
  

    
  
   

    

 

    

 

        

          

   

      
 

 
      

    
 

  
         

       
     

     
 

       
 

          
    
      

        
      

         
          

    
 

 
 

         
     

         
    

   

City of Palo Alto (ID # 5491) 

City Council Staff Report 

Report Type: Study Session Meeting Date: 2/9/2015 

Summary Title: Study Session on Railroad Quiet Zones 

Title: Study Session on Railroad Quiet Zones in Palo Alto 

From: City Manager 

Lead Department: Planning and Community Environment 

Recommendation 
This Study Session provides an opportunity for City Council discussion regarding quiet zones 
and no action is recommended. 

Executive Summary 
In the spring of 2014, a group of citizens, primarily located near the Alma Street Caltrain 
crossing, began asking the City of Palo Alto to consider implementing a quiet zone at that 
intersection. Following that initial request, Planning & Community Environment staff began 
evaluating quiet zones and gathering information for a City Council discussion. 

Quiet zones are defined by the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) as: 

“a section of a rail line at least one-half mile in length that contains one or more 
consecutive public highway-rail grade crossings at which locomotive horns are not 
routinely sounded when trains are approaching the crossings. The prohibited use of 
train horns at quiet zones only applies to trains when approaching and entering 
crossings and does not include train horn use within passenger stations or rail yards. 
Train horns may be sounded in emergency situations or to comply with other railroad or 
FRA rules even within a quiet zone. Quiet zone regulations also do not eliminate the use 
of locomotive bells at crossings.” 

Reference: http://www.fra.dot.gov/Page/P0689 

Following communication with Caltrain staff on the matter, City staff was referred to LeeAnn 
Dickson, a Grade Crossing Manager at United States Department of Transportation Federal 
Railroad Administration. Ms. Dickson provided City staff with valuable information regarding 
the technical requirements for the establishment of a quiet zone. Those technical requirements 
are listed below: 
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Per the FRA, if any one of the following four Supplemental Safety Measures (SSM’s) is 
implemented, an at-grade crossing is automatically eligible to become a quiet zone regardless 
of its Quiet Zone Risk Index (QZRI) score: 

1.	 Installing quad gates 
o	 Four gates per crossing instead of two 

2.	 Median Barriers 
o	 100 ft. continuous barriers (provisions exist for barriers as short as 60 ft. in 

certain scenarios) 
3.	 Converting from facilitating two-way traffic to one-way traffic 
4.	 Eliminating the grade crossing (i.e. closing it) 

If a given city chooses to implement one or more of the above referenced intersection 
improvements, the city has the right to implement a quiet zone. The right of a city to 
implement a quiet zone is not dependent on the rail operators impacted by the establishment 
of a quiet zone. Essentially, a quiet zone can be implemented by any city at a given intersection 
so long as that city goes through the proper noticing and comment procedure. 

The noticing and comment procedure required by the FRA includes providing all stakeholders 
with a 60-day Notice of Intent (NOI) that the city is seeking to establish a quiet zone at a given 
intersection and following the NOI process a 21 day Notice of Establishment (NOE) must be 
provided to those operating in the corridor. 

It has been the position of Caltrain that they are willing to work with local municipalities if they 
seek to establish a quiet zone- however, Caltrain’s position thus far has been that if a quiet zone 
is established in the corridor that the local agency would assume liability for any incidents that 
occur at a quiet zone intersection. That said, City staff has not been able to obtain any written 
policy on this matter from Caltrain. 

It’s also important to reiterate that even if a quiet zone is established a railroad engineer 
operating in the corridor may blow the horn of his or her train at any time if there is a perceived 
or real safety threat. Therefore, quiet zones reduce train horn noise at a given intersection but 
do not eliminate it. 

For additional technical information regarding quiet zones published by the FRA please see 
Attachment A. 

Background 
According to the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) website, 

“the FRA Train Horn Rule (49 CFR Part 222) became effective on June 24, 2005. 
This rule provides a step-by-step process to determine what can be done to offset the 
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lack of a train horn, to calculate the risk reduction associated with potential 
improvements, to formally document the silencing of the train horns and officially 
establish a quiet zone.” 

Reference: http://www.cpuc.ca.gov/PUC/safety/Rail/Crossings/quietzones.htm 

According to the CPUC, as of April 2013 there are 36 established FRA quiet zones in California 
affecting 181 crossings; however, none currently exist in the Caltrain corridor. 

In the fall of 2013, San Mateo did an extensive study on quiet zones and the potential 
implementation of quiet zones in San Mateo. From that study (Attachment B) came three 
significant findings: 

1.	 The city has the right to establish a quiet zone(s) if it chooses to do so. 
2.	 From the data San Mateo collected, it did not appear that train horns violate the federal 

limit on train horn noise. 
3.	 Federal regulations do not prevent a lawsuit against the City in the event of an incident 

at a given quiet zone intersection if the city is the originator of the quiet zone. 

According to Caltrain staff, San Mateo did not pursue any quiet zones due to infrastructure 
costs and potential liability costs. 

Legal Aspects to the Establishment of Quiet Zones in Palo Alto 
The question whether or not to implement quiet zones is, at its core, a question of policy. From 
a legal perspective, there is no legal prohibition on the creation of quiet zones. However, the 
City !ttorney’s Office, after careful review of relevant case law and statutes, has concluded that 
the establishment of quiet zones may increase the City’s exposure to potential liability. While 
we are not aware of any reported case in which a city was deemed solely liable based upon its 
implementation a quiet zone, application of basic tort law suggests that a city might well be 
subject to increased liability for doing so. While federal regulations require the City to 
implement new safety measures to offset the effect of reduction in a core safety measure - the 
sound of the train’s horn blowing - the federal statute contains no safe harbor from suit for 
compliance. 

At the very least, the City may face a marginal increase in litigation costs to defend against 
novel theories of liability advanced by persons injured in quiet zones. 

Finally, while the City maintains excess liability insurance coverage to cover judgments over a 
certain dollar threshold, the City may nevertheless be compelled to undertake significant self-
insurance costs relating to quiet zones, as insurance carriers for other cities have required 
express carve-outs for claims and actions related to quiet zones. 

Resource Impact 
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If the City is interested in pursuing one or more quiet zones, the City will need to provide 
funding for design and implementation of the necessary improvements. 

Policy Implications 
The Comprehensive Plan supports efforts to address noise pollution (Policy N-40) and 
encourages the Joint Powers Board to pursue train technologies to reduce train whistle noise 
(Program N-57), but does not speak to quiet zones per se. 

The principal policy issues worthy of consideration in the discussion of quiet zones are (1) 
whether there is a real or perceived relationship between train horns and safety that could be 
compromised if one or more quiet zones are established; and (2) is the potential for reduced 
noise if train engineers refrain from blowing their horn worth the cost of improvements and 
potential increase in liability to the City? 

Environmental Review 
This is a discussion item and no action is proposed that would require review pursuant to the 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). 
Attachments: 

 A - FRA Quiet Zone Brochure_9-2013(PDF) 

 B - San Mateo Train Horn Noise Assessment Update_9-11-2013 (PDF) 

City of Palo Alto Page 4 





                               

                       

                               

                                  

                         

                           

                                     

      

                   

            

               

                   

                    

     

                     

                       

                         

                   

                                         

                       

                          

                           

                                       

                                

                                               

                       

                  

                        

                            

              Guide to the Quiet Zone Establishment Process 

Purpose of the Guide  

This brochure was developed to serve as a guide for local decision makers seeking a 
greater understanding of train horn sounding requirements and how to establish quiet 
zones. Its purpose is to provide a general overview and thus does not contain every detail 
about the quiet zone establishment process. For more detailed and authoritaƟve 
informaƟon, the reader is encouraged to review the official regulaƟons governing the use 
of locomoƟve horns at public highway‐rail grade crossings and the establishment of quiet 
zones that are contained in 49 CFR Part 222. A copy of the rule can be downloaded or 
printed at hƩp://www.fra.dot.gov/eLib/Details/L02809. 

About Quiet Zones   

FRA is commiƩed to reducing the number of collisions at 
highway‐rail grade crossings, while establishing a 
consistent standard for communiƟes who opt to preserve 
or enhance quality of life for their residents by establishing 
quiet zones within which rouƟne use of train horns at 
crossings is prohibited. 

Federal regulaƟon requires that locomoƟve horns begin sounding 15–20 seconds before 
entering public highway‐rail grade crossings, no more than one‐quarter mile in advance. 
Only a public authority, the governmental enƟty responsible for traffic control or law en‐
forcement at the crossings, is permiƩed to create quiet zones. 

A quiet zone is a secƟon of a rail line at least one‐half mile in length that contains one or 
more consecuƟve public highway‐rail grade crossings at which locomoƟve horns are not 
rouƟnely sounded when trains are approaching the crossings. The prohibited use of train 
horns at quiet zones only applies to trains when approaching and entering crossings and 
does not include train horn use within passenger staƟons or rail yards. Train horns 
may be sounded in emergency situaƟons or to comply with other railroad or FRA rules 
even within a quiet zone. Quiet zone regulaƟons also do not eliminate the use of 
locomoƟve bells at crossings. Therefore, a more appropriate descripƟon of a designated 
quiet zone would be a “reduced train horn area.” 

CommuniƟes wishing to establish quiet zones must work through the appropriate public 
authority that is responsible for traffic control or law enforcement at the crossings. 
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Historical Context   

Guide to the Quiet Zone Establishment Process 

Historically, railroads have sounded locomoƟve horns or whistles in advance of grade 
crossings and under other circumstances as a universal safety precauƟon. Some States 
allowed local communiƟes to create whistle bans where the train horn was not rouƟnely 
sounded. In other States, communiƟes created whistle bans through informal 
agreements with railroads. 

In the late 1980’s, FRA observed a significant 
increase in nighƫme train‐vehicle collisions at 
certain gated highway‐rail grade crossings on 
the Florida East Coast Railway (FEC) at which 
nighƫme whistle bans had been established 
in accordance with State statute In 1991, FRA 
issued Emergency Order #15 requiring trains 
on the FEC to sound their horns again. The 
number and rate of collisions at affected 
crossings returned to pre‐whistle ban levels. 

In 1994, Congress enacted a law that required 
FRA to issue a Federal regulaƟon requiring the sounding of locomoƟve horns at public 
highway‐rail grade crossings. It also gave FRA the ability to provide for excepƟons to that 
requirement by allowing communiƟes under some circumstances to establish "quiet 
zones." 

The Train Horn Rule became effecƟve on June 24, 2005. The rule set naƟonwide 
standards for the sounding of train horns at public highway‐rail grade crossings. This rule 
changed the criteria for sounding the horn from distance‐based to  Ɵme‐based. It also 
set limits on the volume of a train horn. The rule also established a process for 
communiƟes to obtain relief from the rouƟne sounding of train horns by providing 
criteria for the establishment of quiet zones. LocomoƟve horns may sƟll be used in the 
case of an emergency and to comply with Federal regulaƟons or certain railroad rules. 
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POINTS OF CONTACT  

General QuesƟons: 

Inga Toye, 202‐493‐6305  
Debra Chappell, 202‐493‐6018  

Ron Ries, 202‐493‐6285  

Regional Contacts 

Region 1 ConnecƟcut, Maine, MassachuseƩs, New Hampshire, New Jersey,  
New York, Rhode Island, and Vermont  

1‐800‐724‐5991  

Region 2 Delaware, Maryland, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Virginia, West Virginia ,  
and Washington, D.C.  

1‐800‐724‐5992  

Region 3 Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina,  
South Carolina, and Tennessee  

1‐800‐724‐5993  

Region 4 Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin  
1‐800‐724‐5040  

Region 5 Arkansas, Louisiana, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Texas  
1‐800‐724‐5995  

Region 6 Colorado, Iowa, Kansas, Missouri, and Nebraska  
1‐800‐724‐5996  

Region 7 Arizona, California, Nevada, and Utah  
1‐800‐724‐5997  

Region 8 Alaska, Idaho, Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, Oregon,  
Washington, and Wyoming  

1‐800‐724‐5998  
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 Rail – Moving America Forward 

The mission of the Federal Railroad AdministraƟon is to enable the safe, 
reliable, and efficient movement of people and goods for a strong America, 

now and in the future. 

U.S. Department of TransportaƟon  
Federal Railroad AdministraƟon  

1200 New Jersey Avenue S.E. 
Washington, DC 20590 

Telephone: 202‐493‐6299 
www.fra.dot.gov 

Follow FRA on Facebook and TwiƩer  
September 2013  
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