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Dear Convener 
 
I am writing to you to provide the committee with details of the recent passenger train 
derailment near Carmont, Aberdeenshire which sadly resulted in the loss of lives. My 
condolences are extended to the family and friends of those who lost their lives and my 
thoughts are with those injured in this tragic rail incident. The fact that rail accidents are so 
rare on the network makes the impact of the accident all the more shocking. 
 
On Thursday 13 August, I visited the accident site and met with emergency services, who 
were able to provide an assessment on the difficult challenges faced accessing the site.  I 
wanted to thank them for their dedication and professionalism shown in dealing with this 
tragic event.  
 
Incident Background     
 
At around 09:40hrs on Wednesday 12 August 2020, a ScotRail passenger train (the 
06:38hrs from Aberdeen to Glasgow Queen Street)  struck a landslip around 1.4 miles (2.25 
km) north-east of Carmont, Aberdeenshire and all six railway vehicles derailed. 
 
It appears that the train struck a landslip and then continued in a roughly straight line for 
around 90 metres until it struck a section of bridge parapet, which was destroyed. The 
leading power car continued over the bridge and then fell down a wooded embankment, 
catching fire, as did the third coach. The first coach came to rest on its roof, having rotated to 
be at right angles to the track. The second coach also overturned onto its roof and came to 
rest on the first. The fourth coach remained upright. It came to rest on the first carriage but 
remained connected to the rear power car which had derailed, but remained upright. The 
final resting position of the train within a cutting made access and recovery operations 
extremely challenging.  
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There were nine people on the train at the time of the accident; three train crew (the driver, 
conductor and a second conductor travelling as a passenger on this train) and six 
passengers. Tragically, the driver, the conductor and one passenger suffered fatal injuries in 
the accident. The remaining passengers were taken to hospital.  
 
I can confirm that five of the six passengers have now been discharged from hospital, the 
one remaining passenger is said to be in a stable condition. I am unable to comment on the 
extent of the injuries at this time.    
 
Investigation 
 
The focus is now on the investigation.  There is an established Memorandum of 
Understanding between the Rail Accident Investigation Branch (RAIB), The Crown Office 
and Procurator Fiscal Service, British Transport Police (BTP), Police Scotland and Office of 
Road and Rail (ORR). This sets out the principles for effective liaison, communication and 
co-operation between these parties so that rail accidents, and related criminal incidents (if 
there are any) and deaths, can be independently investigated, as necessary, by each party, 
in a thorough and professional manner, taking into account their respective roles and 
responsibilities.  
 
The RAIB is the independent railway accident investigation body for the UK. Its remit is to 
conduct ‘no blame’ investigations into railway accidents and incidents to identify the causes 
and make recommendations to improve safety. The purpose behind their investigation is to 
ensure that safety lessons are learned quickly and that the site of the accident is restored to 
service as soon as possible. A full report will be published by RAIB with the findings, 
including any recommendations to improve safety, at the conclusion of the investigation. Any 
immediate conclusions will be shared with the rail industry to allow improvements to be 
made without delay prior to final report publication, which may be a year or more after the 
accident. 
 
The Lord Advocate, as you are aware, has primary responsibility for the investigation of 
sudden deaths in Scotland, and at common law for the investigation and prosecution of 
criminal offences. The Lord Advocate and procurators fiscal have a statutory power to 
instruct the police in their investigation and reporting of crime and all suspicious, sudden and 
unexplained deaths. The police investigation (Police Scotland and BTP) because it relates to 
a railway incidents will proceed in parallel with any RAIB investigation.  
 
The ORR is the safety authority and works to maintain and improve railway safety by 
operating a system of safety certification and authorisation, by actively monitoring and 
ensuring compliance, and by developing the regulatory framework.  As part of its statutory 
functions ORR investigates potential breaches of health and safety legislation in relation to 
the operation of railways including those arising from rail accidents and incidents. Following 
an investigation, ORR will submit a report to the procurator fiscal in most cases of work-
related death and may also in appropriate circumstances submit a Prosecution Report. If 
ORR satisfies itself there is negligence of health and safety laws/guidance then the 
Prosecution Report will contain the necessary information and evidence for the Crown Office 
and Procurator Fiscal Service to consider taking forward a prosecution. 
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In addition to these investigations, Network Rail has been asked to provide an immediate 
assessment of any similar risks elsewhere across wider GB network with an interim report 
expected by 1 September 2020 with a full  report to follow in later months. 
 
Once the necessary site investigations have been completed, Network Rail will remove the 
train wreckage and re-open the line.  
 
I  will continue to press Network Rail and the wider rail industry to assure me that they take 
prompt action to address any lessons arising from this incident as the investigation 
processes make this clear. 
 
I can advise that rail connectivity between Aberdeen and Dundee is currently being 
maintained by rail replacement bus. No date for reopening is yet available, customers are 
being advised to expect disruption lasting several weeks.  
 
I hope the information that I have set out is helpful. I will endeavour to keep the committee 
updated, mindful, of course, that investigations are ongoing.  
 
 
 
 
 

MICHAEL MATHESON 
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