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INTERVIETW

(3:06 p.m. CT)

MR. STROT: All right. Good afternoon. My name is Ben
Strot, and I'm an investigator for the National Transportation
Safety Board. Today is August 274, 2025, at 3:06 p.m. Central
Time, and we're meeting at the DART Offices in Dallas, Texas.
This interview is being conducted in reference to NTSB Accident
Number RRD25FR020, a light rail vehicle fire on July 30th, 2025.

Today we're here to speak with William Howell.

Before we begin, we'll go around the table and introduce
ourselves for the transcriptionist. Please be sure to speak up,
speak clearly. I'll start out. Spell your name as we go around
please. My name is Ben Strot, S-t-r-o-t, and I'm a rail accident
investigator for the National Transportation Safety Board.

MS. JOHNSON: Donna Johnson, senior vice president and chief
safety officer, DART.

MR. CROUCH: Jason Crouch, C-r-o-u-c-h, Texas Department of
Transportation, rail safety and compliance.

MR. HERBERT: Philip Herbert, Federal Transit Administration,
senior accident investigator.

MR. ELLIS: Justin Ellis, E-1-1-i-s, Union rep for DART
Transit Police Association.

OFC. HOWELL: William Howell, H-o-w-e-1-1, DART police
officer, Badge Number 584.

MR. FRANKS: Don Franks, F-r-a-n-k-s, Texas Department of
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Transportation, rail compliance and safety.

MR. JOLLY: Donnie Jolly, president/business agent, ATU,
1338. Jolly, J-o-1-1-y.

MR. AGUILAR: Julio Aguilar, director of agency safety and
compliance, A-g-u-i-l-a-r, DART.

MR. KELLEY: Howard Kelley, assistant vice president of rail
operations.

MR. WADE: Bernard Wade, W-a-d-e, executive vice president of
ATU.

MR. BROWN: Daryl Brown, vice president of rail operations,
B-r-o-w-n.

MR. HODGE: Roderick Hodge, vice president, bus and rail
control center and field operations.

MR. CLAYBORNE: Bret Clayborne, assistant vice president,
agency safety and compliance, C-l-a-y-b-o-r-n-e.

MR. STROT: Okay. Thank you all. Just for the
transcriptionist, everybody from Don Franks to the end are
observers.

Okay. Will --

OFC. HOWELL: Um-hum.

MR. STROT: -- as we spoke beforehand, this interview is
being recorded and will be made part of a public docket. With
that, I can't promise any confidentiality. Do you understand
this?

OFC. HOWELL: Yes.
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MR. STROT: All right. Okay. During this interview, you're
allowed to have one representative. Mr. Ellis is here as your
representative. Mr. Ellis cannot testify for you or object to any
questions, but if you need a chance to confer or anything like
that, just give me the time out signal. You all can go out in the
hallway and confer whatever you need to talk about.

OFC. HOWELL: Okay.

MR. STROT: Let's see. Please answer the questions today to
the best of your ability, to the best of your recollection. If
you don't understand a question, ask us to restate it. If you
don't know the answer, I don't know is a perfectly fine answer.
Same thing with I don't remember, if you don't remember what
happened, Jjust let us know.

If anybody needs a break throughout the interview, just give
me the time out symbol, and we will go off the record and take a
break. I do ask that we silence our cell phones to minimize any
interruptions.

All right. Are you ready, Will?

OFC. HOWELL: Yes.

INTERVIEW OF WILLIAM HOWELL

BY MR. STROT:

0. Okay. So first question, Will, is if you could, just tell us
a little bit about your experience at DART and just in the
emergency services industry.

A. So I've been a DART police officer for 7 years, was hired
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back in 2018. I mean been working mainly patrol, north, south and
CBD sectors, AM and PM, ran the train a couple of times based on
manpower, overtime usage. Currently now I am a field training
officer and a drone pilot for DART. I mean outside of that, I

just do whatever the day requires me to do depending on the

situation.
Q. Okay. When you say run the train --
A. Oh, sorry. 1It's my lingo. Either riding the trains or

taking the train stations, checking the platforms, the right-of-
way, either and like I say, with riding the trains, you know, just
in place to -- checking for fares and passes, to see if there's
any types of violations of not only the DART code of conduct but

also Texas Penal Code violations of that matter.

Q. Okay. Thanks for clarifying that.
A. Um-hum.
Q. If you could, take us to the day of the incident. I want to

know, you know, just how your day had been going from when you
came on duty until the time of the incident, what you had been
hearing, seeing, and then right when the incident occurred, kind
of what triggered you to head that way. And then as you got
there, what were you seeing as you were heading down towards the
train, when you got there, you know, just made contact with other
folks, stuff like that.

A. Okay. So the day just started like any other. We had a

detail or basically got our assignments at the beginning of shift
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at 1 o'clock. I got out there probably around 1:45, 2 o'clock to
start my shift in the downtown area, and if you hear me use the
triangle, that is the West End, West Transfer Center, West End
Station, West Transfer Bus Center and Rosa Parks Plaza where the
buses pick up from. So while in the triangle, it was just a
regular day. We was just -- me and two other officers were
walking around checking for fares and passes.

After we got done checking, I was looking towards the West
End Station, and I saw a very strong smoke coming from one of the
catenary wires on the westbound -- on the northbound platform,
track 1 side, closest to Lamar Pacific. After I immediately saw
that, I notified the other two officers just to make sure I was
looking at the correct thing. So once they confirmed, yes,
there's some coming from the catenary wires, I immediately got
onto my radio and advised DART dispatch that there is smoke coming
from the catenary wires. We immediately walked over, but as soon
as we got there, the smoke dispersed.

And, I did request that track maintenance or any type of
maintenance from DART could be en route. Again, being there for 7
years, normally something's going wrong with the catenary wire, it
could be minor. It could be major but rather it get checked out
than something happen especially if those wires were to
disconnect. We saw -- I started speaking around to all the
patrons on both sides of the platform after clearing them out,

like stay away just in case something happens. But a few of them
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said that they did witness it smoking, and me and the other
officers were trying to determine if there was possibly an animal
or a tree landed on the catenary wire and caused it to smoke since
-—- we were going to remain out there just to make sure like until
track personnel came out and took a look at the catenary wire.

Not even like a minute later, we get a call from dispatch
stating that a DPD advised of the train being on fire at the Pearl
District Station. So me and the two other officers immediately
got into our vehicle. We drove Code 3 which is lights and sirens
down the right-of-way. As we were on approach to Pearl, I was in
the lead of the other two cars. I did not see a train at the
platform, but they were telling us that the train's at the
platform. That's where -- it's an Orange Line train that is on
fire. We stopped our cars on Bryan Street where the old Dallas
High School is. I get out of my car, check the catenary wires,
didn't see anything smoking, nothing out of the ordinary. Started
talking to patrons on the platform, asking them if they saw
anything that was on fire, whether it was a train or catenary
wire. And a lot of people were saying, no, they didn't notice any
type of fire or train being on fire.

So, after that, we determined that we were going to continue
up the -- follow the right-of-way which was -- which would be
following Bryan up until we got to the tunnel that led into
Cityplace to see if we could see anything. Probably not 20, 30

feet after that, we observed a DART rail supervisor. He had his
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car parked on the side of the road. I exited the vehicle, asked
him, hey, do you know where this fire is, and all he did was point
in the direction of the tunnel. I turned around, and you could
just see smoke, gray smoke, white smoke and black smoke all coming
from the general direction of the tunnel.

So we get back in our cars, make our way over there, and
forgive me for the exact location, but I was calling out Ruth and
North Central Expressway, but I also believe it was like go
Latimer and North Central Expressway. We headed over to that
direction. Officer Eiland was one of the officers that was with
us. Him and another officer blocked off traffic entering Ruth
Street. $So no cars or anything could get behind us to make their
way, make their way up behind us or even to stop on the right-of-
way or near the right-of-way. I parked a little bit further. We
got out of the vehicle. All of us got out of our vehicles, and we
started making our way down. Obviously we called our dispatch,
told them our location, told them what we observed, and I added
that people were in the right-of-way walking away from the train
towards our direction where our vehicles were parked, and there
was other track personnel that was halfway down the right-of-way
heading towards the tunnel.

Me, Eiland and the other officer started making our way down.
People were telling -- the patrons that were on the train were
telling us that there's nobody left on the train, you know. One

guys was able to get as many people as he could off the train. He
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told me that he exited -- he was able -- the doors were open but
he was able to get everybody off the train, and then he checked
the first car which he was able to get more people off of the
train. So, when we were talking to the track personnel, we all
continuously asked, hey, do we know if there's anybody else on the
train? If the rail operator's on the train, if there's any other
passengers on the train, just trying to get as much information as
we can.

Rail personnel said that they don't know where the operator
is because he wasn't walking up towards the direction of the -- of
where we were initially starting at, but at that point, me and the
other two officers determined that, you know, we're still going to
go check the trains. So we walked down to the train. It was a
lot of gray and a lot of black smoke. And one officer got onto
the back car, checked from the rear all the way to the front of
the back car. Nobody was on the train. He gets off. He gets
onto the front car at the C section, but probably was on there for
no more than 30, 45 seconds before he got off, and he said that it
looks clear. There's a lot of smoke build up in the operator cab.
And we was 1like, okay, I think we're good.

So we started to turn around, and then he said, I'm not sure
if anybody else is still on the train. So I made my way around
him, got onto the train at the C section where he initially
entered, tried to go as far as into the operator cab as I could to

see —-- making callouts, asking if anybody's still on the train. I
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looked around, but the closer I got to the operator cab, it went
from white to gray to black smoke. And the black smoke was really
towards the front of the train on the operator cab where the
operator door is. And at that moment, that's when I heard
sizzling, cracking, popping, and unknown to what caused the actual
fire or what damage there was, you know. I determined we don't
know if the train is going to, you know, explode or if the fire's
going to catch on and spread out. So me and the other officers
deboarded the train, made our way back up the right-of-way.

Around that time, DFR was, Dallas Fire and Rescue was already
on scene, and we were providing them information about, that the
right-of-way was clear -- I'm sorry, that the train was cleared.
There appears to be nobody else on the train. And then they all
started to gear up and start to make their -- walking their way
down the right-of-way on the same side of the train track, 1 side,

to make their way down to the train to start putting out the fire.

I spoke with one of the DFR captains or lieutenants. I was
basically asked if I was in charge. I said, yes, until a
supervisor or sergeant were to arrive on scene. So I coordinated

with the DFR lieutenant or captain to start staging EMS which
would have been at North Central Expressway and go Latimer. More
officer start to show up. More officers started making their way
to that location, the south and CFD officers started to make their
way to that location. I found out shortly after that north

officers that worked the north sector of our system started making
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their way to Cityplace, and it was determined that there was
trains that -- there were two trains that were still in the
tunnel. One was at Cityplace and the other one was at the midway
point between where the train that was on fire was and where the
train at the station was. So they started evacuating everybody
out of Cityplace and trying to get everybody out of the train and
out of the tunnel which we found out people started exiting the
train entering the tunnel to get away from the fire.

So, once I got all the staging done, another officer arrived
on scene. He was put in charge of headcounts, injuries and
transportation of everybody that was injured. Two other officers
and one corporal made the decision when -- once the fire started
more under control and DFR was able to get things under control,
we were getting notifications from people that were on the train,
the one that was on fire, that a few of their friends, family
members or people they may know exited the train and made their
way into the tunnel and were kind of stuck in the middle because
they didn't know where to go. So that's when the corporal and two
other officers made their way onto the train -- into the tunnel,
and started evacuating everybody that was in the tunnel, in the
trains that -- and also in the trains that were in the tunnel.

I think at that point, my sergeant or Sergeant Robles (ph.)
arrived on scene. He took incident command and then at that
point, it was just communication between north officers, south

officers, DFR, EMS, dispatch, DART personnel about who's still
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remaining in the tunnel, how many people are remaining in the
tunnel, and such. So eventually we were able to evacuate a
majority of the people out through the tunnel that was entering
into Cityplace where we initially were at.

I was able to get a witness statement from the rail operator
to which he said that he was going about 10 miles per hour I
believe. When he was about to enter the interlocking, leading to
the tunnel, that's when he noticed sparks coming down on his
windshield. He said that he tried to reach out to notify but I
guess he wasn't able to as he was about to enter the tunnel. Then
started filling up his cab, and he started seeing sparks on the
interior of the train. That's when he stopped the train, opened
up the doors. He had to climb out through the window, but had
tried to get as many people in the front cab of the train out of
the train as possible, and that's how they ended up in the tunnel.

After that, basically it was just standing around, waiting
for, to see how the train was going to be removed, if it could
have been removed and to assess the damage. So at that point, my
position was just to secure the area and make sure that nobody
else would enter the scene and whether disrupt or just interrupt
whatever we're trying to do.
Q. Gotcha. I appreciate all that detail. That was great.
Backing up to the smoking catenary that started the whole thing --
A. Um-hum.

Q. -— the whole discussion here, can you describe what you saw?
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When you said smoking catenary, was it like all the way down, a

long distance of smoke? Was it a lot of smoke?

A. So i1t was —-- there's cable, and I'm doing my best to describe
it.

Q. Yeah.

A. There's like these cable junctions for the catenary wire that

help suspend the catenary wire, and it was just at like a metal
bolt fusion point I guess for the wires. And when I saw it
initially, it looked like somebody was creating smoke signal on

top of the catenary wire. It was that thick. It was that strong

and broad daylight. I -- like that was the thing that caught my
attention --
Q. Um-hum.
A. -— when I looked over there was just seeing that smoke come

up, and yeah. So as soon as we got there, it was all dispersed.

So that's why we were wondering if it was a tree or if it was an

animal, something that might have caught that -- either burned
out, fizzled out or got electrocuted. And that's what -- because
then after that, it was like I'm not sure if -- like we had to

check the whole catenary wire to see like is it smoking anywhere

else or like was that just like a momentary thing.

Q. And it was just that one location?
A. One location. It wasn't going all the way down the catenary
wires. It was just right where the -- where they have all

groupings of wire to connect and support the catenary wire, was
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just right there. It was probably no more than 20 feet from the

end of the platform on the northbound platform.

Q. Northbound platform. Where was that at again?

A. West End Station.

Q. And right after that is when you heard the call on the radio
that there was a -- DPD was reporting a train on fire?

A. Yeah. It has to be like a minute afterwards.

Q. Okay. Have you ever seen a catenary smoke like that before

or smoke on a catenary?
A. I mean I've seen them frozen, and I've seen them sage. 1I've

never seen them smoke before.

Q. Okay.
A. Yeah.
Q. All right. I, I -- well, let me ask you this before we move

on. What kind of training do you get from DART for emergency
response like -- something like this, you know, something on a
train where you're having to go down and maybe evacuate people
from a train or a fire on a train? Is there any sort of training
for that?

A. Yeah. I mean they give us instructions on -- like they give
us keys to be able to enter trains at different points wherever
the train entry doors are. And basically it just amounts to, you
know, make sure if there's a catenary wire down, obviously don't
enter through that point. Provide all information that you can,

in as much detail as you can. As far as evacuation process goes,
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it's —-- obviously if the door isn't working, try to get them on
either side to exit, and I mean realistically it's Jjust trying to
do as much as you can to preserve life at that moment. So.

Q. Gotcha. Okay. Thank you for your service. Thank you for

what you did that day, running into that car when it's on fire,

and nobody else is there yet. I just really appreciate what you
did.

A. Thank you.

Q. I'm going to go ahead and pass it around the table if you're
okay.

A. Yes, sir.

Q. We'll see if anybody has any other questions.

MS. JOHNSON: Donna Johnson, J-o-h-n-s-o-n.

BY MS. JOHNSON:

0. I have a few questions.
A. Um-hum.
Q. So, my first one, I know you said it was a minute between the

time you saw some and then you got the call --

A. Um-hum.

Q. -- about the incident at the Portal. What time was that?

You can have just an estimate.

A. If T can remember correctly it was like around -- the initial
call I believe came out at like 3:39. So I witnessed that
probably 5 minutes before that. So like 3:44, 3:42, around time

is when I saw the smoke on the catenary wire.
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Q. Okay. So, did you attempt to call 911 or you called directly
to dispatch?

A. So I used my radio which is a direct line to dispatch
advising them.

Q. Okay. So, did any of your radio phone description you
referenced after -- I'm sorry. Did any of your radio or phone
descriptions referenced after witnessing smoke or -- of the
incident escalate to a fire or (indiscernible) scenario?

A. I'm sorry. Can you repeat that?

Q. So did any of your radio or phone description referenced
after witnessing the smoke, that the incident escalated to a fire

or (indiscernible) scenario?

A. So for the catenary wire, I Jjust advised that there was
smoke. As far as the train, again I advised that there was smoke.
I didn't see, you know, I didn't see a fire. I just saw the

smoke, but like I said, when I entered the train, that's when I
heard the crackling, sizzling and popping. Yeah, but I didn't see
any fire or anything.

Q. And then at West End, it was just smoke. You didn't witness
any arcing or hearing anything?

A. No, and I asked around. Nobody -- everybody just said that
it was -- it just caught -- as the train went through, it started
smoking.

Q. You said that was just for a few.

A. Yeah, a few, probably like approximately 30 second, 45
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seconds that I saw the smoke.
Q. Thank you.
A. Um-hum.
MR. CROUCH: Jason Crouch, C-r-o-u-c-h.
BY MR. CROUCH:
Q. How far is it from that point at West End Station where you

saw the smoking incident to where the Portal train was? Do you

know?

A. I'd say —--

0. Distance in miles.

A. -- about a mile and a half.

0. Mile and a half to 2 miles.

A. Yeah, approximately a mile and a half to 2 miles.

Q. Mile and a half to 2 miles.
MR. CROUCH: That's all I have.
MR. HERBERT: Phil Herbert, FTA.
BY MR. HERBERT:
Q. Your radio dispatch, does it go to the OCC at DART or does

go to a police communications center like the DPD or --

A. No, it goes to --
Q. -- or Cook County?
A. It goes to our telecommunications dispatch. So our own

dispatch, yeah.
Q. So you're separated from the train operations?

A. Yes.
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Q. Okay. And separated from DPD?
A. Correct.
Q. Which is Dallas Police Department. So do you have radio

communications with Dallas Police Department? Is there a channel
you can switch to talk with them directly or --

A. Only on an emergency situations, but this one was all
occurring with us. So it was -- I would notify -- Dallas notified
us. They called our dispatch to which they notified us over the
radio. And then when I pass the information back over to

dispatch, our police dispatch, they dispersed it to whoever --

Q. So you didn't get a direct call from DPD?
A. Correct.

Q. You got a call from your dispatch?

A. Correct.

Q. Okay. Thank you. That's all I have.

A. Okay.

MR. STROT: One second. Do you mind if we go around one more
time?

OFC. HOWELL: Yeah, sure.

MR. STROT: See if anybody's got any follow ups.

OFC. HOWELL: Yeah.

BY MR. STROT:
Q. I only have probably one. You said that as you pulled up to
the crossing, you saw a DART supervisor there --

A. Um-hum.
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Q. -- who kind of point towards the fire?

A. Um-hum.

Q. When you were going down the right-of-way, was there another
DART -- Mr. Bond, a DART supervisor, was he kind of right there

with you as you were going down?
A. No. So, where I saw that DART supervisor at, he was pulled
off to the side of the road while we were still on Bryan. So he
was the first one that I made contact with. Like I said, there
were other DART personnel once I got to the train. I recognized
them by their white polos and their safety wvests, but I didn't --
at that time, I wasn't focused on who was who or what their
positions were.

MR. STROT: Okay. I think that's all I've got. Donna, do
you have any follow up?

MS. JOHNSON: Yes.

BY MS. JOHNSON:
Q. Did anything prevent you from opening the doors when you
first got there or were they already open?
A. Some of the doors were -- I know on my body cam is going to
show exactly what doors were closed, but some of the -- most of
the single entry doors were closed. The ones that were open were
the double entry doors. Like one door was in a locked and closed
position, while the other one was open and that's where we made
our entry.

Q. Okay. So have you been trained or do you know how to
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manually lower the pan?
A. No.
Q. Thank you.

MS. JOHNSON: That's all I have.

MR. CROUCH: I don't have anything.

MR. HERBERT: I don't have anything.

BY MR. STROT:
Q. All right. I don't have any follow-up questions. We'll go
ahead and close out.
A. Sounds good.
Q. All right. So, I do want to ask you two last questions that
are kind of standard. 1Is there anything that we didn't ask you
that you would like to add about this incident?
A. No.
Q. We've interviewed quite a few people with this from the
operator to the dispatcher to Mr. Bond, field supervisor, and
Mr. Baxter, a field supervisor, some TS employees. Is there
anybody else that you can think of that we would want to interview
to get more information about this event?
A. No. No.
Q. Okay. All right. Well, on behalf of the NTSB, I just want
to say thank you for coming out and talking to us and thank you
for your detail and your answers and also just for your service to
the City of Dallas.

A. Thank you.
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Thank you so much.

I appreciate that.

(Whereupon, the interview was concluded.)
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