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Summary of Second Set of Comments to Formula Used for Establishing the Priority List
These comments were received from parties as a result of solicitation by the Consumer Protection and Safety Division, Rail Crossings Engineering Section, during our examination of the formulas used in evaluating nominated projects under the Section 190 Grade Separation program.  There are two formulas used to establish the priority rankings.  One deals with new grade separation proposals and the other with replacement or reconstruction of existing grade separation structures.  These are the second set of comments received in the matter.  

Parties submitting comments recommended changes to the formula for new grade separations, specifically, the factors that make up various elements of the formula, rather than the formula itself.  No changes were proposed for the formula evaluating replacement or reconstruction of existing grade separation structures.
RCES Staff sent out e-mail notices to interested parties identified from our initial inquiry on the matter, and received a total of four (4) comments regarding the grade separation formula.
************************************************************************************

From Neill, Moffatt & Nichol, Private Consulting Firm:

1. I suggest that the estimated grade separation cost be used as the C factor. This would somewhat dilute this portion of the formula, which would modestly increase the importance to the SCF factors. The SCF factors have become less and less important as Train Volumes and Vehicular Volumes have both increased. 

2. I also believe the AH accident factor should use a graduated decline in accidents after the ten year period. It doesn’t seem consistent that an accident is worth three points one year and after ten years it is assigned a value of zero. I think a graduated decline over a 15 year period would be worthwhile considering. 

3. I agree with the comments from JPB that accidents that involve pedestrians should be counted. We are going to great extremes to add pedestrian crossing protection currently. If the crossing was separated, the incidence of pedestrian crossings would be eliminated since the Right of Way could be fenced. I believe that accidents within 50 feet of the crossing could be addressed within the formula. The cause of the accident would have to be considered. 

4. The BD blocking delay is a factor that has not been adequately addressed within the current formula. I have studied the economic impact of a blocked grade crossing. The study is attached for your consideration. It indicates that a grade separation can be partially justified by blocking delay, independent of the accident potential. It was suggested by JPB and in the summary that consideration for peak hour traffic be addressed. If this were done, it is very likely that blocking delay costs would increase, as noted in the study. I believe the BD should be on a 24 hour basis, with some consideration for the cost; possibly BD/C. This adjustment and the VT/C factor  would both represent cost benefit factors for a project. 

5. There has been some discussion about using future train counts for “on track” projects. Previously, when these were considered the projections were unrealistic hence on the LRT factor the formula uses a constant rate of 10%. We are examining the “potential accident” history. Obviously  future traffic projections are not verifiable.

************************************************************************************

From the Honorable Mayor Ellie Wooten, City of Merced:

1. Currently, BD is calculated on the impact one track crossing generates. The City would like to see additional points in the BD category where additional track delays occur within three-quarters of a mile from the first track crossing. In Merced, there are two BNSF tracks and two UPRR tracks crossing G Street less than three-quarters of a mile apart. Emergency vehicles have to cross both tracks to arrive at the only hospital and emergency room in the City. The City suggests that a factor be added to the SCF to recognize this Dual Train (DT) crossing impact in our City. Up to 10 points should be added based on the Community Impact (CI) statement.

2. The current formula uses the SCF as an add-on to the railroad count and traffic count. As such, it provides very little impact in the overall point distribution. The City recommends that SCF be used as a multiplier in the numerator of the formula. The formula would then be:

P=V*(T + 0.1*LRT)*(AH + SCF) / C

3. The City further recommends that the Accident History (AH) be counted as the raw number of accidents worth one point per accident. Counted accidents should include pedestrian/train accidents within one mile of the intersection. These accidents cause train delays, often several hours, that exacerbate the problem of emergency vehicles getting across the City.

4. When the formula is changed to allow for dual crossings within a certain distance, the Train Volume (T) used in the formula should include the train counts for both tracks. In the City of Merced, both BNSF and UPRR passenger trains and freight trains would be worth one point each.

5. More points should be allowed for “Community Impact.” This would take into account the number of at-grade crossings in a community and the spacing between the crossings. Out of 16 railroad crossings in the City of Merced, only one (located at the far east side of the City) is grade separated. Inside the City, both BNSF and UPRR have dual tracks. Outside of the City, each operate on single tracks. Currently, if there is a need to shift one train over so another can pass, the railways utilize the spur tracks thereby blocking traffic inside the City. The City recommends that the Community Impact point total be raised.

Overall, these changes will improve the formula by adding emphasis on physical conditions which create safety issues now  and in the future. The existing formula overweights past accidents.

The City has been fortunate not to have any at-grade accidents at the G Street crossing in the last decade. The current formula penalizes Merced with heavy weighting on the number of past accidents. We recognize the overall safety implications intended by the formula, and increasing the value of the Special Conditions Factor will balance the formula for future safety issues as opposed to relying on past accidents only.

************************************************************************************

From the Mr. Ron Ruettgers, Engineer to the Greater Bakersfield Separation of Grade District:

1. Under the present formula, the current priority list ranks 70 projects with priority indices from 19,513.8 to 14.0. Prior to the last modification, a typical annual priority list would comprise of 70-100 project with priority indices ranging from the 100 to 50 vicinity. Under the current formula, a few projects generate extremely high indices, leaving the vast majority of nominations with low indices.

2. The formula is heavily skewed in favor of a few projects because accident history has been placed in the numerator and the cost factor has been limited to the State participation, thus leaving only 58 points available under “special condition factors.”  Therefore, slight modifications to “other factors” or “community impact” components will do little to correct a formula that has lost its balance.

3. The State Separation of Grade Program is currently facing a more fundamental problem than an out-of-kilter formula.  The maximum amount of $5 million dollars available for an individual project and the annual allocation of only $15 million for the entire Program are woefully inadequate. Several years ago, the Commission of the CPUC recommended to the legislature a minimum increase to $60 million per year for the Program to no avail.  This recommendation should be renewed with vigor. 

4. While the present formula takes into account emergency vehicles and community impacts, the District suggests the CPUC should concentrate first increasing program funding.  Once adequate funding is secured for the program, we recommend that the entire formula be reviewed so that more projects, not just a handful of projects, will be able to compete.

************************************************************************************

From the Honorable Cathleen Galgiani, Assembly member, 17th District: 

I am writing in support of the City of Merced’s comments regarding proposed changes to the California Public Utility Commission’s (CPUC) formula used to prioritize grade separation projects. These changes are critical for the city of Merced because 73% of the population is denied across to the emergency services at the city’s only hospital when a train is stopped, or a crossing gate malfunction occurs.

In my prior capacity as Chief of Staff to Assembly member Barbara Matthews, I have been involved with this issue since 2004, when we formed the Merced Railroad Crossing Task Force in order to identify options for remedying Merced’s railroad crossing problems. Those meetings and discussions eventually led to Assembly member Matthews introducing Assembly Bill (AB) 1853 of 2006. AB 1853 would have required the CPUC to specifically account for crossings blocking delays that disproportionately affect emergency services when establishing their priority list for grade separation projects. At a meeting we held with the representatives of the CPUC, it was advised that legislation was not necessary to affect this purpose and alternative suggestions to revise the formula were discussed, such as allocating bonus points.

Last May, Assembly member Barbara Matthews introduced a resolution, ACR 151 that requested the Public Utilities Commission to revise the prioritization formula used to establish the priority list for grade separation projects, at the next order instituting investigation, to add a factor for delays that disproportionately affect emergency vehicles. Assembly member Matthews submitted a letter in August, 2006, as requested by representatives of the commission that outlined her proposal for revising the formula which involved the special conditions factor (SCF), and specifically the community impact (CI) under other factors (OF). One suggestion discussed at the meeting with CPUC representatives was to allocate bonus points for crossing delays that impact emergency services within the CI factor. Another suggestion was to add a new factor underneath OF named “special circumstances”. For either of these suggestions, point allocation could be anywhere from 0-10 points. Cities could request “bonus points” or points for “special circumstances” under the “community impact statement” section of the applications, by citing compelling evidence that crossing delays threaten access to emergency services. Assembly member Matthews Assembly constitutional resolution 151 was adopted by the entire legislature this past September, Resolution Chapter 133, Statutes of 2006.

To reiterate past remarks, the city of Merced has a unique set of circumstances that are detrimental to the flow of traffic through town. First, the two railroads dissect the entire city. The only access route through town that isn’t dissected by the railroad track is the Bradley overpass, and the problem will be further exacerbated by the impending closure of the overpass due to a badly needed replacement. Secondly, unique to Merced is the fact that the railroad crossings are so close together, that a train approaching one crossing triggers the closure of nearby crossings even though a train may still be a significant distance away. This is not a problem in communities where crossings have a greater geographical separation. To further compound the situation, we will experience over 2,000 people entering this community each and every year for the next 20 years.

Merced’s most significant concern is the impact on emergency services given the juxtapositions of the rail lines. With the closure of Mercy Dominican Hospital, 73% of the population is denied access to emergency services in Merced’s only remaining hospital;, when a train is stopped or a crossing gate malfunction occurs, and the majority of the residents live on the other side of the tracks. An even higher percentage of the City’s population will be denied access to emergency services following the pending closure of the Bradley overpass.

The City of Merced has drafted comments regarding proposed changes to the prioritization formula, and submitted a letter under separate cover. Nonetheless, I have enclosed a copy of the City’s letter citing additional suggestions and ask for your full consideration.

Thank your for the opportunity to comment on the proposed revisions to the formula issued to prioritize the grade separation projects funding.
************************************************************************************

Summary of Proposed Changes in Second Set of Comments
1. Full Cost in Denominator: the SCF factor has become less important as train and vehicle volume have increased.
2. Accident History factor should be graduated: The concern is that the value is zero after the ten year period.
3. Accident History: should include all pedestrian and vehicle (including those pedestrian accidents which occur 50 feet outside of the at-grade crossing) incidents/accidents. 
4. Blocking Delay Factor should include more costs & peak traffic considerations: As the factor stands today, it does not take into account all costs and peak traffic versus commuter train conflicts.
5. Do not consider future train counts: Concern data is not verifiable.
6. Factor of Dual Train (DT) worth up to 10 points in Community Impact and allow both sets of Train volumes to be counted: Additional points for dual train track crossing within three-quarters of a mile since blocking delay does not account for additional track delays. 

7. SCF should be a multiplier in the numerator of the formula: Concerned the SCF calculated value gives little impact in the overall point distribution.

8. Increase CI factor. 

9. Current formula generate extremely high indices: Concern it leaves the vast majority of nominations with low indices:  

10. Full Cost not in Denominator & Accident History, multiplier, slight modifications to “other factors” or “community impact” components will do little to correct a formula that has lost its balance:

11. The maximum amount of the fund in still only $15 million since 1974.
12. Support City of Merced’s comments.
13. Support bonus points for crossing delays that impact emergency services with CI factor or new factor in OF named “special circumstances,” point range from 0-10 points.
