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On February 3, 2023, a 38-train car derailment occurred in East Palestine, Ohio.
(Burakoff and Costley) The Norfolk Southern train was going about 47 miles per hour when the
derailment happened, while the maximum speed allowed is 50 miles per hour (NTSB). An axle
was detected to be at a very high temperature, which set off an alarm, causing the operators to
notice smoke and fire down the train (NTSB). The operators stopped the train and uncoupled the

main train cars and getting a mile away from the rest of the line (NTSB).

The fires were put out by responders (NTSB) and one of the derailed cars was identified
to be rising in temperature, meaning that risk of explosion was high, so the chemicals were
burned in a controlled explosion (Sullivan). The train cars were decontaminated on the ground
and an investigation into potential hazards and the cause of the derailment will continue in the

following months (NTSB).

Several of the derailed train cars were carrying the chemical vinyl chloride, which is used
in plastic, is extremely flammable in its liquid form, and is known to cause cancer with exposure
(Sullivan). The controlled explosion released a lot of the chemicals into the air, and the
surrounding area was evacuated (Sullivan). When vinyl chloride is burned, it releases hydrogen
chloride and phosgene, which are also potentially harmful chemicals (Jones). Thousands of fish
near the area were found dead, which led to concerns for residents of East Palestine that they

might be in danger from the chemicals (Ebrahimji, Yan).



The effect of the vinyl chloride on the surrounding area is a major concern that is difficult
to gauge. The Environmental Protection Agency has been monitoring the air, and they claim that
the chemicals in the air are “below levels of concern” because they are chemicals that can
dissipate (Segal). Delphine Farmer, a chemist at Colorado State University says that the
technology used is not very sensitive and not good at picking up trace chemicals in the air, like
the vinyl chloride that was burned and spread across a vast area (Jones). The EPA has multi-step
approach to measuring health risk where they look at the identified chemicals are, what their
effects are, what different amounts of exposure do, and what the risks of the particular situation

entail (Sullivan).

The liquid vinyl chloride spilled into a stream right next to the tracks and is in the process
of being decontaminated and cleaned up by responders (Jones). The varied mix of different
chemicals hasn’t been deeply tested and it is not fully understood how they interact with each
other and what their effects on people are (Jones). If the danger was made more clear, it would be

easier to determine if the chemicals are a concern.

There have been a lot of different photos spread around through articles and social media
posts that don’t correspond with the East Palestine derailment but are presented over writing
regarding the derailment. One Facebook post going around claimed that a photo of dead birds in
a street in Kentucky was caused by chemicals released from the trains (Grubb). The photo was
taken in 2018, the birds reportedly having eaten fermented berries, which intoxicate the small
animals and make them fall from the sky (Herzog). A journalist named Wenhao, who follows
China propaganda and censorship found articles and videos being shared on Chinese social
medias showing footage of dark clouds that don’t correspond with Ohio, despite being

characterized as so. One video of a person driving under dark clouds has an origin at least a week



before the derailment occurred (@ThisIsWenhao). “Chernobyl 2.0” went trending on Twitter
following the derailment, with some uninformed users calling it the “largest environmental
disaster,” which greatly overemphasizes the actual environmental effects (Thompson). Many of
the users seem to be looking at photographs of the controlled burn that caused a massive dark
smoke plume to spread into the sky, and assumed that the disaster was a severe explosion or

another sort of disastrous spread of chemicals.

Another source of misinformation is about Electronically Controlled Pneumatic Brakes,
which use compressed air to counteract the motion of the train car wheels (Cornell), and the
some articles have claimed that Trump and Biden Administrations are to blame for the
derailment because they did not require the trains to have the specific brakes (Daly). A law
requiring trains carrying great amounts of chemicals to have ECP Brakes was passed by the
Obama Administration and withdrawn by the Trump administration due to the brake system
being very expensive (Daly). The train involved in the crash would not have required the ECP
brakes due to Vinyl Chloride being a Class 2 flammable gas, while the Obama law only applied
to Class 3 flammables (Wornell). Tests conducted by the U.S. Department of Transportation
showed that the ECP Brake system could only lead to “1.2 to 1.6 fewer railcars derailing,”
(AAR) meaning that ECP brakes would not have been very effective in preventing the

derailment.

The negative environmental effects that Vinyl Chloride spilling is seen with the
thousands of fish dead found near the derailment location (Ebrahimyji, Yan), but the discussion
around the event has been flaring up a lot, bringing attention to many of the different causes and
effects of the crash. Another comparison being made to the derailment is the Flint, Michigan

Water Crisis, where lead put into the water system, exposing residents to dangerous amount of



the lead which resulted an outbreak of legionnaire disease, killing at least 12 people and making
many other residents sick (Ray). Responders were able to react to the derailment quickly and
took action to contain the nearby streams to ensure the vinyl chloride wasn’t spread into the
water system (Jones), so it will definitely not end up like the Flint disaster. On top of the water
concerns, the burned vinyl chloride is likely to dissipate, and the air will be back to its regular

conditions soon enough.

Another topic of discussion is about the cause of the train’s derailment. There have been
two different Norfolk Southern train derailments, one of them being the East Palestine train
(TIME). The amount of derailments that happen in the U.S. every year is actually very high, with
an average of 1475 derailments each year in the U.S. (TIME). Most of these derailments have
not led to disasters, but the fact that about 4 different derailments happen a day should be of
greater concern. The quality control of railways and safety standards could probably be raised to
prevent these derailments. A lot of railroads go through partially wooded areas, which can lead to
the rails slowly being deformed, making them more dangerous to drive over. One safety upgrade
Norfolk Southern announced they would be implementing is having more detectors along the
tracks that can catch overheating issues quicker and alert operators sooner, possibly preventing

derailment and allowing any problems to be solved (TIME).

The East Palestine, Ohio train derailment got a lot of attention through social media after
the controlled burn. All of that attention led to a lot of assumptions being made, and had
misinformed views on the event reach widely across the internet. A similar derailment happened
in New Jersey in 2012, where a bridge collapsed, releasing 23,000 gallons on vinyl chloride into
a large creek that led into the Delaware River (NOAA). That event didn’t get nearly as much

media attention, despite being a much bigger spread of Vinyl Chloride. With the internet and



social media being much less prominent in 2012, it could be a contributing factor to the big
difference in attention. A lot of the discussion around the East Palestine derailment regards the
environmental concerns surrounding vinyl chloride, but also a discussion of train safety in the
U.S.. Especially in a packed residential area, a train derailment could be extremely dangerous for
residents. With this event getting some attention from the U.S. government, new policies

regarding train safety or chemical transportation could be brought up.
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