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Derek Wyatt MP opened the meeting thanking the rail industry representatives for attending and for the progress achieved by the Steering Group so far. 
Nick Herbert said he was pleased with the progress following reviews at some locations which meant whistle boards had been removed, but was interested in the actions the Steering Group will make for the other locations. 
John Armitt responded and said that in approximately ten days the Steering Group should have reached  conclusions and will  make clear recommendations. There are still issues being worked to secure industry and Union agreement. He said that today the Steering Group will report on the issues where we believe will lead to the final recommendations but as negotiations are still ongoing it would be best if this meeting was kept private to avoid other parties feeling pushed into the decisions by the media et al. It was agreed at the suggestion of Derek Wyatt to make the meeting Chatham House rules.
Anson Jack introduced the emerging work of the steering group said that lots of work had been done by the Steering Group and they have now  received at least first draft reports on all areas of work and when finalised they will be published on the RSSB website in support of the recommendations. 
The research that surveyed three locations confirmed that there are significant issues of harm to neighbours arising from train horn noise. RSSB has developed a model that places values on the harm caused by noise, and taken together with the risk work on footpath crossings shows that  the harm arising from the noise made by train horns is such that it is not justifiable to sound the horns at the levels and times that they currently do .

The industry therefore has concluded that it will shift the balance away from reliance on whistle boards and train horns. The risk research estimates that whistle boards nationally save between one and two lives a year. The  safety value of whistle boards is actually very uncertain, given the number of variable involved and the differences in human behaviour at crossings, and this compares with the much more certain impact of  the systematic sounding of a train horns in the vicinity of population. There is a reduced confidence in the value of whistle boards and coming to terms with this will involve cultural change the rail industry. 
The review has established that the impact on some people of the train horn noise through for example lack of sleep can be compared directly with  people that are harmed in other ways on or about the railway. 

Quieter train horns and new technology is one area that has been looked at. Measurements have been taken from old train horns to assist in working out a new Standard. We have the report back and are on the verge of recommending a new minimum and maximum decibel level.
This leads to the formulation of the recommendations by the steering group. . However, the recommendations are just that, directed at the industry and subject to the normal industry decision- making process. Many parts of the industry have been involved in the work of the steering group so it is hoped that the recommendations will have a high level of industry buy-in and be capable of being implemented.
So the Recommendations we are developing are:
1 – A form of night time quiet period, probably between 11.00pm and 7.00am. We believe that this will solve a significant part of the problem, as many are related to when most people need to sleep. We are aware thought that this will not solve the whole problem for shift workers, summer days in the garden etc. 
2 – We are exploring the opportunity to use current technology more smartly. There are two tones to the train horns, one causes more distress than the other and we expect to recommend that where possible, only the lower tone is used at Whistle Boards. 

3 – We expect to recommend a new lower minimum and maximum level of train horn noise for all new rolling stock and horns, it will not be mandatory for train operators. 
4 - Network Rail will continue to review locations where there are reported problems and carry out measures which may lead to the removal of the whistle boards 
5 – Work to guide drivers on the more consistent use of the horns 
6 – For the longer term, once recommendations 1 -5 have been implemented, Network Rail will review and update their risk assessment process. It is felt that recommendations 1 – 5 will solve the vast majority of the problems but this risk assessment review will be carried taking account of the changes just described, and rate at which they are implemented, and can be expected to lead to the removal of further whistle boards. Currently there is a three-year cycle in Network Rail of reviewing footpath crossings but Network Rail have indicated that with some planning key locations can be assessed sooner rather than later. 

7 – Finally the Industry will keep under review the success of these changes to check that they have addressed the problem
Anson Jack then talked about timescales for adopting these recommendations (on the assumption that the Steering Group confirms them in the next two weeks):
1 – 3 has already been entered in to the decision making process. Committees have been briefed and we anticipate that there will be an open consultation regarding the night time quiet period and softer toned horn, which is for the industry as well as the public, and will last 28 days. Once the responses to this consultation have been received, and if they get full support, they will be introduced almost immediately – subject to briefing and communication.. 
Wide-ranging Communication of any form of night time quiet period is vital. The industry has responsibility to train drivers and the public to communicate this proposed change widely, and this is where MPs’ assistance would be very welcomed. 
Derek Wyatt asked who might object to these recommendations. Drivers? 
Anson Jack said that objections could come from different places, not necessarily drivers but we will wait and see. 
Nick Herbert said thank you to the rail industry representatives and welcomed the recommendations. He said that it is daytime and early evening which is the key time that needs to be considered for some of his constituents and this may not be improved by the recommendations. The lower level of horn is something that train operator Southern spent approximately £500,000 trying to improve but it has not achieved anything. 

Anson Jack said that the Steering group believes that a combination of the night time quiet period and the use of the lower horn noise, will make a substantial difference to many people, although it will not solve the whole problem. The cost to the train operators to replace all train horns would be approximately in the low £Millions. Southern, SouthEastern and South West Trains have all participated in the Steering Group and are considering how the recommendations will affect them. 
Nick Herbert said that the risk review is very interesting related to the lower volume of train horns and asked what the thinking behind not introducing a daytime ban too? 

Anson Jack explained that the developed model and research shows that the largest contribution of noise nuisance and Health and Safety at work relates to loss of sleep, and more readily justifies change than the noise irritation that occurs during the day.  Also, once the bulk of the impact at night has been removed, the case for further change, and withdrawing whistle boards is much weaker.  Most people use footpath crossings during the day.
Any obligatory changes needs financing, and there are no allocated or budgeted funds to pay for any retrospective change to train horns - any costs would need to be covered over and above other costs on the rail industry. 
The Steering Group will be meeting again in the next two weeks as there are still industry discussions going on to achieve full agreement, and we anticipate we will have this before Christmas. 

Derek Wyatt asked what communications the industry would do to announce the recommendations, such as a press conference. 

John Armitt said that a media release would likely to be issued, which would be of specific interest to regional media. 

Derek Wyatt asked if the Steering Group could come into to meet the MPs again, once the recommendations have been made to explain them in detail. 

John Armitt said that that would not be a problem. 

John Redwood MP asked why whistle boards are required at all as people can see or hear the trains coming along the track. People can’t miss them. 
Anson Jack said that not all locations have them, and that where there is a clear uninterrupted view of crossings, there is no need for Whistle Boards today. Boards are only used where sighting is restricted due to curvature of the track and at these locations whistle boards give an audible warning to users of the footpath crossing. 

John Armitt explained that people do not always hear the approach of a train, due to continuous welded track and modern trains rattle less, and therefore an audible warning in certain locations may be justified. People do die at footpath crossings and elsewhere not having heard the approach of trains, and these are often responsible sober adults who have for one reason or another through a momentary loss of concentration lost their life. 

John Redwood said that people can die from lack of sleep, and can the industry not lower the volume of the train horn? 
John Armitt responded saying yes we have said that in the draft recommendations, but this will apply to new trains/ horns not current ones. Some current ones can be made to sound more acceptable by using the one tone. 

Anson Jack added that the old trains that did not generate complaints have had their sound measured. Some older stock has sound levels as loud as the new horns, but appear not to have caused distress in the past. The recommendations for future sound levels is likely to be significantly quieter than the majority of current stock. 
Derek Wyatt asked if this will require a physical change. 

Anson Jack said yes - the existing train horns cannot just be turned down – they are not engineered that way. He added that two years ago when the Standards were changed from being 120Db to 112Db some train operators were able to muffle their train horns to lower the tone, while others found that this did not work. The location of the train horn on the train also makes a difference to the impact of local residents. 

Nick Herbert asked Anson Jack why the RSSB was not prepared to make changing the DB levels of train horns mandatory for train operators. 
Anson Jack explained that RSSB does not make decisions in that way – RSSB Standards are decided by committees with representatives from the whole industry, and therefore changes in standards  are industry decisions that are informed and facilitated by RSSB. 
Nick Herbert asked whether Southern have agreed to lower their tone again. 

Anson Jack said that he cannot speak on behalf of specific train operators,  but answered the question in general terms, indicating that some train operators believe that the first two recommendations will solve the problems in their areas, but if not they will consider alternatives. Some have also said that once the recommendations have been finalised they will consider them all. 

Anson Jack said that he believes that over fifty percent of the problems will be resolved and others can hopefully be mitigated against. 
Nick Herbert asked where the figures of one to two deaths a year saved by whistle boards came from. 
Anson Jack said AD Little, environment, safety, and risk specialists, were commissioned to undertake the work and they looked at the national database of level crossings and the records relating to safety incidents, surveyed fifty locations in some detail and at two locations both day and night. At their site visits, they observed trains and the behaviour of users of footpaths. Taking all of this work together they estimated that over 24-hours a day, 365 days a year whistle boards save between one to two lives a year., 

Currently four to five people die a year at footpath crossings, and without whistle boards this would therefore be likely to increase by 40%. Taking away the nighttime routine sounding of train horns would retain most (but not all) of the safety benefit, while addressing a significant portion of the noise nuisance. However as he had said earlier it is now becoming  accepted within the industry that the real safety benefit of whistle boards is not as certain as previously thought, 
However, once the recommendations have been agreed and adopted a multi fatality on a changed footpath crossing could change attitudes, particularly in the public’s perception. 
John Armitt stressed that a night time quiet period would not be a ban on using train horns and that drivers will still be able to use their judgement on when to use them, such as when people are on the track. 

Derek Wyatt thanked everybody for their input and the work achieved and asked the rail representatives if they would come back and brief the MPs before Christmas on the recommendations and then perhaps a final meeting in February to discuss the whole programme of implementation of the recommendations. 

John Armitt thanked the MPs for their on-going support and patience while this work has been going on, and for them recognising the scale of work required to resolve the problem. 

