Federa l  and S t a t e  agencies  
acknowledged t h i s  command and coord ina t ion  problem. They a l s o  repor ted  
t h a t  communications i n  and o u t  of the a c c i d e n t  scene were inadequate .  

While the re  was no leakage of  r a d i o a c t i v e  m a t e r i a l s  i n  t h i s  a c c i d e n t ,  
the onscene command problems and the  de l ays  i n  c o r r e c t l y  i d e n t i f y i n g  the  
c o n d i t i o n  of the  r a d i o a c t i v e  m a t e r i a l s  shipments i n d i c a t e  s a f e t y  problems 
which, the S a f e t y  Board b e l i e v e s ,  r e q u i r e  a t t e n t i o n .  Personnel  were 
ope ra t ing  i n  a n  a r e a  t h a t  might have been contaminated f o r  over 2 hours 
before  the f i r s t  p re l iminary  measurements were made. The r e s p o n s i b i l i t i  
of each o rgan iza t ion  a t  t h e  scene were n o t  c l e a r ,  and the re  appear  to  be 
no l o c a l  o r  nationwide plans o r  gu ide l ines  f o r  coord ina t ing  emergency 
ope ra t ions  when r a d i o a c t i v e  m a t e r i a l s  a r e  involved i n  an a c c i d e n t .  The 
lack  of coord ina t ion  and a de l ay  i n  determining the r a d i a t i o n  danger  c o u l  
r e s u l t  i n  overexposure t o  r a d i a t i o n  i f  r ad ioac t ive  m a t e r i a l s  escape i n  
f u t u r e  a c c i d e n t s .  
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To reduce the risk of exposure to radigactive materials spills in 
transportation accidents, the National Transportation Safety Board 
recommends that the Secretary of Transportation, with the assistance 
of appropriate Federal and State agencies: 

Develop and disseminate guidelines for emergency response 
procedures in transportation accidents involving radio- 
active materials that will coordinate onscene leadership 
during all stages of the emergency and identify the 
responsibilities of the responding Federal, State, and 
local agencies in reducing injury and damage in such 
emergencies. (Class 11, Priority Followup) (1-77-2) 

Establish procedures to minimize the time required to 
identify radiation dangers at accident sites when radio- 
active materials are involved. (Class 11, Priority 
Followup) ( 1 - 7  7 -3) 

BAILEY, Acting Chairman, McADAMS, HOGUE, and KING, Members, 

4- concurred in these recommendations. 

By: Kay Bailey 
Acting Chairman 
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