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Brake test chan

SOUTH EASTERN Railway, a
pioneer in the reunification of
track and train in preparation for
the arrival of Great British Railways,
is adopting a new procedure for
brake tests which is expected to
improve performance and safety.
The change is based on research
by RSSB, which has been analysing
the relevance of some decades-old
practices in today’s railway. There
has been a focus on running brake
tests, where a train's brakes are
tested in service each time a new
driver takes over at the controls.
Regular travellers leaving Charing
Cross will know how common it
has been for a train to slow down
after leaving the terminus, for no
obvious reason, prior to accelerating
away - this has been when a
brake test has been performed.
“The time was when this
was a reasonable requirement,”
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Modern Railways

explains Scott Brightwell, Director
of Operations & Safety at South
Eastern Railway. “But technology
moves on:a modern train is
like a modern car, with warning
lights to advise the driver when
something is malfunctioning”
SER has been conducting more
than 6,000 running brake tests a
day, with adverse implications for
performance.“It takes time out of the
system - it's only seconds, but it all
adds up”says Mr Brightwell. “Trains
behind a train undertaking a test are
more likely to get a restrictive signal.
By scrapping the tests, not only will
time be saved, there’s a safety benefit
t00, as the fewer red signals there are,
by definition there is less likelihood
of a signal being passed at danger”
Using the RSSB research, SER
formed a working group with
fellow integrated rail business
pioneer South Western Railway
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e should improve performance

and Justin Willett, Director of
Operational Capability at Network
Rail, said: “We looked at a variety of
rolling stock types and compared
where brake tests are being
carried out to what the research
indicates is actually necessary.’

The result was a decision to stop
doing most running brake tests on
Southeastern.“There are still some
scenarios where they make sense -
when atrain s leaving amaintenance
depot after work on the brakes, for
example. But in the vast majority of

cases, the tests are no longer required.”

SER engaged with the trade
unions on the proposed change -
“they were very supportive; reports
Mr Brightwell. The change was
implemented on 28 July 2025, but
with an incremental approach.
“We have allowed our professional
drivers to adopt the change, to
take an incremental benefitin

running time on key points on the
network, but we recognise that
behavioural change takes time”"

Mr Brightwell commends Mr
Willett for being a strong advocate
for this work, and while he recognises
that the industry structure has
theoretically not prevented the brake
test change taking place before
now, he says the new structure is
making innovation in areas such as
train-borne infrastructure monitoring
equipment more feasible. N

“The South Eastern brake
test change is just the sort of
thing we have to be doing if we
are to meet the performance
challenge - every second counts!”
says Steve Murphy, Chair of the
UK Network Performance Board.
Other companies are studying
the change at Southeastern;
wider application around the
country is expected in 2026.
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