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Highway 401 Median Barriers – Review Of Historical 
Data On A Re-Ignited Controversy 

Posting Date: February 10, 2018 
 

The official media and public groups have recently ignited a controversy over the lack of 
median barriers along a 118 kilometre length of Highway 401 between Tilbury and 
London, Ontario. Several recent, fatal, median, cross-over collisions have ignited local 
groups to file a petition for installation of concrete median barriers. Ontario’s Ministry of 
Transportation recently announced it will start installing High Tension Cable Median 
Barriers (HTCMB) along half of that highway segment in 2018 with the remaining length 
being fitted in the few years that follow. Some local politicians and public groups have 
expressed concern that the cable barriers will not prevent heavy trucks from crossing 
the median.  

The controversy is similar to what was taking place approximately 30 years ago when a 
number of fatal, median, cross-over collisions resulted in an inquest in 1989. 

As an accident investigator working at the University of Western Ontario Multi-
Disciplinary Accident Research Team Zygmunt Gorski was involved in the investigation 
of fatal, personal injury and property damage collisions in an approximate 50-mile radius 
of London, including Highway 401, between 1980 and 1990. In preparation for t he 1989 
inquest a variety of analyses were conducted and presented to the inquest in a letter 
summarizing the results.  Zygmunt Gorski provided testimony at the inquest. 

Much of the current controversy surrounding the need for median barriers is difficult to 
evaluate because those who are concerned simply have very little objective information 
about the magnitude of the problem. Police who are the only ones allowed to document 
the collision evidence will not, and likely cannot, share the details with the public and the 
Ontario Ministry of Transportation also does not share the details of their studies. The 
resulting problem is that local residents and those directly involved end up drawing 
conclusions about what the problem is, and how to correct the problem, while operating 
in an information vacuum. 

Due to this lack of information Gorski Consulting has decided to release some of the 
results of the analysis that was conducted in the 1980s in the hope that some members 
of the public will find this useful in their approach and understanding of the current 
issues. Below is a copy of the letter that was submitted to the inquest by Zygmunt 
Gorski in 1989 which summarizes the results of the Research Team’s analysis in the 5 
year period between 1984 and 1989. 
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Further data exists with respect to several undesirable outcomes that were occurring on 
Highway 401, beyond the median crossover collisions. The table below provides some 
of the analysis that was not presented to the inquest. This table is interesting because it 
covers some of the collisions occurring in the current, non-median section of Highway. 
The table expresses the occurrence of undesirable outcomes taking into account the 
length of roadway segment and the traffic volume within that segment. This provides a 
more accurate indication of which road segments may be more susceptible to 
undesirable outcomes than others. Although the results are taken from a random 
sample of collisions and therefore they are more likely to represent the true population 
of outcomes, it is never-the-less based on just 67 personal injury (PI) and fatal 
collisions. 

Recent comments from representatives of the Ontario Ministry of Transportation have 
been favourable toward the installation of High Tension Cable Median Barriers 
(HTCMB) referring to the successful usage of such systems in the State of Michigan. 
These favourable comments may be warranted but they should not be taken at face 
value. Based on past experience it is vitally important to conduct a close study of the 
collision details where such barriers have been involved.  Past experience has shown 
that barrier systems that have been tested in a controlled environment to pass certain 
standards (NCHRP-350 or MASH) have not performed as adequately in the field. It 
becomes vitally important that data regarding the in-service performance of such 
systems be made publicly available so that persons independent to the process can 
make objective judgments on decisions that are vital to the safety of all the travelling 
public. Unfortunately, historically, this has not come to pass. When the details of the in-
service performance of a system are held in secret safety problems do not become 
exposed until a system has thoroughly populated  a highway system and it becomes 
difficult and expensive to change course to a safer one. 

This is why it is extremely important for the public organizations and official news media 
who are interested in safety apply pressure to the holders of performance information to 
make that data publicly available so that intelligent conversations can be had. 

As an example of the details that are sometimes missed,  the inquest in 1989 was 
called with respect to a collision where a westbound Chevrolet Cavalier went out of 
control, crossed  the median and collided with an eastbound Buick just east of the 
Sweaburg Road overpass, on the western outskirts of Woodstock, Ontario. All three 
occupants of the Cavalier perished. Evidence was brought forward indicating that, as 
the Cavalier was passing a tanker truck, the road was icy and there was a strong wind. 
While a median barrier may have changed the outcome there was little attention paid to 
the fact that the road surface was icy or what specific event caused the Cavalier to spin 
out of control. While it may be challenging to keep highway road surfaces from 
becoming too slippery there is essentially no information about what efforts were made 
on the day of the collision by roadway maintenance personnel to prevent the surface 
from icing up. This is the historical problem: the lack of information regarding an 
extremely important function that should not be kept secret. Whether maintenance was 
reasonable and correct is not the issue. Having publicly-available, objective information 
to confirm that everything was done properly has always been the key issue. 
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