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A t  5:05 p.m” on Ju ly  1, 1976, near D e s  Moines, Iowa, a westbound 
Chicago, Rock Is land and P a c i f i c  Railroad Company f r e i g h t  t r a i n  s t r u c k  
an automobile t h a t  had slowed but  did not  s top  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 crossing. A I 1  f ive persons i n  the automobile were 
k i l l e d .  - 11 

The accident  occurred a t  the  East 56th Street  c ross ing ,  about 1 112 
miles west o f  Des Moines. 
determines t h a t  the  probable cause of t h i s  accident  w a s  the  f a i l u r e  of 
t he  automobile dr iver  t o  s top  s h o r t  of t h e  r a i l r o a d  t r a c k  i n  response to  
the  f l a sh ing  s i g n a l  l i g h t s  and her f a i l u r e  t o  determine i f  i t  w a s  safe 
t o  c ross  the  track. This c a r  was one of several t h a t  approached the  
crossing and t h a t  w a s  operated by a d r ive r  who d id  no t  p lan  t o  s top  i n  
response t o  the s i g n a l s  a lone.  A car i n  f r o n t  of t he  accident  veh ic l e  
was almost s t r u c k  by t h e  t ra in .  

The National Transportation Safe ty  Board 

The Safety Board’s i nves t iga t ion  of t h i s  accident  found t h a t  t he re  
w a s  a slow order ,  i n  e f f e c t  s ince  1974 on the  t rack  i n  the a rea ,  t h a t  
r e s t r i c t e d  t r a i n  speeds t o  30 mph o r  less, and t h a t  it w a s  no t  unusual 
f o r  t r a in  speeds t o  be 10 mph through the  crossing. 
c i r c u i t s  f o r  t he  crossing s i g n a l  l i g h t s  began 3000 f e e t  east and 2500 
f e e t  w e s t  of t he  crossing.  

The approach t r ack  

A t  t h e  t i m e  of t r ack  c i r c u i t  i n s t a l l a t i o n ,  

- 1/ For moGe-detailed information about t h i s  accident  read “Railroad/Highl?ay 
Accident Report - Col l i s ion  of a Chicago, Rock Is land  and P a c i f i c  Railroad 
Company Freight  Train With An Automobile, Des Moines, Iowa, Ju ly  1, 1976” 
(NTSB-RHR-77-2). 
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the t rack  speed l i m i t  was 60 mph and the  t r ack  c i r c u i t  was no t  modif 
when the  s l o w  order  was imposed. These conditions r e s u l t  i n  f l a s h i n  
s igna l  warning times of between 1.1 t o  3.3 rrinutes i n  length before  a 
t r a i n  a r r i v e s  a t  the  crossing. The Association of American Railroads 
recommended p rac t i ces  f o r  automatic crossing s i g n a l s  include:  "On 
t racks  where t r a i n s  operate  a t  a speed of 20 mph o r  higher ,  the s i  
s h a l l  operate  f o r  no t  l e s s  than 20 seconds before (the) a r r i v a l  of 
t r a i n  on such t rack;"  and "Where the  speeds of d i f f e r e n t  tr 
given t r a c k  vary considerably under normal operat ion,  s p e c i a l  device 
c i r c u i t s  should be i n s t a l l e d  t o  provide reason b ly  uniform no t i ce  i n  
advance of a l l  movements over the  crossing. I I  - 27 

Compared to  the recommended minimum warning period of 20 sec  
these warning t i m e s  would seem t o  be a r e l a t i v e l y  long per 
cont r ibu te  to  d r ive r  d i s regard  of the  f u l l  i n t e n t  of the  s igna l s .  Long 
warning times a t  t h i s  crossing did not prove t o  be a f a c t o r  i n  t h i s  
accident ,  e spec ia l ly  regarding the  d r ive r  t h a t  j u s t  missed c o l l i d i n g  
w i t h  the  t r a i n .  However, modification of the  approach t r ack  c i r c u i t r y  
a t  t h i s  crossing t o  reduce warning time and make these t i m  
would seem to  be appropriate .  

Drivers who a r e  conditioned t o  expect longer warning ti 
crossings might be a f f ec t ed  adversely by a s i g n i f i c a n t  reduct ion i n  
warning time. 
t he  t r a i n  attempted t o  c ros s  t h e  t r ack  even though she had seen the  
s i g n a l s  operate  f o r  a t  l e a s t  25 seconds. Therefore, modif icat ions 
should not be done without considerat ion of d r ive r  expec ta t i  
s igna l  times a t  t h i s  and nearby loca t ions ,  and d r ive r s  s h o d  
to  the  f a c t  t h a t  a modif icat ion has been made. As a r e s u l t  of these 
observations,  t he  National Transportat ion Safety Board reco 
the  Chicago, Rock Is land and P a c i f i c  Railroad: 

The d r i v e r  of t h e  automobile t ha t  w a s  almost s t ruck  by 

Modify the  approach t r a c k  c i r c u i t  a t  the  East 56th S t r  
t o  reduce crossing warning times and make these warning times 
more uniform and cons i s t en t  with cur ren t  t r a i n  operat ing spee 
and cur ren t  d r i v e r  expectat ions regarding warning times a t  t h  
and nearby loca t ions .  (Class II, P r i o r i t y  Action) (H-77-31) 

McAUAMS, HOGUE, and K I N G ,  Members, concurred i n  the  ab 
BAILEX, Acting Chairman, d i d  no t  pa r t i c ipa t e .  

By: Kay Bailey 
Acting Chairman 

- 2 /  "Recommended Prac t ices  f o r  Railroad-Highway Grade 
Bu l l e t in  No. 7 ,  published by the Communication and Signa 
Association of American Rai l roads,  1974. 


