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STAFF REPORT 

MEETING 
DATE:  September 23, 2014 
 
TO: City Council 
 
FROM: Michael Frank, City Manager 
 Russ Thompson, Public Works Director 

PRESENTER: Russ Thompson, Public Works Director 

SUBJECT: UPDATE ITEM ON QUIET ZONES 
  

REQUEST 

Consider the update that staff will provide on the potential establishment of Quiet Zones within 
Novato relating to the Sonoma Marin Area Rail Transit District (SMART) and North Coast 
Railroad Authority.  This staff report and the presentation will provide information and outline 
process options for next steps. 

RECOMMENDATION 

A. Accept staff update and receive public comment on the potential establishment of Quiet 
Zones within Novato. 

B. Direct staff to further pursue assessment of indemnification, increased risk and potential 
liability issues related to Quiet Zones within Novato. 

C. Direct staff to initiate discussions with SMART regarding their proposed memorandum 
of understanding and potential transfer of liability to the City.  

D. If analysis of liability shows minimal or manageable risk, direct staff to return to Council 
to initiate a Quiet Zone application. If analysis of liability shows significant risk, then 
return to Council either once a test train is running or once the railroad is operational in 
order to fully evaluate the Quiet Zone policy option.   

DISCUSSION 

Since the last presentation to the City Council in September 2012, little has changed regarding 
Quiet Zone regulations.  As the SMART project construction nears completion, staff felt it was 
necessary to revisit the issue of Quiet Zones and update Council and the community. 

Over the last few months the public awareness of Quiet Zones has heightened.  Many 
neighborhood and other citizen groups have formed to express their concerns.  Recent workshops 
on the issue in San Rafael received considerable testimony from the public regarding potential 
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health impacts of increased noise levels, and a reduction in quality of life due to the sounding of 
SMART train horns.   

Recognizing this concern, staff is exploring the possibility of Quiet Zone implementation 
including assessing the City’s, and taxpayer’s, potentially significant exposure to liability, while 
ensuring the safety of its residents.   The City is committed to bringing forward clear information 
and options to the City Council and community so a decision can be made about Quiet Zones.  

Liability 

Liability is the key policy issue for Council to review as it considers Quiet Zones.  Liability for 
Quiet Zone occurrences is a significant concern in light of the scope of potential damages from a 
rail accident.  Without Quiet Zones, the responsibility for railroad crossing safety sits with the 
operating railroad company. If a city takes action to establish quiet zones and eliminate horn 
blasts, the city may be required to take on some of this liability.   

The “Train Horn Final Rule” provides a structure to balance the risk of removing one safety 
measure (horns) by adding other safety measure and physical improvements to the Quiet Zone 
crossings.  However, the Rule does not prohibit railroad companies from discussing and 
attempting to shift risk to the local agency. An agreement outlining indemnification and 
clarifying responsibilities is often written and agreed to by the public agency and the railroad 
company.   

The City is self-insured. It has, however, liability insurance above a certain threshold through an 
insurance pool, Bay Cities Joint Powers Insurance Authority (BCJPIA), comprised of cities 
throughout the Bay Area.  Within the current Memorandum of Coverage, there is no exclusion 
for quiet zones. However, no other city within our insurance pool has quiet zones.  Staff is also 
talking to BCJPIA to better understand the City’s liability and coverage.   

The City has received a first draft of SMART’s proposed indemnification agreement and staff 
will be doing further research to bring options and information back to the City Council. 
Additionally City staff has been reaching out to cities throughout the State to understand their 
experience with Quiet Zones including the numbers and types of claims and lawsuits.  These 
insights will also be shared with Council.  Staff’s preliminary research suggests there is not a 
simple or clear assessment of risk available.   

Preliminary Recommendation 

It is not anticipated that SMART will take any position on whether Quiet Zones should be 
established.  

Although staff has been told Quiet Zones can be established in as little as three months, staff is 
assuming that it will take six months to establish a Quiet Zone in Novato.  Based on this estimate 
the City will likely need to decide whether to pursue Quiet Zones sometime in 2015.  The City 
has time to conduct the needed research to bring a recommendation back to the City Council on 
Quiet Zones. 

The City’s ability to obtain insurance coverage appears likely based on preliminary discussions 
with our insurance pool, but additional time is needed to fully vet the issue, and identify the 
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associated costs.   
 
Staff recommends additional study is needed to understand the potential increased risks and 
associated financial impacts to the City, and the possibility of negotiating an indemnification 
agreement with SMART.   

FISCAL IMPACT 

The cost of liability coverage is still under review. 

SMART is covering the cost of the additional safety improvements required for Quiet Zone 
implementation.   

ALTERNATIVES 

None.  This item is informational. 

ATTACHMENTS 

1. Background Information and maps 

 
 



Background Information and Maps 

 

Quiet Zone Background Information 

At-Grade Crossing Warning Devices 

When railroad tracks and public streets cross one another they are referred to as an “at-grade” 
crossing.  These crossings can pose the obvious safety risk of a collision between trains on the 
tracks and those using the public street.  Modern railroads use active warning devices to reduce 
risks at crossings.  These involve systems that detect the impending arrival of a train and activate 
electronic bells, red flashing lights, and gates that come down and physically prevent motorists, 
bikes and pedestrians from crossing over the tracks. 

In a standard crossing gate design, gates are limited to the driver’s side lane on either side of the 
tracks, with a total of two gates installed.  In addition, electronic bells are mounted at 
intersections and make the iconic “ding, ding, ding” sound when trains approach.  They are 
required safety features for most public crossings.  The decibel levels of bells adhere to national 
standards which requires them to sound at between 61 and 91 decibels (dBA), as heard 50 feet 
away. 

While active warning systems are highly effective at reducing the risk of collision, occasionally a 
determined motorist will ignore signs, flashing red lights and bells and will actually drive around 
lowered gates in the left lane in order to cross the railroad tracks. In order to reduce the risk of 
this type of activity, additional safety measures are typically required. 

Train Horn Final Rule 

In 2005, the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) adopted new regulations regarding the use 
of train horns with the Final Rule on Use of Locomotive Horns at Highway-Rail Grade 
Crossings, commonly known as the “Train Horn Final Rule”.  As a result, train horns are now 
required by the federal government to sound at grade crossings.  Contained in this rule is a 
provision for local jurisdictions in the United States to manage the use of train horns through the 
creation of “Quiet Zones.” 

The Train Horn Final Rule standardized the method with which locomotive horns are used and 
the quality of the horn sound.  Outside of quiet zones, railroads must sound the locomotive horn 
15-20 seconds prior to a train’s arrival at the highway-rail grade crossing, but not more than 1/4 
mile in  advance of the crossing.  The pattern for sounding the horn is two long, one short and 
one long blast repeated or prolonged until the locomotive occupies the highway-rail grade 
crossing. The rule also prescribes both a minimum and maximum volume level for the train horn, 
96 dBA and 110 dBA, respectively when measured at 100 feet in front of the locomotive.  

The rule addresses use of the horn only with respect to highway-rail grade crossings.  Railroads 
remain free to use the horn for other purposes as prescribed in railroad operating rules on file 
with the FRA, and railroads must use the horn as specified in other FRA regulations.  This 
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includes sounding horns as trains leave stations, if pedestrians or workers are present within the 
railroad corridor, or if other active warning safety equipment malfunctions.  Locomotive 
engineers are empowered, but not required, to sound the horn in the case of a perceived 
emergency, even in a Quiet Zone.  

Quiet Zone Defined 

The intent of the federal quiet zone regulations was to give local communities the opportunity to 
promote neighborhood quality of life without compromising safety.   In general, a quiet zone is 
defined as a section of a rail line at least one-half mile in length that contains one or more 
consecutive public railroad crossings at which locomotive horns are not routinely sounded. 

A quiet zone is specific to the use of the train horn and does NOT include other railroad 
conditions and equipment such as rail joints, engine braking, engine noise, car suspension or 
railroad crossing lights and bells. 

When an entity requests to establish a quiet zone, it must choose between two classes of safety 
measures, in addition to the standard mandatory at-grade crossing measures, that must be 
installed at the crossing(s).  The decision is essentially the one that will not increase the number 
of accidents at a given crossing as a result of the elimination of the locomotive horn blast.  The 
first set of measures, called Supplemental Safety Measures, or SSMs, consist of physical 
barriers: 

1. Temporary closure of a public Highway-Rail Grade Crossing; 
2. Four-Quadrant Gate System; 
3. Gates with medians or channelization devices; 
4. One-way street with gate(s); and 
5. Permanent closure of the Highway-Rail Grade Crossing. 

Use of SSMs at all crossings within the quiet zone is generally sufficient to reduce the Risk 
Index calculations as set out by the FRA to qualify for quiet zone designation on an almost 
automatic basis. 

Alternative Safety Measures, or ASMs, by contrast involve an evaluation by the FRA before 
approval is granted and are subject to annual reevaluation based on revised estimates of risk 
reduction of the measures employed on a nationwide basis.    

A common form is represented by the use of an additional gate, on one side of the crossing, with 
a curb median located on the opposite side. An ASM may be selected due to site-specific 
constraints, where the configuration of the crossing and close proximity of nearby intersections 
and driveways preclude the use of curb medians on both sides of the crossing. 

ASMs consist of the following:  

1. Modified SSMs (SSMs which do not meet all FRA requirements) 
2. Non-engineered ASMs such as: 

a. Programmed enforcement 
b. Public education and awareness 



c. Photo enforcement 
3. Engineered ASMs (measures that improve geometrics such as sight distance). 

Quiet Zone Safety Requirements 

The FRA has established a “Risk Calculator” to help local jurisdictions through this evaluation 
by calculating a “Quiet Zone Risk Index” (QZRI).  The QZRI is measured against the National 
Significant Threshold (NSRT) and Risk Index with Horns (RIWH) to determine what level of 
additional safety measures would be required to meet the minimum criteria for establishing a 
Quiet Zone.  The RIWH is the average risk level at a crossing in a proposed Quiet Zone that 
would exist if a train was blowing its horn.  In other words, by definition, the safety 
improvements are implemented to offset the risk of the train not blowing the horn. 

SMART’s crossings will be equipped with Quiet Zone ready modern features, including 12” 
flasher lights, 4” gate lights, redundant constant warning time devices, electronic bells, and 
modern vehicle and pedestrian gate mechanisms, and medians in some locations.  This means 
that the capital improvements that would be required to make a crossing eligible for a Quiet Zone 
are being installed by SMART as part of their improvements to the rail system. 

Each measure is designed to prevent cars, bikes and pedestrians from going around lowered 
gates at crossings, one of the most common causes of grade crossing incidents.   

Staff has met with SMART, FRA, and the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) staff 
on the required improvements at each Novato crossing.  SMART is in the process of constructing 
all of the identified SSMs and ASMs. 

Construction and Maintenance of Safety Measures 

SMART will be the entity to implement and maintain signal-related SSMs and ASMs within its 
right-of-way.  Quad gates, for example, would be maintained by SMART, along with all other 
gates and signals. However, the construction and maintenance of many of the proposed curb 
medians are partly outside the SMART right-of-way, and will require the City’s involvement to 
maintain.  

Process to Establish a Quiet Zone 

The CPUC acts as the state oversight agency working in coordination with the FRA and requires 
that a diagnostic review be conducted for every crossing within a potential Quiet Zone to 
determine needed safety improvements.   

The process of establishing a Quiet Zone officially begins when a city or county files a Notice of 
Intent to establish a Quiet Zone with the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC), and 
applicable railroads (in this case SMART and the NCRA).  The aforementioned agencies have 
60 days to comment on the Notice of Intent.   

Once the CPUC has verified the information provided, the FRA has approved the proposed Quiet 
Zone, and the necessary safety measures have been installed, then the local public authority can 
issue a Notice of Establishment.  The Notice of Establishment is sent to the FRA, all applicable 



railroads, Caltrans, any local governments affected, and any private property owners affected by 
private crossings.  Railroads are to cease routinely blowing the train horns at grade crossings 
within 21 days.   

As mentioned previously, once a Quiet Zone has been established, a train operator may still 
sound the train horn for emergencies, worker protection, or if there is any potential danger (such 
as a pedestrian standing on the track).  

Affected Crossings 

SMART is improving thirteen public and private crossings located in and around Novato.  The 
ten public crossings are being upgraded to allow the City to establish a “Quiet Zone” if desired.     

The ten public crossings will be improved as follows: 

1. Grandview Avenue (County):SSM - quad gates.   

2. Renaissance Avenue:   ASM - exit gate on north side with median on south side. 

3. Hanna Ranch Road:   SSM - medians. 

4. Franklin Pedestrian:   SSM - gate arms with swing gates. 

5. Grant Avenue:   ASM - exit gate on east side with median on the west side. 

6. Olive Avenue:   ASM - exit gate on the east side, median on the west side. 

7. Rush Creek Place:   SSM - quad gates. 

8. Bel Marin Keys Pedestrian:  SSM - gate arms with swing gates 

9. Roblar Road:    ASM - exit gate on east side with median on west side 

10. Hamilton Parkway:   SSM - medians 

In addition, SSMs in the form of quad gates will be installed at a private crossing on Golden 
Gate Place.  With that said, there are several private driveway crossings that will not be receiving 
any additional safety improvements as they are not required by the Train Horn Final Rule to 
establish a Quiet Zone. 

The City and County have discussed in the past negotiating a Memorandum of Understanding 
that would assign the City the authority to establish a Quiet Zone over the Grandview Avenue 
crossing.  This negotiation is still on-going. 
 

Novato Crossings 
A general map of the crossings and associated ¼-mile zones where horns would be typically be 
sounded pursuant to FRA regulations is on the following pages. 

 
  



Novato At-Grade Crossing Locations – North 
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Novato At-Grade Crossing Locations – South 

 

 



SMART / QUIET ZONES UPDATE
PUBLIC WORKS DEPARTMENT
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Tonight:

 City Manager Introduction

1. Staff Recommendations

2. Train Horns and Quiet Zones
 Who regulates railroad crossings

 Safety Measures

 Assessment of “Risk”

3. General Discussion of Crossings in Novato

4. SMART Improvements – What is Being Installed?

5. How are Quiet Zones Established?

6. Potential Timeline

7. Next Steps 

 City Attorney Liability Comments
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RECOMMENDATIONS:

1. Staff update / public comment on QZs. 

2. Direct  staff to further pursue assessment of indemnification, 
increased risk and potential liability issues related to QZs. 

3. Direct staff to initiate discussions with SMART regarding their 
proposed MOU and potential transfer of liability to the City. 

4. If analysis of liability shows minimal or manageable risk, direct 
staff to return to Council to initiate a QZ application. If analysis of 
liability shows significant risk, then return to Council either once a 
test train is running or once the railroad is operational in order to 
fully evaluate the QZ policy option. 
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WHEN IS A TRAIN REQUIRED TO SOUND HORN?
(No Quiet Zone)

• Train horns required 24-hours per day

• Trains must sound horn 15-20 seconds before approach to an at-
grade crossing, but not more than ¼-mile away

• Horns must continue to sound until locomotive occupies crossing 

• Horn pattern is 2 long, 1 short & 1 long blast (repeated)

• FRA requires minimum and maximum levels of 96 and 110 dBA
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WHO REGULATES QUIET ZONES:

In 2005 the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) adopted:

“Final Rule on Use of Locomotive Horns at 

Highway-Rail Grade Crossings” 

Commonly known as: 

“The Final Train Horn Rule”
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SAFETY MEASURES – Safety measures reduce risk caused by absence of 

horns. Must demonstrate to FRA that absence of horn does not increase risk according 
to “Risk Assessment Calculator”.

• QZ Risk Index at or below Nationwide Threshold (NSRT)

• QZ Risk Index with Safety Measures is BELOW Risk Index with Horns (RIWH)

SUPPLEMENTARY SAFETY MEASURES 

(SSMs)

• Four Quadrant Gates

• Dual Gates with Median Islands

• One-way Street with Gates

• Temporary or Permanent Closure
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ALTERNATIVE SAFETY MEASURES (ASMs)
• Modified SSMs

• Non-Engineered Measures:

• Video / Photo Enforcement

• Public Education and Awareness Training

• Programmed Enforcement

• Engineered ASMs
• Improved geometrics

• Improved sight distance

Must be evaluated by FRA and require annual reevaluation.



8



9

CALCULATION OF “RISK INDEX” PER FRA:
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SMART and NCRA Crossings in Novato

10 SMART Crossings
7 Streets / 3 Public Pedestrian

2 NCRA Crossings along Hwy 37
2 Streets

(Renaissance Road & Grandview Avenue)
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Novato Station

Hamilton Station

ATHERTON STATION

HAMILTON STATION
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Novato Station

Hamilton Station

HAILTON STATION

Fireman’s Fund

Proposed Station

• Below grade of roads & 

freeway, less visible

• Adjacent to North Redwood 

Commercial / Office area
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Novato Station

Hamilton Station

ATHERTON STATION

HAMILTON STATION

Proposed Station 

& Park-n-Ride

Charter School

HAMILTON PARKWAY

• Adjacent homes look down 

on site

• Main Gate Road narrow
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Novato Station

Hamilton Station

ATHERTON STATION

HAMILTON STATION

Proposed Station 

& Park-n-Ride

Charter School

HAMILTON PARKWAY

• Adjacent homes look down 

on site

• Main Gate Road narrow
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HOW ARE QUIET ZONES ESTABLISHED?

Step 1: Determine limits of quiet zone – which crossings?

Step 2: Diagnostic Review by FRA / CPUC for Private & Pedestrian crossings
Use FRA Risk Calculator to assess if zone qualifies

Step 3: Issue Notice of Intent (60 day comment period)
Railroads notified (SMART, NCRA, etc.)
Private crossing owners
FRA & CPUC

Step 4: FRA / CPUC Final Field Review
Modify SSMs at public crossings if required
Submit updated National Grade Crossing Inventory form

Step 5: Issue Notice of Quiet Zone Establishment to FRA and others (60 day 
comment period)
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Novato Station

Hamilton Station

ATHERTON STATION

HAMILTON STATION

Proposed Station 

& Park-n-Ride

Charter School

POSSIBLE  TIMELINEAMILTON 

PARKWAY

• Adjacent homes look down 

on site

• Main Gate Road narrow
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WHAT ARE THE NEXT STEPS?
1. Public Input Tonight

2. Staff / City Attorney to Provide Additional Assessment of:

 indemnification issues

 potential increased risk / liability to City

3. Memorandum of Understanding with SMART

 Understand Needs and Liability Sharing 

4. If Minimal or Manageable Risk --> Council Initiate Quiet Zone Application

-or-

If Significant Risk --> Return to City Council Once Test Train is Running, or the 
Railroad is Fully Operational, to Fully Evaluate Quiet Zone Policy.



QUESTIONS??
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RUSH CREEK:                                                         

OLIVE AVE:

GOLDEN GATE DRIVE:
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GRANT AVE:                                                         

FRANKLIN PED X-ING:

HANNA RANCH RD:
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HAMILTON PARKWAY:                                                       
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