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Railway Safety Management System Regulations:

Experience to Date and Lessons Learned

A formalized management system approach to safety is increasingly being adopted in a number of industries. Safety regulators, including Transport Canada, view a systems-based safety culture as vital for ensuring high standards for a safe and secure transportation system. Transport Canada’s Railway Safety Management System (RSMS) Regulations, which came into force on March 31, 2001, requires all federally regulated railway companies to document, implement and maintain a Safety Management System with mandatory components as outlined in the regulations.  

The RSMS regulation can be defined as generic, non-prescriptive, and performance-based. It recognizes that in order to achieve maximum effectiveness, a Safety Management System must be consistent with the operating environment and management style of the individual railway company.  For it to work, it must include systems tailored to the company’s operations and corporate structure.    

This paper examines the Regulators’ experiences and lessons learned to date with the Railway SMS Regulations. The challenges of adopting a performance-oriented SMS regulatory regime are discussed in terms of integrating an SMS approach with existing programs and practices, harmonizing performance-based SMS Regulations with prescriptive requirements, and addressing a changing regulatory oversight culture. 
What is a Safety Management System

In the Railway Safety Act, a Safety Management System (SMS) is defined as: 

“a formal framework for integrating safety into day-to-day railway operations and includes safety goals and performance targets, risk assessments, responsibilities and authorities, rules and procedures, monitoring and evaluation processes.”   

The intent of the SMS is to encourage railways to integrate safety into their day-to-day operations in a formal manner to allow the company to manage safety in a proactive, professional manner. The aim is to foster greater safety self-compliance and internal responsibility within Railway Companies. 

Loss Prevention Theory states that losses are the consequence of the interaction or coincidence of a series of deficiencies within a “system”. To prevent losses, then, it is necessary to control the entire “system” from which loss arises and this is ultimately an issue of management policy and practices.

The RSMS Regulations require all federally-regulated railways to document, implement and maintain a Safety Management System consisting of the following mandatory components:

· a company safety policy, annual safety performance targets and associated safety initiatives to achieve the targets approved by a senior company officer and communicated to employees;

· clear authorities, responsibilities and accountabilities for safety at all levels;

· a system for involving employees and their representatives in the development and implementation of the Safety Management System;

· systems for identifying applicable railway safety regulations, rules, standards, orders and exemptions and procedures for demonstrating compliance with them;

· a process for identifying safety issues and concerns, including those associated with human factors, third-parties and significant changes to railway operations, and evaluating and classifying risks by means of a risk assessment;

· risk control strategies;

· systems for accident and incident reporting, investigation, and analysis and corrective action;

· systems for ensuring that employees and others granted access to railway property have appropriate skills and training and adequate supervision to ensure that they comply with all safety requirements;

· procedures for the collection and analysis of data for assessing safety performance;

· procedures for periodic internal safety audits, reviews by management, monitoring and evaluations of the Safety Management System; and

· systems for monitoring management-approved corrective actions resulting from required systems and processes.
To help explain the meaning of the mandatory SMS components, an accompanying Guidance Document was prepared. The Guide elaborates on Transport Canada’s expectations for Safety Management Systems and provides practical implementation advice and suggestions as well as specific examples of methods and approaches that have been adopted by various railways.
Compliance and Enforcement
Compliance with the RSMS Regulation is assessed through Transport Canada submission reviews and audit processes.  The Audit Program consists of two-stages:

1. Pre Audit (Documentation)
· To determine if the company has produced the documentation stipulated by the Regulation, and to map specific references within the company’s documented process to be verified.

2. Verification (Implementation and Maintenance)
· To determine the extent that the railway is operating in accordance with the systems and procedures contained in its SMS and that these systems and procedures are effective.
The focus of the RSMS Audit Program is on safety performance. The premise behind the program is that good results are due to good management processes and practices. The audits are intended to lead to the strengthening of a company’s safety related processes and practices, and ultimately to better safety performance.

Audit results are discussed with the railway and represented labour unions. The Railway Company is then requested to develop a corrective action plan to address identified deficiencies.  The implementation of the corrective action plan will be monitored by Transport Canada.  If necessary, the Railway Safety Act authorizes the Minister of Transport to order a railway company to take corrective measures if the SMS established by the railway has deficiencies that risk compromising railway safety.

Results to Date

The RSMS Regulations were expected to result in an improvement in railway safety in Canada primarily due to improved management oversight and an enhanced safety culture at every level of the organization.

Overall, largely through the SMS approach, Canadian Railways have moved to adopt formalized safety management practices into corporate level decision-making. While this represents a significant step towards enhancing a safety culture in the Railway industry, improvements are necessary to more fully integrate the SMS approach within all operating levels.  

While there has been noticeable improvement in the establishment of some SMS components, a lack of progress has been identified in other areas: 

· Safety is addressed in organizational “silos” in many companies. Safety issues are compartmentalized with no formal linkages between organizational functions with an involvement in the issue. Lack of an overall “systems” approach to safety management can result in a different understanding of safety performance and requirements at the Corporate vs Front-line/Field levels, and it can prevent the development and implementation of effective corrective actions, measures, and processes.

· There are shortcomings to the Risk Assessment processes in place in many companies – including the lack of Risk Assessment “triggers” and the training of staff to effectively conduct these risk assessments. While companies are documenting a Risk Assessment process, they have failed to tie the process into day-to-day safety monitoring/hazard reporting. Risk Assessment is not solely to be used to assess the risks associated with significant changes in operations – rather, it is a vital component of daily safety management. 
· The involvement of employees and their representatives in Railway Company SMS’s, can be increased. While there have been examples of noticeable improvements in this area in some Canadian Railways - primarily through enhanced use of Health and Safety Committees – increased participation of employees and their representatives in various SMS components, e.g., conduct of Risk Assessments and establishment of safety initiatives, will go a long way in enabling companies to be more successful at developing a safety culture.  
· Some Canadian Railway Companies still show signs of a yes/no “if it’s broken we’ll fix it” attitude – and disappointingly, rely on the regulator to identify non-compliance areas. Through an SMS approach, companies are expected to establish systems to identify risks, and put in place strategies to eliminate the situations, conditions or activities that create the risk. It’s a matter of continuous progress to improve overall safety performance in a proactive manner – and not a question of pass/fail.
Lessons Learned/Challenges

Transport Canada has learned much in the four years since the RSMS Regulations came into effect – and there continues to be a number of challenges ahead. These lessons learned and challenges can be summarized under three main themes:

1. Integrating an SMS approach with existing programs and practices

2. Harmonizing RSMS Regulations with existing prescriptive requirements 

3. A Changing Approach to Regulatory Oversight: From Inspections to Audits

1. Integrating an SMS approach with existing programs and practices

The introduction of the SMS concept has resulted in the need for a new direction for Transport Canada’s Rail Safety Program  - one which centers on the integration of the SMS approach with the functional disciplines – Equipment, Operations, and Engineering. 

While identified early on as an issue facing the Program, it is not until the organization becomes familiar with SMS that integration can be effectively addressed. Program integration is a long-term initiative, characterized by the development, documentation and implementation of integrated safety oversight business processes - including risk-based planning, monitoring, enforcement and safety performance analysis – key processes typically addressed separately by each functional discipline in the past.  

An integrated approach addresses organizational risk factors within all levels of a Railway’s business, with the aim of reducing non-compliance and safety issues/incidents in all functional areas and at the same time realizing collective improvements in Safety Management throughout the company. The integrated approach is characterized by the involvement of all Functional Programs in assessing all or part of a Railway Company’s Safety System. 

Transport Canada’s Integrated Rail Safety program introduces systems-based thinking within all related activities to improve Railway Safety. With a common systems-based approach, the various program activities will be coordinated to deliver a seamless, efficient monitoring program where all disciplines are linked so that the whole Program works together while recognizing the impact that each discipline has on achieving Railway Safety. 

2. Harmonizing RSMS Regulations with existing prescriptive requirements 

The subjective nature of performance-based Regulations poses a number of challenges for the regulator. Is it not easier to stay with the tried and true, prescriptive approach to Regulations, which provides clearer and more concrete requirements? 

The goal of the SMS approach is to promote and facilitate more preventive thinking within the rail industry on matters related to safety. Historically, under the traditional prescriptive system, operators would fix a problem without identifying underlying root causes to recurrent safety problems. The SMS concept was designed to better enable operators to meet the obligations of the Railway Safety Act and to put the onus for safety management on the railway company.

There is still a large amount of prescriptive regulating in Canada’s Rail Safety regulatory regime – the RSMS Regulations do not replace existing technical/operational rules, regulations and standards. In fact, an effective SMS will facilitate compliance with these requirements.  The key, from Transport Canada’s perspective, is to have flexibility in determining the best regulatory framework/instrument, while at the same time striving to be as performance-based as possible.

3. A Changing Approach to Regulatory Oversight: From Inspections to Audits

Training and education is paramount to address the cultural change.  Regulatory staff must adopt a new skill set under SMS, as they move from conducting transaction-based checklist inspections of physical conditions to conducting audits of the performance and adequacy of safety systems, processes and procedures. 

There is no one-size fits all template to follow in regulating because organizations can vary from one to the other in so many ways. A large well-established railway company has different needs and concerns than a small newly established start-up operation. One key benefit of this approach is safety improvements can be made within a system framework tailored for the individual company.

While continuous improvements based on company needs are realized within a generic regulated framework, difficulties arise because of the subjective nature of evaluating a company’s SMS - each SMS is different and auditors must use their professional judgment. 

The intent is to provide incentives for improvement, rather than a punishment-based approach. – Railway companies will see less of us if they can prove that they have an effective SMS in place and compliance/safety rates reflect this.  

Conclusion - Encouraging a Safety Culture through SMS

The move to SMS/performance-based regulations has been a challenging one: there are those in the industry who are more comfortable with the conventional prescriptive regulatory system; some firms are uneasy about SMS, particularly about the subjectivity on the part of auditors; and, there is also some resistance from regulatory staff to a changing regulatory approach. However, in adopting an SMS approach to regulating Canada’s Railway Industry, Transport Canada has shown leadership in embarking on a modern, performance oriented means to railway safety oversight. 

Through an SMS approach, gradual improvements to safety performance can be achieved on a continuous basis, which go a long way towards attaining an improved Safety Culture. SMS is seen as a way of reducing direct federal government involvement and increasing the accountability and safety-performance of railways through greater delegation of responsibility within a risk-based safety oversight framework.  

The ultimate goal is to enhance the safety culture of railway companies – a journey which starts with the development and implementation of an effective Safety Management System. 
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