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DEVELOPMENT OF THE CONTRIBUTION
Improving Safety through a Confidential Close Call Reporting System


While North American railroads have made significant improvements in safety (train accidents and employee safety) during the past 25 years, the rate of improvement has slowed in recent years.  As the number of reportable events declines, accident data is less able to identify areas of risk.


Many transportation incidents are preceded by a chain of events, any one of which might have prevented the accident if the outcome had been different.  As proven by programs in other industries, railroads can proactively reduce risk before an accident by systematically studying close calls.  

A close call is an opportunity to improve safety practices in a situation or incident that has a potential for more serious consequences.  When individual events are analyzed collectively, an organization can identify safety hazards and develop solutions.  A confidential close call reporting system is not separate and apart from the existing reporting systems. It provides another tool to identify and assess safety risks in operations. Close call events represent an opportunity to identify and correct weaknesses in a safety system prior to an unsafe event. The system can also be used to monitor changes in safety over time and to uncover hidden unsafe conditions that were previously unreported.

The development of successful close call systems share several common features that involve building trust to encourage disclosure of close call information. These features include using a third party to collect and store the information, confidential reporting, and limited protection for sources from liability or enforcement. 


During its final 2 decades of service, the famed Concorde airliner suffered a series of tire blowouts that ruptured fuel tanks and damaged other equipment within the wings.  Prior to the well-known crash these incidents had only resulted in damage to the aircraft.  On July 26, 2000, a Concorde jetliner again blew a tire, rupturing a fuel tank and catching fire. The plane crashed shortly after takeoff killing 109 passengers and crew. 

A tragic accident such as this may be preceded by several close calls similar to the accident that do not result in catastrophe or harm to people, equipment, or the environment. These close call events provide an opportunity to proactively manage safety instead of waiting for an accident to occur. Evaluating close calls is part of the safety management process in other industries like the chemical process and nuclear power industries. In those industries the probability of an accident is relatively low, but the adverse consequences are high. 


The aviation industry uses close calls as part of its safety management process. In the United States, the aviation industry created the Aviation Safety Reporting System (ASRS) and the Global Aviation Information Network (GAIN). The success of these industry-wide systems led to the creation of company-specific systems for evaluating close calls. The analysis of close calls within airlines enables them to identify safety concerns specific to their organization.

ScotRail created the Confidential Incident Reporting and Analysis System (CIRAS). After a trial period, other railroads in the United Kingdom adopted this system to improve their safety management processes. 

In June 2002 the US Federal Railroad Administration invited rail labor and management to form a Planning Committee to consider these reporting systems.  The Committee’s task was to decide how to introduce the railroad industry to the value of studying close calls as a way of improving safety. Meeting frequently over the next 10 months, members designed a workshop
 to educate the railroad industry on the benefits of understanding close call events and to provide a forum for participants to discuss issues and develop solutions. The speakers represented several transportation modes and countries. Each described their close call best practices and the challenges faced during the implementation. Following the presentations, the workshop participants discussed the benefits and barriers to implementing a close call system for the railroad industry and discussed steps needed to develop close call systems within the U.S. railroads. 

The meeting participants, representing a cross section of industry stakeholders, suggested that the FRA set up a demonstration project to test the viability of a close call reporting system for the railroad industry. 


A demonstration project would be intended to:
1. Monitor the frequency of known failure modes (existing risks to safety); 

2. Learn about new failure modes (new risks to safety); 

3. Maintain alertness to the risks inherent in railroad operations; and 

4. Enable carriers, labor organizations and FRA to identify safety issues that require corrective action. 


This approach was intended to foster a voluntary, cooperative, non-punitive environment to communicate safety concerns. In addition to gathering data, the system should also track and assess the corrective actions taken in response to close call events to identify successful and unsuccessful actions. The program should help determine what factors (i.e., equipment design, training, operating practices, management practices) promote the elimination of errors.  
Definition of “Close Call” 


A close call is an opportunity to improve safety practices in a situation or incident that has a potential for more serious consequences. It represents a situation in which an ongoing sequence of events was stopped from developing further, preventing the occurrence of potentially serious safety-related consequences. This might include the following examples. 

1. Events that happen frequently, but have low consequences (e.g., lifting objects that put employees at risk for minor injuries, such as sprains); 
2. Events that happen infrequently but have the potential for high consequences (e.g., a train in non-signaled territory proceeds beyond its authority); 
3. Events that are below the government reporting threshold (e.g., an event that causes an injury requiring first aid, such as a cut); and 
4. Events that are above the government reporting threshold where the potential exists for a far greater accident (e.g., a slow speed collision with only minor damage to the equipment). 

Key Elements of the Close Call Reporting System 


The close call reporting system adheres to the following key elements: 

1. Focused on identifying impediments to railroad safety; 

2. Voluntary; 

3. Confidential; and 

4. Provide participating employees with protection from discipline by the employer or federal regulator (in some cases)

The Reporting Process

The matrix on the following page outlines the reporting process as envisioned by the Steering Committee and details are contained in a model Memo of Understanding.  Individual Peer Review Teams (labor / management / government) on individual railroads can use this outline to develop their own programs.


  The matrix lists the all the steps in the proposed reporting process from initial report submitted by employee to aggregation and de-identification by the report compiler to review of data by the stakeholders to development and monitoring of corrective actions.  Raw data is compiled by the Bureau of Transportation Statistics an agency within the Department of Transportation that possesses special conditions to maintain confidentiality.  As discussed below (after the matrix), some incidents do not qualify for inclusion in the reporting process.  If the initial report from an employee contains insufficient information to determine acceptance, the report will receive provisional acceptance until the confidential interviewer obtains additional information from the employee. 

	Proposed Reporting Process – C3RS


	Step 
	Responsible Party 

	1. Identify an unsafe event or condition and initiate a close call report. 
	Employee(s) 

	2. Enter close call report in tracking system if it meets acceptance criteria.3 
a. Confirm eligibility (see section 7.1 criteria for close call report acceptance). 

b. Date stamp and assign number. 

c. Mail receipt to employee. 
	BTS  / Contractor

	3. Interviewer calls employee(s) to collect additional details about close call event or unsafe condition. If it meets acceptance criteria, report receives final acceptance. 
	BTS / Contractor 

	4. De-identify close call report. 
	BTS / Contractor 

	5. Analyze individual close call report for preliminary root causes and error recovery mechanisms. Analyze multiple reports for emerging trends and new sources of risk. Produce a report based on the collected data. 
	BTS / Contractor 

	6. Meet at regular intervals to: 

a. Analyze each close call report (after the identifying information has been removed) and root causes; 

b. Analyze summarized data from multiple reports; 

c. Identify new sources of emerging trends & new types of safety-critical risks; 

d. Assess the association between emerging patterns or trends in close calls, relate those to corrective actions to be taken by the carriers, and advise on implementation; 

e. Review and discuss a summary report comprised of the individual close call reports generated from the Close Call Reporting System, emerging trends, identified root causes and suggested corrective actions; 

f. Distribute report to participating railroads and FRA giving feedback on close calls, emerging trends and newly identified risks, which were provided by BTS to the PRT; and 

g. Review and discuss all reports prior to their distribution. 
	PRT 

	7. Review individual carriers’ decisions on corrective actions. 
	Carrier 

	8. Provide BTS with information on decisions made with respect to corrective actions (see section 11). 
	Carrier 

	9. Track corrective actions taken in response to close call events. 
	PRT 

	10. Make feedback available to employee on corrective actions. 
	BTS/ Contractor 

	11. Draft quarterly report to summarize emerging trends and corrective actions; distribute to all participants and FRA and put on the BTS/Volpe Close Call web site. 
	BTS/ Contractor 

	12. Write an annual report describing the status of the project, any modifications made and lessons learned to date; describe emerging trends and recommended solutions; distribute and put on the BTS/Volpe Close Call web site. 
	BTS/ Contractor 

	BTS;  Bureau of Transportation Statistics

PRT;  Peer Review Team (labor / management / government team at individual railroad)


Criteria for Close Call Report Acceptance 


Employees of carriers participating in the demonstration project can report any safety concern that could lead to an unsafe event or condition on the carrier. Reports can be accepted for any condition or event that is perceived as potentially endangering employees, the public, equipment, or the environment. Any concern about one’s own safety or someone else’s safety at work can be reported. Each close call report must contain sufficiently detailed information about a safety event so that a third party can evaluate it. An interviewer may call the employee to obtain more information about the event; if in doubt, the interviewer will err on the side of accepting the report.   


The following types of reports will be rejected: 


1. Reports unrelated to railroad safety; 


2. Urgent real-time issues (e.g., a runaway train); 


3. Personal grievances; and 


4. Labor organization management grievances. 

Confidentiality 


The Bureau of Transportation Statistics (BTS) will act as the owner of the data reported to it by railroad employees under the Demonstration Project, and protect the confidentiality of this information through its own governance and the Confidential Information Protection and Statistical Efficiency Act of 2002 (CIPSEA).

After BTS has determined that all relevant data from a close call event has been collected, the close call report should be de-identified so that the employee’s identity or anyone mentioned in the report can no longer be determined.   BTS shall protect the following information from disclosure when provided in a close call report: 
1. The employee’s close call report and the content of that report; 

2. The name of the employee submitting the report; 

3. The name of any other employees mentioned in the close call report, regardless of whether or not they are part of the pilot project; 

4. The name of the carrier involved in the close call report; 

5. The exact location of a close call; description of specific, rarely used equipment models; or any other information that would make it obvious that only a few, easily-identifiable people could have made the close call report; and 

6. Evidence and other information during a Peer Review Team evaluation of a report 

Protection from Carrier Discipline and/or Federal Penalties


Since the main purpose of a close call reporting system is for the railroad industry to learn more about the safety risks, a central element is to shield employees from carrier discipline and/or Federal Penalties.
  A corollary to this concern is the need to also shield carriers from FRA enforcement potentially arising from events reported under this system. Shielding people and carriers from blame creates an environment where employees and managers feel more comfortable disclosing information. Successful close call systems protect the identity of the person disclosing information, and use the information for learning about system problems and coaching employees. Reporting unsafe conditions and actions is fostered in an environment where the organization wants to learn why the system failed and focus on improving the “system”. 


Except as discussed below, employees participating in the program who report close calls receive protection from discipline and/or decertification by their employing carrier, provided an appropriate FRA waiver has been granted. FRA will permit the carrier not to decertify the employee if the event, which otherwise meets the criteria for decertification in 49 CFR Part 240, also meets all of the following conditions.
· The employee's action or lack of action was not intended to cause damage to the carrier’s operations, equipment, or personnel; and 

· The employee reports the unsafe condition within specified time limits and the report is accepted 


An employee who violates a law, regulation or operating rule under a direct order from a supervisor is protected from discipline and/or decertification.  An employee who commits an act that would otherwise be covered but does not file a timely close call report is afforded the same protection outlined in this MOU provided an immediate co-worker timely files a close call report about the incident.

Carriers and the FRA are prohibited from using any information contained in an accepted close call report to pursue any disciplinary or enforcement action. 

Conditions when a Reporting Employee is not Protected 


Carrier employees receive no protection from carrier discipline and/or decertification or from FRA enforcement action when any of the following conditions occur: 

1. The employee's action or lack of action was intended to damage the carrier’s operations or equipment, or injure other employees, or the employee’s action or lack of action purposely places others in danger (i.e., sabotage) 

2. The employee's action or lack of action involved a criminal offense; 

3. The employee’s behavior involved substance abuse or inappropriate use of controlled substances (illicit drugs); 

4. The close call report contains falsified information; 

5. The event resulted in a railroad accident/incident that qualifies as reportable (exceeds certain thresholds); 

6. The event resulted in an identifiable release of a hazardous material; or 
7. The event was observed in real time and reported to the carrier (such as a rail traffic controller observes a signal violation) or was observed as part of Operating Practices Testing.

Operating Practices Testing (e.g., efficiency testing, train control signal testing) are generally real time observations and do not qualify for exemption. Similarly, an employee is not exempt from carrier discipline and/or decertification for a violation that the carrier or FRA identifies contemporaneously (e.g., a block goes red and the rail traffic controller notices it before the train backs off the circuit) before the employee files a close call report; in such situations, a carrier or FRA may use event recorder information to support discipline and/or decertification. For example, a carrier official who observes a train operate past a signal that requires a stop may use any relevant data recorded by the locomotive’s event recorder in pursuing disciplinary action against the train crew, regardless of whether a member of the crew timely files a close call report. 

Conditions when Carrier is and is not Protected from FRA Enforcement Action 


FRA will afford the same protection from enforcement action to a carrier for any incident for which an accepted close call report is filed regarding an employee if that employee is protected from carrier discipline and/or decertification.  Likewise, if an employee report falls under one of the exceptions listed above and the employee is not afforded protection, the carrier will also not receive protection from FRA enforcement action. 

Use of Data 


All participants in the Demonstration Project agree to use the information they acquire for positive purposes to improve safety. This could include new or modified training, assessing risk and allocating resources to address those risks, and learning why these reported unsafe events are taking place. The carriers agree to refrain from using this data for the purpose of discovering who else might be engaged in the same activity, and disciplining and decertifying employees for that behavior. Corrective actions are the actions taken by carriers in response to reports of emerging trends and new types of safety-critical events.  
Progress to Date

As of this writing, one demonstration project has been in effect for six months and two others are close to implementation.  The Steering Committee will be attending an on-site meeting later in September and additional information will be provided at the IRSC session in Goa.

_________________________________________________________________________
�April 2003, the Federal Railroad Administration held a Human Factors Workshop: Improving Railroad Safety Through Understanding Close Calls.  See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.fra.dot.gov/downloads/Research/ord0403.pdf" ��http://www.fra.dot.gov/downloads/Research/ord0403.pdf�


�Locomotive engineers are subject to a certification program administered by FRA under 49CFR Part 240.  An engineer can lose his certification (license to operate) through certain acts that could be included in a confidential close call reporting system.  For example, occupying a main track authority normally results in an engineer becoming decertified for a specified period.  
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