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In this issue
In our tenth issue, we take 
a look at freight shunting 
in Westbury depot, the 
lessons from RAIB’s report 
on the Norwich collision of 
July 2013 and find out how 
a major heritage railway 
manages staff safety and 
competence.  There’s also 
the lowdown on the latest 
safety statistics, more 
information on the in-service 
rail head treatment train and 
another chance to have your 
say in our readers’ survey.

headlamp
At the heart of it all, though, is the people. 
Whether you’re a driver, dispatcher, guard, 
fitter, MOM, signaller, shunter or manager, Right 
Track is for you. In fact, whatever you do to 
keep the railway running, Right Track is for you 
– and we hope it’s provided light insight to help 
you do it safely.

Nearly 28,000 copies of each issue are printed 
and sent out to 350 different distribution 
points across the national rail and London 
Underground systems. These include mess 
rooms, signing-on points, and breakout areas 
in stations, signalling centres, offices and 
depots – anywhere staff have time to pick up 
and read about the things they care about 
during downtime. About 450 Right Track 
‘ambassadors’ are sent a link to the Opsweb 
site (www.opsweb.co.uk) so that they can 
share it or disseminate the magazine via their 
own intranets or any other means at their 
disposal.

The initial response from the reader survey 
indicates that Right Track is a good read and 
special mention should go to the railway ops 
experts from across the industry who sit on the 
editorial group and help us keep it real.

So from all of us who work on the magazine, a 
big thank you for reading – please keep calm, 
carry on reading and tell us what you think. And 
the easiest way to do that is to take part in our 
readers’ survey, which is still open. Check out 
page 10 for more details.

02  //

RIGHT

Welcome to Issue 10 of Right Track
They say time flies faster the older you get – 
and they’re right. It only seems five minutes 
ago that we were publishing the first-ever 
issue of Right Track, and here we are already 
at No.10. From that tentative first step, we’ve 
shown you a bit of ‘how the other half lives’, 
so that drivers can see what signallers go 
through and dispatchers get a look at life on 
the line. Readers have also been able to learn 
the lessons from safety investigations, as well 
as unpicking the problems around SPADs, low 
adhesion and the platform-train interface.
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Platform safety
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stepping up
How should we approach issues at the 
platform-train interface?

Freepost CIRAS
Text 07507 285887
www.ciras.org.uk

...to report your concerns.

0800 4 101 101
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performance, capacity and accessibility? 
All these big questions are on the group’s 
agenda.

The group is also researching the way 
passengers experience boarding and 
alighting, by observing at 10 stations 
managed by different operators with 
different shapes, layouts and traffic types.  

The strategy is due to be published in 
January 2015. 

The gap between the platform edge and 
the train sees a lot of action. There are 
nearly 1.6 billion passenger journeys 
a year; that’s a lot of boarding and 
alighting, virtually all of it happening 
without incident.

However, the risk is genuine and made 
worse by an ill-advised dash to change 
trains or being under the influence of 
alcohol or drugs.  High-profile accidents 
such as the death of Georgia Varley at 
James Street in 2011 are a sharp reminder 
of what can happen.

The pertinence of the issues have led 
operations, engineering and safety directors 

across the industry to collaborate in a 
dedicated strategy group.  Their task is to 
actively determine what can really be done 
to improve safety while still making sure we 
can get people on and off trains and move 
trains in and out of stations effectively both 
now and in the future.  The group will report 
back to decision makers on the RSSB 
Board.

The group is considering the issue from 
every perspective.  What can be engineered 
into the interface in the long term to make it 
intrinsically safer?  Can we alter operational 
practices?  How do we better understand 
how different behaviours impact on safety?  
What are the influences on operational 
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Right Track’s Greg Morse follows up on his Selhurst depot visit 
with a trip to the DBSR yard at Westbury
Freight is why railways exist. From the 
collieries of the north east came the 
industry that was first and foremost 
about moving coal. It came first to 
Westbury in 1848, as part of the then 
Wilts Somerset & Weymouth Railway, 
which was eventually absorbed into 
the mighty Great Western. The latter 
opened a locomotive depot here in 1915.  
Though it closed in 1965, and the diesel 
stabling point followed some 30 years 
later, the town maintains a major railway 
presence, thanks to the local quarries, 
which bring much traffic to the yards 
that flank the main line. 

My visit to Selhurst (see RT9) had 
demonstrated the pressures of maintaining 
and remarshaling units on a high-
performance passenger line. Today, I’m 
taking a look at the DB Schenker Rail (UK) 
yard in Westbury – to draw comparisons 
with operations at Selhurst – and to 
demonstrate the challenges of keeping the 
freight moving in what can be an equally 
pressured ‘just in time’ environment.  

???????

Did you know...?

Based on pre-nationalisation types, 996 350-hp Class 08 diesel-electric shunting 
locomotives were built between 1952 and 1962.

At one time, almost any duty requiring shunting would involve an ‘08’. As such, they 
became a familiar sight at many major stations and freight yards. 

Although the nature of rail traffic has changed such that much of the work for which 
they were designed has vanished, as of 2011, around 100 remain in industrial and 
‘network’ use – mainly in freight yards.

a day at 
Westbury



As I step onto the platform, the first 
difference manifests itself in the form of 
an ‘08’ – 08799 – a distinctive, dedicated 
shunting locomotive, which chugs 
purposefully by. These tend not to feature 
in passenger yards, but on the freight side 
it’s a different story. ‘799 and I will get better 
acquainted later on…

SECURE COMPOUND

Emerging from the subway, I meet DBSR 
Production Manager Phil Bates on the 
station approaches, while Network Rail’s 
‘community support’ staff set about tidying 
the banksides. We head up the incline, 
through the security gates and go into the 
office for coffee and a chat. 

Phil started at BR in the mid-80s at 
Severn Tunnel Junction – then a major 
marshalling yard and stabling point, now 
– like so many other places – a shadow of 
its former self. But ‘STJ’ had something 
else: hump shunting – a practice which 
involves propelling a cut of wagons to the 
top of an incline and letting them freewheel 
down the other side into a particular siding. 
Where some yards – like Tinsley or Toton 
– featured a central control cabin that 
could set the routes and operate hydraulic 
‘retarders’ that would use friction to slow 
wagons down, STJ involved handpoints 
and chasing after wagons with a stick in 
order to pin the brakes down by hand. ‘It 
was a three-man job,’ says Phil. ‘One on 
the loco, one on the points and one with 
the stick, though wagons with wheel-
operated handbrakes were the worst – if 
you couldn’t get them to “bite” within a 
couple of turns they’d be away and then…

BANG! Happened to me once – like a 
caterpillar it was when it hit the stops!  We 
also had a lot of vacuum-braked stock, 
which was difficult to do sometimes 
because of the pressures involved. There’s 
hardly any now. Freight’s come a long way 
since then.’ It certainly has, shunters are 
now taken very seriously and are rigorously 
trained. 

Before we set off, Phil gives me a safety 
briefing and I’m kitted out in HV, boots, and 
hard hat. And then, as we walk onto the 
depot, Phil talks about one of the hazards 
less prevalent at Selhurst. Freight shunting 
can be a little more ‘rough and ready’ than 
passenger shunting. This was evident in the 
1950s, British Railways having to stall the 
rollout of high capacity wagons with more 
efficient air brakes because of the damage 
they often received in private sidings. 
And though this is way in the distant 
technological past, bent wagon frames 
and ill-maintained track can still combine to 
cause incidents that – even if non-injurious 
– cost time and money to investigate and 
correct. 

Our first stop is to the TOPS office to meet 
up with Rob King. This is the nerve centre 
of the whole depot, the hub of the whole 
operation, where the wagon orders come 
in, get processed and handed out to the 
staff for action. The first job today – at least 
as far as I’m concerned – is the ‘Eastleigh’, 
a regular Network Rail engineering train 
that’s booked to leave Westbury at 10:16 
before heading to the former Southern 
Railway yard. As we get ourselves into a 
safe position to watch the proceedings, 
I’m introduced to Production Supervisor 
Graham Mason and trainee Mark Sugden, 

who are to make up the train on the 
ground.

A new shunter will spend three weeks in 
the classroom and then it’s out into the 
yard for ‘on the job’ training. This can take 
anything up to 12 weeks, depending on the 
size and complexity of the yard – and the 
calibre of the trainee. And that brings us to 
the nature of the business. Says Phil: ‘You 
either take to the railway, or you don’t: it’s in 
the blood.’

Then, smooth as silk, 66120 looms in, 
propelling a rake of four-wheeled wagons. 
As Graham and Mark set about their 
business, Phil tells me that most moves are 
signalled nowadays – meaning that good, 
clear comms are vital. For those that aren’t 
signalled, control comes via back-to-back 
radio, a conversation between shunter 
and driver going on all the time – no chat 
means stop the train! ‘We use the radio to 
talk drivers back gently, so that there are no 
heavy impacts on the buffers,’ Phil goes on. 
‘All wagon door pins need to be checked 
so doors don’t fall open and hit something 
– like at Maidenhead, when a pin wasn’t 
secured, a door fell open and an HST on 
the next line was significantly damaged.’ 
This occurred on 15 November 2008, and 
was investigated by RAIB, whose bulletin 
also highlighted issues around wagon 
design and maintenance. That time, the 
railway was lucky – there were no reported 
injuries. But it isn’t always that way: on 
19 December 1973, a locomotive battery 
box door came open at speed, caught on 
pointwork and caused a derailment that 
killed ten people and injured 94. Different 
context, different train type, but the 
principle’s the same.
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Shunting 

Shunter Clive Stacy

Freight may appear less glamorous to some but demand for goods by rail continues to increase



HOOKED ON SHUNTING

The more I watch Graham and Mark, the 
more I appreciate that there’s an awful 
lot involved with freight shunting – it’s a 
complicated, dirty, back-breaking job, 
getting in between wagons to ‘hook on’, 
making sure a train is safe for the network 
before it can leave. In fact, it’s very similar 
to traditional operations, with a rake of 
wagons or coaches being hauled by a 
locomotive, as opposed to discrete units, 
which now make up most passenger 
services – as Selhurst proved.  

There’s also a lot of walking – even more 
than I witnessed at Selhurst: here, the 
shunter must trudge the entire length of 
the train during this process – ‘could be 
anything up to 70 SLUs’ – to check that 
everything’s OK.  As there’s also a main 
line running through the middle of the site, 
staff have to walk all the way back to the 
station and through the subway in order 
to pass between the two sets of sidings. 
Phil says that slips, trips and falls could 

be a problem, and Westbury is so big that 
vegetation is a constant battle. Thankfully, 
good house-keeping is keeping it under 
control.

As Phil and I venture to the opposite side 
of the line, he explains what we’ll find 
there – a Network Rail Local Distribution 
Centre, which is shunted by DBSR.  ‘This 
is a typical distribution centre – we could 
have one train consisting of 20 shunts 
to make it up,’ explains Phil. ‘And we 
could be handling spoil, ballast, empties, 
rails, anything.’ It soon becomes clear 
that it’s even more ‘chess-like’ here than 
at Selhurst: splitting and remarshaling 
freight vehicles and arranging the correct 
combinations is much more complicated 
than shunting units. ‘You have to plan the 
moves,’ Phil nods. ‘You have to plan the 
shunts before you even go outside.’ 

Westbury also has a Track Materials Areas 
(TMA) – scrap rails, sleepers and so on 
come in, and much of it is recycled, going 
back out again by rail. Quite a ‘green’ 

operation, and it’s here, watching a wagon 
being loaded, that I’m introduced to Clive 
Stacy, who retired on privatisation, but who 
came back, as shunting – and the railway 
– does indeed get into the blood. ‘It’s either 
there or it isn’t,’ smiles Clive. ‘In him, it’s 
there,’ grins Phil.

Clive highlights a disconnect between the 
theory of shunting and the way it looks 
on the ground. ‘Our Rules,’ he explains, 
‘say that you have to stop six feet away 
from a train and then ease in to couple up. 
And when your train weight 2000 tonnes, 
that needs a lot of skill from the driver and 
shunter.’

Next up, I join Marcus Beech in the cab 
of 08799 in order to see what shunting is 
like from the cab. ‘These old things are 
very controllable – great for positioning 
wagons with care,’ smiles Marcus (‘799’ 
was introduced to traffic in 1960).  He adds 
that he always drives on the side of the cab 
where the shunter is standing, 08s having 
dual driving positions. This is especially 
important while running bonnet first, where 
these diminutive locomotives have only 
small ‘steam engine-style’ windows.  
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Colas Rail’s 70805 heads up an engineers’ train

Checking TOPS in the control office at Westbury

The use of traditional screw or 
instanter couplings involves a shunter 
actually getting between two wagons 
in order to lift a (heavy!) metal link 
from one over a hook on the other. 
Brake pipes may then be connected, 
in order to achieve continuous 
braking throughout. 

SLU stands for ‘Standard Length 
Unit’, which is 21 feet (or 7 yards).



Shunting Newswire...

US: Coal train derails in Frankfort, 
no reported injuries 

On the morning of 2 June 2014, a 
137-wagon coal train derailed in 
Frankfort, Kentucky. There were no 
reported injuries, but coal was spilled 
across the permanent way. The cause 
has yet to be determined. 

US: Two killed in Oxnard level 
crossing collision 

At 19:30 (local time) on 3 June 2014, 
two people were killed when their car 
was struck by a passenger train on a 
level crossing in Oxnard, California. The 
cause has yet to be established, but 
user behaviour is thought most likely. 

Canada: Freight train derails in 
Nova Scotia 

On 19 June 2014, a train carrying a 
mix of propane and butane derailed at 
West River station, some 150 kilometre 
northeast Halifax Nova Scotia. People 
living within a 2.5-kilometre radius of 
the crash site were evacuated as a 
precaution. 

US: Photographer struck and 
killed by train during photo shoot 

Around noon (local time) on 14 June 
2014, a photographer was killed during 
a photo shoot on an overpass in 
Sedalia, Missouri, when an Amtrak train 
came around a blind curve and was 
unable to stop in time. According to the 
local press, the man was trespassing 
on a narrow bridge, conducting a 
photoshoot on the permanent way, 
when the train bore down on him. The 
combination of noise from road traffic 
below and the fact that the train bridge 
is too narrow for pedestrians meant that 
he neither heard the train coming nor 
had a chance to move out of the way. 

US: Freight derails near Clement 
and Holt 

At around 09:00 (local time) on 15 June 
2014, a freight train travelling from 
Milwaukee to Chicago derailed near 
Clement and Holt on Milwaukee’s south 
side. There were no reported injuries. 

India: Rajdhani Express 
derailment kills 4 

At around 02:15 (local time) on 25 
June 2014, the New Delhi– Dibrugarh 
Rajdhani Express derailed near Chapra. 
Five carriages overturned, while seven 
others left the tracks. Four people 
were killed. The cause has yet to be 
ascertained, although local police have 
offered sabotage as a possibility (an 
idea dismissed by the authorities).  
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Keeping myself out of the way in the 
opposite corner of the cab, I take 
photographs and watch for the position 
light signals until we pull up opposite the 
walking route back to the yard office. Phil 
and I then look at one of the many sets of 
‘American points’ that have been installed 
throughout the yard. These, says Phil, 
have done away with a lot of facing point 
derailments as they can be run through 
safely.  Phil knows the points, knows too 
how they all operate. BUT, it’s always 
important to check that they’re laying right. 
‘After all, it’s a major part of the shunting job 
– moving trains from one siding to another: 
it’s all about organisation, communications 
and knowledge.’

Back in the office, Phil tells me that 
Westbury staff have their safety days at 
Didcot, using the Network Rail building: 
‘The day ends with our lot meeting the 
signallers on the top floor. This means the 
guys can see the signallers they’ve spoken 

to on the phone – puts a face to a voice. 
It’s so much better that way.’  As someone 
has written (probably) far too many times in 
these pages, it’s all about sharing!

Phil ends by telling me that there were only 
two derailments in 2013. ‘We’ve a pretty 
good record here at Westbury,’ he says, 
adding that both incidents were also down 
to outside factors – one being a poorly 
loaded engineers’ wagon that came off 
at points. It might seem ironic that – on 9 
April, just days after my visit – a train did 
derail. It’s a telling reminder that there can 
be no place for complacency in shunting.

A tractor with a bowser is on full 
time duty in the yard.  In the winter, 
it sprays the stones from the quarry 
with de-icer so it doesn’t freeze in 
the wagons; in the summer, it sprays 
the stone with water to keep the dust 
down.

Marcus Beech at the controls of 08799

A Class 70 awaits further duties, as seen from the cab of 08799. Note that the PLS is ‘off’, 
allowing the shunting loco to continue to the main signal
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At 00:11 on 21 July 2013, a passenger 
train carrying 35 passengers collided 
with a train stabled in Norwich’s Platform 
6 at 8 mph. As a result, eight people 
were taken to hospital.

RAIB concluded that the accident occurred 
because, during the last 20 seconds of the 
driver’s approach to the station, he either 
suffered a lapse in concentration or had a 
microsleep.  

The investigators identified some of the 
reasons why the driver might have become 
distracted.  For example, he had other 
things on his mind – like relief that the shift 
was ending, and wondering where he’d 
parked his car in the station car park. In 
short, he’d started thinking about what he 
was doing next before finishing what he 
was doing now.  While it’s impossible to say 
if this was the actual cause, if you’re pulling 
into a terminal platform, it’s best to keep 
your mind on the job until the job’s done.  
Mind you, that goes for pretty much any job 
on the railway.

RAIB say that there was also a lot of noise 
coming from passengers – the train was 
carrying two groups returning from two 
separate stag parties, and both were 
getting louder as the train approached 
Norwich. In fact, the driver remembers 
someone banging on the toilet door right 
behind the cab just before the collision. 

However, RAIB also found that the driver 
was prone to lapses in concentration, and 
that this had not been identified by Greater 
Anglia’s competence management system.

Furthermore, the driver was tired through 
a short-term lack of sleep, and his 
performance might also have been affected 
by the prescribed medication that he was 
taking. These could have been factors 
leading to a lapse in concentration, or 
they could have led to the driver having a 
microsleep.

Greater Anglia’s investigations of the 
previous incidents in which the driver had 
been involved had not raised any concerns 
about his ability to hold his concentration. 
This was because the driver manager who 
carried out the investigation had not been 
trained to consider that incidents, seemingly 
different in nature, could be linked by 
underlying behavioural issues. Opportunities 
to formally review the driver’s operational 
history were missed and this was also not 
identified by the internal audits conducted 
by Greater Anglia.

RAIB has identified two learning points and 
made five recommendations as a result 
of its investigation. The learning points 
relate to the importance of reporting all 
incidents to signallers, and the importance 
of providing occupational health physicians 
with all relevant medical information during 
consultation. 

Four recommendations are addressed 
to Greater Anglia with respect to its 
competence management system, 
its accident and incident investigation 
procedures, its auditing processes and 
its fatigue management system. A further 
recommendation is addressed to Network 
Rail, with the support of Greater Anglia, to 
understand and mitigate the risk associated 
with permissive train movements at 
Norwich station.

RAIB report brief: 

Norwich

Norwich station on 25 January 2014, Copyright SP Rail

Norwich station

Managing lifestyle

The 21st Century Professional Driver 
DVD combines 31 minutes of video and 
animation with interactive exercises, 
addressing topics such as managing 
shift work and fatigue, getting support 
for personal problems and maintaining 
concentration while driving. 

It was filmed using drivers from 
passenger, freight and OTM operating 
companies and takes an open and 
honest approach to issues that are very 
real but are not always easy to discuss 
in the workplace. 

To order copies,  
email: enquirydesk@rssb.co.uk 



Newswire...

US: Man in motorised wheelchair 
killed in Akron crossing collision 

At around 06:50 (local time) on 29 June 
2014, a man in a motorised wheelchair 
died when a train struck him after he 
tried to ride around gates at a level 
crossing in Akron, Ohio. 

Investigators will consider the 
deceased’s medical history to see if 
he was trying to beat the train or if his 
death was intentional. 

US: Empty freight strikes rear of 
intermodal service in Sewickley 

On 2 July 2014, an empty westbound 
freight struck the rear of an intermodal 
service in Sewickley.  Three locomotives 
and four wagons derailed; two crew 
members were taken to hospital with 
minor injuries. A diesel fuel spillage 
caught fire, which led to the evacuation 
of a number of local residents. 

China: Pregnant woman survives 
being run down by train in Beijing 

On 3 July 2014, a pregnant woman, 
tired after a long day, leaned over to see 
if her train was coming and fell on to the 
line as it was arriving in the platform. 
While other passengers looked on 
in shock, the train driver applied the 
emergency brake, bringing the train to 
a stand just as it started to pass over 
the woman.  As she squatted on the 
ground, she was unharmed and was 
able – with assistance – to climb back 
to the platform. Doctors later confirmed 
that she and her baby were unharmed.

Turkey: High-speed train derails 
while on test, no reported injuries 

On 3 July 2014, a ‘Piri Reis’ high-
speed train intended for use in the 
Ankara-İstanbul high-speed project 
crashed during a test run near Köseköy-
Gebze junction. The train collided with 
a maintenance vehicle, which was 
working near the Dilovası Diliskile tunnel. 
There were no reported injuries.

US: ‘737’ fuselages damages in 
Montana 

On 4 July 2014, a freight train carrying 
a number of Boeing 737 fuselages 
and other large aeroplane assemblies 
derailed on its way to the Boeing 
factories in Washington state. 

Three of the fuselages fell down an 
embankment next to the Clark Fork 
River, near Alberton, western Montana. 
All were later recovered by salvage 
crews. 
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We all know that places of work – 
whether banks, building sites or railways 
– are nothing without people.  This isn’t 
just about people’s careers or contracts, 
it’s also about their health.

A new body of work involving the railway 
and occupational health specialists has 
helped to highlight why it’s so important to 
keep improving the health and wellbeing 
of rail staff. The rail industry has begun 
a comprehensive programme of work to 
increase its understanding of this subject. 

Over 100 people from inside and outside 
the industry took part in a workshop to 
help the develop a ‘health and wellbeing 
roadmap’.

This work offers the options below for 
companies to help improve managing 
health and wellbeing:

•	 Industry leadership

•	 Clinical knowledge

•	 Reporting and monitoring

•	 Employee engagement

•	 Behavioural change 

There are also six booklets available to 
address:

•	 Proactive health policies

•	 Internal health relationships

•	 Health surveillance and screening

•	 Mental health and stress

•	 Getting people back to productive 
work after illness or accident

•	 Employee wellness and engagement

There’s also an online resource to help 
raise awareness about health and wellbeing 
assessment through: 

•	 Workshops and briefings

•	 Information booklets

•	 Posters

•	 Case studies 

To find out more, check out the RSSB 
website: www.rssb.co.uk

health
check

Photo: Simon Vine Photography
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Right Track Readers’ Survey - 
There’s still time to tell us what you think…

railway still safest 
land transport

In Right Track 9 we launched our survey, 
we’ve had a great response so far but we 
want to hear more!

Your feedback and opinions are important 
to us, so if you haven’t already please 
fill out our online survey:  https://www.
surveymonkey.com/s/Righttracksurvey

Alternatively, grab a copy of Right Track 9 
from your mess room or signing on points, 
fill out the survey on page 19 and pop it in 
the freepost to us.

The deadline for the paper copy and online 
survey is 30 September, so there’s still plenty 
of time and it only takes a few minutes to fill 
out.

The latest safety performance figures show 
that the train is still by far the safest form 
of land transport, even while the network 
got busier.  In 2013/14, there were 1.59 
billion passenger journeys (6% increase on 
2012/13), 60.1 billion passenger kilometres 
(3% increase), and 48.5 million freight train 
kilometres (1% increase). In fact over the last 
10 years the number of passenger journeys 
has increased by 53%.

Of course the devil is in the detail, and while 
the industry as a whole has met the safety 
targets expected of it, the latest reports 
show where the issues are.

In 2013/14, there were no train accidents 
involving passenger or workforce fatalities 
and there has been a reduction in harm 
to passengers per journey.  However, 
there has been an increase recorded in 
workforce harm, in the number and risk 
from SPADs as well as there being more 
fatalities to members of the public on railway 
infrastructure.

To find out more, have a look at the annual 
reports into safety performance and the 
learning from operational experience, both 
available on the RSSB website, or email 
enquirydesk@rssb.co.uk 
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The Adhesion Treatment Using Service 
Trains project (featured in Right Track 7) 
will be trialling this autumn. Six Abellio 
Greater Anglia Class 317s working 
between Cambridge and London 
Liverpool Street will have modular 
adhesion modifiers fitted to Electric 
Multiple Units (EMUs). Six London 
Midland 323s will also be fitted for use 
on the Cross City line between Redditch 
and Lichfield Trent Valley. 

NO NEED FOR TRAIN CREW 
INTERACTION

The equipment will apply track grip 60, a 
mixture of sand which (combined with the 
pressure of a train wheel) breaks down 
leaves on the rail head and applies iron 
filings to aid signalling. The system only 
deploys Track Grip 60 at pre-determined 
locations via GPS, which means there’s no 
need for train crew to intervene.

The equipment is only being fitted to 
a proportion of units, as the treatment 
is intended to improve the adhesion 
conditions for the services that follow’. 
Tests have shown Track Grip 60 provides 
improved adhesion for the next 100 – 200 
axle passes depending on the weather and 
leaf fall conditions.  The system is working 
in addition to the usual autumn arsenal, 
working alongside Rail Head Treatment 
Trains, leaf busting teams, traction 
gel applicators and on-train sanding 
equipment.   

The picture above shows the first 
completed tank, which can hold up to 250 
litres of Track Grip 60.  The variable speed 
pump will pump at a rate of 1½ litres per 
mile, which is about the same as 5ml per 
metre.  The project team are working hard 
with the local performance teams, train 
operators and seasons delivery specialists 
to ensure the treatment locations are 
aligned to feedback from drivers and known 
hot spots where trains lose time in autumn.  

It will also be possible to modify the 
locations that are being treated by the 
system through the back office software.  

A trial will run during June and July with 
three Abellio Greater Anglia units.  Any 
modifications that may be required for 
the pump unit, hoses, nozzles or tank 
will be carried out before the full 12 units 
are fitted prior to 1 October.   Both train 
planning teams are working hard to ensure 
the diagraming of the units is correct, not 
only to ensure the largest area of coverage 
is achieved but also that the units will 
return to either Cambridge or Soho Depot 
respectively every two days to allow the 
tanks to be refilled. 

If you would like further information on this 
project contact: righttrack@rssb.co.uk

Right Track Readers’ Survey - 
There’s still time to tell us what you think…

gelling it 
right

Newswire...

Australia: XPT derails near 
Southern Cross, no reported 
injuries 

At around 08:35 (local time) on 11 July 
2014, two carriages in a Melbourne–
Sydney XPT near Southern Cross 
station. There were no reported injuries, 
but it took two hours to evacuate 
the 180 passengers, who were left 
waiting to catch buses to their various 
destinations. An investigation is under 
way, though a track fault is thought to 
be the most likely cause.

Bulgaria: Fatal passenger train 
derailment at Kaloyanovets 

On 12 July 2014, a Sofia–Varna service 
derailed at Kaloyanovets station and 
struck a nearby building. The driver was 
killed and 15 were injured, two seriously. 
Milcho Lambrev, director-general of 
the National Railway Infrastructure 
Company, said the cause of the 
accident was ‘probably human error’, 
adding that the part of the railway where 
the accident occurred had recently 
been renovated.

Russia: Metro train derails in 
Moscow, kills 22; two arrested 

On 15 July, a Metro train derailed 
between Slaviansky Boulevard and Park 
Pobedy in Moscow, killing 22 people 
and injuring 129 more. Early reports 
suggest the most likely cause to be a 
faulty set of points. Two people have 
been detained on suspicion of criminal 
negligence. The points were installed 
in May, when construction began on 
a new branch line. Instead of properly 
fixing the crucial element, workers 
attached it with ordinary wiring, which 
could not withstand the normal stress, 
a spokesman for the Investigative 
Committee told the press. 

France: TGV collides with local 
service, at least 40 injured 

At 17:38 (local time) on 17 July 2014, a 
regional TER service struck the rear of a 
TGV near Denguin, on the Pau-Bayonne 
line. Initial reports indicate that the TGV 
had been stopped at a red signal and 
was being driven on sight when the 
incident occurred. It had reached 19 
mph when the TER struck it at around 
56 mph. It is believed that the TER 
train had received a green aspect and 
was unaware that the TGV was in the 
section ahead. At least 40 people were 
reported injured, four of them seriously. 
The signals were under maintenance 
at the time of the incident; a wrongside 
failure which occurred in the signal 
relay case, triggered by faulty insulation 
on two wires controlling the signal, is 
currently thought to be the underlying 
cause. 
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The tank following testing, currently upside-
down.  The slanting end shows the space for 
the pump system.

Potential refilling point for the Class 323s at 
Soho Depot, Birmingham.

A project team site visit to Cambridge to 
discuss the arrangements for refilling the  
Class 317s. 



Right Track’s Greg Morse and RSSB Chairman Paul Thomas 
visit the Watercress line in Hampshire to talk training and 
competence on a heritage line.

Think you know heritage railways? 
All brass buttons, peaked caps and 
Thomas? Well, think again. Think 
it’s only the Big Railway that has a 
competence management system, uses 
simulators and has an intranet? Again: 
think again.

I’m with Paul Thomas, who is Chairman of 
RSSB and – like me – an enthusiast. We’re 
here because we both love two things: 
railways, and safe railways. 

I could tell you about my journey from 
Waterloo to Alton, through leafy suburbia 
and its many cultural reference points, but 
that’d be a waste of time, and if there’s one 

thing that this visit to the Mid-Hants Railway 
(MHR) has taught me – taught both of 
us – is that running a heritage line is a very 
serious business.  

Don’t get me wrong – the brass buttons, 
the top hats and Thomas are all here 
(the line’s engineers even converted an 
‘Austerity’ tank engine to resemble the 
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over the Alps

In June 1861, the Alton, Alresford 
and Winchester Railway was granted 
Parliamentary assent to build a line 
linking Alton and Winchester, both 
of which were part of the London & 
South Western Railway (LSWR).  
By the time the line opened in 1865, 
the ‘AA&W’ had changed its name 
to the Mid-Hants Railway, with an 
agreement for the LSWR to run the 
trains. The route’s severe gradients 
soon led them to be dubbed ‘the 
Alps’.

The line was closed by British Rail in 
1973; the new ‘Mid-Hants Railway’ 
began running trains in 1977.British Railways Standard class 7 no. 70000 Britannia was built at Crewe in 1951 

and is currently at the Mid-Hants Railway



little chap even more closely than most). 
It’s just that behind the front-of-house 
retro-glamour there’s a backbone of 
professionalism keeping things moving.  As 
one of the staff once put it: ‘Thomas might 
be smiling and slower than a main line train, 
but stand on the track and he’s heavier and 
faster than you think!’ That thought is never 
far from anyone’s mind who works here.

Paul and I stand on the platform at 
Medstead and Four Marks as a passenger 
service departs for Alton. Those buttons 
shine and the signalbox bells chime, but 
as the tail lamp disappears from view we 
adjourn to the booking office, where we 
meet some members of the railway’s Traffic 
Department. Dave Thomas is waiting to 

talk to us about ‘Managing Competency’; 
with him are Stewart Legg, Frank Taylor and 
Tony Johnson.

At the MHR, people do more than one 
job, so a member of platform staff could 
work on the S&T one weekend or be in the 
signalbox the next. Says Stewart: ‘There’s 
no model for that on the big railway, so 
we developed our own Competence 
Management System (CMS) for all our 
guards and for the platform staff at all four 
of our stations.’

The introductions made, Dave takes us 
through the CMS, noting first that there 
are three levels of competence: ‘M1’ 
(basic operational skills); ‘M2’ (technical 
skills like point clipping and pilot working); 
and Personal Track Security. Staff have 
the opportunity to climb the grades, in a 
fashion not dissimilar to the days of steam, 
when an engine cleaner would progress 
to ‘passed cleaner’ to fireman right up to 
driver.  As Stewart comments, this helps 
foster ambition – a vital aspect: after all, ‘if 
there’s nothing to work towards, what’s the 
point?’

Dave issues a Safety Critical Card to all 
staff, which lists all their competences 
and – more importantly – the dates they 
run out.  There are 200 staff logged on this 
system, and all their details are recorded 
on a master spreadsheet, which Dave uses 
to produce a report for each of the Traffic 

Managers every month, showing whose 
competency has expired and whose is 
about to expire. 

But expiry date passed or not, staff are re-
assessed every two years. ‘Basically,’ says 
Stewart, ‘the question we then ask is “are 
you safe on the railway?”’ 

SHUT THAT DOOR

Dave adds that, once every year, each 
member of staff who dispatch trains is re-
assessed in that task. ‘We’re aware of the 
problems on the non-heritage railway, and – 
like most heritage lines – we use slam-door, 
non-interlocked Mark I stock, so we need 
to be absolutely sure of our competence to 
deal with it.’ 

It’s all about raising the standards. 
‘Medstead is a quiet station,’ Dave goes 
on. ‘But Ropley – home to our loco shed 
and works – is very busy on a gala day! 
When it’s “all hands to the pumps” at an 
event like that, then if you’ve come over 
from Medstead to help out, you may not be 
used to it. Given the nature of volunteering, 
you may also only dispatch a train once 
a month.’ There can be skills fade issues, 
clearly, but the reassessments help combat 
that problem. 

Something else that becomes clear 
very quickly is that the MHR’s training is 
programme isn’t just about the job, it’s 
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Safety competence

From left to right, Frank Taylor, Paul Thomas and Stewart Legg 
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about developing people. Says Stewart: 
‘People benefit from our training; it gives 
them a positive attitude, confidence, 
discipline and better interpersonal skills. 
Ok, we’ve set the station staff an endless 
competency task, but the modules 
empower them.’ It also creates operational 
flexibility. Recently, the MHR suffered a 
cable theft between Medstead and Alton. 
They needed to implement pilot working 
quickly!  The railway ran with pilotmen 
on this section from autumn right up 
to Christmas 2013 with absolutely no 
problems whatsoever.  ‘Once upon a time,’ 
says Stewart, ‘we could have only used 
signallers as pilotmen, but by increasing the 
competency of the station staff, we can use 
them too.’ This is vital when – again, thanks 
to the nature of volunteering – you can’t 
guarantee that you’ll have exactly the same 
team every weekend.

In the future, the plan is to roll out the CMS 
to all other parts of the Traffic Department 
on the MHR – including the signallers – with 
a view to using one competency system 
across the whole lot.

CULTURE OF PROFESSIONALISM

Tony then takes us through the basis of 
the competence system – the railway’s set 
of training modules, which include (among 
many other things) the use of handsignals 
and how to handle accidents and incidents. 

The modules were devised in part to take 
away the fear factor of the full Rule Book 
– it’s all about keeping it simple, just like 
it was when RSSB embarked on a similar 
procedure for the non-heritage network. 
And the plan has certainly worked. For one 
thing, the thought of pilot working used to 
terrify staff, but is now a popular module. 
Tony explains that tests on the full range of 
rules don’t come until one enters the higher 
levels of training (ie, to become a guard or 
signaller).  Stewart adds that – in the oral 
exams – ‘we ask a question and wait for an 
answer; there’s no multi-choice. If someone 
really doesn’t know the answer, we need to 
know that they don’t know.’ There are also 
different versions of the exam, making it 
harder to learn parrot fashion. 

Furthermore, new staff are not put forward 
for higher training until after a year has 
passed. As Frank says, ‘you get to know 
pretty well over six months to a year if 
someone’s going to cut the mustard.’ After 
this time, the trainee should have a good 
grasp of basic safety, should have got to 
know everyone and received fire training.

Stewart adds that you often come across 
rules discussions at quiet moments. As 
Paul says, when things like this happen, 
‘everyone’s knowledge lifts’.

Tony points out that MHR staff are also 
trained to cope with DC electrified lines. 
Alton is third rail DC on the Network Rail 
side. ‘We have no official jurisdiction there,’ 

Southern Railway’s U class, 31806 brings a train into Medstead & Four Marks

At Alton station, South West Trains third-rail services from London terminate 
and Mid-Hants heritage services begin, Copyright Will Salt
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Safety competence
he says. We wrote rules originally to operate 
the station foot crossing at Alton, but it also 
means our staff can get the juice switched 
off in cases of emergency.’ Stewart nods: 
‘It’s better to train them the right way of 
doing things – that means we can act when 
we’re needed; there’s a moral obligation to 
not stand idly by if something kicks off.’ Tim 
Shoveller – SouthWestTrains MD – supports 
this approach (and indeed used to be a 
volunteer at the MHR, and has maintained 
links with the line). 

Young trainees are treated as adults, the 
reality being that railways ‘are not kids’ 
games’. The MHR nurtures and encourages 
responsibility and there’s no guarantee 
you’ll be ‘taken on’ just because you’re 
volunteering. Everyone is interviewed and 
the railway only takes on the best. 

Stewart says the training and competency 
initiatives have helped break down barriers 
in the Department, creating one big family 
instead of lots of smaller ones that don’t 

always talk to each other. Now, station staff 
know each other better and work better 
as a unit. It’s made them ‘grow up as a 
railway,’ and instilled a real sense of pride.

As we head to Ropley, Paul suggests 
that the MHR have built ‘a real culture 
of professionalism’. Everyone agrees. 
‘For me,’ Stewart adds, ‘volunteers are 
professional,’ to which Tony provides an apt 
quotation: ‘An amateur practices until he 
gets it right; a professional practices until he 
doesn’t get it wrong.’  Wise words indeed.

Ropley station is being resignalled to 
allow bi-directional working in both 
platform roads. 

Drivers and signallers are being 
trained with a simulator (programmed 
by a society member), which can be 
downloaded from the MHR’s intranet. 

Photo: Network Rail

This set of points in the carriage 
sidings at Arlesford are switched by a 
motor that’s broken, so you have to 
wind it. Says Frank: ‘This is great for 
training, as you can take the cover 
off and show the mechanism working 
and how the interlocking is attained. 
You can also demonstrate why 
you need to keep winding after the 
blades have gone across, which is to 
get detection.’

Industry is soon to introduce the European 
Rail Traffic Management System (ERTMS) 
on certain main lines.  What you might not 
know is that this means choosing between 
metric or imperial: ERTMS is a metric 
system that by default displays speed to 
the driver in km/h and distances information 

in kilometres and metres. Location and 
speed data for temporary speed restrictions 
and possessions are also transmitted to 
the train in metric units. Therefore unless 
specific conversion programmes to imperial 
are written, all data entered into ERTMS has 
to be metric.

The roll out plan for ERTMS doesn’t depend 
on us already having converted to metric. 
It’s clear that converting to an ERTMS 
railway without converting speed and 
distance units first, might have an adverse 
effect on operational risk, while staff grapple 
with both systems at the same time.  But 
what are those risks?  RSSB is looking into 
it with some new research.  

The first stage was to identify the tasks and 
risks that will be affected by changing to 
metric units in connection with the roll out 
of ERTMS and the extent of the problems 
that may be encountered. There’s more 
work on the way, but 19 out of 30 people 
interviewed by RSSB interviewed are in 
favour of going metric, as it means we can 

use ‘off the shelf’ products, we can align 
more easily with other European railways 
and – quite simply – as metric is taught in 
our schools, why not?  For more reasons 
for and against, and more information on 
the project as a whole, contact RSSB at 
enquirydesk@rssb.co.uk.

give an inch, 
take a kilometre?

Photo: Network Rail
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RIGHT

We know that taking a train over a wet rail 
needs caution. In fact, we’ve known for the 
last 40 years – we just haven’t had scientific 
proof.  But now the Adhesion Working 
Group (AWG) has looked  at the issue and 
asked RSSB to do some research into the 
whole area.  To read the whole report, go to  
www.rssb.co.uk and search for T1042. 

In brief, though, one of the things the 
research gave is unequivocal confirmation 
treatment of the track by water jetting 
together with adhesion modifiers.

Poor adhesion conditions are caused when 
low levels of moisture are present at the 
wheel / rail interface.  These conditions 
are associated with dew on the rail head, 
very light rain, misty conditions and the 
transition between dry and wet rails at 
the onset of rain. They are not necessarily 
associated with the additional presence of 
other (non-water) rail head contaminants.  
These conditions are not associated with 
continuous rain.

either wetter or dryer and thus showing  
improved adhesion characteristics over 
relatively short periods of time.

The report recommends further research 
and calls for improvements to railway 
operational performance  for autumn 2014 
and beyond. The Adhesion Research 
Group (ARG) has already reviewed the 
recommendations for further research 
and has submitted several proposals to 
RSSB. The AWG has also considered the 
operational performance angle and has 
already flagged some of these to Network 
Rail, and the train operator community.

For more information,  
contact righttrack@rssb.co.uk

The research also came up with the 
following conclusions:

•	 When contamination is present on the 
rail head, with or without water, it’ll 
dominate the adhesion characteristics 
between the wheel and the rail.  The 
most effective way to fight this is to use  
properly functioning on-board sanders, 
and the treatment of the track by water 
jets, along with adhesion modifiers. 

•	 Adhesion at the wheel-rail interface 
can be made worse by water alone, 
particularly when these moisture levels 
are low.

•	 The impact on adhesion generated 
by low levels of moisture is typically 
transient, with the rail head becoming 

wet rail 
syndrome
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