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Accident Synopsis


On June 28, 2016, at 8:21 a.m. Central Daylight Time (“CDT”),1 two (2) BNSF Railway trains


collided head-on at milepost (“MP”) 525.4 on the BNSF’s Panhandle Subdivision.  Each train was

crewed by a Locomotive Engineer and a Conductor.  The eastbound striking train (S-LACLPC1-

26K) consisted of three (3) locomotives located on the front of their train, fifty-six (56) loaded


intermodal platform rail cars2, and two (2) distributive power units (“DPUs”).3  The struck


westbound train (Q-CHISBD6-27L) consisted of five (5) locomotives, all located on the front of


their train, and fifty-four (54) loaded intermodal platform rail cars.


The signal and traffic control system was arranged  to route the westbound train into the siding at

the east control point (“CP”) 5261 at MP 526.10.  This routing would have had the striking train


holding Main track No. 1 at CP 5261; however, the subsequent collision occurred approximately


½ mile east, at MP 525.401.  The collision and derailment fatally injured three (3) of the crew


members, with the lone survivor being the Locomotive Engineer of the westbound train, who


jumped from the moving train prior to impact.  According to the National Weather Service at


Amarillo International Airport, weather at the time leading up to the accident was 70° F, with


visibility of ten (10) miles.  Damages are estimated at $16 million.

Train movements in this area are controlled by  signal indications given by the centralized traffic


control (“CTC”) system.4    The signal system was functioning as intended, with the last signal


indication displaying “Stop”5 for the striking train (S-LACLPC1-26).  Eastbound train


                                                
1 All times throughout this report will be Central Daylight Time (“CDT).

2  Intermodal platform rail cars refers to types of cars in the intermodal cargo shipping industry. They

may be  single or multiple platform rail cars that can carry truck trailers, imtermodal tanks and intermodal

containers.  These platforms range from single platform cars, three (3) platforms per car, and five (5)

platforms per car, built to carry containers, truck-trailers, etc.

3 DPU refers to distributive locomotive units, generally located at the rear end of a train to assist with


horsepower and/or control of buff/draft forces.

4 Centralized Traffic Control (CTC) is a method of establishing movment  authority for trains to


occupy  tracks via signals which are controlled by a  Train Dispatcher.

5 See Attachment A.
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S-LACLPC1-26K passed the Stop signal at sixty-five (65) miles per hour (“MPH”). A positive


train control (“PTC”) system6  was originally  scheduled to be operational  in this area by the end

of 2016.

Train Information:

The two (2) accident trains consisted of the following equipment:

Eastbound: S-LACLPC1-26-K had three (3) locomotives on the front of their train (BNSF 5162,


BNSF 7838, BNSF 3967), fifty-six (56) loaded intermodal railcars which totaled 108 loaded plat-

forms, and two (2) rear DPU locomotives.  The train weighed 9,120 tons and was approximately


10,209 ft. long.

Westbound: Q-CHISBD-6-27L had five (5) locomotives all located on the front of their train

(BNSF 5416, BNSF 7553, BNSF 7907, BNSF 8191, BNSF 5212), fifty-four (54) loaded inter-

modal railcars which totaled eighty-seven (87) loaded platforms.  The train weighed 7,451 tons


and was approximately 8,497 feet long.

The Accident:


On June 28, 2016, at 8:21 a.m., the eastbound loaded intermodal train (S-LACLPC1-26K) was

operating on the BNSF Railway’s Kansas Division, Panhandle Subdivision7. The train was travel-

ing at sixty-five (65) MPH on Main Track No. 1 when it passed a signal displaying Stop at CP


5261, and collided head-on with the westbound train (Q-CHISDB6-27L), which was traveling at


thirty-seven (37) MPH. 

                                                
6  Positive Train Control (PTC) systems  means an information transmission and enforcement system


that communicates between signal system and the locomotive and is designed to prevent train to-train


collisions, over-speed derailments, incursions into established work zone limits, and the movement of a


train through a switch left in the wrong position by enforcing the signal authority through automatic


activation of the locomotive’s and train’s braking systems.  The National Transportation Safety Board


(NTSB) has named PTC as one of its “most-wanted” initiatives for national transportation safety. See

https://www.fra.dot.gov/Page/P0564.

7 See Attachment B.
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Both train crews consisted of a Locomotive Engineer and a Conductor.  The timetable maximum


authorized speed (“MAS”) on this section of track is seventy (70) MPH, provided that certain


conditions of train makeup compliance are met.  At the time and location of this accident there


were no temporary speed restrictions on the track.   The force of the collision ruptured the fuel


tanks on the locomotives, causing a fire.  This collision and subsequent fire caused the fatal injuries


of three (3) crew members.


Post-accident mechanical investigation revealed that the eastbound train’s lead three (3) locomo-

tives and first (1st) through ninth (9th) cars derailed, as well as the twenty-first (21st) car.  The


westbound train’s five (5) locomotives derailed, as well as the first three (3) cars.


The wreckage blocked Main Track No. 2 and caused a track occupied indication.  The BNSF Train


Dispatcher saw the indication of the eastbound train pass the Stop signal on Main Track No.1   and


the subsequent track indication caused by the debris field  on Main Track No. 2, on his screen.


Due to the magnitude of the forces exerted in this collision, the frames of both lead locomotives

were the only intact components remaining.
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Photo above courtesy of The Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI) aerial photos.  The bottom of the photo is direc-
tion east and the top is direction west; these directions also correlate to timetable direction of travel.

Interviews:


The lone surviving crew member — the Locomotive Engineer of the westbound train S-CHISBD6-

27L — told investigators that he had an uneventful trip prior to the collision and derailment.  At

one point on the approach to the Panhandle area, the BNSF Train Dispatcher informed the crew


via radio of the meet at Panhandle with the eastbound train.  As they approached the town of


Panhandle, the Locomotive Engineer noted that he thought the eastbound train had passed a road


crossing he knew to be to the west of CP 5261 that would take them to the siding.  Once he deter-

mined the eastbound had passed this point, he realized they were going to have a head-on collision


since they were traveling too fast to get stopped.  He stated that he ran for the back door and the


Conductor was behind him.  He recalled seeing the Conductor behind him as he jumped from the


train.  After the collision, he escaped to the north side of the wreckage, where he received medical

attention and subsequent transportation to Amarillo, TX for treatment of injuries. 
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The BNSF Train Dispatcher was interviewed via telephone and gave his account of the events. 

His statements supported the recollection of the lone surviving crew member’s testimony.  Inter-

views also were conducted with several eyewitnesses from the area, all of whom shared the same


details and depiction of the events.

Human Performance:

Event recorder data was obtained from the trailing units of each trains event recorders that sur-

vived. The data was collected eastbound striking trains locomotives BNSF 3967, BNSF 8234


(DPU), and the BNSF 3970 (DPU). Data was collected from the westbound trains’ locomotives


BNSF 7553, BNSF 7907, BNSF 8191, and BNSF 5212. The investigation of signal functionality


and signal event recorder data compared to the train event recorder data establishes that the crew


members of train S-LACLPC1-26K failed to properly react to three (3) signals prior to the colli-

sion. The evidence and investigation establish that the failure of both operating crew members on


eastbound BNSF train S-LACLPC1-26K to react appropriately to signal indications in the field


was the primary cause of this accident.   The reason why both crew members did not react to the


signal indications is unclear. However, we suggest that there are only two (2) possible explana-

tions;

1) Both crew members deliberately ignored three (3) separate signal indications. The last one


being a signal to stop and neither of them reacted at all to the imminent collision. We

believe that is extremely implausible even inconceivable.


2) Both crew members were somehow incapacitated and unable to react to the signals. We

believe this is the most likely explanation, however, we find no conclusive evidence as to


how they became incapacitated. 

Identifying the root cause of train accidents and implementing changes to enhance safety is essen-

tial to preventing similar accidents in the future. In this case the investigation has not been able to


determine what prevented the crew from reacting to the three consecutive signals. 

Operations:

After examining the operating practices in the area leading up to, and at the area of the collision,
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the BLET finds that the following issues were causal factors in this incident. The ineffective use


of existing technology allowed the accident to occur. Existing technology such as a train control


or speed control systems installed in the infrastructure and the controlling locomotive would have


mitigated the damage and injuries and may have prevented the collision.  Wayside signal systems


convey information to the operating crew including the condition of the track ahead and re-

strictions on the MAS for the train. Train control and speed control systems are systems that inte-

grate the wayside signal system to the locomotives and can enforce compliance through activation


of the train’s brakes. 

Crew fatigue may have been a contributing factor as well. Despite the fact that they had been off

duty prior to the assignment in compliance with the Hours of Service requirements, it is unclear

what amount of sleep the crew of the eastbound train had when the received their call for duty and


reported for their assignment. The unpredictable nature of assignments in the freight railroad in-

dustry can render employees who have been awake for hours unprepared to complete their assign-

ment without being effected by fatigue. The industry’s disciplinary based attendance policies chill


the employees’ willingness to decline assignments when they may not be fatigued at the reporting


time but could be fatigued before the end of their assignment. The combination of the two factors


continues to be an obvious yet unresolved contributor to the fatigue of operating employees and


potential for incapacitation. 

Because the morning sunlight was directly in the field of vision of the crew of the eastbound train,


the time of day the accident occurred may have exacerbated any fatigue experienced by the crew. 

Mechanical:


The National Transportation Safety Board (“NTSB”), Federal Railroad Administration (“FRA”),


and BNSF performed a post-accident mechanical inspection and brake test on the rolling stock of


both trains.  The report on the mechanical condition of the both trains indicated that they were in


compliance, with no exceptions.  The post-accident inspection of the lead locomotives on train S-

LACLPC1-26K (BNSF 5162) and Q-CHISBD6-27L (BNSF 5416) could not establish that the cab


crashworthiness protections performed as intended, and furnished a survivable environment for

the crew.  Both locomotives were destroyed with only the frames remaining intact.  The evidence
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establishes that the structural crashworthiness of the cab compartment was insufficient to protect


the crews from the forces of this collision and thus a possible contributing factor to the fatalities


in this incident.


Signal System:

A post-accident testing and examination from the downloaded event recorder of the signal system


establishes that all signal system components performed as designed and intended.  As previously


noted, however, the rudimentary nature of this basic signal system provides virtually no redundant


safety capabilities and thus was a contributing factor in this accident.  Readily available technol-

ogy, such as train control or speed control systems installed in the infrastructure and the controlling


locomotive, would have mitigated the damage and injuries and may have prevented this collision. 

A PTC system overlaid on the existing wayside signal system would have prevented this collision.

Track:

A post-accident examination of the track system leading up to, and including the area of the inci-

dent, indicates that it performed as designed.  We conclude that track was not a contributing or a


causal factor in this incident.

PROBABLE CAUSE

The Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers and Trainmen (“BLET”) finds that the probable cause


of this accident was the failure of the eastbound train (S-LACLPC1-26K) to stop at a signal dis-

playing a Stop indication at CP 5261.  This failure subsequently resulted in a head-on collision,


which fatally injured three (3) crew members on two (2) trains.  The lack of an operating and proven


effective PTC system at the location of the collision played a direct causal role.  Due to nearby track


construction at the time, the PTC system had not been activated.  With a functioning PTC system


in place, this system would have provided an extra layer of protection that would have safely


stopped not one, but both trains.  Crew fatigue may have been a contributing factor as well — given


the time of day the accident occurred — and may have been exacerbated by morning sunlight

directly in the field of vision of the crew of the eastbound train.
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PROPOSED RECOMMENDATIONS


TO BNSF RAILWAY:

1. Immediately implement management standards that require the train line ups to be accurate to


within ten (10) minutes.  As with all fatigue mitigation elements, accurate information is key


to optimizing rest opportunities.  If an employee cannot reasonably predict when they are going


on duty, there is no way they can obtain sufficient restorative sleep prior to reporting on duty.

TO THE ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS (“AAR”):

1. Immediately implement an AAR operational standard that requires train line ups to be accurate


to within ten (10) minutes.  As with all fatigue mitigation elements, accurate information is


key to optimizing rest opportunities.  If an employee cannot reasonably predict when they are


going on duty, there is no way they can obtain sufficient restorative sleep prior to reporting on


duty.

TO THE FEDERAL RAILROAD ADMINISTRATION (“FRA”):

1. Immediately publish regulations requiring railroads to provide train line ups that are accurate


to within ten (10) minutes of anticipated operation time of that train.  As with all fatigue

mitigation elements, accurate information is key to optimizing rest opportunities.  If an

employee cannot reasonably predict when they are going on duty, there is no way they can

obtain sufficient restorative sleep prior to reporting on duty.

2. Establish post accident investigatory procedures designed to determine the root cause of train


accidents. 
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CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE

I certify that on May 26, 2017 I have electronically s e r v e d  u p o n  Mr. James Southworth


), Investigator in Charge, National Transportation Safety Board, a complete

and accurate copy of these proposed findings regarding the June 28, 2016, head-on collision,


derailment, and subsequent fire of BNSF intermodal trains S-LACLPC1-26K and Q-CHISBD-

6-27L in Panhandle, Texas (NTSB Docket No. DCA-16-FR-008). An electronic copy of same

was also forwarded to the individuals listed below in this certificate of service, as required by

49 CFR § 845.27 (Proposed Findings).

National Transportation Safety Board 
c/o Mr. James Southworth

Investigator in Charge, DCA16FR008


Mr. Ryan Ringelman
General Director System Safety, BNSF

Kamron Saunders
State Legislative Director

Federal Railroad Administration

Stephen O. Dupont
Region 5 – Operating Practices Specialist


Sincerely yours,

Stephen J. Bruno
      Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers & Trainmen
      National Secretary Treasurer
      National Chairman, Safety Task Force
      

      
    

Email

Email

Email

Email

Address

Address

Address

Address

Address

Address

Signature
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ATTACHMENT A

Signal Aspects and Indications--April 1. 2015 (Upd3ted 91111 S} 
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ATTACHMENT B

Telephone #

Telephone #
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