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SALT LAKE CITY COUNCIL STAFF REPORT 
 
DATE:   March 17, 2005 
 
SUBJECT: Petition No. 400-04-45 - A request by Salt Lake City Mayor 

Anderson to remove the requirement for crash gates as a 
condition of the closure of 500 North Street at the 500 West 
railroad crossing.   

 
STAFF REPORT BY:   Jennifer Bruno, Policy Analyst 
 
AFFECTED COUNCIL DISTRICTS:   District 3 
 
ADMINISTRATIVE DEPT:  Community and Economic Development 
AND CONTACT PERSON:    Doug Dansie, Principal Planner   
     Kurt Larson, Transportation Engineer 
 
NOTICE REQUIREMENTS: Newspaper advertisement once a week for 4 weeks prior to the 

Public Hearing 
 
KEY ELEMENTS: 
 
A. An ordinance has been submitted to the City Council that would amend the existing ordinance (No. 

13 of 2003), removing the requirements for crash gates from the ordinance as a condition for closure. 
 
B. Key points from the Administration’s transmittal are the following: 

1. The previous petition was submitted to close the portion of 500 North at 500 West, and was 
approved by the City Council on April 8, 2003.  A condition of this street closure approval 
was that “crash gates” be provided for emergency access.   

i. The original petition was initiated by the Salt Lake City Transportation Division in 
order to begin the process of eliminating noise issues (which exist because trains are 
required to blow their whistles at any at-grade crossing) that affect both the livability 
of residential units and the financing of housing in the area, particularly from 
federally-funded programs.  The original petition was in part due to the inability of a 
housing developer to secure financing on an adjacent project due to a sound 
attenuation study requirement. 

ii. UDOT and Union Pacific also supported the original petition.   
2. The current petition does not remove the closure status of the intersection.  It removes the 

requirement placed on the closure that a crash gate be installed. This petition would ensure 
that train whistles would stop blowing at this particular crossing. 

3. In addition to continuing noise issues the Administration is requesting the requirement for 
crash gates be removed as they have become cost prohibitive to the City.  The closure of the 
street to vehicular and pedestrian access has not changed. 

i. The crash gates would be replaced with full barriers to pedestrian and vehicular 
traffic in the form of a formal eight inch curb and signage denoting a dead end. 

4. By state law, trains are required to blow their whistles at any at-grade intersection where 
there is not a high standard of warning to pedestrian and vehicular traffic.  Under a proposed 
federal rule, fully signalized and gated intersections satisfy this requirement, eliminating the 
train whistles; crash gates do not.  If the intersection is fully closed to pedestrian and 
vehicular traffic (full barriers instead of crash gates), there is no longer the necessity for the 
trains to blow their whistles. 
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5. The costs of fully signalizing the 500 North crossing (in order to not require train whistles to 
blow) were considered prohibitive because of the adjacent rail yard.  The rail yard would 
require numerous switches, and because of the high volume of traffic, would result in almost 
continuous blockage.  According to the Planning Commission minutes regarding the original 
request (March 21, 2002), the Transportation Division and Union Pacific estimate the cost of 
the gate to be in the million dollar range. 

6. The long term interest of protecting the residential base of the Guadalupe and Capitol Hill 
Neighborhoods are enhanced by the street closure, as any effort to reduce train whistle noise 
will help facilitate development and investment in both communities. 

7. The creation of a quite zone in the very near future in this area of the City will be used in 
conjunction with this street closure to further facilitate development and livability in the area. 

i. According to minutes from the Planning Commission’s January 12th public hearing, 
the Administration’s intent is to establish a quiet zone from 900 South to 600 North.  
Preliminary plans and budgets have already been drafted. 

ii. The RDA has budgeted $1.3 million for the northern portion of this quite zone – from 
200 South to 500 North.  The closure of 500 North is included in this budget (full 
closure).  

iii. The City’s plan is in place but cannot go forward without authorization from the 
Federal Railroad Administration (FRA).  The FRA is currently developing a new rule 
that will authorize cities to establish their own quiet zones.  The City’s current plan 
and budget for this quiet zone would be accepted under the draft rule.  However, after 
much comment by the railroad companies, it is possible that the final rule (expected 
in April 2005) will affect the types of gates the City has proposed for the other 
railroad crossings in the quite zone, thus affecting the financial plan and feasibility of 
the zone.  There is also some discussion that the City’s current gates at those 
intersections already meet federal requirements for safety.  This would eliminate the 
need to upgrade the signals at 300 and 400 North.   

iv. Regardless of when the quiet zone is established, full closure of this crossing will 
eliminate the need for whistles at this particular crossing. 

 
C. All necessary City departments and divisions reviewed the proposal and recommended approval of 

eliminating the crash gate requirement.   
1. The Fire Department had objections to the original street closure petition and suggested the 

option of the crash gate in case of emergency access needs.  In subsequent discussions, the Fire 
Department has identified superior alternative routes including 300 North, 400 North, and 800 
North.  They concluded that a full closure would not diminish their response time (less than one 
minute increase, if none at all) enough to justify the expense.  

2. Public Utilities, Engineering, Permits, and Transportation stated their approval of the closure 
without the crash gates. 

 
D. The abutting Guadelalupe neighborhood has seen recent housing investment and activity.  

Eliminating the sound of train horns will make this community more livable and encourage further 
investment and allow property owners to become eligible to receive HUD financing for residential 
units.  Federally funded housing and development programs typically have much more strict 
guidelines regarding projects where noise is above certain levels. 

 
E. On January 12, 2005, the Planning Commission held a public hearing and voted to recommend that 

the City Council eliminate the crash gate requirement.   
 

1. Items discussed at the Planning Commission included the procedure by which the future quiet 
zone for this area would be approved by the Federal Railroad Administration. 

2. Community responses to the proposal were also discussed.  Responses were generally 
positive, with the exception of the community concern that a chain link fence was not 
attractive, and that foot access across the tracks was an easier way to get to Washington 
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Elementary from the opposite side of the railroad tracks.  A Commissioner suggested that 
there be no fence whatsoever, reasoning that people can adapt to rails on their own without 
the need of fencing.  A second Commissioner requested that the Commissioner rescind his 
suggestion, citing serious safety concerns, particularly around elementary school children.  
The first Commissioner declined.  This issue was not included as part of the Planning 
Commission’s adopted motion. 

3. In the Planning Commission hearing for the original street closure request (March 21, 2002), 
it was stated that quad gates cost roughly $300,000 each.  These are fully signalized gates, 
(different from crash gates), that would be required to sufficiently “upgrade” the signals at 
300 and 400 North.  In the hearing it was stated that the RDA has set aside money to cover 
this cost, as a part of the overall plan for the quiet zone.  These gates are not being discussed 
for the 500 North crossing, but will need to be installed at 300 and 400 North, as a condition 
of the larger quiet zone.  (That is, unless the issue raised in B.6.iii does not require signal 
upgrades at these intersections)  

 
F. On November 19, 2004, the Capitol Hill Community Council discussed the issue and voiced no 

objection to eliminating the crash gate requirement.   
 
G. On December 30, 2004, the Fairpark Community Council discussed the issue and voted to support the 

elimination of the crash gate requirement.  They added that other railroad crossings in the 
neighborhood that have wooden crash gates are visually unappealing. 
 

MASTER PLAN AND POLICY CONSIDERATIONS: 
 

A. The Council’s street closure policy includes the following: 
1. It is Council policy to close public streets and sell the underlying property.  The Council does not 

close streets when that action would deny all access to other property. 
2. The general policy when closing a street is to obtain fair market value for the land, whether the 

abutting property is residential or commercial. 
3. There are instances where the City has negotiated with private parties to allow the parties to make 

public improvements in lieu of a cash payment.  The Council and the Administration consider 
these issues on a case-by-case basis. 

4. There should be sufficient public policy reasons that justify the sale and/or closure of a public 
street, and it should be sufficiently demonstrated by the petitioner that the sale and/or closure of 
the street would accomplish the stated public policy reasons.  

5. The City Council should determine whether the stated public policy reasons outweigh alternatives 
to the sale or closure of the street.  

 
B. The Capitol Hill Master Plan (adopted 2001) calls for medium density and mixed-use housing 

development in the immediate vicinity of this crossing.  The quite zone and street closure together 
would facilitate further mixed-use and housing investment and development. 

 
a. The following policies are stated with regard to redevelopment of railroad property between 

900 North and 400 and 550 West:   
i. Encourage the relocation of existing industrial and heavy commercial land uses to 

industrially zoned land in other appropriate areas of the City by rezoning the existing 
properties to a zoning classification which will allow a mix of less intensive land 
uses.  Analyze the feasibility of establishing a redevelopment project area.  Use City 
resources to encourage mixed use development of residential and office/commercial 
in this area. 

ii. Require buffering treatments, relocation of loading docks and adequate access 
measures to help mitigate impacts of existing industrial uses on residential land uses. 

iii. Promote the redevelopment of the area between the Guadalupe and West Capitol Hill 
Neighborhoods as a mixed use area with medium density residential development 
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west of 500 West and medium-high density residential-mixed use development east 
of 500 west. 

 
C. The Gateway Railroad Consolidation Master Plan (adopted 1996), suggests that the 400 and 500 

North railroad crossings be closed in order to facilitate further housing development in the area. 
 
D. The City’s Strategic Plan and the Futures Commission Report contain statements that support 

creating attractive conditions for business expansion including retention and attraction of large and 
small businesses, but not at the expense of minimizing environmental stewardship or neighborhood 
vitality.  The documents express concepts such as maintaining a prominent sustainable city, ensuring 
the City is designed to the highest aesthetic standards and is pedestrian friendly, convenient, and 
inviting.  

 
BUDGET RELATED FACTS:  
 

A. The estimated cost of installing a locked crash gate is $180,000.   
B. The Fire Department has indicated that the emergency response time would only increase 

minimally (less than one minute) and possibly not at all with the permanent closure of the street 
(no crash gate). 

C. The estimated cost of installing curbing and signs is $48,000.  The RDA has budgeted for the full 
cost of the $48,000. 

 
CHRONOLOGY: 

Please refer to the Administration’s transmittal for a complete chronology of events relating to the 
proposed text amendment. 

• November 2, 2004   Petition assigned to Planning 
• January 12, 2005   Planning Commission hearing  
• January 26, 2005   Ordinance requested from the City Attorney’s Office. 
• February 3, 2005   Ordinance received from City Attorney’s Office. 

 
cc: Rocky Fluhart, Sam Guevara, Chief Dinse, Chief Querry, Rick Graham, LeRoy Hooton, Tim 

Harpst, Kevin Young, Max Peterson, Louis Zunguze, Brent Wilde, Doug Wheelwright, Doug 
Dansie, Kurt Larson, Barry Esham, Marge Harvey, Janice Jardine, Dave Oka, Valda Tarbet 

 
File Location: Community Development Dept., Planning Division, Street Closures,  
500 North at 500 West (Railroad Crossing) 
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