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NATIONAL TRANSPORTATION SAFETY BOARD 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 

ISSUED: November 16. 1977 

Forwarded to: 
M r .  W i l l i a m  H. Dempsey 
P res iden t  
Assoc ia t ion  of Ameri.can Rai l roads  
1920 L S t ree t ,  NW 
Washington, D.C. 20036 

SAFETY RECOMMENDAT I O N  (S) 

H-77-26 

A t  5:05 p.m. on J u l y  1, 1976, near  Des Moines, Iowa, a westbound 
Chicago, Rock I s l a n d  and P a c i f i c  Rai l road  Company f r e i g h t  t ra in  s t r u c k  
an automobile t h a t  had slowed b u t  d i d  n o t  s t o p  f o r  the f l a s h i n g  s i g n a l  
l i g h t s  a t  a grade c ros s ing .  
k i l l e d .  11 

A l l  f i v e  persons i n  the automobile were 

Even though t h e  s i g h t  d i s t a n c e . f o r  observing approaching t r a i n s  w a s  
l i m i t e d  on one s i d e  f o r  each d i r e c t i o n  of t r a v e l  and even though t h e  
c ros s ing  s i g n a l s  were o p e r a t i n g  and v i s i b l e ,  none of t h e  d r i v e r s  who 
approached t h e  c ros s ing  wi thout  a v e h i c l e  preceding them in tended  t o  
s t o p  i n  response t o  t h e  s i g n a l s  a lone .  These d r i v e r s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  
reduced their approach speed from t h e  posted 45-mph speed l i m i t ,  b u t  
they were a l s o  sea rch ing  f o r  a n  approaching t r a i n  wh i l e  they  were s t i l l  
moving and d i s t a n t  from t h e  c ros s ing .  They decided e i t h e r  t o  c r o s s  t h e  
t r a c k  or t o  s t o p  as they  were approaching t h e  c ros s ing  and based t h e i r  
dec i s ion  on whether o r  n o t  they  thought a t r a i n  presented  an immediate 
hazard.  
a t  these  c ros s ings  wi th  l i m i t e d  s i g h t  d i s t a n c e  may be  a t tempt ing  t o  
s h o r t e n  t h e  t i m e  r e q u i r e d  t o  s t o p  i n  order  t o  maximize h i s  oppor tuni ty  
t o  c r o s s  i n  f r o n t  of a t r a i n .  This and o t h e r  evidence i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  
d r i v e r  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  warning s i g n a l s  a t  ra i l roadlh ighway grade c ros s ings  
is common nationwide. 

Research a l s o  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  even t h e  average d r i v e r  who s t o p s  

In March 1972, the Federa l  Rai l road Adminis t ra t ion  and t h e  Nat iona l  
Highway T r a f f i c  Sa fe ty  Adminis t ra t ion  began a j o i n t  e f f o r t  t o  determine 
d r i v e r  performance and r e l a t e d  human f a c t o r s  t h a t  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  motor 
v e h i c l e l t r a i n  a c c i d e n t s  and t o  develop and demonstrate t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  
of countermeasures f o r  t h e s e  f a c t o r s .  A s i g n i f i c a n t  e f f o r t  was made t o  
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understand driver behavior at railroad crossings, to develop nonaccident 
measures of behavior (such as driver "looking behavior" and driver 
attitudes) for evaluating countermeasures, and to predict which counter- 
measures would increase behavioral safety. 

These driver-oriented countermeasures included: (1) driver education 
to eliminate intolerant attitudes about delays at railroad crossings; 
(2) enforcement of laws that stipulate grade crossing behavior; and (3) 
efforts to increase appropriate "looking behavior." As part of the 
study, drivers were asked to suggest ways to reduce crossing accidents. 
After increased use of gates and better warning signs and signals, 
drivers thought improved driver education, stricter law enforcement, and 
public safety campaigns were useful methods to improve crossing safety. 

The National Transportation Safety Board has issued a number of 
recommendations to improve railroadjhighway grade crossing safety. The 
Safety Board has advocated further development of improved train and 
crossing equipment, better methods for upgrading crossing protection, 
and improved driver education and law enforcement. 

Congress has mandated that the Federal Highway Administration 
pursue an aggressive program to develop better crossing equipment and 
upgrade crossing protection and has provided some specific funds to 
achieve that objective. Currently, there is no nationwide effort to 
implement driver-oriented countermeasures or to provide a focal point 
for combining and enhancing existing education, enforcement, and engineer- 
ing efforts within the States. However, several States L/ and major 
railroads, with the assistance of the National Safety Council, have 
implemented crossing safety programs titled "Operation Lifesaver." 
Safety Board is aware of the Association of American Railroad's continued 
interest in the "Operation Lifesaver" program and the participation of 
some of its members in State programs. Initial indications are that the 
programs have achieved some success, but there is a need to provide 
additional resources to insure complete development, implementation, and 
evaluation of this effort. Therefore, the National Transportation 
Safety Board recommends that the Association of American Railroads: 
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Provide support and cooperate with the National Safety Council 
in its efforts to develop and implement a nationwide "Operation 
Lifesaver" railroad/highway grade crossing safety program by 
encouraging its members to allocate additional railroad resources 
for this effort. (Class 11, Priority Action) (H-77-26) 

McADAMS, HOGUE, and KING, Members, concurred in the above recommendation. 
BAILEY, Acting Chairman, did not participate. 

By: Kay Bailey 
Acting Chairman 
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