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Summary

Before dawn on Monday 22 January 2018, a passenger train travelling between
Mallaig and Fort William in north-west Scotland struck a large landslip on a
remote section of line near Glenfinnan. The leading coach of the 2-car train
derailed to the left and came to a halt embedded in landslip debris. There
were no injuries, but some diesel fuel escaped from the damaged train and was
carried by flowing water into a lineside drainage channel. Due to the
inaccessibility of the site, pollution control measures were not put in place
until later the following day, and by this time some diesel fuel had entered
nearby Loch Eilt.

The landslip originated from a natural hillside above the railway and was
triggered by a combination of rainfall and snow melting during a rapid thaw.
The ground may have been saturated before it froze. A protective fence, which
had previously been installed near the railway to trap falling rocks was
overwhelmed by the event.

The RAIB found that Network Rail’s processes for managing landslip risk did
not take account of the hazard caused by rapidly melting snow. It is unlikely
that a greater understanding of snowmelt risk would have avoided the accident
at Loch Eilt, but it could avoid or mitigate an accident in other
circumstances.

Recommendations

The RAIB has made one recommendation to Network Rail to promote the
development of weather forecasting processes to take account of risk due to
snowmelt and ground thaw. The RAIB has also made one learning point
concerning the importance of having effective and verified arrangements in
place for responding to environmental emergencies in remote and inaccessible
areas.

Notes to editors

The sole purpose of RAIB investigations is to prevent future accidents1.
and incidents and improve railway safety. RAIB does not establish blame,
liability or carry out prosecutions.
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RAIB operates, as far as possible, in an open and transparent manner.2.
While our investigations are completely independent of the railway
industry, we do maintain close liaison with railway companies and if we
discover matters that may affect the safety of the railway, we make sure
that information about them is circulated to the right people as soon as
possible, and certainly long before publication of our final report.
For media enquiries, please call 01932 440015.3.
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