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Summary

At around 10:52 hrs on 20 July 2018, a track worker, who was acting as a site
lookout for another track worker who was carrying out an inspection, narrowly
avoided being struck by a train near Peterborough station. The train involved
had just passed through the station and was travelling at 102 mph (164 km/h)
when its driver saw the lookout standing on the same line ahead. The driver
immediately sounded the train’s warning horn and applied the brakes. The
lookout responded to the train’s horn and moved out of its path about 2.5
seconds before the train reached him.

The investigation found four causal factors. The site lookout was distracted
and not adequately observing his distant lookout or looking for approaching
trains. He had also chosen to stand on an open line when it was not necessary
to do so. The track worker carrying out the inspection, who was also the
Controller of Site Safety and responsible for the safety of all the staff
involved in the work, was not monitoring the unsafe actions of the lookout at
the time of the incident. Lastly, the distant lookout had left his position
before the train arrived because he thought he had been stood down. A distant
lookout who was visible to the site lookout was from a different team and was
looking out for trains coming in the opposite direction.

The investigation also found that the way in which the work was planned
defaulted to using the least preferred safe system of work in the hierarchy
within Network Rail’s company standard for managing the safety of people at
work on or near the line. Further, the current rules for communication when
lookouts are used are impractical, leading to a disregard for the rules and
the use of unofficial and uncontrolled practices. These two factors were the
underlying causes of the incident.

Recommendations

The RAIB has made five recommendations addressed to Network Rail relating to
the following areas:

a rule change so that site lookouts default to standing in a position of
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safety unless this is not practicable to implement the safe system of
work
investigating the common but unofficial use of flag signals by lookouts
to communicate, finding ways to improve and control this communication,
implementing changes and monitoring the effectiveness of the changes
that are made
clarifying to track workers the actions they should take when more than
one group wants to work with lookouts in the same place
continuing the ongoing work of the Network Rail route involved to reduce
the use of lookouts for cyclic maintenance tasks
reducing the number of cyclic maintenance tasks that are undertaken
using lookouts across all of Network Rail’s infrastructure

The investigation also identified three learning points about the importance
of early use of the train’s horn by drivers to give an urgent warning, which
probably averted an accident in this case; the briefing of lookouts on where
to stand while carrying out their duties; and staff responsible for the
safety of the work group not becoming distracted by the work activities to
the extent that they are no longer observing the group.

Simon French, Chief Inspector of Rail Accidents said:

In my introduction to the RAIB’s Annual Report for 2018, I said
that the number of near misses involving trains and track workers
which we have seen in recent years is hugely disappointing. The
subject of this report is another of these events – in this case
the worker concerned moved clear of the line less than three
seconds before the train passed him.

This narrowly avoided collision between train and man took place
during routine inspection work. The catalogue of problems with on-
site organisation and communication that we found in this
investigation was alarming. Some of the people involved made
assumptions about what was happening, and the lookout allowed
himself to be distracted from the vital duty of warning of
approaching trains.

It is disappointing that the planning of the work had resulted in
it being done while trains were running. The team involved did most
of their work in this way, and of all the different maintenance
teams at Peterborough, they were the least likely to plan work in
periods when there were no trains.

The investigation highlights the difficulty of managing effective
communications between controllers of site safety and the lookouts
that they have placed at locations remote from the site of work. A
number of unofficial flag signals were being used to transmit
messages, and this was a factor in the Peterborough incident. For
this reason, we are recommending that Network Rail investigates the
methods of communication that are actually being used in these
circumstances, and comes up with practical measures that will make



life safer for teams working on the track.

I believe that it is also important that the company continues to
work hard to reduce the amount of work that is done under the
protection of lookouts. Some of Network Rail’s maintenance managers
have shown that smart planning can enable more routine maintenance
activities to take place when trains are stopped, so improving
safety and making better use of working time.

Notes to editors

The sole purpose of RAIB investigations is to prevent future accidents1.
and incidents and improve railway safety. RAIB does not establish blame,
liability or carry out prosecutions.
RAIB operates, as far as possible, in an open and transparent manner.2.
While our investigations are completely independent of the railway
industry, we do maintain close liaison with railway companies and if we
discover matters that may affect the safety of the railway, we make sure
that information about them is circulated to the right people as soon as
possible, and certainly long before publication of our final report.
For media enquiries, please call 01932 440015.3.
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