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let’s start with the data…
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9% of GRX fatalities 
were pedestrians

31% of GRX fatalities 
were pedestrians



8

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

1986 1990 1994 1998 2002 2006 2010 2014

FA
TA

L I
N

CI
DE

N
TS

YEAR

Fatal Incidents at Grade Crossings

PED
+

VEH



9

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

1986 1990 1994 1998 2002 2006 2010 2014

FA
TA

L I
N

CI
DE

N
TS

YEAR

Fatal Incidents at Grade Crossings

PED
+

VEH



10

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

1986 1990 1994 1998 2002 2006 2010 2014

FA
TA

L I
N

CI
DE

N
TS

YEAR

Fatal Incidents at Grade Crossings

PED
+

VEH



11

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

1986 1990 1994 1998 2002 2006 2010 2014

FA
TA

L I
N

CI
DE

N
TS

YEAR

Fatal Incidents at Grade Crossings

PED
+

VEH



12

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

2012 2013 2014 2015

FA
TA

L I
N

CI
DE

N
TS

YEAR

Fatal Incidents at Grade Crossings

ALL
PED

+
VEH



13

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

2012 2013 2014 2015

FA
TA

L I
N

CI
DE

N
TS

YEAR

Fatal Incidents at Grade Crossings

Non-Suicide
PED

+
VEH



14

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

2012 2013 2014 2015

FA
TA

L I
N

CI
DE

N
TS

YEAR

Fatal Incidents at Grade Crossings

Fatal GRX Suicides

Non-Suicide
PED

+
VEH

ALL
PED

+
VEH



15

Suicides at Crossings

 Why only from 2012 onward?

 FRA rule change went into effect in 
June 2011 – mandating that suicides 
be reported in monthly incident 
reports

 Data are available for June through 
December of 2011, but because these 
are only partial year they may 
misrepresent annual rates when 
presented alongside other complete 
year data
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Suicides accounted for a maximum of 22% and a minimum of 12% of 
all fatalities at crossings between 2012 and 2015.
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For pedestrians at crossings, suicides accounted for a maximum of 
47% and a minimum of 25% of all fatalities at crossings between 
2012 and 2015.
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what does this mean?

 suicides make up a substantial proportion of the problem, at 
least when considering fatal events
 as many as a quarter of road users killed at crossings acted intentionally

 that proportion is even larger when you focus on the road 
users that have been most resistant to improvements, 
pedestrians
 as many as half of pedestrians killed at crossings acted intentionally
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what does this mean?

 the problem is not going away
 over 44k Americans took their life in 2015

 shift since 1999 away from firearms
 while the raw number of firearm suicide deaths is still rising, the rate of use 

(compared to other methods) has decreased

 active crossings provide not only warnings to encourage safe 
behaviors, but also help inform unsafe actions

www.afsp.org
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what to do about it

 prevention efforts focus on:
 Engineering
 Education
 Enforcement

 most crossing safety enhancements are based on assumptions that 
humans will perform logically or, at least, in an expected way -- for 
example,
 bells/lights/gates tell you to stop and wait for a train
 education of the law will help you avoid violating it

 what about actions that are less logical or individuals whose intent 
subverts these intended safety mechanisms?
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pedestrian safety at crossings

 not short on ideas

 worth investing time/resources on analyses to help inform the 
effectiveness of these strategies in various settings
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pedestrian safety at crossings

 are there cost neutral solutions that could be common 
practice for improving pedestrian safety at crossings?

 do we know how effective the current pedestrian safety 
enhancements at crossings are?
 for example, are pedestrian gates as effective on pedestrians as vehicle gates 

are on vehicles?

 what crossing characteristics may make a crossing more 
susceptible to increased pedestrian risk?
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FRA/Volpe rail suicide prevention program

www.volpe.dot.gov/rail-suicide-prevention

http://www.volpe.dot.gov/rail-suicide-prevention
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core program

 GRASP

 Media Reporting

 Countermeasure Pilot Testing

 Intent Determination

 Prevalence/Demographics

 GIS Mapping
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GRASP

 Global Railway Alliance 
for Suicide Prevention

 international working 
group to expand 
collaboration and 
knowledge about rail 
suicide prevention
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media reporting

 media may encourage 
contagious suicide activity

 responsible discussion of 
suicide incidents may 
improve suicide rates

 evidence, in some cases,  
that describing a specific 
crossing may increase odds 
of a future incident at that 
crossing
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countermeasure pilot testing

 Countermeasure Pilot 
Testing

 only current pilot is on a 
signage campaign to 
advertise the Samaritans 
helpline in the Boston 
area

 however, other crossing 
based countermeasures 
are in place elsewhere 
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other US effort

 Project Safety Net (Palo Alto, CA)

 Palo Alto experienced two recent 
suicide clusters in 2009 and 2015

 this has prompted the city to form a 
coalition to address this issue

 includes upstream efforts focused 
on mental health and school stress, 
but also rail-specific measures
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 Project Safety Net (Palo Alto, CA)

 Track Watch – Palo Alto hired 
individuals to serve as Track Watch 
monitors

 initially all volunteer, but shifted to paid 
security detail in 2009

 initially only 2 locations and only 
evening hour watches – now expanded 
to 4 locations and 24 hrs/day

 monitor the track, providing a presence, 
and contacting local police, as necessary

other US effort
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 Project Safety Net (Palo Alto, CA)

 Intrusion Detection System 
(IDS) – automating the surveillance 
of the track near particular hotspots

 use infrared technology to detect 
individuals who are on restricted 
areas of track

 capable of covering 1000ft in either 
direction from a crossing and 
distinguish between humans and 
other objects

other US effort

*mock-up image – detailed images of real system 
currently unavailable
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where to go from here…

 maintain the already effective strategies that have helped achieve 
current successes, BUT
 don’t forget about pedestrians and suicides – these issues are not going 

away and data show they’re only getting worse

 in areas where pedestrian and suicide incidents are common, 
consider motivations of these groups in mitigation development

 partner with others who may know the issues of the community or 
specific population subsets

 monitor and evaluate impact – share findings
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thank you!

Scott H. Gabree, Ph.D.
Volpe National Transportation Systems Center

Surface Transportation Human Factors Division
Scott.Gabree@dot.gov

617-494-2530
www.volpe.dot.gov/rail-suicide-prevention

mailto:Scott.Gabree@dot.gov
http://www.volpe.dot.gov/rail-suicide-prevention
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