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Executive Summary

The principal finding of this report by the US Department of Transportation
Grade Crossing Safety Task Force (Action Plan) (Task Force) is consistent with,
and fully supports, that of the Rail-Highway Crossing Safety Action Plan
announced by Secretary of Transportation Federico Pefia in 1994—that is,
improved highway-rail grade crossing safety depends upon better cooperation,
communication, and education among responsible parties if accidents and
fatalities are to be reduced significantly.

This report explains how a lack of information and/or guidelines in the design,
construction, operation, maintenance, and inspection of grade crossings led the
Task Force to identify five safety problem areas for detailed
examination—Interconnected Signals; Vehicle Storage Space; High-Profile
Crossings; Light Rail Transit Crossings; and Special Vehicle Operations.

The five problem areas are described in the context of current practices using
information drawn from technical studies, public outreach, and professional
sources. As in the Action Plan, the crosscutting issues of funding, enforcement,
coordination, information, standards, and education permeate the discussion.

The report recommends 24 specific follow-on actions to address both physical
and procedural deficiencies. In practice, the responsibility for public grade cross-
ings resides with State and local governments, railroads, and transit agencies.
Recognizing the constrained budgets that are available to the private sector and
State and local authorities, the report emphasizes rethinking existing
practices—not requiring new ones from a regulatory approach. This reliance on
existing opportunities is emphasized by recommendations that encourage grade
crossing safety through coordinated inspections, law enforcement, and driver
education.

To implement these recommendations, the Task Force has identified immediate
steps that the Department will take to work with our constituents in defining a
cooperative strategy for improving grade crossing safety. At the Federal level, the
US Department of Transportation will continue to work with organizations such
as the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials, the
Association of American Railroads, and the Institute of Transportation
Engineers to develop standards and guidelines for best practices that identify
highway-rail crossing problems and endorse a coordinated approach to their
resolution.

In the Action Plan, Secretary Pefia set forth a goal of reducing crossing accidents
and fatalities by 50 percent within 10 years. The Task Force believes that imple-
menting the recommendations set forth in this report will help the Nation meet
that goal.
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Grade Crossing Safety Task Force
Final Report

I. WHY A TASK FORCE?

At 7:10 a.m. on October 25, 1995, a school bus transporting
35 high school students stopped at a highway-rail crossing in
Fox River Grove, lllinois, and was struck by a commuter train.
Seven students died in this tragedy.

Following this accident and the questions that arose from it,
Secretary of Transportation Federico Pefia ordered the United
States Department of Transportation (USDOT) to build upon
its 1994 Rail-Highway Crossing Safety Action Plan by forming
an internal USDOT Task Force to review the decisionmaking
process for designing, constructing, and operating rail cross-
ings. The Secretary asked Associate Deputy Transportation
Secretary Michael P. Huerta to head the Task Force. Task
Force members included representatives from the Federal
Railroad Administration (FRA), the Federal Highway
Administration (FHWA), the National Highway Traffic
Safety Administration (NHTSA), and the Federal Transit
Administration (FTA).

The Secretary directed the Task Force to report back to him
by March 1, 1996, with its evaluation of the decisionmaking
process related to the Nation’s grade crossings, as well as rec-
ommendations for improvement. In preparing the report, the
Secretary asked Mr. Huerta and the Task Force to consult with
State and local transportation authorities, and the National
Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) to identify how grade
crossing safety could be improved. An NTSB representative
later joined the Task Force and participated in its activities.

By the end of the second week following the Fox River Grove
accident, the USDOT Task Force had met to identify the
problem areas that would be addressed in the report. The Task
Force decided that their areas of focus would be those in which
gaps in knowledge existed, but which were not addressed in
the Action Plan. These five problem areas (with abbreviated
titles in parentheses) were:

1) Interconnected Highway Traffic Signal and Highway-Rail
Crossing Warning Devices (Interconnected Signals)

2) Available Storage Space for Motor Vehicles Between
Highway-Rail Crossings and Adjacent Highway-Highway
Intersections (Storage Space)

3) High-Profile Crossings and Low-Clearance Vehicles
(High-Profile Crossings)

4) Light Rail Transit Crossings (Light Rail)

5) Special Vehicle Operating Permits and Information
(Special Vehicles)

II. WHAT HAS USDOT BEEN DOING?

Improved Crossing Safety As a National Goal

In 1972, Transportation Secretary John A. Volpe declared a
goal of reducing rail crossing fatalities and accidents by 30 pet-
cent within 10 years. The initiative was successful. In 1972,

over 1,500 fatalities and 12,000 accidents occurred. Ten years
later, crossing collision statistics had declined to slightly more
than 500 fatalities annually and approximately 7,000 acci-
dents. This safety level has been sustained despite the greater
accident exposure associated with significant increases in rail-
road and highway traffic between 1984 and 1994. Railroad
activity increased 10 percent between 1993 and 1994 alone.
In 1994, 615 individuals were killed and 1,961 were injured in
4,979 collisions with trains at highway-rail crossings in the
United States.

The Section 130 Program

Meeting Secretary Volpe’s goal was clearly attributable to the
support and endorsement of Congress in the establishment of
the Rail-Highway Crossings Program in the Highway Safety
Act of 1973. This program, which became known as the
Section 130 Program (from its citation in Title 23 of the
United States Code), continues to be funded and supported
by Congress, the States, and industry to this day. The program
provides Federal funds for State efforts to reduce the incidence
of accidents, injuries, and fatalities at public railroad crossings.

The States use Section 130 funds to install or improve signs
and pavement markings, flashing light signals, automatic
gates, crossing surfaces, and crossing illumination, and to close
crossings. The Section 130 Program, which is administered by
the FHWA, accounts for most of the funds for rail crossing
improvements. Between 1974 and 1995, the States obligated
over $3 Billion in grade crossing safety funds for nearly 30,000
projects. The FHWA estimated that since its inception, the
Section 130 Program has helped save almost 9,000 lives and
prevent nearly 40,000 injuries.When considering crossing
improvement options, the ultimate solution to train collisions
is to eliminate ground-level crossings by a grade separation
(bridge) or by consolidating and closing crossings. The
USDOT has wotked with the State and local governments,
the railroad industry, and national transportation associations
to support this initiative, and several States have responded
with legislative action.

In 1991, Congress enacted the Intermodal Surface
Transportation Efficiency Act (ISTEA). In Section 1007 of
ISTEA, Congress directed that States must set aside 10 per-
cent of their Surface Transportation Program (STP) funds for
safety improvements. In Fiscal Year 1996, the safety set-aside
totals $456 Million. Approximately $152 Million of this
amount must be reserved for carrying out the purposes of the
Section 130 Program. In addition, $143 Million of this set-
aside fund is also eligible to eliminate crossing hazards should
a State choose to use these funds for this purpose. Funds from
the various other Federal-aid apportionment categories may
also be used to improve crossing safety.

Grade Crossing Standards

Guidance to the highway community is provided by the
American Association of State Highway and Transportation
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Officials (AASHTO) through its publication entitled A Policy
on Geometric Design of Highways and Streets. This provides
guidance in highway design in the form of recommended
thresholds for critical dimensions. Further guidance is pro-
vided by FHWA in the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control
Devices (MUTCD). The MUTCD provides national stan-
dards for traffic control devices at highway-rail crossings. The
FHWA also publishes the Railroad-Highway Grade Crossing
Handbook, which offers general guidance for making physical
and operational improvements to grade crossings.

While this guidance exists, States and localities have flexibil-
ity to develop independent designs for each grade crossing.

In practice, the construction and maintenance of highways,
and the laws regulating the vehicles which operate on them,
are considered to be State and local responsibilities. This has
produced a regulatory framework and decisionmaking process
for building, maintaining, and inspecting rail crossings, and
controlling the traffic which traverses them, that are largely
inconsistent from State to State.

Renewed interest in developing light rail transit systems has
resulted in some systems which have not been separated from
highway and pedestrian traffic. These light rail systems have
experienced accident injuries and fatalities from collisions
with other traffic. Through the Transit Cooperative Research
Program (TCRP), the FTA has funded research projects to
improve the safety of light rail operations in shared rights-of-
way and to provide guidelines that may be used in updating
the MUTCD. This is necessary since light rail vehicles
interact with motor vehicles and pedestrian traffic in more
complex ways than do conventional trains.

Operation Lifesaver

In 1987, the non-profit Operation Lifesaver (OL) program was
established at the national level as a public education program
designed to reduce the number of crashes, deaths, and injuries
at highway-rail crossings and on railroad rights-of-way. The
OL program emphasizes education, engineering, and enforce-
ment in crossing safety. In Fiscal Year 1995, Operation
Lifesaver received nearly 60% of its funding on a national
level from FHWA ($300,000) and FRA ($100,000) grants.
The rail industry also funds OL at the national level, while
State and local OL programs are funded from a wide variety of
sources. There is an OL State Coordinator for each State
(except Hawaii) who promotes crossing safety by coordinating
speaking engagements by trained and certified OL presenters,
responding to media inquiries, testifying at public hearings,
and distributing educational materials.

The Rail-Highway Crossing Safety Action Plan

In the June 1994 Rail-Highway Crossing Safety Action Plan,
Secretary of Transportation Federico Pefia announced a
national goal of reducing railroad crossing accidents and fatal-
ities by 50 percent within 10 years. Secretary Pefia set this
ambitious goal to re-emphasize the USDOT’s long-term com-
mitment to reducing rail crossing accidents and fatalities. The
Action Plan, prepared by FRA, FHWA, FTA, and NHTSA,

identified six major initiatives with fifty-five specific actions

that Federal, State, and local governments and railroads can
take to improve crossing safety. The six major initiatives are:

I. Increased Enforcement of Traffic Laws at Crossings
1I. Rail Corridor Crossing Safety Improvement Reviews
II. Increased Public Education and Operation Lifesaver
IV. Safety at Private Crossings

V. Data and Research

VI. Trespass Prevention

The essence of the Action Plan is in fifty-five specific propos-
als, which identify enforcement, engineering, education,
research, promotional, and legislative actions that can be
taken to improve safety at both public and private rail cross-
ings for light rail and conventional trains. The USDOT real-
ized that State, local, and private sector implementation of
Action Plan recommendations would be critical to the attain-
ment of Secretary Pefia’s goal, and the Department actively
sought input from outside sources including safety experts,
transportation associations, railroads, transit agencies, and
State DOTs. The USDOT also recognizes that it does not
have the regulatory authority to direct States to implement
many of the Action Plan proposals, and must rely on incentives
or persuasive evidence to show that implementing the Action
Plan proposals serves the best interests of the States, local
communities, and railroads.

This Highway-Rail Grade Crossing Safety Task Force report
should not be viewed as a surrogate for the Action Plan, but as
a supplement which focuses on the planning, construction,
maintenance, operation, and inspection activities involving
rail crossings. The Task Force directed its attention to those
grade crossing issues for which there were no well-defined
standards, practices, or information. It was in these five prob-
lem areas, outside the scope of the Action Plan, that the Task
Force felt additional improvements in grade crossing safety
could be made.

111. WHAT HAS THE TASK FORCE
DONE?

Literature Review

The Task Force began its work by conducting a comprehen-
sive literature review to ensure that all existing information
on the five problem areas was considered. The Task Force
identified the information gaps that existed, the questions that
needed to be asked, and the authorities that needed to be con-
tacted if our understanding of these issues is to be improved.

Outreach

On November 28, 1995, the USDOT published a notice in
the Federal Register announcing the creation, scope, and pur-
pose of the Highway-Rail Grade Crossing Safety Task Force.
In addition, the notice announced the Department’s intent to
form a Blue Ribbon Working Group of approximately 20 peo-
ple who could provide specialized information to assist the
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Task Force, and the scheduling of three public meetings where
interested parties could learn more about Task Force activities
and provide input to Task Force members.

To further encourage dialogue with the public, the
Department opened all available avenues of communication
including a formal docket, a telephone hotline for requesting
rail crossing safety publications, a dedicated FAX line, an
Internet address, and a mailing address to which further ques-
tions or requests for additional information could be sent. The
Department received 50 comments to the docket, 386 hotline
requests, 54 FAX transmissions, 830 “visits” to the Internet
address which included 44 comments for the consideration of
the Task Force, and over 40 letters which raised questions ot
asked for more information. The Task Force considered in its
deliberations all information submitted to the Department. To
help the States identify rail crossings with potential safety
problems, the Department also forwarded crossing locations
cited by the public as being dangerous to the appropriate con-
tact person in State transportation agencies. Nearly thirty
crossings with potential safety problems were identified
through this activity.

The Blue Ribbon Working Group

To assist the Task Force in its work, Secretary Pefia called for
the formation of a Blue Ribbon Working Group (Working
Group) comprised of stakeholders from diverse backgrounds in
both the public and private sectors who have technical and
operational experience in highway-rail crossing issues. The
Working Group was asked to provide individual expert infor-
mation based on personal experience.

In December 1995, 24 members were selected to serve on the
Working Group (see Appendix). On December 14 and
January 29, the Working Group met with the Task Force in
Washington to exchange observations on the grade crossing
initiative and report. Members of the Working Group also
accepted assignments to provide input within their particular
area of expertise.

Public Meetings

The Task Force sought additional public input in a series of
three all-day meetings held at the following locations:

December 19, 1995 — Raleigh, NC
January 3, 1996 — Chicago, IL
January 5, 1996 -~ Los Angeles, CA

For these public meetings, the Task Force solicited participa-
tion from all parties who had demonstrated interest in, or
knowledge of, rail crossing safety issues.

The public meetings were quite successful, with approxi-
mately 200-250 people attending each one. Secretary Pefia
participated in the Chicago meeting, and Federal Railroad
Administrator Jolene Molitoris participated in both the
Chicago and Los Angeles meetings. Each of the public meet-
ings offered a slightly different and valuable perspective on
issues of rail crossing safety: the State and local transportation
agency viewpoints were predominant in Raleigh and Chicago,

and local concerns and transit-related issues were raised in Los
Angeles.

At the Chicago public meeting, a number of commentors rec-
ommended that train speeds be reduced when operating
through populated areas with large numbers of highway-rail
crossings. The Task Force considered this issue to be beyond
the scope of this report. Nevertheless, the Department recog-
nizes that train operating speeds have important safety impli-
cations at grade crossings, and the FRA is separately address-
ing this issue.

The issue of rail crossing safety was also given broader media
coverage as a result of the public meetings, including televi-
sion interviews and newspaper articles.

IV. WHAT DID THE TASK FORCE
FOCUS ON?

As noted above, the Task Force examined five potential prob-
lem areas related to highway-rail crossing safety. These five
problem areas are described below in greater detail:

1) INTERCONNECTED HIGHWAY TRAFFIC SIGNAL
AND HIGHWAY-RAIL CROSSING WARNING
DEVICES: Locations where an electrical circuit between
the grade crossing warning system and the highway traffic
signals allows the normal sequence of highway signals to be
preempted to avoid trapping vehicles on the tracks.
Inadequate communication/coordination between the
responsible highway authority and the railroad sometimes
results in highway traffic signal timing that does not permit
all vehicles to clear the crossing prior to the arrival of the
train.

2} AVAILABLE STORAGE SPACE FOR MOTOR VEHI-
CLES BETWEEN HIGHWAY-RAIL CROSSINGS AND
ADJACENT HIGHWAY-HIGHWAY INTERSEC-
TIONS: Where a highway-rail crossing is relatively close
to an adjacent highway, running parallel to the railroad
track, limiting distances between the two intersections.
This could constrain vehicle storage and result in vehicles
that overhang, or are trapped upon, the tracks. This prob-
lem area is closely related to problem area number one,
Interconnected Signals.

3) HIGH-PROFILE CROSSINGS AND LOW-CLEAR-
ANCE VEHICLES: Highway-rail crossings at which there
is an unusually abrupt change in the level of the road’s sur-
face as it crosses the tracks, thus posing the risk of a low-
clearance vehicle becoming stuck on the tracks.

4) LIGHT RAIL TRANSIT CROSSINGS: Safety concerns
are raised by light rail transit systems that operate in shared
rights-of-way with motorists and pedestrians. To date, this
most prevalent type of newly constructed grade crossing has
not been included in existing highway-rail grade crossing
guidelines and standards.

5) SPECIAL VEHICLE OPERATING PERMITS AND
INFORMATION: The information on grade crossing

safety given to operators of special vehicles, including over-
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sized and overweight vehicles, through special permits,
driver training, and driver certification is often insufficient
to prevent these vehicles from safely traversing highway-
rail crossings.

The five problem areas reviewed by the Task Force were
selected because they were either associated with the tragic
accident at Fox River Grove, needed additional focus beyond
that afforded in the Action Plan, or illustrated the need for
improved coordination/communication that characterizes
many rail crossing issues and activities. These problem areas
were not selected based on their statistical significance in
accident statistics or engineering records. Such records either
do not exist or do not address grade crossing safety from the
standpoint of the decisionmaking process.

The Task Force addressed each of the problem areas in the
context of current practices and recommended specific actions
to resolve these problems. The Department’s actions are pre-
sented in the following chapters as both short-term recom-
mendations (action within 6 to 12 months) and long-term
recommendations (action beyond 1 year).

V. CROSSCUTTING ISSUES

Since the earliest days of railroads there have been planning,
construction, maintenance, and inspection procedures associ-
ated with grade crossings. The Secretary’s Action Plan notes
the Department’s strong commitment to promote rail safety in
these and other specific activities. However, the Task Force
identified six themes common to all of these activities. These
include a lack of funding, enforcement, coordination, pub-
lic/private crossings, information, and standards/regulations in
the decisionmaking process. This report reflects the efforts of
the Task Force to consider grade crossing safety from a systems
analysis perspective—one which addresses the six problem
areas in the context of these crosscutting issues.

Funding

Funding issues are prevalent in all of the problem areas
addressed by the Task Force, and are central to pending legis-
lation on rail crossing safety. U.S. Senator Mike Dewine
(Ohio) has recently drafted a bill which would allow States to
establish incentive programs (i.e., payment of bonuses from
ISTEA funds) to communities which permanently close cross-
ings. Indiana Senators Lugar and Coats also have recently
introduced a bill proposing a change in the formula used to
allocate grade crossing safety funds to the States.

During the public meetings and in correspondence, addi-
tional funding issues that would require legislation were brought
to the attention of the Task Force. These issues included:

—Establishing a tax incentive, i.e., write-off, for corporate enti-
ties which might leverage private funds for crossing safety
improvements.

—Exempting crossing safety improvement programs from
States’ Federally-imposed obligation ceilings; exclusion from
the ceilings would eliminate competition with other
Federally funded State programs. '

—Allowing the use of public funds for improvements of private
crossings should be promoted if an offsetting public benefit
will accrue; how this “offsetting public benefit” will be
defined is yet another issue.

In the coming year, the Department will consider these and
other funding issues in its legislative proposals for reauthoriza-
tion of surface transportation programs.

Enforcement

Laws against grade crossing violations are ineffective if they
are not enforced and associated with penalties that are strong
enough to deter future violations. The public, enforcement
officers, and judges all need to be aware of the danger associ-
ated with grade crossing violations. Grade crossing safety
systems cannot prevent collisions if the parties that use and
control these crossings do not act responsibly.

Public commentors to the Task Force suggested that penalties
associated with crossing violations should include fines that
increase with repeated offenses, culminating in the forfeiture
of the driver’s license for especially serious violations.
Localities may wish to re-invest the fines collected by the
courts in grade crossing education and enforcement as an
additional safety measure. In addition to paying fines, persons
guilty of grade crossing violations should attend traffic school
to learn about crossing safety. Input to the Task Force includ-
ed suggestions that States enact legislation to establish andfor
increase fines and penalties for grade crossing violations,
including the loss of a driver’s license for repeat offenders.
This legislation could be modeled after similar laws in Texas,
California, Virginia, Illinois, and other States.

Photo enforcement systems have been successful in deterring
transit crossing violations in the United States, Europe and
Canada. Photo enforcement systems involve the use of high-
resolution cameras to photograph violators and provide one or
more photographs of the vehicle, its license plate, and the
driver’s face as the basis for issuing a citation. Superimposed
onto each photograph is the date, time and location of the
violation, as well as the speed of the violating vehicle and the
number of seconds of elapsed time since the crossing warning
lights were activated.

The use of photo enforcement for speed and crossing viola-
tions has significantly reduced accident rates wherever it has
been used. The Los Angeles County Metropolitan
Transportation Authority’s (MTA) photo enforcement
demonstration project has reduced violations at highway-rail
grade crossings by 92 percent. Train/automobile accidents at
light rail, gated highway-rail crossings dropped over 70 per-
cent as a result of enforcement activities. The Task Force
found that this technology shows great promise in stepping up
enforcement.

Coordination

The Task Force learned that improved coordination was
needed in the decisionmaking and implementation processes
associated for all five problem areas. Input to the Task Force
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from the Working Group and the public at-large called for
coordination of warning signal inspections, track and highway
maintenance, and designating problematic crossings for spe-
cial permit vehicles. Better coordination was called for in set-
ting standards, designing highway-rail crossings, and alerting
authorities to rail crossing emergencies. The Task Force also
received recommendations that State DOTs should incorpo-
rate prade crossing safety into their Safety Management
Systems for maximum exposure and effectiveness; this recom-
mendation was included in the Department’s 1994 Action

Plan.

A lack of coordination in these areas has frequently resulted in
the false assumption that “someone else is taking care of the
problem” when, in fact, no one is. Even though many of the
actions taken by individual parties were quite thorough, these
actions were less effective than they could have been because
they took place independently. For example, railroad warning
signals that “meet the standard” for rail inspectors might not
adequately consider the demands of highway traffic, and traf-
fic signals that seem adequate to highway engineers might
pose problems for rail operations. Joint inspections could also
detect serious problems that otherwise go unnoticed.

Public/Private Crossings

Determining responsibility for public/private crossings consti-
tutes a serious jurisdictional problem. The FRA has authority
in all matters concerning railroad safety, and can set standards
for private crossings. States and local highway agencies fre-
quently have no involvement in, or responsibility for, private
crossings. In January 1995, the FRA issued regulations requir-
ing periodic maintenance, testing, and inspection of auto-
matic warning devices at all highway crossings over tracks of
railroads which are a part of the Nation’s general railroad
system, including private crossings.

Traditional Federal crossing safety improvement funds cannot
be expended for improvements at or for private crossings.
ISTEA did make limited high-speed rail funds available for
crossing safety improvements where such improvements
would facilitate high-speed rail operations including private
crossings. Additional program options of this type have been
precluded by concerns over spending public funds for private
infrastructure. In general, administrators of public funds are
very concerned about expenditures that might be viewed as
“improving” personal property. Identifying private crossings as
“unsafe” also raises significant questions of legal liability for
the property owner.

One of the USDOT’s Action Plan commitments is to investi-
gate, develop, and define responsibilities and standards for pri-
vate crossings. A public hearing will be held to consider com-
ments on this issue.

Information

The general lack of good information databases on grade
crossings was often cited as an impediment to developing and
managing necessaty crossing safety improvement programs
addressing high-profile crossings, interconnected signals, and

light-rail crossing accidents. Railroad, State and local officials
recommended the development and maintenance of improved
databases, including increased availability to State and local
agencies and the private sector (e.g., on the Internet).

The USDOT Bureau of Transportation Statistics will investi-
gate how highway-rail crossing data might be compiled as part
of their larger data collection and dissemination activities for
the Department.

Standards/Regulations

The issue of rail crossing standards and regulations has two
components. The first component is that, in some cases, stan-
dards and regulations for rail crossings either do not exist or
they are inconsistent. Transportation agencies, professional
associations, and private sector firms concentrate upon their
primary areas of operation or responsibility and give less atten-
tion to the interfaces which occur at the boundaries. In addi-
tion, standards that were developed for one mode or one juris-
dictional application may not be transferrable to other modes
or jurisdictions.

The second component of standards and regulations involves
their application by professional engineers, private companies,
and public service agencies. These parties rely upon recom-
mended practices rather than more stringent regulations in
conducting their activities.

Many of the recommendations in this report emphasize the
passage of State and local legislation and ordinances and a
stronger focus on recommended or best practices to enhance
grade crossing safety, rather than reliance on Federal
regulatory solutions.

Communication/Education

Since multiple parties use and are responsible for grade cross-
ings, communication among these parties and an understand-
ing of their respective toles and activities are essential. In
ptactice, some grade crossing activities are carried out in an
environment that lacks mutual awareness and dialogue.
Those rail crossing actions that take place without adequate
information exchange or consideration can compromise
safety.

The need for improved communication and education on rail
crossing safety exists for all parties and all issue areas. The
USDOT has emphasized information sharing in the Action
Plan, but Action Plan products must reach State and local
transportation agencies, legislators, law enforcement officials,
emergency service personnel, the private sector (railroads,
motor carriers, industry suppliers, and labor unions), and the
general public. The challenge of reaching this diverse audi-
ence is further compounded by the breadth of topics that must
be addressed: best practices, operating standards, organiza-
tional structure, program eligibility, legal liability, etc. The
range of audiences and issues that must be addressed will
require increased Departmental efforts in communication and
education along several fronts, as reflected in this report’s
recommendations and in Section X: USDOT Next Steps.
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V1. INTERCONNECTED SIGNALS
AND STORAGE

WHAT DID THE TASK FORCE LEARN?
Input from Surveys and Public Meetings

During the Task Force literature review and in planning for
the first public outreach meeting in Raleigh, NC, it became
apparent that although we had been treating interconnected
signals and storage as two separate focus topics, they were in
fact very closely related. The Task Force and Blue Ribbon
Working Group therefore decided to combine the two topics
for discussion at the three public outreach meetings and, to the
extent possible, in the Task Force report to the Secretary.

To facilitate discussion at the public outreach meetings, seven
questions were developed on the combined topic of intercon-
nected signals and storage. The questions were used as a guide
during the discussions. Additional responses from the States
and railroads were sought through surveys by AASHTO and
the Association of American Railroads (AAR) of their respec-
tive members. The following summary of what the Task Force
learned is based on discussions with the Blue Ribbon Working
Group, discussions at the public outreach meetings, and
responses to the AASHTO and AAR requests for informa-
tion. The seven questions put before the public are listed
below with a summary of findings:

Standards and Guidelines

QUESTION: What standards/guidelines (national or local) are
used to determine if grade crossing warning devices
and nearby highway traffic signals should be inter-
connected?

An overwhelming majority of the States use the standards in
the MUTCD which indicates that interconnection should be
considered when the highway intersection traffic control
devices are within 200 feet of a grade crossing. The MUTCD
further indicates that except under unusual circumstances,
interconnection should be limited to only locations falling
within the recommended 200 feet. Responses received indi-
cate that the MUTCD standards are inadequate and need to
be updated. The 200-foot distance is entirely subjective, and
many more factors unique to each intersection location need
to be considered in the decision. Some States have intercon-
nected signals and warning devices as much as 500 feet apart.

The Institute of Transportation Engineers (ITE) has been
developing a “Recommended Practices for Interconnected
Signals”. It will promote a more objective approach to mak-
ing the decision to interconnect the signals and warning
devices. This document should be available later this year.

Process Coordination

QUESTION: Is there a formal coordination process involving
the responsible highway agencies and the involved
railroad(s) that guides the planning, design, and
construction of interconnected signals?

There are very few formal coordination processes in place now.
Many respondents stated that informal coordination processes

were utilized, but these varied significantly. Where coordina-
tion processes exist, the coordination is typically
initiated by the State or local highway authority. There is a
much higher degree of confidence that coordination is occut-
ring between the railroads and the State highway authorities
than between the railroads and the various local highway
authorities with jurisdiction over local roads and traffic
signals.

Even though several States have given a specific State regula-
tory agency responsibility for the overall coordination of cross-
ing safety improvements between highway and railroad
authorities, the public input indicates that there is inadequate
coordination and cooperation between highway and railroad
authorities regarding highway-rail grade crossings.

Signing/Enforcement

QUESTION: What steps are taken to encourage vehicles not to
stop on the tracks?

The “DO NOT STOP ON TRACKS” sign is used by almost
all States; however, there is concern that the sign is not effec-
tive due to inattention by the public and lack of enforcement
activity. Several States have used highway traffic signals on
the approach to the railroad crossing along with “STOP
HERE ON RED” signs. The public perception of a lack of
danger due to relatively infrequent train movements is an
obstacle to overcome, and there is little confidence in the
enforcement authorities’ ability to effectively keep motorists
from stopping on the tracks. Current technology involving
photo enforcement may provide an effective means of keeping
motorists off the railroad track.

There was consensus that public information/education
materials need to incorporate information on interconnected
signals and available storage space.

Section 112 of the Hazardous Materials Transportation
Authorization Act of 1994 prohibits the driver of a commet-
cial vehicle from driving the vehicle onto a highway-rail grade
crossing without having sufficient space to drive completely
through the crossing without stopping. The FHWA recog-
nizes that there are locations where the combination of a short
storage distance between the tracks and a nearby highway
intersection, and restrictive traffic controls at the intersection,
may make it difficult for a driver to comply with both the Act
and the traffic control devices. The FHWA is currently devel-
oping regulations to implement this section of the Act and
address this issue.

Interconnected Signal Inspection

QUESTION: How often are interconnected signals inspected to
determine if they are performing properly? Are
there any standards or guidelines for properly pet-
forming these inspections! Is any effort made to
coordinate the inspection with the other party
(railroad or highway agency)?

Public response indicated that railroads are performing
monthly inspections of interconnected signals in accordance
with the January 1995 Federal Railroad Administration regu-
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lations (44 CFR 234). A few highway authorities are period-
ically inspecting interconnected signals in timeframes that
range from two months to annually. There are no formal
standards used by transportation agencies to review intercon-
nected signals, but some informal guidelines were referenced.

Several States indicated that local highway authorities, and
not State authorities, are totally responsible for traffic signal
operation and maintenance throughout the State. It was the
general consensus that there is little to no coordination
between highway and railroad authorities for joint opera-
tion/maintenance reviews of interconnected signals. This
lack of coordination is further compounded in States where
operation and maintenance of most traffic signals is the
responsibility of local highway agencies. It was also the
consensus of public respondents that independent reviews of
interconnected signals by highway or railroad authorities were
ineffective and that joint reviews need to be performed.

Signal Timing
QUESTION: Is there formal coordination between the highway

agency and railroad when changes are made to
signal timing or railroad operations? Explain.

Input to the task force suggests that public/private interaction
ranges from coordination at all times to no coordination at all,
with the majority of responses indicating there was no coordi-
nation at all. There was no consensus on whether or not all
changes need to be coordinated between authorities, but there
was consensus that coordination must be improved.

Storage Space

QUESTION: Is consideration given to operations/storage space
locations where there are passive devices (e.g.,
stop signs, crossbucks) at either the grade crossing
or the nearby highway-highway intersection, or at
both locations?

Some States have addressed this issue and gave examples of
providing for through traffic movement at highway-highway
intersections for vehicles crossing the railroad tracks, or pro-
viding for an all-way stop condition at this intersection. Many
States have not specifically discussed and taken actions for
these types of intersections.

The magnitude of the problem at these types of intersections
is unknown. Since the intersections cannot be intercon-
nected, there would appear to be greater potential for acci-
dents. However, these intersections would generally have less
highway and train activity and thus less exposure to potential
accidents.

Storage Considerations in Design

QUESTION: When a highway parallel to a railroad is recon-
structed (especially if it is widened on the railroad
side), is the remaining storage space a design
consideration?

The overwhelming majority of States indicated that, ves, the
remaining storage space is a design consideration. Some indi-
cated that it is not. [t appears that although this issue is con-
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sidered by the majority of the States, there are also issues of
increased social and economic impacts of widening on the side
opposite the railroad tracks. Widening occurs more frequent-
ly on the railroad side of the reconstructed highway.

RECOMMENDATIONS
A. Short-Term Recommendations

1) State transportation agencies (or other State agencies, if
appropriate) should formally agree to be the focal point in
the State to ensure proper coordination between highway
authorities and railroads regarding the interconnection of
grade crossing warning devices and highway traffic signals,
and consideration of the storage distance between the
tracks and the parallel highway. The responsibilities of the
agency, as a focal point, would be to:

a) develop, distribute, and continually update a list of
State and local highway authorities and railroad con-
tacts who should be involved in the planning, design,
construction, operation, and inspection of grade
crossing warning devices interconnected with nearby
highway traffic signals;

b) serve as a clearinghouse for collecting and disseminat-
ing to State and local highway authorities and railroads
all pertinent information necessary for the planning,
design, construction, and safe operation of grade cross-
ings in close proximity to highway-highway intersec-
tions;

¢) develop guidelines which recommend that, on at least
an annual basis, State and local highway authorities
and railroads andfor transit agencies conduct joint
inspections of the timing and operation of highway
traffic signals that are interconnected to nearby grade
crossing warning devices; and,
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coordinate with Stateflocal school transportation offi-
cials, operators of public transit or intercity buses, and
trucking organizations to help ensure that drivers are
familiar with the operation of interconnected signals
and are aware of any storage space limitations at grade
crossings on their routes. This information exchange
would be carried out in cooperation with Operation
. Lifesaver.

2) State and local highway authorities should initiate engi-
neering studies to determine if safety improvements are
warranted at grade crossings near highway-highway inter-
sections where there is no interconnection and where there
is limited storage distance. Emphasis should be given to loca-
tions with STOP sign control at the highway-highway
intersection, where storage space is less than that required
to accommodate the longest legal vehicle permitted to use
the highway, and where accident potential is greater due
to high volumes of highway and/or rail traffic.

3) State and local highway authorities, through coordination
with the railroads, should ensure that storage space is a sig-
nificant consideration early in the planning and design
processes where physical changes are being proposed to
the highway or railroad at interconnected signal locations.
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4) FHWA and FRA field staff should initiate regional confer-
ences throughout the country for highway agencies and
railroads to specifically discuss grade crossing safety issues,
including interconnected signals and storage practices.

B. Long-Term Recommendations

1) The FHWA should convene a technical working group
that includes representatives of rail crossing safety organi-
zations to review existing standards and guidelines and
develop new ones, if appropriate, on grade crossing safety
including the following issues: when interconnected sig-
nals should be used, minimum clearance green time, the
existing 20-second minimum warning time, critical stor-
age distance, use of near side traffic signals, joint highway
agency/railroad/transit inspections, and stopping on
tracks. One of the outputs of this group could be recom-
mended additions andfor changes to the MUTCD, the
Railroad-Highway Grade Crossing Handbook, or other
appropriate guidance documents. The group should be
established and hold its initial organizational meeting by
June 1, 1996, and submit proposed standards/guidelines
within a year.

VII. HIGH-PROFILE CROSSINGS
WHAT DID THE TASK FORCE LEARN!

Problems posed by high-profile crossings for low-clearance
vehicles can be grouped into four categories: Vehicles;
Crossing Design; Crossing Maintenance; and, Dealing with
Crossing Problems.

Vehicles

Low-clearance vehicles, i.e., those low to the ground relative
to the distance between axles, pose the greatest risk of becom-
ing immobilized at highway-rail crossings from contact with
the track or highway surface. With the exception of some spe-
cialized vehicles (e.g., tank trucks, piggyback trailers), there is
little standardization within the vehicle manufacturing indus-
try regarding minimum ground clearance. Instead, manufac-
turers are guided by the requirements of shippers and opera-
tors. The Specialized Carriers & Rigging Association
(SC&RA) provides a useful guide which summarizes applica-
ble state laws and regulations. Several States refer to “...verti-
cal body or load clearance of less than 1/, inch per foot of the
distance between any two adjacent axles or in any event of less
than 9 inches measured above level surface of roadway...”
when defining equipment with restrictive ground clearance.

Crossing Design

The vertical alignment of highways and railroads at highway-
rail crossings has never been an area subject to regulation or
oversight by Federal agencies. Two associations publish refer-
ences which provide guidance to the highway and railroad
engineering communities. Guidance to railroads is provided
by the American Railway Engineering Association (AREA)
in their Manual for Railway Engineering. The recommended
practice for new construction states:

Final Report

... The surface of the highway shall be in the same plane as the top
of rails for a distance of 2 feet. outside of rails...” and “... It is
desirable that the surface of the highway be not more than
3 inches higher nor 6 inches lower than the top of nearest rail at
a point 30 feet from the rail, measured at right angle thereto,
unless track superelevation dictates otherwise. ..

Highway engineers receive identical guidance in the
AASHTO publication titled, A Policy on Geometric Design of
Highways and Streets.

When track is being added or reconstructed through a cross-
ing, the AREA Manual also states, “An agreed upon profile,
railroad and highway, should be established between the ope-
ating railroad and the road authority.”

Most States reference the AASHTO recommended practices.
Those States which have regulations or statutes can be
divided into two categories, i.e., those which define their
requirements in (1) generalized terms such as, “maintain a safe
vertical relationship,” and (2) quantitative terms. Most States
in the latter category have simply adopted the AASHTO
recommended practices with minor variations.

Professional discussion regarding crossing profiles is most
likely to occur between the railroads’ public projects engineers
and their counterparts among State highway planning engi-
neers. However, warning devices, and not crossing profiles,
are usually addressed. It is a given that the AREA and
AASHTO recommended practices will be adhered to if
practicable, but additional measures to comply are seldom
initiated or requested.

During design, existing site-specific alignments and grades
(versus the expense and clearances necessary to effect signifi-
cant changes) often prevail over the guidelines. There is no
sanction or penalty for failure to comply, and small chance
that any review authority will overrule. Among officials
attending technical discussions conducted by the Task Force,
there was general recognition of the existence of the AREA
and AASHTO guidelines, but there was also general acknowl-
edgment that these guidelines apply only to “design” efforts for
new or reconstructed crossings, and not to construction or
maintenance.

Crossing Maintenance

Two constraints often apply to the maintenance of grade cross-
ing profiles: Drainage requirements and resource limitations.
Coordination of maintenance activities between rail and
highway authorities, especially at the city and county level, is
frequently informal and unstructured, and is too often incon-
sistent. Even when the need to coordinate has been identi-
fied, there is often a lack of knowledge regarding whom to
contact.

In some cases, highway authorities have become aware of
increases in track elevations (a by-product of track mainte-
nance) only after the fact. As a result, even if State standards
for highway-rail crossing profiles exist, there is little opportu-
nity to enforce them. Often an individual increase in track
elevation may not violate a guideline, but successive raises
may ultimately create a high-profile crossing. Railroads also
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typically do not have expertise in paving. After track mainte-
nance, railroads may contract for resurfacing and tapering of
the highway approaches in order to accommodate a track
raise. There is seldom any in-progress review of these efforts
by highway authorities, and the final results are sometimes
deemed insufficient. At least one State (North Carolina) has
put railroads on notice that the State will follow-up all track
maintenance activities and correct grade discrepancies if the
State is informed in advance of the planned maintenance
activities.

When railroad participants in the Task Force public meetings
were questioned about the need to alter grades, i.e., to raise
track through crossings during maintenance, their response
was two-fold: First, to undercut (the remedial measure which
will return track to pre-maintenance elevations) would sub-
stantially raise track maintenance costs; and second, there is
no post-maintenance standard (crossing profile) to use when
planning maintenance activities and against which results can
be assessed. (Note: Previously cited AREAJAASHTO prac-

tices are for the design of new or reconstructed crossings.)

Dealing with Crossing Problems

Once en route, operators of low-clearance vehicles have few
resources to assist in making decisions regarding the route
ahead. Signing regarding high-profile crossings is inconsis-
tently applied, with some notable exceptions {e.g., the State
of Florida is measuring all crossing profiles and is signing those
that are problematic for low-clearance vehicles). However,
there is no Federal standard for an advance warning sign,
therefore, its appearance to motor vehicle operators varies
from State to State. The FHWA is currently studying the
development of a standardized advanced warning sign for high
profile crossings.

RECOMMENDATIONS
A. Short-Term Recommendations

1) The FHWA should approve a standard advance warning
sign for high-profile crossings and amend the Manual on
Uniform Traffic Control Devices accordingly.

2) FRA, working with FHWA, States and the rail industry,
should define the information needed by the operator in
the event of a vehicle hang-up, which should be included
on a crossing identification sign.

3) State and local highway agencies, working with railroads,
should identify problem high-profile crossings, i.e., cross-
ings with a history of, or evidence of, vehicle hang-ups, by
reviewing accident data and consulting with highway
engineers, local railroad officials, truckers, and public offi-

cials. Once identified:

a) Standard advance warning signs and a crossing identi-
fication sign (see previous recommendations) should be
conspicuously installed.

b) As States identify high-profile crossings, the FRA
should retain the information in the U.S.DOT/AAR
National Highway-Rail Crossing Inventory.
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c) States andfor FRA should enable State special permit
offices to electronically access rail crossing databases
and develop maps that identify problematic rail cross-
ings to delineate routes for special permit vehicles.

B. Long-Term Recommendations

1) The FRA, working with the FHWA, should convene a
Working Group composed of highway officials, manufac-
turers of low-clearance vehicles and the users of such vehi-
cles, and the railroads to investigate the feasibility of
developing a nationwide classification system that would
assign compatibility codes to crossings and vehicles for the
purpose of helping low-clearance vehicle operators avoid
getting hung up on high-profile crossings. Within one
year, the Working Group should present its findings for
possible implementation. Examples of areas of focus for
the Working Group include the following:

a) Vehicle characteristics such as: wheelbase, actual
ground clearance at points between adjacent axles,
and front and rear overhangs and heights above
ground. Based on these, appropriate vehicle classifi-
cation codes may be determined.

b) The feasibility of inspecting highway-rail crossings to
measure their road surface profiles.

c) The feasibility of developing an appropriate and
readily understandable classification code.

2) The FRA should work with FHWA and the railroad
industry and national/State transportation associations to
develop guidelines for track and highway maintenance
that establish maximum thresholds for post-maintenance
vertical alignment.

VIIIL. LIGHT RAIL CROSSING ISSUES

WHAT DID THE TASK FORCE LEARN?
System Design and Construction

Light rail transit (LRT) has become an increasingly popular
mode of transportation in major U.S. cities due to its rela-
tively low capital cost, its ability to operate both on and off
streets, and its capacity to transport passengers with frequent
stops in heavily congested urban areas. Sixteen cities have
operational light rail lines, and several cities are building
extensions to existing lines or are planning new systems.

The majority of the LRT systems operate portions of their sys-
tems within unrestricted rights-of-way on city streets, in
mixed traffic, within median strips, and in pedestrian malls.
This results in numerous, and sometimes continuous, road-
way-light rail grade crossings. In some cases, light rail transit
systems share grade crossings with mainline railroads.

Construction of a light rail transit system, especially in
heavily urbanized areas, requires a great deal of cooperation
among all parties. The operation of LRT systems in shared
rights-of-way increases the potential for accidents with
motorists, pedestrians, and bicyclists. Many of the safety prob-
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lems result from a general lack of awareness and the failure of
motorists and pedestrians to obey crossing warning and traffic
control devices.

ISTEA directed the FTA to initiate a rulemaking that directs
the States to oversee the safety of “rail fixed guideway sys-
tems”. A final rule was issued on December 27, 1995, man-
dating that States designate an oversight agency to require,
review, approve, and monitor system safety programs for rail
fixed guideway systems. Rail crossing accidents and hazardous
conditions for light rail systems are part of this State Safety
Oversight Program.

Standards

Nationwide standards for highway-rail grade crossings are con-
tained in the MUTCD, and its standards and guidelines for
crossings have been based largely on practices within the rail-
road industry. Because the existing standards were not devel-
oped for light rail roadway-rail grade crossings, many of the
traffic control and warning devices applied to light rail systems
may not adequately address their operating characteristics.

Many roadway-light rail grade crossings occur in medians or
shared, right-of-way in downtown city streets where there are
no crossing gates. Existing MUTCD standards do not address
these situations, nor are there any guidelines for intercon-
nected signals for light rail and traffic signals. The only rec-
ommended practices for preemption of traffic signals at or near
railtoad grade crossings are those developed by the ITE.
However, these ITE guidelines for preemption are relevant to
light rail only when automatic gates are used.

Through Transit Cooperative Research Program (TCRP)
Project A-5, the FTA has funded an effort to evaluate the
safety and operational experience of light rail transit systems
operating in the street at speeds that do not exceed 35 mph.
One of the products of this research is a new draft chapter for
the MUTCD titled “Traffic Control Systems for Light Rail-
Highway Grade Crossings.” In addition to the proposed
MUTCD chapter, the A-5 Project produced a Final Report
titled “Integration of Light Rail Transit into City Streets” that
identifies the most effective traffic control devices, public edu-
cation techniques, and enforcement techniques to improve
safety for rail passengers, motorists and pedestrians.
Information contained in this report includes light rail transit
planning principles and guidelines, a potential methodology
for evaluating traffic engineering treatments, and a summary
of system safety and operating experience.

In June 1995, the MUTCD Highway/Railroad Technical
Committee voted to include a chapter on light rail transit traf-
fic control devices in the 1997 version of the MUTCD. The
chapter was finalized in a recent Committee meeting and will
be sent to the sponsoring agencies (FHWA, ITE, AASHTO
and others) by March 1, 1996. At the June 1996 meeting of
the MUTCD Highway/Railroad Technical Committee, com-
ments from these agencies will be incorporated into the text.
The document then will be made available for public com-
ment in the Federal Register.
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While specific guidelines already exist for most motor vehicle
traffic controls, there are comparatively few guidelines for
pedestrian warning systems. Additional research and demon-
stration projects need to be conducted in this area. TCRP
Project A-13 “Light Rail: Pedestrian and Vehicular Safety”
will continue the research started in A-5, but will look at tran-
sit operations over 35 mph and will include additional light
rail systems that have begun operations in the last two years.

Accident Statistics

National statistics for highway-rail grade crossing accidents
have traditionally omitted light rail accidents, although several
State oversight agencies do collect data on these accidents.
These data are typically not detailed enough to evaluate spe-
cific causes of light rail crossing accidents. The FTA collects
data on transit accidents through the Safety Management
Information System (SAMIS). Prior to 1995, transit accident
data collected by SAMIS did not categorize grade crossing
accidents. The 1995 SAMIS report will distinguish grade
crossing accidents from other types of accidents. However,
the SAMIS data are not detailed enough to isolate specific
causes of light rail crossing accidents.

In an attempt to provide more information on light rail cross-
ing accidents, the FTA’'s TCRP Project A-5 proposed an acci-
dent data base containing detailed descriptions of light rail
accidents from 10 light rail systems where causes of accidents,
such as left turns in front of trains, encroachpent, etc., were
recorded. At present, there are no mechanistis or financial
resources available to collect accident data in a format sug-
gested by TCRP Project A-5.

RECOMMENDATIONS
A. Short-Term Recommendations

1) The USDOT should endorse the new MUTCD chapter
on “Traffic Controls for Light Rail-Highway Grade

Crossings”.

2) Rail transit agencies should begin the process of commu-
nicating with public safety agencies as early in the plan-
ning process as possible to ensure that safety concerns are
appropriately considered in the design and eventual oper-
ation of the transit system.

a) The FTA should instruct local transit planners to put
considerations of crossing safety above. the incorpora-
tion of attractive urban design elements.” For example,
areas at grade crossings where pedestrians can cross the
tracks should be clearly identified even if that means
applying markings on expensive design elements
or foregoing aesthetic additions such as trees or
landscaping.

3) In all Full Funding Grant Agreements involving light rail
design and construction, the FTA should include language
that addresses priority for light rail transit systems in inter-
actions with other vehicles. The FTA should require the
grantee to include elements in the project scope of work
which, where appropriate, provide for the priority of the
light rail system in interactions with other vehicles. For
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transit systems that are locally funded, the FTA should
recommeng that local traffic engineers and transit plan-
ners addresSspgiority issues.

B. Long-Term Recommendations

1) Through the Transit Cooperative Research Program, FTA
and the transit industry should develop a process to col-
lect, analyze, and disseminate detailed light rail accident
data.

2) The FHWA, FRA, and FTA should review current grade
crossing safety documents, such as the Grade Crossing
Handbook and the MUTCD to ensure that light rail cross-
ing issues are appropriately incorporated.

3) In cooperation with the FTA, the ITE should develop
guidelines for priority of light rail vehicles operating in
city streets as part of its ongoing effort to identify recom-
mended practices in this area.

4) In cooperation with the National Council of State
Legislators and the National Governors’ Association,
States with light rail systems should enact model legisla-
tion for penalties associated with light rail crossing viola-
tions based upon existing laws in Texas, California,
Virginia, and other States. To encourage enforcement, the
legislation should include provisions for citation revenues
to be shared with the State, operating agency (transit
authority or railroad) and the city/county of operation.

IX. SPECIAL VEHICLE OPERATIONS
AND INFORMATION

WHAT DID THE TASK FORCE LEARN?
Physical and Operating Characteristics

While Federal size and weight limits apply to conventional
commercial vehicles traveling on the Interstate System and
National Truck Network, all States issue special permits and
regulate the dperation of oversize and overweight vehicles
with non-divisibl€ loads. Nearly 1.8 million special permits
were issued by States in 1993. Special permit vehicles known
as “superloads” may encounter problems at rail crossings
because of their following physical characteristics:

HEIGHT: limited by route

WEIGHT: 120,000 Ibs. GVW and above
WIDTH: 14 feet or more

LENGTH: 120‘%@ or more

The physical characteristics of superload vehicles exceed
those of the conventional vehicles which highways are
designed to accommodate. As a result, the physical and oper-
ating characteristics of these superload vehicles, and other
specialized vehicles, may present the following safety problems
at grade crossings:

—Special vehicles using a deep-well or “low-boy” chassis to
achieve vertical clearance when transporting large loads
through tunnels and under bridges may not have sufficient
road clearance to traverse high-profile rail crossings.
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—Vehicles, even those falling within overall Federal limits,
may exceed the storage space available between highway-
rail crossings and nearby highway-highway intersections.

—The placement of crossing warning devices and other
physical infrastructure may impede the turning move-
ments of vehicles of excessive length and/or width, caus-
ing them to become stuck or delayed while traversing rail
crossings.

—The size, weight, speed, and acceleration abilities of some
special permit vehicles may not be compatible with either
warning device timing or with available storage space.

—There is little, if any, training on rail crossing safety prac-
tices for either operators of the special permit vehicles or
the drivers of escort vehicles that may be required to
accompany these vehicles.

~Most States do not have requirements or processes in place
for drivers of special permit or escort vehicles to notify
the proper authorities when rail crossing problems are
encountered.

Special Operating Permit Practices

While there are model requirements for special permit vehi-
cles, these requirements often do not address grade crossing
considerations for oversize and overweight vehicles in detail.
Using special permit vehicles with low ground clearance as an
example (defined by the Uniform Vehicle Code and Model
Traffic Ordinance [UVC] as equipment with a vertical body or
load clearance of less than 9 inches above a level roadway sur-
face), the UVC model regulations only suggest that such vehi-
cle operators notify the railroad station agent of their crossing
within a reasonable time so the railroad can provide proper
protection (flagmen) at the crossing. Over the years, 17 States
adopted the “low-clearance” definition of the UVC model
regulations and 16 States adopted the “notification” elements
of the UVC model; 14 States have adopted both provisions.

The UVC does not address extra-wide vehicle operations at
rail crossings, but it does provide a model regulation for slow
moving equipment:

No person shall operate or move any crawler-type tractor, steam
showel, derrick, roller, or any equipment or structure having a
normal operating speed of 10 miles per hour . . . upon or across
any tracks at a vailroad grade crossing without first complying
with this section.

Currently 19 States have adopted language similar to that in
the UVC model regulation. Of these, 14 have adopted the 10
mph limit recommended in the UVC, and five have adopted
other limits.

R
When carriers seek permits for vehicles with low ground clear-
ance or other weight or dimensional considerations, most
States are at a loss to specify a route to avoid problematic rail
crossings because the States and railtoads do not have the
data, processes, and/or procedures to provide such informa-
tion. Maps used to define special vehicle routes typically do
not identify rail crossings, nor do they contain notations of
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crossings with high profiles or limited widths, storage space, or
signal phasing times that could be problematic for vehicles
that are extra wide, high, long, low, or heavy. These crossing
characteristics are usually not captured in State transportation
agency inventories of physical infrastructure and even when
they are, they are generally not provided to, or used by, the
agencies that issue special permits. Updating and maintaining
this data base, when it exists, constitute additional problems.

Driver Licensing Considerations

Current Federal law requires that each State have minimum
standards for the licensing of commercial drivers. To obtain a
Commercial Driver License (CDL), the driver must pass a
knowledge and skill test. The knowledge test includes ques-
tions in 18 specific areas (e.g., driving safety, transporting
catgo or passengers, hazardous materials, etc.). To help drivers
prepare for the test, DOT has published a Model Commercial
Driver License Manual as a study guide. This manual is cur-
rently in its second revision. The first manual (January 31,
1989) did not address the issue of rail crossing safety. In sec-
tion 2.12, the second edition of the manual (1994) included
one page on rail crossings. The section, however, does not
devote adequate attention to rail crossing safety, nor does it
address such issues as procedures to take if the vehicle gets
hung up on tracks.

Each State tests drivers for a CDL, using a subset of questions
developed by the American Association of Motor Vehicle
Administrators (AAMVA). From a pool of 600 questions,
Federal regulations require a 30-question test of 18 knowledge
areas (rail crossing safety is not considered to be a knowledge
area). Most States, however, use a 50-question test, taking the
questions from the pool of 600. Considering the brevity of the
rail crossing section, it is unlikely that rail crossing questions
will appear on the States’ CDL test.

Escort Vehicle Services

There has been little emphasis placed on training in rail cross-
ing safety for commercial vehicle operators and the drivers of
escort vehicles that may be required to accompany them.
Because of the high turnover rate in drivers of commercial and
escort vehicles, rail crossing education must be a continuing
process. While a State-supported education program might
not reach all available drivers, the training and testing
through certification programs would certainly reach them.
Currently there are no provisions in the UVC relating to
escorts for oversize/weight vehicles (e.g., certification, duties
and responsibilities). Presently, there are only five States with
training requirements for escort credentials. At least one
other State (North Carolina) is considering setting up escort
accreditation programs in community colleges.

In practice, the primary responsibilities of escorts are limited
to checking that sufficient roadway clearance exists to accom-
modate the height and width of the special permit vehicles.
Rail crossing safety is generally not included in the training or
certification of escort vehicle drivers, resulting in a frequent
lack of attention by the escort to discern the potential for the
permit vehicle to become “trapped” at a rail crossing.

Enforcement

When State special permit offices do delineate routes for spe-
cial vehicles, the operators of these special vehicles are often
under no obligation to follow these exact routes. When routes
are specified and required and the drivers deviate from them,
the operators are seldom ticketed because routing infractions
are rarely noticed or emphasized by law enforcement officials.

In general, fines for grade crossing violations by operators of
special permit vehicles are not high enough to serve as a deter-
rent. During the Chicago public meeting when the issue of
enforcement was raised, Transportation Secretary Pefia voiced
his concern that judges were essentially creating a second
level of judicial decision when they did not address the fact
that a violation had occurred which could have fatal and even
catastrophic consequences but, instead, based their ruling only
on the circumstances surrounding the incident.

Communications

Drivers of special permit and escort vehicles would also bene-
fit from States using their special operating permits to list
phone numbers to call in the event of rail crossing emergen-
cies. Following recent accidents at rail crossings involving
low-clearance vehicles, several States are attempting to
provide drivers with relevant telephone numbers.

The UVC does not contain any model language regarding the
type of communication devices (e.g., citizen band radio, cellu-
lar telephones) required of escorts that would assist in the
notification of railroad companies in the event of a problem at
a rail crossing. However, at least one State (Texas) has estab-
lished a 1-800 Emergency Railroad Crossing Hotline. Details
regarding the hotline are published in the permit rules and
regulations and the number is published on the permit itself.
In addition, warning signs at high-profile crossings alert the
driver to the presence of such a crossing, as well as identifying
the emergency number and the crossing location in the event
the vehicle is hung up on the tracks.

RECOMMENDATIONS
A. Short-Term Recommendations

1) State directors of pupil transportation should encourage
local school boards and school bus contractors to include
crossing emergency numbers and an identification number
giving the crossing’s exact geographic location in school
bus dispatch books provided to drivers and substitutes.

2) State permit offices should list emergency telephone num-
bers on all special vehicle operating permits; i.e., the tele-
phone numbers appropriate for the railroad(s) being
crossed.

3) State permit offices should provide operators of “super-
load” special permit vehicles with relevant telephone
numbers so that they can notify railroads and arrange for
flag-protection when planning for or traversing any rail
crossing. The vehicle operator and the railroad should
confirm exactly (by crossing number or on-the ground
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inspection) the identity of the highway-rail crossing(s)
involved.

4) The Commercial Driver License manual and CDL tests
developed by States should contain expanded discussion of
rail crossing safety. Currently, the CDL manual discusses
grade crossing safety only for movements of hazardous
materials.

B. Long-Term Recommendations

1) States should develop certification programs for escort
vehicle drivers with training exercises in crossing safety.

2) State special permit offices should ensure that operators of
both escort vehicles and special permit vehicles should be
required to maintain a “real time” communications link
with their dispatcher or a central authority.

3) If high-profile crossing and commercial vehicle classifica-
tions are developed by the Working Group convened
under Long-Term Recommendation 1 in the High-Profile
Crossings problem area, States should implement labeling
and compliance procedures to carry out this classification
process.

X. USDOT NEXT STEPS

USDOT Modal Agency Commitments

The headquarters office of each USDOT modal agency will
transmit copies of the final report to their field offices, with
specific recommendations for implementing appropriate
recommendations in the report. Each USDOT modal agency
will cooperate with other modal agencies, as appropriate, to
assist in implementing the recommendations in the report. It
is hoped that this report will stimulate the discussion that
must take place among the many parties with responsibility for
grade crossings if accidents and fatalities are to be reduced
through cooperative efforts. But the Department is also com-
mitted to act upon the recommendations of this report in the
“next steps” identified below.

FHWA

The FHWA recognizes that without the cooperation and
active involvement of the States, implementation of many of
the Task Force recommendations will be difficult. The FHWA
will, therefore, work to actively engage AASHTO and the
individual States in developing an effective plan to implement
recommendations that necessitate direct or cooperative
actions by State and/or local highway agencies.

The FHWA will meet with the FRA to develop the process for
implementing the FHWA long-term recommendation to con-
vene a technical working group to evaluate current standards
and guidelines for a variety of grade crossing technical issues.
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Selection of working group members and development of an
implementation schedule should be accomplished by June 1,

1996, with the group’s product targeted for completion by
June 1, 1997.

The FHWA will also coordinate with FRA to develop a
strategy for initiating regional conferences throughout the
country for discussing grade crossing safety issues.

FRA

In conjunction with efforts by the FHWA, the FRA will
encourage State and local transportation agencies and rail-
roads to work closely together on rail crossing rehabilitation.
Through cooperative efforts with these parties, FRA will
attempt to develop a process that facilitates improved com-
munications between railroads, local officials and emergency
and fleet dispatchers. At a minimum, the exchange and/for
publication of contact lists, and/or computer files, andfor
access procedures (minimally, names and/or phone numbers)
for routine and emergency use will be addressed. Agreements
should be reached on definitions of terms, problem areas,
procedures and responsibilities.

FTA

The FTA will work with the American Public Transit
Association, the Institute of Transportation Engineers and
other transportation organizations to disseminate the recom-
mendations from TCRP Project A-5 to transit agencies, and
related city, county and State traffic engineering departments.

The FTA will also appoint an individual in each Regional
Office who will be responsible for grade crossing safety issues.
Future intermodal efforts on grade crossing safety will be car-
ried out in coordination with FRA Regional Grade Crossing
Managers and FHWA'’s Regional Safety Engineers.

NHTSA

NHTSA will work with the State directors of public trans-
portation, through relevant national organizations, to develop
a system to improve bus routing safety by focusing on high-
way-rail crossings. The Agency will also develop an in-service
training program for school bus drivers, addressing highway-
rail crossing safety.

NHTSA will lend its support to FHWA in the expansion of
the highway-rail crossing safety section of the Model
Commercial Driver License Manual, and will seek the support
of the AAMVA in increasing attention to rail crossing safety
in driver testing for commercial driver licenses.

Task Force Updates

The Task Force will reconvene one year after issuance of this
report to evaluate progress in implementation of its recom-
mendations. Reducing highway-rail crossing accidents and
fatalities is a long-term commitment-one which the
Department and the Task Force consider to be of the highest
priority.
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Appendix

Blue Ribbon Working Group Participants
USDOT HIGHWAY-RAIL CROSSING SAFETY TASK FORCE STUDY

Cameron Beach
Sacramento Regional Transit District

Thomas M. Boland

Missouri Highway and Transportation Commission

Stephen E. Campbell

American Trucking Associations

John Claflin

Denver Regional Transportation District

Bill Browder (for Charles E. Dettmann)

Association of American Railroads

Ronald W. Eck
West Virginia University )

Thomas Brahms (for R. Marshall Elizer, Jr.)

Institute of Transportation Engineers

James P. Finn
Brotherhood of Railroad Signalmen

Charles Gauthier
National Association of State Directors of Pupil
Transportation Services

Gerri Hall

Operation Lifesaver, Inc.

Barbara Harsha
National Association of Governors’ Highway Safety
Representatives

David Hensing
American Association of State Highway Transportation

Officials
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Robert Herstein
Maryland State Highway Administration

Paul D. Lennon

American Public Transit Association

Linda Meadow
Los Angeles County MTA

Matt Reilly

American Short Line Railroad Association

Bill Rieck

Specialized Carriers and Rigging Association

Thomas D. Simpson
Railway Progress Institute

Richard Tippie
National Safety Council

Charles Peltier (for David L. Tollett)

International Association of Chiefs of Police)

Don Vierimaa
Truck Trailer Manufacturers Association

William L. Wilshire, Jr.
West Virginia DOT

Fred Wise
Florida DOT

Paul Worley
North Carolina DOT





