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• Where again?
Source:  Google Maps

Harrison Park Detention Pond Failure
June 19, 2009
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• Plans dated June 1997.

• 458-ft x 306-ft.

• 11.5 feet tall.

• Dry bottom detention.

• Reported 100-year 

design capacity.

• Primary outlet is 

27-inch RCP.

• 40-foot wide 

emergency spillway 

with rock protection.

Harrison Park Detention Pond

• Hazard Classification?
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• Breach measured 12-ft high
18-ft wide

• Local newspaper reported 
that investigators believed  
80 percent of the pond 
drained in 14 minutes, 
between 7:01 and 7:15 p.m.
(~9 ac-ft)

• Looking downstream.

Source:  National Transportation Safety Board Report RAR-12/01

Post-breach Condition
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Pre-breach Condition

• Photo dated April 2008
• Looking upstream

• Failure June 2009

Source:  National Transportation Safety Board Report RAR-12/01
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WHY…Are we talking about this?
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Source:  PBS News Hour
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An aerial view of the June 19, 2009, 

Canadian National train derailment 

wreckage pileup at the grade crossing, 

after the fire was extinguished. – Cherry 

Valley Fire Department
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An aerial view of South Mulford Road from the 

south side of the Canadian National tracks 

showing the aftermath of the June 19, 2009 train 

derailment, taken after the derailment. – Cherry 

Valley Fire Department
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35 separate fire departments

250 personnel 

80 vehicles

• June 19 – 8:36 pm 911 reports 
of incident.

• 9:02 pm, the CVFPD chief 
contacted RFD Dispatch to 
implement a mandatory 
evacuation within a radius of 
about 1/2 mile from the fire 
perimeter. The evacuation was 
to be executed by the local law 
enforcement personnel. Source:  National Transportation Safety Board Report RAR-12/01

Emergency Response
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• 9:09 pm, Emergency responders were 
advised that the tank cars contained 
ethanol 

• 10:30 pm, due to volume, topography, 
size of wreckage, availability of fire 
suppression foam and no immediate 
additional hazard to life or property, 
the fire was allowed to burn itself 
out.

• June 20 - 5pm, all fires burned off.

• June 21 - 5pm, on-scene operations 
were terminated.  

Emergency Response

Wreckage from the Canadian National train derailment 

June 19, 2009, is seen from the south side of the 

accident site the next day. – National Transportation 

Safety Board
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• 1 fatality (first vehicle stopped in the queue at the grade crossing)

• 3 seriously injured.

• 6 people received minor injuries (two emergency responders).

Source:  National Transportation Safety Board Report RAR-12/01

Casualties
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• Train had 75 tank cars loaded 
with a total of 2,158,724 gallons 
of denatured fuel ethanol.

• 15 tank cars in pileup carrying 
total of 431,708 gallons.

• 107,745 gallons (25%), was 
recovered.

• 323,963 gallons consumed by 
fire or released to water, soil, 
and air.

Source:  Wikipedia

Hazardous Material Release
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• The EPA estimated that 60,000 gallons 

of ethanol were released into a tributary of 

the Rock and Kishwaukee Rivers, resulting 

in a significant fish kill. 

• The Illinois Conservation Police began 

receiving reports at 8am June 21, 2009, 

regarding a fish kill in the Grand Detour area 

of the Rock River.

Source:  National Transportation Safety Board Report RAR-12/01

Source:  National Transportation Safety Board Report RAR-

12/01

Hazardous Material Release – Fish Kill
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• Affected about 53.6 miles of the 
Rock River between Grand 
Detour and Erie, Illinois. For 
about 36 hours following the 
initial fish kill report.

• IDNR estimated that about 
72,350 fish were killed with an 
associated value of about 
$272,300.

Source:  Google Maps 

Source:  National Transportation Safety Board Report RAR-12/01

Hazardous Material Release – Fish Kill
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• Local airport recorded 
3.25 inches of rain.  Airport 
is 5 miles from site.

• Doppler rainfall indicated 
much higher amounts 
ranging from 3.25 in/hour to 
8.9 in/hour during a 50-
minute period before the 
accident. 

Source:  National Transportation Safety Board Report RAR-12/01

Rainfall
Pond 1 Location



17

Chain of 

Events

Source: National Transportation 

Safety Board documents 

Graphics for rrstar.com by: Margo 

Morgan, Brian Leaf, Chris Soprych

and Annette LaCross

Source:  www.e-rockford.com/special_sections/ethanolflooding
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Chain of 

Events

Source: National Transportation 

Safety Board documents 

Graphics for rrstar.com by: Margo 

Morgan, Brian Leaf, Chris Soprych

and Annette LaCross

Source:  www.e-rockford.com/special_sections/ethanolflooding



19

Chain of 

Events

Source: National Transportation 

Safety Board documents 

Graphics for rrstar.com by: Margo 

Morgan, Brian Leaf, Chris Soprych

and Annette LaCross

Source:  www.e-rockford.com/special_sections/ethanolflooding
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Chain of 

Events

Source: National Transportation 

Safety Board documents 

Graphics for rrstar.com by: Margo 

Morgan, Brian Leaf, Chris Soprych

and Annette LaCross

Source:  www.e-rockford.com/special_sections/ethanolflooding
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Chain of 

Events

Source: National Transportation 

Safety Board documents 

Graphics for rrstar.com by: Margo 

Morgan, Brian Leaf, Chris Soprych

and Annette LaCross

Source:  www.e-rockford.com/special_sections/ethanolflooding
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Chain of 

Events

Source: National Transportation 

Safety Board documents 

Graphics for rrstar.com by: Margo 

Morgan, Brian Leaf, Chris Soprych

and Annette LaCross

Source:  www.e-rockford.com/special_sections/ethanolflooding
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Chain of 

Events

Source: National Transportation 

Safety Board documents 

Graphics for rrstar.com by: Margo 

Morgan, Brian Leaf, Chris Soprych

and Annette LaCross

Source:  www.e-rockford.com/special_sections/ethanolflooding

Figure 5. Photo shows storm water 

debris on the track, near the open 

deck bridge (0.1 mile west of the 

accident site). Water flow under open 

deck bridge is also indicated as 

flowing in southeast direction.
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Chain of 

Events

Source: National Transportation 

Safety Board documents 

Graphics for rrstar.com by: Margo 

Morgan, Brian Leaf, Chris Soprych

and Annette LaCross

Source:  www.e-rockford.com/special_sections/ethanolflooding
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Chain of 

Events

Source: National Transportation 

Safety Board documents 

Graphics for rrstar.com by: Margo 

Morgan, Brian Leaf, Chris Soprych

and Annette LaCross

Source:  www.e-rockford.com/special_sections/ethanolflooding
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Source:  WAND-TV New I-TEAM – 2/4/2014

Deputy Sheriff’s Dashboard Video
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Source:  National Transportation Safety Board Report RAR-12/01

Deputy Sheriff’s Dashboard Video

Figure 2. A still image 

produce from deputy 

sheriff’s dashboard video 

recorder looking from a 

point on west berm of 

Mulford Road facing 

south.
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• Pond 1
• 458-ft x 306-ft

• Designed for 100-year event

• The recorded plat of the 
Harrison Park subdivision 
notes that ”the maintenance of 
the drainage and storm water 
detention easement shall be 
the sole responsibility of the 
individual property owner.” 

Source:  National Transportation Safety Board Report RAR-12/01

Harrison Park Detention Ponds
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• April 2008, bid to repair the damage 
for $23,436. 

• 2009, the association agent began 
assessing Harrison Park landowners 
to pay for the repairs. 

• June 2009 (failure), balance in the 
repair fund was $23,288.11.

• September 3, 2009, breach was 
repaired at a cost of $23,500.

Source:  National Transportation Safety Board Report RAR-12/01

Harrison Park Detention Pond - Factors
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Record drawings provided by the City of Rockford

• Date of Plans:  June 1997

• Reported 100-year design 

capacity

• Invert:  211.5-ft

• Top of Berm:  223.0-ft 

(11.5-ft deep at outlet)

• Emergency Spillway: 221.5-ft

40-ft wide (1.5-ft freeboard)

• Rock protection at outlet and 

emergency spillway.

Record Drawings of Pond 1
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Source:  National Transportation Safety Board Report RAR-12/01

Before After
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Report resulted in 15 
specific recommendations

Report adopted Feb. 14, 2012
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To the U.S. Department of Transportation:

• Develop a comprehensive storm water drainage 
assessment program to be conducted jointly by railroads
and public entities that ensures the adequate flow of 
water under both railroad and highway facilities, and 
require railroads and public entities to coordinate any 
changes to storm water drainage systems before their 
implementation. (R-12-1)

• Notify railroads and public entities about the circumstances of 
this accident and the importance of exchanging information 
related to storm water drainage system design issues that may 
adversely affect the adequate flow of water under both railroad 
and highway facilities. (R-12-2) 

NTSB – Dam & Stormwater Related Recommendations
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To the National League of Cities, the National Association of 
Counties, the Association of State Dam Safety Officials, 
the National Association of Towns and Townships, and the 
U.S. Conference of Mayors:

Inform your members about the circumstances of this 
accident and emphasize the importance of periodically 
inspecting storm water management detention ponds 
(both private and public) to ensure that no deterioration 
has occurred that would result in the failure of a pond to 
function as designed. (R-12-11)

NTSB – Dam & Stormwater Related Recommendations
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• ASDSO made members aware of NTSB findings via 

March 2012 eNews which included the following (emphasis 

added):

While the impact of the detention pond failure on the washout of the rail line 

in this particular incident is not completely clear, the incident does provide a 

reminder that the washout of a rail line or a road due to a dam failure can 

cause significant property damage and can result in loss of life. Please 

keep this situation in mind as you are evaluating hazard classification 

criteria for jurisdictional dams in your state.

• This communication was reported as part of ASDSO’s 
response to NTSB’s Recommendation by the Executive 
Director on 4/12/2012

Safety Recommendation R-12-011 (3/2/2012)
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What Hazard Classification is Appropriate?
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• Class I – High Hazard Potential

• Class II – Significant/Moderate Hazard Potential

• Class III - Low Hazard Potential

With Hazard Potential defined as the probability (high, moderate 

or low) for causing loss of life or substantial economic loss in the 

event of a dam failure, in excess of that which would naturally 

occur downstream of the dam if the dam had not failed.

Dam Hazard Classifications
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IL Part 3702 Rules for Construction of Dams
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Lessons Learned

• Carefully evaluate the hazard classification regardless of the dam size.

• Do not underestimate risk even for small detention ponds.

• Consider all failure modes, downstream infrastructure, and potential consequences.

• Regularly inspect facilities.

• Repair damage to facilities in a timely manner.

• Inspect facilities after a large rainfall event.
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Thank You!

Tony Comerio, P.E., CFM

Environmental Practice Lead | Chief Water Resources Engineer

217-747-9425

tcomerio@hanson-inc.com

Questions?
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