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Soda cans on wheels. That’s what some call the dangerous rail tank cars that have suddenly become 
ubiquitous across the American landscape. In the rush to transport land-locked unconventional new crude oil 
sources, old rail lines running through communities across America are now rattling with thousands of cars 
filled with crude oil. Neither the cars nor the railroads were built for this purpose. Worse, federal regulators 
have few safeguards in place to protect communities and the environment from accidents, spills and 
explosions resulting from the race to move millions of barrels of crude by rail. 
 More crude oil was transported by rail in North America in 2013 than in the past five years combined, most 
of it extracted from the Bakken shale of North Dakota and Montana.1 In California, the increase in crude by rail 
has been particularly dramatic, from 45,000 barrels in 2009 to 6 million barrels in 2013.2 As “rolling pipelines” 
of more than 100 rail cars haul millions of gallons of crude oil through our communities,3 derailments, oil spills 
and explosions are becoming all too common. Between March 2013 and May 2014, there were 12 significant 
oil train derailments in the United States and Canada. As oil companies profit, communities bear the cost. 
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CAlIfornIAns lIvInG neAr  
CruDe By rAIl routes
A new report from the State of California Interagency Rail 
Safety Working Group outlines serious vulnerabilities along 
California rail lines including close proximity to many 
population centers, numerous earthquake faults, a shortage 
of adequate emergency response capacity, many areas of 
vulnerable natural resources, and a number of “high hazard 
areas” for derailments, which are generally located along 
waterways and fragile natural resource areas.6 Millions of 
Californians live near crude by rail routes and could face 
extreme safety risks. Currently, there are five major new crude 
by rail terminals in the planning stages and two recently 
converted crude oil rail terminals that could collectively bring 
in up to seven or more mile long trains each day through 
metropolitan areas like Sacramento, putting up to 3.8 million 
people in harm’s way.7 The following table and accompanying 
maps illustrate the extent to which crude by rail routes 
impact many California cities, showing how many people 
live within the half mile federal evacuation zone for crude oil 
tanker train accidents and within the one mile recommended 
isolation zone for those accidents where fires occur. Dozens 
of schools also fall within those potential impact zones.

CruDe By rAIl ACCIDents, MARCh 2013-MAy 2014

  

May 21, 2013
Jansen, 

saskatchewan,  
24,000 gallons  
of oil spilled

June 27, 2013
calgary, alberta, train 

derailed on a bridge over 
bow river. emergency crews 

prevented a spill.

July 6, 2013
lac mégantic, 

Quebec, 
explosions from 
derailed oil cars 
killed 47 people 
and destroyed 
30 buildings in 
town center

OctOber 19, 2013
gainford, 

alberta, four 
derailed oil 

tankers. 
evacuations 

were reQuired 
due to 

explosions  
and fire.

nOveMber 8, 2013
pickens county, 
alabama, 90-car 

derailment; 749,000 
gallons of oil spilled, 
fire burned for 2 days.

January 20, 2014
philadelphia, pennsylvania, 

6 train cars carrying 
bakken crude derailed 

over schuylkill river near 
university of pennsylvania 

and maJor hospitals. no spill.

DeceMber 30, 2013
casselton, 

north dakota, 
400,000 gallons 

of crude spilled, 
explosion caused 

evacuation of 
2,000 people 

January 7, 2014
plaster rock, 

new brunswick, 
explosion and 

fire cause 
150-person 

evacuation for  
3 nights

February 13, 2014
vandergrift, 

pennsylvania, 
4 tankers spill 

nearly 3,000 
gallons of oil.

april 30, 2014
lynchburg, virginia, 17-car 

derailment, +29,000 gallons of 
oil spilled into the James river, 

threatening the richmond, 
virginia water supply.4

May 9, 2014
lasalle, 

colorado, 6-car 
derailment, 6,500 

gallons of oil 
spilled.5

March 27, 2013
parkers prairie, mn

30,000 gallons  
of oil spilled

exPlosIons AnD sPIlls tHreAten lIves8

“Each tank car of crude holds the energy equivalent of 2 
million sticks of dynamite or the fuel in a widebody jetliner,” 
write Russell Gold and Betsy Morris in the Wall Street 
Journal.9 In July 2013, an unattended oil train carrying 72 
carloads of crude oil from North Dakota exploded in the 
center of Lac-Mégantic, Quebec, near the U.S. border.10 The 
resulting inferno killed 47 people and destroyed much of 
the town center. Some 1.6 million gallons of crude oil was 
spilled.11 In the months following this devastating event, 
several more North American oil train derailments [see 
sidebar] illustrated the sobering recurring public safety and 
environmental threats of catastrophic derailments due to the 
virtually unregulated surge in crude by rail. In 2013, railcars 
spilled more crude oil than nearly the previous four decades 
combined (1.14 million gallons in 2013 compared to 800,000 
gallons from 1975 to 2012).12 
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Population and schools at risk from Proposed Crude by rail Projects

Population at risk 
from Crude by rail routes

Area schools at risk from 
Crude by rail routes

City Within ½ mile Within 1 mile Within ½ mile Within 1 mile

Sacramento 136,000 256,000 >100 >175

Bakersfield 76,000 167,000 >50 >75

Richmond 55,000 76,000 >35 >60

Davis 26,000 45,000 7 9

Pittsburg 25,000 40,000 12 19

Martinez 13,000 24,000 5 11

Benicia 4,500 12,000 3 4

And many other communities

total 2,000,000 3,800,000

Sources: Population estimates are based on the U.S. Census 2010 Block Centroid Populations. Estimates were calculated within 0.5 and 1.0 miles of active rail lines within 
city limits. Schools include all public and private education centers serving children (K-12): https://portal.gis.ca.gov/geoportal/catalog/main/home.page. Estimates are based 
on schools within the greater area and within 0.5 and 1.0 miles of active rail lines. Rail lines are based on the 2013 National Transportation Atlas Database. The U.S. DOT 
recommends a standard evacuation zone of 800 meters (0.5 mile) for accidents involving railcars filled with flammable liquids and gases, and an isolation zone of 1600 meters 
(1.0 mile) in all directions around any railcar filled with those materials if they are on fire.

CommunItIes lACk InformAtIon  
AnD Control over HAzArDous  
rAIl sHIPments 
Municipalities across the country are demanding increased 
communication about rail shipments of crude oil through 
their communities. However, crude oil—and other hazardous 
materials shipped by rail—have been exempted from the 
disclosure requirement of the Emergency Planning and 
Community Right-to-Know Act (EPCRA).13 While the federal 
government finally directed rail companies to disclose this 
critical information to emergency responders,14 the general 
public remains in the dark about the nature of mile long 
tanker trains hurtling through their backyards at dangerous 
speed. Nobody has a choice about what gets transported 
through their community, how dangerous the cargo is, 
how frequently it goes through or whether it could be 
rerouted to more remote areas. Of the more than 3.8 million 
Californians who will be put at risk by proposed new crude 
by rail terminals, most are unlikely to even be aware of the 
significant new risks that they face.

outDAteD AnD DAnGerous tAnk  
CArs Are useD to CArry CruDe 
Most of the rail tank cars used to carry flammable liquids, 
including crude oil are old “DOT-111s,” which are widely 
known to be unsafe. Speaking at a farewell address at 
the National Press Club in April 2014, outgoing National 
Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) chairwoman Deborah 
Hersman repeated a long-held NTSB position that 
unmodified DOT-111 tank cars—non-pressurized rail tank 
cars that accident investigators report are easily punctured 

or ruptured during a derailment—are not safe to carry 
hazardous liquids. “Carrying corn oil is fine, carrying crude 
oil is not,” she said.15 Thus, in 2009, the NTSB recommended 
these tank cars be equipped with additional safety features.16 
Since October 2011, new rail tank cars built for transporting 
crude oil have incorporated these features, such as the use 
of head shields, thicker tank material, and pressure-relief 
devices. Yet regulators have not eliminated the use of the 
older, unmodified DOT-111 cars for carrying oil—out of 
39,000 DOT-111 tank cars now used to carry crude, two-
thirds still do not meet these modern safety standards.17 The 
Department of Transportation, simply recommended that 
shippers stop using these cars to transport oil, but they do 
not require it.18 

Commonsense sAfeGuArDs for  
CruDe-By-rAIl Are overDue
In the longer term, our health depends on cleaner, renewable 
energy and moving away from fossil fuels. In the immediate 
term, we must tighten safety regulations on the rail transport 
of crude oil, or run the risk of devastating consequences. 
NRDC calls on lawmakers to expedite rules mandating 
commonsense practices, including but not limited to the 
following:

1.  remove Defective, Dangerous tankers from Crude by 
rail service: The existing fleet of dangerous DOT-111 tank 
cars must be taken out of crude oil service immediately.

2.  Impose safer speed limits: Crude oil unit trains must 
adhere to speed limits that significantly reduce the 
possibility of an explosion in the event of a derailment. 



LAC-MEGANTIC QC - JULy 8: Search teams carry a large white bag out of the rubble in the town centre of Lac-MÈgantic during their search for the 
dead Monday evening. 47 people died from the tragedy after a train derailment caused a massive explosion early Saturday morning. (Lucas Oleniuk/
Toronto Star via Getty Images)

3.  reroute Around sensitive Areas: The National 
Transportation Safety Board recommendation that crude 
oil trains avoid heavily populated areas and otherwise 
sensitive areas must become mandatory.19 Require 
Disclosure: Information regarding the content of all 
shipments and relevant risks and emergency procedures 
should be made accessible to local residents.20

4.  Provide emergency responder resources: States 
should assess fees on shippers and carriers to fully cover 
the costs of providing emergency response services and 
safeguarding the public from oil trains, and ensure that 
there is adequate emergency response capacity. 

5.  make Additional operational safety and oversight 
Improvements: Unit trains of crude oil and other 
hazardous materials should be placed in the highest 
risk category of Hazmat shipments; and many other 
operational improvements should be made.21 Additional 
inspections of crude oil trains are also critical, including 
the funding necessary for more rail safety personnel.22

6.  exercise local Government Powers:

	 •	 	Local	governments	and	states	can	require	cumulative	
risk analysis of crude oil rail infrastructure and increased 
rail traffic.

	 •	 	Local	governments	should	thoroughly	evaluate	all	of	 
the environmental and public health and safety risks  
of crude oil rail terminals that require land use permits 
or other forms of local approval.

	 •	 	Local	governments	should	reject	any	new	crude	oil	 
rail terminals within one mile of sensitive sites such  
as homes, schools, daycares, and hospitals.

Crude oil train accidents are preventable. All Californians 
should be calling for the crude oil and rail safety standards 
listed here.

Communities that have challenged Crude by rail:

Albany County, Ny recently placed a moratorium on the 
expansion of the processing of crude oil at the Port of 
Albany pending a public health investigation by the Albany 
County health Department. The City of Seattle passed 
a resolution a few weeks ago urging adoption of state 
legislation and federal regulations; state assessment of 
risks; railroad company restriction of petroleum transport 
through Seattle; and update of city incident response 
plans to address the potential safety, environmental, 
and economic impacts of petroleum transport by rail. 
Similar efforts are under way in Spokane. Berkeley and 
Richmond, CA passed resolutions in March 2014 against 
crude by rail, and Davis, CA followed suit in April 2014. In 
June, the City of Vancouver, Washington rejected a major 
Crude by Rail project.
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