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OPERATING IN DENSE ENVIRONMENT

All over the world, railway transport systems must face big difficulties operating in urban and suburban areas because of population very high density and, in Europe, infrastructure not always corresponding to current needs.

In France, several big cities are dealing with this situation.

An incident that occurred in the near suburb of Paris in September 2003, underlined the new risks railway undertakings operating in these areas are facing when a train stops in emergency out of platform.

Description of the incident:

On 20th September 2003, a suburban train coming from Paris stopped in emergency with half part of the train out of the platforms of Villeneuve-Triage station. Because of the nature of the incident, the driver released the doors. The driver passed a message to the passengers for a possible pre-evacuation movement. This message was interpreted by passengers as an immediate command to leave the train. As the doors were released, passengers went out of the train on both sides as a passing train was running on the opposite tracks.

The incident did not lead to people injured or killed but a film made by passengers was the basis of a press campaign regarding passenger safety preservation in this kind of situation.

There is no doubt that the risks were enormous and the national railway company SNCF started a deep enquiry on this subject.

Basic operating question: a train is safe when running or when stopping?

The classical position of railway companies is that a train is safe and the risks are less important when the train stops.

However, in dense environment, this position is not so obvious.

Operating in dense areas has the double disadvantage of being very sensitive to incidents regarding safety and to regularity. As a matter of fact, a minor incident can cause very important disturbances in terms of safety risks and of regularity when time spacing between trains is less than 3 minutes.

In the present case, it could be possible to avoid a major risk in permitting to the train to go on running until the first platform.

First evaluation of condition and risks by SNCF:

Because of an incident which leaded to a persistent emission of radio emergency signal (very common situation in suburban areas), the system commanded to the driver to stop immediately and the rescue manipulation leaded to doors release. Under these conditions, allowing physically the driver to go on should have permitted to avoid the incident. It means to modify technical functions on rolling stock and some safety regulations.

We must also take into account the new behaviour of passengers when a train is stopping out of platforms: passengers seem not to be any longer aware of the danger of going out of a train stopped in open tracks with no command from the train staff. In order to preserve passengers’ safety and rail transport credibility in this field, the railway companies are obliged to set up new measures capable to limit the new risks generated by the passengers’ behaviour.

Experiencing new measures in order to avoid repeating the incident:

The first point was to modify the safety regulation in order to allow the train drivers to go on running until the first encountered platform when a persistent radio emergency signal is on in defined dense areas.

This can be done with a limited speed of 30 km/h and is in force in Paris Ile de France region since 01/07/04. An evaluation of the results of this new measure has been made and the positive consequences of this measure showed that it is advantageous to extend it to all dense areas from 01/12/05.

In parallel, new technical measures first level on rolling stock must be taken in order to avoid automatic release of the doors as soon as the train stops. A 30 seconds temporization is needed for the driver to release them to escape confinement risk for passengers in the train.

It means that an action on emergency signal does not release anymore the doors ands that the driver has the possibility to make the reset of the system from the cab, avoiding loosing time walking along the train.

First results in terms of safety:

Since the implementation of new measures concerning regulations and technical modifications, we observe an important decrease of number of passengers falling from a train from 40 to 13. This indicator is the proof of the real impact of the measures set up in dense areas on the French railway network.

What about the future?

The measures described were the first safety answer to the incident we faced in September 2003.

But it is clear that this kind of situation is often enough to go further in the possible solutions to this problem. It is the reason why SNCF hired a consultant to help in defining which could be the consequences of trains going on running after a detection of “opening door” instead of stopping in emergency.

It appears that there are various solutions and the choice is therefore difficult. It requires time and experiments in order to find the best solution in terms of safety and corresponding investments.

