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More than 800,000 barrels of crude oil were shipped on U.S. railroads per day in 
2013, which represents a 70-fold increase from 2005.1 
 
"The known risks associated with oil-by-rail transport, oil tank storage, and oil 
export by vessel pose an unacceptable threat to human health and safety.”2 
 
Public health risks from transport 

• Air pollution from train exhaust (including diesel emissions) 
o Impaired pulmonary development and increased risk of lung disease in 

infants,3 children,4,5 and adolescents3 
o Increased risks of acute cardiovascular and cerebrovascular events6 

• Air pollution from evaporation 
o “Crude Shrinkage” – during transit, crude oil loses up to 3% of its volume, 

including benzene and volatile organic compounds, due to evaporation7 
 Benzene exposure can lead to health effects ranging from dizziness 

and headache to anemia and leukemia, depending on the length of 
exposure 

• Drinking water contamination 
o Cancer, digestive, and reproductive health risks associated with oil-

contaminated drinking water sources8,9 
• Noise pollution 

o Sleep disturbance10  
o Increased cardiovascular events including myocardial infarction and 

arrhythmia are associated with nighttime noise and noise exposure greater 
than 90 decibels (in the range of train horns)11,12 

o Adverse cognitive performance and increased psychiatric illness have been 
observed in children exposed to noise13 
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Public health risks from explosions 
• Mortality 

o Oil train crash in Quebec killed 47 people1  
• Evacuation/displacement 

o Crude oil train derails and crashes and causes over 1,000 people to evacuate 
in North Dakota1  

o Mental health – Expected PTSD prevalence of 15-75% in the affected 
population14 

• Greenhouse emissions 
o Respiratory illness – Expected increase in both acute and long-term 

respiratory systems13  
• Odor 
• Risk to first responders 

o Adequate personal protective equipment 
o Severe burning of the lungs 

 
Example of a Pathway Diagram, as part of a Health Impact Assessment on Crude by Rail 
Presented by Kastleman, et al. Johns Hopkins University School of Public Health – May 2015 
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