
A/B

SECTION B
THURSDAY,

AUO.UST 21. 190T

Fire: 20 plaintiffs'testify··Greed
blamed
in train
fire
Jury to begin
deliberations
By PAMELA COYLE'
Staff writer

Citing words from Martin Lu­
ther King Jr., the Bible and Ma­
hatma Gandhi, attorneys for
8,000 Gentilly residents asked·a
jury Wednesday to hold nine
companies liable for a 1987

j chemical fire that neighbors say.
damaged their health and prop~
erty, ' .' .

'1:1:10 plaintiffs' attorneys said'
"big corporations" were greedy:
and cut COrners by reducing staff
~d not. providing proper train-:
mg, paVIng the way for the rail':"
road car fire that forced 1 000'
people from their homes. ' ..:

They asked the jury. to award .
20 named plaintiffs an average of'
almost $3~0,000 apiece. Damage~
for others m the class-action law­
suit will be decided at later.

Jurors heard almost six hours
of closing arguments Wednesday,
Arguments will conclude today
~d the jury Will begin deliberat~
mg. They must decide whether
the nine companies are liable and
~ssi~ shares of liability to thos~
1t fmds acted negligently. I:~

See FIRE. next pa~~

From 8-'
If 1 '

addition, .the jury will decide
whether five of the nine compa­
mes acted recklessly and should
paY punitive damages.
... Jurors also will evaluate the
claims of 20 plaintiffs who testi­
fied and decide how much, if any­
thing, each should receive for
pain, suffering, mental anguish,
iilconvenience, lost wages and
9tber damages. .
~ ,.The lawsuit was filed shortly
~J~~r a railroad car parked at a
:s~ltching yard near Franklin
A~enue burst into flames in the
middle of the night Sept. 9, 1987.
'rhe car held 29,000 gallons of bu­

·tfidiene, used to make carpet
·p'acking. The chemical ignited
:iJiter leaking through an improp-
:ei'ly installed gasket. ..
,N~The fire closed down Inter­
',states 10 and 610 and burned for
.3.6. hours. Fumes that seeped into .
:storm drains caused explosions.
. -Neighborhood residents suf­
fered eye irritation, coughs and i
other physical problems, along
with property damage, the plain-

11ft's' attorneys argued. Attorneys
~vernon Thomas and Darlene Ja­
cobs described a teen-ager strug­

vgling to carry his disabled mother
lto:'safety and a pregnant woman
twho was shaken from her bed
tantllater gave birth to a prema-
rmre baby.' '.
,;;The attorneys also said resi­
dents have anxiety and an ong­
oing fear of cancer because
.butadiene and its byproducts are
:.~~rcinogens.

, "They feel threatened when
~!they hear the clanging of the rail
-cars," Thomas said. "They are
~'living with the specter that one
day the big one will come and

",there will be no escape." .
Those residents who evacuated

are entitled to $25,000 each, their
attorneys said. Suggested awards
for pain and suffering and mental
anguish ranged from. $50,000 to
$250,000.

-,~··But defense attorneys said the
damages were inflated.

_. "The plaintiffs' attorneys are
-:-e~aggerating the event. They are
!.ov.erstating the consequences.

They are' overstating and over­
reaching the damages," said
Larry Shea, who represents
AMF-BRD,' the company that
built the tank car.

The accident resulted in no
deaths, no serious Injuries .and no
real property damage; the defense

·attorneys said. Brent 'Barriere"
who represents GATX Termi­
nals, Inc., which loaded the cargo
in Good Hope, said residents who
evacuated .were entitled to $1,000.
and those who had eye irritation
should receive a few hundred dol-
lars. ' ,

"Anxiety? Yes. Ten yea~s of
·gripping fear? No," Barriere said.

He' accused the plaintiffs'. at­
torneys of planting'a "baseless,

·irrational fear" of cancer in their
clients to win greater damages in'
the law!\uit. '

Attorneys for ~achside at­
tacked each other's expert wit­
nesses. Frank D'Amico Jr. argued
the defendants were negligent in
not warning rElsidents about buta­
diene's ·dangers, and Wendell
Gauthier said the defendants
pointed fingers at each other for
years after the accident.

Gauthier blasted company ex­
ecutives for a hands-off attitude.
"They are in their private jets
and .limos and they don't mix
with' regular folks," Gauthier said.

Defense· attorneys said resi-'
dents were' exposed to too little
butadiene to cause long~term
problems. They said their clients
followed federal regwations, acted
re.sponsibly and responded
promptly. Two of the companies;
Phillips Petroleum Co. and Gen­
eral American Transportation

'. Corp. have admitted liability. A
Phillips employee installed the
wrong gasket before the company.:
sold the car and 228 others to
GATC in 1986. . .

Otherq,efendants'inClude Mit- .
sui & Co~,which leased the car;
Polysar Latex, which l owned the
load of butadiene; and ICG Rail"

. road Co., A1a:bam~ .Great South-'
ern Railroad Co. and' CSXT .
Transportation, the three raii· .
road companies that handled the

. car. .. .'.
":- .


