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Synopsis 

At 9 :45 p . m . , A p r i l 6 , 1 9 7 8 , 13 passengers , one Amtrak 
employee and four A t c h i s o n , Topeka and Santa Fe employees were 
in jured when an Amtrak passenger t r a i n s truck a r a i l r o a d f l a t 
car at Pico R i v e r a , C a l i f o r n i a . The acc ident occurred in 
ra iny weather. 

Cause 

The c o l l i s i o n was caused by the f a i l u r e of the engineer 
to c o n t r o l the speed of the t r a i n in accordance with s i g n a l 
i n d i c a t i o n and v i s i b i l i t y c o n d i t i o n s . A c o n t r i b u t i n g cause 
was a t r a i l e r t r a i n f l a t car f o u l i n g the north main t r a c k . 

Ra i l road Operat ion and Phys ica l C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 

The acc ident occurred on that part of the r a i l r o a d ex
tending from San Diego to Los A n g e l e s , C a l i f o r n i a , a d i s t a n c e 
of 1 3 3 . 5 m i l e s . This i s a double track l i n e over which t r a i n s 
operate by s i g n a l i n d i c a t i o n s of a t r a f f i c c o n t r o l system. 
From the n o r t h , these tracks are des ignated as north track and 
south t r a c k , r e s p e c t i v e l y . 
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A yard l ead track d iverges northward from the north track 
at Pico Rivera , and the lead connects the north track to three 
yard t r a c k s . The three yard tracks at Pico Rivera p a r a l l e l 
the two main tracks and they are des ignated as No. 1 , No. 2 and 
No. 3 , r e s p e c t i v e l y , from the north t rack . 

In the acc ident area , from the eas t there are in suc
c e s s i o n , a 1 3 0 ' curve to the r i g h t of 1 , 7 4 2 f e e t , a tangent 
4 , 4 9 9 f e e t , a 1 curve to the l e f t 1 ,769 f e e t to the c o l l i s i o n 
po int and 200 f e e t westward. The grade for westbound t r a i n s 
approaching the c o l l i s i o n point i s 0 . 5 percent ascending. 

Authorized Speed 

The maximum author ized speed for passenger t r a i n s in the 
acc ident area i s 60 MPH. 

Signal 

S ignal 2L at D. T. Junct ion, 2 . 1 5 m i l e s eas t of the c o l 
l i s i o n p o i n t , governs westward movements on the north main 
t r a c k . This i s a s e a r c h l i g h t type , cont inuous ly l i g h t e d , 
br idge s i g n a l . A p p l i c a b l e a s p e c t , name and i n d i c a t i o n are : 

Aspect Name I n d i c a t i o n 

Flashing Red R e s t r i c t i n g Proceed at R e s t r i c t e d 
Speed 

S ignal 2L i s c o n t r o l l e d from a t r a f f i c contro l machine 
l oca ted in the D i v i s i o n O f f i c e Bui lding at Los Angeles 
( H o b a r t ) , C a l i f o r n i a . The c i r c u i t s are so arranged that a 
f l a s h i n g red aspect can be d i sp layed by Signal 2L for f o l 
lowing movements on the north main t rack . 

A t c h i s o n , Topeka and Santa Fe Operating Rules 

1 1 8 . ( b ) I t must be known that engines or cars standing 
on s id ing or other tracks are c l e a r of main track and that 
nothing protrudes there from. They must be l e f t c l e a r of a l l 
other tracks i f p o s s i b l e to do so . 

3 1 6 . Tra in , engines or cars standing on other than main 
tracks must be l e f t c l e a r of the main track c i r c u i t . 
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R e s t r i c t e d S p e e d - A speed that will permit stopping 
w i t h i n half the range of v i s i o n , but not exceeding 20 miles 
per hour. 

Sight Distance 
Because of track curvature, darkness and r a i n , the view 

between a flat car standing at the collision point and an 
approaching w e s t b o u n d train is restricted to approximately 500 
f e e t . 

W e s t w a r d view taken 500 feet from point of c o l l i s i o n . 
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Circumstances Prior to the Accident 

Train 5 4 1 2 - 1 

The crew o£ t h i s t r a i n , r e f e r r e d to as the "10th Rivera 
Switch ," went on duty at Pico Rivera , C a l i f o r n i a , at 1 1 : 0 0 
a.m. on the day of the a c c i d e n t . The crew worked at 
Pico Rivera and t h e i r dut i e s included p lac ing f r e i g h t cars 
on var ious t racks wi th in the yard. Track No. 2 at 
Pico Rivera was occupied by four f r e i g h t cars when t h i s 
crew went on duty . 

During the day of the a c c i d e n t , a t o t a l of 37 more cars 
were added to the t r a c k . Each movement to the track was made 
from the east end, and no one checked the c learance at the 
west end of the track a f t e r each move. 

The "10th Rivera Switch" crew made other switching moves 
a f t e r p lac ing the cars in track No. 2 , and the crew went o f f 
duty at 1 1 : 0 0 p.m. on the day of the a c c i d e n t . 

Extra 5629 West 

This westbound f r e i g h t t r a i n , c o n s i s t i n g of four d i e s e l -
e l e c t r i e locomot ive un i t s and a caboose , departed 
San Bernardino, C a l i f o r n i a , at 6 :00 p.m. on the day of the 
acc ident a f t e r having the prescr ibed brake t e s t . This t r a i n 
r e f e r r e d to as the "Rivera Turn," was operated from 
San Bernardino to Pico Rivera and re turn . 

The t r a i n arr ived at Pico Rivera at 8 :25 p.m. The t r a i n 
crew coupled the caboose to the west end of the cars on track 
No. 1 , and the locomot ive was coupled to the eas t end of 
the t r a c k . The c o n s i s t of t h i s track was to be the eastbound 
t r a i n for t h i s crew's return t r i p to San Bernardino. As the 
locomot ive charged the t r a i n brake system, an a i r leak was 
de tec ted on one of the cars in the t r a i n . The engineer of 
the "Rivera Turn" p u l l e d the e n t i r e t r a i n eastward. The 
d e f e c t i v e car was switched out of track No. 1 and placed on 
track No. 2 . A l l of the cars in track No. 2 were shoved west
ward to make room for the d e f e c t i v e c a r . 

A f t e r the bad order car was removed from the t r a i n , an 
a i r brake t e s t was made and the "Rivera Turn" departed 
Pico Rivera at 9 : 2 0 p.m. 
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Amtrak Train No. 79 

This westbound passenger t r a i n c o n s i s t e d of one d i e s e l -
e l e c t r i c locomotive uni t (F-40-PH) and three coaches . I t 
departed San Diego , C a l i f o r n i a , at 7 :30 p.m. on the day of the 
acc ident a f t e r having the prescr ibed brake t e s t . Approaching 
Santa Fe S p r i n g s , the t r a i n encountered a ye l low s i g n a l . The 
engineer contacted the Hobart T . C . S . operator by radio and 
requested that the s i g n a l s be a l i gned for the movement of No. 
7 9 . The t r a i n was proceeding at 40 MPH as a second ye l low 
s i g n a l was passed at Los N i e t o s , C a l i f o r n i a . The next s i g n a l , 
l oca ted at D .T . Junction was red . The engineer was preparing 
to s top the t r a i n when the red s i g n a l changed to a f l a s h i n g 
red . He r e l e a s e d the t r a i n brakes and al lowed the t r a i n to 
move in to the block of the s i g n a l . 

The t r a i n proceeded through a curve to the r i g h t , pass ing 
the yard o f f i c e at Pico Rivera . The engineer conversed by 
radio with the Hobart T . C . S . operator in regard to the 
f l a s h i n g red s i g n a l . 

I t was dark and ra in ing ; the locomotive windshie ld wipers 
were operat ing to provide a c l e a r e r view ahead. The locomo
t i v e head l ight i l luminated the f r e i g h t cars in the yard tracks 
at Pico Rivera as the t r a i n moved on a curve to the l e f t . As 
the t r a i n approached the middle of the curve , the engineer 
observed that the s i g n a l at Bandini , C a l i f o r n i a , was c l e a r e d 
for t r a i n No. 7 9 . 

The Accident 

As t r a i n No. 79 approached the west end of Pico Rivera 
Yard, the conductor and f ront brakeman were l o c a t e d in the 
f i r s t coach. The flagman was l o c a t e d in the t h i r d coach. The 
fireman and the engineer were seated at t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e l o c a 
t i o n s in the cab of the locomot ive . 

The engineer s t a t e d that he began to a c c e l e r a t e the t r a i n 
a f t e r observing that the next s i g n a l was c l e a r . Immediately 
a f terwards , he saw a t r a i l e r t r a i n f l a t car extending out of 
one of the yard t racks and f o u l i n g the north main t r a c k . The 
engineer y e l l e d a warning and p laced the t r a i n a i r brakes in 
emergency a p p l i c a t i o n . He a l s o s tood up to c l e a r the locomo
t i v e c o n t r o l s tand . The fireman observed the impending 
c o l l i s i o n and immediately p o s i t i o n e d himsel f on the f l o o r of 
the locomotive for p r o t e c t i o n . 
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Before the t r a i n ' s speed was m a t e r i a l l y reduced, the 
r i g h t corner of the locomotive s truck the f l a t car at a point 
52 f e e t 8 inches from the west end of the car . The locomotive 
raked along the remaining length of the f l a t c a r , f o r c i n g the 
f l a t car o f f the r a i l s to the north . The c o l l i s i o n d e r a i l e d 
the locomotive to the south . The force of the locomotive 
overturned the south r a i l which r e s u l t e d in the derai lment of 
the e n t i r e t r a i n . The locomotive t r a v e l e d 2 0 3 . 7 f e e t a f t e r i t 
d e r a i l e d , and i t came to r e s t aga ins t the south g irder of the 
north main track bridge over the Rio Hondo River . ( s ee 
photos) 

C a s u a l t i e s and Damages 

The engineer rece ived m u l t i p l e contus ions and a l a c e r a 
t i o n on h i s f a c e . The fireman susta ined a lumbar s t r a i n . The 
conductor and flagman sus ta ined s l i g h t i n j u r i e s c o n s i s t i n g of 
contus ions and s t r a i n s . An Amtrak attendant sus ta ined moder
a te i n j u r i e s inc luding contus ions , abras ions and a c e r v i c a l 
lumbar s t r a i n . Thirteen passengers rece ived a v a r i e t y of 
i n j u r i e s inc luding whiplash, a f rac tured nose , c e r v i c a l 
s t r a i n s , contus ions and l a c e r a t i o n s . 

The c o l l i s i o n forced the f l a t car to the north and the 
locomotive to the south . The locomotive s truck the br idge and 
pushed the br idge 27 inches off of i t ' s end b e a r i n g s . The 
locomotive and the coaches were s u b s t a n t i a l l y damaged but 
remained upr ight . One end of the f l a t car was d e r a i l e d and 
damaged s l i g h t l y . The est imated cost of damage was as f o l 
lows : r a i l r o a d equipment $ 2 0 0 , 0 0 0 , t rack $ 2 , 5 0 0 and bridge 
$ 7 5 , 0 0 0 . 

Findings 

1. The locomotive of t r a i n No. 79 was examined a f t e r the 
c o l l i s i o n and a por t ion of the speed recorder tape was 
m i s s i n g . During a hearing conducted by the c a r r i e r , the 
engineer of No. 79 admitted that he removed a por t ion of the 
speed recorder tape from the locomot ive . He a l s o admitted to 
operat ing t r a i n No. 79 in excess of the 20 MPH r e s t r i c t i o n 
imposed by the f l a s h i n g red s igna l at D. T. Junct ion. The 
speed recorder tape ind ica ted that the t r a i n was moving at 28 
MPH when the c o l l i s i o n occurred. 
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2 . Train No. 79 rece ived two ye l low aspec t s and one red 
aspect from s i g n a l s p r i o r to the c o l l i s i o n at Pico Rivera . 
The engineer at No. 79 and the t r a f f i c contro l operator d i s 
cussed the s i g n a l i n d i c a t i o n s by r a d i o . The operator 
contacted the tra inmaster at Pico Rivera and advised him that 
the north track showed occupancy. The tra inmaster examined 
the switches at the eas t end of the yard, but he did not check 
the switches at the west end. 

3 . Train No. 79 s truck a t r a i l e r t r a i n f l a t car (ITTX 
930974) which was extending out of the west end of yard t rack 
No. 2 and f o u l i n g the north t r a c k . Extra 5629 coupled a 
caboose to the west end of yard track No. 1 at 8 :25 p.m. on 
the day of the a c c i d e n t . The caboose could not have been 
coupled to track No. 1 unless t rack No. 2 was in the c l e a r at 
that t ime. Cars were added to track No. 2 a f t e r the crew of 
Extra 5629 coupled the caboose to track No. 1 . 

4 . The "10th Rivera Switch" crew was switching cars in to 
track No. 2 as the crew of Extra 5629 prepared the c o n s i s t of 
track No. 1 f or departure . Track No. 2 measures 3 , 2 1 3 . 9 f e e t 
from the i n s i d e switch at the eas t end to the c l e a r point at 
the west end. The track contained 41 cars a f t e r the "10th 
Rivera Switch" crew completed t h e i r ass igned switching d u t i e s . 
The c a r s , coupled , measured 3 , 3 4 3 . 0 8 f e e t in l e n g t h . The cars 
on track No. 2 were pushed westward aga in , when the crew of 
Extra 5629 removed a d e f e c t i v e car from the t r a i n ' s c o n s i s t 
and placed i t in the c l e a r at the eas t end of t rack No. 2 . 

5 . The c l earance at the west end of the yard was not 
examined during the switching operat ions by yard crews, nor 
was the c l earance checked when Extra 5629 p laced the d e f e c t i v e 
car in the t r a c k . When the operator at Hobart informed the 
tra inmaster at Pico Rivera of the track occupancy c o n d i t i o n , 
the tra inmaster checked the switches at the eas t end of the 
yard on ly . I f he had examined the switches at the west end, he 
would have observed that the cars were extending out of t rack 
No. 2 and f o u l i n g the north main t rack . 

6 . The c o l l i s i o n was caused by the f a i l u r e of the 
engineer to c o n t r o l the speed of the t r a i n in accordance with 
s i g n a l i n d i c a t i o n and v i s i b i l i t y c o n d i t i o n s . A c o n t r i b u t i n g 
cause of the acc ident was the f o u l i n g of the north track by a 
t r a i l e r t r a i n f l a t car which was extending out of the west end 
of yard track No. 2 . 

Dated at Washington, D. C . , t h i s J. W. Walsh 
1 s t Day of October 1979 Chairman 
By the Federal Ra i l road Admin i s t ra t ion R a i l r o a d Sa fe ty Board 



Front of locomotive No. 223 s truck the 
eas t end of the Rio Hondo River br idge , 

Close up view of damage 

to f ront of locomotive 

caused by s t r i k i n g the 

Rio Hondo Bridge . 


