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Briefing Document on Managing Rail Staff Fatigue 
 

 
RMT have long had concerns over the way fatigue among safety critical staff is managed so 
we are pleased to see that the ORR have produced definitive Guidance on this issue. 
 
All railway operators have a duty under Regulations 25 of the Railways and Other Guided 
Transport Systems (Safety) Regulations to manage the risks arising out of fatigue and long 
hours of their staff who carry out safety critical duties. 
 
This Guidance document from the ORR is aimed at companies and individuals who have 
responsibility for managing rail staff fatigue – whether those being managed are safety critical 
or not, the same principles can be applied for responsibly managing fatigue in transport 
workers. 
 
The Guidance explains what a Fatigue Risk Management System (FRMS) should look like and 
describes the roles and responsibilities, policies and procedures of all staff who work within 
the system. 
 
Fatigue is described as “a state of perceived weariness that can result from prolonged working, 
heavy workload, insufficient rest and inadequate sleep”. In workplaces where fatigue of workers 
is a factor there are likely to be increases in the likelihood of errors and adverse affects on 
performance (HSE booklet HSG256, 2006 which can be downloaded for free on the HSE 
website)), especially in tasks requiring: 
 

• Vigilance and monitoring 
• Decision making 
• Awareness 
• Fast reaction time 
• Tracking ability 
• Memory 

 
Fatigue is a particular concern in safety critical staff as staff may not be aware that their 
performance is being compromised. There is no test for fatigue and so it can be difficult to 
detect. 
 
It is vital that fatigue is managed in the railway industry as it was considered a contributory 
factor or cause in 74 accident and incidents reports between 2001 and 2009. It was also the 
contributory factor in the 1988 Clapham Junction collision which killed 35 people. In 
addition, it is estimated that fatigued staff cost employers £115-240 million per year in sleep 
related incidents. 
 
As well as financial and moral duties there is a legal duty to manage fatigue under the 
following legislation: 
 

• The Health and Safety at Work etc Act 1974 
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• The Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999 
• The Working Time Regulations 1998 as amended (WTR) 
• Regulation 25 of the Railways and Other Guided Transport Systems (Safety) 

Regulations 2006 (ROGS) 
 
 
All employers should have management arrangements to control the risks from staff fatigue.  
The complexity of those arrangements will depend on the type of work being carried out, 
whether work is safety critical or not and overtime arrangements. See Table 1 for a quick 
guide on how to use the ORR document: 
 
 
 
Type of work  Likely significance of risks 

from fatigue  
Relevant sections of this 
guidance  

No shift work, no significant 
overtime, no ROGS safety 
critical work  

Low  Section 4 “Basic fatigue 
controls”  

Some shift work and/or 
significant overtime but no 
ROGS safety critical work  

Medium to high  Section 5 “Fatigue Risk 
Management Systems”  

ROGS safety critical work  High  Section 5 “Fatigue Risk 
Management Systems”  
AND  
Section 6 “Managing fatigue in 
ROGS safety critical work  

 
 
Key to the effective management of fatigue is the development of a Fatigue Risk 
Management System (FRMS). The Guidance sets out what a FRMS is; what features such a 
system should have and how the FRMS should integrate with other risk control systems. 
 
It is crucial that the managers take a collaborative approach, involving staff and consulting 
other relevant parties such as trade unions in devising and setting up controls to eliminate 
or reduce the factors which contribute to fatigue.  
 
Controls may include for instance: shorter shifts; fewer successive shifts without a rest day; 
steps to reduce short-notice variations in planned start times; and enhanced fatigue 
education and training. Staff and their representatives including trade unions co-operate with 
employers in ensuring that risks from fatigue are properly controlled.  
 
The FRMS should have a number of components and stages: 
 

• Fatigue Policy 
• Organisational issues 
• Planning and implementing 
• Measurement 
• Audit and review 
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Some companies are now using a Fatigue Risk Index, which calculates the level of risk 
associated with working patterns depending on a number of different data being inputted. 
This type of index is normally used for shift-working/rosters. The HSE has a Fatigue Index 
Calculator online, which is free to use, and which asks for information such as commuting 
length, breaks and rest period. Some companies design their own and use them when 
designing rosters. If this is the case, you should familiarise yourself with the system your 
company uses. Ask for training on whichever index they use especially if you are negotiating 
or scrutinising rosters.  
 
When using a fatigue assessment tool it is important to understand and think carefully 
about what the output actually means rather than to blindly assume it produces an 
authoritative “satisfactory / unsatisfactory” decision. According to the ORR Guidance: 
 
The Fatigue Index represents the estimated probability, expressed as a percentage, that a person 
working the pattern concerned will feel very fatigued at some point during the shift. A fatigue index 
of 10 therefore means that on average, 1 in 10 people working that pattern are likely to feel very 
tired. Although this is clearly more desirable than a fatigue index of 50 (meaning half the people are 
likely to feel very tired), it does not mean that a fatigue index of 10 is risk-free. But it does indicate 
which of the two working patterns is likely to be less tiring. 
 
 At the heart of the FRMS there should be a statement of the organisation’s overall policy 
on fatigue.  The policy should recognise that the effective management of fatigue is a 
collaborative process. Senior management should be committed to involving staff and the 
trade unions in devising, implementing and monitoring effective fatigue risk control 
measures. There must be “buy-in” from staff, and the FRMS policy should recognise that the 
organisation may need to invest time up-front to help “sell” the need for, and benefits of, 
the co-operative FRMS approach to staff and their representatives.  
 
 
The company’s overall commitment to managing fatigue, including the status of any 
relevant company standards and limits, and their relationship to any relevant negotiated 
agreements with trade unions for instance terms and conditions of employment;  
 

• how the organisation will collect and use data on fatigue and its effects, including 
the fatigue reporting system for reporting errors, adverse events and concerns 
which could have a fatigue element;  

 
• staff education and training on fatigue;  

 
• reviewing the adequacy of fatigue controls periodically, and if there is reason to 

doubt their effectiveness.  
 
Key to ensuring that fatigue risks are properly controlled in the rail industry is input from 
the trade unions via their health and safety reps. Fatigue risks cannot be properly managed 
alone so employees and trade unions have their own important responsibilities in 
controlling the risks from fatigue. Trade unions should, for example: 

 
• Co-operate with an employer’s reasonable efforts to ensure that risks from staff 

fatigue are adequately controlled 
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• Make reasonable efforts to ensure that fatigue risk management good practice is 
taken into account by their representatives during negotiations on working patterns 
and other issues having a bearing on the control of fatigue risks 

• Consider whether pay structures could inadvertently be encouraging fatigue – is low 
pay encouraging excessive overtime? 

• Examine whether existing terms and conditions of service have taken full 
consideration of possible fatigue effects 

• Receive training for negotiating working patterns 
• Ensure that the employer carries out a ‘reality check’ by seeking staff feedback on 

working patterns 
 
 
If the employer’s undertaking involves safety critical work then, in addition to the FRMS 
there will need to be applied the requirements of ROGS regulation 25. Regulation 25 states: 
 
1. Every controller of safety critical work shall have in place arrangements to ensure, so far 
as is reasonably practicable, that a safety critical worker under his management, supervision 
or control does not carry out safety critical work in circumstances where he is so fatigued or 
where he would be liable to become so fatigued that his health or safety or the health or 
safety of other persons on a transport system could be significantly affected.  
 
The regulation also requires the undertaking to have a “controller of safety critical work” – 
this person should establish effective arrangements for managing the risks arising from 
fatigue from safety critical workers. This process shall follow the following steps: 
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The Guidance provides detailed commentaries on each of these nine stages. RMT 
representatives should be fully involved in stage 2 – setting standards and designing working 
patterns, stage 4 – consulting with safety critical workers, stage 6 – providing information to 
safety critical workers, stage 7 – monitoring and stage 9 – reviewing the arrangements. 
 
The Guidance concludes with a series of Appendices which give important information on a 
number of issues: fatigue risk assessments, travel time, features of a positive safety culture, 
and fatigue reporting. 
 
When using this Guidance RMT will be seeking where possible to ensure our Lead Officers 
approach companies seeking joint training for representatives and managers on the Fatigue 
Guidance. 
 

  


