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News about the environmental disaster unfolding in eastern Ohio due to the recent train 
derailment continues to trickle out with each passing day. The latest: utilities in parts of Ohio, 
Kentucky, and Indiana have stepped up their monitoring to watch for contaminants in their 
water supplies and some have even proactively switched over to alternative drinking water 
sources as a result of the chemical release in the Ohio River Valley following the accident.  
 
The incident in East Palestine has brought new awareness about the very real dangers of vinyl 
chloride, which is used in manufacturing polyvinyl chloride (PVC) pipes. The Norfolk Southern 
train that derailed on February 3, 2023 was carrying approximately 20,000 gallons of this 
chemical, which is classified as a human carcinogen, along with several other hazardous 
substances in 20 rail cars. A decision was made to vent the chemicals to prevent five of the train 
cars carrying vinyl chloride from potentially exploding.  
 
Photos and videos from the site show a large black cloud from the resulting fire. As concerning 
as the immediate fire was, a number of environmental and public health groups have noted 
concerns with the images that arose following the fire.  For example, this video posted to USA 
Today, which notes:  
 

“Videos appear to show shimmering chemical contamination on creeks near the site of 
the East Palestine, Ohio, train derailment and chemical leak. 

 
“Experts tell USA TODAY the rainbow-colored material is likely vinyl chloride, a heavier-
than-water chemical that both leaked and burned following the Feb. 3 derailment of a 
Norfolk Southern freight train. The videos mark yet another example of heightened 
health and environmental concerns in the wake of the disaster. 

 
“Authorities say about 3,500 small fish were killed in the creeks surrounding the 
derailment site shortly after the crash, leak and burn, but they have not reported 
significant subsequent deaths. Meanwhile, a new federal lawsuit claims fish and wild 
animals are dying as far as 20 miles away from the site of the derailment.” 

 
Last month, in a timeline coincidence, the US Environmental Protection Agency tentatively 
denied a petition from the Center for Biological Diversity to regulate an end product from vinyl 
chloride, PVC, as “hazardous waste” under the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act. Public 
comments on that pending decision closed just recently, but we can imagine the impassioned 
pleas that would be flooding the EPA’s inbox if the comment period were still open. We hope 
the EPA will take into serious consideration this latest incident to understand the cradle to 
grave dangers of PVC and how it is produced before finding its way into plastics like water 
pipes.  
 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/2023/02/21/epa-ohio-train-derailment-cleanup/
https://www.stltoday.com/news/local/state-and-regional/as-pollution-from-ohio-train-wreck-heads-downstream-water-utilities-assure-safety/article_21441c23-3eef-5487-9217-08f66dccff3b.html
https://www.iflscience.com/what-makes-vinyl-chloride-so-dangerous-to-your-health-67639
https://www.ntsb.gov/news/press-releases/Pages/NR20230214.aspx
https://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/causes-prevention/risk/substances/vinyl-chloride#:~:text=Vinyl%20chloride%20exposure%20is%20associated,cancers%2C%20lymphoma%2C%20and%20leukemia.
https://www.google.com/search?q=train+derailment+ohio&client=safari&rls=en&sxsrf=AJOqlzVgkgYln34_qUjFiY3HX_woVPzoiQ:1677071105794&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjwjJjcmKn9AhX3FVkFHZIJA08Q_AUoAnoECAIQBA&biw=1259&bih=787&dpr=2
https://www.google.com/search?q=train+derailment+ohio&source=lmns&tbm=vid&bih=787&biw=1259&client=safari&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiknoTdmKn9AhVOFGIAHUC1CtoQ_AUoA3oECAEQAw
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2023/02/17/east-palestine-ohio-train-derailment-water/11282711002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2023/02/17/east-palestine-ohio-train-derailment-water/11282711002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2023/02/17/east-palestine-ohio-train-derailment-water/11282711002/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/01/12/2023-00478/response-to-petition-to-classify-discarded-polyvinyl-chloride-as-rcra-hazardous-waste


Vinyl chloride is one of the building blocks of PVC, and we know from research that’s been led 
by Purdue University Professor Andrew J. Whelton that the toxic stew that comprises PVC pipes 
can seep into the ground after the pipes are damaged during wildfires. Vinyl chloride itself is a 
danger. The East Palestine Fire Department had to throw away some of their gear because it 
was exposed to toxic chemicals during their initial response to the train derailment.  
 
Unfortunately, the health risk to residents living in the immediate vicinity of the crash and even 
those miles away may not surface until later. In addition to the fish killed in Ohio, residents 
have reported their pets and livestock exhibiting signs of illness. site.  
 
One of the biggest questions now is how monitoring will be done in the coming months to 
ensure the safety of drinking water. The US EPA just exercised its authority under the 
Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) to declare 
the area a “Superfund” site, which requires all measures to clean up the site and ensure the 
“long-term health of the community” in what could be an issue the region deals with for years 
to come.  
 
We will continue to update and provide additional information on this accident as it relates to 
the world of safe drinking water, but in the meantime here is some additional reading on the 
dangers of vinyl chloride and the “myth of safe plastics”: 
 
How Vinyl Chloride, The Chemical In The Ohio Train Derailment And Used To Make PVC 
Plastics, Can Damage Your Liver (The Conversation) 
 
The Myth Of Safe Plastics Persists, Despite Risk Of Disasters Like East Palestine (The Intercept) 
 
‘Environmental Disaster’ Worries Remain (The Chronicle-Tribune) 
 

https://www.circleofblue.org/2019/world/it-will-probably-resemble-a-military-operation-qa-with-andrew-whelton-on-recovery-of-paradise-water-system/
https://www.vindy.com/news/local-news/2023/02/johnson-gives-ns-railroad-donations-to-ep-firefighters/
https://www.vindy.com/news/local-news/2023/02/johnson-gives-ns-railroad-donations-to-ep-firefighters/
https://apnews.com/article/ohio-train-derailment-epa-61ff5fec89c452f4ff7f56b5b8b4e44e
https://theconversation.com/how-vinyl-chloride-the-chemical-in-the-ohio-train-derailment-and-used-to-make-pvc-plastics-can-damage-your-liver-199953
https://theintercept.com/2023/02/18/east-palestine-plastic-industry-lobbying/
https://www.tribtoday.com/news/local-news/2023/02/environmental-disaster-worries-remain/

