
By Kyle Bagenstose
Staff writer

On Feb. 13, 2014, a Norfolk Southern train carry-
ing 87 cars full of hazardous materials derailed in a tiny 
Western Pennsylvania town. Nineteen cars carrying 
crude oil and two more filled with liquid propane gas 
crashed into a nearby factory, spilling 10,000 gallons of 
oil. 

No one was injured in the accident in Vandergrift, 
Westmoreland County, about 30 miles from Pittsburgh. 
The accident caused more than $2 million in damage to 
the factory and Norfolk Southern’s equipment, accord-
ing to a report by the federal Department of Trans-
portation’s Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety 
Administration.

The train’s destination? The NJ Transit Morrisville 
Rail Yard in Bucks County.

The Delaware Valley isn’t an unusual destination for 
such cargo. In fact, the region has become one of the 
major recipients of crude oil from drilling in the Bak-
ken Formation of North Dakota and Montana. Span-
ning some 200,000 square miles, the rock formation is 
thought to contain about 3.65 billion barrels of crude 
oil. The oil was discovered in the 1950s, but was too 
costly to recover until hydraulic fracturing, commonly 
called fracking, was developed.

Data from the U.S. Energy Information Administra-
tion show that production in the Bakken region reached 
more than 1 million barrels a day in summer 2014, up 
from less than 200,000 barrels in 2008.

The amount of crude oil traveling by rail has grown 
along with drilling for the Bakken oil. The Associa-
tion of American Railroads, a trade group, reported that 
493,196 tank cars of crude oil traveled America’s rail-
ways in 2014, up from 9,500 tank cars in 2008.

And about 61 percent of oil from the Bakken region, 
about 406,000 barrels a day, was sent to the East Coast in 
September 2015, according to the Energy Information 
Administration. That’s up from 56 percent from the 
year before.
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Two very different 
kinds of trains roll along 
the rails in front of the 
Woodbourne SEPTA Sta-
tion in Middletown each 
week.

The first: the familiar 
silver SEPTA train cars 
carrying about 12,000 pas-
sengers a day on the West 
Trenton regional rail line. 
The second: locomotives 
pulling long lines of tank 
cars transporting more 
than a million gallons of 
Bakken crude oil from 
North Dakota, all bound 
for Philadelphia.

It might be understand-
able if the juxtaposition 
of passenger trains and oil 
trains in this heavily popu-
lated area makes county 
emergency response 
officials nervous. Trains 
hauling the tankers have 
derailed and exploded and 
emergency responders 
don’t know when Bak-
ken or other potentially 

hazardous materials are 
being transported.

But, standing on the 
Woodbourne Station’s 
southbound platform 
recently, Bucks County 
director of emergency 
services Scott Forster was 
anything but nervous.

“When we talk about 
hazardous materials, it’s 
just like many other emer-
gencies that we prepare 
for,” Forster said. “We take 
an all-hazards approach 
— or in this situation, an 
all-chemicals or all-fuels 
approach, for everything 
that a train line could be 
carrying.”

Forster said he’s aware 
of the growth of crude-
by-rail transportation in 
Bucks County. He said 
traffic has increased in the 
past 18 months, up to the 
current average of about 
22 trains a week, each car-
rying a million gallons of 
crude or more.
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according to Scott forster,  
director of Bucks County’s 

emergency services, 
the county’s rails have 

always carried a variety 
of dangerous materials.

Crude-by-rail growth in Bucks and 
Montgomery counties raises questions
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a line of tank cars that are marked to carry hazardous 
materials — like crude oil — stretch down the tracks at 
norfolk Southern’s abrams Yard in Montgomery County.

a derailment in 
westmoreland 
County spilled 
thousands of 
gallons of crude 
oil in february 
2014. the 
amount of crude 
oil traveling by 
rail has grown 
substantially 
since 2008.
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The nation’s largest crude-by-
rail unloading terminal, in South-
west Philadelphia, is owned by 
Philadelphia Energy Solutions. 
Capacity there reaches 335,000 
barrels of crude oil per day. Run-
ning at full capacity, the facility 
could have processed 82 percent 
of the 406,000 barrels that traveled 
to the East Coast from the Bakken 
region each day in September and 
about 42 percent of the nation’s 
total crude-by-rail traffic, accord-
ing to the federal Energy Informa-
tion Administration.

On average, at least 53 million 
gallons, or about 1.2 million bar-
rels, of Bakken crude travel the 
railways within Philadelphia’s 
city limits each week. According 
to a report from The Wall Street 
Journal, that makes Philadelphia 
the second most heavily trafficked 
county for Bakken crude in the 
nation, of all counties that dis-
closed data. Cook County, Illinois, 
was the first.

Bucks and Montgomery 
counties are major gateways for 
shipments into and out of Phila-
delphia. An average of 22 trains 
per week, carrying at least 1 mil-
lion gallons of Bakken crude each, 
pass through Bucks, according to 
records provided by the Pennsyl-
vania Emergency Management 
Agency.

Bakken crude in Bucks trav-
els via a 16.7-mile CSX line that 
enters the county near the Morris-
ville and Lower Makefield border, 
sharing the railroad right of way 
with the SEPTA West Trenton 
line. From there, it makes its way 
south to a rail junction near the 
Woodbourne SEPTA Station in 
Middletown.

At Woodbourne, the rail line 
intersects a Norfolk Southern 
line running from the west that 
continues to the Morrisville Rail 
Yard. However, CSX spokesman 
Robert Doolittle said that crude 
traffic typically travels south past 
Neshaminy High School in Mid-
dletown. It splits with the SEPTA 
right of way near the Neshaminy 
Falls SEPTA Station in Bensalem 
and heads into Philadelphia from 
there.

In Montgomery County, crude-
by-rail traffic is even greater. 
PEMA records show the county 
averages 28 trains carrying at least 
1 million gallons of Bakken crude 
oil each week, which ties Dela-
ware County for the second high-
est volume in the state, behind 
Philadelphia.

In addition to the Bucks CSX 
line that passes through Chelten-
ham for about 1.5 miles, crude oil 
also travels over a Norfolk South-
ern line that enters Montgomery 
County near Pottstown after tra-
versing the state. From there, the 
Norfolk Southern line follows the 
Schuylkill River to a junction with 
the CSX line in Lower Merion and 
then to Philadelphia, said Norfolk 
Southern company spokesman 
David Pidgeon.

But there could be more crude 
riding the rails in the region.

The Federal Railroad 
Administration only requires 

rail companies to disclose the 
estimated weekly volume and fre-
quency of rail shipments contain-
ing 1 million gallons of Bakken 
crude oil or more.

That means a company like 
Norfolk Southern, which owns a 
second line that follows the Penn-
sylvania Turnpike as it crosses 
from Norristown and heads 
toward the Woodbourne junction 
in Middletown, could send smaller 
shipments on that line without 
being required to disclose it to 
state regulatory agencies.

CSX’s Doolittle and Norfolk 
Southern’s Pidgeon declined to 
say if any amounts of crude oil 
move over rails beyond the two 
major lines in each county, citing 
security concerns. That means oil 
could be stored in Bucks or Mont-
gomery counties’ rail yards or rail 
spurs or transported on shorter 
regional rail lines.

Bucks County Emergency Man-
agement Director Scott Forster 
acknowledges there are limitations 
to the data he receives from rail 
companies from PEMA, the feder-
ally appointed recipient of infor-
mation about what is transported 
through Pennsylvania.

“The rail line does not have to 
report to us every time a train (car-
rying hazardous material) is com-
ing through,” Forster said. “(The 
information) does not say exactly 
where (a hazardous product) is 
delivered or what line it’s on.”

Without specific knowledge 
about every shipment of hazardous 
materials, Bucks County focuses its 
attention on preparation and train-
ing for potential accidents or spills 
involving hazardous materials, 
Forster said. Jason Wilson, deputy 
director of emergency management 

in Montgomery County, said the 
story is the same in his county.

While both Forster and Wilson 
say the counties are prepared to 
react to a derailment, virtually the 
only thing they can do to prevent 
one is to report any rail problems 
they think might exist to the state 
or federal government.

Nils Hagen-Frederiksen, press 
secretary for the Pennsylvania 
Public Utility Commission, said 
there are three levels of respon-
sibility for the inspection and 
oversight of the rails: national, the 
Federal Railroad Administration; 
state, the PUC; and local, the rail-
road companies themselves.

“The Federal Railroad Admin-
istration is the primary enforce-
ment agency, which sets the 
standards for types of equipment 

… down to mandated require-
ments for facilities and inspec-
tions,” Hagen-Frederiksen said.

He added that the PUC is also 
responsible for conducting inde-
pendent inspections and said the 
agency, along with the Federal 
Railroad Administration, also 
audits the inspection reports pro-
vided by the railroad companies.

Investigations by government 
agencies — and statistics they 
have compiled — indicate that 
arrangement hasn’t covered a lot of 
ground.

In 2013, the U.S. Government 
Accountability Office determined 
the Railroad Administration didn’t 
have enough inspectors to inspect 
even 1 percent of activities that fall 
under federal railroad regulations 
in a year.

Pennsylvania shares 51 federal 
inspectors with six other states in 
the rail administration’s Region 2, 
according to statistics provided by 
the agency. That number is the 
same as it was in 2009, prior to the 
Bakken oil boom. In its report, 
the GAO concluded: “As a result 
(of the number of inspectors), 
railroads have the primary respon-
sibility for safety of the railroad 
system.”

Pennsylvania’s PUC is also 
stretched thin. 

According to a May 2015 report 
from the Kleinman Center for 
Energy Policy at the University of 
Pennsylvania, the PUC employed 
six inspectors to cover 5,600 miles 
of rails. 
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A derailment in North dakota in 2013 created a fireball that could be seen for miles. in Montgomery county, csX and Norfolk southern reported 31 incidents from 2006 to 2014.

PAul chiASSon / AssociAted Press
Forty-seven people were killed when a train carrying crude oil derailed in Lac-Megantic, Quebec, in 2013. From 2006 to 2014, csX and 

Norfolk southern reported 10 incidents in Bucks county, including one that involved four tank cars containing hazardous material.
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PUc inspectors focus on class i railroads, but the track owned by east 

Penn railroad that runs through sellersville is class iii.

See crude, Page A9
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But he also said the area’s rail-
ways have long carried a variety of 
hazardous and flammable materi-
als and the county must always be 
prepared to respond to an accident 
or a spill. And, he added, Bakken 
crude isn’t technically explosive.

“(Bakken crude) doesn’t 
explode per se,” explained county 
hazardous incident response team 
coordinator George Wilson. “It’s 
light crude oil that has a higher 
percentage of hydrocarbons … and 
is more flammable.”

Wilson said explosions follow-
ing derailments of trains carrying 
Bakken crude occur when pressure 
builds inside crude-carrying tank 
cars due to fire and the cars experi-
ence heat-induced tears. The sud-
den release of energy triggers an 
explosion, he added.

Federal agencies in the United 
States and Canada have raised 
concerns about the volatility of 
Bakken crude compared to other, 
heavier varieties of crude oil.

In July 2013, an oil train car-
rying Bakken crude derailed in 
Lac-Megantic, Canada, setting off 
a massive explosion that killed 47 
people in what has become the 
most well-known incident involv-
ing the commodity. A subsequent 
investigation by Canada’s Trans-
portation Safety Board found that 
“the large quantities of spilled 
crude oil, the rapid rate of release, 
and the oil’s high volatility and 
low viscosity were likely the major 
contributors to the large post-
derailment fireball and pool fire.”

In January 2014, the U.S. 
Pipeline and Hazardous Materi-
als Safety Administration issued 
a safety alert that warned, “crude 
oil being transported from the 
Bakken region may be more flam-
mable than traditional heavy crude 
oil.” The warning went on to say, 
“the materials pose significant fire 
risk if released … in an accident.”

Although the county views 
Bakken as one among many poten-
tial hazards traveling via train 
and truck, Forster said his office 
and local emergency responders 
have participated in special train-
ing programs to prepare for an 

accident or spill.
“The county (emergency man-

agement office) and CSX have 
a good working relationship 
together in our preparedness and 
planning efforts,” Forster said. 
“We’ve had some training that 
CSX has conducted for our local 
emergency responders, as well as 
some of the elected officials in the 
southern end of the county.”

CSX is the rail company that 
owns the line on which most 
crude-by-rail shipments are moved 
in Bucks County, he said.

CSX spokesman Rob Doolittle 
said the company hosted a one-day 
emergency response program in 
2014 that 110 emergency respond-
ers attended to learn how to safely 
approach and manage incidents 
involving train cars. He said CSX 
also paid to send a Bucks County 
emergency responder to a three-
day crude-by-rail program in 
Colorado.

In addition to the training pro-
grams, Forster said the county has 
established a foam task force that 
has been trained to use firefight-
ing foams that can help contain 
oil fires or vapors more effectively 

than water.
“We have three foam trailers 

in the county that are set up to 
respond in a very rapid manner to 
deliver large amounts of foam to 
a train emergency or fixed facility 
emergency,” Forster said, adding 
that the trailers are in Ivyland, 
Milford and Penndel.

Montgomery County has a 
similar setup. Public Safety Direc-
tor Tom Sullivan invited Calkins 
Media to see the county’s foam 
pumping truck at the county Pub-
lic Safety Training Campus in 
Plymouth Township, a short dis-
tance from where a Norfolk South-
ern line carries crude along the 
Schuylkill River.

“(The truck) is part of a task 
force of foam trailers that we’ve 
distributed strategically through-
out Montgomery County,” Sul-
livan said. “Should we have a leak 
or spill of a flammable liquid … 
the truck would be used to help 
suppress vapors and prevent a fire 
ignition or to help extinguish the 
fire.”

Sullivan said the $350,000 
truck was purchased with a grant 
from the federal Department of 

Homeland Security. By hooking 
it up to a foam trailer and mixing 
the foam with water, the truck can 
pump up to 2,000 gallons of the 
foam solution a minute. Mont-
gomery County’s foam trailers are 
housed in Abington, East Norriton 
and Limerick, Deputy Director of 
Public Safety John Corcoran said.

“We recently did a training ... 
where the foam task forces con-
ducted a joint exercise in Limer-
ick, basically working together to 
prepare for a sustained operation 
situation,” Corcoran said.

Sullivan added that another 
large-scale simulation exercise, 
scheduled for 2016, will give first 
responders an opportunity to train 
in a “very realistic” environment.

Montgomery County emer-
gency officials said they also work 
with freight railroad companies 
on training. CSX hosted a tabletop 
exercise attended by 41 Montgom-
ery County emergency responders 
from 21 agencies, and paid to send 
two emergency responders to spe-
cial crude-by-rail conferences in 
2013 and 2014.

David Pidgeon, with Norfolk 
Southern, said that company 

also has training programs in the 
region. “Within the last year, we 
participated in field exercises in 
Montgomery County ... and held 
(hazmat) training in Eddystone, 
Delaware County,” Pidgeon said.

Officials from both companies 
said they’ve developed phone apps 
that first responders can download 
to identify a tank car’s contents by 
punching in the chemical identifi-
cation number posted on a placard 
on the side of the car.

“A (first responder) would be 
able to see what’s in a car, the ship-
per and the destination,” Doolittle 
said of the CSX Rail Respond app. 
“They’d also have access to emer-
gency response techniques and 
information about safe distances 
(from derailed or leaking tank 
cars).”

One piece of information offi-
cials in Bucks and Montgomery 
counties say they don’t receive 
is detailed reports about when 
and where Bakken crude and 
other hazardous commodities are 
shipped. Railroad companies pro-
vide annual, or occasionally quar-
terly, reports on the commodities 
they transport.

Because of that, the coun-
ties focus on being prepared to 
respond anywhere at any time — 
and working with local emergency 
responders.

“The local fire departments, 
police departments, and ambu-
lance services are the ones that are 
going to respond first,” Forster 
said. “They know their jurisdic-
tion the best and where the trouble 
spots are … (and) it’s very impor-
tant we work hand in hand so that 
we can identify what products are 
coming through.”

Asked whether he favored 
regulations that would force rail 
companies to disclose advance 
information to emergency 
responders, Sullivan said it wasn’t 
his place to promote policy.

But, he added: “We believe we 
should have information on what’s 
in cars. There are things we can 
look for in terms of the type of 
car, and the placard numbers. But, 
of course, if they are crashed and 
burning, it’s difficult to see.”
Kyle Bagenstose: 215-949-4211;  
email: kbagenstose@calkins.com;  
Twitter: @KyleBagenstose
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Montgomery County used $350,00 from the Department of Homeland Security to buy a foam 

pumping truck, which can help pump up to 2,000 gallons of foam solution per minute.

The inspectors are spread over 
five disciplines: track, motive 
power and equipment, operating 
practices, hazardous materials and 
signals and train control.

The PUC’s Hagen-Frederiksen 
said the UPenn study was con-
ducted when the PUC rail inspec-
tion team had two vacancies. One 
has been filled, bringing the staff 
to seven. At its full complement, 
the PUC employs two inspectors 
for track, two for motive power 
and equipment, two for operating 
practices and one each for hazmat 
and signals. He said the com-
mission hopes to add two more 
inspectors if its 2016 budget pro-
posal is approved.

The PUC also employs six 
bridge and highway crossing 
engineers to consult on projects 
involving the state’s 5,600 railroad 
crossings and 3,200 rail bridges, 
he said.

Inspections and other PUC 
resources focus on the Class I rail-
roads that include those that run 
through Bucks and Montgomery 
and carry hazardous materials, 
such as Bakken crude, Hagen-
Frederiksen said. “They are equiv-
alent to the interstate highways, 
and the branch lines and smaller 
short lines, just by their very 
nature, see a much lower volume 
of traffic,” he added.

Track defects that lead to derail-
ment can be subtle. A federal 
investigation into the 2014 Van-
dergrift derailment, provided to 
Calkins Media by the Valley News 
Dispatch in Allegheny County, 
faulted a single broken railroad 
spike that allowed the track to 
spread. Federal investigators con-
cluded there was no wrongdo-
ing or violations by the Norfolk 
Southern railroad.

Accidents like the one in Van-
dergrift, and a pair of crude oil 
derailments on CSX lines in Phila-
delphia in the past two years, have 
set off alarm bells for some legisla-
tors and industry safety experts, 
who say the current system isn’t 
adequately guarding against 
derailment.

In July 2014, Sen. Bob Casey, 
D-Pa., released a statement call-
ing on the federal Department of 
Transportation, which oversees the 
Federal Railroad Administration, 
to take action.

“More must be done to pro-
tect vulnerable communities and 
our first responders,” Casey wrote 
in a letter to the Department of 
Transportation. “Pennsylvania has 
borne the brunt of many of these 
derailments.”

Casey got part of his wish 
in May 2015, when the DOT 
announced new rules for the rail 
industry. They included new tank 
car safety specifications, new brak-
ing standards for certain trains, 
new speed and routing require-
ments for trains transporting large 
volumes of flammable liquids and 
new sampling requirements for 
product classification. The rules 
also required a three-year phase-
out of the DOT-111 tank cars 
typically used to transport Bakken 
crude, in favor of DOT-117 cars 
with thicker shells and shields that 
resist puncture upon derailment.

Just days after the rules were 
announced, Casey said he was also 
co-sponsoring a bill called the 
Hazardous Materials Rail Trans-
portation Improvement Act. The 
bill calls for a fee of $175 per rail 
shipment for each DOT-111 car 
that continues to be used. The fees 
would increase annually. The bill 
also proposes using the collected 
fees to pay for spill cleanups, train-
ing grants to communities with 
heavy rail traffic, rail line rerout-
ing projects, and hiring more 
safety inspectors.

The bill has been sitting in 
the Senate Finance Commit-
tee and has a 1 percent chance of 
passage, according to legislation-
tracking website GovTrack. It has 
six Democratic co-sponsors, but 
no Republicans; the GOP con-
trols the Senate and, therefore, its 
committees.

There has been similar inaction 
in Pennsylvania. In August, a rail 
safety task force commissioned by 
Gov. Tom Wolf released a list of 27 
safety recommendations for state 
government and the rail industry. 
They included the installation 
of additional monitoring equip-
ment along rail lines, an increase 
of salary for PUC inspectors, and 
increased coordination between 
the PUC and Federal Railroad 
Administration.

The state Legislature 
hasn’t taken any action on the 
recommendations.

Hagen-Frederiksen said inspec-
tor salaries, which start below 
$45,000, have caused employee 
turnover. “The salary is something 
we’ve pointed out. It’s a concern in 
making sure we’re able to attract 
and keep qualified candidates,” he 
said.

Norfolk Southern and CSX 
both declined the task force’s 
request to voluntarily decrease rail 
speeds from 40 mph to 35 mph in 
“high threat” urban areas, which 
include Philadelphia and a 10-mile 
radius outside the city limits.

According to the federal inves-
tigation into the Vandergrift acci-
dent, that train derailed while 
traveling 31 mph in a 30-mph 
zone. In Mount Carbon, West 
Virginia, a CSX train traveling 33 
mph in a 50-mph zone derailed 
last February, triggering a massive 
explosion and spilling 378,000 gal-
lons of oil.

Asked why CSX denied the task 
force request, Doolittle said: “CSX 
has worked over time to develop 
what we believe are the safest solu-
tions overall for the transportation 
of crude oil.” He gave a similar 
response when asked about CSX 
implementing any other task force 
requests or recommendations.

Inaction in Washington and 
Harrisburg doesn’t surprise John 
Cease, a former private railroad 
safety director and investigator 
and current president of Clear 
Track Ahead, a Wilmington, 
North Carolina-based company 
that makes rail safety software for 
emergency responders.

“The rules of the railroad are 
written in blood,” Cease said, 
adding that rules and laws typi-
cally follow deadly railroad inci-
dents. “Every rule has got some 
employee’s name on it. Because he 
screwed up, and then we got the 
rule.”

While the railroad adminis-
tration’s decision to strengthen 
standards for tank cars carrying 
hazardous materials is a step in 
the right direction, Cease said 
additional inspectors are crucial to 
moving enforcement from a reac-
tive to a proactive endeavor.

“It’s not that states wouldn’t 
like to have more inspectors, it’s 
just that there’s no funding for it,” 
Cease said. “They end up being 
accident inspectors instead of 
being ahead of the game.”

Railroad inspections reports, 

which are kept by the railroad 
administration, are accessible 
only through federal Freedom of 
Information Act requests. What 
is immediately available to emer-
gency responders and the public 
are accident and incident histories 
of rail lines at the county level.

In Bucks County, the CSX 
line has recorded eight accidents 
or incidents from 2006 through 
2014, including three derailments. 
One train was carrying four tank 
cars containing hazardous materi-
als, although none of those cars 
derailed or leaked. The Norfolk 
Southern line in Bucks has had 
two derailments since 2006; both 
occurred in a rail yard and neither 
involved shipments of hazardous 
materials.

In Montgomery County, the 
two Norfolk Southern lines had a 
total of 27 accidents or incidents 
from 2006 to 2014, including seven 
derailments. That number will 
increase when the numbers are 
updated for 2015, after five tank 
cars carrying crude oil derailed 
in the Norfolk Southern Abrams 
Yard in Upper Merion in Novem-
ber. Pidgeon said the derailment 
occurred when a line of cars was 
being split up to fit into the yard, 
and two derailed cars fell over. He 
declined to offer further details, 
saying the company hasn’t final-
ized its internal investigation.

A Montgomery County CSX 
line has had four derailments since 
2006. In 2011, one rail car carrying 
hazardous material either derailed 
or was damaged, records show.

Doolittle, the CSX spokesper-
son, said the company’s inspec-
tors visually evaluate the rail lines 
carrying crude oil several times 
a week, perform rail integrity 
inspections using ultrasonic equip-
ment several times a year, and 
occasionally inspect lines using a 
“geometry” rail car that ensures 
the rails are properly aligned and 
spaced.

Pidgeon said Norfolk South-
ern also performs regular visual 
inspections and has its own geom-
etry car and ultrasonic equipment. 
He was unsure of the frequency 
of inspections using those 
technologies.

So far, all the systems that are 
in place have prevented a major 
derailment or spill of crude or 
other hazardous materials in the 
region, but Forster said emergency 
responders are still on their toes.

“Our response teams in the 
county train, practice and review 
plans for (hazmat response) all 
the time,” Forster said. “We have 
to be prepared for it to happen 
anywhere.”
Kyle Bagenstose, 215-949-4211,  
email: kbagenstose@calkins.com,  
Twitter: @KyleBagenstose
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Railroad inspections reports, which are kept by the railroad administration,  
are accessible only through federal freedom of Information act requests. 
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Long trains carrying millions 
of gallons of crude oil regularly 
travel over a pair of highly traf-
ficked rail lines in Bucks and 
Montgomery counties.

A CSX rail line cuts through 
Lower Bucks on the West Tren-
ton SEPTA line. In Montgomery 
County, a Norfolk Southern line 
winds along the length of the 
Schuylkill River.

But that doesn’t explain to Sell-
ersville resident Tim Court why 
he’s seeing black tank cars sitting 
on a seldom-used rail line near 
his home, about 20 miles from the 
closest junction with the Norfolk 
Southern line.

“It seems like a disaster waiting 
to happen,” Court said.

While he has lived in the area 
for a decade, Court said he has 
only recently seen the tank cars on 
the track that runs through Soud-
erton, Telford, Sellersville and Per-
kasie. Placards on some tank cars 
indicate they carry crude oil, liq-
uid propane, and petroleum deriv-
atives, but it isn’t clear to Court 
whether the cars are empty.

The cars have caught the atten-
tion of others, too, including an 
area business owner.

“Every time I look over my 
shoulder, there’s a vast line of 
these black cars,” said Bruce Costa, 
owner of Granite Forest Karate in 
Perkasie.

Costa said he’s lived in the 
area for about 25 years, but — 
like Court — only recently began 
noticing the tank cars. Usu-
ally, he sees them parked on the 
tracks, but he recalled at least one 
instance where he saw a longer 
line of the cars moving slowly on 
the tracks.

Costa said he believes trans-
porting crude oil by rail is a nec-
essary commercial activity, but 
wonders if the cars in his neigh-
borhood are full or empty and if 
they’re full, what’s being done to 
minimize the risk of a derailment 
and spill.

“If they’re going to park this 
stuff in my backyard, I should be 
able to ask questions (about safety) 
and have answers,” Costa said.

Answers about what’s being 
stored or transported through this 
part of Upper Bucks aren’t readily 
available to the public or even to 
emergency responders due to con-
cerns by the railroad companies 
about security. Those concerns 
are bolstered by laws that don’t 
require such advance reporting, 
even to first responders, about 

what is traveling through their 
coverage areas. 

The key distinctions between 
the rail line in Upper Bucks and 
those in Lower Bucks and Mont-
gomery County are the amount 
of freight traffic they carry and 
the frequency of inspections per-
formed by regulatory agencies.

CSX and Norfolk Southern are 
Class I railroads, defined by the 
U.S. Department of Transportation 
as rail systems owned by compa-
nies with annual operating rev-
enues of $467.1 million or more. 
The line in the Sellersville area 
falls into Class III, also known as 
short-lines railroads, which con-
sists of companies with revenues 
of less than $37.4 million.

The line Court and Costa 
are worried about is referred to 
locally as the old SEPTA tracks. 
A regional rail line previously ran 
through Telford, Sellersville and 
Perkasie before terminating in 
Quakertown. Service now ends 
in Lansdale. SEPTA maintains 
ownership of the line past Lans-
dale, but leases it. The stretch 
from Lansdale to Telford is leased 
to the Pennsylvania Northeastern 
Railroad, while the stretch from 
Telford to Quakertown is leased by 
the East Penn Railroad.

The Federal Railroad Adminis-
tration has nine categories of track 
classifications, which dictate regu-
lations such as the frequency of 
inspections and speed limits.

Michael Booth, spokesman 
with the railroad administration, 
said railroads self-select track 
classifications and inform federal 
inspectors, who are responsible to 
enforce compliance.

East Penn officials said the 
stretch of tracks from Telford to 
Quakertown has a 10-mph speed 
limit and track inspections are 
performed by the company once a 
week. Because it carries the lowest 
possible speed limit, it also has the 
lowest federally required frequency 
of inspections.

Officials from Pennsylvania 
Northeastern didn’t respond to a 
request for information on their 
track classification.

In addition to federal regula-
tions, short-line railroads like East 
Penn and Pennsylvania North-
eastern are also inspected by the 
Pennsylvania Public Utility Com-
mission. However, PUC spokes-
man Nils Hagen-Frederiksen said 
the state agency primarily focuses 
its attention on the bigger rail 
lines.

“(Class I) see the largest vol-
ume of traffic … any incident 

that might occur brings with it a 
greater potential for problems,” 
Hagen-Frederiksen said. “Short-
lines, by their very nature, see 
a much lower volume of traffic, 
often at lower speeds.”

Regarding what is being stored 
or transported, Booth said com-
panies must submit reports about 
what they transport to designated 
Department of Homeland Security 
“fusion centers.” The Pennsylva-
nia State Police Criminal Intelli-
gence Center is this state’s fusion 
center.

John Corcoran, deputy director 
of public safety for Montgomery 
County, said his office wouldn’t be 
informed by the railroads if crude 
oil was being stored or shipped on 
a short-line railroad in advance. 
“You wouldn’t know specifically 
that there are 15 cars (of Bakken 
crude) being stored someplace. 
They’re not required to report it,” 
Corcoran said.

At the municipal level, Telford 
Fire Chief Bob Wiszneski said 
word around the station is that the 
petroleum cars moving or being 
stored on the old SEPTA tracks 
are empty, but he’d want to know if 
they weren’t.

“We don’t have a hugely dense 
population, but (the rail) goes right 
through the heart of Telford,” 
Wiszneski said. “If you have petro-
leum moving through, you’d need 
foam to fight those fires … and 
anything like that takes time to 
train and set up for.”

If tank cars containing hazard-
ous materials are being transported 
over the short-line, it’s likely 
they’d pass through Lansdale. 
While the short-line terminates to 
the north in the Quakertown area, 
it connects to a CSX line known as 
the Stony Creek Line in Lansdale, 

which ultimately connects to the 
main Norfolk Southern line near 
Norristown. And that line carries 
Bakken crude.

“It wouldn’t surprise me (if the 
short-line rail cars were carrying 
crude),” said Lansdale Fire Chief 
Joe Stockert. “People do what they 
want.”

Lansdale Fire Marshal Jay 
Daveler said he believes the tank 
cars marked for crude oil, some of 
which sit temporarily in a rail yard 
in the borough, are empty. But, 
Daveler said he doesn’t receive any 
commodity reports that confirm 
whether that is true.

“From what I gather, a lot of 
the time when I check into them, 
they’re empty,” Daveler said, add-
ing that he communicates with the 
rail companies directly.

Calkins Media asked the com-
panies operating on that stretch 
of track if Bakken crude oil is 
transported.

Michael Donovan, general 
manager for Pennsylvania North-
eastern, said it “could be one of the 
commodities,” but wouldn’t offer 
additional details.

Al Sauer, vice president of East 
Penn, said the company “doesn’t do 
crude-by-rail.”

Asked why tank cars with petro-
leum oil placards could be seen on 
the rails, Sauer said he couldn’t 
comment on the contents of tank 
cars for security reasons.

The question of where smaller 
amounts of Bakken crude are 
moved or stored isn’t limited to the 
short-line north of Lansdale. Other 
rail companies have track rights on 
SEPTA-owned rails in the region, 
sharing them with regional passen-
ger service.

The website for Pennsylva-
nia Northeastern Railroad shows 

an operating map that connects 
Telford, Doylestown, Lansdale, 
Glenside, Lower Southampton and 
Ivyland through SEPTA’s regional 
rail system. Norfolk Southern and 
CSX also use SEPTA regional rail 
lines, and Norfolk Southern oper-
ates a freight line that loosely fol-
lows the Pennsylvania Turnpike, 
from Lower Merion to Middle-
town in Bucks.

Norfolk Southern spokesman 
David Pidgeon said crude-by-rail 
transportation is an essential com-
mercial activity and touted its 
safety record, saying: “2014 was 
the safest year in terms of accidents 
in the history of the rail industry. 
Rail accidents have decreased since 
1980.”

Officials from Norfolk Southern 
and CSX both say 99.99 percent 
of hazardous material shipments 
arrive safely via rail.

Still, residents like Court worry. 
He said he’s concerned about 
what he perceives as rundown 
rails, missing spikes and decaying 
wooden ties — and their impact on 
safety.

Pennsylvania Northeastern’s 
Donovan, whose company oper-
ates on the track from Lansdale to 
Telford, said the company keeps up 
with regulations.

“Without looking at specific 
areas in question, safety is our first 
and foremost part of the job,” Don-
ovan said. “Everything is done to 
the safest degree.”

Pennsylvania Northeastern 
has had no accidents, spills or 
other incidents in the past decade 
in either Bucks or Montgomery 
counties.

East Penn’s Sauer said his 
company “reinvests consider-
able amounts of money” into rail 
upkeep and meets all regulatory 
requirements.

Records show East Penn had 
an incident in 2009 at a highway 
crossing, but that there were no 
injuries. In 2013, an employee 
was injured on the job. Available 
records did not provide further 
details of either incident.

Despite the record of safety, 
Costa said he finds the fact it’s not 
possible to know what’s moving on 
the rails through his neighborhood 
off-putting.

“I’m the kind of guy that gener-
ally trusts that people in govern-
ment are doing their best,” Costa 
said. “But when I see stuff like 
this, I realize there are things that 
people forget about.”
Kyle Bagenstose: 215-949-4211;  
email: kbagenstose@calkins.com;  
twitter: @KyleBagenstose

Full or empty, idle tank cars  
on Upper Bucks rails worry locals
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a tank car marked to carry hydrocarbons sits on rails operated by Pennsylvania Northeastern railroad in telford.
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Placards designate tank cars as carrying petroleum gases 

(1075) and acetone (1090) in a rail yard in Lansdale.
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