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August 10, 2001

Secretary Norman Mineta
Department of Transportation
400 7th Street, SW
Washington, D.C. 20590

 Dear Secretary Mineta,

The fire in Baltimore’s train tunnel, adjacent to Camden Yards, was a wake up
call to the nation. Those who said it could never happen now must resort to
claiming it will not happen again. To prevent a more serious chemical accident
than the July 18-23 Baltimore tunnel fire aboard the CSX freight train,
Greenpeace proposes that the Department of Transportation impose an
immediate ban on the shipping of hazardous materials through highly populated
communities. As you know, the transport of hazardous materials through either of
Baltimore’s two highway tunnels is punishable by a year in jail.

The heroic deeds of Baltimore and other emergency response personnel not
withstanding, this incident could easily have been catastrophic. According to a
recent report done for the Department of Transportation (DOT) by the Argonne
National Laboratory, “the potential exists for very serious accidents
involving large numbers of injuries and fatalities, especially for TIH [toxic-
by-inhalation] materials.”

The report further cautions:

“While review of the statistics alone might suggest that accidents
associated with the transportation of hazardous materials should not be a
major concern, these accidents can have enormous impacts when they
occur. As a result, the failure to identify and evaluate opportunities to
reduce the risks from these types of relatively rare accidents could
ultimately lead to thousands of fatalities, injuries, and evacuations.”

As one of the leaders in Congress who led efforts to enact the federal right-to-
know law in 1986, you know that legislation only became an imperative after the
worst industrial accident in history occurred at the Union Carbide facility in
Bhopal, India in December, 1984.  A leak of methyl isocyanate (MIC) killed
approximately 4,000 people and injured hundreds of thousands.

The Argonne report estimates that there are 100,000 shipments a year of equally
toxic chemicals such as chlorine. In fact, Argonne lists chlorine and hydrochloric
acid (HCL) among the top 10 materials responsible for major injuries and
evacuations and emphasizes the need to focus on these TIH materials.
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Enclosed is a map of a hypothetical release of 17,000 gallons of chlorine from a
railroad tank care accident whose toxic fumes could reach 20 miles.  According
to the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, chlorine gas
concentrations of 10 parts per million (PPM) are classified as “immediately
dangerous to life or health (IDHL).  And according to modeling by the National
Transportation Safety Board and U.S. Coast Guard a chlorine gas cloud could
travel 2 miles in just 10.5 minutes at concentrations of 100 PPM. The chemical
industry’s Chlorine Institute also estimates that a chlorine cloud could travel 20.5
miles at concentrations above 10 PPM. --- Baltimore is 9 miles wide and 10.5
miles long.

Clearly, this kind of catastrophe is unacceptable.  It is also completely
preventable. By prohibiting the shipment of these materials through populated
areas, you dramatically reduce the numbers of exposed people.  However, to
eliminate these risks for all communities, the federal government should also
convene a multi-agency task force to address these hazards. A first step would
be to implement the recommendations of the International Joint Commission
which has repeatedly advised the U.S. and Canada to “sunset the use of chlorine
and chlorine-containing compounds [such as HCL] as industrial feedstocks.”

Also enclosed is a copy of our letter to the EPA regarding their agreement to
conduct dioxin sampling from the Baltimore train tunnel fire site. Because the fire
aboard the CSX train involved thousands of gallons of leaking HCL, the
conditions may have been ideal for the formation and release of dioxins. Dioxins
are by-products of chlorine compounds exposed to fire and are potent
carcinogens. It is important to determine if emergency response personnel, the
community or biota in the harbor were exposed to dioxin as well.

Thank you for your immediate attention to this matter.

Sincerely,

Rick Hind, Legislative Director
Greenpeace Toxics Campaign
(202) 319-2445
rick.hind@wdc.greenpeace.org

CC:
Christine Todd Whitman, EPA Administrator


