
NATIONAL TRANSPORTATION SAFETY BOARD 
WASHINGTON, D.C. 

I S S U E D :  .January 8, 1975 

Forwarded to: \ 

Greater  New Orleans Expressway SAFETY RECOMMENDAT I ON (S) 
Commission 

Post Off ice  Box 7645 
Meta i r ie ,  Louisiana 70011 

On August 1, 1 9 7 4 ,  a tug boat  pushing four  barges (two ab reas t )  
s t r u c k  the e a s t  span of t h e  L a k e  Pontchar t ra in  Causeway i n  New Orleans,  
Louis iana,  and 252 f e e t  of the  br idge col lapsed i n t o  t h e  water.  Two 
motor veh ic l e s  plunged i n t o  the  lake through the void c rea t ed  by the  
co l lapsed  deck. Three persons were k i l l e d .  

During i t s  prel iminary inves t iga t ion  i n t o  the  highway aspec ts  of 
the  acc iden t ,  t he  National Transpor ta t ion  Safety Board became aware of 
add i t iona l  t r a f f i c  s a f e t y  hazards which e x i s t  on the  Causeway. 

Marine c o l l i s i o n s  with the br idge began before  cons t ruc t ion  w a s  
complete. I n  October 1955,  a tug s t r u c k  a p i l i n g  and caused s e c t i o n s  
of t he  br idge deck t o  co l lapse  i n t o  the lake .  Since then, 14  o the r  
marine ves se l s  have s t ruck  var ious p a r t s  of the br idge .  
c o l l i s i o n s ,  spans of t he  br idge col lapsed i n t o  the  lake  below, and a s  
a r e s u l t ,  n ine persons d ied .  

In  s i x  of t he  

Highway-related f a c t o r s  which probably combined t o  con t r ibu te  t o  
property damage and loss of l i f e  i n  these c o l l i s i o n s  a re :  (1) A br idge 
s t r u c t u r e  w h i c h  i s  not phys ica l ly  p ro tec t ed  aga ins t  impact by an errani:  
marine vesse l ;  ( 2 )  a bridge s t r u c t u r e  which tends t o  co l l apse  when s t ruck  
by e r r a n t  marine vesse ls  of a type which use the  lake; and ( 3 )  the  lack 
of any provis ion  f o r  warning motor i s t s .  

The recons t ruc t ion  of br idges t o  withstand impacts by e r r a n t  marine 
v e s s e l s  would requi re  considerable  time and money. However, 1 4  c o l l i s i o n s  
and 6 span co l lapses  have shown t h a t  t h i s  type of acc ident  w i l l  l i k e l y  
r ecu r .  
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The Safe ty  Board is  p a r t i c u l a r l y  concerned Elbout the  t r a f f i c  h i s t o r y  
of t he  west span. Numerous acc idents  on i t s  roadway have produced much 
proper ty  damage, and, during the  p a s t  3 years ,  12 persons have d i e d  when 
t h e i r  veh ic l e s  plunged over  o r  through the  br idge b a r r i e r .  

Causeway records show a t  l e a s t  195 br idge-bar r ie r  c o l l i s i o n s  dur- 
i n g  which the metal r a i l i n g  on top  of the  concrete  parape t  was damaged. 
S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  no vehic les  have plunged over  o r  through the  newer, 32- 
inch-high concrete  b a r r i e r  on the  east span. 

I n  i t s  review of records ,  t he  Safety Board noted t h a t  t h e r e  is no 
sys temat ic  program by which t o  review ind iv idua l  acc idents  and t h e i r  
causes .  Such a program might have i d e n t i f i e d  d e f i c i e n c i e s  and brought 
about the  cor rec t ion  of t h e  bridge-curb and b a r r i e r - r a i l i n g  systems on 
the  west span. 

The Safe.ty Board's prel iminary inves t iga t ion  f u r t h e r  revea led  t h a t  
on August 14, 1 9 7 4 ,  t he  Greater  Mew Orleans Expressway Commission t en ta -  
t i v e l y  approved a proposal c a l l i n g  f o r  a comprehensive, unbiased examina- 
t i o n  of t h e  phys ica l  p l a n t  of the  Causeway and i t s  opera t ions .  The 
s tudy ,  approved by the Commission on August 27, 1974, w i l l  be conducted 
by an independent engineering f i r m ,  which w i l l  r epo r t  and make recommen- 
da t ions  f o r  s a f e t y  improvements i n  both the  phys ica l  p l a n t  and its 
opera t ions .  The Safe ty  Board commends t h e  Greater  New Orleans Expressway 
Commission f o r  i t s  prompt ac t ion .  

The National Transportat ion Safety Board recommends t h a t  tile Greater  
New Orleans Expressway Commission take the  following measures i n  add i t ion  
t o  t h e  study: 

1. E s t a b l i s h  a sys temat ic  program t o  i d e n t i f y  and survey 
high acc ident  l oca t ions  on the  Lake Pontchar t ra in  
Causeway. (The program should r equ i r e  a review of 
ind iv idua l  acc iden t s . )  Guidelines f o r  such a program 
can be found i n  Federal  I-Iighway S a f e t y  Program Standard 
No. 9 " I d e n t i f i c a t i o n  and Surve i l lance  of Accident 
Locations I " ( R e  comendat  i on H -'74 -40 ) 

2 .  Evaluate the  p re sen t  br idge  b a r r i e r  r a i l  system on the  
west span of t h e  Lalce Pontchar t ra in  Causeway t o  de t e r -  
m n e  improvements which w i l l  a ssure  a b a r r i e r  system 
t h a t  w i l l :  

(a) prevent  e r r a n t  veh ic l e s  from pene t r a t ing  or  v a u l t i n g  
over t h e  b a r r i e r ,  and 
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(b) provide s a f e  r e d i r e c t i o n  of e r r a n t  vehic les  w i t h  
a minimum e f f e c t  on the veh ic l e  and i t s  occupants.  
(Recomrrendation H-74-41) 

3. I n s t a l l  a warning system on those sec t ions  of t h e  Lake 
Pontchar t ra in  Causeway t h a t  are vulnerable  t o  impact by 
e r r a n t  marine v e s s e l s .  The system should a c t i v a t e  auto- 
mat ica l ly  t o  warn motor i s t s  of danger ahead when a 
Causeway span collaix5es. (Recommendation ti-74-42) 

REED, Chairman, McADAMS, TIHAYER, BURGESS,  and HALEY, Members, con- 
curred i n  the above recommendations. 

BY 

(The Safety Board has  also made a recommendation t o  the Louisiana Wildl i fe  
and F i she r i e s  Commission suggest ing measures which could be p r a c t i c a l  so lu-  
t i o n s  t o  the s a f e t y  needs of both e r r a n t  marine vehic les  and Causeway 
motor is  ts . ) 
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