Nuisance noise from train horns – a guide for local government

Her Majesty’s Railways Inspectorate (HMRI), part of the Health and Safety Executive (HSE), has received an increasing number of calls from members of the public regarding the nuisance noise caused by train horns, and local environmental health officers seeking guidance over who does what when it comes to operation and regulation of the railways. The following guide is designed to prevent this confusion.

Why are train horns used?

Train horns are used to mitigate the risks associated with train operation at a variety of junctures on the rail network, for example where tracks intersect with a public footpath/ crossing, or on curved sections of track, where driver visibility and warning time for anyone on the track (legitimately or otherwise) is reduced. At such junctures, HMRI have required the infrastructure controller/duty holder – in most instances Network Rail and the Train Operating Companies – to implement preventative measures to reduce these risks. In the majority of cases, Health and Safety law is not prescriptive, and it is therefore left to the discretion of the duty holder as to what methods they choose to mitigate the identified risks. In such instances, HSE only insist that a reliable and safe system is used, and will only intervene if the arrangements chosen are flawed from a safety point of view. In this instance, the railway industry duty holders’ have chosen to use train horns to sound a warning at markers along the rail network; these markers are known in the industry as whistle boards.

Railway Group Standards covering the use of whistle boards

The development and implementation of operating procedures on Network Rail infrastructure are the responsibility of the Railway Group (Network Rail, RSSB, Train and Freight Operating Companies, and Infrastructure Maintenance Companies), under the guardianship of Railway Safety and Standards Board (RSSB). These operating procedures are known as the Railway Group Standards.

HSE/HMRI are consultees of the Railway Group Standard process (although HMRI can ensure that practices judged as unsafe are not implemented), but we do not have a role in challenging and questioning their application – that is for RSSB. The Rule Book, part of the Railway Group Standards, sets out matters to do with train operation. The section that refers to the use of train horns, Section H (Part i) X.13.2, is attached for information.

Ways forward

Health and Safety law does not cover noise nuisance. Therefore HMRI cannot take direct action. However, we have raised this issue with both Network Rail (the main infrastructure controller) and RSSB, following the growing numbers of complaints. RSSB have agreed to look at the types of horns fitted to all the current rolling stock and review the audibility group standard, as well as the historical origins of the rule book instructions to make an informed judgement on whether these measures meet the requirements of today’s railway.

Regulatory issues

Control of nuisance noise is a matter for local environmental health departments – although there is a difficult trade off here between acceptable noise levels and the safety of the railway. For many years, the policy of the Government policy has been that people who choose to live near existing railways are by that choice accepting that they will have to tolerate the associated noise from that railway.

Further information

Further information on the issue of train horns can be obtained from:

Rail Safety and Standards Board

HMRI Correspondence Section
Evergreen House



2SW, Rose Court
160 Euston Road



2 Southwark Bridge
London




London
NW1 2DX 




SE1 9HS

Tel: 020 7904 7518



Tel: 020 7717 6533
Fax: 020 7557 9072 


Fax: 020 7717 6548

Email: enquiries@rssb.co.uk 


Email: railway.correspondence@hse.gsi.gov.uk
Annex

Rule Book – Group Standard number GO/RT3000.

Section H (Part i) X.13.2 Use of the horn.

X.13.2.1 The Driver of a train must sound the horn as a warning:-

a) to anyone who is on or near the line on which the train is travelling.

A series of short urgent danger warnings must be sounded if the Driver notices anyone on or dangerously near the line who does not:-

· acknowledge the warning by raising one arm above the head, or
· appear to move clear out of the way of the train

b) when passing a whistle board

Note:- The Driver must not use the horn except in an emergency between the hours of 2330 and 0700 when passing a whistle board that is provided on the approach to either:-

· an automatic level crossing, or
· an open level crossing

c) before restarting, if the train has stopped on the approach to any level crossing, except between the hours of 2330 and 0700

d) when approaching a station or leaving a station, if there is another train standing on a line immediately adjacent to the line the train is on

e) when approaching or passing a location where shunting is taking place on a line immediately adjacent to the line the train is on

f) when entering and leaving a tunnel

g) at frequent intervals when passing through a long tunnel

h) on starting the train when:-

· passing a signal at Danger

· making a movement within a possession

i) when making a wrong direction movement for which a signal is not provided on a running line. A series of short blasts must be given by the Driver at frequent intervals on the high/loud tone of the horn to warn anyone who might not be expecting a wrong direction movement to approach

j) when it is otherwise considered necessary

X.13.2.2 The Driver must, if it is provided on the train, use the two-tone horn as follows:-

Circumstances
Tones the Driver must use

To give a warning when on a 

running line
Both high/loud and low/soft tones

To give a warning when in a 

depot or siding
Only low/soft tone

To sound a local or special 

code
Only high/loud tone

X.13.2.3 The Driver must not use the horn more than is necessary to ensure safe and efficient warning.

