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WASHINGTON, D.C. 

ISSUED: January 11, 1980 

--------_I---_______"-------------------- 

Forwarded to:  

Mr. David L. Gunn 
General Manager 
Southeastern Pennsylvania Transpor ta t ion  

PSFS Building, 12 South 12th Street 
Phi lade lphia ,  Pennsylvania 19107 

SAFETY RECOMMENDAT I O N  (S) 

Authori ty  R-80-1 

About 5:10 p.m. on Xovemher 1 2 ,  1979, a f i r e  occurred i n  the  
passenger compartment of Southeastern Pennsylvania Transpor ta t ion  
Authori ty  (SEPTA) c a r  No. 204 near  the  69th S t r e e t  Terminal i n  Upper 
Darby, Pennsylvania. The s ingle-uni t  ca r  had j u s t  departed t h e  te rmina l  
i n  northbound s e r v i c e  t o  Bryn Mawr on t h e  former Ph i l ade lph ia  and 
Western Ra i l road ' s  high-speed rap id  transit l i n e .  The motorman and 72 
passengers  were aboard t h e  62-seat car .  Of the  53 passengers in jured ,  
30 were hosp i t a l i zed .  

Car No. 204 i s  one of 10 c a r s  designated as "Bullet"  c a r s  t h a t  
SEPTA i s  using. 
f l o o r s  and were manufactured by the  B r i l l  Company i n  1931. 
wi th  r e v e r s i b l e  backs a r e  loca ted  along each s i d e .  
a r e  loca ted  along t h e  bottom of each s i d e  wa l l  near  the  f l o o r .  Access 
t o  t h e  car  i s  by fo ld ing  doors loca ted  a t  each end of t h e  car  which a r e  
con t ro l l ed  by the  motorman. 

They are of aluminum cons t ruc t ion  and have wooden 
Double s e a t s  

E l e c t r i c  ca r  h e a t e r s  

The c a r s  a r e  e l e c t r i c a l l y  propel led by 600-volt d i r e c t  cu r ren t  
c o l l e c t e d  from a t h i r d  r a i l  ad jacent  t o  the t r a c k  by contac t  shoes 
mounted on each t ruck.  A 25,000 c i r c u l a r  m i l  copper cab le  covered wi th  
rubber i n s u l a t i o n ,  loca ted  wi th in  the  passenger compartment i n  t h e  l e f t  
s i d e  wal l  behind t h e  e l e c t r i c  hea te r s , t r ansmi t s  the 600-volt d i r e c t  
cu r ren t  t o  t h e  c o n t r o l l e r  f o r  opera t ion  of t h e  ca r .  
h e a t e r s  must b e  removed from the l e f t  s i d e  t o  r e p a i r  o r  i n spec t  the 
cab le .  

The s e a t s  and 
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The motorman s t a t e d  t h a t  when the  car  departed the  69th S t r e e t  
Terminal. smoke was de tec ted  in the  passenger compartment along t h e  l e f t  
s i d e  near  the  f r o n t  of the  ca r .  I n  the p a s t ,  SEPTA has had problems 
wi th  t h e  h e a t e r s  smoking on these  cars, and the  motorman assumed t h a t  a 
h e a t e r  was  causing t h e  smoke. The motorman d id  not  be l i eve  the  problem 
t o  be s e r i o u s  and thought t h a t  he would be a b l e  t o  continue t o  t h e  next  
s t a t i o n ,  about 1 . 5  miles away, f o r  an inspec t ion  t o  determine t h e  cause. 
However, t h e  ca r  f i l l e d  r a p i d l y  w i t h  smoke and f i r e  w a s  de tec ted ,  l ead ing  
him t o  s t o p  and d ischarge  t h e  passengers before  reaching the  next s t a t i o n .  

An examination of t h e  ca r  a f t e r  the  f i r e  was ext inguished d isc losed  
t h a t  t h e  power cable  w a s  burned rearward from where i t  en tered  t h e  ca r  
f o r  a d i s t ance  of 18 inches.  
s i d e  were burned and t h e  s i d e  of t h e  car w a s  damaged. 
t h e  remaining po r t ion  of t h e  cable  d isc losed  t h a t  the  i n s u l a t i o n  w a s  
d e t e r i o r a t e d .  Even though t h e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  has not  been completed, i t  
is apparent  t h a t  the  f i r e  s t a r t e d  i n  the  power cable  and quickly spread 
t o  t h e  c a r ' s  i n t e r i o r .  
mounted on the  ou t s ide  of t h e  car, as is done on o ther  se l f -propel led  
c a r s ,  t h e  f a i l u r e  of t h e  cable  most probably would not  have set t h e  
i n t e r i o r  of t h e  ca r  on f i r e .  

The f i r s t  and second s e a t s  along t h e  l e f t  
An examination of 

I f  t h i s  cab le  had been placed in a condui t  and 

Therefore,  t h e  Nat iona l  Transpor ta t ion  Safe ty  Board recommends t h a t  
t h e  Southeas te rn  Pennsylvania Transpor ta t ion  Authority:  

Remove the  600-volt d.c. power cables  from the  i n t e r i o r s  
of  a l l  B r i l l  E l e c t r i c  ca r s ,  mount them on t h e  c a r s '  
ex t e r io r s ,  and take any necessary a d d i t i o n a l  s t e p s  
s o  t h a t  a f a i l u r e  of t h e  cable  w i l l  no t  i g n i t e  
combustible materials. (Class  I ,  Urgent Action) (R-80-1) 

RING, Chairman, DRIVER, Vice Chairman, NcADAMS, GOLDMAN, and BURSLFY, 
Members, concurred in t h i s  recommendation. 


