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Railway Safety is a not-for-profit company, limited by guarantee that provides safety leadership for Great Britain’s fragmented railways.

Railway Safety is actively involved in a number of European fora, and provides the main British input on European Safety and Standards issues. The Author is a member of the Safety Directors Platform an informal but regular gathering of people with Director level safety responsibility for the major UIC railways. Through the International Union of Railways (UIC) and the Confederation of European Railways (CER) the Platform provides an avenue for the railways to present a consistent face on safety management issues to the European Commission and others.
Not too long ago, a paper about railway safety management in Europe would have had to consider a wide range of different situations, on a European Union (EU), member state by member state basis.  That diversity still exists today, but Europe is setting a clear course towards common standards and common safety systems.  The motivation is the revitalisation of Europe’s railways.

The European Union set out more than 10 years ago to address the railways’ decline, and the problems of cross boarder operations, by removing technical and operational barriers and opening up railway markets to competition.  Trains often had to suffer long delays at borders whilst locomotives and crews were changed as well as documents being checked.  Currently the railways of Europe each have their own unique characteristics, using different technical standards and operating rules.  Signal configurations are different, and different aspect combinations have different meanings.  Ireland, Spain, Portugal and Finland even have unique (broader) track gauges. 

Through a series of Directives the EU has embarked upon a long-term programme to address these issues. It really started with Directive 91/440 EC in 1991, which required the separation of infrastructure management from train operations at least to the point of having sufficient cost transparency to provide fair access costs to other operators. There followed the Interoperability Directives both for high speed and conventional rail that set out to harmonise technical standards and operational rules and to establish safety acceptance processes for equipment based on conformity assessment by independent ‘Notified Bodies’.

The Technical Specifications for Interoperability, which provide the detail of these harmonised standards, are still being written but it has already been learned that the current disparate safety regulatory and management arrangements in different member states present a further barrier to change. A Rail Safety Directive, which aims to progressively address these issues, is currently before the European Parliament and the Council of ministers for approval.

The paper sets out to explain these directives, and the consequential changes that result from them, from an implementing railway’s perspective.

The reforms sought by the Directives are broadly supported, aimed as they are at improving railway market share, removing restrictive practices and reducing cost.  There are, however, some remaining concerns in the area of the impact of these changes on system management. These concerns are explained and some potential ways of addressing them are set out based on UK experience of managing a fragmented structure.
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