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PREFACE

This work was commissioned by the Transportation Systems Center

(TSC), as part of an ongoing program in railroad-highway grade crossing

safety research, to ascertain the causes for the continuing improvement

in California grade crossing safety. The information developed herein

should be valuable to a wide variety of state and federal level personnel

concerned with the adninistration of grade crossing safety at the state

level. We wish to recognize in particular the assistance and cooperation

provided by Mr. James Gibson and Mr. Willian Qliver of the California

Public Utilities Commission, Mr. Phillip Harris of the California

Department of Transportation, and the numerous railroRd, city and

county personnel who provided inforoation and gave graciously of their

time in the course of this work. We sincerely hope this initial

analysis will contribute meaningfully to the body of knowledge on ways

and means of ioproving grade crossing magageoent efforts.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

As part of its comprehensive program of research into the ways
and means of improving railroad-highway grade crossing safety, the
Transportation Systems 'Center has commissioned this review of the
California grade crossing program, to determine which elements have
contributed most towards the improvement of grade crossing safety.
It is hoped that other states and federal agencies may benefit through
the understanding and application of those features of the California
program that have proven to be most successful in reducing grade
crossing fatalities and injuries.

By all yardsticks, California is a prodigious state, unique in its
size-, location and the magnitude of its safety problems. It has an area
of 158,700 square miles (third largest in the United States), a popula­
tion of 21, 000, 000, 12,852,228 registered vehicles, 7500 miles of
railroad, and la, 054 public railroad grade crossings. In annual
vehicle miles travelled, a common measure of highway traffic, Cali­
fornia with its 118, 023, 000, 000':' vehicle miles is twice as large as all
of New England states combined (Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts,
New Hampshire, Rhode Island and Vermont = 64,426, 000, 000) and
exceeds practically all other individual states by a similar factor.

In traffic density (annual vehicle miles per mile of highway),
California ranks far higher than any other state in the union and yet its
grade crossing accident record is one of the very best. Even though a
total of 154 grade crossing accidents were reported in 1972, ~":' Cali­
fornia's accident rate per exposure was found to be lower than 38 other
states - - See Table 1 on the following page. Only the New England
states, and Middle Atlantic states achieved better safety records based

'~Source: 1971 Highway Statistics, Table VM-2, September 1972.
':":'Total accidents as reported by FRA Office of Safety.
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TABLE 1. ESTIMATED RAIL-HIGHWAY GRADE CROSSIKG
ACCIDE~T RATE PER VEHICULAR EXPOSURE

Est. avg.
traffic density Estimated Rail- Accident

Annual = Annual total vehicula r highway ra.tc per
vehicle vehicle miles No. 01 public exposure at grade estirnated
miles traveled per mile railroad high- all crossings crossings vehicle

, Total Highway (000,000 of highway = way gradt;,** in state = acc~dent8 exposure
State "'~ilcage* omittp.d,** Col 3+Col 2 crOSSings Col 4 x Col 5 1972**** Col 7+Col 6

1 Alaska 79,036 1,469 187,923 176 33,074
2 Hawaii 3, 591 3,656 1,018,100 8 8,144
3 Rhode Island 5,461 5,038 922,541 186 171,592
4 Ne-w H2.mjJshirc 14,926 4,835 323,931 719 232,906 1 .00000429
5 Mas!iachusetts 29,355 28,030 954,862 1,326 1,266,147 8 .00000632
6 W..aine 21,424 6,435 300,364 1,012 303,968 2 · 00000658
7 New Jersey 32,237 43,289 1,342,835 2,587 3,473,914 26 · 00000748
8 New York 106,490 72,217 678,157 4,732 3,209,036 49 .00001527
9 Connccticul 18, 531 17,120 923,857 491 453,613 8 ,00001764

10 Pcnnsyh-ania 115,658 60,892 526,483 7,809 4, Ill, 305 88 .00002g0
11 ~1aryland 26,522 22,215 837,606 1,059 887,024 19 .00002142
12 CalLCornia 165,990 118,023 711,024 10, 103 7,183,475 154 .00002186
13 Delaware 5,104 3,202 627,351 345 216,436 5 · 00002310
14 Virginia 61, 508 30, 504 495,935 2, 701 1,339,520 39 .00002911
15 West VL rgLr.ia 35,941 8, 735 243,037 2,414 586,691 18 .00003068
16 :\1Lchigar. 115,064 55,557 482,835 8,865 4,280,332 132 .00003084
17 Illinois 130,187 57,390 440,827 16,210 7,145,805 232 · 00C03247
18 Vermont 14, 512 2,968 204,520 584 119,439 4 .00003349
19 Ker.tuc~y 69, 123 21,500 311,039 3,356 1,043,846 37 .00003545
20 Ohio 109,240 61,051 558,870 10,417 5,821,748 215 ,00003693
21 Washir..gton 80,219 21,860 272,504 3,957 1,078,298 43 .00003988
22 Wiscor.sin 103,352 25,856 250', 174 7,476 1,870,300 81 .00004331
23 North Carohr..a 86,478 31,378 362,843 5,686 2,063,125 92 .00004459
24 Florida 93,310 47,493 508,980 6,482 3,299,208 151 .000C4577
25Inclana 90,90d 34,292 377,216 10,865 4,098,451 188 · 00004587
26 Iowa 112,831 18,881 167,338 9,914 1,658,988 84 · 00005063
27 Ut:>.h ~ C, ~31 6,544 159,683 1,419 226,590 12 ,00005296
28 Louisia na 53,340 17,615 330,239 4,468 1,475,507 80 .00005422
29 A rhona 47,085 13,235 281,087 843 236,956 13 .00005486
30 l\iieso'...lri 115,544 27,077 234,343 7,048 1,651,649 100 .00006055
31 Monta:la 77,920 5,079 65,182 2, oi 3 IlI,211 8 .00006097
32 Tennessee 80,290 24,847 309,465 4,009 1.240,645 76 .00006126
33 Sout"l Caroli.na 59,629 17,764 297,908 3,941 1,174,055 73 .00006218
34 Georgia 100,214 31,656 315,884 6, 558 2,071,567 134 .00006460
35 Minnesota 127,744 23,404 183,210 8.699 1,593,743 106 · 00006651
36 South Dakota 84.078 4,,818 57,303 3,368 192,996 14 .00007254
17 Colorado 81,870 13,658 166,825 2,106 351,333 26 .00007400
18 Texas 248,340 70,709 284,726 14,3C8 4,073,859 302 .00007413
39 Kansas 134,182 13,800 102,845 9,688 996,362 76 .00007628
400klaho,,-.a 107,872 18,627 172,676 6, 533 1,128,092 89 · 00007889
41 New Mexico 68, 371 8,015 117,228 786 92,141 9 _00009768
42 Wyoming 40, 540 3,198 78,885 606 47,804 6 · 00010459
43 Alabama 79,036 18,315 231,729 4,191 971,176 104 · 00010709
44 !'lebraska 98,765 9,903 100,268 5,422 543,653 63 .00011588
45 l'~iissisSlppi 66,766 12,255 183, 551 3,075 564,419 68 .00012048
46 Xorth Dakota 106,530 3,955 37, 125 5,402 200, 5~2 25 · 00012466
47 Arkansas 78,680 12,109 153,901 4,043 622,221 81 .00013018
48 Oregon 97,453 14,381 147,568 2,670 394, 006 52 .00013198
49 Idaho 57,144 4,930 86, 273 2,117 182,639 26 · 00014236
50 Nevada 49,702 3,623 72,894 333 24,273 4 · 00016~79

Averages 76,581 23,(;68 364,039 4,462 1,522,876 64 · 00005596

*Source: 1971 Hlgh .......ay Statlstics
**Source: 1971 :Mighwa~' Statistics

***SourcC': 1972 Rc~ort to Cor.gress on Rail Highway Grade Crossings
**I/:~Sou.rce: FRA. GUice of Safety
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on estiInated vehicular exposure. ~'c Unlike the rather stable New
England and Middle Atlantic states, California's growth in population,
hOIne construction, highway Iniles and highway grade crossings, over
the last 20 years has been explosive, and thus the challenge of pro­
viding continuing protection at grade crossings has been substantially
greater in California than Inost other states.

California has e&tablished a well deserved reputation for pro­
gressiveness in the field of railroad highway grade crossing safety,
being the first state to establish state funding of crossing protection
and one of 12 states that now provide SOIne forIn of public support of
Inaintenance expense. In 1972 California grade crossing accidents
involving Inotor vehicles declined by 25 percent (see Table 2), Inaking
this perhaps the Inost significant iInproveInent in safety achieveInent by
any state in recent years.-

Recognizing the Inagnitude of California's probleIns and the
results being achieved, the Inechanics of the prograIn becaIne of vital
interest, for if all states were to achieve similar improvements
in safety, there would be approxiInately 844 fewer grade crossing
accidents, 415 fewer fatalities and 821 fewer injuries. This is approx­
iInately the saIne goal that John A. Volpe suggested was possible when
hp. called for a 10 year prograIn of grade cross ing protection, involving
30, 000 grade crossings and an expenditure of $750 Inillion. This is not
to say that the California prograIn, as it is now constructed, provides
a ?erfect exaInple for all other states to eInulate in their grade crossing

':'A better exposure index can be calculated as the SUIn of the
product of vehicular crossings tiInes the nUInber of trains for each
individual crossing, weighted so as to reflect the type of trains involved.
Actually a large percentage of the train miles in Middle Atlantic and New
England states would include passenger and cOInInuter trains. These
short-fast trains can generally brake very rapidly and thus present far
less risk than does a heavy freight train that Inight require 2 Iniles or
Inore of track in which to stop. Taking such factors into consideration
the relative exposure factor in California would be far greater still
than in states like New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Connecticut
and Massachusetts which have a large nUInber of coInInuter trains. It
should be possible, with the cOInpletion of the National Grade Crossing
Inventory, to adequately deterInine exposure factors for each and every
state and thus verify these estiInates. We presently believe that these
calculations will show that California ranks close to the best, if not the
best, of all states in grade crossing safety.
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efforts, for in fact there are several aspects of the California program
that could be improved. However, this review of the program1s major
components should enable administrations in other states to pick and
choose those features which, if incorporated in their own state program,
would be most beneficial. The differences in state organizational
structures, financial resources, and railroad financial conditions are
important factors affecting the extent and potential transferability of
practical program features.
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2.0 OVERVIEW OF THE CALIFORNIA PROGRAM

Before progressing further, it is important that the word "pro­
gram" be defined, for in the context of this review, it refers to the
sum total of all activities be~ng undertaken by ·the railroad, or state
and local agencies in the field of railroad-highway grade crossing
safety.· As in ITlOst states, the responsibilities for implementing grade
crossing safety programs are divided among a num.ber of agencies and
thus, when we speak of the California program we are referring to the
aggregate result of their joint efforts. The principal participants in
the California Grade Crossing Program are the California Public
Ctilities Commission, the California Department of Transportation­
State Highway Division, the 4 Class I Railroads, Southern Pacific,
Union Pacific, Western Pacific and Santa Fe, and the many county and
city engineers and administrators actively engaged in railroad-highway
grade crossing safety activities.

In order to better understand California's current program, a
brief review of the major historical developments leading to its estab­
lishment, are in order.

2.1 CALIFORNIA PUBLIC UTILITY
COMMISSION HISTORICAL ROLE':'

The present California Public Utilities Commission (PUC) which
has the responsibility and authority for grade crossing safety, started
out in 1911 as the Railroad Commission. This Commission, by the
Constitution of California and the Public Utilities Code. has exclusive
power to determine and prescribe the manner, point of crossing, terms
of installation, operation, maintenance and protection of crossings
between the railroad and the public agency. The Commission has the
authority to require a crossing to be constructed at a separated grade
and to dictate how crossings may be altered, relocated, or abolished.

*Much of the data and input in this section was abstracted from a
speech given by Mr. William L. Olive r, Supervising Transportation
Engineer, California Public Utilities on "Railroad Highway Crossing
Developments in the 50's, 60's and 70's, II before the Western District
Conference of the Institute of Traffic Engineers, July 18, 1972.
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In addition, the PUC performs the following functions in its ad­
ministration of its grade crossing activities:

It reviews and approves all applications for
installation or changes of grade crossing
protection,

It institutes investigations prompted by requests
from cities, individual citizens (often in response
to "near misses"), or on its own initiative,

It conducts county, city, and state surveys of
crossing hazards and assists local communities
in developing local priority lists of crossings
requiring improvements,

It investigates accidents, particularly at gated
crossings and high accident-prone areas; reports
on each accident are filed by crossing,

It publishes an annual report summarizing the
accident experiences of the previous year and
the progress made in grade crossing protection,
and

It establishes a prioritized list of state highway crossings
for upgrading. ':' The state protection program is
actually administered by the state highway depart-
ment using the prioritized list developed by the
PUC. In establishing the priorities for state grade
crossings, the PUC utilizes a simple exposure index
(number of cars x number of trains), supplementing
this with crossing-by-crossing reviews of accident
experience and pertinent physical factors. Virtually
all of the railroad main line crossings on state high­
ways are protected with gates or separation, or are

':'The PUC does not have a prioritized list for all grade crossings
in the state which would include city and county crossings; only the
state cross ings have been prioritized. However, they are in the pro­
cess of developing a master list for all crossings pursuant to Section
203 requirements.
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scheduled for improvements in the near future. Because
of the small number of state crossings (494) a manual
analysis and prioritization of crossings was performed.
The priority list is open and flexible, permitting an
annual readjustment of priorities.

In 1929, the PUC initiated the first statewide crossing inventory
which has been updated and Inaintained ever since. Early in its history,
the California PUC established diagnostic teaIn-on-the-site reviews to
analyze crossings in terInS of their hazardness and Inade reCOInInen­
dations for subsequent iInproveInents. This activity, which wi.ll be
subsequently discussed, is one of the central and Inost successful
features of the California prograIn.

A prograIn to gate all crossings on the Southern Pacific COInpany's
COInInuter line between San Francisco and San Jose was cOInInenced in
the late 1940's.

In 1950 when few people in the country were worrying about safety
at railroad grade crossings, the California COInInission, as a result
of a three~year statewide crossing survey, 'Inade recoInInendations
that resulted in the paving of 4,055 crossings, installation of 2,791
crossing signs and 272 signals, closing of 83 crossings and installation
of 8,509 advance warning signs. This Inay not SeeIn like Inuch today
in tiInes when practically all crossings are at least 24 feet wide, have
advance warning signs and have SOIne type of signs or signals, but 23
years ago this was a real step in the advanceInent of railroad grade
crossing safety.

In 1951 the COInInission initiated a statewid~ prograIn for instal­
lation of autoInatic gates at crossings, particularly at double-track
crossings where there was a possibility of two trains arriving at the
crossing at the saIne tiIne.

In 1953 California becaIne the first state to establish a state
grade crossing protection fund. Under the new legislative provisions,
the California PUC was authorized to assist cities and counties in
paying their allocated'portions of the installation costs of autoInatic
protection (flashing lights, gates, etc.) on non-Federal aid highways
and streets. Funds would be expended froIn the state Highway User
Fund and other funds to pay for one half of the local public authority's
share of the costs of grade crossing projects. Since the public

8



authority's share of the costs for such projects was nonnally 50 per­
cent of the project, with the new funding the state would pay 25 percent
of the project, the local authority for 25 percent and the railroad the
remaining 50 percent. Five hundred thousand dollars was initially
authorized for reimbursement of local communities' crossing expenses.

In 1954 the Commission instituted several small cases (one to
six crossings) investigating the necessity for improving protection or
closing crossings.

The grade·crossing protection fund was increased to $700, 000 in
1956 and during this same year many grade separation projects were
being initiated and the Commission was assessing the costs between
the public agencies and the railroads involved.

An exempt crossing program was initiated in 1957 which allowed
certain vehicles required to stop at grade crossings to be exempt if it
was felt that public safety could be furthered by their not stopping at
particular industrial spur track crossings. This program has been
adopted by a number of other states as well. Also in this year, a $5
million grade separati'on fund was established. Projects were allotted
funds on a priority basis and the costs were apportioned 10 percent to
the railroad, 45 percent to the public agency and 45 percent to the
grade separation fund.

In 1959 the Transportation Division of the PUC made a study into
the effectiveness of 227 automatic gate installations on a three -year
before-and-after analysis, which revealed that accidents were reduced
by· 58 percent and injuries and fatalities by 72 percent. Also, in 1959
city and county informal surveys were undertaken with representatives
of the public agencies and railroads looking into the solutions of rail­
road grade crossing problems in designated cities, counties and areas.

In 1961, the Commission instituted its first railroad grade
crossing case of any magnitude, which looked into the safety of 51
crossings in the San Fernando Valley, which is just north of the City of
Los Angeles. In this same year the Interstate Commerce Commission
made a formal investigation of grade crossing accidents and concluded
that the basic responsibility for funding grade crossing protection
should be borne by the public. This investigation was requested by a
group of union leaders reacting to the rather horrible accident in
Bakersfield, California, in which the San Francisco Chief struck a
gasoline truck, injuring 105 people and fatally burning 13 others.
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In 1962 a school bus safety program at railroad grade crossings
was inaugurated in conjunction with all of the school districts in the
State of California and the California Highway Patrol. Also in 1962,
the Commission instituted an investigation of the safety of 250 crossings
between Los Angeles and Ontario, which was one of the largest cases
ever to be undertaken in California and perhaps elsewhere. This case
involved three major railroads and a large number of cities in "the area.
As a result of the investigation, the Commission ordered the installa­
tion of a large number of automatic gates, which had the effect of
triggering the recognition by many public agencies and railroads of the
necessity for grade crossing improvements in general, and particularly
the need for automatic gates on main and major branch line crossings.

In orde r to cope with the problem of traffic delays at crossings
protected with automatic gates, the Southern Pacific Company developed
the "predictor", a control device that reduces the down time for auto­
matic gates. In 1964, Southern Pacific Company established a policy
on their lines that if automatic protection was to be improved on exist­
ing crossings or installed on new crossings, on main or branch main
lines, that the protection should be automatic gates. In this same
period, the Commission staff made a study of the effectiveness of
automatic gates which showed an average decrease of 60 percent in
accidents, a 90 percent reduction in fatalities and an 85 percent reduc­
tion in injuries.

In 1965 the state legislature established a grade crossing main­
tenance fund which reimbursed the railroad for the cost of maintenance
in proportion to the public agency's cost of installation of the automatic
protection. During this period, the Commission instituted a case into
the safety of private railroad grade crossings and as a result estab­
lished a unique sign which distinguishes them from public crossings.

During 1965 the Southern Pacific Company was authorized by the
Interstate Commerce Commission to construct a new 78 mile main line
track between Palmdale and Colton, which did, in effect, bypass the
Los Angeles basin with their main line trains. As a consequence of
the Commission's investigation of the safety of the proposed crossings
and grade separations, automatic gates were ordered to be installed.

In 1966 the name "BART" appeared and a 7S-mile
rapid transit system was conceived which partially paralleled the
Western Pacific Railroau"and the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Rail­
way tracks in the San Francisco Bay Area. The PUC examined the
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safety of the adjacent railroad crossings and as a result many crossings
were separated or improved .

. In -1967 a program was established for the improvement of all
state highway crossings in coordination with the state Department of
Public Works and as a result, practically all state highway main and
branch line crossings are, or will soon be, protected either with gates
or with a minimum of flashing light signals.

Finally, in 1973 the California Legislature changed the state's
funding provisions on grade separation projects so that the state and
local governments are now responsible for 90 percent of the total costs
while the railroads must pay the remaining 10 percent. Alternate
funding provisions will be discussed in the next section of the analysis.

Over the years the California Public Utilities Commission has
provided much of the leadership and management that is so neCes sary
in establishing an effective grade crossing program. They have been
strongly assisted by the railroads in California, some of which have
been exemplary in their support of grade crossing safety efforts, by
the state highway department, by a sympathetic and res ponsible legis­
1ature' and by numerous organizations concerned with improving rail­
road highway grade crossing safety within the state, not the least of
which are: The Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers, the League of
California Cities, the AAA, the County Board of Supervisors Associa­
tion, and the many cities, counties and individuals who have cooperated
with them in the overall execution of the program.

The TranE\lportation Division of the California Public Ctilities
Commission is one of the strongest agencies in the United States today
in the field of railroad highway grade crossing safety by virtue of their
legislative authority, their large staff of experts, and the state funding
programs which have given them the financial strength necessary for
effecting grade crossing improvements. The depth of the PUC's
involvement and cotnInitment to grade crossing safety can be seen in
the following table (Table 3) of survey results which was recently pre­
pared by the Grade Crossing Committee of the National Conference of
State Transportation Specialists.

As this brief overview of the PUC historical role has evidenced,
a continuing program of improvements in the financing, management
and installation of grade crossing protection over the last 50 years has
been effected. As with any state, it is the cumulative impacts of past
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activities which establishes present safety results. California's his­
torical efforts to improve grade crossing safety have thus been one of
the prime determinants of the state's progress in reducing grade
crossing fatalities and injuries.

On the following tables (Tables 4 and 5) and graph, the progress
of th~ California program is charted from 1950 through 1972. As can
be seen, while highway accidents have increased, grade crossing
accidents have declined. The figures of Table 4 also reflect the start
up of the state highway departments grade separation program in 1952
and a similar program established in 1957 by the PUC for all county
and city crossings. An analysis of the signal improvements shows the
switch from flashing light signals to gates in 1964. The rate of instal­
lation of active protection throughout the period has been primarily
controlled by the availability of funds.
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3.0 DESCRIPTION AND ANALYSIS OF CALIFORNIA PROGRAM

As previously mentioned, the California grade crossing program
is a composite of activities and programs being administered by the
PUC, the state Highway Department, local city and county governments
and the railroads. Understanding the responsibilities of each group
from the standpoint of program administration will help to clarify the
basic mechanics of the California program.

3.1 GRADE CROSSING PROTECTION INSTALLATION PROGRAM
FOR NON-STATE, NON-FEDERAL CROSSINGS (NOT
APPLICABLE TO GRADE SEPARATION)

Requests for installation of railroad-highway grade crossing
protection can be initiated by local cities, county governments, by
railroads, or in those cases where the local agency appears unwilling
or incapable of making such a request, by the Public Utilities Com­
mission, on its own initiative. In actual practice, the vast majority
of crossing installations in California are initiated by the PUC and local
governmental agencies and the PUC has only stepped in and exercised its
authority to direct that a crossing installation be made in instances
where the public safety appears jeopardized by the lack of protection,
and in instances where the local community has failed to establish a
proper program of improvement and corrective action. Thus, the 424
cities and 58 counties in California'~with participation by the PUC, are
primarily responsible for originating the requests for installation of
crossing protection. The methods and procedures used by these
communities and cities in evaluating and ranking the hazardness of
each crossing within their jurisdictions are of prime importance to us
in evaluating the overall effectiveness of the California program.

Most of the communities have taken advantage of the joint field
surveys conducted by the PUC engineers and have used the results of
such surveys to establish a prioritized list of crossings requiring
protection. ** Other communities, particularly the smaller munici­
palities, have relied upon consulting firms or better staffed public

*Note: In California, the cities and counties do not overlap,
geographically speaking, and thus there are no jurisdictional dupli­
cations.

**About 75 cities and counties have programs underway with PUC.
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agencies to perform this work. From the information available from
a recent pec questionnaire on grade crossing improvement criteria
and procedures, used by counties and cities in California, there is
little uniformity in the evaluation of railroad highway grades for the
purposes of protection improvement by local communities. The
warrants or criteria used ranged from informal, somewhat subjective
and sporadic ones to sophisticated and regularly recurrent procedures.
The less formal criteria are often based on only one or two factors
such as accident history, "local need" and complaints -- with cata­
strophic accidents many times being the motivating force. The results
obtained by weighting and ranking alternate physical and environmental
factors were similar to those obtained in other studies and showed that
the five most important physical factors considered by local California
communities in making a grade crossing improvement decision are:

Annual Average Daily Traffic
Number of Daily Trains
Obstruction to Vision (corner visibility)
Speed of Trains

The normal steps followed by most communities in making an
improvement decision are:

Evaluate the c ros sing including a traffic study
and review of accident history.

Complete an engineering study and design
the project.

Negotiate agreement with the railroad and
seek the California PUC approval for financing.

Request budgeting of funds from local public
agency governing board.

Install c ros sing protection once funding is
approved.

The time span for the above procedures normally ranges from one to
five years, depending upon the public agency involved and the scope and
complexity of the project. An average crossing takes two years from
original application to first installation, which can create problems for
the local communities, from a budgetary standpoint.

18



Even though the railroad will provide :;0 percent of the cost of
installation and the state 25 percent, the local community must provide
the remaining 25 percent, and thus there is undoubtedly a direct corre­
lation between local community finances and the degrees of safety and
protection provided through new crossing installations. Those com­
munities which generally have poorer financial postures by virtue of
their economic resources or lack of suitable tax basis would find it far
more difficult to finance new crossing installations than would their
wealthier counterparts. In this sense the financing provisions of the
California railroad-highway grade crossing ?rogram are somewhat
regressive with the burden of funding falling equally on communities
without regard to their financial abilities * (see footnote on the following
page).

In addition the procedures by which the funding is accomplished
have provided some additional impediments to local communities. Under
the California program, the local community first notifies the railroad
of the installation costs. The railroad assigns a signal engineer to
each request to determine the necessary design and costs of installing
the equipment. These estimates are then returned to the local community
which then either agrees to the charge or else abandons the project. If
the projected charges are acceptable to the local community, it then
negotiates an agreement with the railroads establishing the specific
charges and conditions negotiated and submits a copy of this agreement
with its application to the PUC for an allocation of funds from the Cros­
sing Protection Fund. Since the state is reimbursing the local com-
munity, it is necessary for the local community to first receive authority
to provide financing for SO percent of the total cost of the installation,
even though it will ultimately only have to pay for 25 percent of the total.
This requirement has created problems for a number of local communities
that can provide the 25 percent financing but for various reasons cannot
handle the SO percent requirement. According to one PUC official, the
California program would be greatly improved by having the PUC reimburse
the railroads directly for 25 percent of the initial installation costs
instead of placing the burden on the local community to first secure the
PUC furids and then reimburse the railroads.**

*Footnote on the following page.
**States that are considering establishing similar grade crossing

protection funds should structure their reimbursement provisions
accordingly.
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*On the other hand, it can be argued that the requirement for local
commun:ity financing participation acts to insure that prudence and
reasonableness are exercised in the request and applications for instal­
lation of crossing protection.

When the grade crossing protection fund was first established,
the California Public Utilities Commission in Decision No. 49565,
Case No. 5495, examined the question of allocating funds to local
agencies on the basis of their financial needs.

Representatives of local agencies were apprehensive of a sugges­
tion that requests for allocation contain a statement showing the local
agency's need for financial assistance. It was urged that allocation not
be based upon financial need, nor upon the basis of a "pauper clause".
So to do, as expres sed by one city official, would be unsound and unfair
because, although every local agency has legal authority to raise money,
financial need exists in each agency. Moreover, it was suggested that
allocation on the basis of financial need could give special assistance
to those agencies which have refused to face the problem of crossing
protection, and penalize communities which are making serious effort
to solve the problem. The local agencies contend that the appropriation
statute is based upon an equitable principle of mutual interest by the
State, the railroads, and the local governmental agencies, and was
intended to assist in solving a problem of statewide concern without
consideration of possible financial distress on the part of local agencies.

If a showing of financial need is required, it would be necessary
for the Commission to make a detailed examination of the financial
affairs of each applicant agency, including the agency1s financial
structure, assessed valuation of tax purposes, tax rates, availability
of other sources of revenue, charter limitations, and like matters.
The California PUC did not believe that the Legislature, by adoption
of the appropriation statute, intended to confer upon the Commission
the additional power and duty of passing upon the financial needs of
local agencies. Nor did they feel that it was the legislative intent to
require a showing of financial need or pauperism by a local agency in
order to qualify for an allocation from the fund. Consequently any
change in the California funding program towards greater progressive­
ness would require legislative action.
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It normally takes about six months from the time a community
first notifies the railroad of its intent to request the funding of a cross­
ing improvement until the time the railroad returns the engineering
cost estimates. In general, there have been no unneces sary delays on
the part of the railroads in providing these estimates for it normally
takes a full six months to design and price out the complete installation.

However, once the installation has been approved and funded by
the PUC and the go ahead given to the railroad for installation and con­
struction of the c ros sing protection, the time required for completion
of this work can range from three to twelve months. Construction
delays sometimes force local communities to make a second budget
application when the first fiscal year authorization has elapsed.
Ordinarily this is not a big problem, but in some communities the local
governing board has seen fit to allow the funding of the originally
budgeted crossings only and will not authorize protection of additional
crossings. In those cases the delays in construction have reduced the
effective rate of new installations in the community. The problem in
California is principally confined to the smaller railroads. *

So far we have been discuss ing the procedures followed by local
communities in requesting a grade crossing improvement involving
active protection, not grade s~parations. The procedures establishing
the prioritization and funding of grade separation are separate and
distinct from those involving signalization and will be subsequently
discussed.

The California Public Utilities Commission receives approxi­
mately 250 requests a year for funding the installatior. of grade cross­
ing protection by all the counties and cities in California. Since they
have had adequate funds to provide the necessary 25 percent state
support, they have not had to prioritize local community requests,
consequently if a local community can afford the installation, the PUC
has always been able to fund the requests. As indicated previously,
local financing thus dictates the rate of new installation. Between

*Perhaps the problem can be avoided in other states and in Cali­
fornia by establishing an incentive payment plan that would provide rail­
roads with a premium for completion of the project within the budget
year or by pemaTtyc1auses for-de-1ays. An a1ternative-suggestlon-ffi-ight
provide advance partial payments to the railroads from the grade cros­
sing fund on a mutually agreeable time schedule for completion of work.
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1953 and December 31, 1972, a total of 2,403 requests for funding have
been processed by the PUC of which only 28 were denied.

Within a local community's jurisdiction, the priorities for cross­
ing protection are often established by agreement between parties after
reviews by representatives of the railroad, the PuC, and the local
agency. These reviews or on-site.inspections are quite thorough and
generally result in agreement by all parties as to the ranking and
priority of <;:ross ings for treatment. If there is any disagreement
between the parties, the PUC may set the matter for public hearing
after which the PCC will issue an order based on the evidence submitted.

Over the past 10 years, as of January 1974, the PCC has com­
pleted surveys with public agenc ies, with the assistance of the railroads
involved, in approximately half of the counties in California. Over the
years, all of the crossings in California have been individually surveyed
on different occasions.

For most cities and counties in California, the PUC maintains a
list of crossings that should be protected. Thus, a crossing in say,
Fresno, which might be No. 1 on the Fresno list, is not compared with
some crossing in Los Angeles or San Diego for priority standing, for
reasons which will be subsequently explained.

In one sense, the California legislature a voided the ?roblem of
choosing among crossings and communities by providing sufficient
funds in the grade crossing fund to more than match the funding that
local communities could afford. However, in the case of state cross­
ings of which there are only 494, and which are financed 50 percent by
the state and 50 percent by the railroads, where federal funds are not
utilized, a priority list is developed. In the past the establishment of
a prioritized list of crossings requiring protection for all non-state
crossings has been strongly resisted on political and technical grounds.
There was considerable doubt that a satisfactory statewide priority
formula could be developed that would give reasonable results when
applied to a large number of crossings within the state. The opinion
of the engineer on the Los Angeles County Grade Crossing Committee,
for example, was that a definite statewide priority list based on a
formula would be inappropriate because of the need for the exercise of
judgment in regard to many changing factors. It was also argued that
attempts to develop such a list would tend to produce unreasonable delay
in the construction of needed safety improvements. What was feared
most was the potential unresponsiveness of the PUC to local needs that
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the application of such a formula portended. Local representatives
could readily envision situations where accidents had occurred at a
local crossing and their being required to tell their angered constituents
that the crossing was only ranked 892 on the state list and would perhaps
be protected in five years. Such situations, though perhaps far-fetched,
can theoretically occur and have the potential for agitating not only the
local populace but their beleagured legislative representatives as well.

The California system of separate priority lists -for each
community has actually avoided these problems. On the other hand,
the question can and should be raised as to the efficiency of such a
system. Vndoubtedly there are some crossings that are being pro­
tected because a local community desires to have them protected and
can afford the financing, at the expense of other crossings that may
offer greater potential savings in accident reductions but which cannot
be financed due to a lack of local funds or local unwillingness to do so.
This discussion raises many questions concerning what is the "best"
and "right" approach to state management of grade crossing installa­
tion programs which we shall not attempt to answer here, for in one
sense the question is moot, as Sections 203 and 230 of the 1973 highway
safety act has required that every state establish a priority list of
crossings requiring protection as a precondition of their receiving
federal funding.

The California PUC is currently attempting to assemble such a
list by consolidating their loc-al lists and reviewing the physical data
and other factors provided on each crossing submitted for improvement.
It is their intent to also use the National Grade Crossing Inventory
Data as soon as it is completed in their state to further assist them in
establishing a prioritized list of crossings.

California's procedures for establishing crossing protection
priorities within a local community are politically sensitive and
generally effective in that the list represents a consensus of opinions
as to the most serious problems in any given area; nevertheless, on a
statewide basis this procedure -- however workable -- may not ulti­
mately be the most effective.

It will therefore be interesting to see whether the new list of
priorities being established pursuant to federal requirements becomes
anything more than just a list.
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3.2 GRADE CROSSING PROTECTION CPGRADING O"0f
STATE HIGHWAYS

By a cooperative and voluntary agreeITlent between the Public
Utilities COITlITlission and the Highway COITlITlission, a prograITl was
established several years ago for the systeITlatic upgrading of protection
at grade crossings on state highways throughout the state. To iITlple­
ITlent this prograITl, the PUC staff each year cOITlpiles a priority list of
grade crossings on state highways which they deeITl to be ITlost in need
of upgrading. The Highway Commission reviews the list to ascertain
if any of the proposed crossings will be affected by proposed highway
projects, relinquishITlents to other agencies, abandonITlents, etc., and
then initiates negotiations with the railroads involved for the reCOITl­
ITlended iITlproveITlent. The Highway COITlITlission allocates approxi­
ITlately $400, 000 annually for the state's share of the prograITl. During
the four years ending June 3 0, 1971, this prograITl has provided for the
upgrading of protection at 95 grade crossings on state highways at a
total estiITlated cost of $2,200, 000, which cost was divided equally
between the state and the railroads involved.

3.3 GRADE CROSSING MAINTENANCE PROGRAM

In 1965 the legislature enacted statutes which require that the
cost of ITlaintaining grade crossing protection installed after October 1,
1965, be apportioned between the railroad and the governITlental agency
in the saITle ratio as the cost of construction of the protection is appor­
tioned. The new statutes also required the Highway COITlITlission to
provide $1, 000, 000 froITl the state Highway Fund each year to pay the
cities I and counties t shares of the cost of ITlaintenance. Since ITlost of
the installations of autoITlatic grade crossing protection are paid for on
a 50- 50 basis between the railroad and the public agency, this ITleans
that approxiITlately one -half of the cost of ITlaintaining these devices is
paid on behalf of the cities and counties froITl State highway funds. On
new crossings, the PUC can pay as ITluch as 100 percent of the cost of
ITlaintenance. The Public Utilities COITlITlission adITlinisters this pro­
graITl insofar as city and county streets and roads are concerned. For
grade crossings on the state highway systeITl, the Division of Highways
adITlinisters the prograITl and the funds COITle froITl regular state high­
way ITlaintenance funds and/or federal funds. The cost of ITlaintenance
is based on a systeITl quite siITlilar to the AAR unit systeITl which assigns
a certain nUITlber of units to each cOITlponent of an autoITlatic grade
crossing protection installation. The Public Utilities COITlITlission has
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established $30 as the annual cost of maintenance for one unit. ':' The
amount of money required to support this program increases each year
as new crossings are added. Consequently, the maintenance fund has
been augmented by annual budget appropriations since its inception, the
most recent being $1, aDO, 000 for the 1972-73 fiscal-year. A total of
$2,226,314.38 has been authorized for payment as of June 30, 1973.

For the six month period ended June 30, 1973, a total of 1,049
payments amounting to $429,253.54 have been made.

On the following page is a Summary of Claims paid from the
Automatic Grade Crossing Protection Maintenance Fund for the calendar
years of 1968 through December 31,1972. Under the Crossing Pro­
tection Maintenance Fund, assistance has been given to 184 cities and
42 counties in the amount of $2,226,314.

3.4 GRADE SEPARATION PROGRAM

In 1957 the California legislature established the Grade Separa­
tion Program to assist cities and counties in the construction of grade
separations to eliminate grade crossings and the reconstruction of
existing separation structures to increase capacities. Each year, after
holding public hearings, the Public Utilities Commis sion establishes
a priority list of projects most in need of construction. This list is
valid for one calendar year and is released just prior to the beginning
of each calendar year. The Highway Commission is required to set
aside $10, 000, 000 each year to pay the state's share of these projects. **
The state IS share is one half the cost of the project after deducting the
railroad's contribution. The railroad's contribution no-rmally is 10%
of the cost of the project plus the capitalized savings in maintenance
cost of the crossing and the automatic protection; ;~>I'* therefore, the
apportionment of cost is approximately 44% each to the state and the
local agency and 12% to the railroad. Allocations are made by
the Highway Commission from the $10, 000, 000 in accordance with the

*Railroads within California are currently attempting to have this
increased to $50 w?ich includes the cost of commercial power.

**An additional $5,000,000 has been authorized by the legislature
for 1973 and 1974.

*>I'*A revis ion in the law to become effective July I, 1974, elimin­
ates the requirement for the railroad paying its capitalized savings
and changes the shares to 80% state; 10% railroad, .and 10% local
agency" See Section 3. 7 for discussion.
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Yea:- Resolution Nos. :Y1aint. A:nour.t
Paid Frc.m To Year Paid

1972 53 66 1965 4 $ 57.95 $ 12
19116 12 3,801. 13 317
1967 39 11,953.27 306
1968 76 22,706.27 299
1969 114 37,996.98 333
1970 H8 89,693.86 362
1971 1,063 473,076.66 445

Total 1.556 $ 639,286,12 $411

1973 67 69 1965 1 $ 25.63 S 26
1966 2 400.77 200
1967 8 1,415.74 177
1968 9 2.772.59 308
1969 13 3,009.90 232
1970 40 6,214.30 155
1971 220 54,011. 76 246
1972 ~ 361,402.85 478

Total 1,049 $ 429,253.54 $409

1968 to 69 1965 42 $ 1,379.22 $ 33
6-30-73 1966 269 58, 160.69 216

1967 496 147,846.12 298
1968 782 270,306.08 346
1969 1,016 331,705.05 376
1970 1,218 478,425.95 393
1971 1,283 527,088.42 411
1972 ~ 361,402.85 478

Total 5.862 $2..226,314.38 $380

II - SUMMARY OF AMOCNT PAID IN CALENDAR YEAR

1965 $
1966
1967
1968 68,749.16
1969 53,042.43
1970 320,503.10
1971 715,480.03
1972 639,286.12

1-1 - 6-30-1973 429,253.54

Total $2.,226,314.38

Figure 2. Automatic Grade Crossing Protection Maintenance
Fund Average Cost Per Crossing Years 1965-1972

, I
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I

priority list established by the Public Utilities Commission after appli-
cations are received from local agencies·, During the 16 years the
program has been in effect, 145 projects have been completed or have
received allocations of a total of $67, 153, 575,'~ For a number of years
any money not allocated within each year reverted to·the State Highway
Fund; however, several years ago the statute was· changed to provide
that unallocated money would be held over and would be available for
allocations from the next year's list. The total of $67, 153,575 in allo­
cations represents a total cost to the· railroads, the local agencies and
the state of approximately $149, 000, 000 over the period of 16 years.

3.4.1 Grade Separations in Regular
State Highway Projects

All railroad crossings by freeways are at separated grades.
Railroad crossings by state highways other than freeways mayor may
not be at separated grades, depending upon circumstances at the
individual crossing. On projects financed with state funds, the rail­
road's share according to statute is 10 percent of the cost attributable
to the presence of the railroad plus the "amount computed by capitali­
zing at 5 percent per annum the direct and computable savings to the
railroad resulting from the elimination or reduction of the cost of
physical maintenance of such crossing or crossings, and from the
elimination or reduction of the cost of maintaining crossing protection
at the existing grade crossing or crossings", when one or more grade
crossings are eliminated by the project. When the project consists 6f
an alteration or reconstruction of an existing grade separation to
increase the capacity for highway purposes, the railroad's share is
10 percent of the cost of the project. When Federal funds are used on
a project the railroad's share is 5 percent of the cost of the project
when a principal grade crossing is eliminated and zero under other
conditions. For internal accounting reasons none of the ,federally
financed grade separation projects are scheduled specific·ally·as rail­
way/highway hazard elimination projects; therefore, none would appear
in Federal Highway Administration records of such projects. In
connection with regular state highway projects an average of 50 grade
separation structures are constructed, reconstructed or widened
annually and approximately six grade crossings are eliminated at an
estimated cost of approximately $30, 000, 000 annually.

:~Approximatelyeight to ten grade separations are completed a
year.
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3.5 GRADE CROSSINGS IN REGCLAR
STATE HIGHWAY PROJECTS

Each year a number of projects in the regular ce highway con-
struction program require widening, alteration or relocation of one or
more grade crossings. Concurrently with the design of the project the
grade c ros sing protection is reviewed and, if warranted, a service
contract is negotiated with the railroad to upgrade the protection at the
time of construction of the highway project. For state financed proj­
ects, the usual apportionment of cost is 50 percent each to the state
and the railroad; if federal funds are used, the apportionment is 10
percent or zero, depending upon circumstances, to the railroad.
Occasionally a project will require the construction of a new grade
crossing where none existed before. Automatic protection of the type
and class to fit the circumstances is installed at the time of construc­
tion. The cost of installations at new crossings is borne 100 percent
by the state. An average of about 12 crossings per year receive new
automatic protection in connection with regular state initiated highway
projects.

3. 6 RECENT CHANGES IN CALIFORNIA
GRADE CROSSING FUNDING PROGRAMS

Effective July 1, 1974, a number of changes in the California
grade crossing protection programs will be effected pursuant to the
legislation pas'sed in Senate Bill 456 entitled "An Act to Amend Section
1202.5 of the Public Utilities Code. 11

These changes have eliminated the requirement that ~ailroads

must pay maintenance savings realized from any grade separation
project financed with state funds capitalized at 5 percent, and have
retained the provis ion that railroads pay nothing more than 10 percent
of the total project cost.

In addition, the state will provide 80 percent of the total con­
struction costs. The local communities I contribution in this case is
reduced to 10 percent and the railroads to 10 percent.

3.7 SYNOPSIS OF CALIFORNIA GRADE
CROSSING PROGRAM

The previous review has summarized the alternative programs
and financial underpinnings of California's grade crossing program.
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As can be seen, the specific funding alternatives available to local
cOTI1TI1unities are rather extensive and while SOTI1e probleTI1s have arisen
in adTI1inistering this rather cOTI1plex assortTI1ent of financial grab bags,
their very existence insures that the burden of financing is well dis­
tributed. The contributions TI1ade by railroads, local cOTI1TI1unities, the
state and the FHWA are deterTI1ined in each individual case by the
nature of the project (installation of crossing protection, grade separa­
tion, crossing TI1aintenance, crossing eliTI1inations) the originating party
(local COTI1TI1unities, state, PCC. railroad) and the funding selected
(federal, state. local).

In the past, California DOT has decided to use most of its discretion­
ary funds, established for the elimination of highway hazards (G type pro­
jects), on projects other than grade crossing projects, utilizing state funds
for grade crossing protection. This strategem enables the state to secure
the maximum funds available from all sources for safety projects, since in
state funded projects railroads were required to pay 50 percent of the total
cost. Use of federal funds for G t}~e projects would have reduced the over­
all contributions from the railroads had the state chosen this option.
Since California has had an effective grade crossing funding program, this
action has not seriously reduced the installation of new crossing protection,
whereas in those states lacking such programs, this form of federal aid has
the potential for producing limited progress in their installation of new
grade crossing protection.*

~'This probleTI1 has been reviewed in the report to Congress on
grade crossing safety.
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4. 0 1973 HIGHV.,rA Y AND SAFETY AC T (PUBLIC
LAW NO. 93-87) IMPACT O~ CALIFORNIA

The new highway safety act has provided substantial additional
funding for California's already strong program. under Sec. 203 and
Sec. 230:

Sect. 203 provides for railway-highway safety projects on federal
aid systems (50% to rural areas, 50% to urban areas). At
least 50% of the funds authorized and expended under this
section must be spent on the installation of grade cros-
sing protection devices at railroad highway grade crossings.
This requirement is significant for if California were in
fact to fail to spend this money, amounting to $938,337 in
fiscal 74 or roughly enough to protect 31 crossings with
flashing lights and automatic gates, they would lose it,
since it is not available for other types of projects. For
this reason and others which shall be subsequently discussed,
the state highway department and PUC have tentatively agreed
to utilize"most of the money for the installation of pro­
tective devices. In addition, Sec. 203 provides $938,337
for fiscal 74 for the elimination of hazards and these funds
can also be used to finance the installation of additional
crossing protection devices, as well as other types of rail­
way-highway safety projects.

All funds authorized by the federal governm.ent under IM-30-4-73
are subject to OMB obligational control procedures. A
state cannot obligate federal funds beyond OMB 's presc ribed
lim.its which have been established as follows for the state
of California:

California Total Obligated Authority for FY 1974

Non-Interstate in
Urbanized Areas
$94,565,000

All Others
$198,798,000

Total
$293,363,000

In addition, they have a $99,000,000 ACI conversion carry­
over from. 1973 which gives them. a current obligational
authority of $393,024,895. At this tim.e the obligational
authority is not preventing California's use and application
of 1M 3 D's funds for grade crossing projects.
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From a state management standpoint, there are two basic options
for finan·cing grade crossing signalization improvements.

1. Using State Funds

State
Local Community
Railroad

250/0
250/0
500/0

2. Using Sec. 203 Funds

State or Local
Agencies

Federal
I 00/0
900/0

Cse of state funds is limited by the financial capacity of
local governments in programs financed with state funds.
under Sec. 203, however, the federal funds may be used
to cover the local governments contributions and thus a
greater number of installations can b·e financed under the
federal government program. The final decision of the
state with regard to the type of financing selected and the
percentage contribution of each funding source is deter­
mined by the overall California posture vis-a-vis O:rvrn
obligational limitations and the strategy being followed with
regard to fund sourcing in grade separation projects.

Sec. 230 of the 1973 Highway Safety Act establishes for the first time
in recent history federal funding of grade crossing projects
not on federal aid highways. A total of $4,041,778 or 8

. percent of the total $50,000,000 authorized for this
"Federal-Aid Safer Roads Demonstration Program" for
FY 1974 has been made available to California under the
provisions of this section. FHWA will fund 90 percent of
any project designed to eliminate or correct highway safety
hazards. Railroad highway grade crossings would thus be
eligible for funding under this section

Both Sec.· 203 and Sec. 230 require that the State of California estab­
lish a prioritized list of crossings requiring upgrading; however, the
manner by which this list is developed is left to the discretion of the
state. * FHWA has indicated that the Railroad Grade Crossing Inventory
being undertaken jointly by DOT and AAR will provide adequate infor­
mation for rail highway grade crossing improvements under Sec. 203

*By California law, the state cannot spend Sec. 230 money on
non-state highways without enabling legislation; however, this legis­
lation should be forthcoming in the near future.
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and Sec. 230, however, the California authorities in the interest of
expediting federal funding support may resort to other information
sources rather than wait for the completion of the inventory.

The new federal support has made it highly attractive for rail­
roads and local communities in California to seek federal funding of
crossing improvements under Sec. 203 and 230. For railroads, the
least-cost position is naturally favored, which is for 95/5 grade separa­
tion, for 100/0 Federally funded signals, for SO/SO state signals, and

25/25/50 for county and city signals. As long as Federal aid highway
funds are not grade crossing specific then states like California may
prefer to finance crossing projects with state funds, requiring the rail­
roads to pay 50 percent of the costs, using their Federal funds for
other purposes which they feel are more important. California DOT
is currently meeting with the PUC to resolve and balance this funding
program with those local communities and thus establish their priori­
ties for grade crossing safety and other safety areas. Federal support
of crossing protection removes the burden of initiating and funding a
crossing from local communities and places the responsibility on the
PUC and California DOT for program implementation. This action
thus makes it possible for state officials to protect non-Federal aid
highways where local communities have been financially unable or
unwilling to finance crossing improvement. The combination of the
new Federal financing plus California's own internal program will
produce a strong and well-balanced program for financial support of

/ grade crossing safety.
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5. 0 PRESENT OPERATIONS
CALIFORNIA PUC

Having discus sed the major programs and funding mechanisms,
it would be wise to review the manner in which these programs are
being administered by the Public Utility Commission. As has been
indicated, the PL"C keeps a complete inventory (Grade Crossing Report)
of all crossings in its files and updates this information as changes or
improvements are made. ,;,

A copy of a typical Grade Crossing Report illustrating the type of
physical data maintained and nature of protection devices is provided
on the following page. All updating is completed on a monthly basis.

An initial effort has been made to mechanize the storage and
retrieval of this data and as of this writing, a tape containing each
crossing and basic information on its location and type of protection
has been prepared. This data does not include applicable accident data
and thus computer analysis of the effectiveness of grade crossing pro­
tective devices is not possible at this time.

All accidents occurring at grade crossings are reported to the
PUC by the railroads and the dates, numbers of fatalities (K) and
injuries (I) are posted on the rear of the form. Normally, the PUC,
in its monitoring of the grade crossing program and review ~f accident
statistics, learns of a problem area and contacts the appropriate local
parties suggesting that they meet to review the crossing program. On
other occasions a local community may informally notify the PUC that
they are having difficulties and would like FGC as sistance and recom­
mendations as to the best corrective actions to take. The PUC may
set up a field inspection surveyor may take other appropriate actions
necessary to help the local community. The PUC has assigned each of
their 12 traffic engineers responsibility for a group of crossings and
over a period of years many of these men have become
familiar with the characteristics of the crossings for which they are

':'The assigned crossing identification number in California con­
sists of a numeral indicating the railroad, a letter indicating the branch,
and numerals indicating the mileage to the nearest tenth; for example,
2H- 5. 1, or 31ASC - 206. 7. A letter suffix is added on for other than
main or branch line crossings, and a different suffix letter for grade
separations. Pedestrian and alley crossings are included in the inven­
tory, but not private crossings. up to 12 digits may be required at a
given crossing.
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Figure 3. Sample California Grade Crossing
Report (Continued)
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responsible. As a consequence, their evaluations of crossing hazards
encompass a wide range of factors and on-site observations. The
California PUC has a total of approximately 20 people including
engineers. typists, analysts, and supervisors administering their
grade c ros sing prog ram.

5. I PRESENT OPERATIONS: STATE
HIGHWA Y DEPAR TMENT

The state highway department has responsibility for the
administra~ion of federal funds, the funding of crossing improvements
on stat~ hlghways, and the administration of the grade crossing
separatlon fund. They have a 10 mau staff which spends perhaps
4~ percent of their time on grade crossing matters. In cooperation
wlth the PUC, the state is now planning a major program for protecting
some 1200 additional crossings using federal funds available from
the 1973 Highway Safety Act.

The program will emphasize completing and upgrading protection
on all state highways and will structure the installations so that all
crossings on main lines are provided with automatic protection. This
will allow for the potential upgrading of railroad operating speeds on
these lines and will provide additional insurance against accidents
involving passenger (AMTRAK) or commuter trains.

The state highway people have the burden of clarifying and inter­
preting the provisions of the new highway safety act for local com­
munities and a good percentage of their time will be involved in seeing
that pertinent instructions and explanatory memorandums are forwarded
to all local communities so that they can take advantage of the new
federal funding.

The state maintains a prioritized list of 454 crossings requlnng
improvements. Each year the list is updated and revised based on
work completed, changes in exposure, or other new developments.

5.2 CURRENT OPERATION~ RAILROADS

California is fortunate in having for the most part strong solvent
railroads~' to work with in effecting grade c ros sing improvements. In

~'The Western Pacific is slowly improving its financial position.
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recent years there have been very few instances where new installations
were requested by local communities or by the state that have been
refused by the railroads. Two Class I carriers, the Southern Pacific
and the Santa Fe (ATSF) account for 75 percent of all grade crossings
in California, as shown on the table on the following page (Table 6) and
accompanying chart.

It is fairly well documented':' that there are no ascertainable net
benefits to the railroad from the installation or improvement of grade
crossing protective devices and as the Part II report to Congress on
railroad highway safety indicates, the total costs railroads must bear
in maintaining existing grade crossing protection already exceeds the
total benefits that they would receive through the elimination of acci­

dent expenses and local speed restrictions.** This being the case, it is
easy to understand why most railroad managers are sympathetic with grade
crossing programs which will ultimately increase their maintenance costs
proportionally more than they reduce their operation and accident
expenses.

With this framework in mind, the activities and philosophies of
the Sou thern Pacific Transportation Company as regards grade crossing
safety and the California program in particular are unusual. The Southern
Pacific conducted a "Study of the Protection and Accident Records of 77
Main Track Railroad-Highway Grade Crossing on the San Francisco Penin­
sula" in 1962 and on the bas is of their analysis concluded that the
installation of automatic gates at all double tracked grade crossings on
main lines was warranted. In addition they made a basic decision about
1963 to actively support grade crossing protection programs, and since
that time they have established a record of support for grade crossing
protection that is noteworthy and commendable. On the basis of their
evaluation of the effectiveness of gates, Southern Pacific believed that
they would not only reduce accidents but enhance its defensive position
in litigation.

*FHWA Instructional Memorandum 21-5-72 issued October 27,
1972.

':<>:'Grade crossing accident settlements have been climbing,
especially in California in recent years, thus providing somewhat
greater incentive for improvement of crossing protection.
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Figure 4. Crossings-Accidents By Railroads
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Being the largest carrier in California and having the greatest
responsibility for crossing protection, the Southern Pacific's support
of grade crossing safety prograIlls as Illanifested by its willingness to
pay for its share of crossing installations and iIllproveIllents has been
one of the Illore iIllportant factors in the California grade c ros sing
program.

Southern Pacific has taken the leadership in installing automatic
gates after having studied their effectivenes s, which was later con­
firmed by the PUC over a slightly different time interval. Both found
them to be far more effective in reducing accidents than flashing lights.
Southern Pacific engineers conceptualized the grade crossing predictor';',
authorized its development by Stanford Research Institute, and has
installed these devices at more than 850 grade crossings in California
protected by automatic gates, where variable train speeds and operating
conditions dictate. Southern Pacific has taken a national leadership role
in the installation of all grade crossing devices as evidenced by the
following statistics:

C ros sing Protection Installations - United States
Class I Railroads-1972

All types
°AutoIllatic gates

U. S. Total
1288

566

SPT Co.
& SLSW (Cotton Belt)
278 - 22%
219 - 39%

Southern Pacific and their subsidiary, the St. Louis Southwestern
Railway (Cotton Belt), have 7% of all Class I mileage, but install
22 % of all automatic protection and 39% of all autoIllatic gates.

Closest "competitor" to SP:

All types - Penn Central with 88, or 7%
Automatic gates - Penn Central with 34, or 6%.

""A device that provides a constant warning tiIlle at crossings
regardles s of the s peed of the approaching train.
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SPT's California installations account for more than half of the
installations in the state, as sho~~ in the following summary:

New Protection Installed at Crossings in California-1972

By Railroad

By Railroad

Southern Pacific Trans-
portation Co.

The A. T. & S.F. Ry. Co.
Cnion Pacific Railroad Co.
The Western Pacific RR. Co.
Other Railroads

Total

Column I

New
Crossings
Opened wi
Automatic
Protection

25
3
3
1
7

39

Column II
Crossings
Provided wi
or Initial
Improved
Automatic
Protection

128
52
11

9
14

214

Column III

Crossings
Provided wi
Automatic Gates ,;, ,;,

136
50 50

12
7

14

':'~'Included in Columns 1 and 3.

The very fact that the SP is continuing their current installation
program for installation of automatic gates ensures that California's
safety record will steadily improve.

The Southern Pacific is a "believer" in the efficiency of auto­
matic gates and grade crossing protection programs. However, their
altruistic approach is strongly supported by a pragmatic desire to
minimize skyrocketing accident claims. The California courts in

~'California Public Utilities Commission Annual Report of Rail­
road Accidents, 1972.

':'~'~'Note: The 219 total crossings provided with automatic gates in
California in 1972 by all railroads is not to be confused with the 219
shown on the previous page as the total number of crossings SP and
SLSW have installed nationwide in 1972. This is simply a numerical
coincidence.
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particular have often been sympathetic to claimants even in cases
where negligence on the part of the motorist was established.

Other railroads in California have cooperated well with state,
local, and PUC officials in implementing grade crossing protection
programs and have also strengthened the California program by virtue
of their support.

In summary, the support and cooperation of railroads has been a
major factor in the California program and undoubtedly reflects the
fact that eros sing maintenance and installation costs are unde rwritten
with state and local financial support. As is shown in the table on the
following page (Table 7), it generally costs the railroads less to install
and maintain grade crossing improvements in California than in most
other states.

5.3 RAILROAD-INTERAGENCY COOPERATION

One of the more important ingredients in the California program
has been the degree to which each of the participant agencies have
worked together with the railroads to coordinate and jointly plan their
overall program. Running through all of our interviews with various
agency officials and railroad representatives was not only a common
interest in improving grade crossing safety in California but an un­
spoken pride in the progress being made and a feeling of mlitual
cooperation. Mr. William R. Johnson, Secretary of the California
PUC, reviewing his program, made this comment:

liThe most important factor in any success we have had is
the willing cooperation received from all parties involved,
i. e., the members of our commission, both individually
and collectively, members of the state legislature, the
officials of the railroads, and the officials of the cities,
counties, and state division of highways.

The California Public Utilities Commission members have
given the program full support by making the requisite
staff time available and making requests for additional
staff when needed. The California legislature has approved
the expenditure of state funds for our staff time and also
has established programs for state assistance to cities and
counties in paying their share of the construction and
maintenance costs of the crossings. The railroads have
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TABLE 7. USUAL ALLOCATIOr\ OF COST TO RAILROAD O~ ~ON-FEDERAL AID
RAILROAD-HIGHWAY PROJECTS

On r"'prove"'ent Projects
For Ma;ntcflJrCe

Grade Se_aratlon Grade Cross i ns t·le thnd of and O:Jprl1tlon
S'ta te Construction Pr:tc:tion IrsLll; otion De tcr,111 na t i or: of I='rott2cti::::r

A1abarra lGOi 100% Law 10J1
Al as ~a

Ari zona 101 sot Corp. C IDOl
Arkansas lOOt lOOt Law lOOt
California 13t 50~ PUC 100~ and 50 J l

Co lorado 10i lOt PUC lOOt
Cor:n~c~;c",t 10% and SOl SOl Law 1OJ:
Oelaw3re 25-50t SOl Law and PSC 1001 and C"',"••. 2
Flori~a 0-100% 0-100% ~egotiation 100~ and 50 _
Georgia SOl 50"" Lal' 10u~

Hawai i
Id2ho 20% PUC lCO't
Illinois 10, Cor:-. C lOOt
Indi ana 20i 50% 3 Law 100~

Iowa 10~ Con.C 100~

Kansas 50';+ 25-50Z Law 1QO~~
Kentucky 10% 10~ Law 100% and 0':
Lou i s i ana 50% 50% Policy lOC';
~ai ne 50-1001 FUC 100~

Maryl and 25% 50-100~ 100~

tlassachuse~ts
50% s

lOOt
Michigan 15% Law 100% - $120/yr.
Mi nnesota 10-15% 10% PSC IDOl
Mississippi 10-1GO% 10-100% PSC 100%
Missouri 50% 50~ PSC 100~

t'ontana 100, RRC 100~

Nebraska 25% Law 100~

lleva~a 13% 13.; Law 50',E

New Hamoshire 100% 1001 PUC 100%
~ew Jersey 15% 5% P~C 1001

I'jew ~'ex; co 50% Corp. C 100%
New York 15%- 50% Law 100'~

North Carol ina 10% 10% Law 50%7
Horth Dakota 101 10% PSC 100~

Ohio 15% 10% Law 100%

Oklahoma 50i 10-25% Corp .C 100%
Oregon Vari es 50% PUC 1OO~
Pernsylvania 0-51 O-tot PUC 100;;
R"ode Is 1and 100% PUC 100%
South Carol j na 100% 1001 100'~

South Dakota 10% 10% PUC 100%
Tennessee 0-100i 0-100% Negotiation \gg~eTexas 10% 10% HolY. C.... Uta" 10i 10% PSC 100~

Vermont 10% 10% PSC 100:

Virginia Varies 25~ Corp. C 50%
7". sWash; ngton 10% 10% ~&TC 100~ and ..

West Vir,inia 10% 10% PSC 100'.
Wi scons in 30-32% Law 100%
loIyo11;ng 10% lOt PSC 100%

Oi s t- of Col. 10% 100% Law lOOt
Puerto Ri co

IOn installatic'ns maae after 10-1-65.
20n installations rr3de after 2-3-7l.
30n State hi gl-l,ays only.
'On installatiors ",ade after June 195B
sF1ashing l;c;"t signals only, lOOt On gates .
•On installations "ade after 4-16-71.
'On StHe ~i'l""djs. also in c'tics on instal1a~ions 7ade after 1-1-72, other"ise 100':·.
BEx(ept On StdtP-";alr,tdined h,ghways, where State pays $100 per year for single track
crossings and $150 per year for multiple traCK crossings.

~On new installations only.
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cooperated willingly in the progra!11 and have not hesitated
to spend their !11oney for the necessary i!11prove!11ents.
Here we have been fortunate that we have not been dealing
with the bankrupt or nearly bankrupt railroads such as no
doubt !11any of the eastern states have seen. The cities,
counties and State Division of Highways have also contri­
buted financially to the progra!11 on those crossings within
their jurisdiction. "
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6. a CALIFORNIA GRADE CROSSING PROGRAM
PERFORMANCE - COMPARA TIVE ANALYSIS

By examining the overall effectiveness of the California grade
crossing program in reducing accidents and fatalities, and by comparing
its performance with national averages and that of other states, we can
gain some measure of the relative efficiency of the program. As can
be seen in the following' graph, the total casualties for the nation and for

National

loono
Californla

I-~----"'----'2 000

9000 r---+----+---+----,f---t 1800

o

200

197019601940 1950
YEARS

1930

0'-__-'--__--'-__-'

1920

2000 1---+---+----+-----4~--J

1000 t---t---+----+----+-

800U r----i+=-t-~-+--_+--~f---.........,1600

3000 I-_....,..+-__+ __-+__~__~

I"'-·~nalTrend

4000 r---tt·-t--..,---+----N,...---........., 800 ____

6QOO H~-H'""""'tt+\I_+_-+----t----1 1200

7000 Hf---ft---+---+----j---/ 1400

Source: CONSAD projection using national data provided in the re-'ort
to Congress coupled with California data provided in the
California PUC 1972 annual report. Note that the scales are
different and were selected to illustrate the relatively greater
impr.ovement in safety achieved in California versus national
trends.

Figure 5. ~umber of Casualties in Grade Crossing
Accidents Involving Motor Vehicles
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California paralleled one another until the early 60 ls when the California
results began to show marked declines due primarily to the stepped u?
rate of installations of active protection and the cumulative effectiveness
of the automatic gate installation ,?olicy instituted by the Southern
Pacific.

There is a direct correlation between the percentage of crossings
equipped with active protection devices and a statels overall safety
record (as measured by the number of casualties per exposure factor),
consequently we would expect those states with the greatest percentage
of active protection to have better safety records than those states
having less active protection.

In the table on the following page, the relative ranks for each
state in terms of their safety rates pe r estimated vehicle exposure and
their percentage of active protection are established. California, which
has the 12th best accident rate* shows up 8th in terms of its active
protection. The relative position and closeness of rankings are evident
throughout this table illustrating the well known fact that the greater the
numbers of crossings equipped with active protection within a state,
the better its overall safety record is likely to be.

California's safety record, l~ke" any other statels, is also influ­
enced by the nature of its active "grade crossing protection. The data
on the following table (Table 9), which is the latest available from the
ICC, illustrates the high proportion of automatic gate installations in
California as a percent of the total active protection. By weighting
this type of active protection installed (i. e., gates 4, flashing lights 1,
etc.) it could be shown that California provides more effective pro­
tection at its grade crossings than any other state.

*Notwithstanding our earlier remarks about exposure factors.
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TABLE 8. RATES PER ESTI~~TED VEHICLE EXPOSURE AND
PERCEKTAGE OF ACTIVE PROTECTION

Accident
State Rate per esti-" Stale Rank
Rank by Accident mated Vehicle By Percentage Percer.t
Pe r Vehicle Exposure of Active Active
EXDOS',JTe Col7 Col6 Protection Protection=-::

Alaska Maine 55. I
Hawaii Connectict:.t 50. 9
Rhode Island New York 48.2
Kew Hampshire · 00000429 J\las sach'.lsetts 45. 9
1\.1assachusctts .00000632 Pennsylvania 44.1
N1a.inc .00000658 Pu('rto Rico 43.9
Kew Jersey · 00000748 Nev.."Jersey 42.4
New York .00001527 Califor~~a 38.7
Connecticut .00001764 D~]2.,,,'arc 3 5.4
PC"nnsylvania · 00002149 Vermont 34.4
Mary;al,d .00002142 Virginia 33.7
CalifoT;"lia .000021 66 Illi:10is 32.8
Delaware · 000~231 a Maryla"d 28.7
Virginia .0000291 ! Florida 28. 0
'Vest Virginia · 00003061 Kentucky 28. 0
Michigan .00003084 Indiana 27,7
Illinois , 00003247 Ohio 27. i:
Vermont .00003349 Nevada 27.0
Kentucky .00003545 New Hampshire 27.0
Ohio .00003693 Michigan 25.9
\Vas hing Lon .00003988 Colorado 24. 9
\\!isconsin · 0000·13 31 Arizona 23.7
Nortl, Carolina .00004459 \Iiiscon!=iin 23.5
Florida .0000.. 577 Texas 20.8
Indiana .00004587 Alaska 20.5
Iowa · 00005063 Utah 19.9
Utah .00005296 ::--Jew"1\.1cxico 19.0
Louisiar.a .00005422 Rhode Island 18.8
Arizona · 00005486 Wyomirg 18.6
1\.1i5 souri .00006055 1\.1isSOl.:::-i 18.3
Montana .00006097 Korth Ca rolina 16.4
Tennessee · 00006126 Oregor. 15. 7
South Carolina · 00006218 Alabama 14.8
Georgia .0006460 Louisiana 14.6
Minnc50ta .00006651 Iowa 13.5
SOl::h Dakota · 000072 54 Nebraska 13.5
Colorado · 00007~ 00 Ha'\vaii 12.5
Texas · 00007413 Monlana 11.9

Kansas .00007628 West Virginia I J. 8

Oklahorr.a .00007889 Georgia I J. 7

New IYtcxico .00009768 Idaho 11. I

Wyoming .00010.. 59 Washington 11.0

Alabama .00010709 A rlcansas 10.6

Nebraska .00011588 ~1ississippi 10.5

~1iSSiBSi.ppi .00012048 Kansas 10.3

North Dakota .00012466 Minesota 10.1

Arkansas .00013018 Sou th Ci). rolina 07.2

Oregon .00013198 Oklaho:na 06. 5

Idaho .00014236 D. of Columbia 05.7

Nevada .00016479 South Dakota 04.5
North Dakota 03.6
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TABLE 9. T~AKSPORT STATISTICS IN THE UNITED STATES,
1971 (LATEST AVAILABLE) GRADE CROSSING:
RAILROAD WITH HIGHWAY--BY KIND OF PROTECTION
AKD STATE (CLASS I LINE-HAUL RAILROADS AND
SWITCHING AND TE~1INAL COMPANIES),
DECEMBER 31, 1971

~o of Total Crossing at
Grade Equi;Jpcd ;rlth

Automatic Gates Total C'::::lssir.g Automalic Gates and

StCltc w:th Flashing I.ights at Gri\clc Flasr.ing Lights

Alabar:-:a 57 3,984 1, 43

Alaska.
Arizon3 91 906 10,04

Arkar.sas 85 3, 318 2.56
CaJjrarnia I. 786 8,997 19.85

Col:.raclo 67 2,506 2.67

Connecticu~ 44 391 11,25

Dclawri re 33 383 8.62

Florida 597 5,3;4 11, 15

Georgia. 131 4,591 2.8;

Hawaii
Idaho 8 1,775 0.4;

Illinois 1,442 14,402 9.87

Indiana 593 10,045 5.90

Iowa 318 9,640 3.30

KanEi2.s 185 10,237 1, 81

Kentucky 132 3,267 4.04

Louisiana 76 4,204 1, 81

Maine 58 949 6. II

Maryland 73 I. 048 6.96

MassachuseUs 146 J. 110 13. 15

Michigan 514 9,078 5.66

Minnesota 100 8,461 1, 18

Mississippi 16 2,777 . O. 58

Mlssouri 182 6,975 2.61

Montana 51 2,228 2.29

Nebraska lSI 6,036 2.5e

Nevac!a 19 307 6.19

New Harr.prhire 24 526 4.56

New Jersey 226 1,936 11,67

New Mexico 44 683 6.44

New York 618 4,316 14.32

North Carolina 157 3,50 I 4.48

North Dakota 36 6,114 O. 59

Ohio 631 10,454 6.04

Oklahoma 65 6,272 1, 04

Oregon 147 2:,574 5.71

Pennsylvania 549 7,487 7.33

Rhode I.land 7 102 6.86
South Carolin'a 81 2,957 2.74

South Dakota 3 3,772 0.08

Tenne6see 71 3,286 2.16

Texas 369 14,131 2.61

Utah 25 1,399 I. 79
Vermont 12 239 5.02

Virginia 210 2,362 8.89

Washington 55 4,101 I. 34

West Virginia 57 2,597 2.19

Wisconsi.n 193 7,491 2.58

Wyon"ling 14 632 2.2Z

Note: These figures do not agree with those published by California
pec in their annual reports due to reporting differences.
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7.0 ACTOMATIC GATES AND PREDICTORS EVALUATION
AND EFFECTS Or\' CALIFOR:'JIA PROGRAM

. The California Grade Crossing Program. has benefited enorm.ously
from. the installation of autom.atic gates, presently the m.ost effective
form. of crossing protection and as has been previously show!'}, almost
20 percent of all California crossings are presently equipped with this
type of protection. It is therefore relevant to consider what factors
occasioned this developm.ent and review the data and decisions which
led to the establishm.ent of the current California policy.

7.1 ACTOMATIC GATES

Since 1963, the California PCC has recom.m.ended the installation
of automatic gates with flashing lights at all major crossings. This
?olicy resulted from a study of the effectiveness of autom.atic gates in
reducing grade crossing accidents. This study, completed on April I,
1963, which examined the accident records of 104 grade crossings in

Southern California* from. 1951 to 1962, concluded, that the installation
of autom.atic gates reduced accidents by 60 percent, deaths by 90 per­
cent and injuries by 84 percent. Subsequent PUC studies produced the
following results:

Percentage Decrease Accomplished
by Automatic Gate Installation

Study Dates
and Period

September I, 1961
Northern California*
1946-1960

December 18, 1961
Southern California**
1951-1960

April 1, 1963
Southe rn California
1951-1962

No. of
Crossings
Studied

61

79

104

Accidents

740/0

62%

60%

Deaths

94%

85%

90%

Iniuries

83%

84%

*Southern California was defined as all points east or south of
Tehachapi and San Luis Obispo.
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Study Dates
and Period

October 1, 1964
Southe rn California
1954-1963

March 1, 1965
Northern Caliiornia
1954-1964

June 1, 1967
Southern CaliCo rnia
7 /1/6 1" - 6/3 0/66

March 1, 1968
Northern California
7/1/61-6/30/67

No. of
Crossings
Studied

132

168

178

146

Accidents

57%

780/0

49%

630/0

Deaths

89%

93%

80%

94%

Injurie s

880/0

890/0

830/0

83%

Source: California PUC, "A Study of 1552 Puhlic Grade Crossings in
California Where Automatic Protection Was Installed
Between January 1, 1960 and December 31, 1970 Inclusive."

* Northern California includes all crossings north or west of Tehachapi and
San Luis Obispo.

** Southern California includes all crossings in the balance of the State.

While none of these studies examined more than 178 crossings,
the results w~re significant enough to warrant a major change in policy
with regard to crossing protection. "Cp until 1963, the PuC policy had
been to recommend the installation of flashing light signals at the more
hazardous grade crossings. These early studies failed to focus on
prior protection and consequently interpretation of the results was
often misleading. In June, 1973, a major study of all types of auto­
matic protection was undertaken which examined the before and after
accident experience at 1552 grade crossings wherein automatic pro­
tection was installed, and calculated the effectiveness of each type of
protection. This study encompassed the 10 year interval from
January 1960 to December 31, 1970. The results, which are pre­
sented in terms of the percentage reduction in accidents, deaths, and
injuries per crossing year, and in terms of the reduction in accident
severity as measured by the percentage reduction in accident deaths
and injuries per accident, are as follows:
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June 1973 Analysis 01 lhe Effeotiveness of
Alternale Types of Grade Crossing Upgrading

No. 01
Prior CroBsir..gs
ProtC'ction Upgraded To Studied

Flashing Lights Automatic Gates & 498
Fl. shing Light.

Wig Wag. Automatic Gates &: Z48
Flashing Ligh:s

Gra.sbuck. A utornatic Gates &: Z43
Flashing LIghts

Wig Wags Flashing I.,ights 98
Crossbucks Flashing Lights Z45

Percentage Reduction PE'r Percentage Reduction
Crossing Year In in Accident SeverIty
Ace idents Deaths InjJ.:.ries Dea:hs Ir..jurics

65.9 83.3 78.9 57. I Z8.9

66.7 75.0 88.9 54.5 61. 7

87.5 100.0 93.3 76.0 40.0

50.0 0 53.3 66.7 9.8
64 83.3 84.Z 45.5 54.0

About 1964 the Southern Pacific Railroad established the policy
that automatic gates with flashing lights would be installed at all
crossings, requiring automatic protection, on main lines, branch lines,
and spur tracks that were crossed by heavily traveled highways.

The latest PUC study covers 75 percent of the gated crossing
installations in California, the remaining 25 percent being those instal­
lations completed in the post-1970 period. The 1552 grade crossings
studied were all cross ings having at least two or more trains a day.
Although single train crossings were eliminated from the study due to
programming limitations, this does not affect the validity of the
results. A number of the crossings included in this study, perhaps as
many as 500 or more were equipped with grade crossing predictors
however, the exact number is not known. According to the Southern
Pacific, the grade crossing predictor primarily benefits the highway
user by reducing vehicle delays and doesn't alter the safety or total
effectiveness of the installation. It can be argued that !Jredictors, by
minimizing vehicle delays, tend to condition drivers to stop and wait
until trains have passed. Conversely, at gated installations lacking
predictors, drivers can become frustrated by extended delays perhaps
to the point of prompting them to drive around the gates. Crossings
equipped with an automatic gate and predictor would theoretically be
safer and more effective than a similarly equipped crossing lacking the
predictor. This would also mean that the PUC study results would
likely be biased upwards, that is, they would show that automatic gates
are perhaps more effective than they really are since a portion of their
sample is benefited by the presence of the predictor. The PUC study
did not account for the effects of the predictors in any way and while
this may not bias the results significantly, it should be taken into
consideration by anyone planning to use these results in developing and
administering grade crossing programs.
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7. 2 PREDIC TORS

The grade crossing predictors developed by the Southern Pacific
provide a constant warning time at crossings where train speeds may
vary enormously, thus improving - - theoretically speaking - - drivers
response to crossing activation. The savings in vehicle delays can be
calculated and in the opinion of SP management, they more than justify
the cost of installation -- $2710 basic materials price with no adjacent
crossing, $3645 with adjacent crossings.;" With the rectifier and
installation labor, an average cost of $4000 per predictor is not unusual.

Predictors are normally installed where yard or switching oper­
ations within the proximity of a grade crossing tend to activate the
crossing protection unnecessarily, creating extended delays and where
the train operating speeds are likely to vary greatly. If switching
operations only occur on one tr'ack and in one direction then only one
predictor is required, however, at some crossings on the SP as many
as 4 to 5 predictors are necessary. As mentioned earlier, the SP
questions whether the predictor actually provides any measurable
degree of improvement as far as accident reduction and prevention is
concerned. Similar reservations were held by the California PUC and
state DOT.

In order to determine the effectiveness of the predictor per se,
it would be neces sary to make a before and after evaluation of the
acCident experience at all crossings equipped with predictors. However,
the 'present California grade crossing reports (inventory records) do
not carry this information.

Since 1965, 50 percent or more maintenance costs for crossings is
paid for by the state and consequently on the maintenance bills submitted
by the railroads to the PUC, major crossing components requiring main­
tenance are identified.

From these bills the PUC has been identifying each crossing equipped
with predictors and has been posting this information to their records;

':'When the first predictors were installed, the SP installed a
recording device to calculate how long the crossing would have been
activated under normal circumstances and the resultant savings with
the predictors.
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however, a large percentage of the predictors were installed concur­
rently with automatic gates and thus the before and after accident
experience would fail to disc riminate between the effects of the gates
and the effects of the predictors.

According to C. P. Darrough, Public Projects Engineer-Signals,
Southern Pacific, there are occasionally instances where predictors
are installed separately as part of a welded rail program. If these
crossings can be identified then the "before-predictor" and "after­
predictor" accident experiences could be developed, however, this
would take considerable time, since the SP's records are organized in
such a way that a manual, crossing-by-crossing inspection of each of the
850 records is necessary.

Assuming this could be accomplished, the question arises as to whether
there is enough accident experience to realistically evaluate the predictors
effectiveness at this time. Practically all of the predictors are installed
for a relatively short period of time (1963-1974), the average predictor
installation is only five and a half years old, therefore, the likely re­
sults of this analysis of a limited number of crossings for a short period
of time would be statistically insignific?nt.

An alternate approach to measuring the potential effectiveness of
the predictor would be to compare the summary accident experiences
of crossings having predictors with a like set and number of crossings
lacking predictors and weighting each crossing experience in terms of
its exposure; however, this approach is statistically unsound and
inelegant at best. Since the basic data necessary to effectively evalu­
ate the effectiveness of the predictor is immediately unavailable, it is
recommended .that the analysis be deferred until the PUC and/or SP
can provide a meaningful statistical base which will support such an
analysis.

53



8. a SlTMMARY

B. I STRENGTHS

California is making greater progress than the rest of the
nation, under its grade crossing program, despite the state's continuing
rapid growth in total vehicle miles. One explanation offered by the
"PUC was that there has perhaps been a shift of motor vehicle traffic
to limited access interstate highways and freeways coupled with a
slight reduction in train miles due to the elimination of passenger
trains and consolidation of other rail movements that has helped to hold
down the increase in exposure factors (number of vehicles x number of
trains) at railroad-highway grade crossings. However, on the basis of
this review/ the strength of the California program is primarily respon­
sible, in our opinion, for its overall succesS. Installation of active
protection, particularly automatic gates, continues at high levels due
to the exce llent financial programs and the strong support of the
Southern Pacific and other solvent railroads. PUC authority and
staffing, adequately supported and funded by the California legislature,
provides strong overall direction for a joint cooperative planning and
installation program. While authority for establishing priorities ulti­
mately rests with the PuC, a participative approach is followed in
developing individual lists with local communities, which generally
produces a consensus of local, PuC, and railroad opinions about what
should be done. Interagency-railroad communication and cooperation
is excellent and provides the human interaction necessary for program imple-

mentation. California is basically one of the more progressive states
in the union and the grade crossing program reflects this character in
many respects. A willingness to try new approaches, with high priorities
on the protection of human lives at grade crossings, characterizes much
of the evolution and development of the California program.

As a model for other state programs, California has much to
offer in its funding program, joint planning reviews, and on site
surveys. On the other hand, there are some areas in which other states
may have made greater progress.

Somewhat surprising was the manual system of record keeping
which works well and yet inhibits a faster and potentially more produc­
tive mechanized approach. The work load facing all agencies, with the
stepped up funding and increases in installation, may require additional
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staffing and greater attention to administrative efficienc ies. While
most of the big cities and counties have been surveyed, many remain
to be completed.

Reimbursing the local community directly rather than the railroad
for installation cost has created some problems which could be resolved
by a system of direct payments to the railroad.

The quality of the individual engineering analysis of crossing
hazardness and periodic analysis of protection effectiveness, and instal­
lation costs, are thorough, although seemingly less sophisticated than
in other states.

Specific information on the effectiveness of the predictor cannot be
developed at this time. However, as an innovation that minimizes driver
delays at grade crossings, it has enjoyed considerable success.

Total time for installing protection varies from 18 months to two
years to implement, and while most of the time can be readily accounted
for by each of the steps in the process, some improvements/reductions in
the cycle would obviously benefit everyone. From a safety standpoint
alone, a one year total implementation time would be appropriate and
should perhaps be considered as a general program goal.

At the present time there has been some definite compromlsmg
and negotiating necessary, among participants in California's grade
crossing program, to establish the method of funding that will be used,
now that Sec. 203 funds are available. At latest report, all parties
have come to an agreement on a three year program of crossing
improvements utilizing federal funds available in fiscal 74, 75, and 76.

Considerable work must be done in establishing an overall state
priority list for crossing protection as recommended by the new
Highway Safety Act, and in this respect, California lags behind those
states that have already established such lists. In this review, we have
raised the question of efficiency as regards establishment of local
priority lists versus a master list for the state. There is an obvious
trade off to be made he re between program sensitivity to local needs
and maxim.um effectiveness in the application of funds vis a vis a master
list. The new federal funding will help state officials balance out any
inequities which may have resulted from financial constraints limiting
local communities.
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Traffic voluIne updates on city and county crossings are probably
the weakest data link in the overall planning process. Since prograIn
efficiency is ultiInately based on an understanding of the exposure
factors present at any grade crossing, the California PUC should
atteInpt to find econoInical Ineans of iInproving this update.

Finally, this review of the California prograIn has not focused on
the cost-effectiveness of the total California prograIn, for in fact, this
would require a Inassive asseInblage of inforInation on installation costs,
Inaintenance costs, salary and overhead expenses data, personal
assignInents and job responsibilities and would require a substantial
data input froIn all agencies involved in the California Grade Crossing
PrograIn. However, there is SOIne sUInInary data available which will
facilitate a rough approxiInation of total prograIn costs which can then
be related to the total lives saved. In the event additional state pro­
graIn analyses are conteInplated, it Inay be desirable to have a prograIn
cost-effectiveness analysis to use as a yardstick in evaluating alternate
prograIn efficiencies.
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9.0 REPORT OF INVENTIONS

After a diligent review of the work performed and the results obtained

under this contract, it has been determined that no inventions, innovations

or new products have been developed.
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