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The information in this report is preliminary and will be either 

supplemented or corrected during the course of the 
investigation. 

 

On January 31, 2021, at 12:40 p.m. local time, a Union Pacific Railroad (UP) employee 
with 41 years of railroad service was struck by a piece of rail-bound maintenance equipment 
known as a track maintenance tamper (TMT) which was tamping wood crossties on a main track 
near Vail, Arizona.1 The employee was airlifted to a hospital, where he later died from his injuries. 
The TMT is one of about 23 pieces of equipment that comprise the UP Tie Gang 9062.2 The tie 
gang was tasked with crosstie renewal and track surfacing.3 The TMT operator, who had been 
employed as an equipment operator on UP for 13 years, was seated in the machine’s cab facing 
forward. At the time of the accident, the sky was clear, the temperature was 67°F, and the wind 
was calm. The figure shows the location of the TMT at the accident scene. 

 
1 (a) Rail-mounted means that the machine was mounted and traveling on railroad tracks. (b) A track maintenance 

tamper is a machine equipped with hydraulic tools designed to lift individual crossties into proper vertical and 
horizontal position while vibrating tools pack ballast under the crosstie to ensure it remains in position. (c) Tamping 
means to pack track ballast under the cross ties to set the track at the proper vertical and horizontal position and make 
the aggregate more resistant to further compression. 

2 A tie gang is a railroad track maintenance group consisting of a series of rail-mounted machines and employees 
working in unison to adjust and replace railroad cross ties. A UP tie gang may recondition up to 2-miles of crossties 
per day. 

3 Track surfacing refers to a railroad maintenance operation to raise the track structure and obtain desired track 
geometry. This work is primarily accomplished using specialized railroad work equipment. 
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Figure. The TMT at the accident scene. (Photograph provided by UP.) 

The employee who was struck was inspecting crossties prior to the accident. If a crosstie 
needed tamping, he marked the center of the crosstie with paint to notify the TMT operator to work 
at that location. At the time of the accident, the employee was walking between the rails and in 
front of the TMT. The TMT operator completed tamping a crosstie and began to move forward to 
the next crosstie to be tamped. He stated that he attempted to stop the equipment at that crosstie, 
but the TMT continued forward at a speed of about 3-5 mph and struck the employee. The TMT 
operator also sustained minor injuries in the accident.  

The National Transportation Safety Board investigation is ongoing. Future investigative 
activity will focus on UP operating rules and the mechanical condition of the TMT. The 
investigation will also examine on-track safety procedures when employees are working at or near 
moving maintenance machines.  

Parties to the investigation include the Federal Railroad Administration, Union Pacific 
Railroad, the Brotherhood of Maintenance of Way Employes Division, and Nordco Incorporated.4  

 

 
4 The Brotherhood of Maintenance of Way Employes Division spells the word “Employes” in its name with only 

one e. 
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