
Indian Railways have spent over Rs.13,000 crores during the last 5 years on safety related components.  These pertain to infrastructure of tracks, signalling, bridges, workshops, road over-bridges and level crossings.  A major share has gone towards track renewals covering over 15,000 kms.  It also includes around Rs.1715 crores on safety works related to signalling and telecommunication.  Another Rs.346 crores have been spent on re-building, rehabilitation, strengthening, re-girdering and extension etc. of distress bridges.

2.
To take stock of safety preparedness of Indian Railway, a High Powered Railway Safety Review Committee (Khanna Committee) was set up in August, 1998.  Its report has been received and  most of the recommendations have been accepted, under implementation  or examination.  On the basis of the   recommendation of this Committee and realising the importance of railway safety, the Government has created a non-lapsable Special Railway Safety Fund (SRSF) of Rs.17,000 crores in October, 2001 to wipe out arrears in renewal of over-aged assets within a fixed time frame of 6 years.  The projects to be funded from SRSF have already been identified and funds committed.  In the years 2001-02 and in the current year, Rs.3610 crores have been allocated to identified works.  Altogether, 16,500 kms. of track are identified and sanctioned for renewal.  Over aged signalling installations at 1500 stations are proposed to be replaced at a cost of Rs.3100 crores  and  3290 bridges are identified for rehabilitation at a cost of Rs.1670 crores.

3. This is a historical step and cannot be ignored.

4. The stresses on the system and the operating manpower are unprecedented.  The silent services of hardcore and committed staff, though nameless and faceless for society at large, deserves to be recognised.  This is the class of railway staff,  whose psyche gets severely affected with aberrations like Rafiganj accident.  The scar remains on the psyche of the system also, irrespective of the persons holding high positions.

5.   There is no doubt that certain elements of adverse social environment are also encountered and faced successfully.  The theft and vandalism, proliferation of unauthorised structures on railway land, defecation on railway tracks, creating problems of maintenance, unauthorised  interference with signalling gears and equipment, growth of trees along with railway track, persistent attacks by anti-social elements on solitary staff working at isolated locations, unauthorised entry of hooligans in locomotive cabs and guard’s brake-van, rampant alarm chain pulling, interference in working of Station Masters and reckless driving by some road users at unmanned level crossings are some adverse features affecting safety of trains.  Each activity and element is being tackled, though not successfully, all the time.  

6. As far as the health of railway tracks is concerned, ‘maintenance corridors’ have been provided on all the trunk routes and mainline sections to ensure that no aspect of safety is neglected due to lack of maintenance.  Upgradation of track structure is being undertaken  by replacing the existing rails by heavier rails.   Single rails and short welded 3 rail panels in gradually being converted into long welded and continuously welded rail panels in removing fishplated joints.  Mechanised track maintenance is progressively being undertaken.  Sophisticated track recording cards and oscillograph cars are used for monitoring track geometry and running characteristics of the track.  Ultrasonic flaw detectors are used to detect  hidden flaws in the rails.

7. Indian Railways have a well-established and efficient accident management system consisting of about 180 mobile accident medical relief vans and over 500 fixed accident relief medical equipment, located at strategic locations.  Over 125 accident relief trains are also positioned at vital locations to be moved out at very short notice.  Occasional complaints in delay in relief may be genuine, to some extent, as there is always a gap of couple of hours before the official railway assistance reaches   to the accident site.  The deficiencies are plugged from time to time.  It is a drill to be repeated every now and then to keep the system ready for all eventualities.

8. We are down, but not out.  I have complete faith in the resilience of the system  as IR are a ‘self-propelled vehicle’ like a train.  The vital energy of the system will bounce back and recover from the transient setback. 

*******

