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My name is Dr. Gwen DuBois. I am a physician in internal medicine with a master’s degree 
in public health. I oversee resident physicians at Sinai, am an instructor in Medicine at 
Johns Hopkins School of Medicine, am on the public health committee of MedChi and am 
speaking on behalf of Chesapeake Physicians for Social Responsibility where I serve as 
president. I want to endorse the importance of conducting a health impacts assessment and 
a risk assessment of the transport of crude oil by rail through and in proximity to Baltimore 
City. Crude oil train derailments constitute a major disaster for health, all living creatures 
and the environment. Between 2008 and 2014, the number of carloads of crude oil shipped 
on railroads across the U.S. increased over 5,000 percent! Yet, do we know what the risks 
are of sending them through our densely populated neighborhoods on old tracks with old 
cars and humans capable of mistakes at their helms? 
 
These trains emit diesel exhaust that is considered a carcinogen by the World Health 
Organization because of sufficient evidence linking exposure to increased risk of lung 
cancer and possible increased risk of bladder cancer.1 The Clean Air Task Force estimated 
that diesel fine particulate matter nationwide in 2010 caused 21,000 premature deaths, 
3,000 lung cancer deaths, 27,000 non-fatal heart attacks, 400,000 asthma attacks and over 
2,000,000 lost work days.2  In addition to asthma attacks in children, diesel exhaust fumes 
have been associated with increased risk of childhood cancers, particularly leukemia and 
CNS tumors.3 Crude oil trains emit VOCs (an important component of ozone pollution) 
along their route up to three percent of load especially in cities or wherever trains are 
required to slow down.4 
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3	Trasande and Thurston , The Role of Air Pollution in asthma and other Pediatric Morbidities . J All Clin Imunology 
vol 115, Number 4. p 689-699.	
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However, what is most concerning is the risk of accidents leading to spills, fires and 
explosions as these trains travel through heavily populated neighborhoods with their 
dangerous cargo. This is an important safety bill for the people of Baltimore, where Axeon 
moved 57 million gallons of crude oil through Maryland in fiscal year 2014 “to a Patapsco 
River terminal in Fairfield for transport by barge to Northeast refineries.”5 Volumes of oil that 
travel through the state and that are not offloaded are not counted in this figure. Trains are 
longer and contain crude oil that is generally more volatile than previously thought.6  It has 
been estimated that 165,000 people live within one mile of the route (the evacuation zone 
recommended if there is a spill and a fire involving explosive material).7 A spill of explosive 
material without a fire requires an evacuation zone of one-half mile of the CSX tracks that 
would include: the communities of Westport, Cherry, Hill, Brooklyn, Charles Village, 
Remington and Clifton Park; and hospitals: University of Maryland Medical Center and 
Hopkins Bayview. Within one-half mile of the tracks should there be a disaster include 
sports stadiums for the Ravens and for the Orioles, Royal Farms Arena, University of 
Baltimore campus, Walters Art Gallery and the Hippodrome, Lexington Market and the 
Horseshoe Casino and several light rail stations.8  Forty-one public schools are in this zone, 
most of them elementary, with three that are high school including Benjamin Franklin High 
School that Destiny Watford, winner of the international Goldman Environmental Prize 
attended, and Baltimore School of the Arts where Jada Pinkett Smith started her acting 
career. When crude oil leaks, people are exposed to benzene, chromium, iron, mercury, 
nickel, nitrogen, sulfur, toluene, and xylene:9 carcinogens, neurotoxins, endocrine 
disrupters. Common acute symptoms with these exposures include: respiratory problems, 
eye irritation, headache, rash, dizziness, nausea, and weakness.10  Long term after crude oil 
disasters, people suffer from increased general anxiety disorder and PTSD commonly. 
Some studies have shown chromosomal damage and endocrine abnormalities long term as 
well. The spill would likely contaminate soil, and water and air and have a long-term effect 
on plants, wildlife and water quality. 
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What if there is not only a spill, but a fire and explosions? After all, these trains often carry 
as much as one million gallons of highly flammable cargo.11 Baltimore has one burn unit for 
adults, Bayview, where the best data I could find was that there are 20 beds and a pediatric 
facility at Johns Hopkins Hospital. This hardly seems adequate for a major explosion in a 
densely populated city. It probably is not. Nonetheless, there is a chilling story from a small 
town, Lac-Mégantic Quebec, July 2013, population 6,000, where a runaway crude oil train 
crashed and exploded, 47 people died and the center of town was destroyed. Hospitals 
waited for victims to come pouring in. There were none. A Red Cross representative was 
quoted: “You have to understand: There are no wounded. They’re all dead.”12 Twenty-seven 
children were orphaned, 44 buildings were destroyed, 169 people became homeless, 14 
acres of downtown were completely burned and 1,470,000 gallons of crude oil escaped into 
the environment, contaminating 615,000 tons of soil and contaminating the river as well.13 
Three years later, a study showed two-thirds of residents still suffer with PTSD.14  

Proposed regulations by Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration (PHMSA) 
allow up to a 12-hour response time for railroads in the event of a major accident involving 
shipment of crude on by rail15 with trains that often now carry 1-3 million gallons of crude 
oil.16 Train car models like the easily punctured DOT-111 involved in the Lac-Mégantic 
disaster are no longer allowed to carry crude oil in Canada as of Nov. 1, 2016, but are still 
permitted to in the U.S.17 National standards dictate that the route through which trains that 
carry hazardous substances like crude oil must be assessed for safety both by carriers and 
emergency responders, who are instructed to make “a routing analysis that considers, at a 
minimum, 27 safety and security factors and select a route based on its findings.”18 Factors 
such as population density, stations and places where people congregate, significant 
environmentally important areas, capability of first responders, history of previous accidents, 
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18	https://www.transportation.gov/sites/dot.gov/files/docs/final-rule-flammable-liquids-by-rail_0.pdf	p.	10.	



maintenance of the tracks, number of traffic crossings and availability of alternative routes 
should all be considered.19  

In Baltimore, in addition to the terrible morbidity and mortality toll, the damage to the 
infrastructure could be immense. If the spill is over waterways, the damage to clean water 
and habitat may be catastrophic. The longer the delay in response time (up to 12 hours 
allowed by regulations) – especially if water contamination is involved – the more impossible 
the cleanup will be. Though we have fire departments with emergency plans in cities like 
Baltimore, it is easy to see how local personnel may be quickly overwhelmed with the 
magnitude of the calamity. The Maryland Environmental Health Network reviewed 
Considerations for Public Health and Safety: Crude by Rail, summarizing health effects from 
air and noise pollution from running these trains through neighborhoods every day, as well 
as the effects of rail accidents, leaks and explosions.20 How many at-grade crossings are 
there in the city where long crude oil trains could delay fire engines and ambulances 
traveling to an emergency. Washington Physicians for Social Responsibility wrote a 33-
page document, “Position Statement on Crude Oil and Transport and Storage,” presented to 
the governors of Washington and Oregon and released February 2015.21  

We would very much like the Health Department to be involved in a Health Assessment of 
crude oil trains and trains carrying other highly hazardous cargo through our neighborhoods 
and densely populated venues. The Quebec government estimated the cost of cleanup and 
rebuilding Lac-Mégantic at $400million.22  How much were the lives worth that were lost? 
The surviving victims with PTSD? The increase in anxiety and alcoholism? Compare that 
with the cost of a study and then implementing changes based on that study. We depend on 
our elected officials and those who they select to run this city to have studied the risks and 
made changes to reduce those risks wherever possible. We can only guess at the cost of 
inaction.  

Dr. Gwen L. DuBois MD, MPH 

President, Chesapeake Physicians for Social Responsibility 

																																																													
19	https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/49/part-172/appendix-D	
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21	mdehndotorg.wordpress.com	
22	www.thestar.com/news/canada/2014/06/16/quebec_claims_400_million_for_lacmgantic_train_disaster.html	


